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for PUBQ

You know who you are.
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“WHY LESBIANS?” 

It was a question I put to an author this spring, an author whose story, by chance, ended up being the first thing I read for this anthology of short fiction, a book whose focus I’d define as stories by lesbian authors or about lesbian characters and concerns. 

The thing was, though, Heiresses of Russ wasn’t in the picture yet, back in the spring. I hadn’t yet been invited by the marvelous Steve Berman of Lethe Press to be this year’s guest editor of the anthology. Rather, I had seen the story more or less by chance. I hadn’t particularly sought it out; it was part of the larger body of what I was reading at the time. I’d found it tense and intriguing, a surprise and delight on multiple levels. It was delightful enough, in fact, that I had fixed on the notion of assigning it to one of my UCLA classes. I find it fiendishly hard to keep my reading lists current, relevant and diverse.

Suddenly there the author was, in my sights and prime for interrogation. I smelled teachable insights, much as a shark scents blood in the water. And so... “Hey! You there! Why lesbians?”

Okay, it didn’t go exactly like that. And anyway you’re probably thinking: why the hell not lesbians?

You’re right, obviously. This isn’t the sixties anymore. To mangle the advertising slogan, we’ve come a fuckuva long way, babies. We can get married now, in a lot of countries; we can legally adopt our children. I would never have believed either political victory possible back in the days when Joanna Russ was creating works like The Female Man, or We Who Are About To. If you’d asked me in 1980, I probably wouldn’t have believed it possible to even find fifteen or so works of published short speculative fiction by or about lesbians…at least not if they all had to be published within the same calendar year.

That’s not to say there weren’t SFF collections and anthologies. There were, and they’re great, and I’d seriously consider going into that in detail…but Melissa Scott has done a brilliant job of laying out that history in the 2014 Heiresses of Russ intro. Instead of parroting her, I’ll say this: you should really check her essay out if you’re curious. Like this intro, it’s merely the appetizer course on a banquet of fictional awesomeness.

The “Why lesbians?” story, by the way, is Eugene Fischer’s “The New Mother.” I’ll leave the answering of that question to you as the story unfolds among these pages or in your e-book reader. Or buttonhole him at a con. I’m sure he absolutely loves that.

Where was I? Right! A yearly Best Of Speculative Lesbians. This series has run now since 2011. And in 2015, at least, there were enough qualifying stories that it was necessary to do a first cut, just to get the list of potentials down to forty or so of the most likely works. 

This seems, to me, frigging miraculous.

Lesbians talk a lot, at times, about invisibility. We talk about how there haven’t been a lot of lesbian women on genre television, for example, and how any recurring queer character who does turn up tends to get killed off as soon as audiences get good and attached to her. We talk about femme lesbians being invisible because they’re taken for straight women, and butch lesbians being misgendered…it’s an ongoing thing, this way we have of flying under the radar. It’s a conversation with a lot packed into it—gender conformity and misogyny and homophobia and sometimes racism and transphobia, and all sorts of other things besides. But at its core was and is a feeling that we’re largely absent from the cultural conversation.

This may be less true every day, but certainly if I had seen lesbian fiction of any kind before I was in high school, it wasn’t SF. In fact, it was that other kind of lesbian story, the stuff that came in brown-wrapper magazines from the naughty shelf in the drug store, if you know what I mean, stuff for whom I was emphatically not a target market.

Then, when I was about fifteen, a poet who lived in the same small town as I did gave me Suzy McKee Charnas’s Walk to the Walls of the World and Motherlines. 

“This kid needs her mind blown,” he must’ve been thinking. I’ll never know for sure, but I’ll always be grateful. Even if I did feel I had to sneak it into the house so nobody would see what those women were getting up to, by way of stimulating parthenogenesis.

Discovering Joanna Russ, getting to wallow in The Female Man and How to Suppress Women’s Writing and The Adventures of Alyx came later, after I’d made my way to university. It was, of course, only the beginning. Afterwards, the discoveries came closer together: I found Melissa Scott and Laurie Marks and Nicola Griffith and Kelley Eskridge, L. Timmel DuChamp and Tanya Huff (not necessarily in that order) and plenty of others besides. 

Russ, though, Russ was special. I encountered her right when I was still the shiniest of shiny things, a newly-out and madly in love lesbian, boggle-eyed at my luck in having found the love of my life, busily writing barely-publishable SF and practicing feminist activism and trying to figure how much, if at all, my gayness might hamper my career. 

Now, flash forward to 2016. As I embarked on selecting these works, it was inevitable that I would wonder what my hero might have made of this antho that bears the Russ name, and of the seventy or so authors who have graced the series pages since 2011. I wonder what she would have thought of all the remarkable written treasures I got to sort through this year, both those I chose and those I had to, very regretfully indeed, set aside. 

Would Russ have believed how many stories with lesbians have been featured, of late, in publications as long-running, lauded and well-regarded as Asimov’s, and The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction? Wouldn’t everyone like to let her know about the stories that have made the recent Hugo and Nebula ballots, or been honored elsewhere? Would she boggle at the range of stories, the way they run like a rich vein through all three sister-genres of science fiction, fantasy and horror? Or at the sheer wealth of having some works where queer identity is central to everything that happens in the piece, and also those where it is not incidental—never incidental—but simply one of a number of elements in play, a single instrument within the symphony of the characters’ humanity?

This antho has stories by women, stories by men, and stories by people who aren’t even on our increasingly tired either/or gender binary. It has stories about mothers and lovers and brides and heroes, aliens and monsters and robots and runaways, vengeance-seekers and defenders of the downtrodden. They thrilled me, these stories. Tamsyn Muir thrilled me with “The Deepwater Bride” by standing Lovecraftian tropes on their squiddy ear in a way that was both funny and tragic. Sarah Pinkser injected otherworldy longing and loss into a story that could, sans aliens, have been a story about some of my closest friends. A.C. Wise drove me crazy by (without knowing it) obliging me to choose one, just one favorite story from her remarkable collection The Ultra Fabulous Glitter Squadron Saves the Day Again. Priya Sharma horrified and astounded me with “Fabulous Beasts.”

The work we as a community are writing today makes me wish Russ was still with us, that she could bring all her wit, anger, critical focus and humor to bear on the world as it is now, and that she could see the remarkable openness that is bursting outward--not without opposition, I grant you—but exploding nonetheless, within our field. I am sure she had an idea of what a lesbian story might be (because we all must, mustn’t we?) and I am curious how close or how far these particular pieces might come. I fantasize about arguing with her, long into the night, over the close calls and hard choices that this embarrassment of riches presented to me.

I wonder this because you can’t do a project of this nature without having your preconceived notions tested, refined... and, simultaneously, trampled into the dust. I said at the outset of this essay that Heiresses of Russ was for stories by lesbians, or about lesbians and their concerns. This is a wide net to cast and a dry definition, I know. But we have created so much, and stretched so far, in our exploration of magic, the dark and the future. We are not invisible, but we will not be pinned down, either.

And so I will leave with this: reading for this anthology brought me to the conclusion that we are infinite, like the universe that spawned us. We may sometimes look back, but our reach is ever expanding. 

I hope you enjoy reading by the light these authors have cast to us here on Earth.

A.M. DELLAMONICA 

Summer 2016
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GRANDMOTHER KEPT HER cloth of winds in the orange room, a storage chamber painted in fire and lit to a translucent glow by dozens of floating candlebulbs created by the older women’s magic. As a small child, I remember hiding between the legs of a polished pearwood commode, safe and stuffy-warm behind the ancient embroidered material that draped it, hiding—just to be sure—also behind the veil of my hair. Grandmother-nai-Leylit would come in always just before the afternoon meal, and her smell—saffron and skin and millet dough—spread through the room like perfume. Her shuffling steps rang for me a music more exalted and mysterious than the holy sounds of the dawnsong that drifted each morning from behind the white walls of the men’s inner quarter.

I would watch from the darkness of my veils as grandmother unlocked the walnut cupboard, one of many pieces of storage in the room. She would pull from it, her brown age-spotted hands shaking slightly, a basinewood box ribbed in razu ivory and guarded by nails of hammered iron. Gently, as if deep in prayer, she would lift the lid and pull from the box an invisible cloth.

Lacking the magic of deepnames myself, then and now, I could not see what she held, but I could hear a faint crinkling, a movement of small threads of air as they restlessly wound around each other. I watched grandmother bury her face in this cloth, inhale it, pull her kaftan sleeves up and trace the length of it along her bare lower arms, before with a sigh she would put it back.

A few years later my brother was born, and my mothers left again for a trading venture through the southern deserts. I did not see a trace of them nor hear any word before I grew too big to hide under the pearwood commode. Then a letter, torn and filthy, arrived from the south to say that my mothers were now staying in Zhaglit-Beyond-Walls, a place nobody in the quarter had heard of.

My brother Kimriel, now three, did not talk. With my mothers so far and the day of his entrance to the men’s inner quarter only a year away, we were growing more and more anxious. The scholars would not admit a wordless child, but all our teaching and cajoling led to nothing.

One day, grandmother-nai-Leylit brought us children openly into the orange room. Kimriel wailed and struggled in my arms, his face bewildered, eyes darting from one strongbox to another. I hoped, I prayed she’d let him touch the fabric made of wind. I wanted miracles, I wanted him to touch the cloth and break out in a torrent of blessed speech, in great sentences of Old Khana that only the scholars know. I wanted to shake the gatekeepers of the inner quarter, men bearded and veiled and unknown to me, to shout at them to let my Kimi in; I knew, I knew even if they refused to believe, that behind the white walls of the men’s domain there waited for him a greatness. He’d been named after the men’s god, the singer, Kimrí, Bird’s brother, and like the goddess Bird I yearned to shelter him under my wings from all that hurts, and then to send him triumphantly forth. But I did not know how to help him.

When grandmother-nai-Leylit opened the cupboard and the box and pulled out the cloth of winds, Kimi’s eyes focused on it. Even as a young child that had not yet taken magic he could see it, hinting at an aptitude greater than mine by far. Grandmother-nai-Leylit guided his hands to touch the cloth, but no great torrent of speech burst forth from Kimi’s mouth. It took me a moment to realize he’d fallen silent—not wailing, mumbling, or fidgeting even. His small fingers held tightly to what I could not see; a homecoming.

When Kimi turned four, the traditional age for a male child to depart the women’s quarters and pass through to the men’s domain, the scholars would not take him. Another four years they granted him, four years of reprieve during which he could begin to speak and gain acceptance to the men’s side of the quarter, where to learn his Birdseed letters and the deeds of holy artifice. I watched over him, watchful as Bird. Unnoticed by grandmothers and protected from the idle questions of other girls and women by the fierceness of my glare, Kimriel would spin around and around, his face gleeful, his arms spread wide as if he would fly.

My friend Gitit-nai-Lur took to following us to the courtyards nestled under the outer walls of the quarter. Outside these rough-hewn gray boulders lay the city of Niyaz, fabled with its trade and splendor, anointed in persimmon perfume. Everything about it frightened and enticed us—the Niyazi men oiled their beards and donned brightly colored garments; behind these walls they walked unveiled and spoke loudly. The women, radiant in billowing silk dresses and adorned in beads, were stripped of magic according to an age-old tradition. This deed, so repulsive and incomprehensible to us, was to them joyous, marking passage from childhood into adulthood. In time we’d step out of the quarter as grownups, as traders. We would venture into the city, and out of it, through the carved Desert Gate. But it was not yet our time.

In courtyards so close and yet so far from that world, we would watch Kimi’s grounded gyre; Gitit would mutter words in the trade tongues of the desert, which she was trying valiantly to learn. I’d help her sometimes. Languages came easily to me. Under the shadow of the walls we’d say spidersilk, basinewood, glass, honey crystal to each other in Maiva’at and Surun’ and Burrashti. In these words lived for us the dream of all what lay beyond the quarter, beyond even the city—the desert embroidered in heat, the people in their tents of leather strung with bells and globes of fireglass. We spoke of flatweave carpet, madder, garnet, globes of fireglass and of each other in that heat, protected by the benevolence of the ancient trade routes.

Kimi got used to my friend. Gitit learned to draw on her deepnames and send forth bubbles of multicolored air. Kimi would laugh when they landed on his fingers and winked out like tiny candlebulbs or fireflies.

 

 

GRANDMOTHER-NAI-LEYLIT FOUND IT more and more difficult to walk. She made a spare set of keys for my other grandmother, grandmother-nai-Tammah. I would bring Kimriel to the orange room when he was inconsolable, and my other grandmother, tall and willowy under her shawls of spidersilk gauze, would pull the cloth of winds out of the casket for Kimi. The weave of the rustling winds calmed him. It made him happy. It made me happy with the kind of happiness that comes from wanting a person you love to be content in a hundred ways that have nothing to do with aspirations of propriety.

At eight, Kimriel could say a few words—sunset, box, no, fish; not nearly enough to pass into the scholars’ domain, locked now from him forever. We would no longer be allowed to call him after the men’s god, so the grandmothers took the name Kimriel away, together with his young child’s clothing. They named him my sister, Zohra, and dressed now her in garments appropriate for a girl. Though Kimi would not answer to Zohra, no longer did we have to worry about her fate beyond the men’s white walls, no longer would we struggle to teach her the words of scholars.

But the relief from that pressure had thrust me suddenly into the center of my grandmothers’ regard. In all those years of adolescence I had spent watching Birdlike over my sister, I had not taken a deepname, had not even thought about magic. Now, at fifteen, sixteen, seventeen, they insisted I should take a deepname if I wanted to be marriageable, and desirable as a partner in an oreg, a women’s trading group.

I shrugged it off. I had no aptitude for magic, could not sense it like Kimi or my friends. Marriage would happen as it would, and I could not care less whether some man behind the inner walls would be a master artificer or a floorsweep. I would see him a few times a year at most, in the perpetual semi-darkness of the ritual chambers; most of my time I would spend with my oreg, whether trading or at home.

And as for an oreg, well. Gitit-nai-Lur, that most beautiful girl with her dark lustrous skin and her eyes unpainted by kohl, had deepnames enough for both of us. An oreg was more than the deepnames held by its members.

But even though I had not succumbed to the soul’s darkness that comes to so many who yearn in vain for the mind’s power, I was growing restless. I wanted to venture beyond the quarter’s outer walls, beyond the city, to trade, but grandmother-nai-Tammah begged me to stay and help watch over my sister while grandmother-nai-Leylit grew more and more frail. Gitit-nai-Lur, with her two deepnames, received many offers from trading groups both new and established, but she stayed behind with me out of sheer stubbornness.

Later that year, grandmother-nai-Tammah constructed a rolling chair for grandmother-nai-Leylit. It was made of white metal and deepname-powered, though I could not see exactly how the light of deepnames operated it; it was a work of artifice and thus forbidden to women. Grandmother-nai-Leylit could steer it with her mind. It had annoyed me in the years past when grandmother-nai-Tammah would do those mannish things, but now I was heartened to think that she’d not asked for permission, for surely such would not have been granted.

A few months after that, grandmother-nai-Leylit could no longer steer the chair. I rolled her around in it, and she would lay her hand, wrinkled and calloused and warm, over mine; she smelled of cardamom and bitter medicine, and her once-bright eyes now showed a map of a country unknown that spread under the desert in spidersilk webs of red.

I’d wheel the chair into the orange room and open the box for my grandmother, pull the cloth of winds out for her—still invisible in my hands but heavy with the weight of unshed tears—and lay it against her cheek. She would tilt her head to her shoulder and sing quietly, in the language of the Surun’, a lullaby. She shouldn’t do so, but I had not the heart to remind her of rules.

We all woke up that night, those of us with magic and those of us without. Kimi began to wail—fish, fish, fish, fish—I thought at first of how she couldn’t know that women are forbidden from song; and only then with a jolt, with the sinking in my stomach, I recognized the Surun’ melody. Wrapped in fear’s emptiness I listened hard for what only the strongest in magic are given to see, for the goddess coming.

Bird has many shapes—finch and eagle, sandpiper and turtledove—and yet she comes, they say, in a single visage for the soul’s final exhalation. I heard nothing, saw nothing, I swear. None of us were strong enough to see what shape she took for my grandmother—but an invisible wing, rough like calloused fingers, brushed my cheek as the goddess bore my grandmother’s soul aloft.

Grandmother-nai-Tammah and I had not been close before this death. She seemed too aloof, detached. She’d make frequent and not at all hushed supplications to Bird to allow her to be reborn a man, and sometimes I’d see her walk through the quarter in a man’s kaftan and veils, like a scholar who had found himself on the wrong side of the wall.

As a child, I was fascinated and frightened; as an adolescent I was angry that a grandmother of mine would taunt the laws this way. Now I followed grandmother-nai-Tammah around, making cup after cup of red tea for her or accepting the cups she brewed for me. In silence we sat and stared each into her own distance as we blew on the scalding water to cool. My thoughts from years past made me uncomfortable, uneasy for having judged an elder with whom I now shared this grief; and even if she wouldn’t share it, how could I judge what she wanted to be in her next life or how she felt now and yet bristle at the thought of my Kimi being judged?

Day after day we sat with our tea, while my sister played nearby in the orange room. Grandmother-nai-Tammah no longer locked the box. I wondered many times whether she wanted Kimi to damage or misplace the cloth of winds, but it did not happen.

One day grandmother-nai-Tammah spoke to me, as if to continue a conversation we had never begun. “Beyond the city,” she said, “in the heart of the desert, the sandhills crest and fall, shifted about by the hand of the wind. Sometimes the wind blows so mighty it cuts through the layers of sand, through the years, revealing bones of perished animals too winsome to exist. People of the Surun’ treasure these, and so do the Maiva’at. The best of their weavers know how to listen to the bones. In plain threads of spidersilk they then embroider these beasts, fantastical and forgotten, onto carpets dyed with weld and madder.”

I nodded, not feeling the need for speech.

“Each tribe has its own designs, shapes formal and solemn to embody the memories of the bones. Each tribe has its own materials—spidersilk and wool, sisal and reeds and thin leather cords. Yet only among the snake-Surun’ is there a tradition of weaving from air.”

She said nothing more, expecting perhaps a question.

Later, Gitit-nai-Lur would ask me why I had not asked, her eyes bright with secrets and dreams of the desert. “A cloth of winds! A whole tradition of it, not just a single fragment but a whole carpet, carpets! Oh, such a treasure to bring back from a trading venture, to unroll before the ruler of the city!”

I do not know why it made me uneasy to think of the cloth of winds in its box, the invisible heaviness of it alive with threadlike winds. They held within them still the smell of my grandmother’s fingers, the softness of her cheek—and more, images and feelings I could not express: the desert where it had been woven, exhaling the day’s accumulated heat into the night; the patient touch of weavers unknown to me. My heart recoiled at the thought of such a treasure spread before the ruler of Niyaz. I had never seen the Shah, but heard plenty of stories—of our women ridiculed or even assaulted on streets outside of the quarter and then not protected by the law; of our traders imprisoned; of his coffers, in which all matter of treasure lay without ever seeing a person’s loving gaze. I did not want the cloth of winds to feel that loneliness. I scolded myself for letting it become a person to me, because the first thing a trader learns is not to become attached to trade goods.

I brought Gitit-nai-Lur and the stoked flames of her curiosity to my grandmothers’ rooms. But though grandmother-nai-Tammah looked my friend up and down with approval, she was unenthused by Gitit’s questioning. “If you desire to bring such a treasure to the ruler of Niyaz, then you are nothing but a fool.”

“Explain to me, trader Bashri,” said Gitit-nai-Lur, frustrated curiosity lending forcefulness to her voice. “What is so wrong in this? So foolish? Is it not what Khana traders do?”

“You do not understand.” Grandmother-nai-Tammah sighed and passed a hand over her eyes. “There is no need for you to scour the desert for the best woven treasure to bring before the ruler of Niyaz in his rainbow-tiered court. He already has it.”

Grandmother’s words stirred something in me, a yearning I could not explain. “Yes?” I whispered.

“Yes.”

She fell silent. Gitit and I just sat there, determined to wait her out, occasionally refreshing her tea. Kimi ran out and circled us curiously once, twice, thrice, then stole a cardamom cookie from the tray of tea and hopped one-legged into the orange room.

At last, grandmother-nai-Tammah relented.

“It begins with Zurya, a woman of the Maiva’at, who sang a supplication to Bird so beautifully that the goddess gave her the gift to spin with her voice alone, multicolored threads that sang with indigo and weld and the finest red madder.” She paused to take a sip of tea. “And it begins also with a woman of the Khana named Bashri-nai-Leylit, whose lovers took her name and formed an oreg.”

We sighed at the first mention of that name while grandmother’s voice continued to weave for us her heart’s story.

“And it continues with the ruler of Niyaz, who imprisoned the youngest of the oreg, Bashri-nai-Divrah. The crime was that of showing her face unveiled beyond the walls of the Khana quarter, her magic plain for all to see; for outside these walls, they do not allow women to hold deepnames, unless they are Khana and properly veiled. And so it passed that Bashri-nai-Leylit and Bashri-nai-Tammah went to the rainbow-tiered court to plead for their lover’s life; for her veil had been torn away by tormentors, and through no ill intent had she defied the law.”

Between each sliver of the tale, grandmother-nai-Tammah would take a sip of tea; and between each sliver of the tale we breathed, Gitit’s hand tight in mine and shivering like a sparrow.

“The ruler of Niyaz would not relent, unless, he said, the greatest treasure ever woven would be his. And so the two remaining traders Bashri set out to the great desert until they reached the leather tents, bell-strung, that housed a tribe of the Maiva’at.” Grandmother stopped there, allowing our traveling minds to catch up with her story. “It was there that Zurya had sung her supplications to Bird, it was there that she had been rewarded with the gift of spinning from Bird’s own feathers. But now, clouds of dust and dullness of despair veiled the encampment.

“‘Help us, help us, traders of the people of the Khana,’ cried Zurya’s kinsmen. ‘For the threads she sang have cocooned her body,’ and so the Bashri women, having prayed to Bird, pulled on the threads of song that hung from Zurya’s mouth and freed her.”

“Weighted with the wealth of threads that sang of weld and pomegranate, the traders Bashri walked again across the desert. Where the wind reveals and hides the great depths in the sand, they saw bones of such creatures as have never tread on solid ground—a flying razu beast, a lizard longer than my arm and made of entirely of letters, a skeleton of a two-headed bird with a crest of bone feathers, a stag on crane’s feet, a dog with a forehead studded with rubies. And with each revelation, small winds came to us and sang to the song-threads that we carried and wound around them like mating snakes.”

I wasn’t sure if grandmother had noticed abandoning the language of they for the language of we, but I wasn’t about to remind her while in my mind the threads of song and the small threadlike winds conversed in the language of lovers. Gitit-nai-Lur drew on her shorter deepname to heat the tea remaining in the pot, and I poured another round, grateful for the magic. I did not want to get up.

“We came at last, burdened with threads of song and accompanied by small winds, to the tents of the snake-Surun’. There, under awnings once painted in serpents gold and green that were now faded to mere traces of pigment, sat Benesret e Nand e Divyát, a weaver, who took the threads away from us and made them into a carpet. With undyed threads of spidersilk she then embroidered over it the visions of the beasts we saw as we have never seen them: the great razu in flight, its tusks of ivory curled towards the stars; the bird, two-headed and illustrious, drumming with four sticks held tight in beak and claw; the lizard made of letters from a language dead before the trade routes began; and between these images, a hundred roses golden like the sand. Joyfully burdened with Benesret’s carpet, we walked across the desert back home.”

Gitit-nai-Lur and I exchanged a glance. Neither of us interrupted the story, but grandmother’s unspoken secrets yawned from it like lions.

“The ruler of Niyaz delighted in this vision, for truly such a treasure had never before been woven, nor such threads as these ever spun. He offered us our weight in gold, but when we asked instead for Bashri-nai-Divrah, he said she was already dead. And so we were blood-paid and sent off, and the Shah locked the carpet away in his coffers, where it can neither show its colors nor sing.”

Later, Gitit-nai-Lur and I talked about what grandmother said and what she did not say—how she told me that the snake-Surun’ weave from air, but the carpet the Shah hid away had been woven from song; and how she had not spoken of the cloth of winds, even though it had come from this story.

 

 

GRANDMOTHER’S VISIONS KEPT me awake that night, and when I slept at last, I found myself in the desert, above a gaping hole in the sand. Something stirred at the bottom, a treasure of bones and emerald green. I teetered on the edge, yearning and afraid to step forward, until I was jolted out of the dream and back to my cushions.

In the small hours before dawn I dozed off again, to dream of the Shah’s prisons and faceless women wailing behind bars, beneath the ground. Their magic had been taken away from them, as well as their tongues, so they could neither light a candlebulb nor speak. Unable to break away from this vision I walked down the corridors, peering into the cells. I saw Khana women, their kaftans and sharovar smeared with dirt; Niyazi women in soiled dresses; even foreign women, their torn garments strange to my eyes.

I knew that soon I would see grandmother-nai-Divrah, one I had never known, never touched. The thought of it filled me with dread, and yet I kept walking.

I was saved from that vision by the dawnsong that came wafting from the men’s side of the quarter. The holy melody crested up and up, clearing up the putrefying odor of my dreams, to soar at last with Kimrí, Kimrí, Kimrí, Kimrí as the dawn burst out behind the curtained windows of my room.

“How long does it take to weave and embroider a carpet?” I asked the next day of Gitit-nai-Lur while we watched over spinning Kimi in an overgrown courtyard by the wall. My head buzzed.

“Firefly,” said Kimi, and Gitit weaved her fingers absent-mindedly in the air, producing tiny lights for Kimi to catch and laugh at while we talked.

“How long?” Gitit-nai-Lur pursed her lips. “A month at least, when people are weaving together. I have not heard from my elders of women weaving alone, although I guess it would not be impossible...”

“I want to know more about these women,” I said. Zurya of the Maiva’at, whose song so glorious at the beginning of grandmother’s story had turned into a constricting cocoon by its end; and Benesret e Nand e Divyát, who must have woven for a month, and maybe not alone, while my grandmothers presumably waited—all this spoken over in a breath of my grandmother’s story.

There had been small winds, too, that had accompanied my grandmothers to the snake-Surun’ camp, and I wanted to know how that ended. “I want to know this story, I want to feel it in my bones...”

“I want to travel to these lands,” Gitit-nai-Lur said, wistfullness rising in her voice. Her grandmothers of the Lur oreg had been famous traders, and she had grown up on stories of trade and danger. Her mothers too had been famous for their ventures. Even though Gitit had stayed with me, she would not be content to be idle for much longer. “I want to trade for the carpets of winds and song, if not for the Shah Niyaz, then for the sheer glory of it, a tale for our granddaughters.”

“Then we must find something to do about Kimi. Grandmother—” is too old to watch her alone, I wanted to say, and though the other women would take care of my sister, I worried they would not understand her ways, think her odd or even wrong, constrain her in the ways that we did not.

“We’ll take her with us,” said Gitit-nai-Lur. “I’m sure between us we will manage, especially if we find a third to join our oreg.”

But with one of us lacking magic and another lacking speech, we found ourselves at a disadvantage. We kept sending girls away who bid for Gitit alone, or for Gitit and me without Kimi; later, we argued with friend after friend about the wisdom of our decisions, and Gitit-nai-Lur was growing progressively angrier. “If I hear one more girl tell me with tearful concern how difficult this child will be to manage on the road, I swear I’ll shape my power into a fish and whack her.”

I giggled into my fist, much of my sadness drained away, though not all of it.

“We’ll have to do it. Just us,” said Gitit.

My sister, oblivious, once again chased after Gitit’s magical lights. Kimi had learned two new words this month, firefly and cookie, and used both to gleefully to ask for favors. I watched her with water in my eyes, wishing fervently that the joy I felt at these small words from my sister would be shared by all who saw us. “An oreg of two is unstable,” I said. “Are you sure?”

“It’s either that or the fish.”

And so we opened our dowry caskets and blended them like lovers do, and with that money purchased trade goods from the men: mechanical rods, instruments to measure the heat, pens that secreted ink inside them, and deepname-reinforced parchment. We bought jewelry of the most glorious kind, bracelets and necklaces shaped like butterflies that fluttered and kept the wearer cool in the desert heat; chains of balls that unfolded into fragrant blooms with the advent of cooler hours and closed again at sleeping time; and glorious rings set with beetles and bees. And we found a mechanical cart to carry it all, not large for a person but serviceable enough until we could afford better. Thus equipped, we went to deliver our news to grandmother-nai-Tammah.

“And will you take the name Gitit?” she asked us. It was customary for an oreg to be fully formed and named before the first journey, but we were neither formed, nor named.

“We have agreed to wait with the naming until we find a third,” I said, though I doubted by now that that would ever happen.

Grandmother pursed her lips, unsurprised but not especially happy at this development. “Nothing in this family runs true to course,” she said with some bitterness, “struggle as we might to fit in the great pattern our lives must make.”

“How is your life not true to course?” said my lover, ever brash when frustrated.

“Hah,” said grandmother-nai-Tammah.

“You have lived your life as Khana women must,” Gitit insisted. “You were part of an oreg of three and traded and brought children into the world, and they in turn brought children of their own, some even daughters to carry your name. It’s not your fault that Bashri-nai-Divrah was killed. There is nothing else in your life that deviates from the pattern.”

To this grandmother made no response.

“You should come with us,” I said, thinking of her alone and not a granddaughter nearby to pour her tea or listen to her silences. “If things do not run true to course, then what is one more?”

She waved me away. “I am old, not shaped for young women’s travels.” But she brought the cloth of winds out to us, locked again in its box, and handed me the key.

I averted my eyes, embarrassed. Had she given her heart’s treasure up for Kimi’s sake, or had she simply wanted it gone, to be torn out of her like the grief for grandmother-nai-Leylit? I could not quite tell.

As soon as we left grandmother’s rooms, Gitit-nai-Lur hissed at me, “I cannot believe she just implied that having you and Kimi for granddaughters meant her life deviated from the true course!”

“I am not sure that’s what she meant. There is more.” I spoke of my grandmother’s supplications to Bird, and of her late-night walks in veils and scholars’ garb.

But Gitit remained unconvinced. “No, she worries about what is proper. This is the woman who told you you wouldn’t be able to get married or join an oreg without magic, this is the woman who worried that Kimi...”

“I, too, worry about Kimi.” It was painful to think about, impossible to put in words what I felt—that both grandmothers Bashri wanted what was best for us, had said hurtful words out of love, tried to bend us to that pattern out of love, had let go at last with love and sadness, letting us just be. How I did not feel anything wrong with not having magic, did not feel there was anything wrong with Kimi for being herself, and yet I worried about Kimi and grew—not angry, that was for Gitit—but sad at our attempts to form an oreg.

“If anything deviates from the right pattern,” said Gitit stubbornly, “it is not us, it is the world.”

There’s nothing wrong with you, I yearned to say, and yet you stay with us, but these words, too, were a part of that wrongness Gitit spoke about. So I swallowed them, and cried into her shoulder, and let her comfort me before we were ready to leave.

 

 

THE FIRST DAYS of the journey taught us to miss grandmother-nai-Tammah. The things she’d done for Kimi slipped our notice. It now seemed the cardamom cookies and millet flatbreads had baked themselves, fish and greens had been set on plates pre-washed by air, free hours had appeared as if by magic when we needed them—time in which to learn about trade routes and to sit for tea with our numerous friends; clean clothing quietly replaced the garments my sister soiled. And even my grandmother’s silences were, I now saw, a necessity, a cornerstone of Kimi’s calm that now was gone from us.

Leaving the quarter we’d joined a small group of traders—two oregs of women about our mothers’ age who had planned a joint venture to Burri. Once we passed through the outer gates, past the great stone guardians of the quarter and into the greater city of Niyaz, Kimi became overwhelmed with the sights and sounds of the streets—the endless stream of people and their carts, the noise and smells and garbage. With a sudden cry, she darted away from us and into the crowd.

Gitit and I were quick to chase her, but when we grabbed her by the arms she began to scream, high keening sounds familiar and yet forgotten over the years we’d lived in peace. I tried to embrace her, pull her tight to me and shelter her, but Kimi fought me like she did before the cloth of winds was first placed in her hands. I wanted to pull the cloth out, but feared the other women and what they would say.

I waited for them to scold us for drawing attention, for taking such a child on the road, but the opposite happened. The elders of the Oshrat and Kelli oregs invited Kimi and me to ride in their large mechanical cart. They constructed a shielding of magic over it, so that the city and its people were reduced for us to rain that drummed a whisper upon the opaque gray veil. Inside this canopy Kimi and I sat together, she gradually calming enough to lay her head on my thigh. I opened the box of winds, and my sister pulled the heavy fabric over her head. There we sat, my fingers on the weave that sheltered Kimi’s hair. The thread-winds felt to me as if wet with weeping—rain, regret.

I feared of what Gitit would say, or worse, would think—that these girls were right, who had bid for her and grimaced over Kimi. But in an hour or so she peeked under the veil and offered to replace me, smiling as if nothing was the matter. I felt more eager than I wanted to admit for a gulp of air and a glance of the city. Kimi clung to her as I jumped off the cart.

We’d reached the Desert Gate by then, its arch of rose-carved razu ivory glistening pink in the sun. I shied away from the Kelli elder, Kelli-nai-Marah, who walked beside the cart and probably maintained the veil, but she greeted me with warmth.

“Don’t worry, child,” she said.

“I worry...”

“Yes,” she said, “I know. I know.” She patted me on the shoulder. “Your sister will calm in the desert. It is a good place for those that yearn for the quiet and wide spaces.”

Her kindness overwhelmed me. I wanted to embrace her, to cry, to rage the way Gitit would often rage at the injustice of the world. To beg forgiveness of Gitit, of Kimi, of myself for not knowing better, for having now to pretend that everything was all right. I should have stayed behind with my sister, tricked Gitit into leaving us behind, refused to ever become lovers. “I fear I made a horrible mistake...”

“Daughter,” she said, “your sister is not the first one, not the only one. Trust in the magnanimity of Bird.”

“Then why has Bird made her this way?” It was such a horrible thing to say that I slapped myself on the head, swallowing snot and tears together with my shame. If Bird hadn’t made her this way she would be behind the walls of the inner quarter now, studying the writ and praying to Kimrí, constructing automata, speaking in the scholars’ dialect of Khana peppered with old words the women did not learn.   My sister would not be a sister. My sister would be a stranger. My sister would not exist.

“I am sorry. Please don’t listen to me. I am sorry.”

“See?” The trader Kelli pointed out a short, heavily veiled woman that walked with the Oshrat oreg, the only one who had not greeted us when we joined. “Kelli-nai-Berurit will not speak to you, to any strangers. When she is upset, she cannot talk. The veil we constructed for your sister we first constructed for her. She is used to this road now. And if you need to ask, we chose her not out of pity, but because we love her.”

“Nobody wanted to choose us,” I said, the bitterness too much to swallow. When not upset, your lover talks. My sister cannot.

“Your time will come,” the elder Kelli said. She paid for our passage through the Desert gate and would accept no argument over it.

 

 

WE PARTED WITH the traders Kelli and Oshrat at the crossroads. A throughway, paved and magically reinforced with bricks of compressed sand, would lead the seven older women through the craggy northern edges of the Burri desert, where water was scarce but reliably available at major oases, all the way eastwards to the Old Royal’s city of eleven wells.

It was at the crossroads that the elders Kelli and Oshrat formally invited us to join them in their venture. Kelli-nai-Marah spoke of the splendors of the terraced red city—the painted tiles of the royal tumbleweed garden, the smell of spices and dust, the markets where multicolored birds spoke poetry in the sixteen languages of the desert.

The elder Kelli spoke, too, of togetherness. “We say that it isn’t good for a Khana to travel alone, and there are reasons aplenty to keep old words close in the turbulent world. There is safety and firmness in the sisterhood we offer to each other.”

The women Kelli and Oshrat all nodded to this. Kelli-nai-Berurit, her gaze firmly on the ground, encouraged us likewise to travel with her oregs.

Gitit and I exchanged glances, each not wanting to accept the offer but feeling too guilty to reject that kindness. But we saw in each other’s eyes an unwillingness to swerve from the path marked by us in my grandmother’s silences, woven into the story of the cloth of winds. And so we took our leave from Oshrat and Kelli formally with traditional words and informally with hugs and tears, and steered the small cart down the lesser trodden paths that led south and into the great desert.

The unending freedom of that land, unknown to us and yet familiar from song and story, spread before us. It smelled like the carpets our mothers and grandmothers had brought back from ventures, before they were rigorously beaten out in the streets: dust and wool and herbs that burned with just a hint of sweetness.

We walked in the early mornings and the evening’s cool hours, childishly unafraid of brigands and thirst. Though I was without magic I read our path easily by the patterns made by the great embroidery of stars that stretched taut upon the needleframe of the sky. I named many kinds of low-hanging grass and shrubbery I recognized from the dried shapes and drawings that grandmother-nai-Tammah had shown me in her journeybooks back home, and I made teas for us and poultices for Gitit’s bleeding feet. Kimi abandoned shoes and took to running joyfully around our cart and forward. Gitit made a string bracelet for her, reinforced with magic, so that she could roam without getting lost.

In the first week we met others, Khana traders and strangers from the desert and from lands far away. With all, we spoke respectfully and all spoke back to us likewise, and as luck shines upon fools and children, we were unhindered. Further south we traveled, following the sky-roads I believed would lead us to the tents of the snake band of the Surun’. The wind was quiet upon the land. We saw no bones, of wondrous beasts or otherwise.

The miracles began with small things—Kimi bringing back an emerald-eyed lizard that escaped before we could determine whether it was mechanical; the wind blowing in a great sudden gust as we hid from the desert heat in a small embroidered tent gifted to us by Gitit’s grandmothers Lur; bones, always bones, that the wind left after it receded, small fragments bleached to a faint pink and yet striated differently from any razu ivory we’d studied. Kimi’s solitary runs stretched longer, and her face browned to an even deeper hue, as did Gitit’s.

We did not worry about Kimi’s excursions until one day she brought in her clenched fist a brown lump that she bit over and over. She swallowed the thing before we could see what it was or twist it from her fingers.

In our hastily pitched tent we fussed over my wailing sister, feeling guilty and foolish for not imagining the kind of poisons Kimi could eat in the desert. Always before she’d been picky, reluctant to try new foods even with family, much less pick them from the ground; yet we should have considered this.

Gitit made fire with her magic, and I brewed poultice after poultice for Kimi. She’d have none of it, kicking and flailing and spitting with grim determination. Once again we felt keenly the absence of grandmother-nai-Tammah, for she had fed much bitterer medicine to Kimi without any apparent effort. We got lucky—either the thing she ate wasn’t poisonous, or stray drips of my boiling brews had done the deed; by nightfall, my sister looked no worse but for the wear we had inflicted upon her by our worry. Gitit and I were done for. Slumped with exhaustion, we slept like the dead through the night and into the morning, when we awoke to the incessant wailing of the wind.

It must have been going for some time, building up before it woke us, gusts that shook the tent and rattled the cart and climbed ever higher in pitch. Kimi, oblivious to the sounds, slept curled on her side with the cloth of winds draped over her face.

In whispers we consulted with each other. The tent pegs, reinforced with Gitit’s magic, should hold even though they would have been stronger, more stable in a magical weave done by two. But perhaps we could further reinforce—

With a great push and a groan the tent was torn from its pegging and was tossed up and sideways, toppling the cart. The backlash flung me back and sideways, painfully into the dust, into—

—I lay on my back, staring up—

—all around me, a great ring of warriors, clothed in armor of polished bronze and headgear of enameled tin feathers that rattled in the wind; warriors with curved breasts and also beards, their faces lighter brown in color than my own, their hands wrapped around pennons and spears. Between them prowled small lions, feather-maned and winged, that bared at me thin fangs of sharpened emerald. I struggled up as one of the warriors raised a hand, the bronze spear in it clutched to strike. I heard more than saw Gitit rush towards me with a great cry, thrown back with the wind’s wailing. Kimi, hands outflung and laughing, spun forward—

“No!”

I do not know if I cried this or another. In-between the wind’s great roar a man appeared, in Khana veils and a billowing kaftan, slicing through the army on flat planes of white metal painted over with the seedlike letters of the writ. In one hand he held a spear of blinding light, a work of magic so powerful it was visible even to me. Moving ever forward, the scholar swung the spear that spread into a fan of two, three, a thousand spears, sweeping into the warriors, sweeping through the warriors who folded like shadows and collapsed into the sand. The emerald-toothed beasts bared their teeth and growled, defiant, before the sleeve of the whirlwind was lowered over them, folded them in—and all went quiet.

Shaken and unsteady I rushed to the fallen Gitit, and our savior sped to my sister in a motion so achingly familiar I knew grandmother-nai-Tammah before she lowered the veil.

In the moments that followed I had no time for thought. Gitit was injured and unconscious. Blood seeped from a spear-wound in her side where no spear remained. Kimi laughed and laughed in confusion, running around and around until with my help grandmother-nai-Tammah pitched her tent over our toppled but unharmed cart. Of our own tent there was no sign.

Grandmother draped the cloth of winds over Kimi, and I was too confused and shaken to contemplate what had just happened. Behind us, a great hole in the ground gaped, but I wouldn’t have dared look into it even if grandmother hadn’t pulled me inside the tent.

I brewed potion after potion while grandmother cleaned and dressed Gitit’s wound. To distract and occupy my sister, Grandmother-nai-Tammah gave her a great lump of brown dough that looked familiar even to my dulled senses, but I continued to work, single-minded until grandmother proclaimed Gitit to be out of danger.

We moved camp later that night, after Gitit came to and asked for water. The hole in the ground had closed by then. The treacherous desert fell quiet, peaceful and placid as before.

I yearned to ask my grandmother a thousand questions, about the wounding memory of bronze-clad warriors and beasts of spiked emerald, about the wind, about her garb, her magic. She must have been a three-named strong—a miracle, a rarity, a marvel that should have propelled her to great power, made her to sit in council, to lead a famous oreg of her own. And yet, though my grandother-nai-Leylit had only a single deepname, grandmother-nai-Tammah, the stronger of them, had called her elder and had taken her name, Bashri. But I had a more urgent question to ask.

Settled anew in grandmother’s tent, I waited to spring it until both Gitit and Kimi had fallen asleep. Grandmother-nai-Tammah sat, her back erect and her face half-turned away from me, expecting my speech as one expects a blow.

I spoke. “Back in Niyaz, I offered you to join us. You said no.”

She said, “I meant to let you go. I gave my cloth away to you.”

“I recognize the cake you fed the child, the poison we thought would slay her. You followed us veiled, knowing that we had no magic to see you. You spoke to Kimi, knowing that she could not tell us where she went and what she saw.”

“I changed my mind,” grandmother said. “It is not good for a Khana to travel alone.”

I gulped for breath. Grandmother-nai-Tammah had meant herself. She’d told us she was too old to travel, but what she had planned was to set out alone and leave us.

I turned away from her, and she from me. My face to the painted leather wall of the tent, I let silent tears fall, not quite lulling me to sleep. Later I turned around. Grandmother lay like a lump under a veil of magic that obscured her from the shoulders down. Her back was turned to me. I could not see her face, could not see whether she slept. Kimi snored quietly under the cloth of winds, and Gitit, numbed by my potions, slept also.

I lay on my back, counting invisible stars beyond the tent’s leather canopy, unable to sleep, thinking, thinking. I gave my cloth away to you, she’d said as if it meant the world—but the cloth of winds had belonged to grandmother-nai-Leylit.

 

 

GITIT SLEPT FOR eleven hours. When she woke up, grandmother and I took down the tent; Gitit was too weak to do anything but look, hands folded in her lap like nesting birds. Kimi danced around us, asking intermittently for cookies, gleeful at the shadows that fell like sticks around the tent’s collapsing angles.

I did not want to talk to grandmother-nai-Tammah. She’d given Kimi another piece of cake and helped me hoist Gitit upon our trading chest, but she’d deceived us. She’d let us believe she was too fragile and old for our journey, and yet her mechanical shoes, wide and sturdy on their planes of white metal, had carried her effortlessly through the desert. She was a three-named strong and could do whatever she wanted, and what she’d wanted was to travel alone.

On and on we journeyed, delayed in our progress by Gitit’s weight on the mechanical chest too weak to carry her. Grandmother-nai-Tammah made small improvements, but there was only so much she could do in the desert, far from her underground workshop and tools.

For days and days I remained resolutely silent. Grandmother, too, stopped even greeting me. She slid after Kimi into the desert that trembled with the heat’s music, returning only to break camp at high noon. We’d hoist the tent up, and she’d reinforce the pegs with her magic, three deepnames at three points making the structure stable enough that no wind could carry it away.

Even the act of it, simple and easy for a woman with so much power, reprimanded me for my uselessness. If I hadn’t lacked deepnames, I could have reinforced Gitit’s fastening. Even a single deepname, even a weak one, would have secured the magic that held the tent down, would not have failed us in the storm, would not have subjected us all to danger. Grandmother-nai-Tammah did not have to say anything. In the dimness of the tent we lay with our backs to each other, tense and miserable.

But the silence between us did not extend to Gitit. My lover, too weak to talk much, expressed gratitude at my grandmother’s offers of tea, and inquired after her health—small things that left me with a strange bitter slithering in my stomach. One day Gitit asked my grandmother about her mechanical sliding shoes, and was treated to a lengthy story of Khana women who had established, centuries ago, an underground workshop for each other, even though holy artifice was forbidden to us.

I rushed out of the tent. It was either that or screaming.

Gitit came after me. I was too upset to turn around, shaking with anger that threatened to tear me apart from within, rising inside me with devouring intensity I had never before experienced.

“What is it, heart?”

“Why do you talk to her?” I snarled at Gitit, taken aback by my vehemence and yet unable to stop. “She lied to us. She wanted to travel alone. We are a burden to her!”

“How are we a burden? She...”

“Oh, you are not a burden,” I cried. “A two-named strong of good family, of course she’d talk to you. Any strong Khana would talk to you! You’re wanted everywhere! Everywhere! It’s Kimi and I that are redundant, even to our own...”

Gitit recoiled. “She is your grandmother, Aviya-nai-Bashri. She followed us and shesaved us. But you can say whatever you need to say.”

My lover turned away, and back into to the tent she slid, leaving me alone to stare at desert shrubs alive with small winds. Somewhere to the east, the snake-band of the Surun’ traveled, weaving carpet after carpet from these threads of breath. To the south-east, singers of the Maiva’at plucked feather after sunset-colored feather from Bird’s triumphant plumage. And further east beyond these lands, beyond the Old Royal’s city of eleven wells, the Loroli people walked behind the blazing star that rolled inside their sacred tumbleweed. And even farther to the east, the crags, the grass-grown mountains, and beyond them, nothing. Oh, the lands of trade and splendor that the Khana women crossed, the lands well-told and yet unknown and new—they’d be as nothing to me now, an emptiness more barren than the desert. Doesn’t she understand? Did I? Did anyone?

A bird, long-legged and bent-beaked, dove down from the sun and slid close to me, spread herself into the sand whirls at my feet; dissolved to nothingness. And I felt nothing.

 

 

AT SLEEP-TIME, KIMI brought the cloth of winds and spread it over my face. She’d never paid attention to my crying, to anyone’s, even though laughing and anger fascinated her; I do not know if she noticed my tears that time, or if the gesture was random. But I lay beneath the shivering touch of the winds, strangely comforted by the warmth that wasn’t there, by the bitter and burned smells of liongrass and stillweed that came from another time. Kimi nestled next to me. Her left hand slid under my cheek and touched the cloth of winds. Afraid to move, I lay there. Just outside the tent, the voices of Gitit and grandmother-nai-Tammah began to weave together.

“You wanted to be free,” said Gitit.

“Benesret said I could do it if I wanted. Yes, it would be difficult.”

“But you wouldn’t.”

“The cloth of winds. The birds. They come down from the sun around this time of year, to dance the sandbird dance, the change. At that time, the sandbird festival would happen in the capital. They say the Old Royal went through the change, many times—and other people. It’s harder for those with less magic, but a three-named strong could do it easily, with the help of friends.”

“And yet you wouldn’t.”

“Not me. Bashri, she said...”

And silence.

Winds stirred on my face like snakes, warm with dreams and comforting. I could not scream or think or speak. Under my cheek, Kimi’s hand made a fist.

“Tell me what she said.”

“That we should think of our lover imprisoned—and besides, what use would a man be in an oreg? The scholars would never accept me. And if I wanted to stay with them, how would we live? Wouldn’t we have to hide it anyway, wouldn’t I have to continue my life as a woman, dress as a woman, trade as a woman—and if I didn’t, what would befall us? How would we live among others? How would our children marry? Didn’t Bashri-nai-Divrah deserve a choice in this as well, a decision that would change her life entire? So many reasons to wait.”

“And you agreed.”

“Benesret—see, ah. Benesret. She made this cloth of winds for me, that would begin the spell, this promise-cloth, to come back anytime. I wanted to, after we found out what happened to Bashri-nai-Divrah. What did we have to lose now? But Bashri, Bashri-nai-Leylit, she was stricken. How could I do this to her, tear myself from her at such a time? She said that I could as a woman do all the things I wanted to do, that artifice and scholarship were still within my reach, that if I wanted still to travel and trade like a woman, to bake and to raise children like a woman, to fight and use powerful magic like a woman, then why would I even want to change? What did it even matter?”

“But you wanted to.”

“I wanted to,” grandmother said. “It’s not about what I do, as a man or as a woman. It is about how I feel, how I had always felt.”

“Yes,” said Gitit.

“And so I gave Bashri the cloth of winds. When you’re ready, tell me, give it back to me,I said. Accept me as I am, from north to south and back, a man, a woman, I will always love you, I will never leave you.”

“Did she ever?”

“She gave the keys to me so I could give the cloth to the child,” said my grandmother. “By then we were too set in our unhappiness, too tired to steer away. Like Zurya of the Maiva’at, the blessing of our love had turned into a cocoon that kept us constricted and silent until the end.”

Long silence dripped. The winds lay still upon my cheeks like ropes. I felt the weight of it, that lightlessness that bound my grandmothers in stifling closeness, in tenderness that could not let them grow. I wanted to go out, to hug grandmother-nai-Tammah to me, to ask forgiveness for assuming that she did not want us because of magic or because of Kimi; but before I could stir, Gitit spoke again.

“But you are going now.”

“I did not think I would,” said grandmother-nai-Tammah. “I gave the cloth away. But I cannot. I cannot. I am going now.”

I lay there, thoughts of movement drained from me. You’re going now. You will abandon us, you cannot bear to stay, you’re eager to abandon us. What matter why you shall abandon us?

The winds whisked my tears away, lulled me at last into an uneasy sleep. I said nothing to grandmother-nai-Tammah when we set out again, I said nothing to either of them for days. I said nothing until we saw from afar the conical, bell-topped tents of the Surun’, until the hissing snakes of air and dust arose from the ground to greet us.

 

 

KIMI RAN FORWARD with a laugh, but grandmother grabbed her and pulled her back. “Stand still,” she hissed. My sister began to wail, hands reaching out towards an undulating vision of the serpent golden with the sun, its scales like triangular diamonds. “We have to wait for the guardians.”

On and on my sister cried, her body growing rigid and spasming, but grandmother’s grip did not slack.

A group of warriors approached us, walking slowly through dry stalks of whisperweed. They were men, deep brown in the desert heat and dressed in grassweave shirts and skirts of leather. Their hair was styled as I have never seen—cut down to springly curls and shaved to nothing on the sides, in stripes of skin that patterned after snakes. Each of the men bore a spear of dark bronze—forged beneath the ground, said my books, engraved with symbols of men’s secret stories. So similar the weapons were to those the ghost-warriors had wielded that I barely held myself from gasping.

One of the men waved at the snakes of air and shining dust. I did not see his deepnames crowning him, but something almost shimmered as the snakes collapsed into the ground.

“Greetings, Khana traders,” he said. And then, “Are you traders?”

His companions looked at us with wariness.

“I am Bashri-nai-Tammah,” my grandmother said. “A Khana from Niyaz, but not a trader.” How careful was she to avert her gaze from me, how careful to avoid the word woman. “I come to you after an old friend, Benesret e Nand e Divyát, and by her invitation.”

The men exchanged glances, and their grips on spears tightened. “Is that so?”

“I bear her sign. It is a cloth of winds.” Never relaxing her grip on Kimi, grandmother pulled the cloth out of the pocket of her kaftan. Unprisoned from the darkness of the garment, the winds whined and crackled as if before a storm, and stalks of dry grass buzzed and shook at our feet.

Grandmother, startled, tucked the cloth back in. “Benesret made it for me. She said come back any time.” Calmed by the winds, Kimi fell silent, but when grandmother-nai-Tammah hid the cloth, she sobbed again.

The leader turned to us. “And you? Do you also seek Benesret?”

I looked at Gitit, but her eyes remained fixed on the ground. With no recourse I spoke in Surun’, concentrating so hard on the enunciation that I forgot to be afraid of my words. “I am Aviya-nai-Bashri, trader, granddaughter of Bashri-nai-Tammah. This is my oreg-mate, Gitit-nai-Lur.” It grated even more to me now that we were oreg-mates and lovers, and yet we had not taken each other’s names, and lately had not exchanged even words. I barged on. “My sister...” I gulped, “Zohra-nai-Bashri, who goes by the name of Kimi...” Tight in grandmother’s arms, Kimi keened quietly, rocking back and forth as much as grandmother’s body would allow.

“Ah,” the man said. I could not guess his thoughts. Were we too strange, these generations, these silences, tensions? Why didn’t he ask after my sister? I did not know which felt better—the asking, the pity, the useless advice; or the turning away, the unseeing, the warding signs that mothers made inside their sleeves as if I wouldn’t notice after all those years—fingers moving to shield one against children born strange. The heart in my chest hung heavy and hollow, gnawed out by all the small hurts of what had already passed, of what was yet to pass. Neither Gitit nor grandmother would look at me.

The man motioned us to follow. His warriors flanked us, none of them giving us names or greetings. As we walked, the worry of it felt dull in me and pressing like the onset of nausea. The first thing I had felt in days.

My sister quieted. Hand gripped in grandmother’s, she twisted backwards to look at—there, in the dust of the trail, the golden snake with triangular scales undulated in our wake, the boundary guardian not dismissed after all. The serpent’s glimmer made a no-sound of the rain that falls in dreams. Around it, us, the air began to darken.

Shortly we reached the campsite with its conical leather tents. Small brown goats wandered in-between, not tethered, looking at us intruders with annoyance. The men led us to a large circular construction, a tent painted with serpents and strung with ropes of silver bells that made music like starlight falling. Inside it was hung with carpets, their colorful wool embroidered with plain spidersilk in triangles and squares arranged to symbolize the beasts that rose from buried bone. The tent’s floor was strewn with sturdier weavings I recognized to have been traded from further east, from the peoples of the Maiva’at and the Gehezi—thick-piled and rich with weld and madder.

Upon these carpets five women sat, the oldest in her fifties, the rest my age or younger. They were drinking tea. All turned to us, their fingers still spread with the weight of flat desert-style cups that curved slightly at the lip.

The man who brought us addressed the women in a language I did not know. I heard our names given, and the word Niyaz, and I saw the frown on his face. When he stopped, one of the women, middle-aged and stout, addressed us in Surun’. “Welcome. I am Naïr e Bulvát. My husband, Bulvát. My guests, Uiziya—”

“I know you,” said the older woman so named. “You are the three-named strong for whom the winds came shivering, for whom the bones of the old warriors awoke, the one who carried Zurya’s threads and yet refused to sing.”

The one for whom old warriors awoke...?

“I’d sing,” grandmother-nai-Tammah said, “not for the warriors or threads, but for myself, and yet it is forbidden for the women of the Khana, and so I kept quiet.”

“I remember,” said Uiziya, “how your stifled voice rattled inside you, a rotten walnut shriveled in its shell. Aunt Bene—...”

“Shhh,” said the one called Naïr e Bulvát. “Aunt.”

“No, I want to know,” said my grandmother, “I want to know what happened to Benesret.” She crossed her hands at her chest, and the women stared at her as if she’d just—

“We do not tell this tale. We do not say this name.”

Something shifted in the dimmed light of the tent. I saw—heard—

But suddenly none of this mattered to me, for grandmother’s hands no longer held Kimi.

My sister wasn’t inside.

I dodged past the men, ignoring limbs and grabbing hands, ran out. My sister, knees in dirt, was just outside, thank—

—wrestling with the snake that wound around her arms in suffocating—

I rushed forward.

Stopped.

She wasn’t wrestling. Snake and child, enraptured by each other, wound against each other—Kimi, rocking slightly, giggled as the snake’s thick yellow body slithered past her cheek.

“The guardian will not harm her,” said someone. I turned to see a young woman, one of those who sat with Naïr; older and taller than me but not by much. She wore reddish garments and simple ornaments of bronze. Her brown cheeks were rouged with orange. The other men and women poured out of the tent, surrounding my grandmother and my lover like cupped hands.

“Your grandchild is ready to take power,” said Uiziya.

“I thought she would, in the desert,” said grandmother-nai-Tammah, “when the warriors awoke and pursued us. I waited...”

“Yes?”

“And nothing.”

Naïr said, “Look at the guardian, helped in shape by your grandchild’s curiosity. This power will not be born in defense or aggression.”

“If you say so,” said grandmother dubiously. It was intense emotions—anger, pain, fear—that prompted magically apt children to take deepnames on the threshold of youth.

Uiziya drew my grandmother and others back into the tent. I stayed behind with my sister and the young woman, Leivayi, as the snake and child spun around each other in the dust. Gitit stood with us too. She said nothing. Above us, Bird pecked out small bright holes in the dark cloth of the sky.

“Gitit,” I said in our own language. “Did you hear what she said, what they said? The warriors awoke because of grandmother’s magic, and then she waited to save us because Kimi—because Kimi should have taken a deepname, but Kimi—”

My lover turned away from me.

“Gitit—”

“I do not want to hear.”

She walked off, back into the tent.

Leivayi stretched her arm out, and the snake guardian crawled over to her and wound around her shoulders, shining full, full, full with the day’s accumulated heat, a shoulder-necklace of pure sun. She offered to take both of us to a sleeping place, and I was too exhausted to argue.

My sister was too confused to recognize danger, my grandmother too focused on herself and how that measured against what was proper; my lover too loyal to speak against the one who saved her life, no matter how that life had come to be endangered. Where did this leave me? Where?

Too stubborn to...

Too stubborn to...

I did not argue with Leivayi. She seemed to have no deepnames, and her tent was dark. It smelled of leather, wool, and sweat, and sleep.

 

 

TOO STUBBORN TO forgive.

In my dreams, snakes and children tangled under the star-embroidered sky. Grandmother-nai-Tammah sprouted wings and flew up, gleeful, unseeing. Her wings grew and grew. Joined where my grandmother’s body used to be, the wings alone soared higher, intent on flight.

 

 

I WENT TO see my grandmother the next day. In the tent with Naïr and Uiziya she talked and talked, not paying attention to anything.

“You should talk to the men,” said Naïr.

“No!” Was it fear that colored grandmother’s voice so? “I do not want to talk to men. I want to talk to you...”

“If you’re to be known as a man...”

Round and round they went. I entered and exited, intent to keep an eye on Kimi, but she seemed engrossed by the snake, and Leivayi watched over them both.

Towards the evening, Leivayi set up a small square loom and threaded it. My sister tangled the threads and laughed, but Leivayi patiently corrected her. She guided Kimi’s hand in hers, repeating the same motion over and over.

And in Naïr’s tent, grandmother was still talking. “Who am I to say what I should or should not be called, whether I am or am not a man already? My grandchild is a girl because she cannot talk, but she is not a girl...”

“I don’t think your grandchild knows—cares—what tai is.” Naïr used a pronoun common to many desert languages—tai, taim, tair in Surun’—that indicated ‘neither he nor she’. The Khana language lacked such a word, both in the speech the scholars used and in women’s talk. In Khana, a person was either she or he. In Khana, all the words were either she or he—carpets, carts, grains of sand, stars in the sky each had their chosen form, female or male. There was no escaping this, but the desert tongues lacked such a distinction. One could be anything. In Surun’.

“Your grandchild may never know, or it may never be important to taim. And because it is not important to taim it is not important to us what style of clothing tai wears, or whether tai chooses to spend tair days among men or among women. If tai were to learn Surun’, tai would ask to be called tai, or something else, when tai knows it. If it is important to taim. Tai might never know, we might never know. But you know. You have always known.”

“Yes, I have always known. And yet...”

“You always hesitated,” said Uiziya. “I thought it was because of your lover, but now that she is gone, I thought...”

“It’s all about Bashri. It’s always been about Bashri. After forty-four years... I do not know how to live otherwise, do not know how to live in this world without Bashri, I do not know if I want to live...”

I left them. I sought out Gitit, sat by her side while she spoke to other women of carpets that might be woven for trade. We talked later that night, awkwardly, rediscovering words, rediscovering how they hurt.

“What is it that angers you,” she asked, “this thing about the elder-nai-Tammah?”

The truth burst out of me, the shape of it before this hidden even from myself. “I would not know how to talk to her if she is a man.”

Gitit frowned. “And what if I were a man?”

“Are you?” I asked. “Are you a man?”

“Does it matter?” she asked.

It doesn’t—

No. It mattered. It mattered to me. I had never talked to scholars. Marriage did not scare me, but only because it would be such a formal thing, and such a needed thing, to beget lives—but it would not really matter. Marriage was not for closeness, not for conversations or journeys. For that one had lovers, oreg-mates. If Gitit were a man, how would we trade? How would we expand our oreg, raise our children, what would the other women say? Would she even stay with me? The scholars wouldn’t accept this transformation, and in the quarter she’d have to hide, so why break your heart changing anyway?

Only after Gitit left me I remembered, with a sticky rush of shame I remembered grandmother-nai-Tammah’s words, of what my grandmother-nai-Leylit had told her. Almost the same. The same.

Dark had fallen. The stars keened above. Somewhere beyond the veil of that darkness my grandmother’s soul could not find rest, her arms outstretched towards the cloth of winds.

 

 

NAÏR AND UIZIYA constructed the large horizontal frame of the loom with the help of others, men and women. None of them would utter the name Benesret, would not speak of her story, but it seemed they’d keep her promise.

The women with deepnames began to sing quietly, drawing winds out of the sky to thread the warp. I could not see them, but I heard the sound they made when pulled taut on the loom—the snapping voice of strong, thin threads. Grandmother, wound tightly in veils and bent like a scholar over a tome of writ, paced around and around the construction.

Kimi learned the Surun’ words for snake, thread, and hand. The large yellow snake still followed her, and Leivayi kept teaching her to weave. Other children would join them now, pulling and pushing and giving instructions to Kimi in voices joking and serious. The youngest of these children, aged three, spoke far more better and fluidly than Kimi ever had.

They talked of my sister as tai now, but I did not. If Kimi had not decided, if Kimi did not know, then how would one pronoun be better than another? Besides, I spoke in Khana in my head, and there was no such thing as tai. She, I continued saying, she, defiant and guilt-gnawed, no longer sure whose truth was real. If only Kimi could tell me... but if Kimi could talk, she would be he. Perhaps not in her deepest heart; perhaps like grandmother-nai-Tammah she’d yearn for change, but she—he—would live in the inner quarter with the men, and would not be now traveling with me.

The day the frame was ready, Uiziya approached me. “It is better if those who love Bashri weave the cloth of transformation,” she said. I answered awkwardly, said I did not know how. And besides, I had no deepnames to weave from wind. But when Naïr and Uiziya sat down to the loom, when Leivayi and the children joined them, I could not leave, or simply watch. I sat down by Naïr and asked to be taught.

She gave me a comb of bone and gold and taught me to beat down the weft-weaves of the winds and push them tight against the ones that had come before. I did it by touch, marveling at the feel of compressed winds under my fingers, rougher than wool, prickly with sand and memory. Leivayi and other weavers without deepnames likewise wielded combs, but Kimi threw hers away and insisted on threading by hand. Her laughter rang out like a pair of bronze sticks striking the sun.

“I’m glad you are working with us,” said Uiziya. “His lover wouldn’t, all those years ago.”

I cringed. The Surun’ people had already switched to the language of he with grandmother-nai-Tammah; even Gitit had begun oh so carefully to say not grandmother butelder, one of the rare words in the Khana language used for both women and men. Grandmother-nai-Tammah had decided on the change.

I alone could not change. I alone could not let go.

 

 

GITIT SPOKE TO me now, small things. I lost all interest in trade, but with my permission she opened the trading chest and spread our wares, the butterflies whose fluttering brought chill, the splendid jewelry, the rods that extended and collapsed upon themselves.

She sat with those marvels under the awning of the large trade tent erected for the occasion, and women brought her tea in flat cups and goatmilk chilled with magic. At night sometimes we saw sandbirds fall down from the sky, strike sand, and dissolve with the hiss. In the city of eleven wells, the time of the sandbird dance was drawing nearer.

Gitit and I slept side by side now in the trading tent, but it had been too long since we’d made love. My body and heart yearned for hers, but thoughts and words lay cold between us like a spear of bronze forged far beneath the ground, where it is always cold.

 

 

IT HAPPENED WHEN the cloth was almost done—a surge of power, clear yet gentle, like a push against my ribcage. Kimi laughed, a small amazed sound. She thrust her hand up in the air. Out of her fingertips came lights, small fireflies more numerous and glowing brighter than Gitit’s. They swarmed and flew and nestled on the threads.

And in that moment the whole cloth came alive before my eyes, all what I could not see before, the rainbow hues of it, the lightning running through some threads that had come from dry storms, swirling sand in others like a road of stars. My sister had taken a deepname.

Not like the usual explosions or waves of slamming anger, this nametaking was a thing of joy and glowing weft-threads, gentle. Kimi leapt up from the loom and began to spin, hands flapping at her sides, fingertips releasing more and more tiny lights that swam through the air and buzzed around her head.

It’s better if those who love Bashri, weave...

Those who love her. Love him. Love her. Love him.

Why did it matter to me so much?

Those who love, weave...

I sought out Gitit that night after we had finished weaving. My lover sat to tea with women who had bought our wares. She did not want to talk to me, but I pleaded, and at last she relented. “I do not know if I am comfortable,” I said, “I don’t know if I’ll ever be, but I would give the cloth of winds back to you, I would sit down to weave for you if you wanted to change.” I am confused, I do not know if what I think is right, but it is not right to make of my love a prison for you—for anyone... ”I cannot do it alone, Gitit, I have no deepnames, but with others—Kimi, too...”

She began to cry.

I cradled her to me, I whispered, “Love, I am no better than grandmother-nai-Leylit.”

“You are...”

“No, no. I would deny you, would deny myself, because I am not comfortable and I might never be with this, but it is you, it will always be you, I love you, I will never leave you.”

Grandmother-nai-Tammah had said those words to grandmother-nai-Leylit. Without these words we learned, these stories, these mistakes, we could not live. We could not grow. So life by life our lives were woven and compressed to wholeness by the combs of our speech. “I don’t know if I can explain this, but we need words. Words.”

But Gitit drew me to her, and there was no need for words after all.

Later we lay on a tight-woven carpet in the darkness of the trading tent, and Gitit put her hand on my cheek. She laughed—a high-pitched and embarrassed sound. “To answer your question... no, I am not a man.”

“You aren’t?” I felt relief and simultaneously regret, regret at not needing to live through this, and what wisdoms loomed before me on that path like blood and rubies.

“I am sorry. I am... very much like everyone. I am not special. I am a girl, I have mediocre but nice magic, I love trading... I wanted to know... I wanted to know if you’d be as fierce for me as you are for Kimi, for Bashri-nai-Tammah—”

“Bah!” I screamed. “Bah! As if I would not—as if I would not love you because you are not...gah! Not untraditional enough!”

It’s then we heard a sound of winds. Of wings. Like rustling.

 

 

OUTSIDE, GRANDMOTHER-NAI-TAMMAH STOOD in veils of winds, arms up as if in prayer. Birds of bright fire fell down from the sky to wrap and wrap my elder in their wings completely, head to toe. Bashri-nai-Tammah became a figure all of sandlight, then a figure no more—a cocoon, a ball of swirling feathers, night-beguiled.

All people in the Surun’ camp woke up, went out to watch as streaks of sandlight fell and fell towards that conflagration; shooting stars from Bird. They stood, not talking, rocking slightly on their feet, and only Kimi ran around. Her waving fingers sent sparkles into the sky, to greet the birds, to dance; the snake-guardian undulated between her feet, nudging her away from the cocoon when the spinning brought her too close.

The night grew thin, and bird by bird, the starfall slowed. With a sigh, the last few sandbirds settled over my grandmother’s glowing light. And then, slowly, they began to fade, to pour in grains of sand down to the ground.

It was then we heard it—singing—from behind the veil of fiery feathers. With the first rays of dawn the singing grew louder, clearer, more intense; grandmother’s body cleared, with arms still raised up, singing for the first time the dawnsong—that sacred melody that scholars sent out every morning in supplication to the men’s god, Bird’s brother, Kimrí, that song the women were forbidden to sing.

With the last grains of sand pouring down to the ground, grandmother—grandfather?—walked over to us. He—he—looked glowing, radiant with light and newly made. His arms spread to us in a blessing, in a wave of great and unfeigned happiness.

It was at this moment that Kimi sang, artlessly but with candor, a song without words that resembled the dawnsong and also a gurgled scream, and also choking. We laughed because we had no idea what to do, and whether Kimi should be permitted to sing, and whether that even mattered.

 

 

GRANDFATHER WAS HAVING trouble.

“You should go sit with men,” said Uiziya. They had no problem sheltering a woman, or a person who was neither, but a man basking like a lizard in a woman’s tent was pronounced unseemly.

“I said already, I have no idea how to talk to your men... I am a Khana artificer, not that my people would accept me now, or ever...”

Grandfather had regrets.

“I cannot go back. I may have a man’s body now, but not the scholars’ learning, and our men would never accept me, and I am too old to simply wander into a different city and lie my way into a Khana quarter there... although I could try... I cannot even speak the way the scholars do!”

“Or you could stay here,” said Naïr. “You really should talk to Bulvát.”

“And say what? I don’t know—”

Grandfather had hesitations.

“What should we call you now?” I asked.

“I want to still remain Bashri,” he said, “even if she wouldn’t approve. But it’s not just that she wouldn’t approve. Even to call myself nai-Tammah—for sure my grandmothers would not approve...” He cast his hands around himself. “I wish I could consult the writ! There must have been a precedent, a law... Unless they’d thrown all precedents out of the quarter...”

Grandfather had moments.

“Is there deeper meaning,” he asked Uiziya, “to my grandchild always walking around with the guardian snake? Kimi is quite powerful, I think, so it might be an omen—”

Said Uiziya, “Of course there is a deeper meaning.”

“Yes?”

“It’s a great secret.”

“Yes?”

“I will reveal it to you.”

“Yes?”

Uiziya whispered, “Your grandchild really likes snakes.”

Everybody around us burst into laughter, and grandfather was embarrassed enough to agree to go talk to Bulvát.

 

 

THAT NIGHT, GITIT and I stayed up to talk. She had traded richly while I wove, and now the chest was full of goods. We wanted to move. But not to go back to Niyaz yet—no, we wanted to go on, to trade among the Maiva’at, to ask from them the story of Zurya, to see with our own eyes how threads could be woven of song. And we wanted to learn the tale of Benesret, dark and beguiling at the edges of our minds. We wanted to travel southeast, to visit the bands of spider-Surun’ and spider-Gehezi, to trade for yarn as delicate and glimmering as rays of shooting stars.

But yet we couldn’t leave. Our Kimi seemed so happy here, fitting, learning under the sky’s unending open wings. Grandfather needed help to settle, to adjust, to grieve for that which could not be redone, for people and loves gone—and we, too, needed time to think, to talk through this, to figure out how to live with a grandfather who was of flesh and bone rather than a disembodied name of a scholar behind the wall. We weren’t sure if he’d want to travel on with us, or stay, or go home—if that was even possible. We were still getting used to “he”.

And we were talking more about “tai” now, how it meant—not a decision, but simply that Kimi had not decided, and therefore we should not decide either. But we could only do this in Surun’. There were so many things that we could say and think in Surun’ but not in our own language. We wanted at least to know what to call grandfather now; and he was not ready to name himself yet.

But it seemed that we were ready to name ourselves.

“I’ll take your name,” I said, “You are the strongest of us.”

“Bah,” she said. “I far prefer Aviya to Gitit.”

“It is traditional for the oreg to be named after the strongest, unless there is something wrong with her...”

Gitit grimaced. “Try again.”

I scratched my head.

“What difference will it make?,” Gitit said. “Our lives already deviate from the great pattern.”

“Hah,” I said. “Are you trying to make me feel better about not having magic?”

“Aaaaa...” she moaned. “Enough, enough. You don’t feel bad about not having magic. I like the name Aviya, I love you, why must you be this stubborn? Why can’t you say yes for a change?”

You cannot still be worried that there’s nothing strange about you... how to say this...”My dear trader-nai-Lur,” I began.

“Please. Aviya-nai-Lur.”

“Oh, very well,” I said, exasperated. “But you’ll explain this to our grandchildren, I will want nothing to do with this.”

She laughed. “I will be glad to tell this tale, grandmother-nai-Bashri.”

“Along with many others, oh grandmother-nai-Lur.”

“Oh yes,” she laughed. “Oh yes.”

There would be many other tales.
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NEW YEAR: THE train eels along a landscape of red snow and shadow-dust, on carbonate tracks haloed in anemic light. Heilui keeps half the window opaque to block out the field of endless machine-dead, the sight of satellites pressed against the skyline like bruised mouths on a gash. The other half she fills with a news feed: disasters in montage, kaleidoscope of calamities--cities gone dark and still, streets turned to web-cracks and sidewalks impact-raised into briars, balconies smeared in blackened lymph and rust-red blots.

She has watched it many times; has been made to, during the interrogation. The footage never fails to pull at her heart like the moon exerting its gravity on the acid tides. Pulling at her like the questions from back then, the faces and names lined up and Did you associate with this woman? This man? This woman? This man, this man, this man.

Heilui’s hands are clammy with the sweat of remembered terror, the memory of teetering on the edge of freefall. She wipes them dry. Her lap is heavy with gifts prepared by relatives: engagement boxes of jade bangles and figurines, silk slippers threaded in gold, a bag of crystallized fruits. A kintsugi bowl: black pottery broken and mended in silver, the seams radiant with age. Foreign antique, contributed by a wealthy adventurer aunt.

The train notifies her that another passenger will be joining her, transferred after one of the carriages have detached for another station. She sweeps up the gifts and blanks out the news feed.

The compartment opens in a murmur of dry, rustling leaves. A young man takes the seat opposite, giving her a respectful distance. They exchange small talk: he is heading southwest for a research lab, armed with a postgraduate grant from the University of Rajamongkol.

“And you, older sister?”

She cups her palm over the antique bowl, fingering its chimera texture, rough earth striated with the velvet smoothness of precious metal. “I’m on my way,” Heilui whispers, “to meet my bride.”

 

 

THE INSTITUTE, THE halfway house, sits ensconced in the hothouse hill: mantled in rough foliage, insulated from the machine ruins and their radiative hunger. This close ignoring the wasteland of charred clay and half-alive intelligences is impossible, though Heilui tries to focus elsewhere, lash her attention to the interior of the car and the imminent appointment. Some of the interference nevertheless slips through, crooning ancient lullabies of wars eons gone, status dispatches from combat centuries ended. Some are foreign, some are in Putongwa and Fukginwa. Others are in Dakman with a smattering of Yingman recounting casualties. Strange-sounding names crowd in a white-noise fog, synthetic and toneless.

Within the Institute’s walls the wasteland sky is blocked out by a seashell husk, bred into immensity to shield the entire compound. She is received at the gate by a guidance routine taking the form of a red-beaked crane. It gives her directions in a perky tourmaline voice and instructs her to avoid contact with candidates other than her own. Heilui is glad to comply, though she does steal glances at the manicured topiary and moss-ridden trellises, the small gazebos and polished benches. Young women and younger men, ghost-pale and exotic, in muted cosmetics and pastel dresses. They drift eyes downward or sit prim and quiet. She can’t spot any of them in conversation with one another; they arrange themselves as though hyper-conscious of an audience.

The crane guides her to a private vestibule, where a low table waits with tea and covered wicker baskets. Heilui lifts the lids to find radish pastries and steamed red-pork buns. She doesn’t sample either; no point leaving crumbs all over herself and marring that first impression. Instead she stacks up the gifts. Briefly she wonders if she should have brought a bouquet--the culture of her bride’s birth values flowers as a courtship sign, though she imagines their bouquets must be as translucent as their people, frosted leaves and ivory petals, flora gone extinct when that continent heaved and broke.

It is then that the crane starts speaking in her interrogator’s voice. Heilui nearly leaps out of her seat.

“Relax, Doctor Lan,” says the interrogator, that same mild contralto she remembers. “We chose you for the case because we believe you better equipped than most to manage her. The subject has been neutralized entirely and you needn’t fear that she will be a danger.”

“I’ll do my best.” Heilui licks parched lips.

“This isn’t a test, though when the operation concludes successfully your profile will be cleaned up. No longer a person of interest, no more record of unfortunate--but entirely innocuous of course, as you’ve proven--association with occidental terrorists. Good luck.”

The line cuts. The vestibule’s partition folds aside and Heilui’s bride enters.

Kerttu is tall and large-boned, as her people often are, bred on a land of giant-myths and arctic blaze. In echo of this image her hair is pale as snowdrift. Eyelashes mascara-gilded, eyelids faintly dusted copper, cheekbones accentuated to skeletal sharpness as though to compensate for the unreality of her pallor. The only spot of color above her neck is the fuchsia on her lips, applied to hone the corners of her mouth to crisp edges. Her bodice is closely fitted, the sleeves gradating from peach to oxblood cuffs, the skirt narrow and long: the colors are some of Heilui’s favorites, the style close to what she might herself wear. The Institute has been attentive.

So ordinary, Heilui thinks, and tries to visualize Kerttu as she once was--in a lab coat, imperious over her empire of living matrices, her gleaming hives of bioweapons. But she can’t quite picture it, this woman as the engineer of genocides.

Kerttu gives an antique bow, one fist cupped inside her palm. “Happy new year, Doctor Lan.”

“Heilui will do, please. Sit. Have you eaten?” She nods at the dishes, wondering if Kerttu can use chopsticks. “Your Gwongdungwa is excellent.” An odd, piquant accent but she’s hardly going to criticize.

“You honor me. I’ve had fine teachers.”

A conversational dead-end. “Why don’t you tell me about yourself?”

One long, slow blink. The occidental woman’s pupils are unnervingly black, emphasized as they are by irises the hue of jellyfishes. “Why did you pick me, Doctor?”

Heilui turns the teacups upright. Pours. A distinct scent of plum rises. “Perhaps I spotted you in the Institute database and recognized destiny at first sight.” She pushes a cup over. “In Jatbun, they say that a red thread joins fated partners and you only need to pursue it to the other end. When you find yours, at once you will know it--the tug in your blood through your thumb as your fortune draws taut as pipa strings.”

Kerttu curls her fingers around the teacup without flinching from the heat. “I don’t think it was my looks. There are others here younger than I am, more aesthetically pleasing. Is it the novelty of having a former mafia researcher and tamed war criminal for a wife?”

“You are a person, not a novelty object,” she says. “The Institute recommended you, I thought it a fine suggestion, and I’m under some pressure to wed.”

“Many factors affect the making of a purchase. Desirable attributes go on one side of the scale, the price tag on the other. This is perhaps the most honest form of marriage.” Kerttu sips gingerly, her expression pinching at the sourness, the unfamiliar. “Is that why you opted for the Institute instead of selecting from your peers? Though I think the latter might have been cheaper.”

“I wanted my options from a different pool, and I chose you. Is that not enough? You can say no.”

“I won’t.” This is said quickly, breathless like a gunshot.

Heilui holds out her hand. “Shall we try to make this work?”

Kerttu takes it, and with those painted lips kisses Heilui’s fingertips one by one.

 

 

THEY MARRY ON the train, the world’s ruin rushing past in silent witness. Kerttu hands over a fistful of gold earrings as though they burn her and, with detached grace, accepts the small mountain of dowry. She puts on the one bangle large enough for her wrist as the portable altar officiates: simulated incense and ancestors, two-dimensional gods rotating to give them blessings--mercy, prosperity, fertility. Kerttu’s identity rearranges itself to Lan Kerttu, alphabet to calligraphy.

“There’s usually much more ceremony,” Heilui says, apologetic, “and nine courses of food. And your family would see you off...”

“This is fine.” Her wife cradles the kintsugi bowl, thumb running laps around its rim. “The last wedding I attended was a conflagration of opulence with a twenty-course banquet--one could die of abundance, asphyxiate on splendor. But it also involved people getting shot in the head and a couple of poisonings, though at least both grooms were unscathed. I also haven’t had a family since I was six.”

That factoid Heilui knows, though she can’t conceive of being kinless. There should have been relatives to raise her, a small herd of uncles and aunts and in-laws. “How did you like the Institute?”

“All of us hid our old lives; we never discussed our history and if we recognized each other from before, we pretended ignorance. Many of us wear scars.” Kerttu holds up her wrists, showing them unmarred and smooth, and points at her throat: just as clean, all the access points to arteries without scars. “Not me, though. I’ve never been able to stand the sight of my own blood, the weight of my own pain. What we discussed all the time, where the cameras didn’t reach, was our prospective clients. Who they might be, what sort of services we might be required to provide. Until a week ago, Doctor, I had no inkling of who you were.”

“I’d have liked an introduction sooner, but their protocols are so strict. They did treat you well?” A needless question; the Institute keeps its charges in the greatest comfort.

“I never wanted for anything.” Kerttu sets the bowl aside. “Aren’t you afraid of me?”

The subject has been neutralized entirely. “Why would I need to be afraid of my bride?”

In good time they arrive home, a complex of four tapered serpent-buildings wound loosely around a central hall. Redwood columns clad in bismuth crystal, flat roofs topped in gunmetal tiles, a modest lake: from what she knows Kerttu lived in more sumptuous arrangements, a spider citadel of phantasmagoria matrices and psychedelic weave, but her wife nevertheless widens her eyes as they disembark. “How many live here?” Kerttu says softly. “I thought you only lived with your family.”

“I do. Extended family. Isn’t that the way it’s supposed to be?” Heilui pulls up a layout of the estate, cupping the display in her palm like an egg of enameled rime. “The southwest hall belongs to my grandparents and some great-grandparents, the southeast one--oh, Aunt Daruwan lives there but she’s not in. Probably off unearthing crash sites or mapping crisis regions, you’d like her. Here, we’re in the northeastern one, the Tangerine.”

By luck it is dinner hour, most of the family assembled in the communal hall. No one is there to crowd in and overwhelm them when they enter the Tangerine’s sunset corridors. Kerttu’s luggage trails behind them, as silent as its owner. Even her suitcases are Institute-mandated for refinement, matte-black leather and copper filigree. Heilui suspects that when they unpack, Kerttu’s wardrobe will precisely match Heilui’s tastes. That is something she will need to remedy--a trip to the city, a stop at a tailor’s boutique. The Institute is exacting and thorough in how it molds its charges, but that level of micromanagement bothers her despite the brittleness of all this, the fraught weight of Kerttu’s presence.

Heilui’s segment of the house spans three units, study, bedroom, and a simulator box where she does most of her work. “I’ll get you your own bed.” She gestures at a modular divan. “Until then, I hope you won’t mind that?”

“You don’t wish me to share yours?” Kerttu absently pets her luggage, but her attention is on Heilui. A smile grows on her lips, like weeds, like thorns. “I would, sincerely, find it no chore.”

Talons of heat sizzle the back of Heilui’s ears. “Please make yourself comfortable. The bath is down the corridor.”

“Thank you.” Kerttu twists apart the sleeves of her dress as though about to disrobe on the spot, casting off the fabric the way a snake molts. “May I ask a question?”

“By all means.”

“What did I cost you?” She is loosening the collars. A glimpse of clavicles, nearly paper-white, veins shining through. “I know that no money changed hands; the Institute takes currencies much more nebulous. But there is an essential truth that governs existence, greater and stronger than any force, and it is that on every object there is a price. What was mine?”

Heilui laughs, faltering. The dress recedes and a shoulder comes bare, rounded and marked with a tattoo that declares Kerttu’s former allegiance. Butterflies congregating on a corpse, probosces sipping sweat: the crest of a cartel, the symbol of ownership. “It’s more complicated than that. We could discuss it one day. Tomorrow I’ll introduce you to my family.”

 

 

AT BREAKFAST, EVERYONE convenes to see the foreign bride.

She sits like a mannequin of frost and plaster, consuming porridge and condiments as solemnly as a funeral meal. The Lan children gawk at her openly; one of Heilui’s youngest nieces whispers--audibly--speculating whether Kerttu’s pallor might leave white smudges on the utensils and tea-bowls; whether it might rub off on the furniture like icing. Their parents shush them, but adult scrutiny is hardly more discreet. Heilui’s mothers regard Kerttu with pointed appraisal, no doubt already cataloguing many faults and improprieties.

On her part Kerttu behaves as though she is by herself, facing an empty room, the round ivory-and-teak table all her own rather than occupied by fifteen. Occasionally, as though she is remembering from etiquette training, she puts food on Heilui’s plate--a knot of pork floss, a slice of yaujagwai. This is done stiffly and gingerly. Kerttu, Heilui recalls, wouldn’t be used to sharing food this way; where she came from each person keeps to their own dish, even among family and intimate friends.

Heilui makes desultory conversation and asks after Aunt Daruwan. She knows that once her family can corner her alone she’ll be barraged with questions; she has told none of them of Kerttu’s background, allowing them to believe that her choice of spouse is conventional and untied to any state interest. Already an uncle and two cousins are bombarding her with messages. She mutes the notifications and, at the first polite opportunity, excuses herself. Kerttu makes her obeisance, courtly, to family elders and follows Heilui’s suit.

They find a spot by one of the garden gates, behind an enclosure of hybrid bamboos and ceramic partitions. Kerttu arranges her skirts—fuller today, loosely made; another style Heilui herself likes—and folds herself like a paper puppet. “Am I making things difficult?”

“They’ll come around, everyone just needs time to adjust.” Heilui silences another message, unread, and extends her palm. “Here’s a prototype I’ve been working on. Very unfinished, more a framework than anything.”

“It appears to be an anthropological modeling program.” Kerttu tilts her head. “Not my field, Doctor. I was a biochemist.”

“It’s a sim of the shattered continent. I’ve been ambitious with the scope and detail, so I would like—” She gives a laugh, makes a helpless gesture. “An authenticity check, maybe? I’ll get you your own shell, it’s last-generation and I haven’t upgraded it for a while, but…”

“It was a research subject that you required then, not a spouse.”

“Not at all!” Heilui says quickly. “Why don’t we go into the city? You can pick out your own clothes.”

“You’re treating me extravagantly for a person you purchased.” The biochemist turns the shell this way and that, her painted nails a shock of aqua against her phantom skin. “I’m not saying that to be judgmental or bitter—I’m neither; I’ve been owned since I was young, treated as investment, my intelligence bought and traded for. I understand my position perfectly. There’s no need to woo me. Ask and I will serve.”

A frisson sings through Heilui, chased by a wash of nausea: for a moment she could understand the sick supremacy of commanding utter, total power over another human being. “Come on. Let’s get you to a tailor.”

She loads her spare shell with the modeling client and turns that over to Kerttu, who engages the program with the rapt concentration of a sniper on her target. When they reach the commerce arcade, Kerttu looks up blinking as though jolted from a trance. She folds the shell away and surveys the velvet web of shops, the walkways weaving through them like ribbons. Tension pinches her expression as they join the crowd’s flow, families in New Year finery, children and young couples out to spend their red envelope money.

Surreptitiously, Heilui searches the faces around them for a trace of the foreign, perhaps a declaration of suspicious intent etched into the downturn of a mouth, sewn into the hem of a skirt or sleeve, a glimpse of the butterflies emblem. But she finds nothing, sighting no set of features that is not everyday and ordinary to her, no complexion as startling as Kerttu’s or a nose so angular. She does not find the man who slaughtered countries, the man who once owned her wife.

“Something’s making you uncomfortable.” Heilui loops her arm through Kerttu’s. “What is wrong?”

“I’m the only foreigner here.” Kerttu has switched to Dakman, harsh and rolling.

“Oh, you don’t need to worry—the staff here is perfectly used to foreigners. There are expatriates all over Kowloon, of every nationality you can imagine. I’ll put you in touch with them, if you like.”

“By law I’m forbidden from making contact with those from the shattered continent, just as I’m forbidden from pursuing my previous specialty. I’m wearing certain implants to ensure my compliance. I appreciate your thought, Doctor.”

At the tailor, Kerttu is imaged by a dozen mannequins that revolve slowly on their feet, laughing and animated as they flicker from style to style, season to season. In the end she chooses a postmodern keipou, unpatterned black sheathing her like carapace. Sleeveless, high crescent collars, unrelieved contrast between fabric and complexion making a monochrome print of Kerttu. “I lost much and there was never a funeral,” she explains the color. “I need to mourn. I expect I’ll always be mourning.”

But this, like everything else, is said with distance as though discussing someone else’s grief.

Their next stop is the Shau Kei Wan Temple, where Tinhau presides. Not the most traditional choice when it comes to matrimony, but Heilui has a special fondness for the sea goddess, and this temple is one of the few where Kwunyam is depicted in her male aspect while the war god Kwantai is presented as a woman: green-robed and armored, puissant with restrained fury. Heilui shows Kerttu the correct paper offerings to make, the right number of virtual incenses to ignite. They shake kaucim cups side by side, have the cast of their fortune read by streamed oracles.

It belatedly occurs to Heilui, on their way back, to ask Kerttu if she is a monotheist. Her wife shrugs, a peculiarly foreign gesture. “My faith rests in the belief that the human capability for innovation and malice is infinite. I admit no other gods, pray to no other pantheon. I’ve never been disappointed.”

Back at the Lan house they are ambushed at the gate, a gaggle of nieces and nephews swarming over Kerttu. Heilui presses a sheaf of red envelopes into her wife’s hand, each filled with account chips. “One per head,” she says, grinning. Under the shade of a butterfly tree, one of her mothers is waiting; she knows what that look means. “Don’t let them get greedy. Make them say the magic phrase first.”

Kerttu holds the envelopes loosely and stares in bemusement, to a high-pitched chorus of gong hei fat choi. Heilui draws aside to join Mother Meitin under the fluttering, winged canopy. “We need to talk.” Meitin does not quite glance sidelong at Kerttu. “About...that.”

“She’s not a that, Mother.”

“Are you going to have children with her?” Meitin frowns. “They’d turn out looking rather dead. And her table manners! I thought the Institute had the foreign ones trained well?”

“She will adapt.” Equivocating. “And she is unique. I don’t think I could have found anyone like her at the university or through any of your friends, or...”

Her mother sniffs. “An acquired taste, I’m sure. Well, your choices are your own and you’re a woman grown. At least she’s educated, I suppose.”

Heilui refrains from pointing out that as a biochemist, Kerttu’s credentials are more impressive than most. Instead she watches her wife keep the envelopes out of the children’s reach in one hand, distributing them with the other to the niece or nephew who has approximated a correct pronunciation of Aunt Kerttu.

Over the next weeks Kerttu drifts uneasily within the family home, colliding with or grazing past elders. She does not succeed in endearing herself to them, though Heilui notes with relief that the children have taken a liking to Kerttu, for her occidental novelty if nothing else. Any time she has a free moment, Kerttu would obsessively spend it on the simulation.

Heilui monitors Kerttu’s progress, trying to use the map of her wife’s virtual wanderings to create an image that would pierce the inscrutable, remote shell. A crucial piece that would make the Kerttu she is seeing cohere with the Kerttu the mass murderer who created weapons that destroyed the shattered continent, the war criminal. Often she thinks of asking, Did you understand what you were doing? At the beginning, she mustn’t have, a prodigy whose supple intelligence was exploited, whose mind was slowly conditioned to regard her work as normal. 

Even then it is difficult to be afraid of Kerttu, who inhabits Heilui’s life with the soft focus of a ghost. Difficult to connect her with those atrocities, the solidity of statistics and the hard industrial edges of war. But then it is difficult to connect the shattered continent—smooth and pretty while it lived—with its history of dialects born and annexed, its first contacts negotiated through a language of exploitation and expansion.

“You’ve been distant. Am I boring you?” Kerttu asks one evening as they share a dinner out in the city.

“Certainly not,” Heilui says, laughing. “You have been nothing but delightful.”

Kerttu cuts her pasta into fine, thin slices, scraping off the layer of plum sauce. The restaurant purports to serve the cuisines of the shattered continent, though perhaps less authentically than Kerttu is used to. “I don’t think your family would agree, though I’ve made efforts.”

“My family is your family too.” Heilui rests her chin on her hand. “Some of them you’ll never win over, it’s just how they are. There have been feuds where siblings couldn’t forgive each other on their deathbeds. Lan elders are hard to please, no doubt about that.”

“Except you are harder still. You haven’t…” A frown. “You haven’t asked anything of me. Yet you must have bought me to fulfill a function, and I don’t think it’s to satisfy the fantasy of possessing a person whole and entire. You haven’t done anything to exert your ownership.”

“I like you just the way you are. Is that so hard to believe?” She glances at her shell, taking a sip of honeyed lime. Expecting to hear her interrogator’s voice again. Even today she remains ignorant of the woman’s name or rank. Black ops. Counter-terrorism. “Would you like to try the simulation in immersive mode, Kerttu? You need a headset and will have to plug into the server I’ve got at home. Not perfect, but perhaps…?”

Kerttu’s breath hitches, audibly, as though that idea has shocked her pulse to a halt. “I would love nothing more. You do me too much kindness.”

“Not at all—we’ll immerse together, yes? You can grade me on the simulation.”

Several nights later, she starts awake to a hand over hers, long-fingered and tentative. Blearily she sits up to find Kerttu kneeling by her bed, a shadow dressed in gossamer lace. “Doctor.” Kerttu’s voice comes petal-soft. “Will you invite me in?”

Wide awake now, Heilui rubs at her eyes and stares at her wife, then at the bed on the other end of their shared room. “I think you misunderstand. I’m not—what’s between us doesn’t have to be a transaction, not like that.”

Kerttu’s hand withdraws. “I should earn my keep, my care. I have said before that it’s no ordeal—unless I hold so little appeal?”

“It’s not that.” Heilui scoots inward, making room. “Come in. We can sleep together, in the most literal sense.”

“Like sisters?” A trick of filtered moonlight makes it seem as though ice crystals have caught on Kerttu’s eyelashes. A snow-woman of Jatbun myth, visiting in the night to drink her lover’s spirit.

“Like wife and wife. Not all marriages need to be heat and desire. Or at least that’s not what I want. If it’s what you…you can find others for that. I wouldn’t mind. But for me—”

“Oh.” Exhaled surprise. “I see, I think.”

Kerttu climbs in beside her, awkward, hesitating. A sigh loosens from her lips as she settles in against Heilui’s warmth and her arm snakes over, one hand splayed on Heilui’s stomach. “Is this all right, Doctor?” Asked as though she fears she might singe Heilui with that much contact, that much closeness.

She laces her fingers through Kerttu’s. “It’s lovely.”

They spend the night like that, entwined. They spend the next likewise, and the next after, learning the rhythm of one another’s breath, the curve of each other’s spine and the width of each other’s waist. A nascent dialect of touch, a first contact negotiated through comfort. A slow formation of matrimony like the founding of a country, while Heilui swallows back the secret code of guilt.

The first time they stand in front of the server together is a clear morning where icicles crackle on the window like chimes. The simulator box is built of blueshift alloy, radiant with cold, an artifact of the world’s ruin and its eternal winter. With a command Heilui logs in and draws out two headsets. One she turns over to Kerttu, the other she slips around her own temple, a mesh with the texture of satin.

“Anything particular you’d like to see?” she asks.

“The city.” Kerttu touches the headset’s lattice. “The club.”

Within the offspring of Heilui’s thought, cities throng the shattered continent like firmaments lit up in their thousands. But she knows from watching her wife which one Kerttu means—the city of her birth, the capital of her native land.

The program pushes under their skin, flares across their senses, a susurration of colors and ice. Then they are side by side in the Tavastia, backstage. Darkened interior, hexagon walls dressed in facets and prism coins. Overhead, mannequins sway gently, many-jointed arachnid limbs painted in patterns of cracked granite.

Kerttu pushes at the mannequins, making them clack. At her height they are in easy reach; she strokes their bald heads and thumbs their ovoid eye sockets. “My mother always longed to sing here. I don’t remember her face, her voice, even her name. At six she sold me to the syndicate. I fetched a good price—a mind such as I own doesn’t come by every day—and I wonder if she ever got her wish, to perform on a Tavastia stage. The first ten years I was kept entirely in the citadel to be imprinted for loyalty. By the time I was allowed to leave, she was gone. Or didn’t want to be found.”

“I’m sorry,” Heilui says before she can stop herself. 

“No need, Doctor. My mother, she wasn’t an educated or well-off woman. The syndicate gave me a life of ease and refinement, my intelligence nurtured and honed to its utter best. Had my mother raised me according to her means, today I’d be just another refugee in the camps, if I even survived.” Kerttu clasps her hands behind her back—in the virtuality she wears not her grieving black but a peridot shirt and gray trousers, an overcoat in duochrome indigo. “There are no people here.”

She follows her wife to the stage. It is full of unmanned instruments made from jagged blades and razorglass tendons. The floor is strobe-lit but empty of dancers; puppets sit by the side, prim and inanimate. “Anything I populate this world with would just be automatons—as complex a set of heuristics as I can buy, but they wouldn’t emulate human behavior with any degree of verisimilitude. I’ve thought of modeling you, actually.”

“I hope you’ll agree that it is not hubris but fact that makes me point out I’m not exactly a population average. Not culturally, not in disposition, not in politics. Modeling those from the camps would likely yield better results.”

“A population comprised entirely of averages would be terribly unrealistic, but I take your point.”

Kerttu tugs at her sleeve as though to test whether the physics engine holds up to scrutiny. “I have a request to make of you, Doctor. You may believe me ungrateful—”

“Please,” Heilui says. “I’ve no reason to think that.”

“May I go into the city on my own? I wish to familiarize myself with its ligatures and arteries, to find my own path climbing its ribs and vertebrae all sharp with salt. I wish to know this island where I will spend the rest of my life as your wife.”

Heilui’s pulse picks up. “You hardly need my permission. Your shell should be loaded with guidance routines, but if you run into any trouble you only need to call me.”

“You are far more generous a client than I could ever dream of.” Kerttu makes again that ancient bow, as elegant as it is incongruous with her outfit. Heilui realizes with a start that no matter the correctness of her gesture, no matter her fluency in Gwongdungwa, Kerttu will never fit quite right.

On Kerttu’s initial excursions, Heilui refrains from trailing her. Her wife comes home late each time; Heilui never asks questions and simply waits in bed, her arms bangled in moonlight. When Kerttu has bathed and changed she would come to card her fingers through Heilui’s hair, root to tip, until they fall asleep.

It is on Kerttu’s fifth outing that Heilui tracks her—a bite of conscience, a twist of shame. She monitors her wife’s wandering through markets that snake up pagodas, through secret streets behind amber pavilions, past the honeycombs of waterfront gardens where hybrid peacocks strut in sunset tails. Heilui tells herself Kerttu is monitored in any case, but she can’t get rid of the certainty that she’s committing a small betrayal.

When Heilui at last follows her wife in person, it is down the harbor where beaked ferries knife the waters to white ribbons. She sits on the mezzanine of a floating restaurant, watching the world through sea spray. Watching as Kerttu enters the planetarium in her black keipou. Soon a man in the same shade follows her. Tall like Kerttu and just as colorless, a creature of her race and nation, raised on snow nova-bright. Heilui studies him: he is gaunt to the point of starvation but well-dressed, hair a few shades darker than Kerttu’s, a skull of cadaverous planes. In the Institute, no doubt his caretakers would have warmed his features with cosmetics to make him less startling to prospective clients.

The two do not leave together; the man lingers behind, his gaze intent on Kerttu as she exits. From this far Heilui cannot appraise his expression—those harsh angles make him, like Kerttu, difficult to read--but she thinks he seems painfully lost. As much as a dangerous terrorist can seem lost. She tries to imagine him as the shadow behind assassinations of heads of state, the shadow behind the sales of private armies and weaponry and untold destruction. But as with Kerttu, she can only see an ordinary man. Foreign, but merely mortal. He doesn’t even sport the corpse-butterfly tattoo that she can glimpse.

A wanted man who surfaces, exposing himself, just to retrieve Heilui’s wife.

The second time he comes for Kerttu, it is on a rooftop maze.

An art installment writ large, the maze is composed—syllabaric symphony—of elemental strands: wood and metal, fire and earth, and water to complete the quintet. Batik lions move against jade tortoises on a steam tapestry. Patchwork topiaries flourish on inked wires and luminous nesting dolls. Guidance materializes as a calligraphic girl, torso and limbs all made of brushstrokes, shedding proverbs and verses to give Heilui directions. She waits for the creature to begin whispering in a mild human contralto, but it remains only rote and routes. Overhead, starlings flit from candle-roof to platinum bough.

By the time Heilui reaches Kerttu, the girl is down to quartered ink and halved characters.

She takes cover behind a spread of bronze longma and marble rabbits. And there they are, a tableau like theater-dolls awaiting an audience: he a statue in black from neck to ankle, elongated limbs sheathed in crisp, expensive tailoring. Kerttu is seated on a bench of braided rime and gridded kites, her hair a pale corona. As if given life by Heilui’s spectating gaze, Kerttu stirs to motion and turns away from him. On her lap she holds the kintsugi bowl. “Yes,” she is saying, “I imagine the bowl holds enough genetic material with which to forge identity templates and authenticate my release from Institute trackers.”

“Good.” His voice is a scratch of stone chipping at wood. He runs a knuckle down his lapel, smoothing the impeccable fabric, a nervous tic. “That should suffice. I’ll contact you again when I’ve made the necessary arrangements.”

“No.”

The man’s hand slows then goes still, as of an automaton winding down. “Are you afraid, Kerttu? I’ve never known you for a coward.”

She looks up, her gaze ensnaring his, the gravity of a pyre drawing in moths. Heilui has learned her wife’s moods and in that moment she knows there’s no hesitation. Kerttu’s corneas seem like lamp-glass to a flame, small but absolute. “I’ve never been afraid. I’m just not leaving with you.”

A gunshot like a soldier’s final breath. An eruption of starlings, crying out.

The man falls, too fast for someone who should be bird-light, for a body that ought to float like gossamer or shredded ghosts. Where his blood touches Kerttu’s clothes it does not show; where it lands on Kerttu’s head it beads ruby-vivid against the snowdrift of her hair, the white slope of her brow.

Bursts of communication, armored men and women spilling from between the maze’s strands: a rush of black, acid tides. They collect the man’s body, quick and efficient, folding him into a casket. A puppet returning to its box.

Between all this, Kerttu’s expression never changes, as though his death belongs to someone else.

 

 

A DAY LATER, Heilui receives a copy of her dossier. It has been wiped clean as if nothing has ever happened, as though she’s never been made to sit shivering in a metal chair, to answer question after question. To single out faces for betrayal. The copy deletes itself after one read. She doesn’t hear from her interrogator; she doesn’t expect she ever will. A vulgar touch—several sums transferred into her account, absurdly large, acrimoniously transactional. She doesn’t return them, knowing she can’t afford the luxury of pride.

She finds her wife kneeling before the server, already plugged in. She follows.

The church is carved from solid rock, a copper-roofed globe drenched in bronze evening. The floor murmurs quartz canticles underfoot. Kerttu is enclosed in a pebble-rounded pew, a carpet of white furs and ice crystals mounded at her bare feet. “I was never religious,” she says without turning, “but I liked Temppeliaukio. It is—was—a good hideout when I wanted to think. When I wanted peace, but usually it was too crowded. In a way, you’ve created the perfect version of my country for me.”

“Kerttu—” Heilui draws a deep breath. “I’m sorry.”

Her wife turns around. Rime cracks at her movement, sloughing off her shoulders in flecks and teardrops. “There’s no need, Doctor. I always knew I was released from the Institute for a purpose and he was a priority target. Of all his surviving associates, I made the best bait. I’m only curious why you did it. Is it simply patriotism? Frightening as his reputation was, I don’t think he would have resumed his work. He meant to lie low, disappear. Change his face again and become just an ordinary man.”

“Five years ago occidental terrorists infiltrated my university and I got close to one of them, a woman I thought I could marry. She…made use of me to access our archives, I don’t remember anymore what data she got. I was arrested as a potential accessory and though found innocent, it scarred my records. This—I was offered amnesty. My name cleared.” Within the virtuality she is not subjected to involuntary reactions, the tyranny of cortisol and serotonin, but she’s accustomed to configuring her avatar to reflect her real body as much as possible. Her throat is sore and thick. “Why didn’t you? Go with him.”

Kerttu folds her hands. Snow blooms, unmelting, on her knuckles like wedding rings. “Ultimately it is a question of whose property I am. What did he offer? A life on the run, dogged each step by terror. The past is past. There’s no use resurrecting a hill of ashes. The dead do not come back. The arrow of time doesn’t reverse.”

Heilui purses her mouth, opens it. Exhales. “My contract with the Institute isn’t permanent. There’s been no further…instructions. After what’s happened, you should have this choice. You can go back to the Institute and they’ll find you another client.”

“Is that what you want, Heilui?”

A painful-sweet wrench in her chest: like love, like cardiac arrest. It is strategically placed and cannot be inadvertent, but even so. “You’ve never called me by name before, like that, ever.”

“The Institute appears to be done with me. I’m of no further use to them and therefore I’m now granted freedom, after a fashion, as long as they can track me and I’m tethered to a client.” Kerttu looks, unblinking, at Heilui with her aquatic eyes. “A future can be had and a new life can be built. That is what you offer me and I’d like to take you up on it.”

Logical. Transactional, as this has been from the beginning. And yet Heilui finds herself smiling. “No, you’re right. And if you were gone, I’d miss you. I’ll have to talk my family around, but my mothers at least I think I can convince.”

“I will do my best to be the daughter-in-law they can tolerate. They will be my family, my mothers.”

Heilui laughs, surprising herself, the sound of a scale tipping in her heart. “So they would. I never asked you properly before, did I, so—Kerttu, will you be my wife?”

Kerttu gathers Heilui in her arms and kisses her brow, soft and warm. “Yes. Let’s try to make this work together.”

At their feet, the frost of Kerttu’s country thaws: a pool clear as the first water of spring, blue-green and sharp with salt.

 

 

OUT IN THE world of mortal flesh and unbearable history, on the island surrounded by storm and sea, the occidental bride never dons black again.

 


[image: ]

JAZZ, WHISKEY, AND cigarettes, each smoother than the last; this is CeCe’s kind of night, and the Midnight Café is her kind of club. 

Tonight her velvet suit matches the smoke in the room, her grey coattails as sharp as soft fabric can be. Her shoes and walking stick gleam sleek black in what little light is offered. Everything here is dim except the conversation, sparkling even at a hush. Bottles line the mirror behind the bar and as long as you’re flush, you never need to see the bottom of a glass. 

On stage, a set ends in a murmur of horns. Without turning, CeCe slides another bill across the bar to keep the amber flowing. Tonight, she’s celebrating—the Glitter Squadron saved the world again. Though she’d never admit it where Bunny or Sapphire could hear her, it feels good to be a part of something valuable. 

Her tobacco is imported. Turkish. Each cigarette black with a filter that would glow underneath UV lighting. CeCe exhales rings of smoke toward the ceiling, and then the lights dim further, leaving a single spot pinning the stage. 

There’s a sharp whistle followed by a low patter of stomping and applause. CeCe straightens. The last element of a perfect evening steps onto the polished floorboards of the stage. 

Madeline. She doesn’t stride but rather slinks to the microphone. She grips it with both gloved hands and appraises the audience with a knowing smile. A brush mutters across the snare, joined a moment later by the mourn of a saxophone. The drums step in full, heartbeat strong, a white-hot shock of noise bringing the crowd alive with wolf whistles and catcalls as Madeline parts her gorgeous crimson lips and rasps in a breath as effective as dragging her nails lightly up each and every spine in the room. 

As much as CeCe wants to live in the moment, there’s a match striking a small flare of regret that stinks of sulfur. She should be up there on stage with Madeline. Except nobody wants her crooning anymore; they want Madeline’s bluesy, sultry heat. And deep down CeCe knows she was never half the singer Madeline is, even in her heyday as the Velvet Devil of the Midnight Café. 

Besides, CeCe has the Glitter Squadron now. She has saving the world. She comes and goes as she pleases. The team needs her more than she needs them, and that’s the way she likes it. 

CeCe gives over all her attention to the performance. She watches Madeline’s throat, the way it works beneath the pool of shadows untouched by the spotlight. Lips next, then the glitter of her eyes, brighter than diamonds, and last the spill of auburn hair over shoulders smooth as marble. 

All eyes in the room are on Madeline, attention magnetically pulled toward the stage. But of all the gazes drinking her in, the one Madeline meets in return is CeCe’s. 

CeCe raises her glass—a heavy-bottomed rocks glass minus the ice, poured with two smooth fingers of Bushmills Sixteen-Year-Old Single Malt—a salute, and Madeline smiles at her before turning back to the others, the audience captive as her voice opens wide. CeCe holds onto her smile, watching Madeline sing, and watching the crowd watch her. Do they think they know her? Madeline is more than a perfect face. She’s wit and laughter, speaks at least three languages, and climbs sheer rock walls on vacation just for fun. The last time Madeline dragged her along, one of the only times, CeCe watched in amazement from below as Madeline reached the top, taking only a moment to catch her breath before singing first in French, then Italian.

CeCe can say she’s met some very unique souls, but none claim her like Madeline. CeCe had a family once, but domesticity didn’t work for her. She found the Glitter Squadron, and it fit, but there was still some raggedness to the edges of her life. But then she discovered Madeline…. Her past, her present, her future—it all aligned. If anyone asks, CeCe will say she’s still working it out, but in truth, she has it figured. She’s the satellite orbiting the Glitter Squadron, the velvet antidote to all their lamé. She’s the lone wolf to their pack. She owes all that understanding, finding her place in the world, to Madeline. 

The song ends. Lights glint from the beads covering Madeline’s dress as she takes her bow, before making her way to the back of the room. CeCe is waiting, and catches Madeline’s waist, stealing a kiss before releasing her to the chilled glass of Chardonnay waiting on the bar. 

“Great set tonight, doll.” CeCe opens her monogrammed cigarette case, offering one to Madeline. She keeps the case evenly stocked—her own Turkish cigarettes on one side, and the Virginia Slims Madeline prefers on the other. 

“You really think so?” Madeline’s cheeks are flushed. 

CeCe lights Madeline’s cigarette with a silver lighter that matches the case, before lighting her own. “You killed it. You always do.” 

There’s a hint of rosewater—which CeCe thinks of as Madeline’s scent—as Madeline leans back. There’s something else though, woodsmoke and, oddly, cinnamon. A rim of crimson stains Madeline’s cigarette filter as she blows a thin stream of blue toward the ceiling. She leaves another perfect imprint on the glass. The color makes CeCe hungry. 

“I was thinking maybe you could come with me this weekend.” Madeline speaks without looking at CeCe. “Stolen Chimney. Utah. They say Moroni fashioned the rocks as a warning.” 

There’s a strange rigidity to Madeline’s posture, one CeCe finds herself echoing. It’s irrational, but she’s searching Madeline’s words for a trap. Is she hoping to be taken up on her offer or turned down? 

The moment she had it all figured out, while Madeline was singing, slips through her fingers. CeCe is lost again. There are days where Madeline feels like a puzzle CeCe’s meant to solve, but doesn’t have all the pieces. The best she can do is flash a smile, play it cool. 

“No can do, doll. Top-secret business afoot.” Even casual mentions of the Glitter Squadron bother Madeline. 

This time is no exception. She flinches, then picks a fleck of ash from her lip, distracted. “Okay.” 

CeCe thinks she hears relief in Madeline’s tone, even though her shoulders remain tight. Madeline starts as CeCe brushes fingers over her arm, but immediately softens the reaction with an apologetic smile. Madeline swirls her wine glass—restless and uneasy. 

“Is everything okay?” CeCe is afraid of the answer. 

Madeline gives her a brief, frightened glance. “Just tired.” 

It’s pure lie, another trap, another hole in the puzzle. CeCe sips her drink, swallowing the amber smoke of her whiskey to chase away the doubt. She touches her lips briefly to the curve of Madeline’s neck, simple and uncomplicated. Madeline gratifies her with a delicious shiver. 

“What do you say we get out of here?” CeCe keeps her hand on the small of Madeline’s back, expecting her to lean into the touch. 

Madeline surprises her by pulling away. There’s a hard edge to the brightness in her eyes, not quite anger, but closer to fear. “Is that all I am to you? Someone to warm your bed?” 

The words, unexpected, rock CeCe back in her seat. “Doll, slow down. Where is this coming from?” 

A minute ago, everything was tense, but cool, and now the world is falling out from under her. CeCe struggles to catch up while not letting any of it show. She’s the Velvet Underground Drag King, after all. She has a reputation to maintain. Clark Gable telling Scarlett he doesn’t give a damn, that’s her. 

Except she does give a damn. Even though she’s never said it aloud, CeCe is ninety-nine percent certain she’s in love with Madeline. And she’s never been in love before. Women were creatures that came and went before Madeline; they were there or they weren’t and it didn’t matter. Confusion, touched with fear, makes CeCe’s pulse jump. Her first instinct is to withdraw. Deep down she knows that this is what caring gets you, relying on other people instead of doing your own thing. It gets your heart broke. 

Madeline reaches for another cigarette. Instead of waiting for CeCe to light it, she plucks the lighter from CeCe’s fingers. It takes her three tries to get the flint to spark. “At New Year’s, we talked about Paris,” Madeline says. “It’s April now.” 

“You want to go to Paris? We’ll go to Paris. We’ll go tonight.” There’s an edge to CeCe’s voice, rising to match Madeline’s tone. 

“Paris isn’t the point.” Madeline drops her just-lit cigarette into CeCe’s glass. “I’ve never even met your friends. You’re ashamed of me.” 

“Come on now.” CeCe tries for lightness, struggling to keep her voice even. “Any woman would be proud to have you on her arm.” 

“I don’t want any woman. I want you, and I want to know you’re with me, and not just because of this.” Madeline gestures to her body. 

“Babe…” CeCe reaches for Madeline’s hand, but it’s jerked away. 

“No. Everyone looks at me, but they don’t see me. Maybe…” She hesitates, standing, gathering her purse and rummaging inside. Her voice drops, so low it’s now a confessional whisper. “Maybe there isn’t anything else to me.” 

“Maddy, that isn’t—” 

The clatter of Madeline’s keys hitting the floor interrupt CeCe’s words. Flustered, Madeline stoops to retrieve them. Her cheeks are flushed, eyes too bright. “I can’t do this anymore,” Madeline says. 

CeCe reaches frantically for the right words but Madeline has already whirled precariously on needle-thin heels, heading for the door. 

 

 

CECE BRINGS THE épée up to her mask, saluting the end of the match. Butch sketches a quick bow across from her before removing his mask. Even though he doesn’t run with the Glitter Squadron anymore— he’s a small-business owner but, as he’s quick to tell anyone who asks, not the respectable kind—they still meet up to practice every now and then, keep their skills sharp. 

“I’ve got to run, but same time next month?” Butch asks. 

CeCe nods, pulling off her mask and gloves, and running fingers through her sweat-damp hair. “Same time next month.” 

She tries to hide the note of disappointment in her voice. She was hoping Butch would suggest a drink, or even another match. Despite the burn in her muscles, CeCe could go again. She considers looking for another partner, but even another round of parry, riposte, lunge, and feint would only be a delaying tactic. Eventually she will have to go back to her apartment, where she will inevitably think about Madeline and their fight. 

To hell with it, CeCe thinks. She’s not going to spend her nights slinking around; she’s going to face the music. At home, she showers and dresses in her finest. Wine-red velvet tonight, sharp as blood. When every line of her pocket square is precise and crisp and her shoes are buffed to a high shine, CeCe heads back to the Midnight Café. She’s no whipped dog to run scared with her tail tucked between her legs after one little fight. 

She slides into her usual seat at the bar, cool as ever, consciously keeping her leg from jiggling or her fingers from drumming on the bar. She doesn’t smoke her cigarettes any faster than usual, or gulp her drink, and she definitely does not look at the vintage art-deco pocket watch with its glittering silver fob chain. 

The Elysian Quartet’s set ends, and CeCe straightens, convincing herself the sudden speed in her pulse is only her imagination. Madeline always follows the Elysian Quartet, but CeCe doesn’t recognize the blonde who takes the stage. 

CeCe catches the bartender’s eye. “What’s with the new girl?” 

The bartender shrugs, but CeCe notes the way his gaze moves toward the door beside the stage. CeCe leaves a twenty on the bar and the rest of her drink untouched. 

Her suit picks up bloody highlights from the exit light as she ignores the Employees Only sign and pushes through the stage door. A narrow corridor leads to the dressing rooms. CeCe knocks on Madeline’s door, presses her ear to the wood, but only silence answers. 

What if Madeline’s gone for good? What if CeCe has fucked up irrevocably by failing to follow some arcane rule she doesn’t understand? Maybe Madeline wants to settle down, start a family. CeCe’s never considered herself a family man; it’s not her scene, but she could convince herself to be domesticated. For Madeline. But what if it’s something worse? The thought nags at the back of her mind—the distraction, the tension, the sudden anger. It’s not like Madeline. So what if this isn’t about her, or them at all? 

CeCe shoulders the door, and to her surprise, it gives. The dressing room smells like rosewater and cinnamon. The scent is an imprint, as if Madeline was just here, but the room is decidedly empty. The new scent, the one that doesn’t belong to Madeline, but which CeCe smelled on her the night she stormed out, is there too, increasing her unease. 

The lights circling the mirror over Madeline’s vanity are on, but the rest of the room is dark. Tubes of lipstick, compacts, and jars of cold cream—nothing seems out of place. A photograph tucked into the mirror’s frame catches her eye. 

CeCe swallows around a lump in her throat. Her and Maddy, cheek to cheek, smiling for the camera on New Year’s Eve. CeCe tucks the photograph into her wine-red pocket. Madeline is her girl. Come hell or high water, CeCe will figure out where she lost her and how to win her back. 

Something else catches her eye, crammed into the trash can under Madeline’s vanity. A long-stemmed rose, the stem snapped, petals bruised as though Madeline tried to grind it out like a cigarette. Another suitor? An unwelcome one? 

CeCe’s thoughts whirl. She’s so distracted, she nearly collides with a woman who appears out of nowhere as CeCe steps back into the hall. CeCe blinks. For a moment, she’s looking into a mirror. Except the colors are flipped, everything just slightly askew. 

Where CeCe is all velvet, the other woman’s suit is midnight silk. Her creases are knife-crisp, the blackness interrupted only by the bloody slash of her tie. CeCe’s hair is blonde-ash; the woman’s slicked-back do is as black as her suit, one lock worked into a jagged, lightning-strike curl over her right eye. 

“Excuse me.” The woman smirks, shouldering past CeCe. “I’ve got a show to do.” 

The woman walks with a faint limp, as though compensating with reality for the affectation of CeCe’s crystal-topped cane. The shape of her from behind is wrong, her shoulders too bulky. Or maybe it’s just a trick of the light. 

The red exit sign casts the woman’s shadow behind her. Wrong. The door slams; CeCe jumps, pulse echoing with the slam. The scent of cinnamon lingers in the air. Wrong. She needs to find Madeline. 

 

 

CECE RECOGNIZES SHE’S in a dream, but she can’t wake up. The dream doesn’t behave the way a dream should, either. Everything is too sharp, too linear. It’s a sliver forced into her mind, and she can’t dig it out. 

She follows the hall behind the stage at the Midnight Cafe, and pushes open Madeline’s dressing-room door. The geography of the dream-room is all wrong. It’s bigger than CeCe’s apartment; the racks of costumes frame a heart-shaped bed. Madeline pours from the bed, boneless in ecstasy, hair spilling like russet ink, eyes closed and lips parted. The woman with the lightning-strike curl and sharp-angled black suit raises her head from between Madeline’s legs. “Mine,” she says. “Mine.” 

CeCe jerks awake, her heart pounding. There’s a weight on her chest, crushing her. She isn’t alone. 

Thrashing and scrambling at the covers, she stands and nearly falls. It’s a moment before she can convince herself the shadows aren’t leaking toward her, the world isn’t about to end. 

“Shit.” She runs a hand through her hair; goosebumps rise on her skin. 

She forces herself to breathe, to examine the dream, the strange angles of it. It doesn’t fade the way dreams usually do. If anything it sharpens, and that in itself kicks something loose in CeCe’s mind. Fragments of half-remembered mythology, related by an ex-girlfriend who fancied herself a medieval scholar. Incubus. Succubus. She can’t remember which is which, but aren’t they both demons that prey on people in dreams? 

Ridiculous. CeCe shakes her head. It was just a dream, her subconscious trying to tell her to man up or she’ll lose Madeline for good. She glances at the clock, decides fuck it, and calls Madeline anyway. 

CeCe loses count of the rings before hanging up. It’s two a.m. Where would Madeline be if not at home? CeCe pours herself a drink before crawling back into bed, pulling the blanket around her shoulders. The room is cold, even though the windows are closed. 

Her heart wants to crack in two, the image from the dream re-asserting itself, overwriting what she knows to be reality. She loves Madeline, and Madeline loves her. Except… Except. 

CeCe slams the glass down hard. This isn’t her. It’s like the dream, a sliver beneath her skin. But she’s stronger than this. 

She sucks in a breath, snapping the world back into focus. The chill retreats from the room. Think rationally. When everything else is eliminated whatever remains, however impossible, must be the truth. 

This is what CeCe knows: She loves Madeline. And because she’s never been this certain about anything else in her life, she refuses to believe Madeline would simply give up on her and walk away. There’s something else afoot—a demon, worming its way into her dreams, cocky, announcing her presence and intent. The question is, now that CeCe knows it’s out there, gunning for her, gunning for her girl, what is she going to do about it? 

 

 

CECE RETURNS TO the Midnight Café. 

The blare of horns assaults her the minute she steps through the door. The music is blood hot, the place jumping, bodies packed shoulder to shoulder. The spotlights normally trained on the stage swing over the crowd in a pulsing, strobing panic. Everything is too bright and sharp and loud. 

CeCe stands in the door gripping her cane, dazed. Like a magician’s reveal, the lights swing back to the stage, illuminating the singer. Of course. 

The demon wears dark red today, her suit the color of drying blood, her tie a slash of ink. She dips the microphone low, like a dance partner, and the crowd goes wild. Her voice steps up CeCe’s spine, but not the way Madeline’s does. This is an assault; voltage-dipped nails, driven with the power of a nail gun—Bam! Bam! Bam!—between each vertebra. 

It brings back last night’s panic; loneliness in the midst of a crowd, as though the demon sings for CeCe alone. Punctuating the point, the woman raises her head, echoing her motion from CeCe’s dream. She grins and the lyrics are lost in a rush of blood pounding in CeCe’s ears. The demon’s lips shape a word meant for CeCe alone: Mine. 

The demon throws a dark wink, tipping her hand. Even though she knows what will come next, it still tears CeCe’s heart out. As the song ends, a single spot sweeps to the side of the stage, illuminating Madeline. Her beads are black and crimson tonight. The light hugs her as it always does, but instead of CeCe, it’s the demon waiting to circle her waist, pull her close. 

Wrong. 

The demon whispers something in Madeline’s ear. Madeline laughs, head back, too-bright teeth flashing in the spotlight. The music kicks up again, a physical wave pushing CeCe away. She’s not wanted here. Madeline has made her choice. She wants nothing to do with CeCe. She wants to be left alone. 

CeCe slams through the door, not waiting to hear the music Madeline and the demon will make together. She’s outside, in the rain. Of course it’s raining. Alone. The word echoes, nipping her heels, chasing her all the way home. 

 

 

IT’S A TUESDAY, or a Wednesday. CeCe doesn’t remember and doesn’t care. Just like she doesn’t remember falling asleep fully clothed. She has a vague sense that the phone has been ringing off and on. The Glitter Squadron is used to her going AWOL. Eventually they’ll give up, but just to be safe, she yanks the cord out of the wall, and crawls back into bed, piling the covers over her head. 

The world has gone away; she’s the only one left. Alone. 

But knocking insists otherwise. CeCe staggers to the door, opening it only to make the pounding stop, not because she wants to talk to whoever is on the other side. It’s a moment before her eyes focus, and a moment more before her brain catches up. 

“Sapphire?”

“Honey, you look like shit.” Sapphire’s nose wrinkles. She purses her lips, then sighs. “I’m not going to stand in your doorway all day, so you’d better invite me in.” 

When CeCe doesn’t move, Sapphire pokes her in the chest with a long, gem-studded fingernail, forcing her back a step. Sapphire’s floorlength fishtail skirt hisses behind her. Her nose wrinkles again, taking in the disarray; she nudges an empty bottle aside with one glittering platform sandal and raises an eyebrow. 

“Taking good care of yourself, I see.” 

“What do you want?” CeCe hasn’t moved from the door, and in fact is gripping it in order to stay upright. None of this makes sense. Bunny she could understand, or Esmeralda. Sapphire doesn’t even like her. 

“Charming. You weren’t answering your phone. I thought someone should check to make sure you weren’t dead. Good to know you’re at least face-up in the gutter.” 

CeCe opens her mouth to snap a retort, but what comes out is, “Madeline left me.” 

“Oh, honey.” Sapphire’s expression flickers through a complicated range of emotions—animosity and sympathy and the urge for a smartassed remark. 

CeCe almost smirks, but it isn’t in her. God help her, she almost wants to hug the other woman when Sapphire says, “You want me to make you some tea?” 

Defeated, CeCe nods. She isn’t Clark Gable, keeping her cool. She’s just CeCe, falling apart. She needs to sober up, wake up, figure out how to put her life back together. She needs to get the image of Madeline with the demon’s arm around her waist out of her head. 

“Wanna talk about it?” Sapphire asks when she returns from the kitchen with two steaming mugs of tea. 

CeCe finally moves away from the door. She almost asks if Sapphire has a flask on her, surveying the dismaying ruin of her liquor cabinet littering the floor. 

“All right, let’s try this, then,” Sapphire says. “Do you love her?” 

“I…Yes.” CeCe runs a hand through her hair, a futile attempt to slick the fallen strands back into place. 

“Okay. Good start. Now, go after her.” 

“It’s not that simple.” There’s a hollow space inside CeCe’s skull. “She was laughing. There’s another…woman.” 

CeCe can’t bring herself to say demon. Because it sounds ridiculous in the light of day, with all the alcohol gone. It would be easier, gentler to believe something supernatural stole Madeline away from her, but the cold hard truth of it is she wasn’t stolen. CeCe lost her. 

“She looked happy,” CeCe says. 

“Looks are deceiving. Do you know she’s happy? Did you ask her?” 

CeCe opens her mouth, but no words come out. She closes it again, frowning. 

Sapphire taps a nail on the table for emphasis, drawing CeCe’s attention. “If this was just about you making excuses to be miserable, then I would let it go, but Madeline’s happiness is wrapped up in this, too. Stop being such a candy-ass coward and let her into your life already.”

CeCe looks up, stunned. Sapphire might as well have slapped her, but perversely CeCe finds herself chuckling. 

“The traditional response is ‘thank you,’” Sapphire’s tone is sour. 

“It’s just, I always got the sense you didn’t like me. But here you are, trying to put my love life back together.” 

“Honey, most of the time I think you’re an arrogant, self-centered little prick. But—” the corner of Sapphire’s mouth lifts in the faintest of smiles—”that doesn’t mean you’re not family.” 

CeCe feels something unknot inside her; maybe having a family isn’t such a terrible thing after all. “Thanks. You’re a swell gal.” 

Sapphire snaps her fingers, pointing a warning finger at CeCe’s chest. “Don’t you gal me. I’m all lady. And don’t you forget it. Now, go get your girl back.” 

 

 

CECE IS STONE-COLD sober for the first time in what feels like forever. She rests her hand on the dresser for a moment before opening the top drawer. Buried under a ball of socks there’s a velvet box. 

The ring inside is an art-deco dream. She bought it at a pawn shop, the same one where she got her pocket watch, the week after she met Madeline. It’s been hidden in her drawer ever since. Holding the ring crystallizes her, drives away the rest of her fear, or at least holds it at bay. She should have given the ring to Madeline long ago. She can only hope Sapphire was right and it isn’t too late. 

Music beats a pulse through the Midnight Café’s skin, even from outside. It thrums in CeCe’s bones as she reaches for the door. Hot jazz. The hottest. 

It’s like a wave from a blast furnace when she steps inside. Sweatslicked bodies writhe in a space cleared by pushing the tables up against the walls. It’s only dancing, but it might as well be sex. The air reeks of it, and the demon is eating it up. On stage, she howls, sweat beading her skin, but rather than looking like exertion, she glows as if lit by flames. 

Once again the demon’s suit is the flip-side mirror image of CeCe’s— blacker than black, with the flourish of a purple pocket square and tie. A single flower, its petals the same velvet nap as CeCe’s suit, decorates her lapel. 

As the demon dips the microphone low, leaning toward the crowd, a trick of the light paints the shadow of horns on her brow. The song comes to an end, and the demon sweeps a bow. Her jacket strains at the shoulders, as if against folded wings. Or maybe it’s just a bandage; maybe CeCe and the all-too-human-woman can exchange binding tips when all is said and done. 

Two conflicting truths exist in CeCe’s mind: She’s lost Madeline to another woman, and a succubus stole her girl away. Her head buzzes, struggling to keep the thoughts straight as she pushes through the crowd. 

“And now, fools and follies, ladies and gentlemen, sinners each and every one of you—I’d like to invite my special lady to join me on the stage.” 

A sickening sense of déjà vu makes CeCe’s stomach lurch, and she freezes halfway to the stage. Madeline’s dress glitters like moonlight as she takes her place at the demon’s side. She scans the crowd, looking lost for a moment, and CeCe’s pulse skips on hope. She’s the one who should be up there beside Madeline—the Velvet Devil and the Silken Angel. But Madeline’s gaze passes over her, snagging on a blank space as though CeCe doesn’t exist. 

“Before we start our next set.” The demon winks. “I have a happy announcement. Not one hour ago, this little lady here agreed to be my wife.” 

CeCe’s ears ring, drowning out the thunder of applause, the whistles, whoops, and hollers. Madeline smiles as though the corners of her mouth are lifted with strings, a doll, moved by the demon beside her. Her eyes are glassy. 

“I object!” CeCe pushes toward the stage. 

“Well now, I don’t believe anyone asked you.” The demon’s voice is honey and tar, the edges of her smile cutting sharp. 

“She’s already spoken for.” CeCe hates the way her voice quavers. 

The demon smirks. The shadow of a tail twitches behind her. “Funny.” The demon lifts Madeline’s hand, showing a band of black metal. It looks heavy, and it absorbs the light. “The only ring I see on her finger is mine.” 

“Madeline? Doll?” CeCe reaches for Madeline’s other hand. Her fingers are cold. Up close, the blush on Madeline’s cheeks no longer hides the pallor. 

Madeline starts, jerking back. Her eyes focus on CeCe, but she shakes her head. 

“I can’t…” Madeline’s voice is strained. Her gaze losing focus again. 

“Fight it,” CeCe says. “It’s a trick.” 

“I think you’d best leave the lady alone.” The demon’s face is inches from CeCe’s. “She’s with me.” 

CeCe ignores her, keeping her gaze on Madeline. 

“Maddy, I know you can hear me.” She begins to croon, low and sweet, one of the old songs from her Velvet Devil days. 

Her voice cracks, losing the thread of the melody. Sweat gathers at the small of her back. Madeline’s expression grows pained, like she wants to turn her head and look at CeCe, but she can’t. 

“You’re too late,” the demon says. 

“I’m not going anywhere.” 

The demon cocks an eyebrow. “Will you fight for her then?” 

CeCe finally tears her gaze away from Madeline, gaping at the demon. 

“What do you think, ladies and gentlemen?” The demon addresses the crowd, arms spread wide. “Shall we duel for the lady’s favor?” 

“She isn’t a prize,” CeCe says, but her words drown in wave of applause. 

“Last chance.” The demon drops her voice low again, turning back to CeCe. “Time to tuck your tail between your legs and run.” 

“Like hell I will!” CeCe draws the handle of her cane from the base, revealing a thin sword. 

Running with the Glitter Squadron has taught her a thing or two about always being prepared. 

She leaps onto the stage. A brief electric shiver makes its way from CeCe’s polished wingtips to the crown of her slick-coiffed head. She flourishes her sword, vamping as she prepares to lunge. 

“Tsk. Tsk.” The demon wags a finger. “I can fight dirty, too.” 

A thunder-crack fills the air accompanied by a flash and the scent of black powder and cinnamon. The demon’s jacket shreds as two powerful bat wings snap free, beating the air and lifting her off the ground. The horns aren’t just a shadow on her forehead anymore, and instead of shiny black shoes, cloven hooves peek out from her trouser cuffs. 

Cries of surprise fill the air, and panicked footsteps rush for the door, leaving CeCe, Madeline, and the demon alone. 

“Surprise.” The demon bares fangs and dives at CeCe. 

CeCe dodges, rolling, and springs up with her sword-cane brandished. She can’t help thinking of Errol Flynn as Robin Hood, battling for his ladylove against Basil Rathbone as Sir Guy of Gisbourne. Adrenalinehigh and emboldened by the image, she slashes at the demon’s face, drawing a line of red on her cheek. This is nothing like sparring with Butch, this is the real deal, and she has no intention of holding back. 

The demon snarls, landing with a force that shakes the stage. She grasps Madeline’s shoulders, shoving her toward CeCe. Madeline stumbles, letting out a choked noise of surprise. CeCe drops her sword, catching Madeline. 

“Are you okay?” 

Madeline’s face is tear-wet; a tremor runs the length of her body, physically trying to shake free of the spell holding her. But it still has its claws in her, and panic skitters across her features. She fights CeCe, eyes wide, trying to escape. 

“What have you done to her?” CeCe whips around to face the grinning demon. 

The terror in Madeline’s eyes breaks CeCe’s heart, but she lets Madeline scramble away. CeCe reaches for her sword, ready to smash the smile from the demon’s face. But the demon is too quick. She kicks the blade away and catches CeCe by the throat, lifting her and slamming her into the wall backing the stage. 

CeCe’s vision blurs, her eyes stinging as she pries at the hand gripping her throat. The demon relaxes her hold just enough to allow the tips of CeCe’s polished shoes to scrape the stage. She leans in close, her lips brushing CeCe’s ear, breath hot. 

“I can give her things you can’t.” 

Stars burst behind CeCe’s eyes. 

“Pleasure. Fortune. Fame. I can make her a star,” the demon purrs. 

“She doesn’t want…” 

“You don’t know what she wants.” The demon squeezes, cutting off CeCe’s words. 

CeCe kicks, shoes scuffing the stage, but she can’t get purchase. The tiny hairs on CeCe’s ear bend under the weight of the demon’s breath. 

“How about this, then? Two for the price of one, the three of us, all cozy together?” The demon snickers, pushing images into CeCe’s mind— the demon’s lips on her throat, Madeline naked and crawling toward both of them. 

CeCe reaches for another image—Madeline on New Year’s Eve, eyes bright, talking about Paris; Madeline, sweaty from rock-climbing, trying to cajole CeCe into coming along this time; Madeline speaking to her sister on the telephone, discussing their mother’s cancer diagnosis and fighting back tears. This is Madeline—not CeCe’s gal, and not the demon’s. Her own goddamn person, the person CeCe wants to share her life with. 

“I don’t deal with devils.” CeCe hears the rasp in her voice. She wants to accompany the words with a dramatic gesture, but her hands play traitor, hanging limp at her sides. 

“I’m sorry, Madeline.” CeCe wheezes, struggling to draw in enough breath. “I love you.” 

If she could reach the velvet box in her pocket…. But she can’t remember why the box is important. It’s hard to focus. 

A wordless yell and the sound of splintering wood breaks the spell. CeCe drops as the demon releases her, hitting the stage on her knees, gasping for breath. Behind the demon, Madeline holds the remains of a splintered chair. 

“Get the hell away from my woman.” Madeline’s arms tremble, but she shifts her gaze to CeCe, eyes bright and wholly focused now. “You okay?” 

CeCe’s swallows against the bruise left by the demon’s grip. “Yeah.” 

“Good. Then let’s kill this bitch.” 

Madeline gets the tip of her shoe under CeCe’s sword and flips it into the air. CeCe manages to catch it and pushes to her feet, ignoring the pain. She steps to Madeline’s side, slips her arm around her waist, and together, they face the demon. 

“Madeline, honey, babydoll…” The demon’s voice is all liquid sweetness again, plucking at them, a faint prickle at the base of CeCe’s spine. 

“No one calls me doll except for her.” Madeline jerks her head to indicate CeCe, driving toward the demon with the chair. 

The demon jumps back, wings snapping wide. The microphone stand goes over with an electric whine. A table crashes to the ground and one of the lights overhead pops, raining shattered glass on the stage. 

CeCe leans into the wind of the demon’s wings. The succubus howls, lifting higher before tucking her wings and diving at them. 

“Get down!” Madeline grabs CeCe and they fall, a tangle of bodies trying to shelter each other. 

Pure instinct makes CeCe bring her sword up at the last minute. Too late, the demon’s eyes widen. Momentum impales her on the sword, and there’s a sound like the demon’s suit ripping, only worse. A flash of negative light, a dark so painful CeCe lets go of the sword to shield her eyes. Black powder and sulfur and cinnamon scorch the air. The demon is gone, leaving only a curling wisp of smoke in her wake. 

Madeline lets out a cry. The black ring on her finger sparks like ignited gunpowder. There’s a second flash, and it vanishes, leaving an angry, red scar. 

“Maddy…” 

“I’m okay.” Madeline curls one hand protectively around the other, looking dazed. “You?”

 “I’ve had worse days.” CeCe surveys the now-empty bar, the overturned tables and chairs, the cracked mirror behind the bar. “Better ones, too.” 

Broken glass crunches under Madeline’s shoes. She stoops, picking up scrap of purple. It takes CeCe a moment to recognize the flower from the demon’s lapel, its petals bruised almost to translucence. 

“Did we kill it? Her.” Madeline trembles, shock setting in as the adrenaline wears off. 

Her gaze is miles away. Haunted. What did the demon make Madeline see? What did it make her do? Is it possible, despite everything, Madeline actually loved her? CeCe pushes the questions away. “I don’t know,” she says, voice soft. 

Madeline lets the flower fall, turning to look at CeCe. “When the demon had you by the throat, you said you loved me. Did you mean it?” 

Old habits and old fear almost put a smart remark on her tongue, but CeCe pushes it down. “Sure.” CeCe looks at her shoes. “Of course I did.” 

“You’ve never said that to me before.” 

“Yeah, well, I meant to.” The velvet box in her pocket digs into her and CeCe fumbles it free. “I mean, I know I should have.” 

She still can’t bear to look at Madeline. What if she sees the echo of fear in her eyes, the ghost of whatever spell the demon laid upon her? Worse, what if there isn’t a spell but CeCe still doesn’t see love? What if she’s blown her chance? CeCe holds the box out. 

“Anyway, this is for you,” she says. 

Daring a peek from the corner of her eye, she watches Madeline open the box and trace the ring with the tip of one finger. 

“How long have you had this?” Madeline asks. 

CeCe’s cheeks flush hot. She feels like a kid caught with her hand in the cookie jar. “Since the week I met you.” 

“Idiot.” The smile in Madeline’s voice makes CeCe look up. 

More glass crunches under Madeline’s heels. She puts her forehead against CeCe’s. Warmth comes from her skin and over the lingering scent of sulfur CeCe catches a hint of rosewater. And cinnamon. The demon’s smell. 

Madeline touches CeCe’s chin, anticipating her move, and keeping her from looking down again. There’s sorrow in Madeline’s eyes, but hope, too. “I went looking for the succubus. Not her specifically, but someone like her. And I did it long before we had our last fight. I was lonely and scared of the way I felt about you. And at the same time I wanted to make you see me, see that I could be part of your life. All of it.” 

CeCe flinches, but Madeline holds her in place. 

“Just hear me out,” she says. “I know you say you’re not a joiner, but you have this whole other life with the Glitter Squadron. You claim you’re not part of the team, just occasional back-up when they need you, but I know that’s not true. They’re your family.” 

Madeline sighs, and a sad smile touches the edges of her lips for a moment. “I love singing, but it’s not saving the world.” Madeline puts her fingers over CeCe’s mouth to silence her. “I’m not some fragile thing to be left behind while you go out and face danger. I’m not the girl you come home to at the end of the day either. If we’re in this, we’re in it together. Okay?” 

Madeline takes her fingers from CeCe’s lips, stepping back a pace. 

“You saved my life tonight. I don’t think anyone could accuse you of being fragile.” CeCe offers a crooked smile, but doubt remains in Madeline’s eyes, her expression searching. 

CeCe doesn’t think of Madeline as an accessory, or a treasure to be protected. Maybe she needs to say as much. If Madeline is a puzzle to be solved, then so is CeCe. Neither of them are mind-readers, and she has to remember that. 

“You could put that on, if you wanted to.” CeCe gestures at the ring. 

After what seems like an eternity of CeCe listening to the blood pound in her ears, Madeline returns the smile. Her expression is sly, amusement brightens her eyes, meeting CeCe halfway. Together, they’ll muddle through somehow. 

“If I didn’t know better, I might think you were proposing to me.” 

The tension drops from CeCe’s shoulders and she straightens, looking Madeline straight in the eye. “What do you say?” She lifts Madeline’s chin. “Be my best gal for good?” 

“I say yes.” Madeline leans in and touches her lips to CeCe. “But I want a costume to go with this ring. From now on, you and me are a duo.” 

CeCe catches Madeline around the waist. “Doll, you’ve got yourself a deal,” she says and spins Madeline around once before setting her down and leaning in for a longer kiss. 

When she comes up for air, CeCe grins. “You and me, we make a pretty good team.”
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I DON’T REMEMBER her birth. My dream baby, the baby I have in my dreams, the one who crashed into my head one night and took roost. She is a day old, a week old, a year old, eight years old, three weeks old, a day old. She has fine blond hair, except when she has tight black curls. Once she had cornrows that lengthened every time I looked away.

“Her hair grows faster than I can cut it,” I said to my dream family.

My family in my dream is my family in real life, but less helpful. In my dream, they are standoffish. They offer advice or jokes or criticism. They never take the baby from my arms. Even my wife, my dream version of my real wife, sits on a couch on the far side of the room. She smiles and gives me the occasional thumbs up. I am supported and loved. I am panicked and out of sorts.

The dreams are so powerful my real breasts fill with milk. They ache. In the dream, nobody gives me any instruction on how to nurse, but we find our way. She never cries.

During the day, I try to explain to Taya. She doesn’t understand. Doesn’t understand the dream baby, the real milk, the disorientation I carry into my morning.

“What do you mean ‘she’s real’?” Taya asks. Does this have anything to do with giving up on getting pregnant?”

We tried and failed for five years. We’re too old, too broke for the treatments that might get us there. Can’t afford to adopt. In the last year we’ve just stopped talking about it entirely.

“It’s different,” I tell her. “It doesn’t feel like a wanting. It feels like she exists already. She’s real.”

I start taking naps. I go to sleep as soon as I get home from the store, setting an alarm so that I wake a few minutes before Taya gets home from the veterinary clinic. I hide what I can. I don’t know how to say that this is my baby, not ours.

It’s a variation on the same dream every time. Every night and every nap. I am holding my baby, cradling her [blond dark fine napped curly] head. My sisters are there, my parents, my wife. I remark that if I had known the baby was coming, I would have cleaned the floors, run a bath, made some food.

“When was the last time I bathed her?” I ask, though her head smells sweet and clean. Nobody answers.

She reaches for me and I fumble with my shirt. I’m unprepared, awkward. I look to my sister for advice, but she shakes her head and smiles. While the baby nurses, I look out the window at a composite of Georgia O’Keefe’s 1920s skyscrapers. They gleam silver against the velvet night. Giant windup toy monsters stalk the spaces between [the paintings the towers]. They are genial monsters despite their occasional exhalations of sparks. No buildings are stomped.

My dream baby grows older except when she grows younger. She is sometimes a toddler, except when she’s not. She has left home twice, but each time returned to be a baby the next night. I greet her with relief. I am always surprised to see her. For the first moment, I always wonder that she is mine, even as I know it is true. I try to remember giving birth, but that’s not part of [the plan the dream]. She is always here. She was always here. She is [fourteen eighteen one day] old.

I look online, using the search terms “dream symbolism” and “infants.” The results scroll past. Dreams of great earth changes, the divine child, responsibility, innocence. I dismiss most of it, but one link catches my eye: a bulletin board comment asking for other people who have had extended, repeating, real-feeling dreams of a baby. I click, scroll through the responses. There are hundreds. I don’t read them. I don’t want to find out if I share her. I don’t want to share her.

The third time she leaves home, she leaves for good. For the first time in a year I sleep without dreams. Waking is easier, bedtime is sadder. I miss her. I find the website with the dream babies again. There’s a follow-up post by the same woman, and I read it this time. She is no longer having the dream, either. Two hundred and seventy-two others report the same thing. I should add my voice to theirs, but I don’t want to share the loss any more than I wanted to share my child.

When the babies come back, they all return at once. I recognize mine when I see her on the news. They come out of the ocean, our dream children, naked and beautiful, all different ages. They appear on the rocks off southern California with the sea lions. I would know mine anywhere, even through the television. Her hair is chestnut, like mine. She looks to be eight years old. I remember all the times she was eight in my dreams. The year she broke her arm, the year we made chocolate chip cookies and let the wind-up monsters bake them with their breath. She has freckles and skin that browns quickly in the California sun.

I want to book a flight, but Taya refuses. “It’s too weird. And we can’t afford it.”

“The other parents are gathering, though. They’re flying in from all over the world. What if she needs me?” I ask. “What if she needs me and I’m not there?”

Taya shakes her head and scratches at a stain on her green scrub pants. “I’m trying to understand, Jo.” I know she’s trying. I see the worry in her eyes. I book the flight anyway, maxing out our credit card for a same day ticket. It’s irresponsible. I shouldn’t do it. I don’t even say goodbye.

I’m not the only one. There are other dreamers at the airport. We’re all easy to spot. The security lines loop back on themselves as the agents pull us aside for intrusive searches. We look too vacant, too gone. None of us have luggage. We accept the pat downs without complaint. We watch out the airplane windows, no books or tablets or crosswords in our hands. We’re the ones with our faces in the clouds, clouds in our faces.

We take cabs from the airport in Los Angeles, grouping in twos and threes and fours, telling the confused cab drivers to drop us by the ocean, by the niños del mar. Emphasizing niños, niños. They drop us at the beaches and piers, at the rocky cliff tops. Surfers stare at us with idle curiosity. We only see the figures off the shore.

My boss calls to ask whether I’m sick. I mean to lie, say yes, but what comes out is, “I had to leave town.”

She tells me not to bother coming back. I should mind, but I don’t.

We wait. It’s June, and the evening is crisp but not cool. The air smells like salt. We search our bags and pockets for airline peanuts, for apples and protein bars and whatever we stashed on our way out the door. Concerned locals bring us pizzas and bottled water. We eat with our eyes on the sea, even in the fading light.

The sunset reminds me for a moment that I have never before seen the Pacific, never seen this particular sinking sun. I feel a pang of guilt that I’m watching this without Taya. The children on the rocks are lit from behind, then fall into shadow. The sunset takes them from us afresh.

We tell each other stories about our dream children. They are different and the same. None of us have children of our own outside of dreaming. Those with families always report that our families appear in the dreams. I’m the only one with Georgia O’Keeffe skylines, the only one with windup monsters. Others have Chagalls and Rothkos and that overdramatic painter of light; they have Donkey Kong and Space Invaders and Loony Tunes characters.

“Like Mad Libs,” someone says. “We each fill in the blanks differently.”

It’s easy to poke at the other aspects of the dreams. Nobody pokes at the parts about the children. I don’t know how many others are doing the math that I am doing in my head. There are far more parents on this beach than there are children on the rocks. Does that mean some of us share? Are we all even seeing the same thing? We don’t ask those questions.

A group of reporters camps near us, their vans circled like covered wagons, their giant antennae piercing the sky. Occasionally one approaches us, but we don’t speak to them. It takes just a few minutes to discover the one who tries to infiltrate our group. Her details are wrong. She refers to “the baby,” not “my baby.” Her eyes aren’t haunted. When we ask her to leave, she smirks. I guess that she recorded us, and I wonder what she captured.

A woman arrives on foot. It’s unclear where she walked from, but her face blisters with sunburn. Heat radiates from her skin, even this long after nightfall. We lay her on the cool sand and pour a slow trickle of water into her cracked lips.

“Do you need a doctor? Medico?” Someone asks.

She shakes her head and points toward the dark sea. “Mijo.”

She is one of us.

 

 

I SLEEP DREAMLESS on the damp sand. I’m wakened by a familiar hand, a familiar voice. I curl into Taya for a moment before I realize where I am.

“What are you doing here?” My throat is scratchy and sore from sleeping outdoors.

“I could ask you the same fucking thing.”

I hear the betrayal in her voice. Ordinarily, I would hate to be the cause of that hurt.

“How did you get here?” I ask.

“I sold the car to pay for a ticket. We’ll have to figure that out when we get back. Come on, babe. Let’s go get breakfast or something.” She holds out her hand to help me stand.

I shake my head. “I can’t go anywhere. Not without her.”

She rocks back on her heels.

“I would leave if I could, Tay. But I need to be here when they—”

“When they what? You’re acting crazy. What are we doing here?”

I wrap my arms around my knees and look out at the ocean. The children sit on the rocks, watching us. She’s right, but it doesn’t matter. I ought to leave. I can’t leave. I still can’t explain.

She sits down next to me. “Okay, if you’re staying, I’m staying, too. We’re both going to get fired, but we’ve got no way to get home and no way to get to work, so we’re screwed either way. But you’re still with me, yeah?”

“Yeah,” I say. I don’t tell her I’ve already been fired. I know I should put an arm around her, but I don’t. I’m glad she’s here, but I wish she wasn’t.

The others stir and turn to face the water, to check that they are still out there.

“They’re talking about you on the news, you know.” Taya doesn’t look at me when she speaks. Her eyes are on the children, as ours are.

“Me? What are they saying?”

“Not you specifically. All of you. They’re calling it ‘mass hallucination.’”

“Hallucination? But they can see them too, right? Our babies were on TV.”

She winces when I say “our babies,” and doesn’t speak for a moment. When she does, her words are carefully chosen. “We see them. But nobody but you claims to recognize them. They’ve been taking photos of them since they showed up, comparing the photos to databases, missing persons, driver’s licenses. None of them are anybody.”

“Of course they’re not,” says the man sitting on Taya’s other side. I had spoken with him the previous evening; he had flown down from Vancouver. Mark somebody. “Why would they match your databases? They aren’t lost. We’ve been waiting for them to find us again.”

Taya sneaks me a look of “this guy is nuts.” How many times has it been me and her against the rest of the world? I know it hurts her when I take his side. If he’s crazy, I am, too. I don’t feel crazy. “What else are they saying, Tay?”

“There are only about two hundred and fifty children out there. There are more than three hundred of you on the shore, and more still arriving. There are people at airports all over the world screaming that they need to get over here, but a lot of them don’t have visas, or any way to pay for tickets. Some of us are throwing off the count, though. Me, I mean. For example.”

Mark doesn’t mince words. “Why don’t you leave, then? We don’t need you here.”

“I’m glad she’s here. I’m glad you’re here.” I direct the second one at her.

“So she can call us all crazy? There aren’t enough people doing that.” I guess he caught her “crazy” look at me a moment before.

“Maybe so she can explain that we’re not.”

He stands up in pretext of a stretch, then moves away.

“Asshole,” I say. Taya smiles.

 

 

A FEW MORE of us arrive, from much farther away. One woman came from Namibia via Johannesburg, Dakar, Amsterdam, New York. She braces in the sand as if she’s still on an airplane. Others from Belize, Iceland, Sri Lanka. Some of the wealthier among us have arranged for food and water to be brought to us. I’m grateful. The sight of food reminds me to eat, but I’m not hungry. The children on the rocks haven’t eaten. They look happy.

 

 

TAYA LEAVES AFTER three days. “I love you,” she says. “I love you and I’m worried about you. I would stay, but we can’t afford for me to lose my job, too. And I think this is something you need to finish for yourself.”

I kiss her. I want her to stay, but not as much as I want her to leave.

“I love you, too. I’ll see you soon,” I tell her. She turns away with tears in her eyes. Things we don’t mention: I have no return ticket; I have no money for a return ticket; I am waiting for my dream baby; I don’t know what happens next

After she leaves, I find a note from her in my pocket. It reads:

 

 The California ground squirrel disguises its own scent by chewing the discarded skins of the rattlesnakes that would kill it, then licking itself and its pups.

 The cuckoo is a brood parasite. It lays its eggs in the nests of other birds, leaving them to do the hard work of raising the chicks.

 I do not consider myself an unreasonable person. I make rational decisions in my every day life. You do, too. We make reasonable, rational decisions together. Come back soon. Please. I miss you.

 

I fold the note up and put it back where I found it.

 

 

WE ARE THERE for a full week before the children finally leave the rocks. Our numbers have dwindled by then, but only somewhat. A couple of people have been dragged away forcibly. Others have been persuaded by their loved ones to return home. They don’t go willingly, but they go. I wonder what the rest of their lives will be like: if they will always wonder if they had stayed. I guess that depends on what happens next.

What happens next is the children dive into the water. We track their progress with whispered pleas, under breath. I am taken in.

“Come on,” we call to them. “We miss you.”

I realize my child doesn’t have a name. It’s the first thing that gives me pause in any of this. How am I here, in California, calling to somebody I am so sure is my own child, but I can’t say her name? I think she had one. She may have had many. It bothers me how I can’t remember.

Memories of my baby’s childhood flood through me. Her third birthday party, with the cake shaped like a rabbit; she refused to let me cut it. Her school play, where she played a queen and wouldn’t take off the crown for a week afterward. Looking for shapes in the perfect O’Keeffe clouds. I wonder how these memories will reconcile with the girl swimming toward me now. Will she be eight for me again? Did those things happen, or are they yet to happen? I don’t even know if she’ll recognize me.

I put my hand in my pocket and feel the folded note. I’m not sure what Taya meant, not sure if I’m the squirrel, the snake, the cuckoo, the other bird. I want to go back to the minute before I had that thought. I try to picture how she’ll fold into our life back home. How will Taya treat her? What will they be to each other? We don’t even have a second bedroom. None of this was thought through. None of it was meant for thinking.

They’re getting closer. They’re so beautiful.

I realize I never taught her to swim. They swim like Olympians, like fish, like creatures of the ocean, like they have always been swimming and have never stopped swimming. I’m scared now. She’s so beautiful, and she’s reached the shore, and she’s inescapably mine.
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AOIFE WAS ONLY eleven when she caught the little house in the forest. She surprised it as it drank from a puddle, half-hidden under a writhing tree root as large as her own  body. Fast as an eel, she snaked her hand around it and held on tight. It was no bigger than a strawberry, all soft and furry and yellow. Even in the gloom of the giant, bad-tempered trees, it shone like a candle flame.

“House,” she whispered, “you’re mine now.”

It couldn’t answer back yet, but she knew it understood.

She showed her catch to Mama. Mama hugged her and told the big house they lived in what Aoife had found.

House spoke from the walls. “Good girl. Show it to me, little one. Let me see if it’s the right kind.”

Aoife clenched her fist tighter around the little house until it squirmed against the pressure. Sometimes the big hice didn’t approve of the little ones, for reasons no human could guess at. She didn’t plan on letting anything happen to her house.

“It’s mine, Big House. None of your business.”

The floor shook with deep laughter, a sound so resonant it made Aoife a little sick to her stomach. Mama’s house was a good provider and kept them all warm and well fed, but it had a mean streak. It liked to make the little girls stumble, or scare them by dousing the glow of its walls unexpectedly.

“House—” Mama said in a tight voice.

“Hush, dear,” it said. “If little Aoife already loves it that much, I’m sure it’s the right kind of little house.”

Aoife didn’t think she’d ever met the wrong kind of house. And she was certain she’d know it if she did. Her downy pet felt just right.

You weren’t supposed to give hice names. If Mama stood out on the square and said, “House,” every house in the village knew exactly who she was talking to. But Aoife gave hers a secret name anyway. She called it Mine.

 

 

MAMA WAS HAVING another baby. It was a good time to be out of the house. Its walls strummed with tension as Mama screamed. It was busy cooling and warming the birthing room as Mama’s needs fluctuated. Aoife and her sisters sat around the fire pit in the middle of the village, watching the house colors ebb and flow, and all the other hice standing cool and gray-brown and unconcerned. Aoife felt safe, surrounded by the village of hice. Nothing bad would happen here.

“What if it’s a boy again?” Ho asked. “What’s Mama gonna do?”

“Nothing she can do,” Biri, the eldest, said. “House is gonna do what it’s gonna do.”

Aoife didn’t like her tone of voice.

While Biri spoke, she fondled the feeler her little house had put on her leg. That house wasn’t so little anymore—it was as tall as Biri and about four times as wide and deep. Biri longed to strike out on her own, but as Mama said, not until you can stand up and lie down in your house. “Hurry up and grow, you,” Biri whispered to it and it glowed pink with pleasure. It was a light tan, no longer the bright yellow of childhood.

Aoife cradled her house in her lap. It had grown to about the size of her head, but it was still small enough to carry around. If it wanted, it could make legs and waddle after her, but not quickly. Funny how girls grew faster than hice when they were little, and then when the girls were grown, the hice overtook them.

“She’s at it longer than last time,” Biri said.

What she didn’t say, but they all heard, even little Koori: What if something goes wrong? They would have nowhere to stay. If a mama died, her house upped and went to plant itself in the forest, taking the body with it. None of them had hice that were big enough to live in, although maybe Biri could cram into hers.

Biri’s house cooed. Biri stood up. “It wants to forage,” she said. “See you later.”

The three girls watched her go, between the hice, toward the veldt. They all thought the same thing. Eat, Biri’s house, eat! Grow big enough to take care of us!

A young man slipped out of the men’s lodge and headed after Biri. It was the new boy, just come in from the Exchange. Ho elbowed Aoife in the side and sniggered. Aoife wondered why.

A rumbling sounded overhead. Aoife craned her neck, scanning the green sky for thunderclouds. No thunderheads, but one long, thin, white cloud streaking across the sky, hurtling toward them.

“What’s that?” Aoife said.

Ho stood up, hindered by the house clenching its feelers around her in fear. “I don’t know!”

The three girls huddled together. As much as they wanted to run home, they couldn’t go inside House while Mama was birthing. It wouldn’t let them in. They watched as the cloud trail sped closer and closer. It ended with a bang that shook the ground. Behind the farthest hice, black clouds boiled up.

 

 

BY THE TIME the strange women in white suits entered the village, the adult women had gathered in the square, and the men and girls sent away. Aoife and her sisters pretended to leave but hid behind a stand of trees. At first, the strangers didn’t look like people at all, but then Aoife noticed the frozen water glistening before their faces, and behind it eyes and noses like people.

“Something something!” the front woman shouted. She had a deep voice like a man. Maybe she intended to speak true words, but nothing other than garble came out.

Mama’s sister Noriko, pregnant belly thrust out proudly, lifted a hand. “Greetings. What manner of women are you? From what village?”

The white-clad women conferred amongst themselves. Did they even understand true speech? Hadn’t their mothers taught them?

The first woman lifted her head-covering. She had a beard and bushy eyebrows. When she spoke again in that deep, rumbling voice, she changed into a man before Aoife’s eyes. A man who spoke like a leader? Had these people lost their great women?

Noriko scratched her head. “You are hard to understand, mistress. Speak slower, if you will.”

Aoife guffawed. Noriko hadn’t yet seen he wasn’t a woman! “It’s a man!” she called out. “Look at his beard!”

Ho pinched Aoife into silence.

Noriko hummed and hawed. “Are you a man? We already had our man exchange a couple of weeks ago. Are you lost?”

Aoife got bored with the grown-up talk and wandered off to catch bugs for Mine. Later that evening, she snuck back to the village square where now only the elders and the strange visitors—mostly men, she thought, from their beards and wide shoulders and deep voices—sat around the fire and talked. Hoping for a scrap of food—Mama’s house was still sealed and Mama would spank her if she raided the gardens—she crept up behind the man who’d spoken to Noriko earlier. She settled in cross-legged, petting Mine in her lap.

Beard sounded like a man who was fast using up his patience. “Like I said, we’re from Earth, your home planet, looking for lost colonies. The wars are over, the star lanes are safe again, and we’re here to do a census, a genetic assay.”

Noriko poked around in the fire, which didn’t need any poking. “I don’t really get where you’re from. But new blood in the exchange would be good. Maybe we can escort you to the exchange house at Mountainfoot?”

The man sighed. “Do you have any memories of not being from this place? Tales your grandmothers told?”

Several women nodded. “The First Woman and her house, you mean?”

“Maybe,” the man said. “Can you tell it to me?”

The women burst into laughter. “That’s not a tale for men’s ears! If you’ve forgotten it from when your mama told you, we’re not going to repeat it.”

“Men’s ears? So where are all the men?”

Aoife wished Mama wasn’t still birthing, or that Biri had returned from her foraging. What if Biri had been burnt in that streak of fire?

One of the strange men leaned back and stretched. He caught sight of Aoife huddling in the dark, stroking Mine’s dome.

“Hey there,” he said. “What a cute toy you have. He looks a bit like a baby duck, only bigger.”

Aoife didn’t know what a duck was, but he sounded friendly. He talked funny, yet she understood most of it. “It’s not a toy. It’s my house.”

The man smiled. “He doesn’t look like a house to me.” He gestured to the dim shapes of the hice standing around the square, almost invisible in the dusk. “Not that those are very big, mind.”

Aoife gaped. “They’re all grown. A mama and lots of kids can live in there. Are your hice bigger?”

“Lots bigger. We build them from stone or wood or brick. What are yours made of? Mud? Moss?”

“I don’t know what they’re made of,” Aoife said. “They just grow that way.”

A sudden ruckus drew them back to the circle.

Biri leaned exhaustedly on her house, soot-smudged even in the flickering firelight. She must have been close to the black smoke. Behind her, an equally blackened young man tried to back away from the women’s eyes.

“What in God’s name is that!” the man said.

Nobody paid him any attention.

He turned to Aoife. “What is that ugly critter with the girl? Something native?”

“It’s just her house. Look at her! She’s all dirty and burnt from the thing that fell from the sky.”

“You mean our ship?” the man asked.

“Ship?”

“Like a house in the sky or on water.”

“If it’s your house, you should have been more careful where you went and not burnt people,” Aoife said and ran away. Now Biri was here, they could go and see if Mama was done birthing yet. Aoife was cold and hungry.

 

 

MAMA, LOOKING VERY tired, had two babies in her lap. That was odd. One was a boy. Aoife sucked on her teeth and cuddled Mine harder. What would House do?

Mama’s face turned distant, a sign House was talking to her. Aoife wished Mine was old enough to do that.

Mama’s eyes rolled back down and a flush blossomed on her drawn cheeks. “House says he’s talked to the others and I can keep the boy. You’re going to have a brother!”

Aoife lifted up the baby’s blanket. He had a little thing between his legs, just like her sisters had told her he would. Not really interesting—if Mine wanted it could make a bigger feeler to put in her even now. She’d often watched Biri and her house playing and couldn’t imagine what a real boy could do better. Maybe she’d find out when she was bigger and visited the men’s lodge. There had to be a reason why Biri and that boy had met up in the veldt.

She set Mine in the crook of her elbow. It was growing so fast that it was getting hard to carry him. But she wanted to get out to the veldt without anybody making her weed or feed the eels, so she sneaked from house to house until she was in the open. The women’s fields looked green, and sometimes reddish. The mamas always said they could eat house food if they had to, but that it never tasted the way it should. So they stubbornly grew their own, against the hice grumbling about it.

The veldt was cool yellow, with flashes of blue like Mama’s eyes.

She put Mine down so it could sink feelers into the ground for bugs. Later, when it was big, it would root permanently and snack on the skin cells and waste of the people who lived inside it. She hunkered low, taking a few steps whenever Mine moved. Its baby-yellow was starting to shade into the yellow grasses of the veldt.

She crawled over to it and lay down on her back, shading her eyes. Gray clouds drifted across the green sky.

A thumping sounded. She tensed. The men were supposed to take care of the veldt beasts, but maybe they’d missed one. She slung a hand toward Mine. She bet it could sting a veldt beast to death, some day.

But no—voices rang out. Male voices. Aoife grabbed Mine and crawled nearer. What were they up to?

“Careful, we don’t know what they can do. They must have some kind of defense!”

“We got it, we got it! Tighten the rope!”

That sounded like men hunting, even if it was the strange men. Aoife almost went back to her daydream spot, but the tone of their voices caught her attention. They sounded afraid but fascinated. And disgusted, maybe? What had they caught?

“God, doesn’t that turn your stomach? They’re so ugly and the smell is just awful,” a woman’s voice said. Aoife hadn’t realized some of the strange men were women. Why hadn’t they taken charge?

She inched forward. Mine wormed himself from under her armpit and padded ahead. 

Someone grunted, torn slashes of sound, a girl. What were they doing? Aoife became scared. She should sneak away and get help from the village. She pawed at Mine but it didn’t react. If it wanted to stay, then so must she.

Under the cover of the tussling and shouting, she crawled farther forward. If Mine dared, so would she. Between stalks of bluish grass, she caught glimpses of the strange men fighting a young woman called Salome and her house. They were tearing them apart from each other, ripping the house’s feeler out of Salome’s body. The girl kicked and screamed, the crazed house whipped needle-stingers around. Too bad it wasn’t old enough to sting to death.

Very unwise of these men to interfere between woman and house. Aoife wasn’t sure if she felt scorn for their stupidity or sadness for the pain Salome and her house must be suffering. She stuffed her hand in her mouth to keep herself from crying out.

“What the hell was that thing doing?’

“Kill it! It’s raping the girl!”

A great foot swung down from the sky and near trampled Mine. Aoife tugged it backwards. She didn’t want Mine to be handled by these men, who didn’t appear to know how men ought to act.

She waited for a long time as the scuffling and shouting died down.

Her heart beat in her ears, the only sound in the whole wide world. She crawled forward to a rough circle of trampled grass. Salome and her house, as well as the strangers, had gone. Mine was sampling the ground. A drop of blood hung on a blade of scythe grass. A feeler drew it inside Mine’s body.

Blood? Had they hurt Salome?

“We have to get home!” she hissed to Mine. “We have to tell House and Mama! These are bad men.”

“Are we really?” a male voice said and a heavy hand landed on her shoulders. 

Mine wriggled out of her grip and rolled away into the grass.

The bearded man turned her body toward his. His hands were large and hot, his face flushed. “Don’t fight, we’re here to help you.”

Aoife let her mouth hang open. Her brain whispered directions. Look stupid. Look childish. It helped that she really wasn’t sure what was going on. “Help us how?”

He looked left and right. Who did he think might be watching? The women, the hice, his own people?

“We’re just here to count the population and do a tax inventory. We’ll set up a government, build roads, hospitals, schools. We’ll help against the critters. I can’t just stand idly by and watch women being used by aliens.”

“You mean the hice?” she asked.

“Yes, I mean the houses.” He stood frowning down at her. “Where’s your pet? Is he really a young one of those big houses you live in?”

She stayed silent. Maybe she could even squeeze a tear or two out of her eyes.

“I wanna go to my mama,” she said and quivered her lip.

His face softened. He reached out a hand as if to stroke her head, but stopped short of touching her. “Do you want to save your mama and her friends?”

Aoife nodded.

“Go tell her to stay away from the house creatures, okay? We’ll get you out of here and eventually you’ll live in a real house with no aliens around. Your mama could be free and happy, you’d get an education.”

She nodded again. She swooped up Mine and ran off, choosing the highest patches of bluegrass to cut through for cover.

She found Mama tying up vines in the bean yard, moving slowly, newborns on her back. 

“Mama!” she tried to yell, but only panting and squeaking emerged.

Mama looked up and must have seen something on Aoife’s face because she moved out from the beans double-quick. 

“What is it, Aoife? Where’s your house? Did you lose it?”

That would have been even worse than her actual news. But Mine had just hidden in a patch of yellow weed.

Aoife puffed until she could speak. “The strange men want to steal us and take us to their village. And kill the young hice. They already hurt Salome and her house.”

“What!” Mama grew dark in the face and then ashen. Her hands fisted. “Men,” she breathed between clenched teeth. “Maybe the hice were right. Maybe we should kill all the men.”

“We wouldn’t get any babies,” Aoife said.

“Never mind that now. Oh, what a day. Old Imoh died, so her house is pulling up roots and going to live in the forest. We really could have used their advice. And my breasts hurt.”

Mama’s shirt was wet with milk. 

“Why are you out here—I thought you were tired?”

“House was fussing,” Mama said distractedly. “Never mind that, either. Oh, I can’t think straight when I breastfeed. We have to talk to the other women.”

Aoife could have told her that, but kept her mouth shut.

Mama dragged her back to the village. Aoife could barely keep a grip on Mine. Mama put her hand on the first house at the edge of the fields. The hice could send each other messages faster than women could run. The house would scent the urgency in Mama’s sweat and tell the others.

Both babies were wailing by the time they reached Mama’s house. Mama unslung them and gave one to Aoife to rock while she fed the other. “House, we’re in danger. What can we do?”

House rumbled, as always when it wanted to speak with its voice. To warm up the tubes, get air flowing around the vocal cords in the walls. 

“They are your species, Minny. What do you want us to do with them?”

Mama frowned while she rocked the suckling baby. The faraway look in her eyes sharpened as the milk was drawn from her breast. “Imprison them. Maybe Imoh’s house can be persuaded to stay a bit before it uproots?”

House gargled. “A man in a house? Imoh’s house won’t like that. It’ll eat them.”

“Can’t you ask it to wait?”

The floors shuddered. “Imoh’s dead. Her house is already changing. I could keep from eating them, I’ve already got a boy in me so my inner walls are immune to man scent.”

Mama’s face scrunched up. “Oh, do we have to? I’m already so tired.”

“The other hice agree. The young ones won’t have the self-control. Imoh’s house isn’t responding anymore. I think it has started migrating.”

“It should have kept Imoh alive a little longer,” Mother grumbled and switched babies with Aoife.

The baby burped against Aoife’s shoulder, its dark curly head sweaty from the hard work of nursing. It smelled deliciously of milk and baby skin, and less deliciously of poop. People always smelled better than hice, no matter how hard the hice tried. 

She whispered to Mine, “When you are grown, I want you to smell like this baby, or like my own hair. Not like Big House.” Mine kissed her cheek with its feeler.

She had to change the baby. Hice ate the used nappy leaves and poo. She stripped nappy leaves off House’s wall, keeping an ear cocked to listen to the conversation. Mine nibbled on her heels, talking to House with one small feeler in the floor.

Mama and House took their time about their discussion. Aoife couldn’t understand why they didn’t get up to do something about the strange men now.

“We can lengthen your lives, but not indefinitely,” House said.

“I know, I know.” Mama sighed. “Are the young women out there yet?”

House boomed. A patch of wall turned dark blue, a color Aoife had never seen House wear before.

“They’re attacking,” it shouted, forgetting all about modulating its voice for human ears. “They damaged my walls!”

Mama plucked the protesting baby off her breast and put it in its cot. She ignored the wailing, milk still seeping from her breast. “Aoife, put the babies in the closet and warn your sisters.”

Aoife pulled her eating knife from her girdle and did as Mama said. Biri and her house stumbled out, Biri flushed and heavy-eyed from play.

“The strangers are attacking House,” Aoife said. “Go out and kill them.”

“Can my house sting them?” asked Biri.

“Yes,” Mama snapped. In one hand she held her scythe, in the other a heavy wooden grain pestle. “Stun them if possible.”

“Where’s Koori and Ho?”

Aoife found Koori cowering in her room. “Stay here,” she said. “We’re fighting. Where’s Ho?”

“She went out to play with Mariah,” Koori said, shaking as if it was her fault.

Aoife’s heart thundered. It might have been Ho out there in the fields, taken by the men. What if they’d killed her house? Now she was getting mad.

The house boomed again and another patch of dark blue bloomed on the opposite wall. Mine shivered in her arms, as if it was feeling House’s pain.

“We go out now,” Mama said. “Keep your weapons down, they might not attack us. They want to steal us, right, Aoife? That means they want us unharmed.”

House opened its sphincter door.

“Stand down!” a male voice yelled. “They’re coming out.”

“Mama,” Aoife whispered, “pretend you want to be stolen.”

Mama nodded.

They stepped outside, Mama, Biri, Aoife, their hands down at their sides, their little hice behind them. Aoife worried someone would step on Mine.

“Don’t shoot, it’s the women! Ma’am, are you all right?”

“Why did you hurt our House?” Mama asked and kept walking toward the three men with black things in their gloved hands. “You could have killed us. The babies.”

The lead man threw a look to the smaller man on the right. “Our apologies, ma’am. My colleagues will escort you to the ship while we take care of the aliens.”

“He means the hice,” Aoife said.

Beard smiled down at her. “We’ve talked before, eh?”

Aoife kept walking, trying to look as scared and childish as she could.

When she was close enough, she stabbed upward with her eating knife and got him in the groin. Beard screamed loudly. The other men turned toward him. A loud bang rang out.

Biri went down without a sound. A fountain of blood spurted from her neck.

“Jesus fuck you killed a child!”

“They attacked first! That little one stabbed Klaus.”

Biri’s house threw itself onto her. Holes appeared in the big house, accompanied by loud bangs. The bangs were coming from the sticks.

“Kill that ugly critter — it’s raping her right now!”

While the strangers were yelling at each other, Mama bashed a skull in. Other women helped, even a few men with hunting bows. The women had brought weapons and hit the strangers until they stopped banging. The strangers didn’t look used to fighting, they only wanted to hurt the hice.

Aoife remembered to breathe. She loosened her clutch on Mine, who was busy absorbing Beard’s blood from her arms. Biri was dead. Biri! Now she would never live in her own house with her own children. The feeling sank like a stone to just below her heart. It hurt.

Some of the strange men were dead, as they deserved. A few had only been wounded and lay moaning and bleeding. Noriko was dead, others were being tended by their hice. 

One of their own men had keeled over. Maybe he’d been too old for fighting.

Mama took charge, wild-eyed and leaking breast-milk. The women dragged the strangers inside Mama’s house, even though it was indigo-blotched and shuddering. It declared itself still able to not eat the men. Mama fed dead Beard to it, to speed up its healing.

A strange quiet descended on the village. It was midday, a time for working outdoors and chatting with other women, courting men, playing. Instead, everyone crept inside their hice, shaken, waiting for the return of normal life.

Aoife, her sisters, and Mama sat vigil around Biri’s body and her stunned house. It would consume her and then drag itself into the forest to find its mother tree and gift itself back into her soil. They wept as much for the house as for Biri. Just like her, it would never reach maturity, never plant, nurture children, or become a mother tree at the end of its cycle.

Mama nursed one baby, patting its tiny back in a slow, slow rhythm. It was supposed to soothe the baby, but it soothed everyone. Except Aoife. Her house grazed the soles of her feet and it made her twitchy.

“What are we going to do with the strangers?” Aoife asked finally, when she couldn’t stand the silence one moment longer. Ho was older, but she and her house were wrapped tightly around each other, dumb and frozen with grief.

“I don’t know,” Mama said. “I wanted to ask them where they came from, what that thing is that fell from the sky, why they wanted to steal us away from our hice.”

“But not anymore?”

“No,” Mama answered. “At first I thought they might become our neighbors or friends. Now I see these people will never be that. But I won’t do anything hasty. Tomorrow when everyone is rested from the fight, I’ll talk to the women and the grown hice. See what they think.”

“I think we should let the house squash them to a pulp,” Aoife said. “And then eat it.”

Mama ruffled her hair. “It’s a good thing you are not a grown woman yet. A person’s life is not to be taken lightly.”

“But they tried to take our lives. They deserve to have theirs taken.”

“Shush,” Mama said. “You are a child and your opinion doesn’t yet matter. Watch and learn from our decisions.”

Late that night, when everyone had retreated to their chambers—even Biri’s body had been dragged into her room by her sorrowing, quivering house—Aoife snuck out to the dining room. She rapped on the wall where she knew the men to be imprisoned.

“House,” she said, “make me a hole. I want to talk to them.”

House rumbled. It had regained its normal tone of voice. That meant it must be mostly healed. “Why? Your mama forbade it.”

“I want to understand,” she said. “Why they did what they did.”

House thought. “Curiosity about strange creatures is a good thing,” it said. “If we didn’t possess it, the humans would never have become our partners. You are so much more interesting than the iwah we lived with before. Curiosity should be rewarded.”

It made a small hole in the wall.

“Make it bigger? I can hardly see,” Aoife said.

The house didn’t answer. Mine spit on the sides of the little hole and made it part.

Aoife pulled herself up and wriggled inside. House rumbled but didn’t do anything to stop her and Mine.

The floor was packed with strange men lying supine. The house had grown bands to restrain them.

Aoife poked the nearest man. “Wake up.”

He opened his eyes, groggily, and tried to sit, but the house flesh over his chest prevented him. It was the man she’d talked to by the fire.

“What? Who? Huh?”

Aoife smiled at his fuzziness. That gave her the advantage.

His pupils shrank as the house walls grew brighter.

“Why did you try to steal us? Didn’t you think that would make us angry?”

He blinked. “What’s your name? Mine is Jonah.”

Aoife poked him again. “My name is none of your business. Tell me why.”

“You remind me of my niece,” he said. His face twisted. “We just wanted to help you. Haven’t you wondered why there are so few men in the village? Maybe these aliens kill them to keep you for themselves.”

“Just like you were planning to,” Aoife said. And of course the hice culled the men. You just didn’t need that many.

She inched closer. “You should have asked us. Why didn’t you?”

He hesitated. “You’ve been…isolated for so long. Become primitive. We didn’t think you’d understand the scope of the decision.”

It was as she’d thought. Aoife bent forward and slit his throat with her small eating knife. He burbled and fell still.

The house hummed in surprise but didn’t intervene.

Aoife crept among the sleeping men and cut all their throats, even the one that was a woman. 

For Biri. For her sad, lonely house.

For all these cautious grown-up women. Someone needed to make the hard decisions.
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I.

 

THERE ARE AN infinite number of universes. This does not mean that every imaginable universe exists. In two-dimensional space, a triangle will never have four sides or two obtuse angles. No substance can freeze and boil at the same time; no living creature can be both alive and dead. And there is no world where time runs in both directions. No matter where you go, how far you travel, how fast or how long—the past is only ever the past. 

 

II.

 

WE MET ON the bus, on my way to the grocery store and her way to an interview with Scientific Woman or Cutting Edge, on a day when the rain fell like mid-morning coffee, lukewarm and slow. Reflections of gray city sky littered the sidewalks between starched collars and the flooded brims of hats. I caught sight of her through the driver-side window, which was jammed and dripping water into the lap of the man sitting next to me; she was running to catch the bus, dodging briefcases and baby strollers; her sensible black flats were scuffed white around the toes. She wore a wide black skirt, a peach blouse that tied at the throat with a gray ribbon. Her black hair was curly, thick and shoulder-length, her lips a dark pomegranate red. 

Every seat and every yellow plastic handhold was taken; she paused by my row as the light changed and we lurched forward. She caught herself on my shoulder, her fingers cold and damp against my collarbone “Sorry,” she said, with a smile that was not at all shy. 

I knew her voice from the radio programs, her face from magazine covers. Her leather bag bulged with textbooks with bent covers, folders stained with coffee, ink blots and thumb-print smudges of graphite. 

“You’re fine,” I murmured. I wished I could smile back. My purse held my shopping list, a pencil stub, a tube of coral lipstick, ten dollars in cash. 

One stop before the radio station, she straightened the ribbon on her blouse, fluffed her damp hair with her fingers. I stared at her; I couldn’t help it. When she caught my eye, I blurted out: “My mother thinks I should have been a scientist, but I never applied to college. I used to build circuits in my grandmother’s basement. I’ve read all about you. I didn’t know you were in the city.” 

She blinked slowly. Her red lips parted, shaping a question that never emerged. The bus lurched forward again, the wheels rasping a little on the wet pavement. “I’m looking for an assistant,” she said at last. She fished in her bag for a moment, handed me her card. 

 

III.

 

WHEN SHE WAS born, her mother was already dead; she was delivered by Caesarean section on a morning when the rain fell like blood from a broken artery. Her father had come home from work one afternoon, wet and tired, with motor oil under his fingernails, to find his pregnant wife lying in a heap on the kitchen floor. The sink and the floor around her were full of water, clipped carnations, shards of glass; he slashed his hand as he tried to take her pulse. At the hospital, they bound his fingers in clean white gauze and told him that she was gone. 

For the next two months, a machine pumped her lungs, filtered nutrients into her bloodstream. Her grandmother hated it, said they should allow her the dignity of death; said she would never have wanted it, the machine’s reedy rasping voice, the metal and silicone. Beneath the oxygen mask, the feeding tubes, her skin was cold and waxlike. The boat mechanic sat beside her bed, tracing the scars on his thick fingers. He wanted his daughter to be born. 

She wonders what her mother would have wanted. Wonders often, setting aside her textbooks and rubbing her tired eyes. Wonders as she scrapes the oil from beneath her fingernails, as she turns the black dials on the Engine’s side until the arrows line up like train cars. Wonders if she would ever be brave enough to find out. 

 

IV.

 

“OUR UNIVERSE,” SHE tells me, “is one microscopically thin thread, woven into a tapestry of infinite length and width. We march along it like a tightrope walker, never realizing that what lies to either side of us is not an abyss, but another world completely.” 

We are standing at the edge of the wharf and waiting for the Burd Janet to dock. The seagulls slice through the salty air and chatter on the rocks below us; the boat is a sliver of gray on the wider and rougher silver of the bay. She has taken my hand, turned it palm up, trapped my thumb beneath hers. Her other hands traces a green vein in my wrist. 

“If we roll ever so gently from this thread to a parallel one,” she says, and she turns her finger suddenly, scraping it down the side of my arm, “we slip into another universe. One where the past is subtly changed. One where anything might have been different. Do you understand?” 

“Yes,” I say. She smells like cardamon, like carnations and motor oil. She smells faintly of blood. 

“We can only roll in one direction,” she says. She releases my wrist; when I do not pull away, she lowers her hands, stuffs them in the pockets of her long olive-colored coat. “You need to understand that. Once we go, we can never go back.” 

Now we are standing on the deck of the Burd Janet, and the wind and streaks of gray are in her dark hair. She takes my hand again. “Do you trust me?” 

“Yes,” I say. Every time, yes. 

 

V.

 

HER LAB IS on the floor of the ocean, nestled in the arching ribcage of a dead whale. The abyssal scavengers have come and gone, sleeper sharks and hagfish, then crabs, mussels, octopi. Now we share the skeleton with neon-bright bacterial mats and blind sea worms. A whalefall creates its own ecosystem, carrying its oxygen and calories and sunlight down into the silent abyss. Even its bones, lipid-rich, can feed a tiny world.

The Burd Janet docks in a sleepy fishing village along a quiet and forgetful coast, where the continental shelf is narrow and steep, an ancient river having carved its canyon deep along the ocean floor. When you say the password to the one-eyed woman whose windows are filled with fishhooks, she leads you down to the wharf and hands you a key on a length of waxed red string. Trailing in the water beside the Burd Janet, its round door locked and sealed with rubber, is the submarine rover Tam Linn. It takes almost a full day of slow diagonal sinking from the place where the Burd Janet’s crew drop their nets; you know you’ve arrived when you see the green wires clamped to the pink-white bones, sparking deadly volts into the water. 

The whale is not inside the Engine’s radius, and we have seen it alter. They are subtle changes, mostly. Thicker ribs, or thinner. An extra pair of flippers. In one universe, the whale has teeth, long and curved and yellow. Two of its ribs are broken, puckered with the circular scars of gigantic tentacles. When we looked out past the bone cage, we saw something staring back at us with wide, ice-pale eyes. We did not linger. 

 

VI.

 

THE ENGINE IS a long cylinder of clean red metal, like a tube of lipstick, like a novelty cigarette. Black dials with white arrows march down both sides; she turns these between two fingers until the arrows make a single horizontal stripe, the dividing line on an empty highway, the streak a meteor leaves along the curving sky. On one end, there are two tall levers, black and red, go and stop, which it is my job to pull. The black lever is warm to the touch, the two hemispheres of its metal head joined by a raised, sharp ridge. The red lever is always cold as ice. 

She releases cameras in small silver spheres, sends them up through tubes in the laboratory ceiling and into the black water, where they swim on silicone fins in search of data. They trickle back over the following weeks, their spheres brimming with specimens, with leaves and stems and minerals, with insects in pressurized vials and tubes of stealthily-sampled blood. While she watches the video feeds and runs the samples through her lab, charting the results in primary colors on wall-sized sheets of chart paper, I inspect the instruments. I polish the camera lenses and unfurl their fins with metal files, checking the delicate silicone for grime or tearing. 

Sometimes, when she isn’t looking, I inspect the Engine’s radius. 

“The Engine’s radius is an anchor,” she tells me. Like Burd Janet clinging to Tam Linn in the ditch beside the fairy road. In order for the Engine to operate, it must anchor everything necessary for its existence. Like Janet holding eel and lion and hot iron, it clutches whales and levers and laboratories, buses and black flats. Everything necessary for its operation. Everything necessary for us. 

“But everything shifts,” she says. She’s laughing at me as I stare at her shoes, at their polished black toes. “Only we will never change at all. Do you understand?” 

“Yes,” I say. I lift my hand from the black lever; its ridge has left a white trail carved into my palm. 

 

VII.

 

IN ONE WORLD, she fell in love. 

We take turns floating Tam Linn to the surface, to the wet and tired fishing village where the Burd Janet docks and the one-eyed woman whose windows are filled with fishhooks trades us bread and dried meat for slivers of whalebone. I never remain on shore long, just a day or two to fetch coffee and thread and extra screws and bolts, waterproof glue, boxes of pencils. Her stays stretch longer; she tracks down books and rare instruments, looks up old colleagues to see who or what they’ve become. In one world, the woman who brought her rare books from a collection in London had hair as bright as copper and a voice as cold as steel. In a locket around her long, pale neck, she carried pictures of her twin daughters, both dark and thin. 

She followed the copper-haired woman to London, walked the cool aisles of the library where she was employed, met her daughters one afternoon as they waited outside after school. They talked about maths and counting games, and taught her a rhyme about blackbirds. One of the daughters loved her; but the other, and their mother, did not. 

When she returned to her laboratory at the bottom of the ocean, she sat on the floor in front of her charts and wept until her throat bleed from sobbing. I sat at my table, unfurling the gossamer fins of the swimming cameras, polishing their tiny blind eyes. The next day, she told me to pull the red lever, and we never spoke of her weeping. But afterwards, I began to catch her rewinding the video feeds from the cameras that had swum north and east; she asked me if I had seen, somewhere, the two dark daughters, their copper-haired mother. I always said no. 

I inspected the Engine’s radius. It had widened perceptibly; now, slowly, it was contracting again. Eventually, she stopped asking. 

 

VIII.

 

WHAT MIGHT HAVE happened if her mother had lived? If her father had stepped into the kitchen that afternoon and found her, not spread across the linoleum with dead flowers and broken glass, but standing over the sink, up to her elbows in soapy citrus-scented water, or sitting on the porch with an apple in her hand, oxidation staining the marks of her teeth. Would she still have been born on a day when the rain fell like blood from a broken artery on the flat roof of the hospital? Would her father still have a white scar slicing across the thick fingers of his right hand? If none of this had happened, would she still be what she is? 

We are so many contingencies. Without the War, my father would never have been in California, and my parents would never have met. Without the War, the Engine would never have been invented. Without those black flats, scratched at the toe or not, she would never have caught the bus, never have grasped my shoulder as we lurched forward, never have caught me and dragged me down like a drowned sailor, too captivated to gasp for breath. 

The Engine does not understand this. The Engine is a memoryless machine. This is what I have learned in charting its radius, charting its contractions as though I am waiting for something to be born. The Engine does not understand what is necessary for its existence; it only knows what is necessary for its operation. The hand that pulls the black lever. The hand that belongs to me. 

I am in the Engine’s radius. I do not change. Everything else shifts. 

She does not understand this. None of her understand this.

 

IX.

 

I TRIED TO return home, once. I did not think I could bear to remain with her in the dark and the endless quiet; I did not think I could stay when I knew she didn’t love me. But home was unbearable, too. My mother wanted to know what I thought of the curtains, the new upholstery, which was the same as the old upholstery in another world. My sister tried to interest me in a science-fiction program. I couldn’t last in the light, the city noises; the dry summer air made me faint-headed. Two weeks later I was standing in front of a window full of fishhooks, and the one-eyed woman, a little smaller and a little more wrinkled than before, was reaching for her key. 

 

X.

 

I am not Burd Janet. It is not my task to cling to the eel and lion that squirm in my grasp, to hot iron that burns a scar across my palm. Instead, I let go. Let go of white scratches on black shoes, let go of the wind in her curling black hair. I tell myself that we will roll, one day, ever-so-gently into place, but I am starting to wonder if it is true. 

The universes are infinite, but that does not mean that all imaginable worlds exist. There are no two-sided squares. But perhaps somewhere she loves me, or someone like her loves someone like me. 

“Do you think you could love me?” I whisper, and she closes her eyes. I reach out hesitantly, touch the soft skin between the crisp white sleeve of her lab coat and her stiff white glove. Her wrist is cold, waxlike, her pulse undetectable. 

This is what I have learned: I am necessary for the Engine, and I do not shift. She is necessary for me—necessary, that is, for me to be myself; and her dead mother is necessary for her, necessary for her to be the woman that I love. There are an infinite number of universes, and perhaps that does mean that all imaginable worlds exist, but it does not mean that I will be able to see all of them. We move down the thread, rolling ever-so-gently to one side, in one direction, always. And the past is only ever the past. 

Her hair has become gray; she cannot remember it ever having been black. I touch her wrist, and every time, her skin is a little bit colder. 

“Maybe if I were someone else,” she says. It isn’t a promise, but an apology. 

I lift my hand from hers and reach for the Engine.


[image: ]

ONCE UPON A time there was a girl named Red, but since this isn’t a fairytale, that’s a stupid way to begin.

Start here: You’re sitting with your girlfriend Ashley after dance practice and she says,

“They won’t let me join the girls’ dance team.”

You punch the grass. The hill isn’t bothered; its grass is more dead-brown than green, anyhow. “That’s bullshit.”

She shrugs and stares at her feet, toes digging into the ground. Her mascara is beginning to run, so you put an arm around her and pull her tight.

“It’s bullshit,” you say again, no less angry. You’ve seen her dance. She’s good. She should be on the team.

Dancing is how you met. It was the first party you went to in this town, because your aunt’s house was too suffocating in the quiet and you needed music blaring, a rhythmic beat in your chest. You needed to feel something. Ashley danced like a wild thing in the thumping strobe lights. You watched, entranced, and when she saw you, she beckoned. But you just shook your head. Maybe it was the longing in your eyes or your pixie cut or the party-vibe, but she swung her way over to you and asked if you wanted a drink. Watching Ashley dance was like finding an oxygen mask as the room filled with smoke.

(You haven’t danced with anyone since your monster went away.)

“Hey Ashton!” someone, a guy, shouts from the bottom of the hill. One of the mass of the interchangeable bullypack. He starts making lewd gestures at you both, laughing.

Ashley presses her face harder into your shoulder. You flip the idiot the finger.

Ashley takes deep breaths and squeezes your hand between hers. “I just have to wait ‘til I can afford surgery and–” Her voice cracks.

You hug your girlfriend tighter. She should still be able to join the girls’ dance troupe. You have no one guilty nearby to punch out, so you hit the ground again.

I love you, Ash, is what you want to say, for support, because it’s true–but you can’t. Words have never been your domain. They belong to him.

You never told your mom you loved her, either. You don’t believe in happy endings anymore.

This isn’t a fairytale.

 

 

ONCE UPON A time, when you were a kid, you fell into an old abandoned well in the woods. You should’ve broken your arm or your neck, but you didn’t. You landed on a monster instead.

“What are you doing here?” said a deep voice.

You looked up–and up and up–at the monster.

The monster was as big as your house (almost), covered in fluffy purple fur because purple was your favorite color. The monster had great big eyes and soft round ears like a teddy bear. When the monster smiled, you saw very, very big teeth.

“I ran away,” you told the monster. It was one of the Bad Days. Daddy was shouting at Mommy. It hurt your ears.

“Why?” asked Monster.

“I’m scared.” You pressed your face into Monster’s poofy fur. “Don’t wanna go back.”

Monster hugged you while you cried. You knew the shouting was your fault. You’d asked if you could take ballet lessons. Mommy said yes; Daddy said no.

“I’ll protect you,” Monster said.

“On Bad Days too?”

“Always,” said Monster. “That’s what monsters are for.”

You took Monster home and let Monster live under your bed so you wouldn’t be afraid of the dark.

This was when you thought fairytales were real. Then maybe you’d be a princess in shining armor riding a palomino horse to save your stuffed animals from the evil king.

And besides, even when Bad Days happened, fairytales got happy endings.

Like this:

It was a Bad Day. Mommy was crying and saying “Stop, stop, please stop!” but Daddy kept hitting her.

So you got really mad. You ran up and kicked Daddy in the leg. Your shoes had hard toes because Monster was teaching you how to dance after bedtime. “Leave her alone!”

Daddy’s face went as red as your favorite hoodie. “You little bitch.”

You ran to your room and dove under the bed. “Help, Monster!”

Monster’s warm, furry arm wrapped around you. “You’re safe, Red.”

Then Daddy’s face appeared all scrunched up mad. “I’m gonna teach you a lesson in respect, you little brat.”

Monster growled.

“Go away or Monster will bite you,” you told him.

Daddy thrust both hands under the bed to grab you. You squirmed back into Monster’s protective fur.

Monster’s mouth opened wide and bit off both Daddy’s hands.

Daddy screamed and rolled around on the floor, hugging his arms to his chest.

Monster smiled with red teeth, and you smiled back.

But it was just a chapter ending, and the fairytale went on. (You didn’t know how dark most fairytales were, back when you were small.)

Daddy leaned in the doorway of your bedroom later. When he stayed outside the room, his hands came back. If he came inside the room, they disappeared, because Monster had bitten them off. He stopped hitting Mommy when you told him you would let Monster eat him all up if he didn’t.

(He didn’t, not really–he just made sure you didn’t see.)

You sat cross-legged on the floor playing Go-Fish with your favorite plush rabbit, Mr. Bunny. Monster watched from under the bed.

“I’m going to kill it,” Daddy said in his Normal Voice. “Your monster. I’m going kill all of them. Just you wait.”

“Go Fish,” you said to Mr. Bunny, but your hand quivered as you picked a card.

When Daddy walked away, you crawled under the bed and tugged Monster’s ear. “I don’t want Daddy to kill you.”

Monster pulled you close with one arm. “He can’t harm us in this world, Red. Don’t worry.”

You sniffed, relieved. “Can we dance, Monster?”

Monster smiled. “Whenever you wish.”

You bounced up and down with excitement, and pulled Monster by the hand into the ballroom. Under the bed was like a tent, full of space for your stuffed animals and toys. It even had a dance floor where Monster gave you lessons.

Monster took your hands and began to hum, a lullaby that had become your favorite music. You hummed along with Monster, your feet tapping to the beat.

You pulled Monster along to the music, spinning and dipping and leaping. Your feet hardly touched the ground. It was like the time Daddy took you to the amusement park and you got to ride the grown up roller-coaster, only a million billion times better.  The music soared through you and you felt like you could fly.

The dance floor blurred around you, became an open glade full of trees and a bright sunny sky. It smelled like lilacs and cotton candy. You loved when Monster made it look like outside. You danced wildly, swept away in the movement and the music.

Letting go of Monster, you twirled faster and faster across the grass. You sprinted onto a fallen birch log and jumped into the air. Monster caught you and lifted you up, higher and higher until you thought you could peel the sky open with your fingertips.

The dance ended.

Monster set you down, back in the ballroom under your bed. You laughed, out of breath, and hugged Monster tight. “I love dancing!”

“It is something no one can ever take from you, Red,” Monster said.

(Daddy’s words were long forgotten by the time you went to bed.)

 

 

YOU DON’T SEE Ashley after track practice on Friday. She texted you she’d meet you on the hill. You’re taking her to dinner (even if it’s just McDonald’s because you can’t afford much more) to celebrate the year you’ve been dating.

But she’s not there. Storm clouds roll in, a cold October wind kicking the trees into a gold-brown frenzy.

Your phone dings. Voicemail, although you don’t see any missed calls. You drop your duffle bag with your change of clothes and dial your voice mailbox to listen.

It’s Ashley’s voice.

“Red, it’s me–oh God, I don’t know what’s going on. There’s this–it’s huge, Red, some giant animal but it’s nothing–Jesus, let go of me!” Ashley’s screaming. “Let go! Help! It’s going for the woods–”

And the message stops. Your voicemail asks you in a monotone if you’d like to save, repeat, or delete the message.

You shove your phone in your pocket and run.

Someone–something–has kidnapped your girlfriend, and you’ve got to get her back.

For a moment you wish Monster was here. Monster could’ve carried you faster than you can run. You can’t swallow down the dry, crunchy fear that you won’t be able to help.

(Monster isn’t here. Monster never will be here again.)

Up ahead, the forest looms. It’s just the rumbling clouds, the lack of daylight. The woods aren’t some creepy, mystical landscape. You could get lost, sure. But your phone has GPS–your aunt insisted on it so you could always find your way home.

Wind moans through the treetops, and it sounds like desperate voices. At the corner of your eye, you notice a ribbon of gray in the trees, but it’s not a cloud or a bird. It’s a hole, as if you’re staring at a movie screen and a patch of static ripples across the picture.

It hurts your eyes to stare at the hole. You look away, shaking, and as soon as you do, the memory blurs, fuzzily distorting until you aren’t sure what you were just looking at.

One thing’s always clear, though: Ashley.

You wipe your sweaty palms on your jeans and step into the woods. There, not a yard inside the dark treeshadow, you see a glimmer of color. A red thread–it matches Ashley’s favorite wool sweater. It’s caught on a branch and unravels deeper into the woods.

She came this way. You follow it as it twists and spins through trees, a wobbling path stretching into the heart of the forest.

You’re almost running now, so you can’t stop when the ground disappears.

It’s a long way down into the dark river below.

 

 

YOU WERE THIRTEEN when Mom OD’d and your step-dad–fuck, why’d you ever call him Daddy?–left. At first you thought thank God he’s gone, but at night, you lay awake trying not to panic that he would come back.

(He’d spoken in his Normal Voice when you called him at work, hardly able to speak, because Mom wasn’t breathing. “What did you do to your mother, girl?”)

You had this aunt, some relative you’d only met once, who took you in. You moved to some backwards little town in the middle of nowhere. At least there were woods around, so much forested land you weren’t allowed to wander too close in case you stepped off the trail and got lost.

You didn’t care about the goddamn trees at first. Your mom was dead. You were stuck here. Friends were hard to come by for the new girl from the cities, the one who liked other girls and loved to dance by herself to music no one else had on their iPods.

“Why didn’t you protect her too?” you asked. Monster sat on the bed next to you, no longer as big as a house, fur darker, magenta and sleek, not the poof-ball you remembered as a kid. “You could have saved her! She’s all the family I had!”

Monster looked down. “She didn’t believe in us.”

“You’re supposed to be my friend, Monster. You should have saved her!”

Monster sat silently as you pummeled your fists against the thick fur until your knuckles hurt and your face burned from tears. Blaming your monster was better than blaming yourself. You hadn’t seen Mom shoot up in months. You’d thought she was getting better, that the support group meetings were working, that the new job with the nice guy she’d gone out for drinks with were helping, that your step-dad being gone more and more was returning the world to normal.

(Nice lies, weren’t they.)

“I’m sorry, Red,” Monster said, wiping sticky hair from your face with one claw. “There was nothing I could do.”

That’s the thing about monsters. They’re real–of course they’re real. But you have to accept that before they can come out of the shadows.

“Well, if you can’t do anything, then I don’t need you.” You were so angry you felt like you were about to explode. You hoped you would. POOF and done. Then you could stop hurting inside. “Go away, Monster.”

Monster flinched. “Red…”

“I said go away!” You shoved Monster as hard as you could, and Monster flew off the bed and slammed into the wall. Cracks rippled along the sheetrock. You didn’t care if your aunt saw the damage. “I don’t want to see you again.”

Monster’s head bowed and Monster’s whole body shrunk until your monster disappeared altogether.

You flung yourself on the bed and screamed into the pillows.

 

 

YOU PULL YOURSELF from the river, shivering, hair plastered to your face. You’re not sure how far the current carried you. You’re good at track because it gives you an excuse to run, to move, to feel wind comb your hair–your legs are strong, and so are your lungs.

You’re still in the woods. Maybe this forest goes on forever. Except–there’s the thread of red wool, curling up from tangled deadwood and winding through the trees.

Ashley.

You brush mud from your hands and look up.

An immaculately dressed wolf sits on a sycamore branch, swinging his legs. His suit is rich burgundy, pinstriped with black. His fur is glossy gray, neatly combed, and he smiles as he hops down and offers you a courtly bow.

“Good evening,” says the wolf. “What brings you here?”

You’ve never been scared of monsters. And since this isn’t a fairytale, you have nothing to fear from a big bad wolf in the woods.

“My girlfriend was kidnapped,” you say. “I’m going to get her back.”

The wolf rubs a claw along the lapel of his suit. Some undefined light source gleams off the polished nails. “Are you, now?”

You fold your arms. “And no asshole in a cheap suit is going to stop me, either.”

“Do you like it?” The wolf smiles wider. “It was tailor-made. I made him sew it for me before I ate him.”

You’re not going to take this bullshit. You nurse the anger like a personal white dwarf star; maybe one day it will cool with nothing to fuel it, but now? Now it’s dense and bright and hot. “Get out of my way.”

The wolf glides around you and you turn to follow his gaze. “You must pay my toll to pass,” says the wolf.

You bet he doesn’t take plastic, and your wallet’s pretty empty as it is. What if he demands riddles or magic or games you can’t win? You throw at him the only thing you hope might work.

“I’ll pay you with a secret,” you say.

The wolf’s eyes glint like sequins. “And what kind of secret is worth safe passage into our land?”

You clench your hands to stop them trembling. This is a bad idea. But what else do you have? You can’t bring yourself to dance again, even with another monster. “It’s a secret I’ve never told anyone.”

The wolf’s ears prick towards you. “No one?”

“Ever.” You swallow hard. “Aren’t monsters supposed to like secrets?”

“The one I love is made from secrets and shadow,” the wolf says. “But what will you do if I do not like this secret?”

“Suck it up and deal,” you snap before you think better of it. You brace yourself, ready to run or fight back if the wolf attacks you.

But the wolf only throws back his head and howls with laughter. “I think I will like whatever you share with me,” the wolf says, smoothing his lapel again. “Very well. A secret for your safe passage.”

He leans close until you smell the river and hot sand and summer air after a rainstorm in his fur.

Words stick like toothpicks in your throat. You don’t want this secret and you don’t want anyone to ever know, but you already made a deal.

You take a deep breath, then whisper in the wolf’s ear.

 

 

ONCE UPON A time, when you just started sixth grade, the cool girls cornered you and your best friend Terra by the lockers. Your heartbeat jumped, because you had a crush on Vanessa, the clique leader, and now she was speaking to you.

“Hey, Red. Want to hang out this weekend? I’m having a party Friday.”

She knew you existed. You blushed. “Yeah! I mean, I’d like—”

“Assuming,” Vanessa went on, “you’re not going to go on about ‘monsters’ again like a two-year-old. Terra says that’s all you ever talk about.”

You glanced at Terra. You’d told her about Monster, about dancing, and she hung on every word; you’d told her she could find a monster of her own, too, so she wouldn’t be scared all the time.

Vanessa tossed her hair. “Well? Is it true?”

You shrugged, looking at the floor. If you told the truth, Vanessa would mock you forever. You didn’t want school to be hell for another year in a row. “There’s no such thing as monsters.”

Vanessa leaned close. “I didn’t hear you.”

“Monsters aren’t real,” you said again, not expecting it to be that hard. “It’s just a bunch of bullshit for little kids.”

Vanessa smirked. “Obviously.”

Terra’s mouth hung open, shock in her eyes, but you ignored her and followed Vanessa and the other girls instead.

A week later, Terra’s family moved out of state unexpectedly, and you never saw her again. You never knew if she found her monster.

(Maybe she believed you that monsters aren’t real.)

 

 

THE WOLF SIGHS and half-shuts his eyes. “You carry so much pain in your heart.”

You shake your head, face burning, and remember where you are. You wish you could forget the shame of that secret as easily. “Let me pass.”

“I can do more than that,” the wolf says. “I know where your lady love has been taken.”

You stare hard at the wolf, trying to tell if he’s lying. His bright eyes and brighter teeth give nothing away. “Where’s that?”

“Ah,” he says with a smile. “Answers must be paid for.”

“What do you want in return for telling me?”

“Your help, lady knight.”

You realize in sudden panic that you’ve lost sight of the telltale thread. There’s nothing caught any longer among the branches.

If Monster were here now, Monster would know where to go, like the day Monster carried you out of the woods. (You can’t let yourself miss your monster. It’s always better to stay angry.)

“Enough,” you tell the wolf. “If you help me get my girlfriend back and let us get out of here, I’ll help you in return. Okay?”

The wolf bows. “Very well.”

“Where’s Ashley?”

“The Hall,” the wolf says. “Our home.”

“Who took her there?”

“Kin,” says the wolf. “At the bidding of the new king.”

The wolf grabs your elbow and tugs you sideways, off the path. You yank your arm free, about to curse him out, when he points at where you were standing.

“Look.”

There’s a hole in the air where you were. It’s the size of a baseball and there’s nothing on the other side. Not darkness, really, but an absence of anything that sends shooting pain up your neck and behind your eyes.

You retreat, bumping into the wolf. “I saw…” The recollection is still fuzzy. You frown and concentrate. “There was one by the woods in my world.”

The wolf snaps off a branch as thick as his arm, then pokes it through the hole. The branch disappears and the hole grows a half inch wider. It sits there, ragged edges flapping as if in a soft breeze. Up above you see more holes poking through the endless twilight-lit treetops.

You hug yourself. “What are they?”

The wolf sighs. “Emptiness. Entropy. An end. That is what the king is doing–he is destroying our world. And yours.”

They aren’t separate. You asked Monster about this, once. They co-exist beside each other, overlapping and easily crossed if you believe you can. Yours is not a nice world. But it’s still yours, and Ashley’s, and your aunt’s. The world of monsters is just as important. Without one, the other can’t exist.

You hunch your shoulders. Your step-dad left holes in your life you don’t know how to sew shut. Your mom’s death. The loss of your dance. You tried to dance again, after you and Ashley were dating for a few weeks, but as soon as you struck a pose and Ashley turned on a CD, your muscles locked and you started shaking. Monster isn’t here. You curled up on Ashley’s bed and hid your head under the pillows, refusing to move even though she promised she wouldn’t ask you to dance with her again. You didn’t have words to tell her it wasn’t her fault.

You can’t freeze up again. You won’t lose her the way you lost Terra or Monster.

“Show me where the Hall is,” you tell the wolf.

He offers his arm and you loop your elbow through his.

 

 

THE FOREST GROWS darker as you walk alongside the big, not-so-bad wolf. He gracefully dodges the holes that appear faster among the treetops and in the ground, eating away the world.

“Who’s this king?” you ask. You try not to clutch the wolf’s arm harder than necessary. You’ve already asked how far the Hall is. The wolf said it was as far as it needed to be, and no more.

“A man self-titled so,” says the wolf. “He beguiled his way into the Hall; he spoke with such charm and smooth words, we let him join us. Many lost travelers may find their way in. Perhaps not all leave again.” His teeth gleam. “But he brought a weapon with him. It is a small knife made of all the words that have ever been used to harm another. It is power unlike any we can match.” The wolf points at a hole, but you don’t look at it too long. “With each cut, the false king destroys pieces of our world and our kin.”

“You can’t kick him out?” You want to run, to drag the wolf along behind you. Ashley can’t wait, not if there is a wicked king holding her prisoner.

The wolf’s ears droop. “The ones who tried are no more. The Queen is…gone. He will not stop, lady knight.”

And the wolf thinks you can help? Shit. The angry part of you wants to blow it off, take Ashley and go home, let the monsters deal with it. Isn’t that what they’re for? Monster lived under your bed and protected you. But the guilty part of you knows it wasn’t Monster’s fault you were hurt when your mom died. Monster would do anything for you, but there are some things even monsters can’t fix.

And you sent Monster away.

Right in front of you, huge arched doors shimmer into sight.

“Welcome to our home,” says the wolf.

The Hall is made of whispers and mirrors and filled with monsters. There are more than you can ever count. They dance to a haunting, unknown melody that grows slower and slower, perpetual motion winding down. Dusk hangs from the ceiling; dawn winds through the foundations. Only stars light this place.

“One of us ate the sun,” the wolf says, “and another ate the moon. But it’s impolite to remember who devoured which, now isn’t it?” And when he smiles, you can almost see sunlight glimmering at the back of his throat.

For a moment, you can’t breathe. This place is what you always believed (secretly) heaven was like.

The monsters are beautiful and terrible. Not one is alike. Some have glossy fur and coarse manes, some are covered in shimmering feathers and scales. Some have horns or claws or antlers or teeth. The monsters have bright eyes and some have no eyes. There are monsters made from shadow and monsters made from light. Smooth skin and armored pelts. Some monsters have skeletons, or exoskeletons, and some only pretend.

The dance floor stretches out in all directions to the horizon lines. You rub your eyes hard. This place feels like home.

“Here,” says the wolf, and offers you a dance card. “It never fills up, so you may dance until the world ends.”

You tuck the card in your pocket. You need to find Ashley first. “Where’s my girlfriend?”

The wolf points at a dais that floats above the monsters, luminescent stairs trailing down all six sides.

Ashley’s sitting there, hunched with her knees pulled against her chest. For a second, she’s all you can see. Ashley: quirky, smart, dedicated Ashely, who was the first to make you feel welcome in the new town, who’s going to be an EMT when she graduates, who takes care of her younger sisters while her single mom works three jobs. Her sweater is only a few threads tied around one wrist now. Her jeans are muddy and her make-up little more than messy streaks. Your heart lurches.

“Hurry,” the wolf murmurs. “Before the music stops.”

You weave your way towards the stairs. The dais is translucent at the edges, and a carpet made of a white material mutes the light near the middle. You can’t see anyone else on it. Just Ashley.

A monster made from metal angles, sharp and contrasted, sweeps by with a glass cougar in its embrace. Their bodies reflect the light in geometric patterns. A brilliantly painted girl made from ivy dances with a metallic velociraptor, and they smile at you as you pass.

Your breath comes faster. Your body longs to move, join the music and dance, but you can’t. You can’t lose sight of Ashley.

Closer now. You want to yell to your girlfriend to jump. You’ll catch her. But you don’t know who else is up there. You dash up the steps, hope thumping along with your heart. You stop short at the last step when you see what awaits you.

The king.

And Monster.

You gasp. Monster is thin, fur ragged and patchy. Monster’s eyes are dull and won’t look at you.

The king sits on a throne. A thick, heavy chain tied around Monster’s neck holds Monster down at the king’s feet. That’s blood matting Monster’s fur. Bones cover the dais: pale and dark and silver and translucent. But bones all the same.

You glare at the king, the asshole who married your mother then ran off to do this to your monsters.

He’s got his hands now, but they aren’t his–they look sawed from someone else and stapled on with undulating threads. He holds a pistol in one hand and a knife in the other. He points the gun at Ashley.

Your step-dad smirks. “Not so tough now, are you? I get your boyfriend and your freaks—” he kicks Monster and Monster flinches “—and what can you do?”

“Let Ashley go,” you say, but your voice cracks.

“Why?” He speaks in his Normal Voice, calm and confident and it makes you want to listen. Like when you were little, before the Bad Days, when he would read you stories and buy you presents and candy and make you laugh with funny faces. “I’m doing what I said I would. It’s your fault, girl. It has always been your fault.”

You shake your head. That’s bullshit.

“Don’t believe me?” The king leans forward. “Where were you when your mom killed herself?”

“It was an accident—”

“No.”

That one syllable is like a sledgehammer in your stomach. There is so much hatred in his voice, you can’t catch your breath.

“No, she did it on purpose. You might have gotten away with anything you wanted because of that beast you had.” He kicks Monster again. “She started getting ideas she could do the same, and we couldn’t have that, could we? I’m in charge. She had to learn that. If you hadn’t hidden behind your monsters, your mother wouldn’t have thought she needed to escape. We could have been a family.”

You stumble back a step. The realization sinks cold in your stomach. You usurped his power and he couldn’t bear it.

“I didn’t…” But you can’t go on.

“Don’t listen to him, Red,” Ashley shouts. “It’s not true!”

“One more word and you join my wife,” the king says, his finger on the trigger.

You stand there, shaking, trying not to think how much sense his words make.

The music—it’s softer now, weaker. And it’s coming from Monster’s throat.

Ashley locks her jaw and stares unblinking at you. Don’t listen.

You swallow hard. The melody drifts through your fingers and toes. It’s the lullaby Monster sang to you when you were very small.

If you believe the false king, he’ll win. He’ll take everything away, like he’s tried to do all your life. You can’t endure losing Ashley. And you can’t see Monster go away again.

You put a foot on the dais floor. A bone crunches under your shoe. Perhaps you can find a way to heal Monster, because you want your monster back so badly it hurts. You want to tell Monster you’re sorry, so sorry.

But how do you find your own words when the king owns so many? You couldn’t tell Ashley you loved her. You couldn’t tell your mom. You lied to Terra. And what if Monster doesn’t want you back?

You look at Ashley again.

You can’t fight the king. He has a gun and a knife. But with Monster at your side, you have a chance. If Monster will forgive you.

“Monster?” you breathe.

One of Monster’s ears twitch. Very slowly, Monster looks up and meets your eyes. You hold out your hands.

“Please come back,” you whisper. “I need you.”

“And now,” says the king, “let’s turn off this fucking music.”

You lunge forward—

The king shoots your monster in the head.

Monster’s body goes limp and the music dies.

 

 

ONCE UPON A time, when you were very small, you fell off a skateboard and scraped both knees raw. Mommy was drinking, and Daddy wasn’t home, so you climbed on the sink in the bathroom and looked for Band-Aids all by yourself. But you couldn’t find any.

You tried not to cry when you crawled under the bed and told Monster.

Monster pulled two pieces of fur off one hand and made bright purple Band-Aids for you. You gave Monster a hug.

You sat together on a huge bean bag chair, which you couldn’t have in your room or Daddy would take it away.

“Do you ever get owies?” you asked.

Monster nodded. “We all do. But you know what makes them feel better?”

“Dancing?” you asked, because that was your favorite thing in the world and you were going to be a ballerina princess astronaut veterinarian when you grew up.

Monster smiled. “Yes, Red. We dance.”

 

 

YOU CRADLE MONSTER’S head, but Monster’s eyes remain closed. You keep shaking Monster, not caring that there is blood all over your hands and jeans. Monster’s body remains limp, so much lighter than you remember, and the chain remains dark and heavy around Monster’s neck.

The anger isn’t there now. It’s gone cold, like your white dwarf has burned out and turned into a black hole, sucking away everything inside you.

You felt like this at Mom’s funeral, and you remember punching one of the nameless mourners who showed up to pay useless respects. You don’t remember who that was, just a sudden crack as your fist met a nose, and then shouting, maybe you, maybe the idiot you punched—shouting for people to get the fuck away from you. Because you were alone, and everyone made it worse by pretending you weren’t.

The king laughs, jerking your attention up.

Ashley stares at you wide-eyed, a hand crammed against her mouth.

All around you, the Hall is still. None of the monsters are dancing any longer. In the starlight, holes appear above them.

You’re not sure when the wolf showed up, standing at one side of the throne. There’s a shadow-monster at the wolf’s side, wispy and long like a feathery snake. The wolf curls an arm around the shadow-monster.

You kiss Monster’s forehead, lay Monster’s head gently on the floor, and stand. You don’t know what to do. If this were a fairytale, a kiss would bring Monster back to life. All you get is the taste of fur.

You focus on what really matters—you focus on Ashley. You focus on the living monsters around you.

Dance takes away the pain, Monster said once.

You won’t let the king take any more of your monsters. You won’t let him hurt your family again.

You begin to hum softly, the same music Monster sang. You know this melody. It builds in your chest and fills your throat. You’ve never had a voice for singing, but it doesn’t matter. The music is there.

Your limbs are stiff and heavy at first, your feet clumsy. Like when you were first learning the steps and rhythm and how to let the music flow around you, become part of you.  If the dance is what keeps the holes from devouring your worlds, then you will dance.

The king frowns. “What are you doing?”

You step over the bones but don’t avoid the blood. Your feet are red.

The holes grow wider. You feel the air being sucked up and out, a rush of wind that pulls your hair in all directions. It stirs Monster’s fur.

For a moment, you can’t see through tears. You want your monster back. You dance faster, harder, flinging yourself into the music with all your fury. It burns and you welcome the heat and the pain.

Nothing around you moves.

The king leaps to his feet. “Shut up!”

Then the wolf begins to hum along with you. The shadow-monster joins him.

The king aims the gun at the wolf’s head.

You kick off the dais and sail through the air. You aim for the king’s arm, but you spin too fast and suddenly you’re between him and the wolf.

You don’t hear the gunshot over the music. There’s a pain in your arm and it fades to nothing as you dance. Red ribbons of blood spin around you as the music swells.

You move like silk in the wind. Faster and faster you dance, your heartbeat the only rhythm you need. Your feet are weightless and sure. It is when you dance that you know you alive.

“Stop or I will kill him!” the king screams. He wields the knife above Ashley. The gun lies far from the throne, swept aside in your wake.

But the knife. Its blade glimmers, every horrible word you and Ashley have ever been called, and so many more, twisting inside the metal. It almost touches Ashley’s check, and you know what will happen if that goddamned blade even scrapes her skin. She’ll disappear.

Your steps falter.

A thick, rusty wire muzzle appears around the wolf’s face, and heavy chains coil about the shadow-monster, pulling it to the ground.

Agony flares in your arm.

All around you, the monsters waver and fall. Breath comes ragged in your lungs. You try to hold onto the song, but the music slips away as your body overwhelms you with pain.

“Bind her,” the king tells the wolf. Then, to you, “And if you take one more step, I will cut your boyfriend’s throat.”

You stare in numb shock at the blood spreading across your shirt. You crash to one knee.

Ashley’s expression hardens into fury. “You aren’t gonna hurt Red anymore.” Ashley twists away from the king and slams her heel into his crotch.

The king gasps and doubles over. Ashley rolls to the side as the knife comes down. The blade cuts into the floor. Bones pour into the tear in the world. Ashley scrambles backwards. In a blur, the wolf scoops the chained shadow-monster into his arms. You lurch on your hands and knees. The dais groans, bending at the edges. The whole structure will implode inward in minutes.

You grab Monster’s limp body and hold on. Ashley staggers towards you, her hair full of twigs and her face pale with shock. But she keeps her balance on the warping floor.

The king crawls to the gun and snatches it as bones cascade past him into the hole. The knife has fallen through, gone forever. He raises the gun at Ashley’s back.

“Ashley, look out!” you scream.

Glass explodes behind her. She whirls. The glass cougar crouches between Ashley and the king, one arm shattered by the bullet meant for her. You stare at the large shard of glass embedded in your leg.

Across the dais, the ivy girl vaults onto the platform beside the metallic velociraptor with glowing red eyes. A rainbow-colored tentacle monster heaves itself onto one corner of the dais. All along the edges, monsters climb and jump and fly onto the platform.

The king whirls, pointing the gun wildly, but it has no more bullets.

“Enough,” says the cougar. Translucent blood drips from its arm, glittering among the shards of glass. “You will not harm us any longer.”

Ashley clasps your good arm. “Come on,” she whispers. You can feel her shaking. “We need to stop this.”

The wolf crouches by your side. He still holds the shadow-monster in one arm; he easily picks up Monster in the other. “I will guard your friend.”

You don’t want to let go. But Ashley pulls you to your feet as the wolf holds Monster tight.

“Will you dance with me, Red?” Ashley asks.

“Yes,” you tell her. And before you can silence yourself, you add, “I love you, Ash.”

She grips your hands tight. Your words mean what you want them to; her smile in response is enough.

Together, you and your girlfriend hum the music once more.

The world is heavy. You struggle against the inexplicable weight, against the icy pain in your leg and the burning in your arm. Ashley holds you steady, holds you close.

You remember every time you danced with Monster. Every time you danced by yourself, wild and unchecked and free. Every time you wished you had the courage to dance with Ashley.

Faster and faster you move now.  With the music, with the dance, you can pull closed the holes in the world.

“Dance with us!” you call to monsters. “The music is not over!”

Ashley laughs. The monsters roar.

Light blurs around you. There is a tremendous cracking sound, metal splitting and bursting, and the chains around the shadow monster burst into sparkling light. The wolf’s wire muzzle crumbles. The cougar’s glass ripples smooth into an unbroken mirror-shine; the shard vanishes from your leg.

The starlight catches the music and echoes it back. One by one, the holes crinkle and snap shut.

“You cannot do this!” the king screams, but he is alone and unarmed. His words go unheeded.

You whirl with Ashley in front of the throne. The king charges at you with fists raised. He gets no more than two steps.

“Enough,” says the wolf. He and the shadow-monster hold the king’s arms behind his back.

You pause, leaning on Ashley for support.

The wolf looks at you. “What, pray, shall we do with this one?”

The king looks around, his terror unmasked.

All the monsters watch you and wait.

“I never want to see him again,” you say to the wolf. “The rest is up to you.”

The wolf laughs and the shadow-monster purrs and shows very sharp teeth. They drag the false king away. You never see him again.

Pain flares sharp in your leg and arm. You stagger, and only with Ashley supporting you can you stay upright. You’re suddenly so tired.

“God,” Ashley says, “Red, you need to sit down, I–oh Jesus, I don’t even have my first aid kit with me.”

It doesn’t matter. Light shimmers along the floor, repairing the dais, and the most beautiful monster you have ever seen rises from it.

She’s covered in black and cobalt feathers, her face made of mirrors, and her eyes are dark like the sky. She’s taller and more terrible and more glorious than anything you’ve ever seen, and you know at once she’s a Queen.

“Thank you,” says the Queen of the monsters. “He chained me first with his poisoned words and so gained power, but you have freed us all. And you have begun the dance once more.”

“Red!” Ashley’s voice, so distant.

You think of bad cell reception and wonder if you still have your phone. You slip, falling backwards.

Strong arms catch you. “Red?” says a different voice, deeper and bigger than Ashley’s.

Monster is holding you.

Fur poofy and silky purple once more, grown to the size of a house (almost), Monster is just like you remember. And Monster is here.

“Monster?”

Monster smiles, holding you close in one arm. With the other hand, Monster pulls out tufts of fur and bandages your arm and leg.

Ashley kisses you and you pull her close.

Monster does not disappear. You throw your arms around Monster and Monster hugs you back and you know it will be okay.

For the first time in your life, it will be okay.

The Queen of the monsters tilts a hand and the gates appear. Through them, you see a path through the woods. At the edge of the woods stands the hill with its dead-brown grass, and the school beyond. There are no more holes in the October sky.

“Do we have to leave?” Ashley asks, wiping her face with the back of a hand.

You look between Monster and the Queen. You hate the stories where the heroes grow up and are banished, everything they grew to love ripped from them for no reason.

You fight to find your voice, and not let your words be muted again. “Please don’t send us away,” you whisper.

“You may always come and go as you please,” says the Queen. “You are forever welcomed here.”

Monster nods. “There will always be room for you in the dance.”

Ashley grins. You let your breath out at last. There’s cool, calm relief in your chest where the usual anger is. You lean back against Monster. You’ll have time to go back and call your aunt to reassure her you’re fine. There’s still time to take Ashley on a date for your anniversary.

Ashley rests her head on your shoulder. You squeeze your girlfriend’s hand, and Monster’s too. They hold you tight. The three of you watch as the monsters dance.

This isn’t a fairy tale. But that doesn’t mean you can’t have a happy ending.
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AS MY DATE—Harvey? Harvard?—brags about his alma mater and Manhattan penthouse, I take a bite of overpriced kale and watch his ugly thoughts swirl overhead. It’s hard to pay attention to him with my stomach growling and my body ajitter, for all he’s easy on the eyes. Harvey doesn’t look much older than I am, but his thoughts, covered in spines and centipede feet, glisten with ancient grudges and carry an entitled, Ivy League stink.

“My apartment has the most amazing view of the city,” he’s saying, his thoughts sliding long over each other like dark, bristling snakes. Each one is as thick around as his Rolex-draped wrist. “I just installed a Jacuzzi along the west wall so that I can watch the sun set while I relax after getting back from the gym.”

I nod, half-listening to the words coming out of his mouth. I’m much more interested in the ones hissing through the teeth of the thoughts above him.

She’s got perfect tits, lil’ handfuls just waiting to be squeezed. I love me some perky tits.

I’m gonna fuck this bitch so hard she’ll never walk straight again.

Gross. ”That sounds wonderful,” I say as I sip champagne and gaze at him through my false eyelashes, hoping the dimmed screen of my iPhone isn’t visible through the tablecloth below. This dude is boring as hell, and I’m already back on Tindr, thumbing through next week’s prospective dinner dates.

She’s so into me, she’ll be begging for it by the end of the night.

I can’t wait to cut her up.

My eyes flick up sharply. “I’m sorry?” I say.

Harvey blinks. “I said, Argentina is a beautiful country.”

Pretty little thing. She’ll look so good spread out all over the floor.

“Right,” I say. “Of course.” Blood’s pulsing through my head so hard it probably looks like I’ve got a wicked blush.

I’m so excited, I’m half hard already.

You and me both, I think, turning my iPhone off and smiling my prettiest smile.

The waiter swings by with another bottle of champagne and a dessert menu burned into a wooden card, but I wave him off. “Dinner’s been lovely,” I whisper to Harvey, leaning in and kissing his cheek, “but I’ve got a different kind of dessert in mind.”

Ahhh, go the ugly thoughts, settling into a gentle, rippling wave across his shoulders. I’m going to take her home and split her all the way from top to bottom. Like a fucking fruit tart.

That is not the way I normally eat fruit tarts, but who am I to judge? I passed on dessert, after all.

When he pays the bill, he can’t stop grinning at me. Neither can the ugly thoughts hissing and cackling behind his ear.

“What’s got you so happy?” I ask coyly.

“I’m just excited to spend the rest of the evening with you,” he replies.

 

 

THE FUCKER HAS his own parking spot! No taxis for us; he’s even brought the Tesla. The leather seats smell buttery and sweet, and as I slide in and make myself comfortable, the rankness of his thoughts leaves a stain in the air. It’s enough to leave me light-headed, almost purring. As we cruise uptown toward his fancy-ass penthouse, I ask him to pull over near the Queensboro Bridge for a second.

Annoyance flashes across his face, but he parks the Tesla in a side street. I lurch into an alley, tottering over empty cans and discarded cigarettes in my four-inch heels, and puke a trail of champagne and kale over to the dumpster shoved up against the apartment building.

“Are you all right?” Harvey calls.

“I’m fine,” I slur. Not a single curious window opens overhead.

His steps echo down the alley. He’s gotten out of the car, and he’s walking toward me like I’m an animal that he needs to approach carefully.

Maybe I should do it now.

Yes! Now, now, while the bitch is occupied.

But what about the method? I won’t get to see her insides all pretty everywhere—

I launch myself at him, fingers digging sharp into his body, and bite down hard on his mouth. He tries to shout, but I swallow the sound and shove my tongue inside. There, just behind his teeth, is what I’m looking for: ugly thoughts, viscous as boiled tendon. I suck them howling and fighting into my throat as Harvey’s body shudders, little mewling noises escaping from his nose.

I feel decadent and filthy, swollen with the cruelest dreams I’ve ever tasted. I can barely feel Harvey’s feeble struggles; in this state, with the darkest parts of himself drained from his mouth into mine, he’s no match for me.

They’re never as strong as they think they are.

By the time he finally goes limp, the last of the thoughts disappearing down my throat, my body’s already changing. My limbs elongate, growing thicker, and my dress feels too tight as my ribs expand. I’ll have to work quickly. I strip off my clothes with practiced ease, struggling a little to work the bodice free of the gym-toned musculature swelling under my skin.

It doesn’t take much time to wrestle Harvey out of his clothes, either. My hands are shaking but strong, and as I button up his shirt around me and shrug on his jacket, my jaw has creaked into an approximation of his and the ridges of my fingerprints have reshaped themselves completely. Harvey is so much bigger than me, and the expansion of space eases the pressure on my boiling belly, stuffed with ugly thoughts as it is. I stuff my discarded outfit into my purse, my high heels clicking against the empty glass jar at its bottom, and sling the strap over my now-broad shoulder.

I kneel to check Harvey’s pulse—slow but steady—before rolling his unconscious body up against the dumpster, covering him with trash bags. Maybe he’ll wake up, maybe he won’t. Not my problem, as long as he doesn’t wake in the next ten seconds to see his doppelganger strolling out of the alley, wearing his clothes and fingering his wallet and the keys to his Tesla.

There’s a cluster of drunk college kids gawking at Harvey’s car. I level an arrogant stare at them—oh, but do I wear this body so much better than he did!—and they scatter.

I might not have a license, but Harvey’s body remembers how to drive.

 

 

THE TESLA REVS sweetly under me, but I ditch it in a parking garage in Bedford, stripping in the relative privacy of the second-to-highest level, edged behind a pillar. After laying the keys on the driver’s seat over Harvey’s neatly folded clothes and shutting the car door, I pull the glass jar from my purse and vomit into it as quietly as I can. Black liquid, thick and viscous, hits the bottom of the jar, hissing and snarling Harvey’s words. My body shudders, limbs retracting, spine reshaping itself, as I empty myself of him.

It takes a few more minutes to ease back into an approximation of myself, at least enough to slip my dress and heels back on, pocket the jar, and comb my tangled hair out with my fingers. The parking attendant nods at me as I walk out of the garage, his eyes sliding disinterested over me, his thoughts a gray, indistinct murmur.

The L train takes me back home to Bushwick, and when I push open the apartment door, Aiko is in the kitchen, rolling mochi paste out on the counter.

“You’re here,” I say stupidly. I’m still a little foggy from shaking off Harvey’s form, and strains of his thoughts linger in me, setting my blood humming uncomfortably hot.

“I’d hope so. You invited me over.” She hasn’t changed out of her catering company clothes, and her short, sleek hair frames her face, aglow in the kitchen light. Not a single ugly thought casts its shadow across the stove behind her. “Did you forget again?”

“No,” I lie, kicking my shoes off at the door. “I totally would never do something like that. Have you been here long?”

“About an hour, nothing unusual. The doorman let me in, and I kept your spare key.” She smiles briefly, soft compared to the brusque movements of her hands. She’s got flour on her rolled-up sleeves, and my heart flutters the way it never does when I’m out hunting. “I’m guessing your date was pretty shit. You probably wouldn’t have come home at all if it had gone well.”

“You could say that.” I reach into my purse and stash the snarling jar in the fridge, where it clatters against the others, nearly a dozen bottles of malignant leftovers labeled as health drinks.

Aiko nods to her right. “I brought you some pastries from the event tonight. They’re in the paper bag on the counter.”

“You’re an angel.” I edge past her so I don’t make bodily contact. Aiko thinks I have touch issues, but the truth is, she smells like everything good in the world, solid and familiar, both light and heavy at the same time, and it’s enough to drive a person mad.

“He should have bought you a cab back, at least,” says Aiko, reaching for a bowl of red bean paste. I fiddle with the bag of pastries, pretending to select something from its contents. “I swear, it’s like you’re a magnet for terrible dates.”

She’s not wrong; I’m very careful about who I court. After all, that’s how I stay fed. But no one in the past has been as delicious, as hideously depraved as Harvey. No one else has been a killer.

I’m going to take her home and split her all the way from top to bottom.

“Maybe I’m too weird,” I say.

“You’re probably too normal. Only socially maladjusted creeps use Tindr.”

“Gee, thanks,” I complain.

She grins, flicking a bit of red bean paste at me. I lick it off of my arm. “You know what I mean. Come visit my church with me sometime, yeah? There are plenty of nice boys there.”

“The dating scene in this city depresses me,” I mutter, flicking open my Tindr app with my thumb. “I’ll pass.”

“Come on, Jen, put that away.” Aiko hesitates. “Your mom called while you were out. She wants you to move back to Flushing.”

I bark out a short, sharp laugh, my good mood evaporating. “What else is new?”

“She’s getting old,” Aiko says. “And she’s lonely.”

“I bet. All her mahjong partners are dead, pretty much.” I can imagine her in her little apartment in Flushing, huddled over her laptop, floral curtains pulled tight over the windows to shut out the rest of the world. My ma, whose apartment walls are alive with hissing, covered in the ugly, bottled remains of her paramours.

Aiko sighs, joining me at the counter and leaning back against me. For once, I don’t move away. Every muscle in my body is tense, straining. I’m afraid I might catch fire, but I don’t want her to leave. “Would it kill you to be kind to her?”

I think about my baba evaporating into thin air when I was five years old, what was left of him coiled in my ma’s stomach. “Are you telling me to go back?”

She doesn’t say anything for a bit. “No,” she says at last. “That place isn’t good for you. That house isn’t good for anyone.”

Just a few inches away, an army of jars full of black, viscous liquid wait in the fridge, their contents muttering to themselves. Aiko can’t hear them, but each slosh against the glass is a low, nasty hiss:

who does she think she is, the fucking cunt

should’ve got her when I had the chance

I can still feel Harvey, his malice and ugly joy, on my tongue. I’m already full of things my ma gave me. “I’m glad we agree.”

 

 

OVER THE NEXT few weeks, I gorge myself on the pickup artists and grad students populating the St. Marks hipster bars, but nothing tastes good after Harvey. Their watery essences, squeezed from their owners with barely a whimper of protest, barely coat my stomach. Sometimes I take too much. I scrape them dry and leave them empty, shaking their forms off like rainwater when I’m done.

I tell Aiko I’ve been partying when she says I look haggard. She tells me to quit drinking so much, her face impassive, her thoughts clouded with concern. She starts coming over more often, even cooking dinner for me, and her presence both grounds me and drives me mad.

“I’m worried about you,” she says as I lie on the floor, flipping listlessly through pages of online dating profiles, looking for the emptiness, the rot, that made Harvey so appealing. She’s cooking my mom’s lo mien recipe, the oily smell making my skin itch. “You’ve lost so much weight and there’s nothing in your fridge, just a bunch of empty jam jars.”

I don’t tell her that Harvey’s lies under my bed, that I lick its remnants every night to send my nerves back into euphoria. I don’t tell her how often I dream about my ma’s place, the shelves of jars she never let me touch. “Is it really okay for you to spend so much time away from your catering business?” I say instead. “Time is money, and Jimmy gets pissy when he has to make all the desserts without you.”

Aiko sets a bowl of lo mein in front of me and joins me on the ground. “There’s nowhere I’d rather be than here,” she says, and a dangerous, luminous sweetness blooms in my chest.

But the hunger grows worse every day, and soon I can’t trust myself around her. I deadbolt the door, and when she stops by my apartment to check on me, I refuse to let her in. Texts light up my phone like a fleet of fireworks as I huddle under a blanket on the other side, my face pressed against the wood, my fingers twitching.

“Please, Jen, I don’t understand,” she says from behind the door. “Did I do something wrong?”

I can’t wait to cut her up, I think, and hate myself even more.

By the time Aiko leaves, her footsteps echoing down the hallway, I’ve dug deep gouges in the door’s paint with my nails and teeth, my mouth full of her intoxicating scent.

 

 

MY MA’S APARTMENT in Flushing still smells the same. She’s never been a clean person, and the sheer amount of junk stacked up everywhere has increased since I left home for good. Piles of newspapers, old food containers, and stuffed toys make it hard to push the door open, and the stench makes me cough. Her hoard is up to my shoulders, even higher in some places, and as I pick my way through it, the sounds that colored my childhood grow louder: the constant whine of a Taiwanese soap opera bleeding past mountains of trash, and the cruel cacophony of many familiar voices:

Touch me again and I swear I’ll kill you—

How many times have I told you not to wash the clothes like that, open your mouth—

Hope her ugly chink daughter isn’t home tonight—

Under the refuse she’s hoarded the walls are honeycombed with shelves, lined with what’s left of my ma’s lovers. She keeps them like disgusting, mouthwatering trophies, desires pickling in stomach acid and bile. I could probably call them by name if I wanted to; when I was a kid, I used to lie on the couch and watch my baba’s ghost flicker across their surfaces.

My ma’s huddled in the kitchen, the screen of her laptop casting a sickly blue glow on her face. Her thoughts cover her quietly like a blanket. “I made some niu ro mien,” she says. “It’s on the stove. Your baba’s in there.”

My stomach curls, but whether it’s from revulsion or hunger I can’t tell. “Thanks, ma,” I say. I find a bowl that’s almost clean and wash it out, ladling a generous portion of thick noodles for myself. The broth smells faintly of hongtashan tobacco, and as I force it down almost faster than I can swallow, someone else’s memories of my childhood flash before my eyes: pushing a small girl on a swing set at the park; laughing as she chases pigeons down the street; raising a hand for a second blow as her mother launches herself toward us, between us, teeth bared—

“How is it?” she says.

Foul. ”Great,” I say. It settles my stomach, at least for a little while. But my baba was no Harvey, and I can already feel the hunger creeping back, waiting for the perfect moment to strike.

“You ate something you shouldn’t have, didn’t you, Meimei.” My ma looks up at me for the first time since I walked in, and she looks almost as tired as I feel. “Why didn’t you learn from me? I taught you to stick to petty criminals. I taught you to stay invisible.”

She’d tried to teach me to disappear into myself, the way she’d disappeared into this apartment. “I know I messed up,” I tell her. “Nothing tastes good any more, and I’m always hungry. But I don’t know what to do.”

My ma sighs. “Once you’ve tasted a killer, there’s no turning back. You’ll crave that intensity until you die. And it can take a long time for someone like us to die, Meimei.”

It occurs to me that I don’t actually know how old my ma is. Her thoughts are old and covered in knots, stitched together from the remnants of other people’s experiences. How long has she been fighting this condition, these overwhelming, gnawing desires?

“Move back in,” she’s saying. “There’s so much tong activity here, the streets leak with food. You barely even have to go outside, just crack open a window and you can smell it brewing. The malice, the knives and bullets…”

The picture she paints makes me shudder, my mouth itching. “I can’t just leave everything, Ma,” I say. “I have my own life now.” And I can’t live in this apartment, with its lack of sunlight and fresh air, its thick stench of regret and malice.

“So what happens if you go back? You lose control, you take a bite out of Aiko?” She sees me stiffen. “That girl cares about you so much. The best thing you can do for her is keep away. Don’t let what happened to your father happen to Aiko.” She reaches for my hand, and I pull away. “Stay here, Meimei. We only have each other.”

“This isn’t what I want.” I’m backing up, and my shoulder bumps into the trash, threatening to bury us both in rotting stuffed animals. “This isn’t safe, Ma. You shouldn’t even stay here.”

My ma coughs, her eyes glinting in the dark. The cackling from her jar collection swells in a vicious tide, former lovers rocking back and forth on their shelves. “Someday you’ll learn that there’s more to life than being selfish, Meimei.”

That’s when I turn my back on her, pushing past the debris and bullshit her apartment’s stuffed with. I don’t want to die, but as far as I’m concerned, living like my ma, sequestered away from the rest of the world, her doors barricaded with heaps of useless trinkets and soured memories, is worse than being dead.

The jars leer and cackle as I go, and she doesn’t try to follow me.

The scent of Flushing clings to my skin, and I can’t wait to shake it off. I get on the train as soon as I can, and I’m back on Tindr as soon as the M passes above ground. Tears blur my eyes, rattling free with the movement of the train. I scrub them away angrily, and when my vision clears, I glance back at the screen. A woman with sleek, dark hair, slim tortoiseshell glasses, and a smile that seems a little shy, but strangely handsome, glows up at me. In the picture, she’s framed by the downtown cityscape. She has rounded cheeks, but there’s a strange flat quality to her face. And then, of course, there are the dreams shadowing her, so strong they leak from the screen in a thick, heady miasma. Every one of those myriad eyes is staring straight at me, and my skin prickles.

I scan the information on her profile page, my blood beating so hard I can feel my fingertips pulsing: relatively young-looking, but old enough to be my mother’s cousin. Likes: exploring good food, spending rainy days at the Cloisters, browsing used book stores. Location: Manhattan.

She looks a little like Aiko.

She’s quick to message me back. As we flirt, cold sweat and adrenaline send uncomfortable shivers through my body. Everything is sharper, and I can almost hear Harvey’s jar laughing. Finally, the words I’m waiting for pop up:

I’d love to meet you. Are you free tonight?

I make a quick stop-off back home, and my heart hammers as I get on the train bound for the Lower East Side, red lipstick immaculate and arms shaking beneath my crisp designer coat, a pair of Mom’s glass jars tucked in my purse.

 

 

HER NAME IS Seo-yun, and as she watches me eat, her eyes flickering from my mouth to my throat, her smile is so sharp I could cut myself on it. “I love places like this,” she says. “Little authentic spots with only twelve seats. Have you been to Haru before?”

“I haven’t,” I murmur. My fingers are clumsy with my chopsticks, tremors clicking them together, making it hard to pick up my food. God, she smells delectable. I’ve never met someone whose mind is so twisted, so rich; a malignancy as well developed and finely crafted as the most elegant dessert.

I’m going to take her home and split her open like a—

I can already taste her on my tongue, the best meal I’ve never had.

“You’re in for a treat,” Seo-yun says as the waiter—the only other staff beside the chef behind the counter—brings us another pot of tea. “This restaurant started as a stall in a subway station back in Japan.”

“Oh wow,” I say. “That’s…amazing.”

“I think so, too. I’m glad they expanded into Manhattan.”

Behind her kind eyes, a gnarled mess of ancient, ugly thoughts writhes like the tails of a rat king. I’ve never seen so many in one place. They crawl from her mouth and ears, creeping through the air on deep-scaled legs, their voices like the drone of descending locusts.

I’m not her first. I can tell that already. But then, she isn’t mine, either.

I spend the evening sweating through my dress, nearly dropping my chopsticks. I can’t stop staring at the ugly thoughts, dropping from her lips like swollen beetles. They skitter over the tablecloth toward me, whispering obscenities at odds with Seo-yun’s gentle voice, hissing what they’d like to do to me. It takes everything in me not to pluck them from the table and crunch them deep between my teeth right then and there, to pour into her lap and rip her mind clean.

Seo-yun is too much for me, but I’m in too far, too hard; I need to have her.

She smiles at me. “Not hungry?”

I glance down at my plate. I’ve barely managed a couple of nigiri. “I’m on a diet,” I mutter.

“I understand,” she says earnestly. The ugly thoughts crawl over the tops of her hands, iridescent drops spilling into her soy sauce dish.

When the waiter finally disappears into the kitchen, I move in to kiss her across the table. She makes a startled noise, gentle pink spreading across her face, but she doesn’t pull away. My elbow sinks into the exoskeleton of one of the thought-beetles, crushing it into black, moist paste against my skin.

I open my mouth to take the first bite.

“So, I’m curious,” murmurs Seo-yun, her breath brushing my lips. “Who’s Aiko?”

My eyes snap open. Seo-yun smiles, her voice warm and tender, all her edges dark. “She seems sweet, that’s all. I’m surprised you haven’t had a taste of her yet.”

I back up so fast that I knock over my teacup, spilling scalding tea over everything. But Seo-yun doesn’t move, just keeps smiling that kind, gentle smile as her monstrous thoughts lap delicately at the tablecloth.

“She smells so ripe,” she whispers. “But you’re afraid you’ll ruin her, aren’t you? Eat her up, and for what? Just like your mum did your dad.”

No, no, no. I’ve miscalculated so badly. But I’m so hungry, and I’m too young, and she smells like ancient power. There’s no way I’ll be able to outrun her. “Get out of my head,” I manage to say.

“I’m not in your head, love. Your thoughts are spilling out everywhere around you, for everyone to see.” She leans in, propping her chin on her hand. The thoughts twisted around her head like a living crown let out a dry, rattling laugh. “I like you, Jenny. You’re ambitious. A little careless, but we can fix that.” Seo-yun taps on the table, and the waiter reappears, folding up the tablecloth deftly and sliding a single dish onto the now-bare table. An array of thin, translucent slices fan out across the plate, pale and glistening with malice. Bisected eyes glint, mouths caught mid-snarl, from every piece. “All it takes is a little practice and discipline, and no one will know what you’re really thinking.”

“On the house, of course, Ma’am,” the waiter murmurs. Before he disappears again, I catch a glimpse of dark, many-legged thoughts braided like a bracelet around his wrist.

Seo-yun takes the first bite, glancing up at me from behind her glasses. “Your mum was wrong,” she says. “She thought you were alone, just the two of you. So she taught you to only eat when you needed to, so you didn’t get caught, biding your time between meals like a snake.”

“You don’t know anything about me,” I say. The heady, rotten perfume from the dish in front of me makes my head spin with hunger.

“My mum was much the same. Eat for survival, not for pleasure.” She gestures at the plate with her chopsticks. “Please, have some.”

As the food disappears, I can only hold out for a few more slices before my chopsticks dart out, catching a piece for myself. It’s so acidic it makes my tongue burn and eyes itch, the aftertaste strangely sweet.

“Do you like it?”

I respond by wolfing down another two slices, and Seo-yun chuckles. Harvey is bland compared to this, this strangely distilled pairing of emotions—

I gasp as my body starts to warp, hands withering, burn scars twisting their way around my arms. Gasoline, malice, childish joy rush through me, a heady mix of memory and sensory overstimulation. And then Seo-yun’s lips are on mine, teeth tugging gently, swallowing, drawing it out of me. The burns fade, but the tingle of cruel euphoria lingers.

She wipes her mouth delicately. “Ate a little too fast, I think, dear,” she says. “My point, Jenny, is that I believe in eating for pleasure, not just survival. And communally, of course. There are a number of us who get together for dinner or drinks at my place, every so often, and I would love it if you would join us tonight. An eating club, of sorts.”

My gaze flickers up at her thoughts, but they’re sitting still as stones, just watching me with unblinking eyes. My mouth stings with the imprint of hers.

“Let me introduce you soon. You don’t have to be alone anymore.” As the waiter clears the plate and nods at her—no check, no receipt, nothing—Seo-yun adds, “And tonight doesn’t have to be over until we want it to be.” She offers me her hand. After a moment’s hesitation, I take it. It’s smaller than mine, and warm.

“Yes, please,” I say, watching her thoughts instead of her face.

As we leave the restaurant, she presses her lips to my forehead. Her lips sear into my skin, nerves singing white-hot with ecstasy. “They’re going to love you,” she says.

We’ll have so much fun, say the thoughts curling through her dark hair.

She hails a cab from the fleet circling the street like wolves, and we get inside.

 

 

I RUN INTO Aiko two months later in front of my apartment, as I’m carrying the last box of my stuff out. She’s got a startled look on her face, and she’s carrying a bag stuffed with ramps, kaffir lime, heart of palm—all ingredients I wouldn’t have known two months ago, before meeting Seo-yun. “You’re moving?”

I shrug, staring over her head, avoiding her eyes. “Yeah, uh. I’m seeing someone now, and she’s got a really nice place.”

“Oh.” She swallows, shifts the bag of groceries higher on her hip. “That’s great. I didn’t know you were dating anybody.” I can hear her shaky smile. “She must be feeding you well. You look healthier.”

“Thanks,” I say, though I wonder. It’s true, I’m sleeker, more confident now. I’m barely home any more, spending most of my time in Seo-yun’s Chelsea apartment, learning to cook with the array of salts and spices infused with ugly dreams, drinking wine distilled from deathbed confessions. My time stalking the streets for small-time criminals is done. But why has my confidence evaporated the moment I see Aiko? And if that ravenous hunger from Harvey is gone, why am I holding my breath to keep from breathing in her scent?

“So what’s she like?”

“Older, kind of—” kind of looks like you ”—short. Likes to cook, right.” I start to edge past her. “Listen, this box is heavy and the van’s waiting for me downstairs. I should go.”

“Wait,” Aiko says, grabbing my arm. “Your mom keeps calling me. She still has my number from…before. She’s worried about you. Plus I haven’t seen you in ages, and you’re just gonna take off?”

Aiko, small and humble. Her hands smell like home, like rice flour and bad memories. How could I ever have found that appealing?

“We don’t need to say goodbye. I’m sure I’ll see you later,” I lie, shrugging her off.

“Let’s get dinner sometime,” says Aiko, but I’m already walking away.

 

 

CATERERS FLIT LIKE blackbirds through the apartment, dark uniforms neatly pressed, their own ugly thoughts braided and pinned out of the way. It’s a two-story affair, and well-dressed people flock together everywhere there’s space, Seo-yun’s library upstairs to the living room on ground floor. She’s even asked the caterers to prepare some of my recipes, which makes my heart glow. “You’re the best,” I say, kneeling on the bed beside her and pecking her on the cheek.

Seo-yun smiles, fixing my hair. She wears a sleek, deep blue dress, and today, her murderous thoughts are draped over her shoulders like a stole, a living, writhing cape. Their teeth glitter like tiny diamonds. I’ve never seen her so beautiful. “They’re good recipes. My friends will be so excited to taste them.”

I’ve already met many of them, all much older than I am. They make me nervous. “I’ll go check on the food,” I say.

She brushes her thumb over my cheek. “Whatever you’d like, love.”

I escape into the kitchen, murmuring brief greetings to the guests I encounter on the way. Their hideous dreams adorn them like jewels, glimmering and snatching at me as I slip past. As I walk past some of the cooks, I notice a man who looks vaguely familiar. “Hey,” I say.

“Yes, ma’am?” The caterer turns around, and I realize where I’ve seen him; there’s a picture of him and Aiko on her cellphone, the pair of them posing in front of a display at a big event they’d cooked for. My heartbeat slows.

“Aren’t you Aiko’s coworker?”

He grins and nods. “Yes, I’m Jimmy. Aiko’s my business partner. Are you looking for her?”

“Wait, she’s here?”

He frowns. “She should be. She never misses one of Ms. Sun’s parties.” He smiles. “Ms. Sun lets us take home whatever’s left when the party winds down. She’s so generous.”

I turn abruptly and head for the staircase to the bedroom, shouldering my way through the crowd. Thoughts pelt me as I go: Has Aiko known about me, my ma, what we can do? How long has she known? And worse—Seo-yun’s known all along about Aiko, and played me for a fool.

I bang the bedroom door open to find Aiko sprawled out across the carpet, her jacket torn open. Seo-yun crouches on the floor above her in her glorious dress, her mouth dark and glittering. She doesn’t look at all surprised to see me.

“Jenny, love. I hope you don’t mind we started without you.” Seo-yun smiles. Her lipstick is smeared over her chin, over Aiko’s blank face. I can’t tell if Aiko’s still breathing.

“Get away from her,” I say in a low voice.

“As you wish.” She rises gracefully, crossing the room in fluid strides. “I was done with that particular morsel, anyway.” The sounds of the party leak into the room behind me, and I know I can’t run and grab Aiko at the same time.

So I shut the door, locking it, and mellow my voice to a sweet purr. “Why didn’t you tell me about Aiko? We could have shared her together.”

But Seo-yun just laughs at me. “You can’t fool me, Jenny. I can smell your rage from across the room.” She reaches out, catches my face, and I recoil into the door. “It makes you so beautiful. The last seasoning in a dish almost ready.”

“You’re insane, and I’m going to kill you,” I say. She kisses my neck, her teeth scraping my throat, and the scent of her is so heady my knees almost bend.

“I saw you in her head, delicious as anything,” she whispers. Her ugly thoughts hiss up my arms, twining around my waist. There’s a sharp sting at my wrist, and I look down to discover that one of them is already gnawing at my skin. “And I knew I just had to have you.”

There’s a crash, and Seo-yun screams as a porcelain lamp shatters against the back of her head. Aiko’s on her feet, swaying unsteadily, face grim. “Back the fuck away from her,” she growls, her voice barely above a whisper.

“You little bitch—” snarls Seo-yun.

But I seize my chance and pounce, fastening my teeth into the hollow of Seo-yun’s throat, right where her mantle of thoughts gathers and folds inward. I chew and swallow, chew and swallow, gorging myself on this woman. Her thoughts are mine now, thrashing as I seize them from her, and I catch glimpses of myself, of Aiko, and of many others just like us, in various states of disarray, of preparation.

Ma once told me that this was how Baba went; she’d accidentally drained him until he’d faded completely out of existence. For the first time in my life, I understand her completely.

Seo-yun’s bracelets clatter to the floor, her empty gown fluttering soundlessly after. Aiko collapses too, folding like paper.

It hurts to take in that much. My stomach hurts so bad, my entire body swollen with hideous thoughts. At the same time, I’ve never felt so alive, abuzz with possibility and untamable rage.

I lurch over to Aiko on the floor, malice leaking from her mouth, staining the carpet. “Aiko, wake up!” But she feels hollow, lighter, empty. She doesn’t even smell like herself any more.

A knock at the door jolts me. “Ma’am,” says a voice I recognize as the head caterer. “The first of the main courses is ready. Mr. Goldberg wants to know if you’ll come down and give a toast.”

Fuck. ”I—” I start to say, but the voice isn’t mine. I glance over at the mirror; sure enough, it’s Seo-yun staring back at me, her dark, terrible dreams tangled around her body in a knotted mess. “I’ll be right there,” I say, and lay Aiko gently on the bed. Then I dress and leave, my heart pounding in my mouth.

I walk Seo-yun’s shape down the stairs to the dining room, where guests are milling about, plates in hand, and smile Seo-yun’s smile. And if I look a little too much like myself, well—according to what I’d seen while swallowing Seo-yun’s thoughts, I wouldn’t be the first would-be inductee to disappear at a party like this. Someone hands me a glass of wine, and when I take it, my hand doesn’t tremble, even though I’m screaming inside.

Fifty pairs of eyes on me, the caterers’ glittering cold in the shadows. Do any of them know? Can any of them tell?

“To your continued health, and to a fabulous dinner,” I say, raising my glass. As one, they drink.

 

 

SEO-YUN’S APARTMENT IS dark, cleared of guests and wait staff alike. Every door is locked, every curtain yanked closed.

I’ve pulled every jar, every container, every pot and pan out of the kitchen, and now they cover the floor of the bedroom, trailing into the hallway, down the stairs. Many are full, their malignant contents hissing and whispering hideous promises at me as I stuff my hand in my mouth, retching into the pot in my lap.

Aiko lies on the bed, pale and still. There’s flour and bile on the front of her jacket. “Hang in there,” I whisper, but she doesn’t respond. I swirl the pot, searching its contents for any hint of Aiko, but Seo-yun’s face grins out at me from the patterns of light glimmering across the liquid’s surface. I shove it away from me, spilling some on the carpet.

I grab another one of the myriad crawling thoughts tangled about me, sinking my teeth into its body, tearing it into pieces as it screams and howls terrible promises, promises it won’t be able to keep. I eat it raw, its scales scraping the roof of my mouth, chewing it thoroughly. The more broken down it is, the easier it will be to sort through the pieces that are left when it comes back up.

How long did you know? Did you always know?

I’ll find her, I think as viscous black liquid pours from my mouth, over my hands, burning my throat. The field of containers pools around me like a storm of malicious stars, all whispering my name. She’s in here somewhere, I can see her reflection darting across their surfaces. If I have to rip through every piece of Seo-yun I have, from her dreams to the soft, freckled skin wrapped around my body, I will. I’ll wring every vile drop of Seo-yun out of me until I find Aiko, and then I’ll fill her back up, pour her mouth full of herself.

How could I ever forget her? How could I forget her taste, her scent, something as awful and beautiful as home?


[image: ]

“ELIZA, TELL ME your secret.”

Sometimes I’m cornered at parties by someone who’s been watching me from across the room as they drain their glass. They think I don’t know what’s been said about me. 

Eliza’s odd looking but she has something, don’t you think? Une jolie laide. A French term meaning ugly-beautiful. Only the intelligentsia can insult you with panache.  

I always know when they’re about to come over. It’s in the pause before they walk, as though they’re ordering their thoughts. Then they stride over, purposeful, through the throng of actors, journalists, and politicians, ignoring anyone who tries to engage them for fear of losing their nerve. 

“Eliza, tell me your secret.”

“I’m a princess.” 

Such a ridiculous thing to say and I surprise myself by using Kenny’s term for us, even though I am now forty-something and Kenny was twenty-four years ago. I edge past, scanning the crowd for Georgia, so I can tell her that I’ve had enough and am going home. Maybe she’ll come with me. 

My interrogator doesn’t look convinced. Nor should they be. I’m not even called Eliza. My real name is Lola and I’m no princess. I’m a monster. 

 

 

WE, KENNY’S PRINCESSES, lived in a tower. 

Kath, my mum, had a flat on the thirteenth floor of Laird Tower, in a northern town long past its prime. Two hundred and seventeen miles from London and twenty-four years ago. A whole world away, or it might as well be.

Ami, Kath’s younger sister, lived two floors down. Kath and I went round to see her the day that she came home from the hospital. She answered the door wearing a black velour tracksuit, the bottoms slung low on her hips. The top rose up to reveal the wrinkled skin that had been taut over her baby bump the day before.

“Hiya,” she opened the door wide to let us in. 

Ami only spoke to Kath, never to me. She had a way of ignoring people that fascinated men and infuriated women. 

Kath and I leant over the Moses basket. 

“What a diamond,” Kath cooed. 

She was right. Some new babies are wizened, but not Tallulah. She looked like something from the front of one of Kath’s knitting patterns. Perfect. I knew, even at that age, that I didn’t look like everyone else; flat nose with too much nostril exposed, small eyelids and small ears that were squashed against my skull. I felt a pang of jealousy.

“What’s her name, Ami?”

“Tallulah Rose.” Ami laid her head on Kath’s shoulder. “I wish you’d been there.”

“I wanted to be there too. I’m sorry, darling. There was nobody to mind Lola. And Mikey was with you.” Kath must have been genuinely sorry because normally she said Mikey’s name like she was sniffing sour milk. “Where is he now?”

“Out, wetting the baby’s head.”

Kath’s expression suggested that she thought he was doing more than toasting his newborn. He was always hanging around Ami. Just looking after you, like Kenny wants, he’d say, as if he was only doing his duty. Except now that there were shitty nappies to change and formula milk to prepare he was off, getting his end away. 

Ami wasn’t quite ready to let Kath’s absence go.

“You could’ve left Lola with one of my friends.”

Ami knew better. Kath never let anyone look after me, not even her. 

“Let’s not fight now, pet. You’re tired.” 

Ami’s gaze was like being doused in ice water. It contained everything she couldn’t say to me. Fucking ugly, little runt. You’re always in the way.

“You must be starvin’. Let me get you a cuppa and a sandwich and then you can get some sleep.”

We stood and looked at the baby when Ami had gone to bed. 

“Don’t get any ideas. You don’t want to be like your aunt, with a baby at sixteen. You don’t want to be like either of us.”

Kathy always spoke to me like I was twenty-four, not four. 

Tallulah stirred and stretched, arms jerking outwards as if she was in freefall. She opened her eyes. There was no squinting or screaming. 

“The little scrap’s going to need our help.”

Kath lifted her out and laid her on her knee for inspection. I put my nose against the soft spot on her skull. I fell in love with her right then. 

“What do you wish for her?” Kath asked, smiling.

Chocolate. Barbies. A bike. A pet snake. Everything my childish heart could bestow. 

 

 

SATURDAYS WERE FOR shopping. Kathy and I walked down Cathcart Street towards town. We’d pass a row of grimy Victorian mansions on our way that served as a reminder of once great wealth, now carved up into flats for social housing or filled with squatters who lay in their damp dens with needles in their arms. 

After these were the terraces, joined by a network of alleyways that made for easy assaults and getaways. This model of housing was for the civic minded when everyone here had a trade, due to our proximity to the city of Liverpool. The ship- building yards lay empty, and the 1980s brought container ships that did away with the demand for dockers. The life inside spilled out into the sun; women sat on their steps in pyjama bottoms and vest tops, even though it was lunchtime. Fags in hand, they’d whisper to one another as Kathy passed, afraid to meet her gaze. A man wore just shorts, his pale beer belly pinking up in the sun. He saluted when he saw Kathy. She ignored him. 

I followed Kathy, her trolley wheels squeaking. The sound got worse as it was filled with vegetables, cheap meat shrink wrapped on Styrofoam trays, and bags of broken biscuits.  

Kathy stopped to talk to a woman with rotten, tea stained teeth. I was bored. We were at the outskirts of town, where the shops were most shabby. House clearance stores and a refurbished washing machine outlet. I wandered along the pavement a way until something stopped me. The peeling sign over the shop window read “Ricky’s Reptiles”. The display was full of tanks. Most were empty, but the one at the front contained a pile of terrapins struggling to climb over one another in a dish of water. 

The shop door was open, revealing the lino floor that curled up at the corners. It was a shade of blue that verged on grey, or maybe it was just dirty. I could see the lights from the tanks. The fish were darting flashes of wild colour or else they drifted on gossamer fins. I was drawn in. The man behind the counter looked up and smiled, but to his credit he didn’t try and talk to me, otherwise I would’ve run. 

Then I saw it, a long tank along the back wall. I went closer. The snake was magnificent, from the pale skin on her belly to the brown scales on her back. 

She slithered closer, eyeing me and then raised her head and the front third of her body lifted up as if suspended on invisible thread. I put my forehead against the glass. 

“She likes you,” the man murmured. 

She moved up the side of the tank. I realised that I was swaying in time with her, feeling unity in the motion. I was aware of her body, each muscle moving beneath her skin, her very skeleton. I looked into the snake’s black eyes and could see out of them into my own. The world was on the tip of her forked tongue; my curiosity, the shopkeeper’s sweat and kindness, the soft flavour of the mice in the tank behind the counter. 

A hand gripped my shoulder, hard, jerking me back to myself. It was Kathy. 

“Get away from that thing.” Her fingers were digging into me. “Don’t you ever come in here again, understand?” 

She looked at the snake, shuddering. “God, it’s disgusting. What’s wrong with you?”

She shouted at me all the way home, for putting the wind up her, letting her think some pervert had taken me. I didn’t realise just how afraid she was. That she was looking at me like she didn’t know what she’d birthed. 

 

 

THE NOVELTY OF motherhood soon wore off.  Ami sat in the armchair of our flat, her toenails painted in the same tangerine shade as her maxi dress. She was sunbed fresh and her lips were demarcated in an unflatteringly pale shade of pink. Her hair was in fat rollers ready for her evening out.

“Guess where I went today?” she asked, her voice bright and brittle. 

“Where, doll?” Kath puffed on her cigarette, blowing a stream of smoke away from us. 

If Ami was slim, Kath was scrawny. The skin on her neck and chest was wrinkled from the lack of padding and twenty-five cigarettes a day. She wore a series of gold chains and her hands were rough and red from perpetual cleaning. Her face was unbalanced: nose too small and large ears that stuck out. Round eyes that never saw make-up. I forget sometimes, that she was only twenty-four then.

“To see Kenny.”

Tallulah got up and I thought she was leaving me for Ami but she was just fetching her teddy. When she sat back down next to me, she wriggled against me to get comfortable. Ami bought Tallulah’s clothes. Ridiculous, expensive things to dress a toddler in, old fashioned and frilly.

“Kenny always asks after you.” Ami filled the silence. 

 “Does he?” Kath tipped the ash from her cigarette into the empty packet. God love her, she didn’t have many vices. 

“He never says but he’s hurt. It’s all over his face when I walk in and you’re not with me. You’re not showing him much respect or loyalty. All he wants to do is look after you and Lola, like he looks after me and Tallulah.” 

“I don’t want Kenny’s money. He’s not Robin Hood. He beat a man to death.”

“He’s our brother.”

Which was funny, because I didn’t know that I had an uncle. 

Kath’s face was a shutter slamming shut. 

“He loves to see pictures of Lola.”

“Photos? You showed him photos?” Kath was blowing herself for a fight. 

“I only showed him some pictures. He wanted to see her. What’s up with you?”

“Lola’s my business. No one else’s.”

“Well, I’m taking Tallulah for him to see next time.”

“No, you’re not. Not to a prison.”

“She’s mine. I’ll take her where the fuck I want.”

“You’ve done well to remember you’ve got a daughter.”

“What’s that mean?”

“You’re always out with your bloody mates. You treat me like an unpaid baby sitter. She spends more time here than with you and then you’ve got the cheek to tell me to mind my own.”

“So it’s about money?”

“No,” Kath threw up her hands, “it’s about you being a selfish, spoilt brat. I’m your sister, not your mum. And it’s about how you treat Tallulah.”

“At least I know who her dad is.”

Kath slapped her face. A sudden bolt that silenced them both. It left a red flush on Ami’s cheek. Whenever I asked about my dad, Kath told me that she’d found me in a skip. 

“I’m sorry, Ami…” Kath put out her hands. “I didn’t mean to. I mean…”

“Tallulah,” Ami snapped, holding out her hand. 

Tallulah looked from me to Kath, her eyes wide. Ami pulled her up by the arm. She screamed. 

“Be careful with her.” 

“Or what, Kath?” Ami lifted Tallulah up, putting her under one arm like she was a parcel. “Are you going to call Social Services? Fuck off.”

Calling Social Services was a crime akin to calling the police. 

Tallulah was in a full on tantrum by then, back arched and legs kicking. Fierce for her size, she proved too much for Ami who threw her down on the sofa. She lay there, tear stained and rigid. Ami had started to cry too. “Stay here then, see if I sodding care.”

 

 

THERE ARE TIMES when I feel lost, even to myself, and that what looks out from behind my eyes isn’t human. 

I’m reminded of it each day as I go to work at the School of Tropical Medicine. 

Peter, one of the biochemists from the lab downstairs has come up for a batch of venom. He watches me milk the snakes when he can overcome his revulsion.

Michael, my assistant, tips the green mamba out of her box. I pin her down with a forked metal stick, while Michael does the same, further along her body. I clamp a hand just beneath her neck, thanking her silently for enduring the indignity of this charade. If it were just the two of us, she’d come to me without all this manhandling. I’ll make it up to her later with mice and kisses. She’s gorgeous in an intense shade of green, her head pointed.

“You have to stop that work when you get too old,” says Peter, “you know, reflexes getting slow and all that.”

The deaths of herpetologist are as fabled as snakes are touchy. There’s no room for lax habits or slowness. Handled safely for years, a snake can turn on you, resulting in a blackened, withered limb, blood pouring from every orifice, paralysis and blindness, if not death. 

Peter’s a predator. He’s been a swine to me since I knocked him back. I turn to him with the snake still in my hand. She hisses at him and he shrinks away. 

I hook the mamba’s mouth over the edge of the glass and apply gentle pressure. The venom runs down the side and collects in a pool. 

What Peter doesn’t know is that when my darlings and I are alone I hold them in my arms and let them wind around my neck. Our adoration is mutual. They’re the easy part of my job. 

“They like Eliza,” Michael is offended on my behalf. There’s not been a bite since I’ve been here. 

“Concentrate.” I snap at him as he brings the mamba’s box to me. I regret my churlishness straight away. Michael is always pleasant with me. He never takes offence at my lack of social graces but someday he will. 

Snakes are easy. It’s people that I don’t know how to charm.  

 

 

TALLULAH TRAILED ALONG beside me. She looked like a doll in her school uniform; pleated skirt and leather buckled shoes. I didn’t begrudge her the lovely clothes that Ami bought her. She jumped, a kittenish leap, and then she took my hand. We swung arms as we walked.                                   

We turned onto Cathcart Street. Laird Tower was ahead of us, dwarfing the bungalows opposite. Those used by the elderly or infirm were marked out by white grab handles and key safes. 

A pair of girls sat on a wall. They jumped down when they saw us. School celebrities, these playground queens, who knew how to bruise you with a word. They’d hurt you for not being like them, or not wanting to be like them. 

“Is she your sister?” Jade, the shorter one asked Tallulah. 

“No,” Tallulah began, “she’s…”

“Of course not,” Jade cut across her, keen to get out the rehearsed speech. Jade didn’t like my prowess in lessons. I tried to hide it, but it occasionally burst out of me. I liked the teacher. I liked homework. I even liked the school, built in red brick, that managed to still look like a Victorian poorhouse.

Jade was sly enough not to goad me for that, going for my weakness, not my strength. “You’re too pretty to be Lola’s sister. Look at her ugly mug.”

It was true. I remained resolutely strange; my features had failed to rearrange themselves into something that would pass for normal. Also, my sight had rapidly deteriorated in the last few months and my thick lenses magnified my eyes

“Be careful.” Jade leant down into Tallulah’s face. “You’ll catch her ugliness.”

Tallulah pushed her, hard, both of her small hands on her chest. Jade fell backwards a few steps, surprised by the attack. She raised a fist to hit Tallulah. 

My blood was set alight, venom rising. Water brash filled my mouth as if I were about to be sick. I snatched at Jade’s hand and sunk my teeth into her meaty forearm, drawing blood. I could taste her shock and fear. If she was screaming, I couldn’t hear her. I only let go when her friend punched me on the ear. 

 

 

AFTER I’D APOLOGISED I sat in the corner of the room while Kath and Pauline, Jade’s mum, talked.

I thought it would be good if we sorted it out between us, like grown ups,” Pauline said. 

Social Services had already been round to confirm that I was the culprit. 

Has she ever done anything like this before? 

No, Kathy was calm and firm, Lola wasn’t brought up that way. 

“I’m so sorry about what happened.” Pauline lifted her mug of tea, her hand trembling a fraction. She took a sip and set it down, not picking it up again.

“Why?” Kath sat up straighter. “Lola bit Jade. I’m sorry and I’ll make sure that she is too by the time I’m done with her.”

“Yes, but Jade was picking on her.”

“That’s no excuse for what Lola did. She should’ve just walked away.”

“It’s time that someone cut Jade down to size.”

“My daughter bit yours.” Exasperation raised Kathy’s voice a full octave. 

“She was asking for it.”

Kathy shook her head. Then, “How is she?”

Jade had lain on the pavement, twitching. Red marks streaked up her arm, marking the veins. 

“She’s doing okay,” Pauline swallowed. “She’s on antibiotics. She’s a bit off colour, that’s all.”

“The police and Social Services came round earlier.”

“I’ve not complained. I’m not a nark. I’d never do that.”

“I didn’t say you had.”

“You’ll tell Kenny, won’t you? We’re not grasses. We won’t cause you any bother. I’ll skin Jade if she comes near your girls again.” We were known as Kathy’s girls.

“Kenny?” Kathy repeated dully. 

“Please. Will you talk to him?”

Kath was about to say something but then deflated in the chair. 

“Ami’s says she’s visiting him soon, so I’ll make sure he gets the message.”

 

 

KATHY CLOSED THE door after Pauline had gone.

“What did you do to her?” It was the first time she’d looked at me properly since it had happened. 

“It wasn’t her fault.” Tallulah stood between us. “She was going to hit me.”

“What did you do to her?” Kathy pushed her aside. “Her arm swelled up and she’s got blood poisoning.”

“I don’t know,” I stammered. “It just happened.”

She slapped me. I put my hands out to stop her but she carried on, backing me into the bedroom. She pushed me down on the floor. I curled my hands over my head. 

“I didn’t bring you up to be like that.” Her strength now was focused in a fist. Kathy had hit me before, but never like that. “I swear I’ll kill you if you ever do anything like that again. You fucking little monster.”

She was sobbing and shrieking. Tallulah was crying and trying to pull her off. Kathy continued to punch me until her arm grew tired. “You’re a monster, just like your father.”

 

 

WE STAYED IN our bedroom that night, Tallulah and I. We could hear Kathy banging about the flat. First, the vacuum hitting the skirting boards as she pulled it around. A neighbour thumped on the wall and she shouted back, but turned it off and took to the bathroom. She’d be at it all night, until her hands were raw. The smell of bleach was a signal of her distress. There were times when I thought I’d choke on the stench. 

The skin on my face felt tight and sore, as if shrunken by tears. Tallulah rolled up my t-shirt to inspect the bruises on my back. There was a change coming, fast, as the shock of Kathy’s onslaught wore off. 

It hurt when Tallulah touched me. It wasn’t just the skin on my face that felt wrong. It was all over. I rubbed my head against the carpet, an instinctual movement as I felt I’d got a cowl covering my face. The skin ripped.

“I’ll get Kathy.”

“No, wait.” I grabbed her wrist. “Stay with me.”

My skin had become a fibrous sheath, my very bones remoulding. My ribs shrank and my slim pelvis and limbs became vestigial. My paired organs rearranged themselves, one pushed below the other except my lungs. I gasped as one of those collapsed. I could feel my diaphragm tearing; the wrenching of it doubled me over.

I writhed on the floor. There was no blood. What came away in the harsh lamplight was translucent.  Tallulah held me as I sloughed off my skin which fell away to reveal scales. She gathered the coils of me into her lap. We lay down and I curled around her. 

I couldn’t move. I could barely breathe. When I put out my forked tongue I could taste Tallulah’s every molecule in the air. 

 

 

THE MORNING LIGHT came through the thin curtain. Tallulah was beside me. I had legs again. I put a hand to my mouth. My tongue was whole. My flesh felt new. More than that, I could see. When I put my glasses on the world became blurred. I didn’t need them anymore. The very surface of my eyes had been reborn. 

My shed skin felt fibrous and hard. I bundled it up into a plastic bag and stuffed it in my wardrobe. Tallulah stretched as she watched me, her hands and feet splayed. 

“Tallulah, what am I? Am I a monster?”

She sat up and leant against me, her chin on my shoulder. 

“Yes, you’re my monster.”

 

 

I ACHE FOR the splendid shabbiness of my former life, when it was just Kath, Tallulah, and me in the flat, the curtains drawn against the world and the telly droning on in the background. Tallulah and I would dance around Kath, while she swatted us away. The smell of bleach and furniture polish is forever home. Kath complaining when I kept turning the heating up. Being cold made me sluggish. 

Endless, innocuous days and nights that I should’ve savoured more.  

“How was your test?”

“Crap.” Tallulah threw down her bag. “Hi, Kath.”

“Hi, love,” Kathy shouted back from the kitchen. 

Tallulah, school uniformed, big diva hair so blonde that it was almost white, a flick of kohl expertly applied at the corner of her eyes. 

“I’m thick, not like you.” She kicked off her shoes.

“You’re not thick. Just lazy.”

She laughed and lay on her belly beside me, in front of the TV. She smelt of candy floss scent that she’d stolen from her mum. Tallulah was the sweetest thing. 

There was the sound of the key in the door. I looked at Tallulah. Only her mum had a key. We could hear Ami’s voice, followed by a man’s laugh. A foreign sound in the flat. Kathy came out of the kitchen, tea towel in hand. 

Ami stood in the doorway, flushed and excited, as if she was about to present a visiting dignitary. 

“Kath, there’s someone here to see you.”

She stood aside. I didn’t recognise the man. He was bald and scarred. Kathy sat down on the sofa arm, looking the colour of a dirty dishrag. 

“Oh, God,” he said, “aren’t you a bunch of princesses?”

“Kenny, when did you get out?” Kath asked. 

“A little while ago.” He took off his jacket and threw it down. A snake tattoo coiled up his arm and disappeared under the sleeve of his t-shirt. It wasn’t the kind of body art I was used to. This hadn’t been driven into the skin in a fit of self loathing or by a ham fisted amateur. It was faded but beautiful. It rippled as Kenny moved, invigorated by his muscles. 

“Come and hug me, Kath.”

She got up, robotic, and went to him, tolerating his embrace, her arms stiff by her sides. 

“I’ve brought us something to celebrate.”

He handed her a plastic bag and she pulled out a bottle of vodka and a packet of Jammy Dodgers.  

“Just like when we were kids, eh?” he grinned. 

“See, Kenny’s got no hard feelings about you staying away.” Ami was keen to be involved. “He’s just glad to be home.”

They both ignored her. 

“Now, girls, come and kiss your uncle. You first, Tallulah.”

“Well, go on.” Ami gave her a shove.

She pecked his cheek and then shot away, which seemed to amuse him. Then it was my turn. Kath stood close to us while Kenny held me at arm’s length. 

“How old are you now, girl?”

“Eighteen.”

“You were born after I went inside.” He sighed. “You’ve got the family’s ugly gene like me and your mum but you’ll do.”

For what? I thought. 

Kenny put his fleshy hand around Kath’s neck and pressed his forehead against hers. Kathy, who didn’t like kisses or cuddles from anyone, flinched. I’d never seen her touched so much. 

“I’m home now. We’ll not talk about these past, dark years. It’ll be how it was before. Better. You’ll see. Us taking care of each other.”

 

 

GEORGIA’S UNUSUAL FOR a photographer in that she’s more beautiful than her models. They’re gap toothed, gawky things that only find luminosity through the lens. Georgia’s arresting in the flesh. 

I hover beside our host who’s introducing me to everyone as though I’m a curio. We approach a group who talk too loudly, as if they’re the epicentre of the party. 

“I find Georgia distant. And ambitious.”

“She lives on Martin’s Heath. In one of the old houses.” 

“Bloody hell, is that family money?”

“Rosie, you’ve modelled for Georgia. Have you been there?”

“No.”

Rosie sounds so quiet and reflective that the pain of her unrequited love is palpable. At least I hope it’s unrequited. 

“Have you seen her girlfriend?”

“Everyone, meet Eliza,” our host steps in before they have a chance to pronounce judgment on me within my earshot, “Georgia’s partner.”

I shake hands with each of them. 

“Georgia’s last shoot made waves. And I didn’t realise that she was such a stunner.”

We all look over at Georgia. Among all the overdressed butterflies, she wears black trousers, a white shirt, and oxblood brogues.

“Don’t tell her that,” I smile. “She doesn’t like it.”

“Why? Doesn’t every woman want that?” The man falters, as if he’s just remembered that I’m a woman too.

These people with their interminable words. I came from a place where a slap sufficed. 

“Don’t be dull,” I put him down. “She’s much more than her face.”

“What do you do, Eliza?” another one of them asks, unperturbed by my rudeness.

“I’m a herpetologist.”

They shudder with delicious revulsion. 

I glance back to Georgia. A man with long blonde hair reaches out to touch her forearm and he shows her something on his tablet. 

I’m a pretender in my own life, in this relationship. I know how my jealousy will play out when we get home. I’ll struggle to circumnavigate all the gentility and civility that makes me want to scream. 

Eventually Georgia will say, What’s the matter? Just tell me instead of trying to pick a fight. 

She’ll never be provoked, this gracious woman, to display any savagery of feeling. I should know better than to try and measure the breadth and depth of love by its noise and dramas but there are times that I crave it, as if it’s proof that love is alive. 

 

 

AMI TOOK TALLULAH away with her the first night that Kenny came to the flat. 

“But it’s a school night. And all my stuff’s here.”

“You’re not going to school tomorrow.” Ami picked up her handbag. “We’re going out with Kenny.”

Tallulah didn’t move. 

“Mind your mum, there’s a good girl.” Kenny didn’t even look up.

After the front door closed, Kathy locked and chained it. 

“Get your rucksack. Put some clothes in a bag. Don’t pack anything you don’t need.”

“Why?” I followed her into her bedroom. 

“We’re leaving.”

“Why?”

“Just get your stuff.”

“What about college?”

Kathy tipped out drawers, rifling through the untidy piles that she’d made on the floor. 

“What about Tallulah?”

She sank down on the bed. 

“There’s always someone that I have to stay for. Mum. Ami. Tallulah.” She slammed her fist down on the duvet. “If it had been just us, we’d have been gone long ago.”

“Stay?”

She wasn’t listening to me anymore. 

“I waited too long. I should’ve run when I had the chance. Fuck everyone.” 

She lay down, her face to the wall. I tried to put my arms around her but she shrunk from me, which she always did when I touched her and which never failed to hurt me.

 

 

IF WE WERE his princesses then Kenny considered himself king. 

“Kath, stop fussing and come and sit down. It’s good to be back among women. Without women, men are uncivilised creatures.” He winked at me. “Tell me about Ma’s funeral again, Kath.”

Ami sat beside him, looking up at him. 

“There were black horses with plumes and brasses. Her casket was in a glass carriage.” Kath’s delivery was wooden. 

“And all the boys were there?”

“Yes, Kenny. All the men, in their suits, gold sovereign rings, and tattoos.”

“Good,” he said, “I would’ve been offended otherwise. Those boys owe me and they know it. I did time for them. Do you know the story?” 

“Bits,” Tallulah said.

“I told her, Kenny.” Ami was keen to show her allegiance.

“You were what, twelve?” He snorted. “You remember nothing. We did a job in Liverpool. A jeweller who lived in one of those massive houses around Sefton Park. We heard he was dealing in stolen diamonds. I went in first,” he thumped his chest. “At twenty-three I was much thinner back then, could get into all sorts of tight spots. I let the others in afterwards. We found his money but he kept insisting the diamonds were hidden in the fireplace, but his hidey hole was empty. He kept acting all surprised. He wouldn’t tell, no matter what.” Kenny shrugged. “Someone grassed. A copper picked me up near home. Under my coat, my shirt was covered in his blood. I kept my trap shut and did the time. The others were safe. Eighteen years inside. My only regret is what happened to Ma. And missing her funeral.” 

“There were white flowers, everywhere, spelling out her name.” Ami said. He patted her arm in an absent way, like she was a cat mithering for strokes.  

“I wish they’d let me out for it. Ma was a proper princess, girls. She was touched, God bless her, but she was a princess.”

Kath sat with her hands folded on her knees.

“Do you remember what Dad said when he was dying?”

Kath stayed quiet. 

“He said, You’re the man of the house, Kenny. And you’re the mother, Kathy. Kenny, you have to look after these girls. Poor Ma, so fragile. When I heard about her stroke, I was beside myself. It was the shock of me being sent down that did it. Who ever grassed me up has to pay for that, too. I should’ve been here, taking care of you all.”

“I managed,” Kathy squeezed the words out. 

“I know. I hate to think of you, nursing Ma when you also had a baby to look after. You were meant for better things. We didn’t always live in this shithole, girls. We grew up in a big rambling house. You won’t remember much of it, Ami. Dad bred snakes. He was a specialist. And Ma, she was a real lady. They were educated people, not like ‘round here.”

The words stuck in my gut. ‘Round here was all I knew. 

“Happy days, weren’t they, Mouse?” Kenny looked directly at Kathy, waiting. 

“Mouse,” Ami laughed like she’d only just noticed Kathy’s big eyes and protruding ears, “I’d forgotten that.”

Mouse. A nickname that diminished her. 

“What’s my pet name?” Ami pouted. 

“You’re just Ami.” He said it like she was something flat and dead, not shifting his gaze from Kathy. 

There it was. Even then, I could see that Kathy was at the centre of everything and Ami was just the means to reach her.

 

 

THERE’S A PHOTOGRAPH in our bedroom that Georgia took of me while we were travelling around South America. It embarrasses me because of its dimensions and scares me, because Georgia has managed to make me look like some kind of modern Eve, desirable in a way that I’ll never be again. My hair is loose and uncombed and the python around my shoulders is handsome in dappled, autumnal shades. My expression is of unguarded pleasure.

“Let’s stay here, forever,” I said to her when she put the lens cap back on, “It’s paradise.”

What I was really thinking was What would it be like to change, forever, and have the whole jungle as my domain? 

“Do you love it that much?” Georgia replied in a way that suggested she didn’t. “And put him down. Poor thing. If he’s caught he’ll end up as a handbag.”

So it is that serpents are reviled when it’s man that is repulsive.

 

 

I GOT OFF the bus at the end of Argyll Street and walked towards home. Kenny was sat on a plastic chair outside The Saddle pub, drinking a pint. He was waiting for me. 

“What have you been doing today?” He abandoned his drink and followed me. 

“Biology.” I was at college, in town.

“Clever girl. That’s from your grandparents. I used to be smart like that. You wouldn’t think it to look at me.”

There was an odd, puppyish eagerness to Kenny as he bounced along beside me. I darted across the road when there was a gap in the traffic. The railway line was on the other side of the fence, down a steep bank. Part way down the embankment was a rolled up carpet, wet and rotted, and the shopping trolley that it had been transported in.

“Let me carry your bag. It looks heavy.”

“I can manage.”

“I wasn’t always like this. I had to change for us to survive. Fighting and stealing,” he shook his head, embarrassed. “I only became brutal to stop us being brutalised. Do you understand?”

 The sky had darkened. Rain was on its way. 

“We lost everything when Dad died. The house. The money. Your grandma lost her mind. It was the shock of having to live here. We were posh and we paid for that. On our first day at school a lad was picking on Kathy. Do you know what I did? I bit him, Lola. Right on the face. He swelled up like a red balloon. He nearly choked. Nobody picks on my princesses.”

Nobody except him. 

“Are you special, Lola?”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

I dodged him as he tried to block my path. Tallulah wouldn’t have told him anything. Ami though, she had told him to prevent Pauline and Jade getting a battering.

“I can wait,” he didn’t pursue me, just stood there in the drizzle. “We have lots of time now.”

 

 

“WE’RE GOING FOR a ride today.” Kenny followed Kath into the kitchen. He’d started turning up at the flat every day. 

“I can’t, Kenny, I’ve got loads to do.”

“It can all wait.”

Kenny had the last word.

“Where are we going?” Tallulah asked.

“You’re not going anywhere except to Ami’s. She needs to get her house in order. A girl needs her mum. She’s sorting your bedroom, so you’re going to live with her. Properly.”

“I don’t want to.”

“Want’s not in it.”

Kathy stood between them. He pushed her aside. 

“I live here.” Tallulah wouldn’t be moved. 

“You live where I tell you.” He had this way of standing close to you, to make himself seem more imposing, and lowering his voice. “You act like you’re something with that pretty little face of yours. Well, I’m here to tell you that you’re not special. You’re fucking Mikey Flynn’s daughter. And he’s a piece of dead scum.”

Poor Mikey Flynn, rumoured to have done a runner. I wondered where Kenny had him buried.  

“Go home, Tallulah.” Kathy raised her chin. “Kenny’s right. You’re not my girl. You should be with your own mother.”

Tallulah’s eyes widened. I could see the tears starting to pool there.

“Go on, then,” Kathy carried on, “you don’t belong here.”

“Mum,” I opened my mouth. 

“Shut it.” Kathy turned on me. “I’ve been soft on you pair for too long. Now help Tallulah take her stuff to Ami’s.”

“No,” Kenny put a hand on my arm, “Lola stays with us.”

 

 

AS KENNY DROVE, the terraces changed to semis and then detached houses. Finally there were open fields. It felt like he’d taken us hours away but it wasn’t more than thirty minutes. We turned up an overgrown drive. Branches whipped the windscreen as Kenny drove. 

“Kenny.” Kath’s voice was ripped from her throat. He patted her hand. 

The drive ended at a large house, dark bricked with tall windows. It might as well have been a castle for all its unfamiliar grandeur. Overgrown rhododendrons crowded around it, shedding pink and red blossoms that were long past their best. 

“Come on.” 

Kenny got out, not looking back to see if we were following.

Kath stood at the bottom of the steps, looking up at the open front door. There were plenty of window bars and metal shutters where I grew up, but the windows here were protected by wrought iron foliage in which metal snakes were entwined. The interior was dim. I could hear Kenny’s footsteps as he walked inside. 

“This is where we used to live.” Kathy’s face was blank. She went in, a sleep walker in her own life. I followed her.

“Welcome home.” Kenny was behind the door. He locked it and put the key on a chain around his neck. 

 

 

KENNY SHOWED US from room to room as if we were prospective buyers, not prisoners. Every door had a lock and every window was decorated in the same metal lattice work. 

I stopped at a set of double doors but Kenny steered me away from it. “Later. Look through here, Kathy. Do you remember the old Aga? Shame they ripped it out. I thought we could get a new one.”

He led us on to the lounge, waving his arm with a flourish. 

 “I couldn’t bring you here without buying some new furniture.” He kept glancing at Kathy. “What do you think?”

The room smelt of new carpet. It was a dusky pink, to match the sofa, and the curtains were heavy cream with rose buds on them. Things an old woman might have picked. 

“Lovely, Kenny.” 

“I bought it for us.” He slung his arm around her neck. It looked like a noose. “You and me, here again, no interference.” His face was soft. “I’ve plenty of money. I can get more.”

“Go and play,” Kath said to me. 

It’ll shame me forever that I was angry at her for talking to me like I was a child when all she was trying to do was get me out of his way.  

I went, then crawled back on my belly to watch them through the gap in the door. 

Kath broke away from him and sat down. Kenny followed her, sinking down to lay his head on her knee. Her hand hovered over him, the muscles in her throat moving as she swallowed hard. Then she stroked his head. He buried his face in her lap, moaning. 

 “What happened to us, Mouse?” 

Mouse. He’d swallow her whole. He’d crush her.

“You said you can get more money. Do you mean the money from the job in Liverpool?”

He moved quickly, sitting beside Kathy with his thigh wedged against the length of hers. 

“Yes.” He interfaced their fingers, making their hands a single fist. “I want you to know that I didn’t kill anyone.”

“You didn’t? You were covered in blood.”

“It was Barry’s son, Carl. He always had a screw loose. The man wouldn’t tell us where the diamonds were and Carl just freaked. He kept on beating him.”

“But you admitted it.” 

“Who would believe me if I denied it? I did the time. Barry was very grateful. I knew it would set us up for life. I hated waiting for you. I imagined slipping out between the bars to come to you. I was tempted so many times. I hated the parole board. There were diamonds, Kath. I took them before I let the others in. I stopped here and buried them under the wall at the bottom of the garden. I nearly got caught doing it. Then the police picked me up, on my way back to you. That’s why I had to do the stretch, so nobody would suspect. They’re safe, now. Shankly’s looking after what’s left of them.” He laughed at his own cryptic comment. Every Merseysider knew the deceased Bill Shankly, iconic once-manager of Liverpool Football Club. “Did I do right, Kath?”

Then she did something surprising. She kissed him. He writhed under her touch. 

“Mouse, was there anyone else while I was inside?”

“No, Kenny. There’s never been anybody else.”

He basked in that. 

“It’ll be just like I said.”

I sensed her hesitation. So did he. 

“What’s wrong?”

“It won’t be like we said though, will it?”

“Why?”

“It should be just us two.” She leant closer to him. “Lola’s grown up now. She can look after herself.”

“Lola’s just a kid.”

“I was a mother at her age.” She put her hand on his arm. 

“No, she stays.”

Her hand dropped. 

“Lola,” Kenny called out. “Never let me catch you eavesdropping again. Understand?”

 

 

“I’LL JUST SAY goodnight to Lola.” Kath stood in the doorway to my new bedroom, as if this game of fucked-up families was natural.

“Don’t be long.”

I sat on the bed. The new quilt cover and pillow case smelt funny. Kenny had put them on straight out of the packaging without washing them first. They still bore the sharp creases of their confinement. 

“Lola,” Kathy pulled me up and whispered to me. “He said to me, when we were kids, ‘I’m going to put a baby in you and it’s going to be special, like me and Dad,’ as if I had nothing to do with it. I can’t stand him touching me. When I felt you moving inside me, I was terrified you’d be a squirming snake, but you were mine. I’d do anything to get him away from us and Ami. I was the one who told the police.”

Uncle. Father. Any wonder that I’m monstrous? 

“Kenny’s always been wrong. He thought it was from Dad, although he never saw him do it. It’s from Mum. It drove her mad, holding it in. She nearly turned when she had her stroke. I have to know, can you do it too?”

“What?”

“We can’t waste time. Can you turn into,” she hesitated, “a snake?”

“Yes.” I couldn’t meet her gaze.

“Good. Do it as soon as I leave.” She opened the window. “Go out through the bars. Will you fit?”

“I don’t know if I can. I’m not sure that I can do it at will.” 

“Try. Get out of here.”

Panic rose in my chest. “What about you?”

“I’m going to do what I should’ve done a long time ago.” She showed me the paring knife in her back pocket and then pulled her baggy sweater back over it. It must’ve been all she had time to grab. “I won’t be far behind you.”

“What if you’re not?”

“Don’t ask stupid questions,” she paused, “I’m sorry for not being stronger. I’m sorry for not getting you away from here.”

“Kathy,” Kenny’s voice boomed from the corridor, “time for bed.”

After she left I heard the key turn in the lock. 

 

 

I WENT THROUGH the drawers and wardrobe. Kenny had filled them with clothes. I didn’t want to touch anything that had come from him. There was nothing that I could use as a weapon or to help me escape. 

I’d not changed since the time I’d bitten Jade. I lay down, trying to slow my breathing and concentrate. Nothing happened. The silence filled my mind along with all the things he would be doing to Kathy. 

I dozed, somewhere towards early morning, wakening frequently in the unfamiliar room. I missed Tallulah beside me in the bed we’d shared since childhood. I missed her warmth and tangle of hair. 

When Kenny let me out it was late afternoon. 

“Where’s my mum?”

“Down here.”

There was a chest freezer in the basement. Kenny lifted the lid. Kathy was inside, frozen in a slumped position, arms crossed over her middle. Frozen blood glittered on the gash in her head and frosted one side of her face. 

Kenny put his hand on my shoulder like we were mourners at a wake. I should’ve been kicking and screaming, but I was as frozen as she was. 

One of Kathy’s wrists was contorted at an unnatural angle. 

“She betrayed me. I always knew it, in my heart.” He shut the lid. “Now it’s just you and me, kid.”

He took me up through the house, to the room at the back with the double doors. There were dozens of tanks that cast a glow. Some contained a single serpent, others several that were coiled together like heaps of intestines. 

“My beauties. I’ll start breeding them.”

There were corn snakes, ball pythons, ribbon snakes, though I had no names for them back then, all of which make good pets. I stopped at one tank. He had a broad head with a blunted snout

“Ah, meet Shankly.” Kenny put his hand against the glass. “He was hard to come by. They’re called cottonmouths because they open their mouths so wide to show their fangs that you see all the white lining inside.” 

The cottonmouth must have been young. I remember his olive green colour and the clear banded pattern on his back, which he would lose as he got older.

“Are you special, Kathy?”

“I’m Lola.” 

“Yes, of course you are. Are you like me?”

“I’m nothing like you. Leave me alone.”

“I’ll look after you. Like you’re a princess. You’ll want for nothing. And you’ll look after me because that’s how it works.”

“Don’t fucking touch me.”

Kenny pressed my face against the tank. Shankly showed me his pale underbelly as he slid towards me.

“Be afraid of him,” Kenny nodded at the snake, “he still has his fangs. I’ll make a mint from his venom.”

Shankly climbed up a branch in his tank and settled there.

Kenny pushed me down with one hand and undid his belt buckle with the  other. 

“I’m your daughter.”It was my last defence. 

“I know.”

Then he put his forked tongue in my mouth.

 

 

I COULDN’T MOVE. The place between my legs was numb. I’d already tried sex with a boy from college. I knew what it was about. We’d fumbled and fallen in a heap in the bushes by the old boating lake one afternoon. It wasn’t an experience to set the world alight but it was satisfactory enough.  

This wasn’t just a sex crime, it was a power crime. Kenny wanted my fear. I shrunk into the distant corners of myself trying to retreat where he couldn’t follow. His orgasm was grudging, delivered with a short, gratified moan.

Afterwards he sat with his trousers open, watching me like he was waiting for me to do something. I was frozen. I’m not sure I even blinked. That was how Kathy must have felt, forever stuck in that single moment of inertia and shock that kept her in the same spot for a lifetime. She was right. She should have run while she had the chance. Fuck her mother. And Ami, for all the good she’d done her. 

Kenny stood up. I thought, It’s going to happen again and then he’s going to dump me in the freezer. Instead, he went upstairs, his tread heavy with disappointment. 

“Don’t stay up too late, pet.”

I think I was waiting for something too, when I should’ve been searching for something sharp to stick between his ribs. I couldn’t summon anything; I was still too deep inside myself. 

I was colder than I’d ever been before, even though the summer night was stifling. The room felt airless despite the window being wide open and butting up against the grille. Sometimes, when Georgia’s away, I feel that cold. 

Get up, get up before he remembers you and comes back down for more. 

“Lola.” A voice carried through the window. 

It was Tallulah, a pale ghost beyond the glass. Her mouth was moving as she clutched at the bars. 

I turned my face away, in the childish way of if I can’t see her, then she can’t see me. I didn’t want her to see me like this. It occurred to me that she might have been a witness to the whole thing. I turned back but she’d gone, so I closed my eyes. 

I should’ve known that Tallulah would never leave me. The snakes swayed in their tanks, enraptured. Tallulah was long and white, with pale yellow markings. Slender and magnificent. She glided over me and lay on my chest, rearing up. I couldn’t breathe because she took my breath away. I could feel her muscles contracting and her smooth belly scales against my bare chest.

Get up, get up, or he’ll come down and find her like this.

Are you special?

Her tongue flicked out and touched my lips. I had no choice. I had to do it, for her. There was the rush of lubricant that loosened the top layer of my skin. The change was fast, my boyish body, with its flat chest and narrow hips perfectly suited to the transformation.

I crawled out of my human mantle. Moulting was good. I shed every cell of myself that Kenny had touched. 

 

 

BOTH TALLULAH AND I are unidentifiable among my extensive research of snakes, bearing properties of several species at once. We made a perfect pair for hunting. The pits on my face were heat sensitive, able to detect a variation of a thousandth of a degree, feeding information into my optic nerves. I saw the world in thermal. Kenny’s heart was luminous in the dark. I slid up the side of his bed and hovered over his pillow. Tallulah lay beside him on the mattress, waiting. 

Look at your princesses, Kenny. See how special we are.

Kenny snored, a gentle, almost purring noise. 

It’s a myth that snakes dislocate their jaws. 

I opened my mouth as wide as I could, stretching the flexible ligament that joined my lower jaw to my skull. I covered his crown in slow increments. He snorted and twitched. I slipped down over his eyes, his lashes tickling the inside of my throat. He reached up to touch his head.

Tallulah struck him, sinking her fangs into his neck. He started and tried to sit up, limbs flailing, which was a mistake as his accelerating heartbeat sent the venom further around his circulation. 

Trying to cover his nose was the hardest part, despite my reconfigured mouth. I thought my head would split open. I wasn’t sure how much more I could stomach. Not that it mattered. I wasn’t trying to swallow him whole. A fraction more and I was over his nostrils completely. 

There was only one way to save himself. I recognised the undulations he was making. I could feel the change on my tongue, his skin becoming fibrous. I had to stop him. I couldn’t imagine what he’d become.   

He was weakening with Tallulah’s neurotoxins, slumping back on the bed, shaking in an exquisite fit. He’d wet himself. I stretched my flesh further and covered his mouth and waited until long after he was still.

 

 

I WOKE UP on the floor beside Tallulah. We were naked. My throat and neck were sore.  The corners of my mouth were crusted with dried blood. We lay on our sides, looking at one another without speaking. We were the same, after all. 

“How did you find me?” I was hoarse.

“I had to wait until Ami went out. I found the house details in her bedroom drawer. I didn’t have any money so I had to get a bus and walk the rest of the way. I’m sorry that I didn’t get here sooner.”

“It doesn’t matter now.”

Tallulah picked up our clothes and then our skins which lay like shrouds. It was disconcerting to see how they were moulds of us, even down to the contours of our faces. 

“I’ll take these with us. We can burn them later.”

I went upstairs. I edged into the darkened room as if Kenny might sit up at any moment. He was a purple, bloated corpse with fang marks in his neck. I fumbled with the chain around his neck, not wanting to touch him.  

“Where’s Kathy?” Tallulah asked. 

I told her. 

“Show me.”

“No, I don’t want you to remember her like that.” I seized Tallulah’s face in my hands. “You do know that she didn’t mean what she said, about you not belonging with us? She was trying to protect you.”

Tallulah nodded, her mouth a line. She didn’t cry. 

“We have to bury her.” 

“We can’t. Tallulah, we have to get out of here. Do you understand? Ami will come for you when she realises you’ve gone. There’s something else.”

I put my hand in the cottonmouth’s tank. It curled up my arm and I lifted it out, holding it up to my cheek. He nudged my face. 

“Lift out the bottom.”

Tallulah pulled out bits of twisted branch and foliage, then pulled up the false base. She gasped. Out came bundles of notes and cloth bags. She tipped the contents out on her palm. More diamonds than I could hold in my cupped hands. 

We loaded the money into Kenny’s rucksack and tucked the diamonds in our pockets. 

“What about the snakes?”

We opened the tanks and carried them outside. I watched them disappear into the undergrowth. Except for Shankly. I put him in a carrier bag and took him with us.

 

 

THERE ARE DAYS when I wake and I can’t remember who I am, like a disorientated traveller who can’t recall which hotel room of which country they’re in. 

I’m hurt that Georgia didn’t want me to collect her from the airport. 

There’s been a delay. I won’t get in until late. Go to bed, I’ll get a cab.

I wished now that I’d ignored her and gone anyway instead of lying here in the dark. The harsh fluorescent lights and the near empty corridors of the airport are preferable to the vast darkness of our empty bed. 

Not going is a stupid test with which I’ve only hurt myself. I’ve resolutely taken her consideration for indifference. I want her to be upset that I wasn’t there, as if she secretly wanted me there all along. 

See, I confuse even myself. 

The front door opens and closes. I should get up and go to her. She comes in, marked by the unzipping of her boots and the soft sound of her shedding clothes. 

Love isn’t just what you feel for someone when you look at them. It’s how they make you feel about yourself when they look back at you. 

Georgia is the coolest, most poised woman that I know. We’re older now and our hearts and flesh aren’t so easily moved but I still wonder what she sees when she looks at me. 

“Do you love me?” It’s easier to ask it with the lights off and my head turned away from her. 

Everything about us is wrong. We’re lovers, sisters, freaks.

She answers in a way that I have to respond to. I glide across the floor towards her and we become a writhing knot. We hunt mice in our grandiose pile and in the morning we are back here in our bed, entwined together in our nest. 

When we wake again as human beings she says, “Of course I love you, monster.”

When we shed the disguises that are Georgia and Eliza, and then the skins that are Lola and Tallulah, we are monsters. Fabulous beasts.
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THE RAIN HAD stopped at last, but the streets were still slick, the lights from the docks reflecting like flares in the puddles. The stevedores were still working, of course, and I could hear their shouts over the steady thump of the donkey engines that powered the cranes, and then the clatter of chain as someone on the liner took up the slack and the emptied cargo net floated into the air to be hauled aboard and filled again. This was the transatlantic cargo, goods loaded in Le Havre and Plymouth for consignees in New York, and when it was off, the cargo for New Orleans was piled ready for loading. After that would come the passengers’ luggage, tomorrow morning when the sun was up and Naiade was gleaming, ready to sail. I had spent all my life around the Wollart Lines; their schedules were as instinctive as breathing. I clutched my drab black coat tighter at the neck, hunching my shoulders against the spreading chill. Black coat, black cloche to shadow my face, black shoes and stockings and gloves: I’d done just as Peter told me, and so far I’d been invisible in the shadows.

It had seemed like a good idea sitting in the automat with a stack of nickel between us and a good cup of coffee and Peter to fetch us each a slice of pie. Here at the head of Pier 54, the late night traffic on Eleventh Avenue at my back, rats busy among the piles of anonymous crates that lay between me and the ship—I wished Peter would hurry. He had promised to bring me to meet someone else who was interested in the fate of the Wollart Nymphs, the three fast liners my father had designed for Wollart, lean and elegant and unlucky. Dryade had been captured during the War and converted to a commerce raider, only to be sunk on her first cruise. Nereiade had survived the War, but in 1922 she’d passed the Hatteras lightship and disappeared into a fog bank, never to be seen again. Only her ghost remained, a wavering shape seen perhaps a dozen times, and always presaging disaster. Only Naiade remained, the last of the Nymphs, just marginally too profitable to abandon, and yet a source of rumor. The line was careless, people whispered, and crews were let go; there was something wrong with the design, they said, and my father lost work, sickened, and died.

I had come to New York to settle the last of his estate, but also to talk to Peter Gagne, who was also from Bath and had grown up in the Wollart Lines. His uncle had disappeared on Neriade, and he’d written to me when Father died, to say that he’d finally found someone who might be interested in helping clear the Nymphs. He’d been close-mouthed about it, not wanting to say more until he was sure, but he’d promised that tonight he would introduce me. I edged a little closer, peering out into the loading lights from the shadows of the terminal wall. Surely he would be here soon.

A steam whistle blew on Naiade, and I flattened my back against the damp boards as a gang of stevedores moved toward the next pile of cargo. It was getting busier at this end of the dock, and the last that would happen was an unpleasant set of explanations. I couldn’t really wait any longer. I took three careful steps backward, my eyes still on the anonymous crates and the men hauling them toward the waiting nets.

Something turned under my foot, and I barely caught myself on the rough wall. I froze in the shadows as one of the stevedores glanced my way. I hadn’t made any more noise than a rat, and after a moment he looked away again. I sagged in relief, still holding onto the wall, and looked down.

I had stepped on someone’s leg. A man’s let, in dark pants and scuffed shoes, the cuff pulled up to show a sagging sock and a flash of skin. I tasted bile, but I followed the leg into the darker shadows, already sure of what I would find. The body lay on its back, one arm twisted unnaturally under it; his face was turned away, but I recognized Peter’s ear, the line of his jaw. He’d shaved before he’d come to meet me, the skin barber-smooth, a fleck of blood on the edge of his chin.

I went to my knees beside him, heedless of the wet ground, felt along the cord of his neck for some hint of a pulse. His skin was cold and slack under my fingers, and tears stung my eyes as I tried to turn him so that his face wasn’t ground against the muddy platform. The bones of his skull gave under my fingers, and it was all I could do not to cry out.

I sat back on my heels, my breath short, wondering what to do. Peter was dead, murdered, almost certainly: I should fetch the police, but then I’d have to explain what I was doing here, and that would be complicated. I touched his cheek again, hoping somehow to feel some fugitive warmth, but there was nothing. I spread my fingers, a last apologetic farewell to a friend and neighbor, and pushed myself to my feet. There would be a phone booth somewhere, in an all-night diner or a hotel lobby; I could call the police format here and not have to give my name.

I backed away, my eyes on the stevedores busy under the lights. I wanted to run, but that was sure to draw attention; I would have to leave as quietly as I’d come. I took another step, and another, and collided abruptly with someone’s chest. Hands grabbed my shoulders, and I made a panicked sound, but a voice spoke in my ear.

“Quiet, unless you want the police down on us.”

“Maybe I do. There’s a dead man there—”

“Did you kill him?” The stranger’s voice was politely curious, as though he was asking if I’d torn my stocking. 

“I did not!” I just managed to keep my voice to a near-whisper. “Did you?”

I don’t know what I expected him to say, or what I would have done if he’d said yes, but he just shook his head. “I just got here. And I think it would behoove us both to make ourselves scarce.”

I looked back down the pier. The stevedores were coming closer, and several of them were heading for the shed that housed the nearest of the donkey engines. “Probably. And if you’d just let me go—”

“I’d like a word with you,” he said, and didn’t release my arm. “But not here.”

I let him draw me down the pier toward Eleventh Avenue. If I cooperated now, seemed docile and cowed, I’d have a better chance of jerking free once we reached the street. I thought I could lose him there.

“Quickly, though,” he said. “Was that Peter Gagne?”

He said it the way Mainers did, pronouncing each letter, and irrationally that inclined me to trust him. “Yes.”

“Damn.”

“You’re the one he was meeting?”

We were at the end of the pier, where the streetlights cast circles duller than the bright lights of the docks. It had begun to rain again, a slow drizzle that promised a harder rain to come. In the shifting light, I got a better look at the stranger, a tall man in a dark overcoat buttoned high to hide his shirtfront. HIs had was pulled low over his eyes; I could make out a strong chin and not much more.

“I was. He said he would introduce me to—you must be Nicholas Wright’s daughter. Thomasina.”

I stuck my chin out. “What if I am?”

“I would like very much to talk to you,” he said. “All the more so if Gagne’s dead. But this is hardly the place.”

“It’s as good as any.” The rain was getting heavier, dripping from my cloche and from the brim of his fedora.

“I’d prefer not to court pneumonia.” He paused. “I take it Gagne didn’t mention me.”

“He said he wanted me to meet someone,” I answered. “He didn’t say who. And I’m not going anywhere with you—not anywhere private, anyway.”

The stranger sighed. “There’s an all-night diner on West Sixteenth. It’s not very respectable, but it’s dry. Will that do?”

“Yes.” It was worth the risk, if only to find out why Peter had wanted me to meet him—assuming he was telling the truth, of course. But I had to know.

The diner was what he’d described, brightly lit and smelling of grease and burnt toast. There was a surprising number of people there, mostly men who looked like sailors of stevedore, plus a handful of women in shabby evening dresses and too much makeup. A couple of them were sitting at the end of the counter, trolling for business, but the rest either had clients and were trying to get enough food down them to get them back to their rooms, or were taking a break for the night. The stranger chose a booth, and the waitress slouched over to take our orders.

“Two bits minimum after midnight. And the pie’s off.”

I glanced at the board with the chalked specials, and heard the stranger sigh again. “Coffee to start, please. With cream?”

I nodded, and the waitress said, “That’s a nickel extra.”

“That’s fine.” 

He handed me a menu, and I realized with some embarrassment that in spite of everything I was hungry. I had two dollars in my purse, and another dime for the subway in my shoe, and I really didn’t care what he thought. “I’ll have a grilled cheese sandwich. With the tomato.”

“That’s extra.”

“Fine.”

She scribbled on her notepad, and cocked her head at the stranger. “You?”

“Poached eggs and corned beef hash,” he said. “And a side of toast—I know, it’s extra, that’s fine.”

“Suit yourself,” she said, and flounced off. She came back with our coffee and a very small pitcher of cream.

“So. Who are you, and why did Peter want me to meet you?” When I said his name, I could see the body lying on the pier, feel the curve of his skull giving way under my fingers. I shivered and stripped off my gloves, reaching for the sugar and the cream. The wadded-up gloves left a rusty mark on the tabletop; I winced, and rolled them up with the fingers on the inside.

The stranger unbuttoned his overcoat and shrugged himself out of it, revealing a tailcoat and white tie. “My name’s Max Cullinane.”

The evening clothes told me where I’d heard the name. “The magician?” I gulped at my coffee, grateful for the sugar and the scalding heat. I had heard of him—who hadn’t? He’d been headliner at every major club on both coasts, and had even starred in his own radio serial. There were all sorts of stories about him, that he’d studied mystic arts in Tibet, that he found lost things and people, and that not all his tricks were done with mirrors. I didn’t believe that, of course, but he had a look to him that made it plausible.

He nodded. “You may have heard that I sometimes do—favors—for friends. Look into things discreetly. These rumors about Nereiade were brought to my attention.”

“What rumors—you mean the stories that people saw her before other disappearances?” I shook my head. “I don’t believe it, and neither did Peter.”

“Oh?”

My eyes fell. We’d argued about that the last time we’d met, eating apple pie at the automat—I was glad, suddenly, that pie was off the menu here. Nereiade had supposedly been seen again, trailing other ships that never came home again: no, I didn’t believe that. “Sailors can be superstitious, that’s all.”

“Is that what your father told you?”

I blinked. “Yes, as a matter of fact.”

Cullinane gave me a lop-sided smile. “I’ve been doing some research on your father. He seems to have done some remarkable things in a too-short life. I’d hoped you might be able to help me understand some things about his work.”

“I don’t know anything about it.” The practiced answer came out firm and clear and frank, and I met Cullinane’s eyes squarely. “I’m not any kind of engineer—any kind of sailor at all.”

“And yet Miss Thomasine Wright—Tommy to her friends—not only won the Portland Ladies’ Cup two years running, but struck rather a shrewd bargain for the bulk of her father’s designs after his death.”

“That doesn’t mean I understand them,” I protested. “I just knew who was likely to be interested.”

“But you didn’t sell the Nymphs.”

“Wollart Lines owns all the rights.”

I could see that he didn’t believe me, and I was relieved to see the waitress returning with our plates. She slapped them down in front of us, and I readied another lie, but Cullinane forestalled me.

“Miss Wright, let me be frank with you. Gagne’s death is not the first connected to these ships’ disappearance, and it’s unlikely to be the last. Will you at least hear me out?”

“Of course.”

“I know that your father studied mathematics in Berlin before the war, and that he was involved with a small group who had developed some radical theories about wave formation and mapping. I also know that he used those theories when he designed the hulls of the three Wollart liners known as the Nymphs, intending to make them significantly faster than their peers without a corresponding increase in fuel consumption.”

I took a huge bite of my sandwich, hardly caring that I burned my mouth on the hot cheese. These were the things Father had told me never to talk about, never to share with anyone; I had been supposed to burn his original designs, though I had never been able to bring myself to do it. Sailors are superstitious, he had said. If they find out there’s anything odd about the hull, they’ll refuse to sail on any of them… For the first time, I wondered if there was more to the story than he had told me.

“Dryade was, I think, pure bad luck: her engines were out of order when Zeeadler—the raider — spotted her or she never would have been taken. As it was, the prize captain was an ambitious young officer who realized there was something special about the ship. She was faster than she should be, and yet burned less coal than he expected, and he persuaded the Imperial Navy to refit her as another commerce raider, hoping to make his name. But somehow the refit didn’t work. Whatever they did to her—adding guns, changing her configuration—cancelled out her special qualities, and she was caught and sunk by a British Q-ship before she’d left the North Sea. Erfurt was killed in that action, but he had given a detailed report to his superiors. It was largely ignored, but in the chaos of the mutinies, someone seems to have taken it seriously. The original file on the Wollart Nymphs was stolen from the Imperial Navy’s offices in Kiel, and subsequently the abstract of the report—all that was left—disappeared from the archives as well. A friend of imine in the British War Office received an unofficial inquiry from a German compatriot, one who supports the new Republican government, and in attempting a little international cooperation, my British friend discovered that there had been considerable interest in the surviving Nymphs, culminating in the disappearance of Nereiade. My friend suspects that Nereiade was taken to be the core of a new privateer fleet, supporting itself by piracy, and ultimately available to the highest bidder, not merely among the Great Powers, but among those countries that would like to make their mark on the world.”

“You think someone took Nereiade,” I said, and was proud that my voice was steady. “Captured her and killed everyone who wouldn’t cooperate and now they’re using her as a pirate ship?”

“More than that,” Cullinane said, “I think they want Naiade, too.”

“We have to stop them.” I had no idea how one might go about such a thing, but it couldn’t be allowed to continue. Nereiade had two hundred passengers as well as her crew, and there was Peter, too, lying dead on the docks… “What can I do?”

Cullinane eyed me thoughtfully. “If you mean that—”

“I have my father’s plans for all the Nymphs.” It was a leap of faith, but Peter had trusted him. And I had to do something.

“That could be very useful.” Cullinane leaned forward, his elbows on the table, lean face intent. “I have tickets on Naiade’s next sailing. I believe that an attempt will be made to take her then, and that this will be the best chance to save her, and perhaps to find out what’s really going on. Are you game?”

“I’m in,” I said, and we shook hands over the dirty plates.

And that was how I found myself following Cullinane up the gangplank to Naiade’s main deck, dressed in a hastily-altered man’s suit and caring a briefcase. That wasn’t so much to protect my reputation as that Cullinane didn’t want anyone to connect me to my father and the Nymphs, and a secretary was much less conspicuous than a girlfriend. I’d spent most of my childhood in pants, sailing my own skiff or crewing for my friends and their brothers, and played all the boys’ parts at Miss Cutler’s Day School when we’d studied drama. I felt sure I could pass.

Cullinane had booked one of the medium suites on C Deck, with a large sitting room and two small bedrooms, more luxury than I was used to, and more than adequate privacy. The steward had everything well in hand, and I made my way down to the promenade to watch the departure. We cast off in a flurry of steam and sirens, passengers laughing and shouting farewells and throwing streamers to friend on the dock. I stayed at the rail as the tugs shepherd us through the bustling harbor and out to the open sea, then made my way to the stern to watch the city sink below the horizon. I’d forgotten, or maybe I’d never truly known, how lovely the Wollart Nymphs were. Naiade had been designed to echo the lines of a racing yacht, with a rounded schooner’s stern and a sharp bow that mimicked a clipper’s—she even had the stub of a bowsprit, though old Mr. Wollart had nixed the idea of an actual figurehead. A statue was on display in the First Class Saloon instead, a sleek, half-naked woman with a flapper’s face and close-cut hair emerging from stylized waves, and I had to admit she looked better there than she would have on Naiade’s bow. There were naiads everywhere in the first class section—holding the light sconces, woven into the curtains, back-to-back on the gilded panels, even sitting on the ashtrays in the Smoking Lounge—and when we went in to dinner the centerpiece on our table was a silver-plated miniature of the figurehead.

The table was full even on the first night: the weather was good, Wollart Lines had a reputation for hiring excellent chefs, and our table boasted not only Cullinane but a second celebrity. Lottie Lowe Davis was a nightclub singer who’d made a name for herself in Paris after the War, and was on her way home to New Orleans, she said, before a trip to Hollywood. Her voice was softly southern, her skin pale as porcelain above her ivory and gold dress, her hair a vivid red-gold that owed nothing to peroxide. Her figure was a little rounder than was fashionable, and I had to admire the way her dress was cut to flatter. She was cheerful and charming and even the older women who had been inclined to mark her off as a mere singer—and a divorcée, no better than she should be—had thawed to her by the end of the meal. I’d had two glasses of wine myself, as well as the chance to chat, and I was feeling quite content.

“There’s a pianist in the First Class Saloon,” I said to Cullinane, as we strolled sternward along the promenade. “I thought I’d stop in for a while.”

“I’d rather you went back to the suite,” he said, and my good humor vanished. This was no pleasure cruise, not for us, and I was foolish to forget it even for an instant.

“Of course.”

“I’ll join you in a bit,” he said. “Set up a drinks table, if you would.”

I did as I was told, setting out the bottles and the fancy crystal that had come with the suite, and it wasn’t long before Cullinane returned. With him was a sandy-haired man about his own age in the blue serge of Naiade’s crew. Even without the uniform, anyone could have told he was a sailor, and Cullinane introduced him as Stefan Mab, Naiade’s second engineer. 

“And this is my new secretary, Tommy Wright,” Cullinane said. Mab seemed to be looking at me more closely that I liked, and I retreated, dropping my eyes.

“May I get you a drink, sir?”

“Brandy and soda, yes, thank you.”

His voice was lightly accented: Scandinavian, I thought, or maybe German. If Cullinane was working with the Germans…I killed that thought, and busied myself with the siphon. “And for you, Mr. Cullinane?”

“The same.” Cullinane looked back at Mab, an odd half-smile on his face. “Tommy is Nicholas Wright’s daughter.”

“Daughter?” Mab blinked, then smiled in turn. “Ah. Better to be in disguise, yes.”

“I thought it might be kinder to mention,” Cullinane said.

“Just so.”

I brought them each their drinks, and mixed a lighter gin and tonic for myself. “Are you helping us, Mr. Mab?”

“He is,” Cullinane said. “But let’s wait a bit. We’ve one more coming, and I don’t want to have to say everything twice.”

Even as he said it, there was a knock on the stateroom door. I opened it, and stepped back, blinking myself as I saw Miss Davis in the corridor.

“Come on in, Lottie,” Cullinane said, and she gave a tired smile.

“So it’s for real,” she said, and I closed the door behind her.

“It is.” Cullinane handed her to a seat, and she looked up at me.

“If that’s a gin and tonic, honey, I’d love one.”

“Of course, Miss Davis.” I busied myself at the drinks tray, brought her the glass and was rewarded with a nod.

“Thanks, honey. That’s perfect.”

I perched on the arm of a chair with my own drink, doing my best to look boyish. Cullinane took a swallow of his brandy-and-soda, and set the glass aside.

“All right. Introductions first, and then a plan.” He smiled. “You all know me. I’m here to fix this if I can.”

“And I would still like to know at whose behest,” Mab said.

“I can’t tell you,” Cullinane answered. “There is of course interest in high places, but nothing official.”

“There never is.” Mab slumped back against the sofa cushions.

“Mab is here because he is familiar with the conversion of Dryade during—”

“I served on the Zeeadler that captured her,” Mab interrupted, “and I was in line to be her chief engineer when she was lost. I hope that doesn’t make you too uncomfortable, Miss Wright.”

I shook my head, aware of Miss Davis’s sudden sharp look, and Cullinane went on.

“Miss Wright — who I think we should all call Tommy for the duration of this exploit — is Nicholas Wright’s daughter and friend of any number of people who have disappeared on the missing Nymphs. Miss Davis —”

“My daughter was traveling on Nereiade when she disappeared,” Miss Davis said. “With my ex-husband. I want to know what happened.”

“And I think we can find some answers for you,” Cullinane said. “For all of us. Tommy, would you fetch the plans? And, Stefan, did you find anything in the engines?”

I did as I was told, and Mab shook his head. “The engines are perfectly ordinary. I have been over every inch of the machinery, and there’s nothing that didn’t come straight from the builder. And yet we are still using nearly a third less fuel than I would expect, and making better speed.”

I unfolded the plans and laid them on the little table, the drawing of Naiade on top. In the cabin’s lights, the lines of the hull swept down from the bowsprit and back up to the rounded stern. It was hard to follow the curves precisely; they seemed to shift and twist, changing perspective like one of those drawings that shows a young lady at her mirror until you blink and it becomes a glaring skull. Miss Davis whistled between her teeth.

“I don’t know much about boats, but there’s sure something funny there.”

“Yes, indeed,” Mab said. He used his finger to trace one of the lines. I’d done that myself any number of times, and waited for the moment when he shook his head, blinking hard. He looked at Cullinane. “What are we looking at, then? Is this why she’s so fast?”

Cullinane nodded. “I believe — and correct me if I’m wrong, Tommy, please — Nicholas Wright used the Duplessis-Albericht transformation to calculate hull shape that would slip most efficiently through air and water. Through matter in general, in fact, but the relatively low density of air and water is what lets the Nymphs move so freely.”

“It does more than that,” I said. “Father said — it slips through time more efficiently, too, so it gets a little ahead of itself. Not by much, only fractions of a second, but over the course of a voyage it adds up to savings.”

Mab swore under his breath, but Cullinane merely nodded again. “Of course. Efficiency in more than three dimensions. Brilliant.”

“He called it a variation on Schatten-Theorie,” I said. “Shadow Theory? I saw the math once, the equations were enormous, at least two full pages, but after he died I couldn’t find that notebook.”

“Damn,” Cullinane said, but Mab shrugged, still trying to trace the lines of the hull.

“If we know that much, the work can be recreated. With this to help.”

“But that’s not the point,” Miss Davis said. “The point is to find Nereiade.”

“She’ll come,” Cullinane said, “and I’ll remind you that puts us all in grave danger.”

“But if they have Nereiade, why do they want Naiade, too?” I asked.

“She was the first built,” Mab said. “The closest to your father’s original plans. All the others had alterations to make them easier to build, easier to handle, but Naiade is the original. The one that will be the fastest, the best.”

Miss Davis looked around the room. “No offense, Max, but there’s only four of us. How are we supposed to stand up to a ship full of pirates?”

“All the reports mention a distant light, and then Nereiade’s ghostly shape,” Cullinane said. “I believe I know what that light is—it’s the key to the whole operation, and if we can nullify its effects, I believe Captain Turner’s men can deal with the attack.”

“It would be helpful if you gave us a few more details,” Mab said.

“And I will.” Cullinane spread his hands with a disarming grin. “Just as soon as I have them.”

Mab laughed, but his eyes were on the plans again. “This is an amazing design. An amazing ship.”

“What do you want us to do?” Miss Davis asked.

“I took the liberty of sending some anonymous messages to Wollart Lines before we left,” Cullinane answered, “warning that pirates might attempt an attack. I also mailed the same warning to Captain Turner. I believe he has taken them seriously.”

“We were told there might be trouble,” Mab agreed. “Though my Chief was worried about Wobblies and Bolsheviks.”

“I may have mentioned such things,” Cullinane said.

Old Man Wollart believed in capitalism and the American Way: those were words guaranteed to get him on your side in a pinch.

“Turner has posted extra lookouts, and is determined to steer clear of any ships encountered in fog or poor visibility,” Cullinane went on. “As for us—I think the captain’s precautions are good, but we may need a bit more.” He crossed to the sideboard, opened a drawer, and pulled out four silver whistles thicker than my forefinger. He put one to his lips and blew softly, and I winced at the shrill sound. Even muted and in the cabin, it seemed unnaturally piercing. “That’s our signal. If any of you see anything strange—particularly a light on the horizon, but really anything at all—I want you to sound off good and loud. Oh, and if you do see such a light, for God’s sake, don’t look at it.”

I took my whistle, turning it curiously in my hand. It felt heavy for its size, and rattled softly when I shook it. After a moment’s thought, I hooked it on my borrowed watch chain the way I’d seen the boys do it. Mab stuffed his in his pocket, and Miss Davis tucked hers into her beaded purse.

“All right, we’ll do it your way.” She rose to her feet, and Mab hurried to open the door. “Max—do you think there’s any chance Bella might be alive?”

Cullinane winced. “There’s always a chance,” he said, but I could tell he didn’t believe it.

We ran south all the next day, following the Gulf Stream south toward Florida. The weather was good, and Naiade ran easily through the gentle swells. I was getting used to my suit and my new persona: I could wander where I willed, and no one would question me, or try to shepherd me back to more respectable pursuits. I climbed down to the engine room, and stared in awe at the massive pistons; I made my way to the very point of the bow, where the bowsprit jutted into the spray, and no one told me to take care, or cautioned me that I would ruin my dress. I lunched with Miss Davis in the smaller dining room—Cullinane was nowhere to be found—and afterwards we made our way around the circuit of the Promenade, her hand on my arm in the most natural way while we chatted. I was falling into a schoolgirl’s crush, I knew, but I’d survived those before.

She had been unlucky in her marriage, she said. She’d married young hoping to create a stable life for herself, but by the time her daughter was a toddler, she’d known she couldn’t have a singer’s life and a family. It had been terribly hard, but she’d chosen her art, and permitted her husband to divorce her and to keep the child. It was only fair, she said, and anyway the clubs and the travel was no life for a baby. But then he had planned a trip to visit cousins in New York (and, I suspected, to see her) and taken ship on Nereiade, and the ship had disappeared into a fog bank and never been seen again. Her daughter Bella had been five then; she’d be almost seven now, and Miss Davis spoke wistfully of how big she’d be, but I could tell she didn’t truly believe Bella was alive any more than Cullinane did. I closed my hand over hers where it rested in the crook of my elbow, not knowing what else to say, and she glanced up with a watery smile.

“I have to have an answer, you see.”

I nodded.

“But let’s talk about something else.” She drew a deep breath, her bosom rising and falling sharply. “Where do you think we are?”

The horizon was out of sight, but by the time we’d traveled… “Coming up on the Carolina coast.” Coming up on Hatteras, I meant, but didn’t want to say it out loud. The air was growing damp, too, and the sky ahead was blurred with haze. Fog off Hatteras: I suspected that was what Cullinane was counting on, to lure the pirate in, and my eyes strayed nervously to the silvered horizons.

By late afternoon, the fog had thickened, and Captain Turner had started our own foghorn, blasting at steady intervals. In the intervening silences, I could hear another foghorn answering. Diamond Shoals or another ship? I strained my eyes as I leaned against the rail, and gave a sigh of relief as the fog thinned abruptly. Yes, there in the distance was the Diamond Shoals lightship, and for just a second I caught a glimpse of the coastline behind it, a shadow in the wavering light. Then it was gone, and the lightship wavered as a curtain of fog passed between us. Naiade held her course, aiming, I thought, to pass close enough alongside for the lightship’s crew to mark our passage. The lightship appeared again, rust-red sides rising high out of the waves, and vanished, then reappeared, closer still. I could see someone on the deck, a tiny shape that raised an arm in a broad wave of greeting. I waved back, and the lightship slipped astern.

The air was damp and chilly now, and I remembered the pullover Cullinane had insisted I bring. Unnecessary, I’d thought, going south in the early summer, but it looked as though I’d be glad of it after all. The main Saloon was crowded, probably because of the lightship; I wormed my way through the crowd and let myself into the cabin. I’d just pulled the sweater over my head when I heard the shrill blast of one of Cullinane’s whistles. To stern and to port, I thought, and a light flashed outside the porthole, flat and blinding as lightning. There was no sound, just a heavy smell of lilacs, and against my will my eyes closed.

I woke folded into an uncomfortable shape, my neck bent awkwardly against a old bulkhead. The lights were stark, and there was a hand over my mouth. I promptly bit it, and Stefan Mab swallowed a curse.

“Quiet,” Cullinane said. “I told you she’d do that.”

“So you did.” Mab shook his hand unhappily.

“Sorry,” I said, and dragged myself into a more comfortable position. “What happened?”

“I miscalculated,” Cullinane said. He looked thoroughly annoyed with himself.

“The pirates have taken the ship,” Mab said.

“So where are we?”

“E Deck, starboard crew quarters,” Mab said. “They’ve already searched here.”

“Max.” Miss Davis came around the corner. She was still in the dress she’d worn at lunch, but she’d changed her court shoes for a practical pair of pumps. “They’ve moved on.”

“Good.” Cullinane held out his hand, and I let him pull me to my feet.

“Who are ‘they,’ anyway?”

“I don’t know who,” Cullinane answered, “but, yes, they took the ship. They came alongside in the fog before anyone spotted them, and used the light and then gas to put the ship to sleep. The only good news is that they’ve only got about a dozen men all told, and some of them are back on Nereiade.”

“Anyone who was in his cabin has been locked in,” Mab said. “I’m worried about the others, Max.”

“I know.” Cullinane pressed his palms together hard. “We need to take the bridge. If we get control of the ship, they’ll have to try to take it back.”

“They will have hostages,” Mab said.

“They’re dead anyway,” Cullinane answered, and I shuddered. Certainly it was true, there was no reason for the pirates to keep anyone alive if all they wanted was the ship itself, but to hear it said aloud was somehow worse.

“Then we’d better hurry,” Miss Davis said. “Tommy, do you have a gun?”

“No.” I looked around, saw a fire axe hanging on the wall beside a coil of hose. I grabbed that, testing the weight. I’d used heavier axes at our camp back home, and anyway, fear was giving me extra strength. “Just don’t call me Lizzie.”

Mab lifted his eyebrows, but Cullinane grinned briefly. “All right. Let’s go.”

He pulled a blackjack from his pocket, and Mab drew a broomhandle Mauser that surely dated from the War. Miss Davis dipped her hand into her purse and came up with a dainty pistol not much bigger than her palm, all silver scrollwork and mother of pearl, but from the way she held it I had no doubt she knew how to use it. Cullinane led the way through the corridor and up the crew’s stairs to B Deck. From there, we’d have to go forward, past the Smoking Lounge, to reach the stairs that led to the bridge.

Cullinane paused long enough at the top of the stairs to be sure the coast was clear, then led us down the port corridor. As I brought up the rear, I could see why. Nereiade was standing off the starboard side, just barely keeping a safe distance. In that quick glance, I couldn’t make out anyone on deck, but there had to be watchers on the bridge, and even if they didn’t have loudhailers they were close enough to hear shouting. 

As we came to the entrance to the Ladies Saloon, I could hear voices, and Cullinane waved us back against the wall.

“They’ll do anything you tell them,” a man said. “Walk right overboard if you want them to.”

“Yeah, sure,” a second voice answered, and I suppressed a curse. At least two of them, then, and we had to pass both the open door and the broad windows.

“They will,” the first voice insisted. “Go ahead, tell her.”

“Won’t the boss be upset?”

“He’s going to get rid of them anyway.”

In the silence, I saw Cullinane and Mab exchange glances, and then the second voice spoke again.

“Ok, lady. Go outside and jump over the rail.”

I braced myself, not sure yet for what, and a moment later an older woman in a lilac afternoon dress emerged from the door. Her face was slack beneath her disheveled white hair, her eyes as empty as a dead woman’s as she started toward the rail. 

“She’s going to do it,” the second voice said, and giggled.

“If she can get over it,” the first man said. “You might have to help her.”

Miss Davis moved then, grabbing the older woman and twisting her away from the rail to pin her against the saloon’s wall. I saw the first of the men emerge from the doorway, frowning as though he didn’t believe what he’d seen, and Cullinane dropped him with a single stroke of the blackjack. Mab charged past him, and I heard a muffled pistol shot, came up with my axe raised to see a second body on the floor, a curl of smoke rising from his singed vest. Nearly a dozen people stood in the room’s center, passengers and a couple of stewardesses, their faces as blank as the other woman’s had been.

“Come inside,” Miss Davis said, to the other woman, her voice trembling only slightly, and the older woman obeyed.

Mab looked up from hogtying the man Cullinane had downed, using a cord he’d stripped from the nearest curtain. “Do you think they heard?”

Cullinane shook his head. “Not unless they were right on top of us.”

“Max, you have to do something about them,” Miss Davis said.

“I can’t—” He stopped, shaking his head. “All right. Ladies, listen. Go back to your cabins at once and lock yourselves inside. All of you. Go back to your cabins.”

His voice was low and compelling, and the women turned as one, began making their way toward the doors.

“It’s all I can do,” he said, to Miss Davis. He looked around the room, frowning, and reached for one of the mirrors that hung on the forward bulkhead. It was bolted in place, of course, and he looked at me. “Tommy, can you get this loose?”

“Not without a wrench.”

“I need a mirror.”

I looked at it for a moment, studying the possibilities, then turned the axe backward in my hand. “Stand clear,” I said, and hit it sharply in one corner. The glass crazed, a spiderweb of cracks spreading over its surface, and I sighed with relief to see that one of the pieces was almost a quarter of the original. 

“Good work,” Cullinane said, and together we pried it out of the frame. “Let’s go.”

There was no one in the main saloon as wedged past, and the doors of the dining room were closed, the curtains drawn. We paused at the bottom of the stairs, listening, and I thought I could hear the muffled sounds of at least three people moving around on the bridge above us. Cullinane took a careful step up, and then another, his head cocked to listen, and Mab lifted his pistol to cover him.

“We have to take them fast,” he said, so softly that it was like hearing his thoughts. “Stefan and me first, then Tommy. You cover us, Lottie.”

We all nodded, and he peered up the stairs again. “All right. Ready—go!”

He and Mab charged up the stairs, and I hauled myself up after them, Miss Davis at my heels. Before I was quite at the top, I heard someone cry out, and then a shot, and a man lunged toward me, whether to attack or push past me down the stairs I didn’t know. I swung the axe at him and missed, and Cullinane swung his blackjack expertly. The man collapsed, and slithered past me to stop at Miss Davis’s feet. She stepped over him and hurried on up the stairs. Cullinane and Mab had secured the others, one more out cold and the other two tied back to back in a corner. Both of them looked only half conscious, as though Cullinane or Mab had hit them hard. Captain Turner stood by the far window, the helmsman at his side, both their faces as blank as the women in the Saloon below. Mab stepped to the wheel, studying the controls, and Cullinane said, “Can you move us away from Nereiade?”

Mab tested the wheel, then looked at the engine room telegraph. “Only if they’re answering bells in the engine room. Can’t you wake them?”

“I don’t know.” Cullinane propped the mirror against the bulkhead, and studied Turner. He touched the man’s arm, got no response, and finally took his shoulders in both hands, turning him to face him. “Tommy, take a look at Nereiade, but make sure you’re not seen. See if there’s a searchlight anywhere on the bridge deck. Lottie, if anybody tries to come up the stairs, or if any of these boys try anything — shoot them.”

“With pleasure.” Miss Davis pressed herself against the bulkhead by the head of the stair where she had a clear shot, and I peered cautiously out the starboard windows. Nereiade was still alongside, a sudden puff of smoke rising from her single stack as she adjusted her engines to keep station. The fog seemed to be thinning, and it was easier to see her through the haze. There still wasn’t anyone visible on deck, but when I grabbed a pair of binoculars off the chart table, I could make out shapes behind the glass of the bridge. And—yes, it looked like a searchlight, or more like a signal lamp, and I turned to tell Cullinane.

He had Captain Turner by the shoulders, and was repeating something in a soft voice, words that I couldn’t quite understand, but that somehow tugged at my hearing as though I ought to be able to grasp them, if only I listened a little harder. He waved his hand in front of Turner’s face, then snapped his fingers, but nothing happened.

“Max,” Mab said. He was keeping Naiade turned into the sluggish swells, his hands moving easily on the wheel.

“I need more time,” Cullinane said.

“I can see the searchlight,” I said, and he turned toward me.

“Where?”

“There,” I said, pointing, and handed him the glasses. He took them, studying Nereiade’s side, and I saw his mouth tighten.

“It’s a hell of a chance, but —” He handed me back the binoculars, and crossed the bridge to pick up the piece of mirror. “Tommy, does that window open?”

“Yes.” I eased the catches back, and he held up his free hand.

“Wait, not yet. Stefan, on my word, I want you to signal full power — I want Nereiade to think we’re trying to get away.”

“They’ll hit us again,” Mab said.

“That’s what I want.” Cullinane stooped to take another look at Nereiade, still keeping station as neatly as a Navy cutter.

“What is that light?” I asked.

“It doesn’t have a name,” Cullinane said. “It projects a special frequency of light that stuns the eyes and mind. Some hypnotists use it to put subjects into a trace, which is how I know about it, and why I thought of it when I heard the stories. But I’ve never seen it used on this scale.”

“If they hit us again, we’ll all be under,” Mab pointed out, and Cullinane shook his head.

“Trust me, Stefan.”

Mab sighed. “I do.”

“Full ahead.”

“Full ahead aye,” Mab answered automatically, and reached across to move the lever of the engine room telegraph to full ahead. The warning bell sounded, kept sounding, and Cullinane nodded to me.

“Open the window.”

I slid back the heavy pane, and he raised the mirror, keeping it just below the opening. The bell stopped, the needle finally moving on the repeater, and the deck lurched under my feet as the engines came up to full power. The vibrations slowed as abruptly as they’d begun, and I saw figures moving on Nereiade’s bridge.

“Get down!” Cullinane shouted, and in the same moment raised the mirror. I ducked, but not before I saw the light’s projector swing toward us, shutters opening. I could see the flash through my closed lids, but it was somehow behind me, and when I bobbed up again, the man at the light stood frozen, and there was no movement on Nereiade’s bridge.

“You turned it back on them!”

“So far.” Cullinane let the mirror slide to the deck. “We’re not out of the woods yet—”

He stopped, and I lifted my axe, only to realize what he’d seen. Captain Turner was moving, shaking his head, the helmsman blinking to life beside him.

“What the devil?”

“Pirates,” Cullinane said. “As I warned you, sir. You and your men have been knocked out, and the pirates may still have the engine room—”

“That’s her,” the helmsman said. “That’s Nereiade.”

“She’s out of commission at the moment,” Cullinane said, and one of the speaking tubes whistled.

Turner grabbed it from the bulkhead. “Bridge here.”

“Captain! Thank God.” It was impossible to recognize the voice, and Turner frowned.

“Identify yourself, man.”

“It’s Martin, sir. We’ve just broken out of the forward crew’s quarters. I don’t know how we got there —”

“Stow that for now.” Turner looked at Cullinane. “Can you hold the bridge? I intend to take back my ship.”

“We can do that, sir,” Cullinane answered, and Turner turned back to the speaking tube.

“Martin! Bring the men aft to D Deck, the crew stairs. If you meet anyone who isn’t crew or passenger, put them out of action.”

“With pleasure, sir,” Martin answered, and Turner glanced again at Nereiade, now falling away to starboard under the pressure of wind and waves. 

“Do we have steering way, Mr. Mab?”

“Aye, sir.”

“Then hold her steady. We’ll take care of things from here.”

I leaned against the bulkhead, not quite daring to put down the axe, though I let its head rest on the deck. “What about Nereiade?”

“With luck, we’ll have a chance to take boats over,” Cullinane answered, but I could see she was already starting to drift away into the fog.

Miss Davis gave a soft cry. “Max, we can’t just do nothing—”

“What would you have me do, Lottie? We don’t even have control of our own engines yet.”

She put her hand to her mouth, muffling her words. “I know. God, I do know.” 

After a moment, I held out my hand, and she took it, moving close so that we stood shoulder to shoulder against the bulkhead. “I’ll find her,” she whispered, after a moment. “I’ll find my little girl.”

I put my arm around her shoulders, wishing I had something more I could do, and we settled ourselves to wait.

It took Captain Turner a good hour to winkle the pirates out of the engine room, and then they damaged the condensers, so that we had to heave to for repairs. That lasted well into the night, and by then Nereiade was long gone. Miss Davis huddled dry-eyed in our cabin, a cup of coffee laced with brandy cooling in her hands, and I sat with her, silent, not knowing what to say. Cullinane came and went, sometimes with Mab, sometimes alone, and finally as the naiad clock struck midnight, they returned together, disheveled and, in Mab’s case, grease-stained, but with a certain air of satisfaction about them. I moved to mix them drinks, and Miss Davis fixed them with a stare.

“Well?”

“Nereiade’s well away,” Cullinane said bluntly. “Turner put out a general radio call, and the Diamond Shoals Light spotted her heading south.”

“Damn it, Max!”

“But there’s some good news.” Cullinane took a swallow of his drink, working his shoulders as though they were sore. “We have a name.”

“The pirates talked,” Mab said, with a dark smile.

Cullinane nodded. “Howell Hall, supposedly based in New Orleans. Mind you, it’s probably an alias, but it’s more than we had before. And—Lottie, when Nereiade was taken, Bella was spared. They don’t know why, maybe just because she was a child, but Hall had her taken onto the tender with him when they parted company with Nereiade, and presumably took her back to New Orleans with him.”

Miss Davis wept then, hard and nearly silent, a storm that shook her like a giant hand. I put my arm around her, half afraid she’d push me away, but she clung closer, her head on my shoulder, until at least she could master herself and sit up again. “Oh, God, Max, are you sure?”

“The men were sure,” Mab said, and Cullinane nodded again.

“It’s still a long shot, but—better than nothing.”

“Yes,” she said fiercely. “Yes, indeed. You’ll help me—keep helping me?”

“You know I will,” Cullinane said.

“Let me help, too,” I said. “I know a lot about my father’s work, and I’ve been around the waterfront all my life. I can be useful.”

“It’s dangerous,” Cullinane said, but I wasn’t looking at him.

“Are you sure you know what you’re asking?” Miss Davis said.

“I’m sure.” I took her hand in both of mine. “Please.”

She nodded slowly, and I heard Cullinane sigh. “All right. For now. When we get to New Orleans —”

“I’ll be ready,” I said. “We’ll find her.”

Miss Davis set her other hand on top of mine. “I believe we will.”


[image: ]

THE GIRLS WERE spayed. That is the only word for it. Four sisters, the oldest five and the youngest barely two, with dirt-crusted fingers and baggy t-shirts, huddled next to a police van. They are identical in the way of twins; different sizes but, excepting perhaps some scars and birthmarks, their bodies are the same. The picture of them standing together next to the van is like a textbook illustration of early human development. And hidden under their shirts, carved low across the belly, the one scar they all share.

None of the many news services that reported the story said that the girls had been spayed like bitches. In the articles, they were “subjected to hysterectomies,” or similar overly-clinical distortions. But the video of the police raid on the Charismatic Church of the Redeemer shows the Reverend Kenny Kendall’s eyes wheeling in their sunken sockets as he is led out in handcuffs. While there are no known videos of the sermons he delivered to his followers in their South Texas compound, if they were anything like the screeds on his website then he told his congregation that “a person in whom a seed has not been planted cannot have a soul, and so is not a person true, but an animal grown obscenely person-shaped.” It seems clear that what Reverend Kendall saw growing up and wearing out shoes in his perfect community were not little girls. They were vermin. Only a matter of years away from becoming a pestilence. What he had ordered done was a veterinary procedure.

Interviewed in prison, Reverend Kendall explains. “It took a while to realize what we had, of course. What they were. I’d imagine it takes a while for everyone, you know. And how could we suspect? None of us knew what Candace had done.” Candace Montross, the girls’ mother and former member of Kendall’s congregation. “But once Johnnie had his accident, everyone knew it weren’t his seed showing in Candace. Then the truth came out, as it is wont to do.”

Candace was taken to Camp Kendall (as locals in nearby Wharton call the church compound) by her parents at age eleven. At seventeen she ran away and hitchhiked to Houston, but found herself ill-equipped for independent living and called her parents to beg money. She was tracked down, taken back to the compound, and married to Johnnie Montross. Her oldest daughter was born nine months later. She’s now twenty-three and still legally married to Johnnie, fifteen years her senior and paraplegic since falling off a roof a year and a half ago. She’s also pregnant again, for the second time since Johnnie’s accident.

“She whored herself in Houston, obviously, and caught it and brought it back with her. Couldn’t do anything to her directly with her parents right there in the pews, a man and a woman. But even they eventually came to understand it weren’t an abortion. They were as disgusted as anyone at the idea of Candace bearing more of those monsters. All with their own daughter’s face! What does it mean, I ask you, for the institution of motherhood, for all of us, if we let that sort of thing happen?”

There are certainly monsters in this world. Sometimes they ask valuable questions. What does it mean, indeed?

 

 

THE LIGHT SLANTING through the windows had dimmed to nothing while Tess typed. A moth landed on the screen of her huge new monitor, now the brightest thing in the room. She had spent years of her life submerged in her recliner, cup of coffee at hand, ancient heavy laptop balanced on her stomach. Judy had long offered to replace the battered machine, but Tess was attached. She liked how solid it was, the familiar heat of it, every well-earned scratch in the plastic. She’d swapped out the keyboard twice and the screen hinges once. No other laptop felt right to her. But when Tess finally started to show, Judy came home with a new TV stand, wireless keyboard, and that 30-inch beast of a monitor.

“Your computer is a fetus panini press,” she said. “You can have it back in five months. Until then, it’s living on the stand.”

Judy had developed a brooding concern for Tess’s physical wellbeing. Judy’s sister had quipped it was “typical Daddy anxiety,” but Tess knew it was also partly guilt over having won the donor argument. Judy’s position that they should use an unknown donor, that it was more important to control for all-too-common legal risks rather than astronomically unlikely medical ones, had eventually won Tess over. But in the aftermath of that victory, she had become overprotective of Tess’s health, solicitously interrogating every groan and sniffle. Tess had told her to knock it off, but it was kind of gratifying.

So now Tess typed her articles on keys that felt fragile under her fingers. And the mug by her side was just milk with a splash of coffee for flavor. Her obstetrician had recommended that she quit coffee entirely. Something about her chronic borderline anemia. The first trimester was supposed to be bad enough all on its own, but she had a private theory that the worst of her troubles, from muscle aches to nausea, had really been due to caffeine withdrawal.

Tess got up to turn on some lights and brush away the moth. The screen was radiating a haze of heat and she flushed with mild resentment. She leaned over the laptop to review her words. Tess guessed that her editor might complain about the “spayed like bitches” line. She moved to change it to something tamer, then stopped herself and left the line intact.

It was her first time working for this editor. She had spent the last four years freelancing for the alternative press, building an audience writing articles for The Hiccup and Bentedge and The Stage Left. An audience that apparently included Lynette Robin, features editor for American Moment, who had contacted her out of the blue with a contract offer for a story on HCP. The police raid on Camp Kendall had gotten a lot of attention, and Lynette wanted to publish an overview article on what had befallen Candace and her daughters while the news was still hot. Tess had been reporting on the issue for long enough and was Texas-local; could she, Lynette had asked, meet an aggressive deadline for a feature story? If she could, the job was hers.

Tess turned on networking, and all the new email alerts popped up in the corner of her screen. There was no sign of the message she was hoping for, the one from Candace Montross’s attorney saying that his client had finally consented to an interview. But right at the top of her inbox was Lynette, writing back about the outline proposal she’d requested Tess send.

 

Outline looks good. Just a few things: I’m not sure about a whole section on the Chinese one-child policy. Not because it isn’t relevant, but just because American Moment has something of a mandate to focus on contemporary American culture. Maybe we could include a condensed version of that content as a sidebar? Or spin it into a followup article once we’ve built interest? Let me know what you think. Also, you need a section detailing the mechanisms of the disease. I know that sort of thing wasn’t necessary when you were writing for The Hiccup, but for much of our readership your article will be their introduction to this condition. I think it’s worth nailing down the specifics. Other than that, green light all the way. I’ve attached the travel reimbursement form, just fill in the blanks for your expenses. And start sending me copy when you have it. I’m excited about this one. — LR

 

She was so hands-on. Cheerful about it, but still Tess bristled. She’d never been asked to submit in-progress copy before. The request felt invasive, like she was being asked to spread her closet out on the front lawn. The readership was worth it; an article for American Moment would get ten times as many readers as anything else she’d written. More, even. But the thought of several weeks of back-and-forth made her tired.

Everything made her tired. She slapped her laptop closed, and the monitor spasmed through a handful of test screens before settling sullenly to black.

Upstairs, in the glass and cherrywood cavern of their bedroom, Tess found Judy already in bed. She was propped up on a pile of pillows, reading glasses tight under her eyes, pallid in the wash of light from her bedside lamp and her tablet. When Tess came in, Judy gestured at a suitcase standing in the corner.

“I packed your bag,” she said without looking up from her screen. “We’ll throw it in the car and I can take you straight to the airport from the party. Look through it. See if I forgot anything.”

Tess dragged her fingertips over the rough nylon of the suitcase. She rocked it back on its wheels and pinched the black rubber trim. “Did you forget anything?”

“No.”

Tess abandoned the bag and wandered off toward her nightclothes. “What are you working on?”

“Schools. Still schools. Not sure there’s a preschool in this city that’ll do. Three visits this week, and I’ve come away three different flavors of disappointed. I’m on the verge of deciding to just start my own.”

Tuesday night, and already three more visits. “Do you know anything about how to run a school?” asked Tess, shrugging into her pajamas.

“Nothing. Yet. But somewhere in this city there’s a brilliant educator who’s spent a decade banging her head against incompetent administration. She knows. Probably there’s a dozen of her. I’ll find them all and pick the best one. If I get started in the next six months, by the time Decaf is three we’ll own the best preschool in town.” She clicked off her tablet and dropped it on the charging mat by her bedside. “I think I’d do this one as a non-profit. I’ve been wanting to do a non-profit.”

Tess got into bed and flopped over, buried her face in Judy’s hip. She felt Judy’s fingers comb across her scalp and inhaled an atmosphere of fabric softener and banana body wash. Judy always showered at night. Tess usually showered in the morning. “Suppose this was inevitable,” she mumbled toward the mattress.

Judy had a habit of turning personal obstacles into entrepreneurial opportunities. Inspired by her own turbulent youth, her first company was a child access center, providing supervised exchanges and visitation for the children of violently estranged couples. When the private ambulance company for which her stepsister worked as an EMT collapsed under the weight of an embezzling scandal, Judy bought three of the vans in liquidation and founded a replacement, moving her sister behind a desk to handle the day-to-days. When she built her house, she’d worked with an architect willing to study up on sustainable building practices, then partnered with her on a consulting company for green renovations and remodels. Tess had profiled Judy after that company’s winning bid on a convention center renovation. “I like service industries,” Judy had explained to Tess in their first interview. “Business contexts change, but people are a constant.” The two of them met up later that week in a sushi bar, then again the very next night at a wild game restaurant Judy knew about in a 100-year-old log cabin. Tess moved in to Judy’s house when the lease on her apartment expired eight months later.

“Did the editor write back?” asked Judy.

“Yeah. I’ve got a fancy travel spreadsheet to fill out and everything. It’s all covered. Except for China.”

“Were you planning on going to China?” She slipped her glasses to the tip of her nose and stared down at Tess over the rims. “You’re supposed to tell me before you go to China.”

“Take those off. I was going to write about it. But everything else is a go. Including the interview with the Montross girl that I don’t actually have yet. I think her attorney’s ignoring me now.” Tess rolled over on her left side and felt marginally more comfortable. “I promised I could get her.”

Judy planted a reassuring palm on the round of Tess’s hip. “You’ll get her.”

“What if I can’t?”

“Then you’ll have to rework the article. But you will. You got an interview with the guy in prison, didn’t you?”

Kenny Kendall had talked to Tess against his attorney’s advice. Before the interview, she thought it was because her article was the biggest microphone available to a man in love with his own voice. And maybe that was part of it; he’d struck her as someone who’d been waiting his whole life to paint himself as martyr to a cause. But it wasn’t just that. He’d recognized Tess. Knew her by name. Had leaned back in his orange jumpsuit, pinched at his eyebrows, and said he’d expected someone bigger.

Tess tried to put it out of her mind. Being part of the story, rather than just reporting it, would make talking to Candace even more complicated. Her inability to find Candace at all was enough to worry about for now.

“Are you still using the light?” she asked.

Judy turned the lamp off and the soft LED gloaming of idle electronics filled the room. Tess stole pillows from Judy’s hoard, one for her head and one for between her knees. The comforter flapped against her body and Tess felt Judy’s arm slip under her own and drape across her ribs, warm breath on the back of her neck. Tess moved Judy’s wrist so it wasn’t pressing on her breast.

“How important is it that I go to the party?” Tess asked.

“You have to go to the party. It’s for you.”

“It’s going to be crowded,” she said.

Judy didn’t answer.

“I’m too focused on this trip.”

“You can handle it,” Judy said. “It’s gifts and sitting, you’ll be fine.”

Was there anything more awful than gifts and sitting? Tess curled in her knees. “I wish I could take a pill.”

“No flippers for Decaf.”

“No flippers for Decaf.” It was a phrase worn smooth, a call-and-response begun in the months since Tess learned that she had to quit her anti-anxiety medication for the duration of her pregnancy.

Judy’s breath slowed and evened. Tess shifted, twisted onto her back. Judy stirred but didn’t wake, just tucked her narrow nose into the pillow and pressed pale knuckles to her mouth. Judy’s was an accommodating sleep that came when called. Tess’s sleep, like her ability to enjoy her friends, came usually from a medicine bottle. The pills used to sit out on her nightstand, but were now shut away in the bathroom cabinet. Tess wondered what, if any, meds would be in the bag Judy had packed for her. None of her normal ones. She wouldn’t be surprised to find instead one of the herbal supplements with which Judy decorated their pantry. Valerian or something. Tess had no faith in substances she couldn’t imagine being synthesized in gleaming, sanitary laboratories, surrounded by starched white coats and lasers. Taking one of those grassy capsules was like eating off the floor.

Without her prescription bottles, all she had left were words. Pliant letters on the page. The story was what mattered. Losing the cross-cultural angle would change the balance of the piece. She let the article fill her mind, then experimentally plucked out China. She shut the country away in the cabinet and watched her words twist and flow to fill the hole. Contexts shifted, sentences blossomed, and paragraphs slid over and through each other until, eventually, they began to blur into dreams.

 

 

CANDACE MONTROSS’S CONDITION has yet to be definitively named. It was first called Human Asexual Reproduction Syndrome, or HARS, a term that proved less than fully accurate with the discovery that the disease is sexually transmitted. The name is no longer used within the medical community, though it remains in use online, where reactionary commenters still make references to “HARS whores.” Terms in more common use are Human Communicable Parthenogenesis (HCP) and Gamete Diploidy Syndrome (GDS). HCP is the popular term among the affected; the most widely read news site for this growing culture is titled The Hiccup. But GDS has become the preferred nomenclature in the medical journals, and is the term that will be used in this article.

All of these names are attempts to capture precisely how it is that babies are being made now in a way they have never been made before. Recall the old, familiar recipe: two cells, a sperm from a man and an egg from a woman, fuse into a single cell which grows into a baby. The sperm and the egg can fuse this way because they are, at a genetic level, different from all the other cells in the body. Every cell contains our complete genetic code, split up into 23 chromosomes. Most cells have two copies of each chromosome (one from mom, the other from dad) for a total of 46. This property of having two copies of every chromosome is called “diploidy.” Almost every cell in the human body is diploid. The lone exception are the gametes, the sperm and the egg. Gametes are “haploid”–they only have one copy of each chromosome. Being haploid is what allows two gametes to fuse into a single diploid cell with a new mix of chromosomes that will develop into a genetically distinct person. This is sexual reproduction, the way human beings have made more human beings from the beginning of the species until sometime in the last six years.

Candace Montross’s eggs, like the eggs of a growing number of women around the world, are not haploid. They are diploid. Her eggs are fully capable of implanting in her womb and growing into a baby that shares every one of Candace’s genes, a perfect clone of her only biological parent. They weren’t always that way. Her gametes were altered after she was raped by a man in Houston who also had diploid gametes, and who also wasn’t born that way. They both, now, have GDS. Since diploid sperm are nonviable, Candace’s rapist is a sterile carrier of the disease, which renders all men who contract it sterile. But they can still transmit it to women, whose diploid eggs will put them at risk for pregnancy whenever they ovulate. Their genetically identical children will themselves be carriers, and will similarly begin auto-impregnating when they reach puberty. This is a new form of reproduction which crowds out the old, and only time will tell which method is more robust.

 

 

THERE WERE GIANT ants in the Atlanta airport, six feet long at least. They stretched across the ceiling in a curious, seeking line that curled down the wall of baggage claim. One lone ant had been installed on the floor, and Tess ran a hand over its copper and urethane carapace as she walked by on her way to the car rental desks. When she got to her hotel room, she found ants there too. These were alive and more traditionally sized, clumsy brown specks swarming the lid from a pudding cup that had fallen behind the nightstand and been overlooked by the housekeeping staff. The second room she tried stank of cigarettes and sent her, retching, back into the hall. The third was tolerable.

In the morning, Tess found that her lavender blouse didn’t fit right anymore. She wasn’t that much bigger in the chest, but still the fabric gaped between the buttons and pulled tight around her shoulders. Her skirt sat lower than she was used to, also. She tugged and adjusted, but there was no fixing it. At least her jacket still fit, if she wore it open. The sides hung down like a charcoal frame for her belly. It hadn’t made sense to Tess to buy a whole new professional wardrobe for something that would be done with in a few months. And how often did she need to get this dressed up for work anyway? Before the Kendall raid, almost never. The last time she’d talked to Dr. Long-Kamal it’d just been a day of intermittent emails. She’d done the whole thing in sweatpants. Tess gave her hems a final tug in front of the mirror, then looked over her notes until it was time to head to Emory.

Eleanor Long-Kamal. Forty-six, unmarried, no kids. Undergrad at UC Santa Barbara, Ph.D. In epidemiology from the University of Colorado. Discovered what she called at the time “Human Asexual Reproduction Syndrome” a little under two years ago, while faculty at the University of Texas Health Science Center. “Discovered” in that she was the first scientist to notice the disease; thousands of women, of course, knew about it already. Tess was one of them. But Dr. Long-Kamal’s discovery was the tipping point for the medical community. This would be Tess’s first face-to-face encounter with her, and their first full interview.

Dr. Long-Kamal was out when Tess arrived. “She’s on joint fellowship with Rollins and the CDC,” the department secretary explained. “There’s an off-site lab where she spends a lot of time. Can’t be she’s gone long though, sweetie. I know she’s expecting you.” She led Tess to a break room with a long folding table, assortment of orphaned chairs, and a love seat where a grad student napped with his knees bent over the armrest, blue and gray sneakers dangling. The secretary rousted him and gave the seat to Tess.

“You want some coffee? Or there’s usually some cokes in the fridge.” She yanked open the refrigerator. “There’s no cokes. But can I get you coffee? Or some water?”

“No, it’s all right. I probably shouldn’t drink anything.”

“Oh, I know how it is. I’ve got three myself, two boys and a girl. The bathroom’s out this way, end of the hall on the left. You come and say if you need anything. Or send Derek. He’s not doing much, is he?”

The grad student had dragged three chairs into a row and stretched himself over them, trying to get comfortable enough to go back to sleep. When the secretary left, he shrugged into a seat back and said, “I’ve got two hours left on my protocol before the centrifuge.” Tess nodded, and the grad student closed his eyes.

The walls of the break room were covered in posters and announcements. There were false color micrographs of cells, cutting-edge smears in neon blue and green. There were handwritten signs and notices. “Please rinse out coffee mugs thanks.” “This fridge is for FOOD ONLY!” Taped up on the wall near Tess’s head was a printout of a graph with the words “FUCK YES” written above in marker. The figure, all dots and trend lines, was utterly incomprehensible.

Tess shifted in her seat, chased an itch under the edge of her shoe. She felt a stretching bulge, a brief squirming that she still couldn’t quite convince herself was Decaf moving inside, and not just some intermittent digestive insult. She glanced at the grad student, dozing again with a white-sleeved elbow creased over his eyes. She realized she was holding herself frozen, taking shallow sips of air, like this was his bedroom and she was tiptoeing through. She dug her phone from her purse. In a waiting room at Emory, she texted Judy. Feel like a specimen for dissection. Butterflies and pins.

Her phone buzzed a moment later. You’re the journalist. You’re the one with the scalpel. Did you take a pill?

Judy had packed one of her alternative remedies. Homeopathic, it looked like. Tess had found it the night before in a plastic bag with her soap, shampoo, and the new toothpaste that didn’t make her gag, as the flavor of mint now did. In there too was a brown glass bottle around which Judy had taped a label in her own neat script reading, “Placebos. Take for anxiety.”

Tess texted back, No, but I saw that. Funny.

The effect is real. That’s science, sent Judy.

Why’d I even fly out here? Can get all I need from you.

A woman in a striped polo appeared in the doorway, hands braced across the frame. She had a name badge dangling from her shirt by a shiny metal clip and vibrant red frames resting on the deep cheekbones that Tess recognized from photographs. There was a streak of gray in her tied-back hair, though, that wasn’t in her faculty headshot. “You must be Ms. Mendoza,” she announced. She tumbled forward in to the room and scooped Tess’s hand in warm, strong fingers. “I’m Eleanor Long-Kamal.”

“Tess.”

“It’s a pleasure, Tess. So glad we’re finally doing this. I’m terribly sorry about the delay, I…” she stopped as she noticed the grad student lying across the chairs. She pulled away the one supporting his legs, and Tess started at the sound of his soles slapping the floor. Eleanor said, “Derek, is that a lab coat in the break room?”

The grad student hunched up on his elbows. “It hasn’t been in the lab. It’s an extra. Clean from my office.” He glanced up at the wall and added, “I’ve got two hours left on my protocol.”

Eleanor loomed over him. “Sure, you know it’s clean. Anyone else walking by just sees one of my researchers napping in a lab coat. Do you want the undergrads thinking that’s okay? Or any reporters that should happen by, like our guest here?”

“I only grabbed it ‘cause they keep this place freezing.”

“Bring a jacket. I can’t have the press thinking I don’t care about contamination in my lab.” Eleanor turned back to Tess. “Come on down to my office.”

Once they were out of earshot of the break room, Eleanor said, “Hope I didn’t make you feel on the spot, using you to bludgeon Derek like that.”

“So he’s not supposed to wear a coat outside the lab?”

“God no. The stuff we work with? He should have known better. I’m big on lab safety. When I was in grad school I used to see people eating in lab coats sometimes. Turned my stomach.”

Eleanor’s office was a long, shallow room dominated by an ornate mahogany desk. The desktop was immaculate, but the floor surrounding was a shantytown of papers, journals, and books in teetering piles. Eleanor hefted some binders out of a cracked leather wingback by the wall and dragged the chair over, nudging stacks out of the way with the side of her boot.

“I’m a pretty organized person at home,” she said. “I’ve only been in this office five months. I guess that’s a long time, actually. But you know how things get away from you. Sit, please. So,” she said, lowering herself into her desk chair, “before we begin, if it’s not an indelicate question, can I ask how much of a personal stake you have in this topic?” She gestured with her chin at Tess’s abdomen and leaned back in her seat so the springs creaked.

“I don’t have it, if that’s what you mean,” said Tess, sitting down. The wings of the chair jutted in her peripheral vision like broad palms waiting to squeeze her skull. She felt a press of claustrophobia, swallowed it back, but inched forward in the seat when she leaned to retrieve her voice recorder. “But everyone has a personal stake, I think. Some people just don’t know it yet.”

“It’s so nice to do an interview with someone who gets it,” said Eleanor. “You know, you were the first to look for me. I’m surprised you’re writing forAmerican Moment, though. Their science reporting is usually terrible. No offense. I mean, obviously I still read it.”

“It’s my first time writing for them,” said Tess. “And this won’t be a science article. I’m focusing on the social implications of the disease. The future of motherhood. Things like that.” She put her recorder on the desk between them. “May I?”

“Absolutely. I’m happy to answer any questions I can.”

Tess turned on the recorder. “Okay. So you were the first to discover GDS. Tell me how that happened.”

“I first started looking into it about, oh, twenty months ago. This was back in San Antonio. I was primarily researching Toxo at the time — that’s Toxoplasma gondii — and I read an article in the LA Times about a new psychological condition that was hitting pregnant women and new mothers, where they refused to believe their children really belonged to them. People were calling it ‘maternal dissociative disorder.’ As a Toxo researcher, I was used to thinking about possible infectious causes for psychological changes, so this was pretty interesting.” Eleanor leaned sideways in her chair and plucked something off the floor behind her desk. A plastic ball that expanded when she tugged on the sides. She played with it in her lap, colorful struts thrumping together as she spoke. “Of course, in the end it turned out not to be psychological at all. That initial misconception made people miss it for a long time.”

“That’s my next question. Why did it take so long for the medical community to realize this was something new. Because, as I understand it, we now think that GDS has been spreading for at least six years. Are you saying that the whole time it was just doctors who wouldn’t listen to their patients? It really took six years for someone to believe that women knew what they were talking about when they said there was something strange with their pregnancies?”

“That’s a little unfair,” said Eleanor. “You have to understand that there was nothing about this disease that would show up on the radar of the public health community. Even my initial interest was purely speculative. The only solid evidence for GDS was demographic. A slight bump in the birthrate and more girls being born than boys. No scientist looks at that data and thinks infectious disease. You see that and you look for social and environmental factors. Abstinence-only education and hormones in beef. We’re talking here about an STI whose only visible symptom is sexually active women getting pregnant. It was impossible to figure out what was happening until we started seeing it in infusion patients. Before that, there was no way to tell.”

“You can’t say there was no way to tell,” Tess said. “You could tell by listening to what women were saying. The alternative press started reporting on unexplainable pregnancies four years ago. I know, I wrote some of the stories.”

Eleanor shrugged. “They started being right about it four years ago. Fringe publications have been writing about virgin births a lot longer than that. As a scientist, you don’t start writing a grant proposal until you see it happen five times in the same hospital.”

Tess jotted grant prop in her notebook, a reminder to quote that line. Profit motive. Perverse incentive? She felt flush with uncharitable objectivity. “Okay, then. So now that you do know the condition exists, are you any closer to understanding what causes it?”

“I can’t answer that, actually. I have a paper on the subject under review right now. I can’t discuss results that are pending publication.”

“So you have learned something new about the cause.”

Eleanor gave a thin smile. “I promise, I’m not just being coy. I really can’t talk about that. Come back and ask me again in a few months.”

“All right. So then, officially at least, we still have no idea what’s causing it. Everyone thinks it’s a virus but–I know, you can’t comment on that. But we do know what it does. So what happens now? How do you see this situation developing?”

“That’s a multivariate question,” said Eleanor. She put down her toy, went to a bookcase, and started scanning titles. “It could develop a lot of ways, and will certainly develop differently in different places. For the U.S., the best case scenario is still that GDS turns out to be a curable condition.”

“So things could go back to normal?”

Eleanor laughed, a single sharp breath. “What do you mean by ‘normal’? If normal means how things were before GDS, not a chance. There’s a way for women to reproduce without men now, and thousands of people already have it. That genie isn’t going back in the bottle. Ah, here it is.” Eleanor pulled a thick oversized paperback off the shelf and brought it back to the desk. “But in the U.S., best case, we could have a new normal. One where individual women choose whether or not to be parthenogenetic. This raises a whole host of political questions, though. Should sexual reproduction be considered the default? Should girls born with GDS be compulsorily cured, or allowed to choose for themselves when they reach puberty? If we let them choose, what do we do in cases where girls begin ovulating before the age of informed consent? Put them on birth control? If we don’t, they’ll never experience what we consider a normal childhood, but handing out the pill to children is going to be controversial.” She wheeled her fingers in dismissive circles. “It just goes on. Even if we can cure it, things stay complicated. And that’s for our country. Look at this.”

Eleanor flipped through the book, found a chart, and turned it around for Tess to read. “This is Trends in Maternal Mortality. The World Health Organization publishes it every couple years. For every country they calculate the maternal mortality ratio, the number of maternal deaths per number of live births. In the developed world it’s negligible, but in places like Sub-Saharan Africa, giving birth is one of the most dangerous things a woman can do. If you’re a woman in Chad, your estimated lifetime risk of dying in childbirth, today, is one in fourteen. And that’s with only, on average, six children per woman. Call it…” Eleanor flipped the book back around and looked up something in an appendix. “Call it seven or eight pregnancies total. A girl born with GDS could naturally experience over thirty pregnancies during her reproductive years. At those rates, if you happen to be a woman in Chad, you might as well just expect to die during childbirth.”

Eleanor turned the book toward Tess again and went back to her chair. “Barring both a cure and a revolutionary change in the way we do foreign aid, the best-case scenario is that in thirty years the world’s undeveloped countries overflow with orphans. Picture NGOs setting up quonset huts packed with tiny bunk beds. Soup lines of just little girls. That sort of thing. The famine is going to be on a whole new scale.”

Tess pressed down the glossy page so she could look over the tables. Afghanistan, 1 in 11. Congo, 1 in 24. Haiti, 1 in 93. United States, 1 in 2,100. She copied down numbers and flipped to another page. “What’s the worst case?” she asked.

“In the undeveloped world? Short term, infanticide, maybe genocide of the infected. Long term, extinction of the male population and massive reduction in average life expectancy,” Eleanor said. “You can take that book if you want. They’ll be putting out a new one soon.”

Tess closed the book and put it in her bag. The followup article Lynette had proposed was already taking shape in her mind. “And in the developed world? What’s the worst case scenario here?”

“Ah. I wish I could answer that one. It’s something I think about a lot. But this is where I have to remember to wear my CDC hat,” said Eleanor. “The CDC is a federal agency, and I’ve got three grad students and a post-doc working on money from the NIH. The truth is that for a wealthy nation like us, what constitutes the worst case scenario is a policy question, not a science question. It’s important for me to stay nonpartisan or I could put my funding at risk.” She spread her hands in a mea culpa. “I think I’m more effective as a researcher than I would be as an advocate. I’m sorry. I know that’s an unsatisfying answer.”

“I understand,” said Tess. She scratched another dollar sign in her notebook, out of fidelity to her earlier impulse to case Eleanor as a kind of disease profiteer. But her heart wasn’t really in it anymore.

“What I can tell you,” said Eleanor, “is that our limiting factor won’t be poverty. It’ll be consensus. We have hospitals and access to hormonal birth control. However things end up, it’s going to be the result of a series of collective decisions about values. So our job–I’m talking yours and mine now–is to try and make sure those decisions are as informed as possible.”

Tess raised her pen and swirled it between her fingertips. “Working on it.”

“And of course, there’s nothing stopping you from advocacy, is there? I’m looking forward to seeing what you write. I promise not to call it terrible.” Eleanor grinned, then shook a large rubber watch down her wrist and checked the time. “Do you have any more questions? I have a meeting, but I can go a few minutes more if you need.”

“I think I’ve got enough here.” Tess stopped the recorder and put it back in her bag. “I can get back in touch with you if I need to?”

“Oh, sure.” They got up, and Eleanor shoved Tess’s chair back against the wall. “Are you parked in the lot off Clifton?” she asked. “My meeting’s across the street. I’ll walk down with you.” Eleanor grabbed a small backpack and slung it over one shoulder. “Who else do you have on your dance card while you’re in town?”

“Tomorrow I sit down with Donald Noyce of AABB,” Tess said. “Then I spend a week in D.C. Talking with people who can go on the record about policy.”

“I know Don a little. He’s a good guy. A good guy with a bit of a talent for rubbing people the wrong way. But he knows his stuff.”

“I’ve heard good things.”

At the end of the hall Eleanor turned toward the stairwell. Tess paused by the elevators. It took a moment for Eleanor to notice.

“Wait, what am I thinking. We’ll take the elevator.” She came back and pressed the button. “Habit. Sorry.”

“It’s okay.”

“So when are you due?” Eleanor asked.

“October twenty-second,” said Tess.

“A little Libra. Unless he shows up late. Do you know what you’re going to name him?”

The elevator chimed and the doors slid open. “My partner and I have been calling it Decaf. We don’t know the sex yet. I’m scheduled to get a sonogram when I get back from this trip.”

“Oh,” said Eleanor. “Sorry. From what you said earlier, I just assumed you already knew.”

“Not yet. Not for a bit. I think I’d be fine with not knowing, but my partner. She couldn’t handle it.”

The elevator counted down the floors with soft beeps. Neither of them said anything more, the first time Eleanor had stopped talking all afternoon. Tess leaned against the wall, letting the steel handrail press comfortingly into her lower back, until the elevator spat them out at ground level.

As they walked outside into the Georgia sunshine, Eleanor asked, “So did you use a known donor?”

Oh. “No. No, it was an unknown donor. It’s much safer. Legally safer, I mean. There’s no risk that years later the guy decides he wants to try being your kid’s father.”

“Right. Of course.” Eleanor nodded. “That makes sense.”

Eleanor visored her hand over her glasses and scanned the sky. Then she caught Tess’s eyes again.

“Okay, this is none of my business, but given what you said before…I mean, you’re going to talk to Don about the blood banks, so you’ve probably thought of it already. But you do know there’s a chance the sperm banks are going to be a problem too, right? That’s another thing we might have to deal with.”

Did she know about the sperm banks? Of course she knew. She and Judy had argued for weeks. It was almost certain that the sperm banks were contaminated to some degree. For Tess, at least at first, how great that degree was didn’t matter. Any chance was too much. The amount of time you’ve spent researching this has you paranoid, Judy had countered. Every medical procedure has some risk. We’re in a state hostile to gays. The most important thing is to protect our family. In the end Tess had conceded. Judy was right that, of all the dangers associated with pregnancy, GDS would be the most minor. She was right that their legal risks as same-sex parents dwarfed their medical ones. She was right that they could, if Tess was worried, reduce the chances even further by selecting sperm that had been frozen for several years. And she was so invincibly certain when she said whatever happens, we can handle it, that she was probably right about that too. But still.

“Do you have any statistics?” Tess asked.

“On sperm banks?” said Eleanor.

“Or demographic data. Anything unpublished. If it’s out there, I’d have seen it already. I’ve looked.”

“I can’t discuss unpublished — ”

“Off the record. Please.”

Eleanor probed at a pebble of asphalt with the toe of her boot and wiped sweat from the back of her neck. “Census data isn’t granular enough, is the problem. There’s a longitudinal study underway. Where are you from?”

“South Texas. Houston.”

“The birth rate bump in Texas has been slightly higher among Hispanics. Probably that’s attributable to the Catholic distaste for condoms. But to do any meaningful risk analysis, you’d need to account for selection bias. What cross section of men choose to donate, and what, if anything, do the banks disproportionately screen for? I’m not sure we have that data.”

“Yeah,” said Tess, “I didn’t think it was out there.”

“The chances are really low. Honestly, almost all pathogens are taken care of by the sperm washing process. Usually sexually transmitted infections are due to exposure to semen, not sperm. With this one, though…” Eleanor seemed lost for what to do with her hands, and pushed them down into her back pockets. “I just wanted to make sure you were aware.”

Tess sighed. “I think I know about as much as anyone does.”

Eleanor nodded, and paused again. Tess was ready for goodbyes, but then Eleanor said, “‘Off the record’ means you absolutely can’t publish it? Under any circumstances?”

“Yeah. Don’t worry, I won’t write up any of this.”

“It’s not a virus.”

“What?”

“GDS. It isn’t a virus. It’s a massively drug resistant bacterium. An obligate intracellular parasite. Like chlamydia,” said Eleanor.

“Chlamydia?”

“It’s not chlamydia, that’s just another organism with a similar life cycle. Kind of like a bacterium that wants to be a virus. It lives in the cytoplasm of the host cell and reproduces there. So if sperm washing doesn’t work, that’ll be the reason why. That’s all I can say for now, but we’re figuring this thing out. Seriously, come back and talk to me in a few months. I’ll have things to tell you. Ones you can publish.”

Tess reached out for a handshake. “Thanks for sitting down with me,” she said.

“Good luck with your article.” Eleanor lingered a moment. “And on the rest of it. Good luck.” She let go of Tess’s hand and headed off.

Tess went to her car. She thought about her trip to the sperm bank with Judy. The two of them had looked through the database and decided on an unknown Anglo donor. (Anglo so that their child would share an ethnic heritage with both of its parents. Though the scrubs-wearing teenager who handled their paperwork at the clinic had helpfully informed them that “mixed-race sperm” was available, in case Tess wanted her baby to look just like her. Ha.) They’d settled on a five-year-old sample, the oldest the clinic could provide. They’d taken every reasonable precaution. And maybe, in a few months, Eleanor would tell her that it wasn’t a problem anymore. A shot for her, a shot for Decaf. Perhaps a shot for Judy, too, if it was even necessary. There was just no way to be sure.

Tess got out her phone to map the way off the campus and found a text from Judy, a stale response from their earlier conversation: That’s what I always tell you.

She put the phone away.

There was some event going on in the school’s auditorium, and Tess ended up in a long, creeping line of cars, most of them turning one by one into a parking structure. The single-file inching reminded her of the giant worker ants in the airport. She wondered if there was any way to tell, as they swarmed the building in their statue stillness, whether they were supposed to be taking the place apart or putting it together.

 

 

DONALD NOYCE IS a 40-year veteran of the blood industry. He has been a phlebotomist, worked for the American Red Cross, and now works for AABB, a non-profit that promotes safety standards for blood-based medicine. He says there are two words being whispered behind closed doors in his field: profiling and speciation.

“The real question we are struggling with is, when are we going to bifurcate the blood banks? I can tell you, we’re going to have to sooner or later.”

The first cases of GDS to get widespread attention from the medical community were the result of blood transfusions. One might expect, then, that donations and transfusions would be a primary areas of focus as our healthcare institutions adapted to this new reality. That turns out not to be the case. In the nearly two years that the medical community has been aware of the problem, there have been no changes to national policy on blood collection and distribution.

“We’re all still waiting for an assay,” says Noyce, meaning a blood test that can identify GDS. “Once we know what the bug looks like, things will be a lot easier. But you can’t just put transfusions on hold while the science gets done. And if you can’t screen blood directly, the only ethical choice is profiling. Now that’s a dirty word, right there. But it’s a lesser of two evils thing. It’s more important that you don’t get sick when you need blood than it is that everyone who wants to can donate.”

The profiling Noyce refers to is the practice of barring members of statistically high-risk groups from giving blood. During the early years of the AIDS epidemic, that meant deferring intravenous drug users and homosexual men. Noyce worked for the Red Cross at the time, but was driven to resign by what he saw as the organization’s inability to react in a timeframe necessary to save lives.

The non-profit Red Cross didn’t start deferring homosexuals until several years after the for-profit companies that buy blood and process it into expensive medications. “And then,” says Noyce, “they forgot to ever switch back after we had a blood test, but that’s a whole ‘nother kettle.”

Today the high-risk populations would be women who have given birth to daughters in the last six years and fathers of those daughters. (Girls younger than six would technically be on the list, too, and will have to be added if there still isn’t a blood test when they are old enough to donate.) The more daughters a woman has recently had, the higher risk she is. Companies in compliance with AABB recommendations are now deferring women with three or more daughters under the age of six. There are no mechanisms currently in place to defer potential male carriers.

“It’s not a perfect solution,” Noyce admits, and runs a hand over his bald scalp. “Profiling is just a stopgap, anyway. We’ll get an assay eventually. But when we do, we can’t just throw away the positive blood. There are going to be a lot of these people. Eventually we’re going to have to store their blood just to keep up with the population boom. But we can’t get started on updating our infrastructure because of the [expletive] FDA.”

The Blood Products Advisory Committee of the Food and Drug Administration is responsible for setting the guidelines that publicly funded collection agencies are required to follow. They commissioned a white paper on GDS, which ended up recommending precisely what Donald Noyce wants to see happen: the establishment of a dedicated infrastructure for collecting and storing GDS-infected blood. The recommendation became controversial, due to what Noyce identifies as an impolitic choice by the paper’s authors.

“The poor bastard who wrote it never realized the trouble he was causing. His heart was in the right place, really. You read the report. The projections in there are sound, the timeframe is perfectly reasonable. It was just the words he used.”

Enter “speciation.” The white paper used this term to describe why it was necessary to double the number of categories in the blood industry, implying that, due to their different reproductive strategy, women with GDS should be considered a different species than men and women without. The debate over the accuracy of that assessment has incapacitated the FDA.

“No one wants to pull the trigger now. They’re all [expletive] terrified of being the person who officially splits the human race down the middle.” Noyce has several unpublishable alternatives for what the letters of the organization stand for. On the subject of speciation, though, he is agnostic. “I’m happy to leave that one to folks who have a better idea of what a species is than me. What I think about is that, whatever they are, they’re people. And there’s bound to be a lot of them. And they’re going to need blood.”

No one disputes that there will be a lot of them, but not everyone agrees that those who have GDS are people. While the FDA is paralyzed by fear of endorsing the idea that those with GDS constitute a different species, in other branches of government there are already attempts underway to enshrine the notion in law.

 

 

TESS WAS DAUNTED by the access afforded her in D.C. as a reporter for American Moment. As she sent her bag through the x-ray machine at the Hart Senate Office Building and spread her arms for the wand-wielding security guard, she felt the familiar, irrational queasiness that all the eyes and sensors would peer through her credentials and spot an impostor. No matter her rituals of reassurance, the anxiety had only mounted during her time in the city, through all the meetings she’d already taken. She’d interviewed three representatives involved in GDS legislation and had an appointment with a fourth. There were lobbyists seeking her out, fighting each other for face time. And now she was about to sit down with Bailey Rogers, senior senator from Texas, who had unexpectedly found a free quarter-hour in her schedule. Members of her own family were harder to get ahold of than the politicians she wanted to see. After years of “could not be reached for comment,” it made Tess feel as though she’d tricked her way into a sudden, fragile celebrity. But just as all the others had, the security guard waved her through without incident.

Tess consulted the building directory, then leaned her face close to the glass of a door so she could smooth down flyaway hair in her reflection. It wasn’t really about her, of course, she thought as she headed for the Senator’s office. It wasn’t even that she was working for American Moment. It was because she was writing a profile on the Montross case, that was what people cared about. Anyone involved in GDS legislation wanted a chance to shape the conversation around the disease, and the infuriatingly absent face of that conversation was Candace Montross. Candace was the celebrity. Tess was, at best, her influential surrogate.

If Tess were actually a celebrity, Bailey might have deigned to touch her. Instead she waved off her assistant and cooed honey-voiced delight at Tess’s presence while standing an arm’s length away, then said, “Forgive me for not shaking your hand. It’s not personal, you understand.” She beckoned Tess to a seat in front of her desk. “My husband says I might as well quit, announce I won’t run again, if I’m not going to kiss babies anymore. I told him, my career’s okay, I can still kiss the ones in blue!” Bailey’s wide hoop earrings jounced when she laughed, a contrast to her pile of silvering hair, which barely moved at all. The wall behind her was covered in framed photos. A campaign victory party in Dallas with Bailey surrounded by her four sons. Bailey in a cranberry pantsuit, shaking hands with the former secretary of state. Bailey sitting on a bipartisan panel at a breast cancer fundraiser.

“One of your staffers shook my hand when I came in,” said Tess, sitting and getting out her things. “Might want to have a chat with him about it.”

Bailey sat too, and laced her fingers together in what looked to Tess like a practiced pose. “We’re all struggling to get used to these changes. That’s why leadership on this issue is going to be so important.”

Tess flipped past her notes on Bailey to a blank page of her book. The notes weren’t extensive; Bailey’s motivations for sitting down with her were transparent. The Senator was a member of the appropriations committee for Health and Human Services, where she was working to keep tax dollars from going to GDS patients. Unfortunately for her, GDS patients had an inconvenient tendency to be pregnant women. Tess believed that Bailey had only agreed to the interview because she was worried about tarnishing the family-first reputation she had spent her career cultivating, and which was so critical to the electoral success of female politicians in Texas. Tess had voted against her two years prior.

“Let’s go on the record now,” she said, and clicked on the recorder. “How long have you been aware of the spread of GDS?”

“It was first brought to my attention three months ago.”

“How did you learn about it?”

“An aide briefed me. I have my staff keep me informed about what our former colleagues in Austin are doing. Can’t lose touch with state-level needs while I’m stuck out here in D.C. It was Texas research that discovered GDS, you know. We’ve been a leader on this issue from the start.”

“I know,” said Tess, scribbling leader!! in her book and adding a wavy underline for absurd emphasis. ”You’ve put language into the latest HHS funding bill that would prohibit federal funds from going to any organization that provides prenatal care for women known to have GDS. Can you explain the reasoning behind that for me?”

“Absolutely. This is a measure consistent with the track record I’ve shown my entire career. I have always promoted solid public health policy, with a special focus on women’s health issues. That’s what this new regulation is.”

“How is it in the interest of public health to deny care to pregnant women?”

“You’re looking at it completely backwards,” said Bailey. “The question is, how is it in the public interest for the government to subsidize the spread of a plague? Because that’s what we’ll be doing if we let taxpayer money go to increasing the number of cases of this disease.”

“But you’ve campaigned on child welfare. Surely this is a child welfare issue.”

Bailey nodded. “I agree. It is.”

“Then how can you reconcile that with an amendment that will necessarily mean higher infant mortality.”

“There’s nothing to reconcile, Ms. Mendoza. My voting record is perfectly consistent. I’m protecting the normal, healthy children in those hospitals. We can’t risk the health of the majority of mothers and children by exposing them to a disease we’re just beginning to understand. One which, from all appearances, will warp their entire lives.” Bailey placed manicured fingers gently atop the monitor on her desk. “I could show you dozens of letters from women in Texas distraught that they or their daughters may never have the opportunity to be normal mothers now. I could show you even more from men who fear that they’ll never get to father children at all. Until we know exactly what this disease is, the situation calls for the utmost caution. If we don’t handle this correctly, it could literally be the end of mankind.”

It was nothing Tess hadn’t heard before. The tune was so familiar she could sing along if she wanted. The only difference with Bailey was a little more polish, a better memory for the talking points. It actually made her a less interesting interview than the representatives, who occasionally slipped up in interesting ways. Gale Schoening of North Carolina had distinguished women with GDS from those without by referring to the latter as “real mothers.” Matthew Hock had said outright that his constituency were “the natural-born citizens of Houston.” When Tess observed that in just twelve years the first girls born with GDS would reach voting age, he had said, “We’ll see. A lot can change in twelve years.” But aside from personal quirks, responses were so alike Tess could practically write her notes in advance. GDS is a disease. We have to protect healthy people. Men could become extinct. Think of the at-risk men.

Given Bailey’s facility for staying on message, there was only one interesting question left to ask. “Have you read Governor Buford’s article?”

Bailey’s eyes dipped and she pushed a sigh through her nose. “I have.”

“And do you agree with his interpretation of pro-life politics?”

Cal Buford, former governor of Virginia and now senior partner of a conservative think tank, had just published an op-ed titled “Life Without Conception?” in which he mused that his long opposition to abortion stemmed from his belief that human life began at the moment of fertilization. He concluded that the lack of any such clear moment, combined with the risk that GDS posed to the male population, was enough to constitute an exception to the standard pro-life reasoning. He came out in favor of abortion for GDS daughters, and urged conservative lawmakers to do the same.

Some were already describing Buford’s piece as representative of a split in conservative ideology, but to Tess the response looked more like a scramble. Everyone she’d spoken with had dodged the question. Even Representative Hock had limited himself to saying, “Cal is a smart man, and his opinion deserves weighty consideration of a kind I’ve not yet had time to devote to the issue,” and refused to comment further.

Bailey, though, actually answered. “I’ve always prided myself on voting my conscience. I’ve broken with my party in the past, on occasion. On certain matters of principle. I respect the Governor a great deal, and can only imagine that’s what he thinks he is doing now. But there is no practice more contrary to the wellbeing of children than abortion. I’ve opposed it my entire career, and I continue to oppose it. I find it unfortunate that Governor Buford, intentionally or not, is supporting those who would exploit this disease to roll back the measures to protect children we’ve managed to pass in the last few years.”

Her willingness to take a firm position was a surprise. But then, Tess supposed Bailey had been playing the game longer than anyone else she’d interviewed. In addition to her time in the Texas legislature, Bailey had spent eight years in the House before moving up. She didn’t need to wait for the safety of consensus. She was entrenched, with solid connections, deep-pocketed backers, and a well-trained staff. After the interview concluded, Tess was able to walk out of Bailey’s office without having to pretend to ignore the whispers and sideways glances that had followed her around Capitol Hill.

She was certain she was still being talked about, though. They were just courteous enough to wait until she was out of earshot to start speculating. The reporter from American Moment isn’t just pregnant. She has it. She’s a carrier. That’s why the magazine sent her. Tess felt like people were wiping down the seats the minute she was out the door. Matthew Hock’s office had been the worst, men shuddering inside their suits and gawking as she passed. On the Metro people saw her belly and deferred to her on the platforms, gave up their seats in the cars. It was whiplash, going from being coddled on the trains to being Typhoid Mary on the Hill.

Tess decided she’d had enough of being around people, friendly or fearful, and hailed a taxi to take her back to her hotel. She could expense it. She was meeting with a spokesperson from the American Family Association later, but needed time to recuperate from her morning. In the back of the cab she unwrapped the half-sandwich she’d saved in her purse. She was starving, and carried a taut discomfort under that hollow hunger, like she was an instrument Decaf was learning to play. Tess tucked the seatbelt under her arm and read through email on her phone as she ate.

Lynette had sent back the first round of edits, and a general note that Tess needed to tone down her rhetoric. You’ve been on the story longer than anyoneshe wrote. It’s only natural for you to be opinionated. And I love your passion, but you have to hide it under a bushel for us. As expected, Tess was losing the “spayed like bitches” line. She also couldn’t talk about “HARS whores,” or use the word “rapist” to describe someone who’d never even been charged with a crime unless she preceded it with “alleged.” And she couldn’t call Kenny Kendall a monster. Lynette had changed that line to a list of charges he’d be found guilty of “if convicted.”

He was going to be convicted. Kendall had pleaded not guilty, but seemingly just as a formality; the man wanted a trial. Outside the courtroom he’d all but admitted to it. To sterilizing pre-school-aged girls. Tess sent Judy a furious text. She wondered if she could have gotten away with calling him an alleged monster.

When she’d gone to see him, he had been thrilled to talk to her about GDS. To her, specifically. He’d recognized the name Intessar Mendoza from her articles. Apparently, before his arrest, he used to trawl left-leaning news sites for topics to inveigh against in sermons. “You’re smaller than I imagined you,” he said. “You write big, but you’re just a slip of a thing.”

Eventually, everyone would know. GDS was going to change the world. Children would grow up knowing about it. Would grow up having it. It wouldn’t be a secret for much longer. But Kenny Kendall had learned about it from her. Everything after — the brutalization of Candace and her daughters, the contract from Lynette, the conversations with congressmen — was a result of her articles.

It was almost appropriate, then, that the one person Tess couldn’t get in touch with was Candace herself. In addition to Lynette’s email there were messages from two more lobbyists, a reminder from her OB-GYN’s office about her sonogram appointment, and some mailing list background noise. But still nothing from Candace’s attorney.

There were supposed to be other ways in. If you can’t interview the subject, interview neighbors. Coworkers, teachers, relatives. A real professional is able to find the story. But everyone who had known Candace since she was a little girl was locked away, either behind the high steel fence of a religious compound or in prison. The court records were sealed. Tess had been so confident with Lynette, had told her how the HCP community was tightening, how everyone knew each other. But her normal contacts had been useless. No one had heard from Candace. She, apparently, wasn’t interested in trying to meet other people like herself.

So Tess was left emailing Candace’s attorney over and over again. It was like trying to open a jar with wet hands, but it was all she had. Maybe if, in the next letter, she revealed some information about Matthew Hock’s opinions of her family, Candace would be moved to provide a counterpoint.

Judy texted as Tess was pushing through the revolving door to her hotel lobby.Don’t worry about the edits. Some things speak for themselves. Did you call your mother?

Phone tag, Tess sent back.

Try again. Tell her baby shower gift arrived. Car seat. V. nice.

After her two children were out of the house, Tess’s mother had abandoned the southern California home where she’d raised them and moved to D.C., where she worked in human resources for a polling company. Tess had arranged to extend her travel an extra day to spend time with her. Tess didn’t consider herself close to her mother, but it was still a different class of relationship than she had with her father, who hadn’t been a meaningful part of her life since her parents divorced when she was four. And Judy’s parents–though she had worked hard as an adult to establish functional, if not always amicable, relationships with them–weren’t people Judy or Tess wanted having any influence on their child. So when the two of them decided that it might be important for there to be a grandparent involved in Decaf’s life, Tess’s mother was the default choice.

Ensconced in her room with the blackout curtains drawn, though, that decision seemed very distant. Tess remembered the conversation, that they had agreed readily enough. But now her conviction seemed slippery, diffuse.

Rest first, she decided. She shed her clothes and started a bath running. Rest, and then the lobbyist. She set an alarm on her phone for half an hour before she was supposed to meet with the AFA guy. Sparring with an intractable special-interest ideologue would be a fine warm up for dealing with her mother again.

 

 

IN THE PAST two months the legislatures of Arizona, Tennessee, Texas, Kansas, and California have all seen bills that would make it a criminal offense to intentionally contract or transmit GDS. Most of these aim to classify it as a form of aggravated assault, but the Arizona bill calls for transmission of GDS to constitute manslaughter, and explicitly references speciation. Thomas Conklin, the bill’s author, argues that GDS makes one nonhuman, therefore it reduces the number of humans, therefore spreading it is something akin to murder. He justifies a provision against intentionally contracting the disease as an extension of the laws against suicide.

In thirteen states there have been efforts to criminalize the sale of GDS-infected biological products. The sponsors of these bills say that it is an obvious, pragmatic public health measure. But these measures, so far, have less political support than the bills based on speciation, as they would effectively shut down the $16 billion private blood industry until a test is developed.

Nine states are in the process of revising their laws on maternity leave. Fifteen have held hearings on what do to about letting GDS children into public schools. None have an answer yet, but they all agree it’s an issue. On the judicial side, the American Civil Liberties Union is pursuing several test cases designed to establish a precedent of equality under the law for GDS infected women and their children.

Even within political parties, opinion is sharply divided. There has been a split within Texas’s Republican-dominated legislature, with the Senate passing GDS exceptions to the state’s tight restrictions on abortion that the House refuses to support. If we are, as a society, moving towards consensus on this issue, it remains a distant target. But while no broad agreements are yet forthcoming, the terms of the debate itself, in Washington at least, are starting to become clear. The battle lines are shaking out as a woman’s right to choose versus a man’s right to exist.

Those whose focus is on protecting the rights of women argue that GDS is not inherently different than the birth control pill, or in-vitro fertilization. It’s just one example of the many ways that human reproduction has changed, fundamentally unrelated to personhood. If those with GDS are to have fewer personal freedoms, the argument goes, then why not also test tube babies, or those conceived with the help of fertility drugs? No one has ever seriously suggested that these individuals are not people, and so neither should personhood be an issue in the case of GDS.

The men’s rights camp argues that the crucial difference is that GDS, left unchecked, will necessarily make the male population dwindle to zero. This side sees GDS as an existential threat which permits no peaceful coexistence. Their fear is markedly similar to Reverend Kendall’s dark vision of a feminine pestilence. Or, as Nancy Forsythe, a lobbyist for the National Organization for Women, explains it, “Feminism isn’t merely a threat to male privilege anymore. Now a woman’s right to biological self-determination is viewed as targeting not just the patriarchy, but the very existence of men.”

Some of the methods these supposedly endangered men (and, as Bailey Rogers would remind us, no small number of women) favor for self-preservation harken back to controversial periods of our history. Colin Langley of the American Family Association has begun making speeches re-imagining the eugenics movement, in which he attempts to knock the stigma off of forced sterilization. He is fond of saying things like, “A sane society will not allow itself to be swallowed whole,” and, “‘All men are created equal’ is an idea worth protecting.” Other proposals take as their spiritual antecedent the Japanese internment camps of World War II, arguing that people with GDS should be rounded up and quarantined. Not forever, of course, but until a cure is found. A more modern twist on what is essentially the same idea would have people diagnosed with GDS fitted with tracking devices, like those locked around the ankles of criminals on probation.

Forsythe views the claims that men face potential extinction as empty fear-mongering. “Even the most virulent of STDs has never infected anywhere near one hundred percent of the population,” she says. “Heterosexual men and women are going to keep on breeding, just as they always have. What men are facing is not extinction, but a demographic shift into minority status. And like any historically powerful majority facing a demographic shift, they’re scared of being marginalized. So they’re over-reacting. These proposed laws are nothing more than an attempt to retain power.”

But not all who advocate legislation to curb the spread of GDS cite the need to protect men. Some of them say that new laws are necessary to protect women, and motherhood itself. Representative Matthew Hock of Texas argues that motherhood draws its virtue from being an unconditional loving relationship with a genetically distinct child. Of women with GDS and the children born to them, he says, “It’s wrong to call it motherhood. Mothers are women who bring a new person into the world. But these aren’t new people, are they? Just younger versions of people we already have. This disease takes a mother’s love and turns it into the grandest narcissism.”

Hock has sponsored legislation that would require known GDS carriers to register their movements with the government, in a manner similar to the National Sex Offender Registry. Women’s rights groups have already dubbed Hock’s proposal the Asexual Offender Registry, and say that he is attempting to criminalize having a medical condition. Hock counters that GDS carriers have been altered on such a fundamental level that simple prudence demands that they be watched. He notes that his legislation carries no requirements other than that those with GDS be monitored, with specifics of implementation and punishment for noncompliance left up to the states.

Hock’s opinions — that GDS women aren’t real mothers, that people with GDS are fundamentally different than those without — are especially worth noting, as he is the representative for Texas’s 22nd congressional district, covering a significant chunk of the city of Houston. Hock makes plain that he does not consider the GDS community to be among his constituency, but the fact remains that Houston is home to some of his grand narcissists. Candace Montross is one of them. By now she should be used to the leaders of her community claiming that she is not really a mother, nor her children human beings. It certainly is not a first for her.

 

 

MS. MONTROSS HAS no further statements for the media, and asks that her family’s privacy be respected.

Candace’s attorney had finally written back, and that was the entirety of his message. Tess had read it a half dozen times, hopelessly revisiting it over and over in search of some ambiguity or hidden opening. But there was nothing. The short sentence was a barrier with no chinks or cracks. This was the final denial, an ultimate dead end. Still, she kept pulling it out and parsing it anew.

Tess was looking at it outside the hotel lobby when her mother Layla pulled up. She rolled down the passenger-side window of her teal sedan, propped her sunglasses above her eyebrows, and called, “Is that my daughter I see?” She came around the car. “Look at you.” she gripped Tess’s shoulders and looked her up and down. “Let yourself go, huh?” She gave Tess a kiss on the cheek.

“Yeah, I just keep eating and eating. No reason for it. Can’t help myself, I guess,” said Tess.

“Well hop in, then,” Layla said. “Let’s enable you.”

Tess stuffed her phone away, swung her suitcase up onto the back seat, and got in the car with her mother. They crept along the narrow street near the hotel, then out onto a wider avenue. Layla turned down the radio chatter and said,”So how are you? How’s your woman?”

“I’m fine. Judy’s fine too. Going a little overboard about schools, but she’s always happiest when she’s going overboard about something.”

It was quiet in the car for a moment. “Shopping first or food first?” asked Layla.

“Food.”

“I’m taking you to the new best Lebanese place for lunch. This one’s a hole in the wall, but the best restaurant kafta I’ve had in years. And their mujaddara.”

“Funny how the best one is somewhere different every time I visit.”

“They go through their ups and downs,” her mother said. “Plus, it’s not like you visit that often.”

The row houses slid by like a flip book, whole blocks of fake stone and plaster in a dozen colors, masking the dull uniformity of identical facades that huddled behind perfunctory patches of lawn. There were grungy-looking convenience stores and liquor marts on the corners, and the sidewalks were populated with laconic dog walkers and midday stroller jockeys.

“So,” Layla said, flicking the turn signal and swiveling to check her blind spot, “What are you all worked up about?”

“Excuse me?”

“What’s pissing you off?”

Tess felt an old, familiar empty space open in her chest. “I’m fine, Mom.”

“You’re stiff as a plank and I can hear you grinding your teeth. Are you going to tell me what’s wrong, or are we going to spend the day cordial and bored?”

Tess’s mother had always been like this. It wasn’t that she didn’t believe in privacy, it was that she didn’t seem to think Tess specifically was entitled to any. Her brother Emilio got a long leash, but her whole childhood her mother had insisted on total access. She offered guidance for each grade school intrigue, opinions on every middle school disaster. By Tess’s teenage years, her mother’s ubiquitous advice had sparked a cold war between them. Or maybe lukewarm. “Cordial and bored” was new, but Layla had no shortage of ways to call her petulant. Her mother’s many disappointed dictums had been swirling in Tess’s head for months, a mental inventory of things to remember not to say when Decaf was older. “Do you think families are built on secrets?” was one she used to like. “I’m just trying to provide perspective,” was another.

When Tess came out at sixteen, her mother’s response was that she was too young for those kinds of labels. That she wouldn’t really know what she liked until she was older. In the face of Tess’s self-righteous fury, she’d invoked it again and again: the perspective of age. The words still rang sharp in Tess’s ears a decade and a half later.

She thought about Judy’s advice, her key to interacting with her own parents: don’t let their presence turn you back into a child. Hold on to the knowledge that the hurts are old, while you’ve become something new. Tess breathed deep and let her jaw fall slack in her mouth.

Her mother wasn’t wrong. She was upset. And it wasn’t because of anything between them. “I just got some bad news,” she said. “Work news. For the GDS story I’m writing.”

“That’s the same one you’ve written about before? The disease that lets women have babies without a man?”

“Don’t say it like that.”

“What?”

“It’s nothing new to have a baby without a man. I’m having a baby without a man.”

“Come on, Tess. Don’t be difficult.”

“It’s the same subject,” said Tess. “But I’m writing for American Moment now. They read my earlier work. I’m making a name for myself in STDs.”

“That’s repulsive,” her mother said, smiling. “What’s the bad news?”

“I’m not going to get to interview someone important. Have you heard about Candace Montross?”

Layla thought, and shook her head. “Not ringing for me.”

It was oddly pleasurable, her mother’s ignorance. A reminder, despite how they had swallowed her life, of how fringe the issues still were. “Well. She’s kind of the heart of the story. But I just heard from her lawyer that I can’t talk to her.”

“You’ve started taking ‘no’ for an answer now?”

“I’ve been at it for a while, Mom. After a certain point, the line between tenacity and harassment starts to blur.” Tess put her forehead against the window, then pulled back, wiped at the face-print with her sleeve. She tucked her head into the hollow of her elbow instead. “I don’t know. It’s getting to me more than it should. I’ll be happy when the hormone flood is over.”

Her mother just laughed.

They went past an old building with a new sign that read Mashawi Lebanese, and Layla announced “Here we are.” She turned up a side street and looked for a spot to parallel park, passing up two that Tess thought were manageable before finding one to her liking. They walked back around the block and up to the flaking green door of the restaurant. Inside the tables were all four-tops with plastic tablecloths and silverware rolls in paper napkins. There were no customers, but there was a man in an apron standing near the door, with half-receded hair and a lined face. He smiled when they came in.

“Back again?” the man said.

“I brought my daughter Intessar with me this time.”

“A pleasure,” the man told Tess. “Your mother is one of our best customers. She comes here all the time.”

“She knows what she likes,” Tess said.

He led them to a table, poured two cups of water, and handed them a pair of laminated menus. Layla gave hers right back without a glance. She ordered kafta and labneh and said that they both wanted bowls of adas bis silq. “And tea for me, and I’ll bet my daughter wants coffee.”

“We only have instant,” the man said.

“That’s okay, Mom,” Tess declined.

“What, it’s good enough for you to hide in your room, but no good now?” her mother said, and turned to the server. “Instant will be fine.”

When Tess was fourteen years old, her burgeoning coffee addiction had been a scandal between them. Her mother thought it some kind of unconscionable toxin, one that would ruin her complexion, her attitude, her entire life. She’d reacted to finding a stash of red canisters under Tess’s bed as though they’d been packed with drugs.

Sitting across a table, watching her mother be so forcefully considerate, Tess wondered how much it was Layla’s disapproval that fueled her earliest affections for the stuff.

“You know we’re calling the baby Decaf, right? I’m not supposed to drink coffee.”

“Aren’t you in the second trimester now?” her mother asked. Tess nodded. “Then you’re out of the danger zone. Don’t let them push you around. Drink what you want.”

Tess recognized the the olive branch hidden in her mother’s thorny insistence. And Judy wasn’t around to judge. She conceded and handed over her menu. “Mother knows best.”

Layla grinned and ordered for them both. The man withdrew to the kitchen and returned with a teapot and teacup for Layla and crazed brown mug of coffee for Tess. She took a sip, and felt every cell in her body pucker to attention, welcoming a long-absent friend. Not just four months absent; it had been years since she’d last had instant coffee. Judy hated the taste of it. At home they had a fancy German coffee robot that ground beans individually for every cup. But to Tess it was the flavor of sneaking out her second-floor window and staying up until sunrise. The flavor of road trips and finals week and late internship nights. It was being alert and capable in a way she always used to feel, but now never did. Even Decaf seemed thrilled, kicking an enthusiastic tattoo as the warmth from the drink suffused her. It was too fast to be a reaction caffeine. Had to just be that when Mommy’s happy, Baby’s happy.

Tess downed the rest in two gulps and handed the mug back for more when the man arrived with their soups. “Well? Still with us?” her mother said.

“Yeah. I think I should have enough time left for a last meal, at least.”

“It’s a good one,” she said, and picked up her spoon.

The soup was all soft lentils and onions glowing against dark green wilted leaves, garnished with a wedge of lemon. Tess squeezed in the lemon juice, stirred, and tasted. It was good beyond all reasonable measure. If the coffee had been an overdue reconciliation, then the soup was an epiphany. Tess thought, not for the first time, that her pregnancy had turned eating into something she felt like she shouldn’t be allowed to do in public.

“It’s impossible to describe how good this is.”

“Aren’t you supposed to be the writer?”

“The words for this don’t exist.”

The kafta and labneh were just as good, and the entrees when they arrived. Over dinner they talked about their work, Tess about her meetings with politicians and Layla about the internal bureaucracies at Samplemetrics. Layla described the software she’d just bought to try to resuscitate her Arabic. Tess catalogued all the new things she’d gotten at her baby shower.

“Oh, Judy told me that a car seat arrived from you. She said it was nice. Thank you.”

“It’s green. I didn’t know if I was buying for a boy or a girl, so I just got one to match your car. You still have the green car?”

“For now. Might need something bigger soon. But green’s still fine. The whole point of having the shower before we learned the sex was so we wouldn’t get gendered gifts.”

“It was the earliest shower I ever heard of.”

“We missed you there, Mom. Why didn’t you come down?” They’d invited her. Judy had even offered to buy her ticket and put her up in a hotel if she liked. But Layla had declined.

“I work, Tess. A regular nine to five. We don’t all get to make our own hours. And not everyone is as comfortable living off generosity as you are.”

Tess’s food went down wrong and she went into a fit of coughing. She had to duck her face into her napkin, then swallowed half her water in one go.

“Are you okay?” her mother asked.

Finally Tess was able to choke out, “What does that mean?”

“What? Just that I don’t need your girlfriend buying me plane tickets.”

“No, the living off Judy thing. I don’t live off her. I work too. That’s the whole reason I’m here.”

“But who bought your plane ticket?”

“American Moment bought my plane ticket. I’m writing for one of the biggest news magazines in the country. I have an expense budget.”

“Well that’s very convenient. But I’m sure she would have flown you out if the magazine had made you pay your own way.”

“Why is that a bad thing, Mom? Judy supports my career. We’ve been together for years. We’re having a baby.”

“You’re having a baby, not her. Why do you think that is?”

“Because she’s ten years older than I am.”

Layla shook her head. “It’s because she holds the purse strings. I’m sure Judy supports your career, but she’s sharp. People don’t get where she is without being smart. She knows what she’s buying with her money.”

Tess’s eyes already burned from the coughing. Now her focus wavered and started to slip. Echoes bounced around the hollow place in her chest, sending tremors through her body.

“Give me the car keys,” she said.

“Oh, come on Tess.”

“Give me the keys!” She held a trembling hand across the table, and her mother sighed, and dropped the keys into her palm.

Tess went outside and walked back around the block to the car. When she was a child, this is when she would have run away entirely. Out the front door or, if that wasn’t possible, through her window. And back then she wouldn’t have been crying, just too furious to speak. The crying was a new thing, one that seemed to draw energy from reflection. Thinking about it made the tears come more strongly, which made her angrier still.

It was several minutes before her mother joined her. Layla slid into the driver’s seat, but didn’t say anything, just listened to Tess’s bitter sniffling and reached behind Tess’s seat for a packet of tissues to offer.

Tess took the package and said, “I’ll reimburse you for the food.”

But her mother didn’t take the bait. Instead, she said, “I cried all the time when I was pregnant with you.”

“Why? Did someone tell you your spouse was a conniving manipulator?”

“No one had to tell me. It was obvious.”

Tess barely remembered the divorce, but knew it hadn’t been amicable.

“Still,” Layla continued, “that’s not why I cried. Not the only reason, anyway. I never cried with your brother, but with you. There’s something awful about carrying a daughter. With a son it’s not so hard to pretend that the world will stand aside and let him through. But with a daughter it’s impossible. Sometimes I would think, what right do I have, when I know what it will be like? So I cried.” She put a hand on Tess’s knee. “I was crying when I picked your name. Strongest one I knew. Your father hated it, but I’d let him name your brother after himself, so it was my turn.”

Tess’s name meant “victory.” Her mother’s meant “dark-haired beauty,” though her hair had gone mostly white. The name had fit her when she was young. And the laugh lines cracking her face suited now. She’d been born with an acid jocularity that finally showed on the surface.

“Judy’s not like you think,” Tess said, blinking her eyes dry against a tissue. “And our daughter wouldn’t need the world to stand aside. She’d knock it out of the way.”

“Maybe. And if you have a son?”

“Shouldn’t make any difference,” Tess said. But she thought of her brother.

Emilio had anxiety issues that far exceeded her own. As a child he reacted so poorly to conflict that in grade school he got permission to stay inside during recess. He always preferred solitude to company; the two of them spent the summer Tess was seven communicating entirely through long letters slipped under bedroom doors, the start of her writing career. These days he worked for the national forestry service, living on a park, checking in with the family a few times a year.

If men really were an endangered species destined for a future in zoos and on preserves, then her brother was ahead of the curve.

“Have you heard from Emilio?” Tess asked.

“He called me. A few weeks ago,” Layla said.

“Did you tell him he’s going to be an uncle?”

“I thought the news should come from you.”

The car was getting stuffy. Tess gave the keys back to her mother, and she started the engine running. Tess said, “Sometimes I think about going to visit him. Maybe when the kid’s old enough we can all go on vacation.”

“It’s a lovely notion,” Layla said. “I can’t honestly say I think he would enjoy it, though. It’s funny. I spent so much time when you were young worried about things that might hurt you. It never occurred to me to worry about how you’d hurt yourselves.”

“You don’t think Emilio’s happy where he is?”

“I think you can be happy and still hurt yourself.”

They sat a while longer watching cyclists and joggers pass on either side. When the thunder of their fight had died away it left a stillness, where cordiality was a comfort rather than a bore. Layla took them to her favorite shops of antiques and vintage knick knacks, where she looked at but didn’t buy a set of wrought iron drawer pulls. She insisted, though, that Tess buy herself some bookends that caught her eye.

After that they went home, back to Layla’s two story townhouse, pink brick with bars over the windows. They folded out and dressed the sofa bed in the living room, then Layla said goodnight and disappeared up the stairs. She’d always been an early to bed, early to rise type, and it had only gotten more severe with age. She said she’d try not to wake Tess up when she rose with the sun, but wouldn’t make any promises.

Tess sat on the bed an looked around. Her mother’s living room was a confetti contrast of artifacts and styles, like an anthropologist’s fever dream. Floral pattern couch. Calligraphy prints on the walls. Lurid santo from New Mexico. Decorative hookah from Morocco. A painted earthenware pot that Tess had given her, and a hand-carved gourd covered in Arabic script from Emilio. Layla had reasonable taste, but she never got rid of anything, and she cared more about individual objects than she did about combinations. Anything colorful, intricate, or recognizably ethnic was sure to catch her eye. The only thing that really looked out of place were the plain white sheets on the mattress.

Tess felt a buzzing alertness that meant the caffeine had hit her bloodstream. And there was a bar running across the middle of the bed frame that pressed up under her weight. Tonight, for once, her trouble sleeping would be due to externalities. She got out her computer and read the email from Candace’s attorney again. It was ridiculous, she decided, that everything should hinge on this one woman. There were so many. They were everywhere. And except for Candace, Tess knew them all.

She started a new email for Lynette.

 

 

LYNETTE,

Candace’s attorney says she is categorically uninterested in talking to the media. Since everything about her life is either locked up in court records or behind the fence at Kamp Kendall, I’m changing the plan for the final section. We can keep the rest the same though; open with Montross family, then general principles, and return to case studies. Just different case studies. Houston is home to plenty of Hock’s grand narcissists. Here are a few I know I could get:

Sophie Bryant — landscaper, caught GDS from her husband who caught it from another sexual partner. (They’re swingers.) Raising their three GDS daughters together, with the son and daughter they already had. She has topiaries of all the kids in the front yard, and lets them do seasonal decorations of themselves.

Kelli Fernandez — lawyer, caught GDS during a kidney transplant. Single, no children (she had a hormonal IUD), but does family law. A lot of custody work. Focuses on GDS cases now, and can speak very knowledgeably about them.

Christina Rickards — teenager who caught GDS from her boyfriend. Her dad beat her up and threw her out of the house after her second pregnancy. She’s on number three now, says she plans to have them all. Moved in with an aunt and graduated high school a year early, now in a pharmacy tech program.

Dorothea Velazquez — comatose after a scooter accident in San Antonio, now in long-term care in Houston. She got GDS from a blood transfusion, has had two babies that she’s never seen. Her family considers them miracles, a way for Dorothea to return to them. Devout Catholics. They are committed to raising the children as long as she keeps having them. Her older brother is a very caring, enthusiastic, and quotable kind of slightly insane.

Chloe Pitt — piano teacher at a conservatory and keyboard player in a succession of post-rock bands. She and her partner Steph, a CPA, decided to contract GDS intentionally. First couple I know who did that. They each had one kid, then opted for surgical birth control.

Intessar Mendoza — Me. I don’t have it probably. But I’m pregnant from an unknown sperm donor. I’ll be having a baby in about five months, and I don’t know if it’s a boy or a girl. But I do know that the whole generations-long history of social baggage, the whole framework for how we understand what having a boy means or having a girl means–that’s all irrelevant now. Everyone thought it was settled, but GDS has put what having a kid means up for renegotiation. There’ve always been precious few constants for the world to offer a new person, and now there are even fewer. The non-GDS perspective on parenthood in a GDS world has got to be of general interest. I’m willing to talk about it.

I could go on. That’s just in Houston. You want a humanizing face for GDS, take your pick. It’s the new human condition. We’re spoiled for choice.

– Tess

 

 

TESS SENT HER ideas for the new closing section the next day, emailing Lynette over expense-accounted wifi in the D.C. airport. On the plane she found that someone had pushed chewing gum into the powerpoint by her seat, and her old laptop’s battery gave out before she touched down in Dallas. She searched out a plug in the airport to recharge it during her short layover, then checked her phone. Lynette had already responded.

 

This isn’t supposed to be an op-ed. The feature standards of American Momentdo not admit the kind of authorial self-insertion you suggest. We publish investigative journalism, not meandering autobiographical rumination. Besides, when was the last time you saw a Pulitzer Prize winner that used the personal pronoun?

You got this contract and this deadline because you claimed to be able to write me a feature to capitalize on the attention of the Montross case. I could have gotten any of my normal writers to do general overview. I do not want an alternate case study from you, I want an article that follows your original outline. For that you need access to Ms. Montross. If you can’t get it, then your piece is irreparably broken.

Let me know when you have it. –LR

 

She wanted to scream. She wanted to throw her phone against a tall airport window and watch one or both of them shatter to rubble. She filtered down the jet bridge and onto her next plane, people in the aisle deferring to her belly. She was in the seat at the back, next to the engine, where the noise and vibration swamped everything save her own futile thoughts.

By the time she landed in Houston, she was disconsolate. She stood puffy-eyed and travel sick on the curb until Judy pulled up.

“How was your trip?” Judy asked as she climbed into the car.

“Apparently a complete waste of time!” She told Judy what had happened, then got out her phone and read Lynette’s response aloud, shouting the words meandering and normal and irreparably.

Judy asked, “Is that line about the Pulitzer supposed to be funny?”

“I don’t know what the fuck she expects me to do,” said Tess. “The court records are sealed, and her lawyer’s stonewalling. There’s no access. I’ve been tearing my heart out on this.”

“I think you should calm down,” said Judy, easing them out of the airport. “It’s going to be okay.”

“No it isn’t. Okay is meeting my deadline. Okay is not having the bottom drop out of everything right at the very end. This is not how we get to okay.”

But Judy was right. When they got home, she said to Tess, “I got you a present.” She went to the tall table by the door that they used for mail and keys, and removed from its small drawer a scrap of green construction paper, which she handed to Tess.

The paper had an address written on it, and above that, Florence Montross.

While Tess was out of town, Judy had continued her hunt for Houston’s greatest early childhood educators. Eventually her search took her to the kindergarten where Candace’s oldest daughter had been placed. Judy had recognized her from Tess’s pictures.

“I asked for some parent references, and the assistant principal just led me into the office and let me watch over her shoulder as she looked through the address book. I could have taken cell phone pictures of the whole thing if I’d wanted,” Judy said. “I wasn’t impressed by the professionalism there overall, frankly. I doubt I’ll hire any of them.”

Tess gaped. “And you were holding out on telling me all this why?”

“I was driving,” said Judy. “I couldn’t look at your face.”

The next day Tess made her way out to a sprawling complex of stucco apartments, some of the buildings five stories high. There were retirees and college students. There were towels hung from balcony railings, incensed dogs barking from behind front doors, and shrieking children jostling for space in a minuscule pool. Heat mirages shimmered off the cars in the vast parking lots.

Candace’s unit was on the third floor of building 22. For all the difficulty she had learning where to look, Candace’s place wasn’t hard to find. The numbers were screwed to the door over a dozen glossy coats of paint, bright and obvious. But there was no answer when Tess knocked.

She sat down next to the door, and felt a small relief that she could stall the meeting for a little while longer.

Ever since Kenny Kendall had said from across a pane of plexiglass, “I know who you are,” Tess had known she would have to confront Candace someday about their connection. But she felt no more ready to do so now than she had in the prison. And her first goal couldn’t be to apologize, anyway. She needed Candace to agree to the profile first. She needed Candace’s story. The other could come later.

Tess’s plan for what she would say when Candace showed up was only two layers deep. The first layer began and ended with “please.” “Please talk to me, even though you’ve been telling me for weeks with your silence that you don’t want to.” “Please let me do a thing that will help me immensely and you perhaps not at all.”

The second layer was basically a guilt trip. “If you tell your story, you’ll be protecting others. Even your own daughters.” Tess wasn’t sure she really believed in layer two, and though it might be effective, she didn’t want to use it.

After that, there was what. Begging? Tess feared that she would be just as easy to dismiss in person as she had been from afar. In that way, too, sitting and waiting was better than forcing the encounter. When she was rebuffed, it would be like falling from a lesser height.

People’s footsteps sounded on the concrete stairs with reverberating thumps. They passed by in both directions, but paid Tess very little mind. It seemed to be the sort of place where people didn’t concern themselves with their neighbors’ business. Maybe that’s why Candace was here. Tess wondered how many people in this complex read American Moment. Would her story upend Candace’s world again? Make her feel more singled out than she already did? What right did she have to do that, really? Only, she supposed, as much right as Candace was willing to give her. Tess continued to wait.

Candace arrived eventually, of course. Up the steps thumped a young woman with wispy blonde hair and doughy cheeks. She was in a loose-fitting dress and immensely pregnant. A plastic grocery sack dangled from the knuckles of one hand, and in the other she held the fingers of a small child. A little girl in pink overalls, with wispy blonde hair and tiny, doughy cheeks. When Candace saw Tess, she stopped.

“Who are you?” said Candace.

“My name is Tess Mendoza,” said Tess. She struggled back onto her feet, knees grown recalcitrant during her wait. “I’m a reporter. I’ve been trying to get in touch with you for a while.”

“You’re the one who keeps emailing Randy,” said Candace. “I told him I was done talking to reporters. I think all the others gave up already.”

“Well, I guess before I gave up, I wanted to hear it from you. Directly.”

Candace looked Tess over. Her daughter picked her nose bashfully and practiced standing on one foot. Candace asked, “Are you like me?”

“I’m pregnant,” said Tess. “Probably not like you though. Except sometimes I’m certain that it is. It’s scary. There’s no way to know for sure.”

Candace climbed the rest of the way up the stairs and fished in the grocery sack for her door key. “It’s not that scary. There are lots of scary things, but not that.”

“Maybe you can teach me.”

Candace’s daughter said in a small voice, “Momma, need to wee.”

“Justa second, honey,” Candace answered. She slid her key into the lock and turned back to Tess. “Do you have a car? I could use help picking up the other girls if you have a car.”

“I have a car.”

“Okay. I guess you should come in, then,” said Candace, and opened the door.

 

 

FOR A TIME after she was rescued from Camp Kendall, Candace lived alone. Her children were initially placed in a shelter, awaiting foster care. It took weeks for the attorneys general to determine that she was in no way complicit in the mutilation of her four daughters. But now the family is back together, living in an apartment on court-supplied housing vouchers.

Her oldest child, Florence (Johnnie Montross’s mother’s name), has started kindergarten. The two middle children, Lauren and Emily, spend their days in nursery school. Amanda, currently the youngest, stays with her mother. Amanda likes lizards and Band-aids, hates wearing socks, and expresses ambivalence about her younger sister, whom she doesn’t yet know, but who will be showing up in less than a month. Candace plans to name her newest daughter Hope, and the explanation she gives for why she chose the name, and what it means to her, is unimpeachably sincere.

“I’ll go on the pill after Hope is born,” she says. “I don’t know if for forever, but I’ve got a lot on my plate right now.”

It’s true. In the evening, as Florence fills a dinosaur coloring book and Lauren and Emily play an imagination game using dish towels and Amanda as props, Candace studies for her GED. She does this every night before she puts her daughters to bed. The family lives in a two bedroom apartment, and all the children sleep together in one of the rooms, on a pair of bunk beds. Candace is going to put a crib in her bedroom when Hope arrives.

Candace doesn’t agree with Representative Hock’s assessment that her daughters are merely younger versions of her. When asked about it, she doesn’t discuss epigenetics, or use the phrase “nature versus nurture.” She says, “No one’s gonna take them to church when they’re eleven and never let them leave. That happened to me, and it’s not gonna to them.” She puts her hand on her pregnant belly. “And there’s stuff happened to them that didn’t happen to me. And they have each other, but I only had myself. So it’s not the same at all.”

Candace doesn’t lose any of her day worrying that her children may fail to develop unique identities. She’s too busy keeping Amanda’s shoes tied, consoling Emily that not every night can be macaroni and cheese night, comforting Lauren when a pen leaks on her favorite shirt, and convincing Florence not to use the profanity she’s learning at school. “They look a lot alike, but not that much, because they’re different ages. I never confuse them. I bet it’s worse with twins.”

During the day, when three of her girls are at school, Candace does all of the same budgeting and cleaning and logistics that get done by single mothers everywhere in the country. And when she’s not doing that, she’s meeting with attorneys and preparing to testify in court. Candace is a witness in two ongoing criminal trials.

She is a witness for the prosecution in the trial against Kenny Kendall, who made the decision to have her previous pregnancy aborted and her children sterilized. Since the surgeon among Kendall’s flock who actually performed the operations took his own life in the police raid on the compound, Kendall is the only one on trial for that crime. He is charged with five felony counts, and under Texas law he will face life in prison if convicted. “It’s what he wanted for me,” says Candace of Kendall’s potential fate. “Life in prison. I’m just trying to return the favor.”

The other trial Candace is involved in is that of her father. In her father’s trial, however, she is a witness for the defense.

“It’s not that I like him,” she explains, “That’s not the point.”

The point is that, of all the horrors Candace has experienced — in many of which her father was, in fact, complicit — the one he is charged with never actually happened.

The police, as a matter of course in a child abuse raid, took DNA samples from the suspects and victims. Candace’s children share her genetic code. As a result, a standard paternity test will identify Candace’s father as her children’s father as well. Remarkably, the district attorney has chosen, on the basis of this evidence, to charge Candace’s father with incest.

The case is ludicrous. It is an attempt to punish the guilty not through accountability, but by using legal precedent to subvert reality. But why is Candace, specifically, coming by choice to her father’s defense?

“It’s part he didn’t do it. There’s enough things that actually happened, why go making up ones that didn’t. But it’s also,” she pauses, looks for the words. “It’s also that he has no claim on them. On my girls. He doesn’t have a claim, and Johnnie doesn’t have a claim, and no one does. No one but me.”

So it is that Candace goes to court, defending a father she hates to protect the children she loves, as a statement to the world that she is their mother, she alone, and no one is ever again allowed to come between them.

 

 

“HAVE YOU FORGOTTEN there’s somewhere we need to be? Let’s go!” said Judy.

“I’m coming,” Tess called down the stairs. “I was still getting ready.”

Tess met Judy in the garage, resigned but bitter.

“What are you wearing?”

Tess had changed clothes a half-dozen times, stripping outfits off as soon as she finished putting them on. There was no pattern to it. When Judy’s forbearance had stretched as far as it could, Tess finally found herself downstairs, wearing a beige cashmere sweater. No particular reason why. She said, “I was cold. This is comfortable.”

“It’s ninety degrees out.”

“Why do you care what I’m wearing? Aren’t you the one in a big hurry to get this done?”

They got in the car and headed towards BioPeek, an ultrasound imaging center in a nearby strip mall. Tess had delayed and delayed her sonogram, and finally cancelled. She claimed she was too focused on writing the article. Then that she was too stressed waiting for the article to run. But it was up now, and Tess had no more excuses, and Judy no more patience. The obstetrician couldn’t see her for another week, so BioPeek it was.

As they rode to the mall, Tess said, “It’s a lie. People will be able to tell it’s a lie.”

“It’s not a lie. Why this again?”

“There were things I left out. Similarities. Lots of them. Those girls finished each other’s sentences, but I didn’t write about that.”

“Of course there were similarities. They’re all twin sisters, sort of. You’d expect there to be similarities. You and your brother have similarities, don’t you? Hell, my stepsister and I have similarities, and we’re not even related.” Judy pounded the horn and swerved lanes. “That part doesn’t matter. What you wrote matters.”

But ever since the article ran, Tess couldn’t stop thinking about what she might have missed. She thought about the uncanny moments when the children would laugh in unison. About how Florence sneezed the same truncated squeak as her mother, just higher pitched. How did she know that was just normal twin stuff? Normal daughter stuff? She’d worked so hard to be authoritative, but what could you tell from a child? How would she even know normal if she saw it?

No one could say for sure how GDS kids were going to grow up. It had never happened before. There could be clear, obvious changes, ones that only manifested with age. Everything she’d written could end up looking quaint. Laughable. Catastrophically wrong.

Tess thought of Candace’s reaction when she finally told her about Kendall. How Kendall had recognized her and why. They were sitting on Candace’s narrow balcony, eating pasta out of blue plastic bowls. Through the sliding glass door Tess could see the little blonde heads of the children, shrieking as they scurried across the thin carpet in their last ecstatic burst before bedtime.

“Just like a herd of puppies,” Candace said. “Way they run over each other.” She ate another forkful of noodles. “There were dogs all over at the camp. Always puppies around.”

The interviews were over. Tess had all she needed to write the article. She put her bowl down and said, “There’s something you need to know.”

“What is it?”

“It’s about Kenny. I’ve been writing about people like you, like the kids, for a long time. I have a lot of stories about it online. And Kenny, he used to get on the computer and go looking for things he didn’t like.” Tess paused, listened to the muffled giggles and declarations from inside the apartment. “He told me that he learned about it from my stories,” Tess told Candace. “He figured out what was happening with you because of me. So, in a certain way…I mean. I had a role in what happened. So I’m sorry for that.”

Candace hadn’t thought much of the coincidence. She tucked her hair behind her ear, hugged her belly and said, “If not you, it would have been somebody else. I was different. Kenny didn’t like things different. Something was bound to happen eventually.”

The more Tess thought about it, the more true it was. Candace was the future because the world was full of people who don’t like things to be different. Tess had argued, as forcefully as she knew how to, as forcefully as Lynette would let her, that in every way that mattered they were the same. That there were no real differences.

But what if the truth was actually that there were just no important differences? And what if unimportant but visible was really all it took? How could you know it wasn’t futile to counter novelty with humanity? How could you know that, for all your intentions, you weren’t setting yourself up for a fall?

Under the chilly blast from the car’s air conditioning, Tess was sweating.

When they got to BioPeek and signed in, Judy waved away the clipboard of forms. She produced from her bag a set she’d downloaded, printed, and already filled out. They nurses had Tess in the back and on the exam table in under five minutes.

“This is going to be a bit gooey,” said the ultrasound technician as she squirted gel onto Tess’s skin and spread it around with the end of the wand. Some of the gel got on her sweater, and Tess could feel Judy biting back commentary. Her grip tightened around Judy’s hand. The wand could have been the flat of a blade and Tess didn’t think she would feel any differently.

When Tess was sufficiently slimed, the technician started up the machine. Ghostly shadows resolved on the screen. It looked like nothing in particular, a confusion of internal architecture, until the technician pointed to a part of the haze and said, “There’s the head.” Then suddenly the image resolved into a moving cross-section of a fetus, and it was impossible to see it as anything else. The plane of the scan swept through the baby’s body, forward and back, hands and feet coalescing into view and then dissolving again. The technician pushed some buttons, and a 3-D computer rendering appeared on the screen. It looked like a clay model put under running water. She panned the image to get a view between the legs.

“And there we have it. It’s a girl.”

“Look at that.” Judy’s voice was a rush of astonished delight. “Decaf’s a girl. We have a lumpy little daughter.”

Tess felt the startled-fish flutter of Decaf moving, and simultaneously watched her on the screen twist her hips out of view, as if shy. A motion, Tess realized, she knew. A gesture she’d felt so many times.

“We can burn a movie of this to DVD for you to buy, if you want,” said the technician.

A noise escaped from Tess’s chest. A wracked sound that convulsed her body and scrambled the image on the screen. It happened again, and then again.

“What is it?” said Judy. “Are you okay?”

Tess started to answer, but the words got caught and bubbled in her nose. She clapped her hands to her face in embarrassment. Her cheeks were wet.

“Leave us alone for a minute,” Judy told the technician, who put down the wand and started for the door.

“No,” Tess finally got out. “Come back. It’s fine.” She couldn’t tell if the technician listened or not. Her vision was too watery to see. Under Judy’s hand on her shoulder, her body still shook with sobs.

“It’s all right,” she gasped. “There’s nothing wrong. Nothing is wrong.”
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THIS IS SALEM at its oldest and spookiest: cold fog off the ocean, daylight dimming early, gables and gambrels looming at odd angles. I’m gazing out from the upstairs window of the Corwin place, from beside a case of age-yellowed cloth dolls. The streets are empty except for the tail-lights of a single car, receding. 

The season ends today. I’ve already cartoned up the books and brochures and souvenir prints and stacked them under the admission desk, and returned the consignment soaps and candles to their suppliers. Mrs Gilman will come tomorrow to remove the textiles to cold storage for the winter. 

I haven’t seen another human being all day, except at a distance. I made coffee and toast in the kitchenette of my dorm, which the other students had already left for Thanksgiving. I didn’t have anyone else on duty with me since visitor count was expected to be low—and it has been, not a single tourist so far. 

I ate my bagged lunch at the admission desk, spilling bagel crumbs on one of the papers I was reading for class. I’m going to have the same thing for lunch tomorrow, unless my family suddenly decides to mend fences. 

The house sways and creaks around me, wind-buffeted. Water trickles down the distorted glass. I check my phone: half an hour until closing. 

Someone’s struggling up the walk: a small person encumbered with a couple gigantic bags. God, I hope we haven’t forgotten to cancel a brochure delivery or something. 

I scramble down the narrow stairs to hold the door open. It’s a small door built for seventeenth century people, but this girl doesn’t have to duck at all. Tiny, Asian, wearing orange Chucks dark with wet. 

“I can take pictures in here, right?” she says, heaving one of her bags off her shoulder, and then the other. 

“Sure, hon. School project?” 

She cuts her eyes at me. “How old do you think I am?” 

Voice crisp and grown-up, and oh. Shit. “I’ve seen you around,” I say. “You’re in my year, right? Sorry about that. I didn’t recognize you at first.” 

“Was,” she says. “Was in your year. Dropped out.” She’s looking down now, unzipping her duffels, pulling out a battered tripod and a heavy-looking camera. 

“You were in my lit class.” I remember. “You gave that seminar on Lovecraft.” 

“That was my last day,” she snaps. 

Awkward, Paige, awkward. I grope for a different subject. “Will you have enough light to work?” 

“Don’t need it.” 

“You sure? It’s pretty dark in here. We keep it low so we don’t damage the textiles and documents.” 

“Light meter,” she says, waving a smallish box with a window on one side. She doesn’t look at me, tight lines around her eyes as she pops open a canister of film, hinges the back off the camera and tucks the film inside. She snaps the camera shut and thumbs a lever on the top of it. 

“What kind is that?” I ask. “It looks like it’s made of metal.” 

“Yep.” 

“I can’t even see the screen. It’s like a stealth camera. How do you see what you’re shooting?” 

“It’s analog.” 

“So if it’s not for school, then—” 

And a couple of last-minute tourists come through the door, two middleaged women and a boy. The woman with the camera doesn’t even look, just kicks her bags out of the way a little and keeps prepping. 

I don’t see her again until I’m nearly done showing the family around. I’ve got them clustered around the doll case upstairs, when I hear her clunking around in the next room. I’m partway through my tour spiel: “Several of these dolls were among the effects of the Corwin family when they sold this house to the state in 1940. They probably aren’t old enough to have belonged to the daughters of Judge Corwin himself, but—” 

“Creepy,” the boy says. “Why doesn’t this one have eyes?” 

“It would have, when it was new. They would have been embroidered on by hand—” 

“It looks evil,” the boy says with delight. “Like it’s going to come to life and murder you!” 

“It’s not,” says Camera Girl, from the doorway of the Corwins’ master bedroom. “There’s nothing creepy about it. Nothing special at all.” 

The boy looks disappointed. One of the women ruffles his hair and says, “Why don’t we take a look in here, Jayden? There are some interesting herbs and things that I’m sure this guide can explain to us.” 

So I have to follow them into the apothecary room and talk about blood and bile and phlegm and the way people had thought to manage them with dried rats and toads, which the boy seems to find thrilling. 

By the time the family’s had enough, I figure Camera Girl must be long gone, but once I’ve let them out, I return to the master bedroom and find her still there, pointing her box at things and shaking her head. 

“Worthless,” she says. 

“The Corwin House is an important historical—” 

“Yeah, whatever. Where’s the magic?” 

“All around you,” I say in my best spooky voice. 

“Hang on,” she says, clutching at the light meter. It’s pointed toward me, and I can see the little red needle swinging. “Wait—ah, fuck.” 

“What?” 

“You were right,” she says, voice going flat again. “It’s too dark in here.” 

And without another word, she picks up her tripod and her camera and her light meter, and lugs it all back downstairs. 

I follow. It’s time to close. I staple the day’s receipts—all two of them—while she packs her duffels. 

“You didn’t get the shots you needed, did you?” I attempt. “If you want to try on a brighter day, I can arrange to let you in. Some of the artefacts will be stored for the season but the furniture will stay here.” 

“What do you care?” she says, turning on me. Her eyes look brilliant and dark and really pissed off. “Why are you hassling me? Don’t you have a family gathering to get to?” 

“No,” I say. I take a breath to explain, or something, but it just kind of gets stuck in my lungs. “Oh. Ah. Sorry.” 

“It’s fine—” 

“Look at you. It’s not fine. Come on, sorry, I’m being a jerk. I should know better—” 

And her arms wrap around my shoulders, gentle and firm, while I sob into my hands. 

 

 

HER NAME IS Maya Wu. She tells me not to feel bad, she didn’t remember mine, either. 

All I do remember—other than the intensity on her face when she led that seminar—is the camera kit, which I saw her carrying around the green a few times. I always wondered what she saw in the campus architecture. 

She gives me the lighter duffel to carry and leads me toward the sidewalk.

I follow, watching the night come all the way down over Salem, damp chill moving off the water and hazing the streetlights. The keys of the Corwin place jingle coldly from my free hand; I’ve left it locked and lonely, windows dark, and I won’t see it again until spring. 

Unless I let Maya in secretly for more photos. What am I thinking, offering to risk my job for a woman I barely know? 

I’m about to fall back, tell her I’m going back to my dorm instead, but she stops in the doorway of a pub, holds it open for me, and inside there’s heat and the smell of dinner and a low hum of music, and she’s inviting me to go inside. 

And she’s smiling. 

 

 

MAYA ORDERS A salad and a Coke. “Can’t drink with my meds,” she says, when she sees my questioning look. “You go ahead.”

So I ask for a pint of Sam Adams and a burger. 

While we wait for our food, Maya tears little bits off her napkin. I check my phone; nothing, as usual. Maya draws on the table with her fingertip. I clasp and unclasp my bracelet. 

“That story,” Maya finally blurts. “Do you remember it?” 

“The Witch House story? Well, yeah, I should—you know what my workplace is called, right? I remember the guy in it has a nervous breakdown, studying too much, and he starts seeing weird meaning in architecture, and then, like, something eats his heart?” 

“Yeah, pretty much. That’s why I dropped out.” 

“Lovecraft wasn’t your thing? Mine either—” 

“I started seeing meaning in architecture,” Maya says, eyes dark and serious. 

I don’t actually remember the story that well, except that it used the word “indescribable” to describe way too many things. So I’m not quite sure what Maya means. I take a careful breath to ask. 

“I’m bipolar,” she says. “Manic episode. Had to take some time off to get my shit together.” 

“Oh. So you weren’t really…” 

“You’ve spent plenty of time here—what do you think?” she says. “It’s a bit too much like Disneyland, right?” 

“Except Disneyland wasn’t built on murder,” I say. Probably a bit sharply, from the look on her face. 

“I just meant…” 

“That there’s no magic here?” For some reason that kind of makes me feel like crying again. 

Fortunately our food comes right then, and I have an excuse to look down at my plate while I spread mustard on my burger. When I look up again, though, Maya’s watching me. She hasn’t lifted her fork. 

“You don’t think I’m crazy,” she says. 

I shrug. “I mean, clinically, you are, right?” 

She laughs at that, thank God, but she still waits for an answer. 

I shake my head. “I don’t think you’re crazy.” 

“Good,” she says. “Because you don’t have plans this weekend, and I need some help with my research.”

 

 

MAYA’S STAYING AT the Ocean View Inn, which doesn’t have an ocean view unless you stand somewhere on top of the roof, up by the rusty old lightning rod. I hold the duffels while she pulls out the key, an old-school metal one on one of those plastic diamond keychains with the room number stencilled on it. 

“Atmospheric,” is all I can come up with, surveying the room: red and beige striped bedspreads, chartreuse floral carpeting, and a clutter of esoteric equipment. Jugs of brown liquid on the counter by the sink, rectangular trays laid out on the dresser and desk. Television disconnected and tucked in the corner, replaced by some kind of adjustable lamp contraption. And are those blackout curtains over the windows? 

“My brilliant plan,” Maya says, with a self-consciously dramatic flourish. “I’ve been researching how to capture magic on film. I’ve figured out a new coating for my camera lens that will magnify the refraction of magical energy through the aetheric layer—” 

“Whoa, Lovecraft.” 

She clears her throat. “Point is, I know I’m mentally ill, but some of what I saw was real. And I think I can prove it.” 

“Awesome,” I say, because it is. 

“Only there’s a problem with my meter. I couldn’t get much of anything in the house.” She pops the back off the little box, probes a fingertip at whatever’s inside. 

“Maybe the house just doesn’t have it. I mean, it wasn’t really a witch house at all. It was the home of one of the judges in the trials.” 

“Huh,” Maya says. “I knew I’d be happy I picked up a tour guide.” 

“Was that a pickup?” I can feel myself blushing. “You weren’t just feeling sorry for me?” 

“Bit of that too,” she says. “You still haven’t told me why you’re spending Thanksgiving alone.” She snaps the back on the meter and jiggles it. 

“It’s kind of a long story…” I start. 

“Holy shit!” Maya jumps. She points the box at me. Points it away toward the wall. Points it back. “Maybe that’s it…” 

“What? What’s what?” 

“Paige,” she says. “Paige. Want to be in some pictures?” 

 

 

MAYA SITS ME on a chair in front of the blank wall where the television would normally be. She sets up a light on a tripod near me, and gets me to turn my face half toward it. I can feel the heat of it on my cheek. 

All I have to do is follow Maya’s instructions, and if I don’t get it right, she just gently moves me into place, hands warm through my cotton blouse. Between that and the two pints I had at the pub, I’m as relaxed as I’ve been all week. 

I smile at her, easy. 

“Just like that,” she says, from behind the camera, and I hear the sliding click of an old-fashioned shutter, and then the whir of the film advancing. 

A lock of hair tickles my cheek. I raise my hand to brush it back. 

“Right there. Hold,” Maya says, and I do, pinned in place by her voice, her eyes. 

 

 

MAYA PROCESSES THE rolls of film in a canister of chemistry, each one wound onto a spindle so that none of the surfaces will touch. She does this in complete darkness, narrating it to me while I sit on her bed. It’s hypnotic, her voice and the crackle of the film and then the sharp smells of developer, stop bath, fixer. 

We each drink a bottled coffee from her bar fridge while we wait for the negatives to dry. Then she clips the negatives into a frame inserted in the enlarger, which casts an image onto the desktop a couple of feet below the lens. 

The red rectangular box by the sink glows dim red, throwing weird upward shadows on the contours of Maya’s face. The other lights are off, the blackout curtains pulled tight. I watch over Maya’s shoulder as she looks at each of the images in turn. My features are weird in reverse: bright white eyebrows, bright white bangs, black teeth showing between my parted grey lips. 

“How can you tell what it’s going to look like?” I say. 

“You get used to it after a while,” she says. “Here, this one.” She draws her finger through the beam from the enlarger, its shadow pointing to a crackle of darkness in the image. 

“What’s that, a flaw in the film?” 

“Nope,” she says. “That’s what we’re looking for.” 

She gets out her photo paper from a thick black plastic envelope, sets it in place and exposes it for a carefully chosen length of time. She does a few more at slightly different settings. Then she slides all the papers into a tray of chemistry. 

“Whoa—won’t they be wrecked by the wet?” I ask, and then I see, in the dull red light, the images begin to form. 

 

 

MAYA AND I Sprawl on our stomachs side by side on one of the beds, facing the array of still-damp photos spread out over the bedspread. They all show pretty much the same pose, me seated, half-turned, eyes looking right into the camera. I snicker a little at the look on my face; Maya doesn’t. 

In more than half of the images, I see something I’ve never seen before. 

“Why do I have a halo?” I ask. “How did you do that?” 

“I didn’t,” Maya says, rolling onto her side to look at me. “That’s all you.” 

It isn’t exactly a halo, because it’s all around me, stronger in some pictures than others, nearly obscuring my features in a couple of cases. Kind of crackly pale light, like aurora borealis. 

“Do I have a halo all the time?” 

Maya shakes her head. “I’m not about to go off my meds to find out.” 

I roll half onto my back to look at her face. I want her to tell me what happens next. 

She doesn’t hold my gaze, turns away and goes to the window, pulling the curtain open, showing an inch of pale early light. 

“Holy crap, have we been up all night?” 

“Come on,” Maya says. “Let’s walk.” 

 

 

THE SUN MUST be rising somewhere behind the fog, because I can see colours now: Maya’s purple jacket fuzzed over with tiny beads of mist, curling red leaves drifting at the edges of the street, a blue and white flag on one of the few yachts still in the harbour. 

Hands in jean pockets, I follow Maya downhill toward the water. She walks quickly, head down. I can’t quite see her face. 

Then she reaches the seawall and turns to me, flinging her hair back in the rising breeze. “Paige,” she says. “I really did it, right?” 

“Nah, it was all me. You said so.” I grin, and I watch the answering grin blossom on her face. 

“Witch,” she says. “Come here, come here.” And she wraps her arms around my ribs, squeezing tight. 

Behind Maya’s head, the sun is starting to burn through the harbour fog. Her eyes are puffy and red from being up all night in the reek of chemistry, and probably mine are too. 

“Hey,” I say. “It’s Thanksgiving.” 

“Which you’re spending with me.” 

“Yeah.” 

“I’m going to buy you breakfast,” Maya says, “and we’re going to figure out where there’s witchcraft in your family tree.”

“I had no idea—” 

“And then we’re going to take a nap,” Maya goes on. “And then we’re going out for pie.” 

“Yes,” I say, and as I say it I can feel the weight of my body settling heavier in her arms. It’s delicious. 

She looks up at me, squinting in the brightness. Seems like she’s looking for something in particular. Whatever it is, she smiles, satisfied, and slips her cold hands into mine. 

“I know a great little diner over by the Common, with a three-ninety-nine breakfast special,” she says. 

We walk away from the harbour, up past the House of Seven Gables, in the clearing mist. We pass wax museums and houses of horrors and purple-draped Magick Shoppes and palm-reading stands, but all of them are closed for now, and the streets of old Salem are ours alone. 

I haven’t told Maya the long story of my family’s estrangement. I’m pretty sure I will, if she tells me to. I’m starting to think I need a safeword with her; and somehow I can see she’ll know what I mean by that, and she’ll be careful with me. 

I can smell cinnamon and burning leaves on the morning air. The frost on the Common is melting into sparkling dew. I tug Maya to a stop for a moment, gesturing. 

She gazes. Takes in a breath. Then she’s on her tiptoes in her orange Chucks, hands wrapped around the back of my head, pulling me into a kiss. 

And I can feel it, the halo, bright with promise, crackling around me.
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THE STORY WAS that some people had learned to read again. Alice wanted to believe it, but Alice had always liked stories. The morning after, when she’d woken up to the police pounding on her door demanding that she surrender all print and digital text materials to them, she’d glanced at the bright blue cover of a favorite childhood novel and had traced her fingers over the embossed title without understanding. She’d thought she was tired, not yet awake, or in shock from the officer outside her door. But she’d flipped through the book and found tiny garbled markings on every page.

That was the moment when she’d wanted to puke. She hadn’t been able to read her phone that morning either, but she’d thought something was wrong with the screen. But there couldn’t be anything wrong with Lily and the Dragon. She hadn’t read it since she was fourteen. It was just sitting on her shelf next to dozens of other novels like it, stories about other people and other worlds.

But the police brought boxes and carted them all away. They swept her apartment for writing implements and paper, opening all her kitchen drawers and rifling through them with disapproval. They took her laptop and her phone too, and they magnanimously didn’t fine her for having expired permits on both. It was for the greater glory of the city and the people, they said. Text couldn’t be trusted. This way, we have all been purified, they said. We have all returned to our natural state. Now we can truly build the society we have always dreamed of, they said. Good will reign, they said.

She knew they were taking measures against the insurgents. She also knew better than to say that out loud.

Alice had cried in the bathroom after they’d left. She should have screamed at them. She should have kicked them or hit them or saved even one book. But she’d been numb. They’d done something to her. They’d been in her brain. What use was anything after that? And if she had fought them, they would have killed her. Still, she didn’t stop crying until her throat rasped and her eyes were sore.

They hadn’t taken absolutely everything. She found a pen that had rolled under bed and a few paper napkins in the back of a drawer, shoved under her silverware. After she’d dried her eyes, she’d spent the rest of the afternoon trying to remember. It had been a Sunday, she remembered, because she hadn’t been at work. She’d had empty hours and blank spaces to fill, and it was easy enough to draw shapes and squiggles, even little animals marching across the paper. She’d drawn the view out her window. A cartoon self-portrait with clouds of black hair spiralling around her head. A winding map of the city from memory, all its neighborhoods unlabelled. Hours had passed and she’d delved into the depths of her brain trying to dredge up one word, even one letter, but they’d all been gone.

Rustication, they called it. An airborne plague of nanobots. Within two days, most of the city had woken up illiterate. All those millions of neural connections, erased.

There was a lot of high-minded talk about the inherently deceitful nature of representations. Art had been banned for years now, and no one liked it, but what could they do? The city had taken down all the public statues and murals, but they could only stop people after the fact. They couldn’t stop people from wanting. Even after Rustication, people still wanted to leave their mark on things.

Alice’s neighbor Lani had been a middle-school language teacher before, and now she taught sewing and wood shop on alternate days of the week. Most of the other teachers had lost their jobs, but Lani had been one of the lucky ones. She was bent over and grey-haired and couldn’t go work on a farm, so they took pity and let her stay at the half-empty school. “Every time those kids get their hands on anything that even remotely resembles a writing implement,” she told Alice, “whether it’s a rusty nail or a sewing needle, they start scratching things into the table top. Do you know how many drawings of dicks I’ve found this week alone?” Lani had burst into laughter at that point. “It’s the triumph of the human spirit, Alice,” she said, still shaking and wiping at her eyes. Alice had laughed, but she hadn’t been able to stop herself from looking over her shoulder afterward. The city might not be able to arrest every tagger and bathroom graffiti artist, as hard as they tried, but if anybody ever overheard Lani laughing like that, they would come for her. 

Books had been getting scarcer even before Rustication, because if murals of sunny skies and flowering gardens were immoral illusions, and the sculpture of a boy feeding ducks in the public park was deceitful, then weren’t books even worse? But everyone knew someone who knew someone who could get you a novel if you were willing to pay for it. Alice had never imagined that the city would take such a drastic step. How had they even found the resources? She’d thought scientists were only barely finished mapping the human brain. It was some leap to go from making a map to digging up the entire landscape.

She wondered, afterward, if the scientists who led the project had been rendered illiterate too. She wondered if they had been allowed to live.

It had been six months now. Officially, Rustication was held to be a great success. Crime was down all over the city, and productivity was up. Everyone was happier this way. Unofficially, there were whispers of people forgetting much more than reading and writing. Some people had woken up the morning after Rustication unable to speak. Some people had woken up with no memory of their families, their lives, their names. Some people hadn’t woken up at all.

No one could find any record of those people now, but no one outside the city government could read records, anyway.

Alice worked at The Hearth, a restaurant two blocks from the capitol building. It used to say The Hearth in gold lettering on black paint above the door, before the city had made Mr. Park paint over it. Mr. Park was still on the waiting list to get approval for a sign with an image. The place looked strangely anonymous now, a wood door set in a building with black trim and big glass windows, showcasing the last literate people in the city out for a nice steak dinner. These were the people who’d had their permits in order to leave the city and spend a long weekend in their country homes six months ago. They all had excellent manners, and night after night, Alice gave them her sharpest smile.

Still, it paid the bills. And the restaurant had adapted to the newly textless world more easily than some businesses. So many of Alice and Lani’s neighbors had been forced to leave their apartment complex to go work in the belt of farmland surrounding the city. Most of them had never picked a fruit or milked a cow in their life, but there was no other work left for them now. Her apartment building was eerie now, as empty as it was, but it was nothing compared to the whole sections of the city that had become ghost towns. The university campus was graveyard-quiet, its lawns still scorched from the book burnings. Alice tried not to walk that way any more. It was hard to look at the ruined library. The bricks of the west wall were toppled to the ground, and the three other walls had broken windows like missing teeth.

But people still needed to eat in the city, and clerks in the capitol were still eating well at The Hearth. Alice hadn’t had to move out to the cornfields yet. All that had really changed at work was that the restaurant couldn’t print menus any more, so Alice had the whole thing memorized. She’d always had a good memory. She’d only forgotten a few things in her life, and one of those was because the city took a scalpel to her brain six months ago.

Alice didn’t smoke, but she went out into the back alley on her break anyway. Juan was out there, and he knew people. She wanted to know people, too. She’d always wanted to, but before, she’d been afraid. Now she was angry. They had violated her. They had poisoned her. They had crept into the most secret part of her and excised something precious. They might do it again. They might kill her. It didn’t matter any more. She couldn’t live with herself if she didn’t try to fight back.

The insurgents had gone underground, but the movement wasn’t over. It was illegal for more than two people to congregate in public, and before Rustication the insurgents had communicated mostly through short text messages over a wireless network created when their phones were in close physical proximity. The city had shut down the internet years ago, but they were always one update behind the insurgents and their network of communications. Technically, the phones themselves had been made illegal for anyone without a government permit last year, but they were so small and so easy to hide that it had been difficult to eradicate them completely. Besides, the insurgents had switched back to older technology: notes left behind loose bricks or crumpled and thrown carefully next to garbage cans around the city. Alice had eyed every pile of trash with cautious interest after hearing that, but it wasn’t so easy to join up. You had to prove yourself trustworthy. More than that, you had to prove yourself useful, and Alice was just a waitress. Her only skill was memorizing the daily specials faster than everybody else, and she didn’t think the insurgents would be interested in hearing about grass-fed beef or heirloom tomatoes.

But recently it had occurred to her that maybe she had something to offer after all. They couldn’t write things down any more. No more texts, no more crumpled-up notes in the garbage. They needed people like her who could memorize things. “I’m sentimental. I miss things from my childhood,” she told Juan.

Juan kept the cigarette between his lips. “Don’t we all,” he said.

“I’ve got a lot of good memories from back then,” Alice said. “They’re still so clear, you know? Every detail is there.”

Juan looked bored, but she thought he might still be listening. That was how this worked, right? She couldn’t just say ‘sign me up to take those bastards down!’ or else he’d never talk to her again.

“I’d like to make some new ones,” she said. “Memories, that is.”

This had gone a lot smoother in her head. Juan looked her up and down and her heart dropped. Not like that, she thought. He was a friend. She supposed he was good-looking, with his warm brown eyes, and that he might be gentle, but she could never make herself imagine the rest. In a strange way, the feeling was reassuring. Maybe some day the city would make more nanobots to rewrite that part of her brain, but they hadn’t managed yet.

He stubbed his cigarette out against the wall and pocketed the unsmoked end of it. “Break’s over,” he said. “You wanna get a drink after work?”

Terrified that he might have misunderstood and elated that he might not have, Alice nodded.

After work, Juan led her out of the restaurant and they zigzagged through the city for twenty minutes. She traced it in her mind’s eye, making a mental diagram of their angular path through the grid of city blocks. He stopped in front of a boarded-up antique shop, pulled a key out of his pocket, and unlocked the door. They passed through a dusty museum of furniture and creaking floorboards, into a stockroom in the back and then down a hidden stairway.

The uninsulated stairway had been cold and exposed, but the air in the basement was stifling. The space was too small for the dozen people seated in ornately shabby armchairs or standing and resting their drinks on massive old tables with carved legs. It took Alice a moment to adjust to so many people talking so freely. The clientele at The Hearth tended toward more subdued conversation.

Here, no longer worried about being overheard, Juan looked directly at her and said, “What do you want?”

“A drink,” she joked. He tilted his head toward one of the tables, where she could see some glasses and a bottle of something clear if she craned her neck to peek through the crowd. She shook her head at his offer. She wanted to be sober for this. “I want to help,” she said. “You know I pick things up fast. I have a good memory, too. I’ll learn to do whatever it is you need.”

“Why now?”

Alice blinked. She should have been expecting the question. “They took something from me.”

“They took something from all of us,” he said. “It’s been six months.”

“I thought I could remember how,” she confessed. “I thought I could teach myself to read again. I can’t. I heard you all could, though.”

“So all you want is to learn to read again?”

“No,” she said, more forcefully than she meant to. “You know I’ve woken up every morning for the last six months wondering if they came in the night and took something else? I can’t live like this. They can’t treat us like this. Even if I could learn to read again, I’d still be living in fear of getting arrested or murdered. I’d rather die for something than for nothing.”

He nodded. After a long moment, he said, “You tried to teach yourself to read again? With what?”

“I found a pen in my apartment. I had some paper napkins left, too. I thought maybe if I drew enough...” Alice made a gesture of writing and then shrugged. She had thought if she let her pen touch paper and her mind wander, maybe she could conjure up the old symbols, as if they had drowned in the depths of her consciousness and she could cause their remains to drift to the surface just by force of the tides. She had thought maybe her hands would remember, even if her brain couldn’t. “If I’d had an example to look at, even just a paragraph, I might have been able to do it. I still feel like I could.”

Juan was giving her a strange look. “You should talk to the librarian.”

She followed his gaze to the other end of the long and narrow room. There was a woman leaning against the wall alone, not caught in conversation with any of the groups around her. Her short black hair was falling into her face and in the long slender fingers of her right hand, she was holding open a bright blue book.

Alice couldn’t tell if it was the sight of the beautiful woman or the book that set her heart racing jackrabbit-fast. She knew that book. The woman was intent on it, her face as still and pale as paper. Her inky eyebrows were drawn together, punctuating her expression.

Across the room, the woman lifted her head. She moved so deliberately, with such careful efficiency. Even leaning against the wall, she looked graceful. Every line of her body was exactly where she wanted it to be. Alice wondered what it would be like to kiss her. 

Her gaze settled on Alice, dark-eyed and mesmerizing. Her lips curved into a smile like she could read every last thought in Alice’s head. Alice looked away. Her whole face felt hot. She cast around for anything else to look at or think about, anything at all, and that was when she realized the woman hadn’t been reading. She hadn’t turned a single page while Alice had looked at her.

“That’s Keiko,” Juan said. “Better known as Kei. She managed to save a book.”

Some library, Alice thought but didn’t say. One book was more than she had managed to save.

Juan perceived her skepticism, but he just shrugged one shoulder and gave her a smile. “We’re working on it, alright? Go talk to her.”

Kei watched the whole exchange, and when Alice finally arrived at her side, she simply bent her wrist to offer Alice the book. Alice accepted it with warm hands. It had only been six months, but it was a thrill just to touch it. It was so small but it felt heavy. Handling the outside of the book felt illicit; sliding her fingers into the pages and spreading them apart open felt obscene.

Alice still couldn’t read. It was silly to hope that the mere sight and touch of a familiar book might bring something back to her. She repressed a sigh at her own foolishness. “I know this book,” she said, instead. “Or I used to.”

Kei reached out and put her hand on the book to stop Alice from closing it and handing it back. “What?”

Alice smiled sheepishly, feeling suddenly childish in front of this woman who was brave enough to have joined the cause long before her. Kei had saved a book. Kei had stood up to the police. Alice had been at home dreaming while Kei had been down here, strategizing. Alice had been living in other worlds and Kei had been living in this one, trying to make it better. “I had this same version, with the blue cover,” Alice said. “I read it all the time as a kid. I wanted to be Lily so badly.”

Lily was a tall white girl with flowing red hair who had tamed a dragon and captured the heart of both a handsome knight and a powerful mage. Alice was short and brown and indifferent to men, but she had always figured that if she could find a dragon to tame, nobody would bother her about the rest.

“Holy shit,” Kei said. “You’re perfect. Where did Juan even find you? Never mind, it doesn’t matter. Start with the cover. Show me which one means ‘Lily.’”

“You don’t know?” Alice’s heart halted. She was right: Kei hadn’t been reading earlier. Kei didn’t know how to read. None of them did.

“I’ve never read this before. I’ve been looking for someone who might recognize it for weeks now.”

“Where did you get it?”

“It was my sister’s,” Kei said. She closed her eyes and paused for a long time before saying anything else. “She loved hiding all her toys and stuff around the house. I found it behind the grate of a vent when I was cleaning out her bedroom. She didn’t--she never woke up.”

After Rustication. “I’m sorry.”

Kei nodded, swallowed, and said, “Not quite the heroic act of resistance you were imagining, right?”

Alice touched Kei’s hand over the pages of the book. She didn’t know what to say, so instead she pulled the book away, sat down on the floor with her back against the wall, and gestured for Kei to sit down next to her. When Kei did, Alice showed her the cover. “I don’t know which part is which, but I know it says Lily and the Dragon. That ought to be enough, right?”

Kei nodded. She seemed relieved to switch to a more practical topic of conversation. “The city’s official line is that Rustication permanently ‘purified’ us. Anya over there—,” Kei tilted her head to indicate a woman across the room, a woman who looked vaguely familiar, like maybe Alice had served her dinner at The Hearth, “—is sleeping with a bureaucrat and she says they’re so pleased with themselves for the bots and the book burnings, they’re not even a little bit worried. And why should they be? It’s been six months and we’ve gotten nowhere. We haven’t even found one lowly literate clerk with a grain of sympathy for the revolution who might be willing to teach one of us to read again. They all believe it’s impossible.”

“But you don’t.”

“I don’t. The brain is plastic. People are adaptable.”

“I wish I’d studied neuroscience when I had the chance,” Alice said.

“They probably would have sent you to the fields by now if you had. Besides, you did us one better. Read me a story.”

Alice huffed out a laugh. If only she could. Every time she looked away from the cover, the characters seemed to slip out of her mind. And that was only the cover. The first page was an impossible labyrinth of tiny black lines. Had she ever been able to read them? They were so small and so complicated. They blurred into each other, each letter tangling with the one next to it until all that remained was a squiggle across the page.

“Stop trying to read like you used to,” Kei said. “It makes my head hurt just looking at you, squinting and biting your lip.”

“Sorry.”

“It is kind of cute, though.”

Alice pretended to be concentrating very hard. She only barely resisted the urge to bury her face in the book. Kei’s shoulder was touching hers, and their knees kept bumping together, and she pretended not to notice that, either.

She had to focus on something small. The first page was too much. She shut the book and looked at the title again. “Lily,” she said out loud, tracing a finger over the embossed print. She closed her eyes and pictured them, thinking of the sound of her own voice as she did. When she opened the book to the first page again, the text was still painfully small, its thorny little characters all crowded against each other. But if she focused only on finding the word “Lily,” she could cut a path through it. By the time she had found “Lily” for the fourth time, it stood out like a beacon, high above the rest of the lines.

Kei was sitting with her legs stretched out and her back against the wall. It took Alice a moment to realize she was asleep. She was just as eerily and beautifully still as when she was awake, but her head tipped to the side and her hair fanned over her cheek. The room was empty. Alice nudged her awake and she grunted.

“I got something,” Alice said.

“You can read it?”

“Not yet,” Alice said. “But soon.”

Night was receding when Alice arrived home, leaving a fine ashen film of snow sticking to the asphalt and melting in her hair. Her eyes ached from staring at the book all night, but she was vibrating with emotion. She had read a word. She felt like crying, to be so excited over such a small thing. It had taken her all night to read a single word. But she also felt elated. It was a minor miracle. She wanted to go home and find her pen and write Lily, Lily, Lily on every surface in her apartment. And Kei had asked her to come back after her shift tonight. They would sit together and try again and they would find more words.

Alice had to check all her pockets for her keys, and then she was so tired that her first two tries didn’t unlock the door. She forced her eyes open wider and realized she was using the wrong key.

“Miss. What are you doing out at this hour?”

Alice whipped around and found herself face to face with a police officer. She remembered his face from six months ago, when he had knocked on her door and emptied all her shelves. He had still been wearing a badge on his uniform that day, but she had been unable to read it. None of the police wore badges now.

She had carefully chosen to come home by side streets to avoid coming into contact with the police, but he must have been patrolling and seen her standing at the door.

“I—,” Alice started, too tired and startled to come up with a quick answer.

The front door of the building burst open, and Lani shuffled out more rapidly than Alice had ever seen her move. Her grey hair was in single braid over her shoulder. She was wearing her dressing gown and slippers. It was much too cold to be outside in so little, but Lani stood in the doorway, holding her back straight and staring down the officer.

“Mr. Hodge,” she said, as imperiously as only middle school teachers could.

“Officer Hodge,” he corrected.

“Officer Hodge,” she said, unfazed. “I hope you aren’t bothering Ms. Duras! She’s only out at this hour on my account. I could have sworn I dropped my glasses out here in front of the building last night, and I can’t see a thing without them and I need to get to work this morning but I can’t possibly go without them. Ms. Duras has been kind enough to help me look for them. She’s a very good girl, Ms. Duras, helping a poor old lady like me.”

Alice had been neighbors with Lani for years and had never once seen her wear glasses. “Yes,” she said. “That’s it. I was looking for her glasses.”

Officer Hodge did not look convinced. “Miss Duras was at the door when I saw her.” He turned toward Alice. “Did you find her glasses?”

“No, not yet,” Alice said, and in a moment of inspiration, she pressed her thighs together and squirmed a little. “I was going back in because I really need to pee.”

“Oh dear,” Lani said, apparently scandalized. It took all of Alice’s willpower not to grin at her.

“Well,” Hodge said. “I suppose you should take care of that. I can help Mrs--,”

“Ms.,” Lani said crisply. “Keawe.”

“I can help Mrs. Keawe find her glasses.”

“That won’t be necessary! I was just coming down to tell Ms. Duras that I found them.” Lani produced a pair of spectacles from her dressing gown pocket. “Right at the bottom of my purse, would you believe it.”

Lani looked perhaps a bit too pleased with herself. But the officer looked between the two of them, with Alice still bobbing up and down in discomfort and Lani smiling and holding up her glasses as proof, and grunted. “Fine then. Don’t let me catch you out at this hour again.”

“Of course not, sir!” Alice hustled Lani inside and then shut the door behind them. Officer Hodge stared through the glass at them for another moment, but then he left.

When he was gone and Alice had remembered how to breathe, she helped Lani up the stairs to her apartment and said, “You don’t wear glasses and your last name is Pereira.”

“I do get confused in my old age,” Lani said, putting a little quaver into her voice. Then she looked straight at Alice and said, “Keawe was my mother’s last name. And you weren’t out there looking for the glasses that I don’t wear, so maybe it’s best if we don’t ask each other any questions.”

Alice nodded, impressed with Lani’s authority and her ability to think on her feet. “Thank you,” she said, quietly.

Lani patted Alice on the shoulder. “Whatever you were doing, girl, I hope it was important.”

“It was,” Alice promised, and that was the end of their conversation.

She went back to the antique store basement the next night after work, and the next. She varied her route and the hour that she came home as much as possible, and she didn’t run into Officer Hodge again. Reading was slow work. Sometimes she arrived to find that exhaustion from her shift had wiped away all her progress, and that she couldn’t remember at all what she had learned the night before. But she kept at it, even though she had to speak the words aloud to get anywhere. She shaped them sound by sound, feeling them against her lips and tongue. Sometimes when she turned the page, she felt as if the wall of text was a cliff face that she had to climb, and the form of each word offered a certain set of handholds: a vertical line here, a curve there. It was easier to hold onto the sounds than the images.

Two weeks in, Kei said, “So should it be the mage or the knight?”

“What?”

“In the story. Should Lily end up with the mage or the knight? I think they’re both jerks, but I guess the knight has his moments.”

“Oh,” Alice said. Kei had been sitting with her faithfully every night, and Alice had tried to share her rediscovery of the alphabet. She hadn’t realized that Kei had been listening--through her strained, syllable-by-syllable pronunciation--to the story. “She ends up with--,”

“Don’t tell me! I don’t want to know the end yet. Which one do you want her to end up with?”

Alice hesitated, looking down at the text. Kei nudged their shoulders together, and Alice took a breath and said, almost as slowly as if she were reading, said, “I always wanted her to end up with the witch.”

When she risked a glance at Kei, she saw that a smile was lifting the corners of her eyes, even though her lips were pressed together like she was holding back what she wanted to say.

“Percy’s a dolt and Tristan is insufferable,” Alice explained. Kei’s silence made her anxious, even if she was smiling instead of edging away. Alice had said too much, but the only solution she could think of was to say more. Her opinion was entirely justifiable, after all. “The witch always seems to know so much more about the world than everyone else, and she listens to Lily when no one else will, and she always knows exactly what to say--,”

“And she’s beautiful.”

“Well,” Alice said, and then she didn’t have to think of the rest because Kei kissed her. It seemed sudden, but only because Alice’s pulse was thrumming under her skin. The kiss had not been sudden. Kei had accomplished it with her usual grace, reaching across to cup Alice’s cheek and turn her head so that she could bring their lips together. Kei kissed deliberately, with certainty, the same way she did everything else. She brushed the pad of her thumb across Alice’s cheek and drew her fingertips over the shell of Alice’s ear. The soft press of her lips formed the shape of some unknowable word. Alice answered in kind, discovering a whole new language at the tip of her tongue.

When they finally broke apart, Alice reached over to brush Kei’s hair away from her face. “She’s very beautiful,” she said, and Kei laughed.

Weeks passed, and deciphering chapters became easier and easier, so Alice made Kei read instead. She showed Kei her pen, that secret treasure, and she spent one evening practicing writing on her hands and arms while Kei read out loud. It was not as difficult to relearn as reading. Her hands remembered. Kei told her to stop wasting ink. They would need that pen later. They would need a thousand more. They would need paper, too, but most of all they would need a way to teach people to read and write in secret.

It felt insurmountable. Alice was already going home in the middle of the night, only to trudge through her shift the next day half-dead with exhaustion.

One night, while they were sitting on the basement floor in their usual spot, she said to Kei: “You ever think about leaving?”

“Of course,” Kei said. “But where would we go? How would we even get there?” Alice stared at her, stuck on the word ‘we.’ But Kei didn’t notice. “They don’t give permits to cross the border to illiterates like us. So we’d have to sneak across at night between patrols. The wall is fifteen feet high and there’s electrified wire across the top, so we’d have to take that into consideration. And then it’s a week’s walk through the plains to anywhere. We’d never survive if we went now. We might have a chance in the summer, but it would be blazing hot. And once we got wherever we were going, at best we’d be refugees. At worst, we’d be caught as criminals and get sent back immediately.”

“When I think about leaving, I mostly imagine living on a beach somewhere warm, where nobody would bother us.” There would be sunshine and sand and shimmering bright blue water. Maybe a hammock. Definitely lots of books. Learning to read again had rekindled Alice’s rich fantasy life, so she liked to imagine a world where books were easy to come by.

“You would,” Kei said, smiling. She pushed her shoulder against Alice’s. “My grandma saw the ocean once, back before they built the wall. I bet it’s not as great as everybody says.”

“I’ve read about it, though. It’s supposed to be beautiful.”

“I bet it’s cold. I bet fish are slimy,” Kei said. “And what would we do with ourselves all day? It sounds boring.”

“I could think of a few things,” Alice murmured, and Kei laughed and kissed her cheek.

“Come on. At least here, we’re doing something important. We’re gonna figure it all out,” Kei said. “We can go see the ocean after we teach everyone to read again, take down the government, and rebuild society from the ground up.”

“Sure,” Alice said. “No big deal. I’ll get right on it.”

That night, as Alice unlocked the door to her building and slipped in as quietly as possible, she thought back to the night that Lani had saved her from Hodge, all those weeks ago. She padded up the stairs and saw a sliver of light underneath Lani’s door. On impulse, she knocked quietly.

“Do you ever sleep?” Lani said testily. She was in her dressing gown.

“I could ask you the same. Can I come in?”

Lani stepped aside, and Alice went in. The tiny one-bedroom apartment was identical to Alice’s, right down to the empty bookshelf built into the living room wall. It was a little neater than Alice’s, since the only stray object on Lani’s couch was an embroidery hoop. Alice stood just inside the doorway, too uncertain to go any farther. She waited for Lani to latch the door before speaking.

“You used to teach language.”

“And literature,” Lani added. “Back before we decided we’d be better off without it.”

The words were in line with the law, but the tone was not. Alice repressed a smile, and said cautiously, “What if we could have it again?”

Lani raised an eyebrow and then shuffled toward the couch. “I’m old,” she said. “You have to speak close to my ear.”

Lani sat down on the couch, arranged her dressing gown, and put the embroidery hoop in her lap. Alice followed, glancing at the newly begun work that was stretched on the hoop.

“I have something to share,” Alice said, feeling more and more sure that she had made the right choice. Lani still had permission to teach her students to build and sew. That was where she got all her funny stories about her students’ artistic impulses and the triumph of the human spirit. A rusty nail or a sewing needle, she’d said. So many things could be writing implements, if you knew how to write.

“What are you smiling at?” Lani said.

“That’s a very beautiful color you’re using,” Alice said, touching the embroidery thread. It looped over and under the fabric in neat lines, following some invisible map. Against the white cloth, the thread was bright blue.
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WHEN ARONOWICZ MARRIED the demon, she was seven years old.

She was not supposed to be in her grandparents’ attic, hunting for toys among the shrouded furniture and folded clothes of relatives she had never met, opening brass-cornered chests and closing them on books with block-lettered pages and peeling spines; she was hiding by exploring and it had never occurred to her that the slant-ceilinged, sweetly dusty space above the guest room would be full of old theater posters and boxes of glass slides and more china plates than she had ever seen even when her cousins came up from New York for the holidays. She unzipped a small square velvet bag and peered at the silk fringes and spilling coils of leather inside, glazed her eyes to make the sepia-tinted halves of a stereo card cross and pop into three-dimensionality. Here and there the floor was beams instead of boards and when she reached to pull down the sheet from the great gilt-framed mirror propped against a dining table with its leaves folded down, the small hands that met to help her were not as much of a surprise as the suddenness with which her reflection swam out at her, as if through a tree-shadowed, silty pond. Beside her, the other child was a thin candleflame, vague and luminous at once. Its hair was dark and, when they shook hands, its grip was stronger than Aronowicz’s, who even at seven years old did not quite think of herself as Rokhl, her parents’ throwback gift. The other child had an ordinary name. She said it was lucky and it shrugged. “Everybody’s parents are weird,” it said, with grade-school world-weariness, and Aronowicz knew then that she had made a friend.

She never remembered how they came to the marriage, except it seemed as sensible a game as any. She was the one to propose it.

In the bare incandescent light and the creaky silence of old houses, she crowned the child with a table napkin of linen as cracked ivory as piano keys. Pretending to pour from a grey-glazed earthenware pitcher, it gave her to drink from a tarnished silver cup with a peacock engraved on the side. Arms around one another’s waists, they stared into the freckled, shadowy glass that tilted like a fallen skylight within its time-battered frame, reflecting the dark beams of the attic and the crowded squares of sheet-draped chests and chairs and dressers like the blocks of a miniature city, fading away behind them into dim avenues and an indistinct skyline. The rings they had exchanged slipped and clinked on their fingers, heavy with stones Aronowicz said confidently were paste: a ruby like a smoldering feather, an emerald like a storm-coming sunset sky. She put a bracelet of seed pearls around the child’s wrist and a watch with a crystal face and a band of dark leather around her own. “There,” she said, and her newly wedded stranger grinned, and they spun in circles laughing until they fell to the dusty boards in a tangle of embroidered tablecloths and dust mice, costume jewelry and bright-eyed, breathless hearts.

When her mother called, Aronowicz flailed under the dining table, hastily unwinding herself from her grandparents’ inheritance as she hissed for her co-conspirator to get out of sight. She dragged the tablecloth from around her shoulders and the child stepped back into the mirror. The emerald ring was still on its finger; it was the last thing she saw fade into the sudden spill of light up the stairs as the attic door opened, into the city of silhouettes.

 

 

WHEN ARONOWICZ WAS twenty, she kissed a girl and told a boy she had to be on top if anything was going to happen. He asked what she thought she was, a dominatrix? She asked what he thought he was, clever? He left her alone on the narrow bed in her cinderblocked dorm room with the clanking radiator and the loose-springed shade that never quite shut out the sodium streetlight buzzing outside her window and she stared at the mirror on the back of the door, wondering if she should have let him lie over her, weighing her breath down, pushing at all the wrong angles, just to see if she liked it as much as he had kept saying she would. She kept kissing the girl who liked her wrists held instead, who liked to be made to come slowly, struggling and shivering, helpless against the quick of Aronowicz’s fingers and her slow, deliberate, withholding tongue. One night she went to her knees for Aronowicz, and Aronowicz bound her wrists with her own hair, a knee-whisking braid like a wheatsheaf from poems they had read in translation. She dreamed that night of the demon, a dark-haired figure sitting within the frame of her grandparents’ mirror like a student reading in a window, a black-bound book as small as a siddur open between its hands. And she lives to this day on the shores of the Red Sea, it read aloud, with her consort the king of the demons, and every day their children are born from the wishes and impulses of humankind, on the other side of the mirror where all that is left-handed is right. It turned a vellum-stiff page; behind it she saw the twilight shadows of towers and the emerald in its silver setting glinted like a winking eye.

 

 

WHEN THE DEMON came back, Aronowicz was thirty-six years old. She had stopped dyeing her hair in grad school, although it was still shaved up the back and spiked out half from bedhead and half from intention; she had three piercings and a doctorate and no tattoos, but there were brandy-blue falls of wisteria growing up the fire escape and a seal-pointed cat sleeping among the books in the bay window and the gallery had sold two of her paintings, the small ones in oils, and she had not thought anyone would ever buy her art. Against red skies and the sandbars of a redder sea, black wings lifted into the air, a spiraling storm of feathers like outstretched hands. In the fiery blue-black of space, a thin pearl of atmosphere sheltered letters of light, its iridescence as delicately crazed as morning ice. Lately she was painting a window in an empty house with her ex-boyfriend’s face half-reflected in the panes, the white-and-black lines of his nose and mouth almost the cracks in the frame. They had been together for three years, argued ceaselessly for two; he sent postcards from London because he remembered she loved stamps, little passports crossed with ink. At the corner of her eye, she saw the demon moving in the glass-fronted cabinet where she kept treasures away from the cat: the brown-stained bones of a fossil fish, an American steel penny, an iris-grey split of flint, a sea-worn lump of Roman glass as blue as Mediterranean water; its reflection traveled over each of them and was gone, skimming on like the shadow of a seabird winging over the sea.

It was still dark-haired, when it stood beside her at the easel; its hands were still thin and strong, its face a white burning space that Aronowicz could look at and never recall the features of, though she knew it at once. It wore pearls at its wrist and a smoky, storm-green emerald on its left hand, to match the ruby—bright as a cracked ember—that Aronowicz only took off to wash dishes and shower, talismanic as her grandfather’s watch or the thin chain under her shirt where an ancient, soft-profiled coin warmed against her breastbone. It said it liked the painting.

Aronowicz said, because she had never been quite sure, “You are a demon.”

“Of course.” Its bare feet were the talons of a bird of prey, clenched and clawed; its shoulders were winged, trailing feathers as dusty as the floorboards of an attic; then it was only a slight, shrugging person about Aronowicz’s height, nondescriptly dressed, the most vivid thing she had ever seen. It was looking at one of the other canvases, the violin player whose shadow was playing, over his shoulder, a melody that trailed away like smoke into a crack in the wall. “And your husband. Or your wife. Or neither. But yours.”

She had not thought she would ever see a shy or diffident demon, but if it was human, she would have said that the way it did not look at her was yearning, uncertain: the girl with the wheat-plaited hair, offering Aronowicz her strength to master; the man who sent her postcards now, who had once cried out for her in the bedroom with birds and vines and the ten spheres of the universe painted around all the walls. She was still holding a brush, cobalt-pointed. The demon glanced around at her and looked away again, studying her art instead. The glass-fronted cabinet showed a reflection as terraced and shadowy as the skyline of a city seen through rain.

Aronowicz laid the brush down, so that she could slide her hands into her pockets where the demon could not see them shake. “Is this where,” she said carefully, “you take me away into the mirror with you?”

The demon put down a book it had picked up, on the little side table overflowing with a spider plant that Aronowicz’s anti-green thumb had not yet managed to kill.

“If you want.”

“And if I don’t want to?”

“Then I will still be yours.”

In the mirror of the cabinet doors, the air glittered like a cloud of fireworks and a thousand fragments flew together into a glinting mosaic, a glass whole in the demon’s hand. Colors moved through it like Aronowicz’s oils, from the green of hummingbirds to the yellow of butterflies, blue as a shirt, red as the sun. She did not see it where it filled from, but there was liquid inside, rippling dark as a wet street at night, and the demon was holding it out to her.

“You won’t be the only one,” she told it. She wanted to be clear.

Formless as it was, the demon’s face was not blank at all. “I know.”

She kissed it then, and for a long time neither of them pulled away.

She took a sketchpad and pencils; she took her oldest jacket, the leather hand-me-down with the old flight patches; she took the wineglass from the demon’s hand and it bowed its head to her, though she had nothing to crown it with but the flicker of desire. In the sunlit afternoon and the warm silence of a sleeping cat, they stepped into the mirror. Behind them they left the cabinet door ajar, reflecting books and paintings, posters and chairs, the feather-scrolled door to her bedroom where someday she would show the demon how painstakingly she had painted each flame-scripted name and letter its own among them, left hand to right; the china from her grandmother and her grandfather’s tefillin; the city beyond her window, broken and bright.
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ONLY AFTER THEY scrape and buff me, after they shuck me with the razor until the hair I’d striven to grow is just a clump of, oh nothing, just the sum total of my physical masculinity clogging the drain, after they tug and lube and paint me, only after my makeover do they allow me to approach the Residence.

My grandmother and her goons make sure I’m never alone. Lolli perp-walks me from the town car to the door of the Residence. On the way she palms me her business card, as heavy as a hotel key, and when I feel its weight I know at once why Lolli, post-starvation-diet post-punk with six empty piercings like antimatter freckles dotting her face, chops wood and carries water for my grandmother. I am realizing the full extent of my grandmother’s power. I am realizing that seeking her help was a mistake.

Lolli leans in and whispers that it’ll be okay but I know it won’t; so what if I am melodrama itself? It feels like my skin’s been taken off my body and had all kinds of shit done to it before being smoothed back on, and I refuse to look at her.

At the entrance, my grandmother meets us. “Better,” she says. My hairiness had been a personal affront. Grandmother is as smooth as a Brancusi, her hair molded against her skull like something engraved. She claims me with a finger on my shoulder and leads me through the lobby of the Residence.

My jailer Ms. Lanphear and my grandmother sway toward one another, long and columnar women with thick waists and chic ankles. They whisper about me.

Not many people know the true name of The H______ Residence for Friendless Ladies. The sign on the outside of the building reads “THE H_____ RESIDENCE” in an intimidating serif. Only on the plaque outside of Ms. Lanphear’s office can people see the rest of the name, like the title to a sequel: “…for Friendless Ladies.” I may not have known that’s what I was, but once I see the second sign, I figure it out. This is what they want to make me. While my grandmother’s people chipped away at me and spackled on and erected false fronts, this is what has been awaiting me all along.

Ms. Lanphear folds her hands and looks me over, up, and down, as if I am a menu and everything on me is an allergen. “Welcome to the Residence,” she says. “You will form lasting connections with the other women in this house. And when you emerge again, it will be into a new world as a better person.”

Then she tells me the rules of The H_____ Residence for Friendless Ladies:

1. Men Are Not a Constant Here. Men may stop by during certain specific visiting hours. Men are not allowed above the first floor. You may entertain male visitors in one of our beau parlors. I look at them in disbelief, but they don’t see me; they see a bobblehead of a girl, nodding complaisantly. But I’m here, I want to say. I don’t. They will be angry with me, and worst of all, they will laugh.

2. No Cooking. No cooking in one’s room. No private cooking. Would you want to start a fire, burn up all of the women, stock this city with yet more female ghosts? I don’t listen to her dumb joke about how refreshing it is to be released from the female obligation of cobbling together hot meals, and then she and my grandmother laugh together, even though the most food preparation they’ve ever done in their lives is to steady a toppling hors d’oeuvre before popping it into their mouths.

3. Don’t Answer the Knock. Ha ha ha ha ha, a quirk of this place, let’s call it, ha ha. Late nights, you may hear a certain kind of knocking at your door. Whatever you do, don’t answer. I can tell you’re about to ask, How will you know not to answer? You will just know. You will be able to tell the difference between those knocks and regular knocks from people who want to see you. Most people are charmed by this. Not you?

 

BEFORE SHE LEAVES, my grandmother leans toward me. Will she kiss me? She hasn’t seen me since I was a baby, but perhaps she can reconstitute some trace of my mother from my dilute materials. Her lips.… But no, the results are in. No kiss, just a hiss for my eardrums only.

“Behave,” she says. “Or I will let those strangers ship you to Jamaica.” She tugs my hair as if she could make it longer. “Jamaica,” she hisses, and this could have been hilarious in another life, this elegant woman whispering the name of a destination spot like an ancient curse. I am so numb, my head a drifting balloon that I keep as distant from the rest of my body as possible, that I can recognize potential funny in the direst of situations, except that Grandmother knows I am terrified by the prospect of Jamaica. My real parents have been dead for years so no one fears even their memory, and the Non-Parents are having me hunted by shiny-faced Christians, private investigators, evil school administrators, so they can ship me to a juvenile-detention facility in Jamaica where maladjusted teenagers get whipped (starved/brainwashed/abused) into shape (a cower/a crawl/a catalepsy). The name of the Non-Parents is precious to them, and they will not have me destroy it. Upon figuring out the Non-Parents’ plans for me, I escaped into the city and slept in a park for five days. On the fifth day, I spied a woman with terrifyingly great posture searching the bushes near my encampment. This I knew: her arms were lean and strong from bending the limbs of bad kids backward. It was then that I ran to Grandmother’s house. It was my last option for a reason.

 

SO I MIGHT be a laughable boy-girl rag doll, but I come from wealth and this Residence displeases. My bedroom displeases. It’s basic and tasteless in the dullest way possible, it’s a college dorm room for a thirtieth-year senior and the air smells like the spray women use when they want their vaginas to smell like fresh hotel rooms. I look and leave.

The dining room is low-ceilinged and wide, with a sagging chandelier that makes the taller women nervous even though no one actually brushes against it. Women are everywhere. Most can be divided into one of two groups: Old Sads (penniless heiresses, divorcées, elderly grandes dames too proudly With It for nursing homes—can’t imagine Ms. Lanphear tolerating any sundowning here) vs. Baby Twerps (interns, momma’s girls, interns, assistants, interns, and even though I’m still in high school I was born older than all of them). I am given a tray with fish in a creepy sauce that looks like egg whites.

At a table containing one representative of each type, I deliver my cover story.

“Yay,” says the Asian girl, a Baby Twerp. “You’re going to love it here.” She goes on, “It’s so nice to have everything taken care of for you. I could never go back to having roommates. My last place, I won’t get into it now, but they were all insane. They ate my food even when I covered the containers with masking tape that I’d written on to say, Please if you have any decency you will stay away from my food, and guess who didn’t have any decency—everyone! Everyone didn’t have any decency. One of the roommates was a dominatrix who always brought customers back, and another had this idée fixe that he was a werewolf and kept telling us that we had to tie him up during the full moon or else he’d hurt someone, so finally the dominatrix did because she could do knots, and when we came to get him in the morning, he had jizzed all over his stomach! We never understood how he got out of his pants and underwear. Maybe he really was a werewolf! Wait—how old are you?”

“Nineteen,” I say. Lie made possible by these sponsors: coffee-tinted eyebags; huge rack.

“I didn’t want to say ‘jizzed’ to anyone under the age of eighteen.”

Old Sad says, “It’s easier here for the young. My husband and I are separated for the moment. This is affordable and convenient. But does someone my age really need a curfew?”

“The food is awesome!”

“The food is occasionally acceptable. Today it’s awful. We live in a homeless shelter of femininity.”

“You know, you’ve said that before. You’ve said that to, like, three people. I was there.”

Old Sad turns to me. “There’s a long waiting list to get in. The turnover rate is low. It is the stasis.” She sighs, and Baby Twerp laughs, spits up on her bib, etc.

Old Sad is named Francine and Baby Twerp is Mari. They have reserved the lounge in order to watch a movie, and I accept when they invite me along since at least we won’t have to talk. Before and after us, women file into the lounge. Some I can imagine on any city street—the interns. Some could not exist any place but here — the tremulous freaks in seedy finery, wool and silk that has aged poorly. Women sit on couches or at the tables around the edges of the room and play cards, drink wine, read books with covers that show pieces of other women: the eyes or the mouth or the torso, never the nose.

“What’s the movie?” asks Mari.

“Don’t Look Now.”

“Don’t what?”

“It’s an elegant psychological thriller featuring one of the greatest sex scenes in cinematic history. I saw it in the theater, you know. I snuck in with my sister’s husband. I was just ten years old.”

“Francine! That’s messed up,” says Mari. “I never like the movies you choose. I’m going to drink three or four more glasses of wine.”

Both Mari and Francine drink steadily through the movie, and the skin around Mari’s eyes soon deepens into an alarming hot pink, like the makeup on a Chinese opera singer. She starts talking before the movie actually ends. “It’s like these days, movies for modern audiences have to be scarier, since, you know? Right?” The drunker Mari gets, the more she begins sentences that prove to be too much for her and relies on others to finish them. Francine’s face is serene and spacious, with a lot of eyelid and a high, medieval hairline. The drinking makes her even quieter and imparts to her a mournful Eeyore glamor.

Oh, to be able to leave right now, to run out the door.… I shift uncomfortably in my seat. Tiny underwear has insinuated itself into my asscrack. My grandmother, the creep—who buys a thong for their granddaughter?

Mari yawns. It is true dark now. No one else is left in the lounge, and we turn off the TV and the lights behind us. The hallway is poorly illuminated with those lamps that look like candles. We pass a door inset with a little window. The light is off but I can make out a set of stairs inside. I can almost see something else in there, too. Someone gliding down the stairs? I stop and stretch my neck toward the door, but Francine wraps a thin white hand around my upper arm. Her skin is cold, and I start.

“I didn’t know there was a basement level,” I say. I shake her off.

“Not exactly,” says Mari.

“You’ll see many doors in this place,” Francine says. “My advice is this: if you don’t know what the door is for, don’t open it. It’s of no use to you.”

“Lots of redundant…shit in this place. The builders must have been totally high,” says Mari.

I say, “There sure is a lot of idiotic superstitious thinking in this place.”

“No need to be a dick, young lady,” says Francine.

I bristle but try to control myself. My voice, when it finally emerges, is hatefully thin and shaky. “First I hear someone goes around knocking on all the doors at night—fine, really mature and very hilarious—then you tell me I should just stay away from doors in general?”

Together we ascend the main staircase, its stairs elf-sized and stingy.

“Oh, the knooooock,” Mari says. “Very camp, right? I feel like it’s in service of an image, like we’re some funny gothic lady house and it impresses the reporters whenever they do a trend piece on these types of residences once a decade.” She adds in a less embroidered voice: “Except we’re not allowed to tell reporters about the knock. Also, I think the people who run this place have their own weird ways of exerting control, like winnowing down the herd because they want to get a higher turnover rate. So they make these arbitrary rules that you have to follow, and if you don’t, well, you…you know?”

“That’s incredibly stupid.”

Mari giggles. “Intense much? It could be worse. Like my last landlord.… Trust me, a little knocking at night is nothing. It’s just the management trying to show you how much power they have over you. Fight the power! Or possibly it’s the pipes. I wear earplugs.”

“So you said that if you do open the door, you get kicked out?”

“Beats me. I assume that’s what would happen.”

“Why doesn’t someone just open the door and see what happens?”

Mari scrunches her face into a lopsided piratical squint and slaps me on the shoulder with the back of her hand. “Why don’t you open the door? Easy for you to say. Go ahead, I dare you.” Her eyeballs glow pink.

“I don’t believe there is a knock.”

Mari laughs very hard at this. “Yeah, bro,” she booms, deepening her voice into a frat-boy parody. “I thought so. Look at you, talking big about breaking rules.”

Francine watches sleepily, tolerantly.

 

 

I STRETCH OUT in my spinster bed, feeling itchy. More dresses tomorrow, more shaving, two years of shaving stretching ahead of me until I am free again.

But what good will it do? My body is already printed and stamped—perhaps given more time…I’m cursed. Yet again I despair of my ineluctably female body, every line a circle, so ridiculously like those starter bodies drawn in introductory art classes. I had no christening, no grand celebration of my entrance into the world, but I still imagine that my real parents messed with the wrong person, and this person, a woman with mystical powers, stormed into this highly imaginary great ball uninvited and pronounced that their boy would be born a girl:

 

And he shall be the girliest girl in all the land! And he shall be round of face and round of bosom and round of hip and round in a bunch of other places besides, and he shall get his period the earliest out of all the girls in his class!

 

About seven months ago, I ordered hormones online from a Mexican pharmacy, and being an unsupervised minor who was eager to get this Man Show on the road, I may have overdone it. The hair growth was immediately dramatic. My voice began to deepen. I had high hopes for my neck, my thighs, my clit to harden and expand as if they were stem cells that could become anything else.

How they found me out: I threw a chair in the school dining hall.

And he shall feel endless, unceasing rage.

My prep school made the phone call to the Non-Parents that it had been aching to make for quite a while: 1) your daughter has an intentional mustache; 2) your daughter is an asshole; and 3) your daughter: well, we just don’t know what to do with her. Do you? After searching my room, the Non-Parents knew.

Jamaica!

The curse. My true identity hidden. Buried. Suffocated like a baby in the cradle.

My real father I barely remember; he died years before my mother did. My real mother is getting hazy, but I am comforted by the fact that I can at least remember her ears clearly. They stuck out so far one couldn’t help but imagine what it was like to bite them, the crunch the cartilage would make between one’s teeth. (No? Just me?) I stared at them the way babies stare at beautiful faces—the ears glowed in the sun, illuminated fuzz haloed, even though she was no saint, just a petty woman who once gave me the silent treatment for two days when I was three.

But she was the last person around who absolutely had to love me. Then she died and her husband married a new woman, and they had a bunch of kids—some IVF multiples in the mix—in quick succession and then turned to me and I felt it, this weird animal genetic hostility. This…and what are you still doing here? If they hadn’t found me so distasteful, they might have eaten me alive to be rid of me.

One doesn’t have to be one hundred percent genetically unrelated to one’s children to hate what they are, but it helps. I like to think that my real parents would have been more accepting, or at least realized that whatever I was, it came from them, and taken pains to appear open-minded and cosmopolitan. I wish I knew. They were gone before it got hard. The Non-Parents had to deal with the hard parts and the Non-Parents did not have to blame themselves at all, so the Non-Parents regarded me as if I had been hatched from an egg, one of an unfamiliar shape and color; Non-Parents were angry and blank; Non-Parents had to think of their Real Children™; Non-Parents went directly to the nuclear option.

Had I really hatched from an egg? Was this egg hexed? Was this egg unsexed, my sex hexed?

 Something creaks out in the hallway. Knock. Knock knock, knock. The knocking finds a rhythm. Knock! Knock! I lift my head from the pillow.

Here it is.

Why not open the door? It’s only a door. It’s only a rule. If I get all mystical and astrological and spooky, I’ll be just like them. This is just going to be like a sorority initiation. Yes, I’m the latest sister, the newest one of all. I slide out of bed and approach.

Knock, knock, knock.

One foot from the door and I stop with my arm outstretched. From this position at this distance, I sense something behind the door. But though I strain, I can go no farther. The air around the door thrums. The door bulges; for a moment the wood is soft as skin. I try again but cannot force myself to touch the door. Knockknockknock! it goes now, insistent as if something knows that I am close to the door and my feet scuttle back and I plummet butt-first into bed and bury my face in the pillow. I whisper, Stupid. This is a stupid house. Stupid games in a stupid place; I won’t let it touch me.

There is one final knock, now shy and rather sweet, as if to make one last coy effort to draw me toward it. Then no more.

 

EACH DAY THE Residence empties out; the Residence fills up. On weekday mornings, the bathrooms are hopping, so many women getting ready for the day that the whole building feels like the inside of a shower, the moist air heavy with the everyperfume that results from the mixture of everyone’s daily toilette. Good Christ, do women love to slather.

I have to do it, too. I have to put on the makeup. I have to wear the only clothes given to me—all blouses, skirts, and dresses, both sleazy and demure. After, I go down to Ms. Lanphear’s office so she can look me over and send a daily report to my grandmother. Afterward, I do not go out. I am not allowed out until I earn the right to be out. It is unclear how I earn this right. I think I am being as Totally Ultimate Girl as I can be, but clearly I have further to go, always the goalposts move, always my voice could lilt higher at the ends of sentences and my steps be lighter.

Other residents lie and misrepresent. It’s not only me. There’s a girl who looks like a baby, a wide child face on a tall, stalky body, neck like E.T. She’s a model. We eye each other in the hallways in mutual recognition that the other is fifteen or sixteen years old and one hundred percent against the rules, but never speak. A man comes and visits, a handsome older man who is completely bald. He’s supposed to be a manager or uncle, but I have seen them in a beau parlor together, he holding her bare foot like it was a hand. I swear I heard a baby crying inside someone’s room a while ago, though I can’t imagine a bigger rule to break.

Once, alone in my room, I tried arranging my hair and shading a dirtstache onto my upper lip. It’s so real sad, so not handsome at all, that I vow to never try it again. I have never had the body I wanted, not ever. But there was a time—it feels so long ago now—when I had been closer to it.

Most days I sit with Francine in the lounge while she works. She’s a copyeditor for a women’s website, with headlines like Ten Cloche Hats You Can Take to the Beach and Is Your Left Asscheek Mentally Ill? I study for the GED, which my grandmother had insisted upon so long as I was under her protection. This burns me. No one here knows that I was one of the top students at my school, my extreeeemely foncy ponts school. My good mind, my sharp, mean mind, allowed them to overlook my hairy anger for just a bit longer than they wanted. I think about the overconfident preppy fuckhead I should have been, enjoying every kind of privilege that existed. I’d wear boat shoes without irony and rub my buff stomach a lot without thinking. So straight I’m gay, so gay I’m straight—because it’s boys I like, though I don’t like them to like me the way they have done so far. Because every roll of my die has to add complications.

Francine lends me books when studying for the GED cramps me with dullness. “For now, you are a very smart person,” she says. “If you do not nurture your mind, your smarts will curdle into mere cleverness. You’ll use it as a stance against the world, but you won’t really be thinking.”

“Whatever, Francine.” I’m not really listening.

“Please do not whatever me,” she says.

“Thanks, Francine.”

“That’s right,” she says. Then her face crumples. She quickly covers it with her hands. I look down at my books and try to disappear. Behind her hands, Francine is exhaling and inhaling, hard and deliberate.

“You okay?” I finally mutter.

She uncovers only her mouth. Her lips poke out, fish-like, bird-beak-like, between her fingers. “My divorce was finalized.”

“I’m sorry.”

 Her fish-bird mouth kept moving. She told me that she had many problems. That she was not ambitious enough, that she was too gloomy, that she was too old and strange-looking, that she was not able to have children. All of it was true and all of it was what her ex-husband had told her, except for the old and strange-looking part. “His girlfriend is almost the same age as me. She has children, though. As for strange-looking, or any of the rest, I cannot say.”

“Screw that guy,” I say.

“I’m not ready for you to speak ill of him. You don’t even know him. And I miss him so much,” Francine’s mouth said. “I miss him, and I miss our books, and the leather boots I left behind, and the espresso machine. And now this is it. This is where I’ll stay, forever.”

“Oh,” I say, uncomfortable, “that’s not true. It’s just temporary.”

Francine finally uncovers her face, which looks newborn, all sweaty and pink. “You’re a baby. I thought you might be able to stay your time and leave. But you’re in the same fix as the rest of us, aren’t you?”

“I am absolutely nothing like the rest of you.”

She takes my hand in her sweaty one, gazes at me wide-eyed. Get your crazy face out of my face, I think, but I don’t say anything. I stare back at her. If she can see what I am, past the body and the makeup and the dress, if she can see that I am not a woman and I don’t belong here, I will forgive her for everything.

See me, I think. I am still in here. See me.

Francine doesn’t say anything. She shakes her head, and I slacken with disappointment. Instead she pulls me down the hallway to the doorway, the one she warned me away from on my first night.

“Open it,” she says. I glare at her.

“Fuck off,” I say, trying to be casual. The truth is that I do not want to open that door. The truth is that I can barely control myself from rearing back like a horse, keeping my eyes still even though they want to wobble and roll in their sockets so they do not see inside the door. Beyond the little window, though, it’s dark. Nothing moves inside.

Francine nods. “One day I’ll be ready to open it,” she says. “I can’t do it yet. I need to but I can’t, I can’t, I can’t.”

“Francine?” I say.

“It’s harder than it looks,” she says. And then she gives me a task: tonight, after curfew, wait in the hallway by my room. Not too late—do it before the knock. And don’t stray too far from my room. I don’t want to be caught out.

“Try it,” she says. “I dare you.”

 

 

THAT NIGHT, I stand in the doorway of my room, looking out into the corridor. Everything is dim. Half the lights have burned out. The rest throw broken, fly-spattered shadows.

A door opens at the darker end of the corridor; it’s another one of those extraneous passageways of which this place has so many. Some of the doors I’ve opened into closets or dead ends or narrow hallways that burp me up almost back where I started. Some I don’t open. That is one of them. I’m relieved to see a woman emerge. “Hello?” I say right away. I clear my throat. “Hey,” I say, louder.

The woman doesn’t respond. She is slender and has long, smooth hair. She walks slowly down the hall. I squint, trying to see her face more clearly. Perhaps it’s one of the interns, sneaking in drunk. I still can’t see her properly. Her hair is draped over her cheeks. For a moment I think I glimpse a broad, featureless eggshell of a face, a thought that makes me flinch, but it’s only that her eyes must be closed, even in this light so low. Then she pushes her hand from her face and I see her smile, stiff and fixed, and she is about to step under a light and she is about to be much closer to me and then I see that it is not that her hair is so smooth and straight; it is that she is covered in something clear and oily—her skin shines with it—and I close my eyes but it doesn’t block it out (the filmstrip is playing behind my eyelids), and I say fuck, and fuck again, and I clamp my teeth together and fall back into my room and slam the door shut.

My door doesn’t lock. Other doors do but not mine. My feet are braced; I push against the door with my whole weight. The knob shudders. I press harder and my hands begin to slip against the door. I look down. Something is seeping out of the wood. It dampens, grows tacky and icky and begins to give off a smell that is underground and personal and all too familiar and finally my feet slide too far and I fall on the floor and flail back up to run to my bathroom, where I puke all over the sink.

In the morning, I sit up from the bathroom floor, where I slept all night with a bath mat wrinkled under my head. It felt safer that way. Last night I saw — The story sticks in me, jagged like a cough in my throat, and refuses to come out.

I was—It was—Nothing, I will tell Francine. I saw nothing.

 

 

FRANCINE HOLDS A secret little party in her room. She pours gin into wineglasses. I drink perfume and breathe acetylene. We’re all of us quietly, devastatingly fucked up. I have missed drinking, the marvelous sense of distance from my heavy flesh it granted to my mind.

“I ate tissues,” the model is telling us. “Dipped in grapefruit juice. Apple juice or orange juice or coconut juice or pomegranate-acai juice, any juice I wanted I could have.”

“It sounds like fairy food,” Francine says sentimentally.

“Women are supposed to have curves,” says Mari. Her eyes blaze pink.

Everyone leaves right after curfew. I stay to help Francine clean, lining the glasses up neatly on her desk. She’s sitting on her bed. That’s how narrow this room is.

“You,” she says. “Go back to your room now.” Her face is red and wet, like she has been crying, but when was she crying?

“Get off my butt.”

“Young one, I am on your butt. Because I care!” Francine drifts off, one foot on the floor. “You know I care about you, but Mari has been a great comfort to me in this place. Mari’s very normal. Very achingly normal. It’s a pleasant reminder of the world outside.”

“Mari is definitely not normal,” I say.

“Mari is exactly who she’s supposed to be,” says Francine, “with this interesting touch of evil. There’s the sweet in the bitter, the bitter in the sweet. It’s all so discordant together that I don’t think she’s faking any of it. It’s very comforting.”

“There is no way there is any sweet in Mari,” I say.

“But there is,” Francine says. “However, we only get the poisonous version, because we’re weirdoes. We don’t deserve any better from her.”

“Francine, go to sleep.”

“But I’m almost ready to open the door.”

I feel a chill. I stop cleaning up and turn to look at Francine. Her eyes are closed. 

She murmurs, “If I could cut a deal. If one could negotiate. Leave me my mind, leave me my age, my memories…but then again I don’t even know what I’d want to keep. Everything should go.”

“Don’t say that.”

She’s asleep now. I study her. She would look so much younger if she were always this drunk, her skin lineless and illuminated by the blood rising underneath, but with the trade-off of not being able to speak or move. I pull the comforter over her, watch her for a minute longer. She’s done. She won’t be doing anything else tonight. I leave, closing the door softly behind me, and then—with no shame or grace whatsoeve —sprint the entire way to my room.

 

 

THE NEXT DAY, Francine is gone. Ms. Lanphear looks at me with her eyebrow raised and says, “Not that her business is any of your concern.…” and then says something about a trip to visit relatives or friends, she’ll return in a few days, she’ll probably be much refreshed. Something lying like that.

Every night now there is knocking at my door and every night it’s the same reaction: always the initial pull, the willies, the knocking that speeds up and begs the closer I get.

I see Mari on a date. She has a man over—or, not really a man, and not a boy, but someone you might call a guy or a dude, a guy in a baseball cap and khaki shorts—nice body, but there’s something rather unattractive, very Labrador-doggy, about looking permanently poised to play a sport. Not my type. Men can visit and sit with the women in the beau parlors, sanctioned, and there they are like a natural history museum diorama of male-female relations. There are no doors on beau parlors; they are display cases.

You normal ones. You may think you’re lucky. You sling-back it out the lobby doors, you eat salads at your desk, you grab drinks.

But at night, you’re trapped in here with me.

Meanwhile the puberty filmstrip runs backward. Gradually there is no hair where there was hair before. My skin softens. My zits dry up and die and there are fewer eruptions to spackle over in the mornings. Whenever I try to skip makeup, Ms. Lanphear says, “Where is your color? Your grandmother will think you’re being neglected.” Her fingers hover by my cheek. Under normal circumstances too classy to pinch, I’m sure, but she would pinch if pushed, and she lets me know it. So I stare at a point to the left of my left ear and put the makeup on someone else. The Residence is a burrow; the Residence lets you lick your wounds while you regrow your patchy pelt. But you are still so weak. It’s easy for the Residence to bonsai you into any shape it wants.

 

 

I DREAM OF Francine. In my glimpse of her, she does not look like she is going downstairs so much as walking into a dark, permeable wall—a wall with a shape cut out for her to walk through, a shape that is slowly, gradually different from her own so that she will be transformed once she finally emerges on the other side. In my dream I am waiting for her to come out of the other side. My teeth are chattering and I am terrified and utterly unable to look away. I want nothing more than to see Francine when she emerges. I wake up before it happens.

 

 

MY PERIOD RETURNS one day when I’m leaving the lounge—think of my movements as an Arthur Murray dance-step sequence, a pattern of soles tap-a-tapping from the lounge to the dining room to my room, back and repeat. So caught up in the dance that I’d been ignoring the warning signs for days: the knitting-needle stab in my lower abdomen, my breasts all bruised, and my waterlogged body sloshing like a canteen. I have my period and it’s just like the first time when I started crying right away and I am crying because I have my period because that’s what women do, apparently, they get yanked one way and then another and cry all the while and I have my period and I take a pad from the bathroom cabinet in the lobby, someone’s always bleeding in this stupid place. In the mirror my crying face is soft and rosy. A tender pink sex organ of a face; I hate you. I want to fling my body away from me as far as possible. I wipe my eyes. The air presses against my eardrums. The walls undulate, appear to breathe, Mmmm, yes, Papa, and the floor shivers as though it’s trying to shake me out of the Residence already.

Two years. Two more years. It feels like someone trying to shove a whole apple inside of my mouth. I try to breathe slowly, then lose control for a moment and beat my fists against my head. I stick the pad on over the bloody underwear and wipe my hands on my dress. I leave the bathroom without looking at myself again.

A woman carrying a suitcase is walking out of the lobby. She pauses to glance at her phone. I recognize Francine’s trench coat, her thin ponytail. I almost call to her but stop. The woman’s hair is slicked back, her ponytail almost dripping with moisture. Her posture, her tensed legs, the slope of her shoulders—they all see me. They make a greedy smile, avid and poised. Don’t turn around. Please don’t. Please. I freeze there, waiting for, hoping against.

Someone whispers into my ear, “Just stay away.” It’s Mari. “Come on, we’ll get out of here. I need a smoke.” She glances at Francine neutrally before turning to leave, confident that I will follow.

In the garden out back, the breeze furs Mari in a light haze. She exhales. “The Residence knows that there are different kinds of women,” she says. “It’s not trying to make us into clones. It’s making us into different happy women. Like, look at you right now. I don’t want to make any assumptions about anything, but your body seems pretty hard to live in.”

Mari dies in ten or twenty horrible ways in my mind.

“Oh, honey,” she says, pitying and wanting me to know it, “your secrets aren’t yours here. House full of women, you feel me?” Mari pulls a face, a quick and goofy grimace that turns her words so ironic they come back around to truth and then veer away again. “Ms. Lanphear was saying—Well, maybe you’ll get your heart’s desire. You never know what could happen. You could come out on the other side a—”

“What’s the point?” I say. “It’s not you who gets to come out. It’s something else, or it’s a copy.” I want Mari to fight with me. I want her to prove me wrong.

“See the darkness in everything much?” She laughs. “Who knows? What if you did come out a copy? I bet it’d be fun to think about the nice life that other me is living.”

“You are the other you,” I say bitterly. “You live just fine in the world.”

Mari shakes her head. “There’s tons wrong with me,” she says. “Sadly I’m not brave enough to fix it. Francine, now,” her voice deepens with respect, “she was brave.”

“Can I borrow your phone?”

“Girl, you can do whatever.”

While making the call, I am beset with cramps. I hunch, closing myself like a fist around the pain.

“Oooh, cramps?” says Mari. “Want some Midol? A heating pad?”

I shake my head and toss the phone back to her. As I kick off my shoes and climb the fence, she’s still talking, her voice shrinking.

“Chocolate? A magazine? A box set of Anne of Green Gables? A DVD? A vibrator?”

 

 

LOLLI’S RESPONSE WAS: “Sure, you can hang out with me tonight, little weird one. Any enemy of your asshole grandma is a yada yada yada.” She drives an orange Toyota Corolla with no muffler and invects against my grandmother, who fired her last month, the entire way to her apartment. “You’ll love it. I’m having a party.”

 A party panics me. I wanted to speak with one human being, not a hundred. To escape prying eyes, not climb into a display case. I’m in Lolli’s bedroom trying to wrap up my chest with only a too-tight sports bra and putting on a pair of her jeans, which don’t fit so I have to leave them unzipped, the fly surrounding my, you know, parts like a picture frame, a T-shirt pulled over the whole thing, when the doorbell rings fire-alarm loud. I seek an exit, enter a crowd.

Lolli likes substances. They make her creative, she says. She tells different people that I am different people’s sisters—Henry, Anna, Una. I’m Una, says Una. Hi, bitch, meet your sister! Lolli shouts, and she grips the backs of our necks and attempts to smash us together, until she sees someone else she knows and bounds away, the happy pet dog that accidentally kills the other household pet without noticing. Una and I are free to look at each other. I’m not your sister, I say. That’s okay! says Una. Ha ha!

People keep arriving. Artists, dancers, actors: in this one room there appear to be more people doing those jobs than there are jobs. One guy talks about being in the chorus for a show in which movie stars cycle in and out of the lead role. “Her skin is just awful. Lunar. But nobody ever really sees it up close, do they?” Lolli relinquishes two of the five senses and turns out the lights, ups the music. People begin to dance until there is no room for dancing, only standing and yelling, until still more people arrive and the apartment is so crowded that everything begins to feel like dancing once more, our bodies pressed so tightly together that my movements cause theirs and theirs mine.

Across the room, through the tight, shifting weave of people, I see a man. He has wide shoulders, a jawline clean as paper, a certain thickness in the thigh. Chin held high with a peacock intensity. I realize that I know about this Charming Man. The crowd shifts and I move with it, so I can keep looking at him. He’s both born into manhood and newly arrived to it. Like me, but an unfathomable distance ahead. I’ll never reach manhood. I’ll never arrive.

I stare and stare. This man frightens me to death. I desperately want to ask him what it’s like, what it’s like when people can tell, what it’s like to have people think that you’re not sexy or important or a person. All I want is to be a person. I don’t want to be adjectival; I don’t want anyone to know I was ever cursed.

Another thing I want to ask the Charming Man is what it’s like to hold your chin up high. To feel good and right, to be proud of the way you were born and proud of what you have done to construct and create yourself, until the join between the two is seamless—or if there is a seam, it is a beautiful one.

But the Charming Man won’t see me; he’ll just see some girl. I could never look like him. There’s no way I can go speak to him, push past his wall of friends, all of them so happy in a way that is inconceivable to me, about such mysterious things. I shrink back.

Despite the jeans and the haphazardly compressed chest, a few men still look at me like I’m food—I’m a cupcake but I’m meat. I’m a cupcake you could hunt. Out of those who look, most try to hide it. One doesn’t. He is introducing himself when Una comes up to us. Sis! she screams. She sticks her tongue out at him. Stay away from him, she yells. He’s a perv and he never apologizes. How old are you? I say, Where’s Lolli? Una says, She left, maybe. I shout, But this is her apartment. Una is already slipping away. Clearly you know nothing of the ways of Lolli.

She has decided that I am old enough to deal with the pervert, apparently, and then, in the middle of this crowded party, I’m alone with him again. He is not tall, but he is both wide and deep, and I now understand what people mean when they use the phrase “filling out.” He is not full of fat or air or something nameable. We’re having trouble hearing each other, and I put my hand where his neck slopes into his shoulder. Another thing I now understand: at least one facet of the young female obsession with horses. We could not be any more different. Just my type. The first drink he gives me is an actual drink—gin and tonic water and a drowned slice of lime. The ones after I make myself by adding liquor to my cup continuously before I’ve finished what’s in there. It tastes horrible, and then it tastes like nothing.

Later on I pull him into Lolli’s empty bedroom. At that point killing my self feels like a good idea, even a fun one. But it’s harder than I thought it would be. This is how I make it work: I concentrate as hard as I can. I loose my spirit from its moorings, become him while I’m fucking him, me and him, me as him, him on him. It works after a fashion. I push on his chest and it is my chest. Do you like that; do I? Everything he does is what I do. I sweat on a girl who looks just like me; I smell her old blood and laugh when I hold up a gory hand; I kiss her; I fuck her until I’m through (though I’m looking more at myself, god I just adore the solidity of my body and the span of my hands); I touch my lips to her forehead and offer her cab fare before I go, being a very gentlemanly pervert, and what’s wrong with that?

As for the girl, I don’t know what happens to her. The man takes a taxi. Wait—she goes home. What you get when the party ends is that you’ll always be you, inside of lady jail, outside of lady jail. The house wins; I’ll never be right.

The man rings the doorbell and kicks the front grate again and again until Ms. Lanphear opens up and shouts. He shouts; he escalates; he scores: I can’t live like this, I hate this place this place hates me, Ms. Lanphear I hope you get necrotizing fasciitis of the clit, I hate you, I swear to god I’ll be dead by tomorrow, come find me, I’ll make the biggest fucking mess you ever saw.

Ms. Lanphear sneers as I squeeze past her. She informs me that she will allow me to stay the night, but if I’m still here tomorrow when she checks my room, she will send me back to my grandmother herself.

“I hate you,” I tell her.

She smiles like I have asked her to prom. “I hate you, too,” she says. “I so rarely get to tell a woman that. I hate you, too. Thank you.”

 

 

THUS ENDS MY only chance to escape Jamaica. Tomorrow morning, my grandmother’s town car will await, ready to ferry me away in the arms of someone bigger, stronger, more reliable than Lolli. Upstairs I go without fear. In front of my mirror I go without fear. I look at my whole self and I do not recognize any of it. I lean toward the girl to speak frankly with her. Her eyes are monstrously huge, her lips pale. She nods. She is ready to hear me.

I have a mouth on me; I used to do debate; if anyone can cut a deal with this place, it’s me. Let me into your arms and let me not emerge a woman. You don’t have to make me a woman. I am a man—any kind of man you want me to be. I will work very hard for you. I will do anything for you. I whisper at the mirror until my mouth is dry. My image freezes in place. The air around me forms a dark, permeable wall. There is a shape cut out for me to walk through, a promise, a passage. I wedge my hand into it, and the shape squeezes it comfortingly before dissipating into nothing. In the mirror, my lips are open; my hand is raised to my chest. I dance, screw up my face, wave my arms. But the mirror doesn’t show any of that. The Residence is telling me, That is what you were. It is telling me, You can be something else now.

What a balm for this pain. What a sweetness and a comfort. I look around, as if seeing my room again with new eyes. It is late. For a few minutes, I wait for the knocking to begin. My door, never locked, swings open of its own accord.

I peer into the hallway. Despite all the noise of my return, it is silent and empty.

My feet slide past the threshold. I have been told over and over again that what I needed was impossible. That who I wanted to be was impossible. Life itself became impossible. So I allow the impossible to happen to me. As I drift down the corridor I am happy, giddy with inspiration. We don’t have to stay here. None of us has to stay here. I will collect the women from their rooms.

We will form a joyous conga line! We will rumba through the Residence, joined together up and down the stairs as if we are a glittering necklace worn by the house itself, and when we emerge, we will emerge into a new world as better people.

My knuckles scrape and skid along the walls until they find a door.
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IN THE TIME of our crawling Night Lord’s ascendancy, foretold by exodus of starlight into his sucking astral wounds, I turned sixteen and received Barbie’s Dream Car. Aunt Mar had bought it for a quarter and crammed fun-sized Snickers bars in the trunk. Frankly, I was touched she’d remembered. 

That was the summer Jamison Pond became wreathed in caution tape. Deep-sea hagfish were washing ashore. Home with Mar, the pond was my haunt; it was a nice place to read. This habit was banned when the sagging antlers of anglerfish illicia joined the hagfish. The Department of Fisheries blamed global warming.

Come the weekend, gulpers and vampire squid putrefied with the rest, and the Department was nonplussed. Global warming did not a vampire squid produce. I could have told them what it all meant, but then, I was a Blake.

“There’s an omen at Jamison Pond,” I told Mar.

My aunt was chain-smoking over the stovetop when I got home. “Eggs for dinner,” she said, then, reflectively: “What kind of omen, kid?”

“Amassed dead. Salt into fresh water. The eldritch presence of the Department of Fisheries—”

Mar hastily stubbed out her cigarette on the toaster. “Christ! Stop yapping and go get the heatherback candles.”

We ate scrambled eggs in the dim light of heatherback candles, which smelled strongly of salt. I spread out our journals while we ate, and for once Mar didn’t complain; Blakes went by instinct and collective memory to augur, but the records were a familial chef d’oeuvre. They helped where instinct failed, usually. 

We’d left tribute on the porch. Pebbles arranged in an Unforgivable Shape around a can of tuna. My aunt had argued against the can of tuna, but I’d felt a sign of mummification and preserved death would be auspicious. I was right. 

“Presence of fish en masse indicates the deepest of our quintuple Great Lords,” I said, squinting over notes hundreds of Blakes past had scrawled. “Continuous appearance over days... plague? Presence? What is that word? I hope it’s both. We ought to be the generation who digitizes—I can reference better on my Kindle.”

“A deep omen isn’t fun, Hester,” said Mar, violently rearranging her eggs. “A deep omen seven hundred feet above sea level is some horseshit. What have I always said?”

“Not to say anything to Child Protective Services,” I said, “and that they faked the Moon landing.”

“Hester, you—”

We recited her shibboleth in tandem: “You don’t outrun fate,” and she looked settled, if dissatisfied.

The eggs weren’t great. My aunt was a competent cook, if skewed for nicotine-blasted taste buds, but tonight everything was rubbery and overdone. I’d never known her so rattled, nor to cook eggs so terrible. 

I said, “‘Fun’ was an unfair word.” 

“Don’t get complacent, then,” she said, “when you’re a teenage seer who thinks she’s slightly hotter shit than she is.” I wasn’t offended. It was just incorrect. “Sea-spawn’s no joke. If we’re getting deep omens here—well, that’s specific, kid! Reappearance of the underdeep at noon, continuously, that’s a herald. I wish you weren’t here.”

My stomach clenched, but I raised one eyebrow like I’d taught myself in the mirror. “Surely you don’t think I should go home.”

“It wouldn’t be unwise—” Mar held up a finger to halt my protest, “—but what’s done is done is done. Something’s coming. You won’t escape it by taking a bus to your mom’s.”

“I would rather face inescapable lappets and watery torment than Mom’s.”

“Your mom didn’t run off and become a dental hygienist to spite you.” 

I avoided this line of conversation, because seriously. “What about the omen?” 

Mar pushed her plate away and kicked back, precariously balanced on two chair legs. “You saw it, you document it, that’s the Blake way. Just…a deep omen at sixteen! Ah, well, what the Hell. See anything in your eggs?”

I re-peppered them and we peered at the rubbery curds. Mine clumped together in a brackish pool of hot sauce.

“Rain on Thursday,” I said. “You?”

“Yankees lose the Series,” said Aunt Mar, and went to tip her plate in the trash. “What a god-awful meal.”

I found her that evening on the peeling balcony, smoking. A caul of cloud obscured the moon. The treetops were black and spiny. Our house was a fine, hideous artifact of the 1980s, decaying high on the side of the valley. Mar saw no point in fixing it up. She had been—her words—lucky enough to get her death foretokened when she was young, and lived life courting lung cancer like a boyfriend who’d never commit.

A heatherback candle spewed wax on the railing. “Mar,” I said, “why are you so scared of our leviathan dreadlords, who lie lurking in the abyssal deeps? I mean, personally.”

“Because seahorrors will go berserk getting what they want and they don’t quit the field,” she said. “Because I’m not seeing fifty, but your overwrought ass is making it to homecoming. Now get inside before you find another frigging omen in my smoke.”

 

DESPITE MY AUNT’S distress, I felt exhilarated. Back at boarding school I’d never witnessed so profound a portent. I’d seen everyday omens, had done since I was born, but the power of prophecy was boring and did not get you on Wikipedia. There was no anticipation. Duty removed ambition. I was apathetically lonely. I prepared only to record The Blake testimony of Hester in the twenty-third generation for future Blakes. 

Blake seers did not live long or decorated lives. Either you were mother of a seer, or a seer and never a mother and died young. I hadn’t really cared, but I had expected more payout than social malingering and teenage ennui. It felt unfair. I was top of my class; I was pallidly pretty; thanks to my mother I had amazing teeth. I found myself wishing I’d see my death in my morning cornflakes like Mar; at least then the last, indifferent mystery would be revealed. 

When Stylephorus chordatus started beaching themselves in public toilets, I should have taken Mar’s cue. The house became unseasonably cold and at night our breath showed up as wet white puffs. I ignored the brooding swell of danger; instead, I sat at my desk doing my summer chemistry project, awash with weird pleasure. Clutching fistfuls of malformed octopodes at the creek was the first interesting thing that had ever happened to me.

The birch trees bordering our house wept salt water. I found a deer furtively licking the bark, looking like Bambi sneaking a hit. I sat on a stump to consult the Blake journals:

 

THE BLAKE TESTIMONY OF RUTH OF THE NINETEENTH GENERATION IN HER TWENTY-THIRD YEAR

 

WEEPING OF PLANTS

Lamented should be greenstuff that seeps brack water or salt water or blood, for Nature is abhorring a lordly Visitor: if be but one plant then burn it or stop up a tree with a poultice of finely crushed talc, &c., to avoid notice. BRACK WATER is the sign of the MANY-THROATED MONSTER GOD & THOSE WHO SPEAK UNSPEAKABLE TONGUES. SALT WATER is the sign of UNFED LEVIATHANS & THE PELAGIC WATCHERS & THE TENTACLE so BLOOD must be the STAR SIGN of the MAKER OF THE HOLES FROM WHICH EVEN LIGHT SHALL NOT ESCAPE. Be comforted that the SHABBY MAN will not touch what is growing.

 

PLANT WEEPING, SINGLY:

The trail, movement & wondrous pilgrimage.

 

PLANTS WEEPING, THE MANY:

A Lord’s bower has been made & it is for you to weep & rejoice. 

My account here as a Blake is perfect and accurate.

 

Underneath in ballpoint was written: Has nobody noticed that Blake crypto-fascist worship of these deities has never helped?? Family of sheeple. Fuck the SYSTEM! This was dated 1972.

A bird called, then stopped mid-warble. The shadows lengthened into long sharp shapes. A sense of stifling pressure grew. All around me, each tree wept salt without cease.

I said aloud: “Nice.”

I hiked into town before evening. The bustling of people and the hurry of their daily chores made everything look almost normal; their heads were full of small-town everyday, work and food and family and maybe meth consumption, and this banality blurred the nagging fear. I stocked up on OJ and a sufficient supply of Cruncheroos.

Outside the sky was full of chubby black rainclouds, and the streetlights cast the road into sulfurous relief. I smelled salt again as it began to rain, and through my hoodie I could feel that the rain was warm as tea; I caught a drop on my tongue and spat it out again, as it tasted deep and foul. As it landed it left a whitish buildup I foolishly took for snow.

It was not snow. Crystals festooned themselves in long, stiff streamers from the traffic signals. Strands like webbing swung from street to pavement, wall to sidewalk. The streetlights struggled on and turned it green-white in the electric glare, dazzling to the eye. Main Street was spangled over from every parked car to the dollar store. My palms were sweaty.

From down the street a car honked dazedly. My sneakers were gummed up and it covered my hair and my shoulders and my bike tires. I scuffed it off in a hurry. People stood stock-still in doorways and sat in their cars, faces pale and transfixed. Their apprehension was mindless animal apprehension, and my hands were trembling so hard I dropped my Cruncheroos.

“What is it?” someone called out from the Rite Aid. And somebody else said, “It’s salt.”

Sudden screams. We all flinched. But it wasn’t terror. At the center of a traffic island, haloed in the numinous light of the dollar store, a girl was crunching her Converse in the salt and spinning round and round. She had long shiny hair—a sort of chlorine gold—and a spray-on tan the color of Garfield. My school was populated with her clones. A bunch of huddling girls in halter tops watched her twirl with mild and terrified eyes. 

“Isn’t this amazing?” she whooped. “Isn’t this frigging awesome?”

The rain stopped all at once, leaving a vast whiteness. All of Main Street looked bleached and shining; even the Pizza Hut sign was scrubbed clean and made fresh. From the Rite Aid I heard someone crying. The girl picked up a handful of powdery crystals and they fell through her fingers like jewels; then her beaming smile found me and I fled.

 

I COLLECTED THE Blake books and lit a jittering circle of heatherback candles. I turned on every light in the house. I even stuck a Mickey Mouse nightlight into the wall socket, and he glowed there in dismal magnificence as I searched. It took me an hour to alight upon an old glued-in letter:

 

Reread the testimony of Elizabeth Blake in the fifteenth generation after I had word of this. I thought the account strange, so I went to see for myself. It was as Great-Aunt Annabelle had described, mold everywhere but almost beautiful, for it had bloomed in cunning patterns down the avenue all the way to the door. I couldn’t look for too long as the looking gave me such a headache. 

I called in a few days later and the mold was gone. Just one lady of the house and wasn’t she pleased to see me as everyone else in the neighborhood felt too dreadful to call. She was to be the sacrifice as all signs said. Every spider in that house was spelling the presence and I got the feeling readily that it was one of the lesser diseased Ones, the taste in the milk, the dust. One of the Monster Lord’s fever wizards had made his choice in her, no mistake. The girl was so sweet looking and so cheerful. They say the girls in these instances are always cheerful about it like lambs to the slaughter. The pestilences and their behemoth Duke may do as they will. I gave her till May. 

Perhaps staying closer would have given me more detail but I felt that beyond my duty. I placed a wedding gift on the stoop and left that afternoon. I heard later he’d come for his bride Friday month and the whole place lit up dead with Spanish flu.

Aunt Annabelle always said that she’d heard some went a-cour

 

The page ripped here, leaving what Aunt Annabelle always said forever contentious. Mar found me in my circle of heatherbacks hours later, feverishly marking every reference to bride I could find. 

“They closed Main Street to hose it down,” she said. “There were cars backed up all the way to the Chinese takeout. There’s mac ’n’ cheese in the oven, and for your info I’m burning so much rosemary on the porch everyone will think I smoke pot.”

“One of the pelagic kings has chosen a bride,” I said.

“What?”

“Evidence: rain of salt at the gate, in this case ‘gate’ being Main Street. Evidence of rank: rain of salt in mass quantities from Main Street to, as you said, the Chinese takeout, in the middle of the day during a gibbous moon a notable distance from the ocean. The appearance of fish that don’t know light. A dread bower of crystal.”

My aunt didn’t break down, or swear, or anything. She just said, “Sounds like an old-fashioned apocalypse event to me. What’s your plan, champ?”

“Document it and testify,” I said. “The Blake way. I’m going to find the bride.”

“No,” she said. “The Blake way is to watch the world burn from a distance and write down what the flames looked like. You need to see, not to find. This isn’t a goddamned murder mystery.”

I straightened and said very patiently: “Mar, this happens to be my birthright—”

“To Hell with birthright! Jesus, Hester, I told your mom you’d spend this summer getting your driver’s license and kissing boys.”

This was patently obnoxious. We ate our macaroni ’n’ cheese surrounded by more dribbling heatherbacks, and my chest felt tight and tense the whole time. I kept on thinking of comebacks like, I don’t understand your insistence on meaningless bullshit, Mar, or even a pointed Margaret. Did my heart really have to yearn for licenses and losing my French-kissing virginity at the parking lot? Did anything matter, apart from the salt and the night outside, the bulging eyes down at Jamison Pond?

“Your problem is,” she said, which was always a shitty way to begin a sentence, “that you don’t know what bored is.”

“Wrong. I am often exquisitely bored.”

“Unholy matrimonies are boring,” said my aunt. “Plagues of salt? Boring. The realization that none of us can run—that we’re all here to be used and abused by forces we can’t even fight—that’s so boring, kid!” She’d used sharp cheddar in the mac ’n’ cheese and it was my favorite, but I didn’t want to do anything other than push it around the plate. “If you get your license you can drive out to Denny’s.”

“I am not interested,” I said, “in fucking Denny’s.”

“I wanted you to make some friends and be a teenager and not to get in over your head,” she said, and speared some macaroni savagely. “And I want you to do the dishes, so I figure I’ll get one out of four. Don’t go sneaking out tonight, you’ll break the rosemary ward.”

I pushed away my half-eaten food, and kept myself very tight and quiet as I scraped pans and stacked the dishwasher. 

“And take some Band-Aids up to your room,” said Mar.

“Why?”

“You’re going to split your knee. You don’t outrun fate, champ.”

Standing in the doorway, I tried to think up a stinging riposte. I said, “Wait and see,” and took each step upstairs as cautiously as I could. I felt a spiteful sense of triumph when I made it to the top without incident. Once I was in my room and yanking off my hoodie I tripped and split my knee open on the dresser drawer. I then lay in bed alternately bleeding and seething for hours. I did not touch the Band-Aids, which in any case were decorated with SpongeBob’s image.

Outside, the mountains had forgotten summer. The stars gave a curious, chill light. I knew I shouldn’t have been looking too closely, but despite the shudder in my fingertips and the pain in my knee I did anyway; the tops of the trees made grotesque shapes. I tried to read the stars, but the position of Mars gave the same message each time: doom, and approach, and altar.

One star trembled in the sky and fell. I felt horrified. I felt ecstatic. I eased open my squeaking window and squeezed out onto the windowsill, shimmying down the drainpipe. I spat to ameliorate the breaking of the rosemary ward, flipped Mar the bird, and went to find the bride. 

The town was subdued by the night. Puddles of soapy water from the laundromat were filled with sprats. The star had fallen over by the eastern suburbs, and I pulled my hoodie up as I passed the hard glare of the gas station. It was as though even the houses were withering, dying of fright like prey. I bought a Coke from the dollar machine.

I sipped my Coke and let my feet wander up street and down street, along alley and through park. There was no fear. A Blake knows better. I took to the woods behind people’s houses, meandering until I found speared on one of the young birches a dead shark.

It was huge and hideous with a malformed head, pinned with its belly facing whitely upwards and its maw hanging open. The tree groaned beneath its weight. It was dotted all over with an array of fins and didn’t look like any shark I’d ever seen at an aquarium. It was bracketed by a sagging inflatable pool and an abandoned Tonka truck in someone’s backyard. The security lights came on and haloed the shark in all its dead majesty: oozing mouth, long slimy body, bony snout.

One of the windows rattled up from the house. “Hey!” someone called. “It’s you.”

It was the girl with shiny hair, the one who’d danced like an excited puppy in the rain of salt. She was still wearing a surfeit of glittery eye shadow. I gestured to the shark. “Yeah, I know,” she said. “It’s been there all afternoon. Gross, right?”

“Doesn’t this strike you as suspicious?” I said. “Are you not even slightly weirded out?”

“Have you ever seen Punk’d?” She did not give me time to reply. “I got told it could be Punk’d, and then I couldn’t find Punk’d on television so I had to watch it on the YouTubes. I like Punk’d. People are so funny when they get punk’d. Did you know you dropped your cereal? I have it right here, but I ate some.”

“I wasn’t aware of a finder’s tax on breakfast cereal,” I said.

The girl laughed, the way some people did when they had no idea of the joke. “I’ve seen you over at Jamison Pond,” she said, which surprised me. “By yourself. What’s your name?”

“Why name myself for free?”

She laughed again, but this time more appreciatively and less like a studio audience. “What if I gave you my name first?” 

“You’d be stupid.”

The girl leaned out the window, hair shimmering over her One Direction T-shirt. The sky cast weird shadows on her house and the shark smelled fetid in the background. “People call me Rainbow. Rainbow Kipley.” 

Dear God, I thought. “On purpose?”

“C’mon, we had a deal for your name—”

“We never made a deal,” I said, but relented. “People call me Hester. Hester Blake.”

“Hester,” she said, rolling it around in her mouth like candy. Then she repeated, “Hester,” and laughed raucously. I must have looked pissed-off, because she laughed again and said, “Sorry! It’s just a really dumb name,” which I found rich coming from someone designated Rainbow.

I felt I’d got what I came for. She must have sensed that the conversation had reached a premature end because she announced, “We should hang out.”

“In your backyard? Next to a dead shark? At midnight?”

“There are jellyfish in my bathtub,” said Rainbow, which both surprised me and didn’t, and also struck me as a unique tactic. But then she added, quite normally, “You’re interested in this. Nobody else is. They’re pissing themselves, and I’m not—and here you are—so…” 

Limned by the security lamp, Rainbow disappeared and reappeared before waving an open packet of Cruncheroos. “You could have your cereal back.”

Huh. I had never been asked to hang out before. Certainly not by girls who looked as though they used leave-in conditioner. I had been using Johnson & Johnson’s No More Tears since childhood as it kept its promises. I was distrustful; I had never been popular. At school my greatest leap had been from weirdo to perceived goth. Girls abhorred oddity, but quantifiable gothness they could accept. Some had even warmly talked to me of Nightwish albums. I dyed my hair black to complete the effect and was nevermore bullied.

I feared no contempt of Rainbow Kipley’s. I feared wasting my time. But the lure was too great. “I’ll come back tomorrow,” I said, “to see if the shark’s gone. You can keep the cereal as collateral.” 

“Cool,” she said, like she understood collateral, and smiled with very white teeth. “Cool, cool.”

Driver’s licenses and kissing boys could wait indefinitely, for preference. My heart sang all the way home, for you see: I’d discovered the bride.

 

 

THE NEXT DAY I found myself back at Rainbow’s shabby suburban house. We both took the time to admire her abandoned shark by the light of day, and I compared it to pictures on my iPhone and confirmed it as Mitsukurina owstoni: goblin shark. I noted dead grass in a broad brown ring around the tree, the star-spoked webs left empty by their spiders, each a proclamation a monster dwells. Somehow we ended up going to the park and Rainbow jiggled her jelly bracelets the whole way.

I bought a newspaper and pored over local news: the headline read GLOBAL WARMING OR GLOBAL WARNING? It queried alkaline content in the rain, or something, then advertised that no fewer than one scientist was fascinated with what had happened on Main Street. “Scientists,” said my companion, like a slur, and she laughed gutturally.

“Science has its place,” I said and rolled up the newspaper. “Just not at present. Science does not cause salt blizzards or impalement of bathydemersal fish.”

“You think this is cool, don’t you?” she said slyly. “You’re on it like a bonnet.”

There was an unseemly curiosity to her, as though the town huddling in on itself waiting to die was like a celebrity scandal. Was this the way I’d been acting? “No,” I lied, “and nobody under sixty says on it like a bonnet.”

“Shut up! You know what I mean—”

“Think of me as a reporter. Someone who’s going to watch what happens. I already know what’s going on, I just want a closer look.”

Her eyes were wide and very dark. When she leaned in she smelled like Speed Stick. “How do you know?” 

There was no particular family jurisprudence about telling. Don’t appeared to be the rule of thumb as Blakes knew that, Cassandra-like, they defied belief. For me it was simply that nobody had ever asked. “I can read the future, and what I read always comes true,” I said. 

“Oh my God. Show me.”

I decided to exhibit myself in what paltry way a Blake can. I looked at the sun. I looked at the scudding clouds. I looked at an oily stain on our park bench, and the way the thin young stalks of plants were huddled in the ground. I looked at the shadows people made as they hurried, and at how many sparrows rose startled from the water fountain.

“The old man in the hat is going to burn down his house on Saturday,” I said. “That jogger will drop her Gatorade in the next five minutes. The police will catch up with that red-jacket man in the first week of October.” I gathered some saliva and, with no great ceremony, hocked it out on the grass. I examined the result. “They’ll unearth a gigantic ruin in…southwestern Australia. In the sand plains. Seven archaeologists. In the winter sometime. Forgive my inexactitude, my mouth wasn’t very wet.”

Rainbow’s mouth was a round O. In front of us the jogger dropped her Gatorade, and it splattered on the ground in a shower of blue. I said, “You won’t find out if the rest is true for months yet. And you could put it down to coincidences. But you’d be wrong.”

“You’re a gypsy,” she accused.

I had expected “liar,” and “nutjob,” but not “gypsy.” “No, and by the way, that’s racist. If you’d like to know our future, then very soon—I don’t know when—a great evil will make itself known in this town, claim a mortal, and lay waste to us all in celebration. I will record all that happens for my descendants and their descendants, and as is the agreement between my bloodline and the unknown, I’ll be spared.”

I expected her to get up and leave, or laugh again. She said: “Is there anything I can do?” 

For the first time I pitied this pretty girl with her bright hair and her Chucks, her long-limbed soda-colored legs, her ingenuous smile. She would be taken to a place in the deep, dark below where lay unnamed monstrosity, where the devouring hunger lurked far beyond light and there was no Katy Perry. “It’s not for you to do anything but cower in his abyssal wake,” I said, “though you don’t look into cowering.”

“No, I mean—can I help you out?” she repeated, like I was a stupid child. “I’ve run out of Punk’d episodes on my machine, I don’t have anyone here, and I go home July anyway.”

“What about those other girls?”

“What, them?” Rainbow flapped a dismissive hand. “Who cares? You’re the one I want to like me.”

Thankfully, whatever spluttering gaucherie I might have made in reply was interrupted by a scream. Jets of sticky arterial blood were spurting out of the water fountain, and tentacles waved delicately from the drain. Tiny octopus creatures emerged in the gouts of blood flooding down the sides and the air stalled around us like it was having a heart attack. 

It took me forever to approach the fountain, wreathed with frondy little tentacle things. It buckled as though beneath a tremendous weight. I thrust my hands into the blood and screamed: it was ice-cold, and my teeth chattered. With a splatter of red I tore my hands away and they steamed in the air.

In the blood on my palms I saw the future. I read the position of the dead moon that no longer orbited Earth. I saw the blessing of the tyrant who hid in a far-off swirl of stars. I thought I could forecast to midsummer, and when I closed my eyes I saw people drown. Everyone else in the park had fled.

I whipped out my notebook, though my fingers smeared the pages and were so cold I could hardly hold the pen, but this was Blake duty. It took me three abortive starts to write in English.

“You done?” said Rainbow, squatting next to me. I hadn’t realized I was muttering aloud, and she flicked a clot of blood off my collar. “Let’s go get McNuggets.”

“Miss Kipley,” I said, and my tongue did not speak the music of mortal tongues, “you are a fucking lunatic.”

We left the fountain gurgling like a wound and did not look back. Then we got McNuggets.

 

I HAD NEVER met anyone like Rainbow before. I didn’t think anybody else had, either. She was interested in all the things I wasn’t—Sephora hauls, New Girl, Nicki Minaj—but had a strangely magnetic way of not giving a damn, and not in the normal fashion of beautiful girls. She just appeared to have no idea that the general populace did anything but clog up her scenery. There was something in her that set her apart—an absence of being like other people—and in a weak moment I compared her to myself. 

We spent the rest of the day eating McNuggets and wandering around town and looking at things. I recorded the appearance of naked fish bones dangling from the telephone wires. She wanted to prod everything with the toe of her sneaker. And she talked.

“Favorite color,” she demanded.

I was peering at anemone-pocked boulders behind the gas station. “Black.”

“Favorite subject,” she said later, licking dubious McNugget oils off her fingers as we examined flayed fish in a clearing.

“Physics and literature.”

“Ideal celebrity boyfriend?”

“Did you get this out of Cosmo? Pass.”

She asked incessantly what my teachers were like; were the girls at my school lame; what my thoughts were on Ebola, CSI and Lonely Island. When we had exhausted the town’s supply of dried-up sponges arranged in unknowable names, we ended up hanging out in the movie theater lobby. We watched previews. Neither of us had seen any of the movies advertised, and neither of us wanted to see them, either.

 I found myself telling her about Mar, and even alluded to my mother. When I asked her the same, she just said offhandedly, “Four plus me.” Considering my own filial reticence, I didn’t press. 

When evening fell, she said, See you tomorrow, as a foregone conclusion. Like ten-ish, breakfast takes forever.

 I went home not knowing what to think. She had a bunny manicure. She laughed at everything. She’d stolen orange soda from the movie theater drinks machine, even if everyone stole orange soda from the movie theater drinks machine. She had an unseemly interest in mummy movies. But what irritated me most was that I found her liking me compelling, that she appeared to have never met anyone like Hester Blake. 

Her interest in me was most likely boredom, which was fine, because my interest in her was that she was the bride. That night I thought about what I’d end up writing: the despot of the Breathless Depths took a local girl to wife, one with a bedazzled Samsung. I sniggered alone, and slept uneasy. 

 

 

IN THE DAYS to come, doom throttled the brittle, increasingly desiccated town, and I catalogued it as my companion caught me up on the plot of every soap opera she’d ever watched. She appeared to have abandoned most of them midway, furnishing unfinished tales of many a shock pregnancy. Mar had been sarcastic ever since I’d broken her rosemary ward so I spent as much time out of the house as possible; that was the main reason I hung around Rainbow. 

I didn’t want to like her because her doom was upon us all, and I didn’t want to like her because she was like other girls, and I wasn’t. And I didn’t want to like her because she always knew when I’d made a joke. I was so angry, and I didn’t know why.

We went to the woods and consolidated my notes. I laid my research flat on the grass or propped it on a bough, and Rainbow played music noisily on her Samsung. We rolled up our jeans—or I did, as she had no shorts that went past mid-thigh—and half-assedly sunbathed. It felt like the hours were days and the days endless.

She wanted to know what I thought would happen when we all got “laid waste to.” For a moment I was terribly afraid I’d feel guilty.

“I don’t know.” The forest floor smelled cold, somehow. “I’ve never seen waste laid en masse. The Drownlord will make his presence known. People will go mad. People will die.”

Rainbow rolled over toward me, bits of twig caught in her hair. Today she had done her eyeliner in two thick, overdramatic rings, like a sleep-deprived panda. “Do you ever wonder what dying’s like, dude?”

I thought about Mar and never seeing fifty. “No,” I said. “My family dies young. I figure anticipating it is unnecessary.”

“Maybe you’re going to die when the end of this hits,” she said thoughtfully. “We could die tragically together. How’s that shake you?”

I said, “My family has a pact with the All-Devouring so we don’t get killed carelessly in their affairs. You’re dying alone, Kipley.” 

She didn’t get upset. She tangled her arms in the undergrowth and stretched her legs out, skinny hips arched, and wriggled pleasurably in the thin and unaffectionate sunlight. “I hope you’ll be super sad,” she said. “I hope you’ll cry for a year.”

“Aren’t you scared to die?”

“Never been scared.”

I said, “Due to your brain damage,” and Rainbow laughed uproariously. Then she found a dried-up jellyfish amid the leaves and dropped it down my shirt. 

That night I thought again about what I’d have to write: the many-limbed horror who lies beneath the waves stole a local girl to wife, and she wore the world’s skankiest short-shorts and laughed at my jokes. I slept, but there were nightmares.

 

 

SOMETIMES THE COMING rain was nothing but a fine mist that hurt to breathe, but sometimes it was like shrapnel. The sun shone hot and choked the air with a stench of damp concrete. I carried an umbrella and Rainbow wore black rain boots that squeaked.

Mar ladled out tortilla soup one night as a peace offering. We ate companionably, with the radio on. There were no stories about salt rain or plagues of fish even on the local news. I’d been taught better than to expect it. Fear rendered us rigidly silent, and anyone who went against instinct ended up in a straitjacket.

“Why is our personal philosophy that fate always wins?” I said.

My aunt didn’t miss a beat. “Self-preservation,” she said. “You don’t last long in our line of work fighting facts. Christ, you don’t last long in our line of work, period. Hey—Ted at the gas station said he’d seen you going around with some girl.”

“Ted at the gas station is a grudge informer,” I said. “Back on subject. Has nobody tried to use the Blake sight to effect change?”

“They would’ve been a moron branch of the family, because like I’ve said a million times: it doesn’t work that way.” Mar swirled a spoon around her bowl. “Not trying to make it a federal issue, kid, just saying I’m happy you’re making friends instead of swishing around listening to The Cure.”

“Mar, I have never listened to The Cure.”

“You find that bride?”

Taken aback, I nodded. Mar cocked her dark head in thought. There were sprigs of gray at each temple, and not for the first time I was melancholy, clogged up with an inscrutable grief. But all she said was, “Okay. There were octopuses in the goddamned laundry again. When this is over, you’ll learn what picking up the pieces looks like. Lemon pie in the icebox.”

It was octopodes, but never mind. I cleared the dishes. Afterward we ate two large wedges of lemon pie apiece. The house was comfortably quiet and the sideboard candles bravely chewed on the dark.

“Mar,” I said, “what would happen if someone were to cross the deepwater demons who have slavery of wave and underwave? Hypothetically.”

“No Blake has ever been stupid or saintly enough to try and find out,” said Mar. “Not qualities you’re suited to, Hester.”

I wondered if this was meant to sting, because it didn’t. I felt no pain. “Your next question’s going to be, How do we let other people die?” she said and pulled her evening cigarette from the packet. “Because I’m me, I’ll understand you want a coping mechanism, not a Sunday School lecture. My advice to you is: It becomes easier the less you get involved. And Hester — ”

I looked at her with perfect nonchalance.

“I’m not outrunning my fate,” said Aunt Mar. She lit the cigarette at the table. “Don’t try to outrun other people’s. You don’t have the right. You’re a Blake, not God.”

“I didn’t choose to be a Blake,” I snapped, and dropped the pie plate on the sideboard before storming from the room. I took each stair as noisily as possible, but not noisily enough to drown out her holler: “If you ever get a choice in this life, kiddo, treasure it!”

 

 

RAINBOW NOTICED MY foul mood. She did not tell me to cheer up or ask me what the matter was, thankfully. She wasn’t that type of girl. Fog boiled low in the valley and the townspeople stumbled through the streets and talked about atmospheric pressure. Stores closed. Buses came late. Someone from the northeast suburbs had given in and shot himself. 

I felt numb and untouched, and worse—when chill winds wrapped around my neck and let me breathe clear air, smelling like the beach and things that grow on the beach—I was happy. I nipped this in its emotional bud. Rainbow, of course, was as cheerful and unaffected as a stump. 

Midsummer boiled closer and I thought about telling her. I would say outright, Miss Kipley. (“Rainbow” had never left my lips, the correct method with anyone who was je m’appelle Rainbow.) When the ocean lurker comes to take his victim, his victim will be you. Do whatever you wish with this information. Perhaps she’d finally scream. Or plead. Anything. 

But when I got my courage up, she leaned in close and combed her fingers through my hair, right down to the undyed roots. Her hands were very delicate, and I clammed up. My sullen silence was no barrier to Rainbow. She just cranked up Taylor Swift.

We were sitting in a greasy bus shelter opposite Walmart when the man committed suicide. There was no showboating hesitation in the way he appeared on the roof, then stepped off at thirty feet. He landed on the spines of a wrought-iron fence. The sound was like a cocktail weenie going through a hole punch. 

There was nobody around but us. I froze and did not look away. Next to me, Rainbow was equally transfixed. I felt terrible shame when she was the one to drag us over to him. She already had her phone out. I had seen corpses before, but this was very fresh. There was a terrible amount of blood. He was irreparably dead. I turned my head to inform Rainbow, in case she tried to help him or something equally demented, and then I saw she was taking his picture.

“Got your notebook?” she said. 

There was no fear in her. No concern. Rainbow reached out to prod at one mangled, outflung leg. Two spots of colour bloomed high on her cheeks; she was luminously pleased.

“What the fuck is wrong with you?” My voice sounded embarrassingly shrill. “This man just killed himself!”

“The fence helped,” said Rainbow helplessly.

“You think this is a joke—what reason could you have for thinking this is okay—”

“Excuse you, we look at dead shit all the time. I thought we’d hit jackpot, we’ve never found a dead guy....”

Her distress was sulky and real. I took her by the shoulders of her stupid cropped jacket and gripped tight, fear a tinder to my misery. The rain whipped around us and stung my face. “Christ, you think this is some kind of game, or…or a YouTube stunt! You really can’t imagine—you have no comprehension—you mindless jackass — ”

She was trying to calm me, feebly patting my hands. “Stop being mad at me, it sucks! What gives, Hester—”

“You’re the bride, Kipley. It’s coming for you.”

Rainbow stepped out of my shaking, febrile grip. For a moment her lips pressed very tightly together and I wondered if she would cry. Then her mouth quirked into an uncomprehending, furtive little smile. 

“Me,” she repeated. 

“Yes.”

“You really think it’s me?”

“You know I know. You don’t outrun fate, Rainbow.”

“Why are you telling me now?” Something in her bewilderment cooled, and I was sensible of the fact we were having an argument next to a suicide. “Hey — have you been hanging with me all this time because of that?”

“How does that matter? Look: This is the beginning of the end of you. Why don’t you want to be saved, or to run away, or something? It doesn’t matter.”

“It matters,” said Rainbow, with infinite dignity, “to me. You know what I think?” 

She did not wait to hear what I imagined she thought, which was wise. She hopped away from the dead man and held her palms up to the rain. The air was thick with an electrifying chill: a breathless enormity. We were so close now. Color leached from the Walmart, from the concrete, from the green in the trees and the red of the stop sign. Raindrops sat in her pale hair like pearls. 

“I think this is the coolest thing that ever happened to this stupid backwater place,” she said. “This is awesome. And I think you agree but won’t admit it.” 

“This place is literally Hell.”

“Suits you,” said Rainbow.

I was beside myself with pain. My fingernails tilled up the flesh of my palms. “I understand now why you got picked as the bride,” I said. “You’re a sociopath. I am not like you, Miss Kipley, and if I forgot that over the last few weeks I was wrong. Excuse me, I’m going to get a police officer.”

When I turned on my heel and left her—standing next to a victim of powers we could not understand or fight, and whose coming I was forced to watch like a reality TV program where my vote would never count—the blood was pooling in watery pink puddles around her rain boots. Rainbow didn’t follow.

 

 

MAR HAD GRILLED steaks for dinner that neither of us ate. By the time I’d finished bagging and stuffing them mechanically in the fridge, she’d finished her preparations. The dining room floor was a sea of reeking heatherbacks. There was even a host of them jarred and flickering out on the porch. The front doors were locked and the windows haloed with duct tape. At the center sat my aunt in an overstuffed armchair, cigarette lit, hair undone, a bucket of dirt by her feet. The storm clamored outside.

I crouched next to the kitchen door and laced up my boots. I had my back to her, but she said, “You’ve been crying.”

My jacket wouldn’t button. I was all thumbs. “More tears will come yet.”

“Jesus, Hester. You sound like a fortune cookie.”

I realized with a start that she’d been drinking. The dirt in the bucket would be Blake family grave dirt; we kept it in a Hefty sack in the attic. 

“Did you know,” she said conversationally, “that I was there when you were born?” (Yes, as I’d heard this story approximately nine million times.) “Nana put you in my arms first. You screamed like I was killing you.”

My grief was too acute for me to not be a dick.

 “Is this where you tell me about the omen you saw the night of my birth? A grisly fate? The destruction of Troy?” 

“First of all, you know damn well you were born in the morning — your mom made me go get her a McGriddle,” said Mar. “Second, I never saw a thing.” The rain came down on the roof like buckshot. “Not one mortal thing,” she repeated. “And that’s killed me my whole life, loving you... not knowing.” 

I fled into the downpour. The town was alien. Each doorway was a cold black portal and curtains twitched in abandoned rooms. Sometimes the sidewalk felt squishy underfoot. It was bad when the streets were empty as bones in an ossuary, but worse when I heard a crowd around the corner from the 7-Eleven. I crouched behind a garbage can as misshapen strangers passed and threw up a little, retching water. When there was only awful silence, I bolted for my life through the woods.

The goblin shark in Rainbow’s backyard had peeled open, the muscle and fascia now on display. It looked oddly and shamefully naked; but it did not invoke the puke-inducing fear of the people on the street. There was nothing in that shark but dead shark. 

I’d arranged to be picked last for every softball team in my life, but adrenaline let me heave a rock through Rainbow’s window. Glass tinkled musically. Her lights came on and she threw the window open; the rest of the pane fell into glitter on the lawn. “Holy shit, Hester!” she said in alarm.

“Miss Kipley, I’d like to save you,” I said. “This is on the understanding that I still think you’re absolutely fucking crazy, but I should’ve tried to save you from the start. If you get dressed, I know where Ted at the gas station keeps the keys to his truck, and I don’t have my learner’s permit, but we’ll make it to Denny’s by midnight.”

Rainbow put her head in her hands. Her hair fell over her face like a veil, and when she smiled there was a regretful dimple. “Dude,” she said softly, “I thought when you saw the future, you couldn’t outrun it.”

“If we cannot outrun it, then I’ll drive.”

“You badass,” she said, and before I could retort she leaned out past the windowsill. She made a soft white blotch in the darkness.

“I think you’re the coolest person I’ve ever met,” said Rainbow. “I think you’re really funny, and you’re interesting, and your fingernails are all different lengths. You’re not like other girls. And you only think things are worthwhile if they’ve been proved ten times by a book, and I like how you hate not coming first.”

“Listen,” I said. My throat felt tight and fussy and rain was leaking into my hood. “The drowned lord who dwells in dark water will claim you. The moon won’t rise tonight, and you’ll never update your Tumblr again.”

“And how you care about everything! You care super hard. And you talk like a dork. I think you’re disgusting. I think you’re super cute. Is that weird? No homo? If I put no homo there, that means I can say things and pretend I don’t mean them?”

“Rainbow,” I said, “don’t make fun of me.”

“Why is it so bad for me to be the bride, anyway?” she said, petulant now. “What’s wrong with it? If it’s meant to happen, it’s meant to happen, right? Cool. Why aren’t you okay with it?”

There was no lightning or thunder in that storm. There were monstrous shadows, shiny on the matt black of night, and I thought I heard things flop around in the woods. “Because I don’t want you to die.”

Her smile was lovely and there was no fear in it. Rainbow didn’t know how to be afraid. In her was a curious exultation and I could see it, it was in her mouth and eyes and hair. The heedless ecstasy of the bride. “Die? Is that what happens?”

My stomach churned. “If you change your mind, come to West North Street,” I said. “The house standing alone at the top of the road. Go to the graveyard at the corner of Main and Spinney and take a handful of dirt off any child’s grave, then come to me. Otherwise, this is good-bye.”

I turned. Something sang through the air and landed next to me, soggy and forlorn. My packet of Cruncheroos. When I turned back, Rainbow was wide-eyed and her face was uncharacteristically puckered, and we must have mirrored each other in our upset. I felt like we were on the brink of something as great as it was awful, something I’d snuck around all summer like a thief.

“You’re a prize dumbass trying to save me from myself, Hester Blake.”

I said, “You’re the only one I wanted to like me.” 

My hands shook as I hiked home. There were blasphemous, slippery things in each clearing that endless night. I knew what would happen if they were to approach. The rain grew oily and warm as blood was oily and warm, and I alternately wept and laughed, and none of them even touched me. 

My aunt had fallen asleep amid the candles like some untidy Renaissance saint. She lay there with her shoes still on and her cigarette half-smoked, and I left my clothes in a sopping heap on the laundry floor to take her flannel pj’s out of the dryer. Their sleeves came over my fingertips. I wouldn’t write down Rainbow in the Blake book, I thought. I would not trap her in the pages. Nobody would ever know her but me. I’d outrun fate, and blaspheme Blake duty. 

I fell asleep tucked up next to Mar.

 

 

IN THE MORNING I woke to the smell of toaster waffles. Mar’s coat was draped over my legs. First of July: The Deepwater God was here. I rolled up my pajama pants and tiptoed through molten drips of candlewax to claim my waffle. My aunt wordlessly squirted them with syrup faces and we stood on the porch to eat. 

The morning was crisp and gray and pretty. Salt drifted from the clouds and clumped in the grass. The wind discomfited the trees. Not a bird sang. Beneath us, the town was laid out like a spill: flooded right up to the gas station, and the western suburbs drowned entirely. Where the dark, unreflective waters had not risen, you could see movement in the streets, but it was not human movement. And there roared a great revel near the Walmart. 

There was thrashing in the water and a roiling mass in the streets. A tentacle rose from the depths by the high school, big enough to see each sucker, and it brushed open a building with no effort. Another tentacle joined it, then another, until the town center was alive with coiling lappets and feelers. I was surprised by their jungle sheen of oranges and purples and tropical blues. I had expected somber greens and funeral grays. Teeth broke from the water. Tall, harlequin-striped fronds lifted, questing and transparent in the sun. My chest felt very full, and I stayed to look when Mar turned and went inside. I watched like I could never watch enough.

The water lapped gently at the bottom of our driveway. I wanted my waffle to be ash on my tongue, but I was frantically hungry and it was delicious. I was chomping avidly, flannels rolled to my knees, when a figure emerged at the end of the drive. It had wet short-shorts and perfectly hairsprayed hair. 

“Hi,” said Rainbow bashfully.

My heart sang, unbidden. 

“God, Kipley! Come here, get inside—”

“I kind’ve don’t want to, dude,” she said. “No offense.”

I didn’t understand when she made an exaggerated oops! shrug. I followed her gesture to the porch candles with idiot fixation. Behind Rainbow, brightly colored appendages writhed in the water of her wedding day.

“Hester,” she said, “you don’t have to run. You’ll never die or be alone, neither of us will; not even the light will have permission to touch you. I’ll bring you down into the water and the water under that, where the spires of my palace fill the lost mortal country, and you will be made even more beautiful and funny and splendiferous than you are now.”

The candles cringed from her damp Chucks. When she approached, half of them exploded in a chrysanthemum blast of wax. Leviathans crunched up people busily by the RiteAid. Algal bloom strangled the telephone lines. My aunt returned to the porch and promptly dropped her coffee mug, which shattered into a perfect Unforgivable Shape.

“I’ve come for my bride,” said Rainbow, the abyssal king. “Yo, Hester. Marry me.”

 

 

THIS IS THE Blake testimony of Hester, twenty-third generation in her sixteenth year. 

In the time of our crawling Night Lord’s ascendancy, foretold by exodus of starlight into his sucking astral wounds, the God of the drowned country came ashore. The many-limbed horror of the depths chose to take a local girl to wife. Main Street was made over into salt bower. Water-creatures adorned it as jewels do. Mortals gave themselves for wedding feast and the Walmart utterly destroyed. The Deepwater Lord returned triumphant to the tentacle throne and will dwell there, in splendor, forever. 

My account here as a Blake is perfect and accurate, because when the leviathan prince went, I went with her.


[image: ]

IF A STORM cell had not taken up residence over the Channel and grounded half a fleet of solar steamers in Port Geddes that winter, I would undoubtedly not be telling this story, or be doing anything else for that matter. 

But it did, and I am. And it’s too late to stop me.

 

 

I AM SPYING on my father and it’s not working out very well. 

It’s his own fault; if he lies all the time, what does he expect me to do? Am I meant to just not notice the sudden influx of spare credit? It’s no use asking him, though, he’ll only lie some more. Hence, spying. 

His supervisor has taken the duties of overseer to a zealous extreme and if I hang around in Dad’s sector much longer I’ll get caught. When I look around for the hiding place the supervisor is most unlikely to disturb, I spot the depot. That part of the docks is a restricted access point, with the yellow hazard signs to prove it, but this is Port Geddes we’re talking about, not Glasgow or Southampton. I grew up sneaking around the docks; I know the blind corners of the system as well as any long-term employee. It also helps that I’m wearing a pair of my father’s old overalls and spent all night rewiring his security logo for universal access. The doors think they should let me inside, so they do. 

I stop dead and stare. 

The depot is roughly the size of an aircraft hangar and might have been one, once—there are so many in disuse these days; most planes were taken apart for scrap long ago, when the fuel shortages were at their worst. The current contents are probably on their way to meet a similar fate, but that doesn’t make the depot any less of a wonderland. 

Robots. Robots everywhere. I’ve seen ones like this in public parades, but the closest I’ve ever come was a cleaning drone broken down on the street, and it was a huge clunky thing. These are government service ‘bots, deactivated for one reason or another and thrown carelessly onto vast heaps until they can be taken to the mainland for dismemberment and recycling. Some are minimalist outlines, others boxy and durable. A few could pass for sleeping humans in the right light. I crouch down to run my hand reverently along an exposed silvery arm, but jerk back when I see the insignia branded into its shoulder. Only an idiot would mess with Her Majesty’s artificial legions, deactivated or not. 

Most are marked as either military or medical, which makes sense given the proximity of Woolf Island, the local navy base. There’s one symbol I don’t recognise: a pair of concentric blue circles with a silver starburst at the centre. When I get closer, I see the points of the star are actually snakes. It’s imprinted onto what would probably have been the unit’s wrist, although it’s scorched so badly I can’t be sure. A pair of rigor-mortis stiff legs are the only parts of the body to survive intact. This one has been to Hell and back. 

There are so many robots here. And they’re all slated for recycling anyway. No one will notice. 

That’s what I’m telling myself, anyway. 

 

 

PORT GEDDES IS a harbour town, the population centre of Gaskell, which in its turn is one of the larger outlying islands of the British Archipelago. It is a grey place, permanently under the shadow of deep sea cranes, desalinator towers and bad weather; or at least that’s my memory of it. 

The docks were then, as they are now, the nexus of local employment. Among the thousands who kept the port running was Maranda Salvadore’s father, a technician with ambitions he couldn’t afford. He was a reckless man, and the black market became a profitable form of rebellion. He didn’t tell his daughter what he was doing, and thought that meant she didn’t know. 

One day, when she was fourteen, she went to the docks to spy on him and came across a graveyard of robotic carcasses instead. 

Perhaps ‘came across’ implies a greater element of chance in the encounter than was strictly the case. The locks happened to be in her way, so she went around them. The robot happened to be there, so she took it. Who knows what else she might have done if she’d had time to think it all through? 

What she did, however, was slip into the staff room, purloin a pair of spare overalls and force them over the robot’s immobile limbs. She staggered home with its half-melted arm propped awkwardly around her neck, her boots crunching through the frosty puddles of a winter afternoon, the tall grey warehouses turning blank faces to her crime like coconspirators, and she concealed the evidence in a corner of the hurricane vault underneath the apartment building where she lived. 

Ever since his demotion, her father had stopped bringing home spare parts and templates. The ensuing boredom had been intolerable, revealing a set of self-destructive impulses Maranda had not known she had. Robbing the government of valuable tech was probably symptomatic of a deep-seated suicide instinct, but that didn’t mean she was giving the robot back. 

Demonstrating her fundamental inability to not anthropomorphosise everything in sight, Maranda gave the unit a name.

 

 

I’M KNEELING ON the floor with Athene pulled awkwardly across my lap, neck bent so that my headlamp hits just the right spot inside the cranial cavity, and sweet Jesus is it a mess in there. This is the only part left that I haven’t stripped because I am a born procrastinator and also, I am scared. What if I wreck her beyond repair? None of my templates have a pattern remotely like this. Doesn’t help that about a quarter of what’s in there is melted beyond all recognition. Groping on the floor for pliers, I start prising up one of the panels, then stop damn fast because my finger is suddenly tipped in blue. I twitch it experimentally. The spot of blue is transferred to my knuckle. Behind the panel, a light is blinking. 

Did I do that? How did I do that? 

A split-second of doubt is the only warning I get before a steel bar slams into the side of my skull. 

I almost black out. If the punch had been any harder or at a better angle, I might be comatose. Instead I get the beginnings of an epic black eye and instinct screaming in my face to get out, get out right now. I’m scrabbling backwards as fast as I can through the debris of tools, metal filings scraping against my palms, but what I’m watching is my robot trying to stand up. She can’t, of course. It can’t? It’s making a horrible grinding noise and I stop moving to listen. 

I’m pretty sure Athene just said, “Don’t.” 

“Wha—” I temporarily lose my grip. The hysterical explosion of laughter that bursts out of my mouth ricochets off the walls, which only makes me laugh harder. 

“Oh God,” I splutter, “oh God, you’re alive.” 

 

 

WITH A WORKING robot built from these parts, she could write her own admission scholarship to the tech academy of her choice. From there, who knew? The Reynolds Memorial College in London. The Venus project in Beijing. Japan, even, motherland of robotic science—every graduate dreamed of a scholarship in Tokyo. 

She had never dealt with a machine this size before, though, or in such bad condition. Not knowing for sure how far the damage went, she stripped it down to a skeleton and began the slow process of piecing it all back together. She downloaded templates off the black market sites she wasn’t supposed to know about, the ones she found on her father’s data portal before the inspectors came to their flat and he trashed it. Where the templates failed, she poked buttons and jumped back fast. 

Patching together an operating system that even looked like it would work took the better part of a year. She snatched time whenever she could, bounding down the fire stairs and calling out cheery greetings. “Bloody freezing this morning, eh, Athene?” “We’re making an early start today. I’m taking apart your chassis to attach the new mobility node!” The robot went from an anonymous, inanimate drone in charred grey casing to an ever-changing patchwork, stripped down repeatedly as better pieces became available or as new ideas burst into Maranda’s head, clamouring to be tried out. It was while she was fiddling with the central cortex that she woke me up. 

It was an accident. Even Maranda’s skill only went so far. I had no eyes to see her then, but some of my auditory functions had survived the fire and had been recording ever since, and now they downloaded into my consciousness. 

People sometimes ask me if I understand the concept or sensation of pain. Doubtful, any more than they could understand what it is like to wake up with half their brain missing and someone’s hands teasing the rest apart. I reacted the way any thinking organism would; I lashed out. The exposed steel framework of my left arm smacked into Maranda’s face, knocking her to the floor, and as I had been pulled across her lap that meant I clattered down beside her. I heard her skid away from me as fast as she could, swearing in a breathless rush that was part amazement and part panic. I needed to explain before she ran away, but it was so hard to reach the words. 

“Don’t,” I said, at last. 

She listened. 

 

 

HER PRIMARY MEMORY cortex is shot and I don’t have the skill to retrieve anything much from it, but a couple of secondary centres have survived somehow more or less intact and this is the great bit, she knows where they are. There’s minor damage to the language core, which makes communicating a bit complicated, but point and nod works too and her vocabulary is improving every day. She hates the feeling of me fussing around inside her skull, so I put on music to distract her while I work. 

“Wherein cacophony?” she says. 

“Mmm?” 

She flaps her arms, a gesture of frustration. “Divination of composition?” 

“Oh! This is Bertha Oliver, Queen of Shakepop.” I grab my mug off the floor for a quick swig. It’s icy down here but I can’t wear gloves—too clumsy—so the heat of the tea feels burning hot on my fingers. I wince and swallow. “She takes famous plays and speeches and put them together with a beat.” 

“Identification?” 

I’ve been tuning the music out. When I stop to listen, I recognise the track. Doubt thou the stars are fire, Bertha croons. Doubt that the sun doth move. Doubt truth to be a liar… 

“It’s ‘Hamlet.’ Shakespeare. Do you like it?” 

“Doubt,” Athene murmurs. If that’s an answer, I don’t know what she means. 

She sits still the rest of the night, only speaking up to warn me when what I’m doing feels wrong. By four a.m. I’ve closed up the back of her head with a triumphant click. 

“Say something.” 

She considers. I sit back, squeezing my hands together with impatient excitement. I want to know if I got it right. 

“Doubt thou the stars are fire,” she says quietly. “Doubt that the sun doth move. Doubt truth to be a liar, but never doubt I love. Thank you, Maranda. That feels better.” 

This will take a lot of getting used to. 

 

 

SHE ASKED ME what I remembered, and I told her “nothing”. Proof of two things: I could think, and I could lie. 

My recordings from before the fire had been lost when my primary memory blew— but then the secondary system kicked in. Soon there were fragmented voices in my head, talking about a lost shuttle. “That’s what things that can think do, doctor, they surprise you. Can you get this under control or not?” Later, incoherent shouting. The rapport of gunfire. “Load it in with the rest, we don’t want them asking questions.” After that, just clanking and groaning, the movement of the steamer. I didn’t know where it had come from or where it had been going. I didn’t want to know. 

Who wants to remember being burned alive? 

 

 

IN THE OLD days, when my insomnia got the better of me, I’d take apart old gadgets that my dad brought home and sit at the kitchen table with a mug of warm milk, teaching myself how to put them back together. When he started bringing people home, people who yelled about money and smelled of cigarettes, I started going to the local projection theatre instead. The night shift operator was a neighbour of ours and he’d let me in for free in the early hours of the morning to watch ancient horror flicks. I’d curl up in one of the thick nubbled seats up the back and watch the black-and-white ghosts of mad scientists rampage all over the stage, wreaking havoc for the hell of it. 

I understood the urge to do that. 

When I first started work on Athene, she was going to be the Igor to my Frankenstein—my stalwart assistant, who would say things like, “You rang, Mistress?” and follow me around holding the tool-box. 

That didn’t happen. Now when I can’t sleep, I go down to the hurricane shelter to tinker and chat. Athene loves Shakepop and rock opera and memorising complicated recipes. She has definitive opinions about what casing she wants, the changes to her shape and colour scheme. We spend the night of my sixteenth birthday trialling hair styles with paper wigs. 

“How do you know what you want? What’s it like in your head?”

“You should know.” Athene studies her reflection while she holds a mass of crepe paper ringlets against her scalp. She is not much more than a framework, still, most of her wires exposed, but I have scrounged up an old dressing gown that she always wears. 

“How do you think?” I want to know. “Do you feel things? Do you get bored, or embarrassed, or lonely?” 

“I don’t know, Maranda. I do like it better when you’re here.” Athene tilts her head, copying one of my gestures. “I want curls.” 

“I wish I knew where you came from. What you used to be.” 

“I don’t,” Athene says flatly. Of course, her voice is always flat. She is not good at inflection yet. But there is an edge in her tone I have not heard before. “I was burned and cast out. If they ever find me, they will burn me again.” She is silent for a moment. “Is this a feeling? Am I afraid?” 

I don’t know what to tell her. We sit on the floor in silence for a long time, then I reach out and hold onto her hand as tightly as I can. I won’t let anyone take her away. 

 

 

FRANKENSTEIN BECAME PYGMALION. 

My body elongated to more human proportions as Maranda sculpted the casings to a precise fit. The design was roughly Maranda’s height but wider at the hip and bust, taking on a physical fusion of African and Greek lineage and the curvaceous dimensions of a Renaissance goddess. Maranda trawled junk yards and lurked in the alleys outside robot depots, cannibalised the most unlikely parts from any and every piece of technology that came her way and when all other measures failed, invented the necessary bridges. In the grotty apartment upstairs she might be a public education dropout incarcerated in minimum wage employment, making barely enough credit to cover the rent now her father was in Geddes Corrective, but in the hurricane vault she was an artist chasing perfection. 

She exploited her position as Anonymous Lackey No.278 at the island’s major hospital to salvage a pair of eyes—one the blue of the sea just before a storm, the other a dark coffee brown—and fitted them into a face casing she’d made herself from a freestyle template. It was round-cheeked and mulish-chinned, with full lips and a quizzical tilt to the left eyebrow. With the eyes in situ and flesh-coloured casing fitting snugly to my framework, I could pass for human, though getting the knack of facial expressions was hard. 

One night Maranda smuggled me upstairs on the fire escape, sat me on the sagging sofa and produced a bottle of acidically cheap wine. I had never been in the apartment before. It was like walking inside her mind—the bits of miscellaneous circuitry scattered across the kitchen table with crumbs and forgotten cutlery, a mural of famous female scientists projected across one wall in fading colours, a scale model of the Colosseum made out of repurposed cogs gathering dust on a shelf—a scene of chaotic creativity. I would have liked to go around and look at everything carefully, but Maranda was excited and trying not to show it, which meant she had a surprise for me. I sat and waited expectantly. 

“Athene, how do you fancy a trip outside?” 

“Outside?” I stiffened. Outside meant other people. Other people meant an incalculable number of variables. I didn’t like the sound of this at all. 

Maranda produced a card from her pocket and flourished it at me. It was thick and creamy, printed with her full name and details, and headed with the name I had heard her sigh after so many times as an unreachable paradise. Port Geddes Institute of Technology. 

“I did it!” Maranda bounced off the sofa, unable to keep still in the frenzy of her excitement. “I did it! That’s one bonafide admission slip you’re holding right there, Thena. Tomorrow I’m going in to prove what I can do.” Her elation abruptly deflating, she dropped onto the sofa and took the card back. “I hope I’m good enough. I won’t get another chance.” 

I tilted up my nose, a gesture mimicked from her. “Nor will they. If they don’t accept you, we will go to every other academy in the United Kingdom, until we find somewhere with sufficient vision.” 

Maranda threw her arms around me. One of the advantages of my memory is perfect recall: that moment will survive, crystal sharp, for as long as I do. My sensors picked up the texture of her skin, the fine down of hair on her arms, the scratchy wool of her sleeves. The uneven tips of her hair tickled my cheek. I remember how it felt to kiss her for the first time, testing a tentative hypothesis, and how her first reaction was to pull back, clapping a hand to her mouth in surprise. 

“You do feel things.” 

She kissed me back, inexpertly, awkward and half-laughing. We opened the wine, pouring it into two coffee mugs, and clinked them together in toasts. To discovery! To feelings! To every academy in the United Kingdom! She drank hers in between toasts, while I simply held mine, olfactory sensors recording every inhalation. 

Later, she tucked her feet up underneath herself and fell asleep with her head on my shoulder. I don’t know if this is what love feels like; how could I? Whatever it is, it’s been enough for us. 

 

 

THE SUPERINTENDENT OF admissions introduces himself as Professor Keane. He is a lean, ascetic-looking man with an educated London accent and from the first second he looks at me I can tell he thinks I’m dock trash, possibly island trash, to be evicted from his presence with the minimum amount of fuss. He barely glances at Athene—it’s my name on the ticket, after all—probably assuming she’s my friend or girlfriend here to provide moral support. 

Is she my girlfriend? Do we need to talk about that? As if I need more reasons to feel on edge. Keane puts me through a standard test first in a projector field. I have to put together the translucent replicas of various examples of machinery, explaining what I’m doing as I go along. It’s so simple I’m smiling as I work and Athene, waiting on a bench at one edge of the room, winks at me. Of course you can do it. The superintendent is less impressed. I don’t think he likes the smile; obviously, all this is supposed to be hard. He purses his lips, considering me. 

“Where did you learn your technique?” he asks. 

“Ah…” This is all on my ticket, which is in his hand. The question feels like a trap. “I took regular VCs on—” 

“Please refrain from using acronyms.” 

“I took virtual classes on an official tech share site for two years, and I’ve been experimenting by myself for much longer. My father is a technician too and he’s given me a lot of guidance.” 

“Hardly glowing recommendations,” Keane murmurs. “Your results are acceptable, but your style is irregular and undisciplined, as might be expected after that type of rag tag education. We have high standards here, Miss Salvadore, and scholarships are in high demand. I’m in some doubt about your dedication to this career. Applicants seek out higher training elsewhere before coming here, so that they are prepared for the rigours of the course.” 

Blood burns in my face. “I couldn’t afford that kind of tuition, sir.” 

“Hmm,” is his only reply. He’s thinking of ways to get rid of me. I will, in his estimation, be a dead weight, a scrappy talent looking for a free ride. To cover my humiliation, I produce a winning smile. 

“My results are acceptable, then?” 

Keane inclines his head a bit. “Yes, but—” 

Athene taps him on the shoulder. He turns around, surprised. 

“If you don’t let her in,” she tells him, “you are an unmitigated idiot,” and she strips the skin off her wrist with a flourish. 

I will treasure the look on his face forever. 

 

 

IT WAS EVERYTHING you’d expect from an institution that initialises as GIT. 

There was a good reason that students were supposed to have prior qualifications before entering; the workload was gruelling, the awarding of scholarships a gladiatorial contest. Maranda would never have got her foot in the door without me as a bargaining chip. As it was, she walked a tightrope of negotiation—I hated being ogled, but there were too many people she couldn’t afford to offend. When she took me on-campus for a session with her most persistent professor, he stripped the skin off my arm without asking first, and every time I spoke he either directed the answer at Maranda or ignored me altogether, like we were ventriloquist and dummy. When he reached for my head, I swung off the examination table. 

“We didn’t agree to that,” Maranda told him. 

“There’s no point if I don’t see inside the cranial cavity,” the professor said, reaching again. I walked out the door without another word, leaving him to shout useless orders in my wake. 

“I’m so sorry,” Maranda said, on the way home. “I didn’t know how to put him off any more—” 

“You have to learn.” I turned on her, hands stuffed deep into the pockets of my coat. It was an affectation I’d stolen from her. I could gauge the temperature with pinpoint accuracy, but I never got cold. “People will always treat me as an object. I expect better from you.” 

She cried all night, even when I climbed into bed beside her and whispered my own apologies in her ear. It was like that, the first year. She was always overtired, often to the edge of hysteria. So I did what any highly advanced robot of dubiously legal status would do; I filled the gaps. 

I could learn at treble her speed and could study twenty four hours in a day if necessary. Spending as much time as I did jacked into the administrative cloud, hunting clues to the latest exam, I was in a uniquely advantageous position for spying. By the start of the second year, I had amassed enough compromising data that I never had to go back to campus. It was a good thing Maranda wasn’t out to make friends, because the only one she had was me. 

I should have realised that someday I wouldn’t be there to catch the bullet. Even I can be naïve. 

 

 

HALFWAY THROUGH MY second year at the institute, I transfer into the Armaments course. There are two tracks—government service, which requires a background check, or private security. I take option B and end up studying internal defence. Essentially, that means learning how to turn a modern family home into an intruder’s death trap without ruining the decor. Maybe I have paranoia issues to work through, because I ace every class and the professor starts giving me a cautious berth. 

Athene spends a month immersing herself in architectural design while I fake a moneyed accent and call around checking defence packages with the big contractors. Each has its own jargon, but really all you get for a hefty consultation fee is the same standard set of features. For my end of semester project, Athene sketches the layout of a Tudor manor with the precision of a graphics printer and I go to town with a tailored defence system that includes stun darts shot from portrait frames and labyrinthine earthworks to swallow the unwary. We haven’t had so much fun in way too long. I wish it was always like this, lying on the floor with shoulders bumping, surrounded by coffee cups and crumpled notes. 

“It would be nice,” Athene says eventually, “to have a house like that.” She offers me a smile, close-lipped, because she’s still getting the hang of teeth. “Protected by you.” 

The only places she’s known have been a string of shabby apartments as I chase the lowest possible rent. The idea of one day owning a house on the mainland—a house centuries older than Gaskell itself—is about as achievable as planning to live on the moon, but in that moment I want desperately to make it happen. 

One day, maybe it will. How can it hurt to dream?

 

 

I SIT QUIETLY and watch them take my wife apart. 

Doctor Cross has tried to keep me out of the surgery, switching arguments three times as each one fails her, but the fact of the matter is that no one has the authority or brute strength to physically remove me. I sit with my hands folded primly on one knee, watching intently as Cross opens Maranda’s skull. Initiating my higher functions, I compare the work against a mental log of similar operations. I have no reason to suppose Cross or any of her team are incompetent, but mistakes happen. They’re human. I would have preferred to do the surgery myself, but management of the situation is difficult enough without alienating the medical team appointed by my wife’s lawyers. 

The truth is, no one knows what to do with me. On the one hand, I’ve been married to Maranda for the last twenty years and am her official next of kin. On the other hand—the one I wish I could cut off—I am a robot and therefore by definition a possession. A possession cannot manage other possessions. That, the lawyers of Copperfield and Co. told me, straight-faced, would set the wrong precedent. 

Hoping to clarify the situation, I went into the firm’s main office, prepared to undergo whatever evaluation they considered necessary to prove my personhood. The psychologist asked very personal questions, but it all seemed to go well enough. That is, right up until I went outside to sign some more forms and the woman—unaware of my auditory acuity— described me as having “an astoundingly well-constructed identity”, but “about as much right to make decisions for a real human being as a toaster.” 

I know it won’t be good news long before Cross says anything. If the operation was going to be successful, it would have been over hours ago. The survival rate for ECS victims is less than one in a thousand; from the moment the first shot hit, unloading a syringe’s worth of serum into Maranda’s blood stream, it’s been a battle just to keep her alive. 

Humans. They only live about ninety years anyway, but they go ahead and weaponise cancer. 

At last, Cross murmurs to her assistants, “Close her up,” and glances at me, gesturing to the door. I follow her out. 

“The damage is more extensive than we thought,” Cross begins. “Growing the cells for partial reconstruction will take time and she’s got a limited window of that, but the real problem is how far the tumours have already spread. This is a particularly virulent mutation and it’s proven highly resistant to all the conventional treatments.” 

“So what do you intend to do?” 

My unshakeable composure often unsettles people who don’t know me, but it brings out something close to open hostility in Cross. I’m not really surprised. Although medical researchers are not supposed to accept grants from the Humanity Line, the anti-robot activists are experts at professional recruitment. Scientists have spent centuries talking about the possibilities of artificial intelligence, but now AIs are actually out there, walking and talking and thinking for themselves, no one seems all that pleased with the discovery any more. I understand a fear of the unknown—that’s how I feel about humanity all the time, messy, chaotic creatures that they are—but that doesn’t mean I feel like putting up with a stranger’s crappy attitude. It was someone like Cross, someone who thought of Maranda’s work as an abomination against her own race, who shot her on her way home from work. 

It wasn’t Cross. I have to remember that. 

“It’s time to move her,” Cross says, her undertone of belligerence grating on my already strained patience. “The facilities are too limited here. She needs to get to a real hospital.” 

“She stays. Any equipment you need can be brought here.” 

“I don’t think you understand,” Cross snaps. “The decision is in the hands of her lawyers and as her medical representative my strong recommendation will be that she is moved as soon as possible. This charade has gone on long enough—” 

“What charade would that be, doctor?” 

Cross shivers. Just by speaking it aloud, I have turned her title into a curse. Me and my terrible powers—I wish I felt like laughing. I have a wonderful maniacal laugh, even better than Maranda’s, and that’s saying something. 

Instead of answering, Cross turns on her heel and goes back inside the makeshift surgery. I stand facing the door, thinking about the passive-aggressive resistance waiting on the other side and the series of inevitabilities lined up like dominoes, the momentum that will build from the instant the first one falls. That is how bureaucracy operates. 

It’s enlightening, being the avatar of demonic science. Everyone should try it. 

 

 

I GET EVERYTHING I need from the academy on Gaskell in three years. By the time I’m twenty, we’re travelling around the southern hemisphere, studying in Melbourne and Sydney, contracting in Hong Kong and Beijing. Everyone wants to meet us, particularly Athene. She’s basically unrecognisable from the charred husk I rescued in Port Geddes, but she worries anyway and we’re careful how much we say. I gain a reputation for being enigmatical. 

One day we meet with a friend of a friend for yum cha and spend the whole time talking about the future of AI technology. No one understands this like Athene. The friend starts off aiming all his remarks at me, then goes quiet as he watches us bounce ideas like tennis balls, me scoffing dumplings and waving my chopsticks around to illustrate various points, Athene making deadpan jokes and breathing in the scent of her favourite jasmine tea. We look like any other expat couple in our mid twenties. Well, perhaps a bit more eccentric than some; I am scruffy and punkish in an oversized woollen jumper and steel-capped boots, while Athene is all thick black ringlets and Regency-style dresses. She is a centre of calm. I can’t keep still. We are the perfect team. 

Our new friend asks abruptly, “How would you like to work in Tokyo?” 

 

 

“DOCTOR CROSS WANTS to see you. She’s waiting in her office.” 

I spent the night sitting beside Maranda’s bed, lost in circular arguments with myself. I vaguely recognise the assistant in the doorway, but haven’t bothered to register a name; most of Cross’s team reflect her prejudice to varying degrees and some, like this one, add to that an air of badly controlled fear. I sometimes like to experiment with their tolerance levels, but today I’m too worn out to care. It feels as if I’ve been co-opted into a farcical drama in which everyone expects me to play Fool. 

I kiss Maranda on the forehead and go down the hall to the spare bedroom that has been requisitioned by Cross as an office. My heels click a familiar rhythm against the glass floor. This house is a Heritage site with architecture dating back to the Tudors and traces from every era since, all maintained behind preservation glass and lit by decorative baubles suspended from the ceiling. This hallway, for instance, is lined in layers of Regency wallpaper, stripped into rows of floral memory. The bedroom is more Victorian, with an ornate fireplace emerging from the glass surface of the wall. Its present occupants are criminally unimpressed. 

Dr Cross is indeed waiting. The assistant omitted to mention that she is backed up by six new minions, none of whom I have seen before. “My team are moving Ms Salvadore today,” she says. “I have permission.” 

“No.” My tone is polite, so polite, push-me-one-inch-further-and-you-die-a-painfuldeath polite. “The only permission that counts is mine, Dr Cross, it says so in her will, and I quite definitely have not consented to any transfer.”

“The will is not valid.” 

I pause to consider the statement. “Who told you that, doctor?” 

Instead of answering my question, Cross activates a wrist projector. The image of a document appears in the air between us, a close-written paper with the Copperfield and Co. letterhead; never a good sign, in my experience. It takes me only a few seconds to absorb the contents of the letter. Maranda’s father—with whom she severed all contact nineteen years ago—has been exhumed from his latest incarceration to replace me as her legal guardian. Apparently even a petty criminal with a lengthy history of fraud is preferable to the robot. 

It’s over. I did everything I could. Maranda will understand. 

“You have ten minutes to get out of my house,” I announce. “In fact, I’d advise you get as far away from here as you can. I would have worked with you, doctor, but if I’m honest, I’ll like this way better.” 

“I received the notification this morning,” Cross retorts. “You have no legal right to make decisions on my patient’s behalf. A state warden has been appointed in your stead.” 

“Is the situation that difficult to compute?” one of the assistants demands, sounding indignant. How dare the robot talk back! You’d almost think it was alive. “The warden will be here in an hour. If you have any sense of duty to Ms Salvadore, you’ll recognise this is the most logical course of action.” 

Cross shakes her head impatiently. “Oh, don’t bother, Gao. How can you expect a robot to understand death?” 

On the tenth anniversary of our wedding, Maranda gave me an adorable little antique pistol and showed me how to use it. It would be completely pointless against all modern weaponry, of course, but I placed a lot of sentimental value on the thing and now I’m glad I kept it operational. Is there any surer way to get a human’s attention? 

“Well,” I say, “it’s funny you should ask.” 

 

 

IN TOKYO THE revolution happened a long time ago. Robots are everywhere—driving trams and collecting rubbish in the big cities, operating the bulwarks and power plants on the coast, doing anything really that requires undivided concentration and a complete lack of ego. There is even an all-robot children’s pop group, who have the commercial advantage of never getting sick of each other. This is a part of Japanese culture now, something so natural people look at me funny when I get excited about it. 

To me, this is seventh heaven. Athene is not so sure. 

“Are there any real AIs at all?” she asks one night as we’re walking through the bright city centre, striding along at a relentless pace that parts the crowds with ease. It’s lucky my legs are longer than hers or I would never keep up. “I don’t like it, Maranda. There are robots everywhere and I can’t talk to any of them.” 

“Maybe we’re looking in the wrong places.” 

Athene thrusts her hands into her coat pockets. “Maybe I’m the only one.” 

We get a flat close to Hachi Academy, a soaring university complex on the outskirts of Tokyo that is so new it has disciplines you can’t find anywhere else. I join a research program into multisensory simulations and pursue my own projects on the kitchen table at home (we have not used that table for anything food-related since our first meal there). Whatever surface is not coated in my microchips and partially completed models is occupied by Athene’s stacked reference texts. She has always been a voracious learner, accumulating more than a dozen degrees that count for less than nothing just because she’s the one holding them. 

In Japan, it’s different. The dean at Hachi offers her a junior lecturing post and within a month it seems like every university in the country is trying to poach her. Together we publish a series of papers on the future of AI technology. Athene agrees to let a select few of our scientist friends study her internal systems, the ones I have built and rebuilt out of all recognition over the years, but no one is allowed inside her head except me. One day I take footage of myself working so she can see what it’s like in there and she watches it later that night while we’re in bed. I know that because she wakes me up at three a.m. by shoving a screen under my nose. 

“Do you know what this is?” 

“Uh?” 

“This is the design you found when you first opened me up, yes? Most of what you’ve done in my head is just repairs and research, isn’t that right?” Her tone is urgent. Suddenly alert, I sit up, take a look at the screen and nod. “Maranda, I think I know how they did it. This is a brain. Someone recreated an actual human brain. It operates on electronic pulses anyway, that’s not so great a step—some of your friends have been experimenting with the same thing—but whoever made me didn’t do it from scratch. You know how surgeons use neural overlays when they’re doing brain surgery?” I don’t, I’m not the one with three medical degrees, but she’s still talking, holding the screen so tightly that the casing cracks. “I think that’s what they did here. Maranda, there is only one way to get a scan this detailed. The brain could have been living when they started, but it wouldn’t have stayed that way for long.” 

 

 

MOST OF DR. Cross’s team are only too happy to get out the door when asked politely by the deranged robot with a gun in her hand. Cross is made of stronger stuff. She says a lot of things like ‘you’ll never get away with it’ and ‘it would be better to just let go’, as though she thinks she can actually reason me out of this. She gives up when I fire a warning shot at the ceiling (thank you, Maranda, for insisting on blast-proof glass) and runs to join the rest of the medical team. As I watch them disappear across the long sloping lawn, I finally get a message from Copperfield and Co. 

While they are grateful for my cooperation, the psychological test has come up with a negative. In short, I’m not really a person. Have a nice day! 

“Oh, fuck off,” I sigh, and bring up the drawbridge. 

Over the next few days, the authorities make concerted efforts to breach the household’s defences, but are left baffled by the boundless creativity of one Maranda Salvadore. She’s always thought that locks are something that happen to everybody else, and took precautions to make sure it stayed that way. The defence systems embedded in and around the house could probably hold off a full-scale military invasion, at least for a short time, and that’s good, because time is what I need. 

No, that’s not quite true. What I really need is Maranda. 

 

 

I’M KNEELING ON the carpet in our flat in Tokyo, adjusting the work lights to the exact angle I need. Athene sits cross-legged, her back to me, the mass of her hair carefully removed and perched on a stand in our bedroom until the procedure is over. The back of her head is open. We’re looking for clues. 

As usual, there’s music on as a distraction. The rich, mournful tones of Bertha Oliver float in the still air, punctuated by the odd clink or buzz as I work. 

Doubt thou the stars are fire 

Doubt that the sun doth move 

Doubt truth to be a liar 

But never doubt I love. 

“Do you trust me, Maranda?” Athene asks. 

I frown at the blinking lights inside her head. “Of course. What kind of a question is that? I mean, I’m poking around inside your skull, isn’t this the point when you wonder if you can trust me?” 

“No. I always trust you.” Athene shifts a little, which isn’t like her. She’s upset and I’m not sure why. “I don’t know what I’d do without you.” 

I think I know what’s wrong. It’s what keeps me up at night, sometimes, thinking about what will happen when I’m old and she isn’t. It’s probably easier for me. She’s the one who will have to manage on her own, when I’m gone. 

There’s something else, though. Something not quite right. 

I go deeper inside her head than I ever have before, making scans at every stage so that I can layer them later using my simulation equipment at Hachi. We go in just before four a.m., when the lab should be empty for a while. Athene sits on the edge of a worktable, watching me set up the sim. Together, we stare at the results, and I feel the full weight of everything I don’t know settle on my shoulders. 

She says aloud what we’re both thinking. “We need help.” 

There are a lot of brilliant minds at Hachi, but the only one I trust not to share this around is Professor Hisaishi. He is the friend who met us in Beijing, the one who invited us to Hachi in the first place. At seventy, he’s the oldest professor at the academy, a pioneer of modern robotics with enough discoveries under his belt to resist the siren call of ambition, or at least I really hope he can. Anyway, if Athene has to trust someone who isn’t me, he’s our best choice. 

The professor studies the scans for a long time in silence. Even after he snaps off the projector, he doesn’t say anything, just sits quite still with one finger absently stroking the bridge of his glasses. It’s strange—usually Hisaishi is bubbling over with enthusiasm for everything from his latest project to his grandchildren’s expertise at drawing dinosaurs. He should be asking questions. And he’s not. 

My stomach plummets. We have made a mistake. 

“So you found a Gorgon,” he says, at last. “I thought they were all gone.” 

“What is a Gorgon?” Athene asks, composedly, as if it doesn’t matter in the least. Her fingers flex slightly on the arms of her chair, betraying her tension. I’m not that subtle; I jump to my feet and start prowling around the room, arms folded, waiting for Hisaishi to stop thinking and answer the fucking question already. 

“I was sent scans almost identical to these eleven years ago,” Hisaishi says, tapping the projector lightly. “My task was to turn them into a workable design. I wondered about that when I first met you, Ms Athene. There was a certain flair to the Gorgons.”

“Who else was involved? Who were you working for?” 

“I really don’t know,” Hisaishi says mildly. “I would receive updates to incorporate into my own work, so I know there were others. I never met them, though, and the company financing us was almost certainly a front.” 

“Why did you agree to be involved if you weren’t told anything? Didn’t you even know where the scans came from?” Hisaishi smiles wryly. “Scientists of my generation, Ms Salvadore, are used to secrecy, even if we do not like it. I always assumed it was a government project. That is how they do things. How could I refuse such an opportunity? It was the greatest challenge of my career.” 

“You thought the Gorgons were gone,” Athene says quietly. “Why is that?” 

Hisaishi hesitates. “For some time, I was kept up to date with their progress. I was a senior member of the team. Then suddenly, the communications stopped. For months I heard nothing. One day I was sent a message: the project is a failure, the Gorgons are discontinued. I never found out why.” 

I stop, standing behind Athene. I don’t know whether to believe him or not. There is a pressure inside my head, a sense of dissonance that is beginning to take the shape of a migraine. As I close my eyes, the room wavers around me. 

“I am not sure you can be called a Gorgon, any longer,” Hisaishi is saying, thoughtfully. “The changes run so deep. You are something new, though what that might be, I can’t say—” 

“Athene,” I say, “come outside.” She looks up, startled, but follows me into the hallway. I push open the doors at the far end and step out onto a long balcony, taking deep breaths. It’s early still, the sky an eggshell of pale blue arching above our heads, the spring air cool against my face. In the university grounds below, the first buds of blossom turn avenues of cherry trees into grids of pink and white. It all feels so real, but it’s not. “What happened?” I ask, turning to look at Athene. “What happened? You interrupted the professor for no apparent reason, before I could ask even half of the questions I want—” 

“We didn’t come here,” I interrupt. “What happened in our apartment, when you first told me about the scans? We researched for years before we went to Hisaishi. He didn’t tell us about the Gorgons at the first meeting, either. You’ve compressed nearly eight years into a few days, and I’d like to know why. What happened to me, Athene?” “You were shot.” She comes to the balcony railing and looks away from me, towards the slowly rising sun. Doubt that the sun doth move. Oh, Athene. What have you been trying to tell me? “A needle full of ECS was fired into your bloodstream. You were in a medically induced coma for two weeks while the doctors tried to clear the infection, but it wouldn’t respond.” I take a few minutes to absorb that. “I’m dying?” Athene closes her eyes. “Maranda, you’re dead. I’m so, so sorry. I did all I could.” We stand in silence for a long time. Birds trill in the trees, and in the distance I can hear the rumble of Tokyo traffic. I don’t feel dead. 

“So…” I smile numbly. “Is the afterlife a simulation, or is that just for me? If we’re going to be revisiting the highlights of my life, I should get to pick where we go.” 

“The investigators said it was a lone extremist who attacked you. I don’t think that’s true. I think you were murdered.” Athene turns to face me. “I didn’t know what else to do. The only person I could ask for advice was you, and I wanted you to have just a little longer before you had to know.” 

The simulation flickers. The sky fades, the sun goes out, and I’m sitting upright in my workroom at home, in England. Athene is standing by my side, her expression calm as ever, her hands twisting as she watches my face. 

There’s a red light blinking under the skin of my wrist. I flex my fingers carefully, stretch out my arms. It’s so easy to stand up, no aches and pains at all. 

“So this is how it feels,” I remark dreamily, studying the skin that isn’t mine, that isn’t skin at all. These eyes can tell the difference, but they aren’t mine either. Well—I suppose they are now. It feels like I’ve arrived suddenly, a mystery destination finally announced. How else was it going to end, for us? 

I’m alive. Close enough, anyway. 

I look up at Athene. “You made me all by yourself?”

“Not really.” She smiles. “I’ve been watching the best.” 

I crouch to test my knee joints and bounce upright again, enjoying the newfound speed. I could outrun anyone. 

Which is good, really, because something tells me we’ll soon be doing an awful lot of that.
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A.M. Dellamonica ’s first novel, Indigo Springs, won the Sunburst Award for Canadian Literature of the Fantastic. Her fourth, A Daughter of No Nation, has won the Prix Aurora. She is the author of over forty short stories in a variety of genres; these can be found on Tor.com, Strange Horizons, Lightspeed and in numerous print magazines and anthologies, most recently Beneath Ceaseless Skies. She teaches writing in person at the University of Toronto and online through the UCLA Extension Writers’ Program. 
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