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Foreword 
 Catherynne M. Valente
 T
wo years ago I wondered to myself if anyone would like a regular letter from me, a story, a poem. Sealed with wax and a kiss, sent from my home to theirs. I didn’t know if anyone would, in fact, I was assured they would not. I was at the time a very small writer in a very big world. But I wanted to have this strange secret thing, where I wrote, and wrote, and wrote, and sent it out, and the people who received it could become a kind of strange family. I had this whole idea of what it could be in my head. People sitting down and drinking tea and reading my stories while the rain came down outside, or a glass of wine in the sun. Sometimes the things that live in my head stay there forever. Sometimes, they get to come out and live and breathe in the real world.
So I wrote letters, and stories, and people asked to be part of it. Every month, I wrote a story, and a letter, and sent it out into the world. I folded the tales at my kitchen table, at my coffee table, in my office. I licked every envelope, with a cup of coffee nearby to clear the taste of glue from my tongue. The stories appeared nowhere else. They were secret, silent things, sent from my house to a dozen countries, four continents, across all those seas. My local post office learned to expect me each month with a wire basket full of cream-colored envelopes, and after awhile, I had to trade up to a new basket, because there were so many envelopes they slipped over the sides and onto the floor. And I decided that if the Omikuji Project, named for the anonymous fortunes tied to the trees of Japanese shrines, continued long enough, at the end of two years I would publish a collection of all the stories. Every two years, as long as the Project lived.
 And here we are.
For two years, this family has grown, and read these stories, and come together online and in the real world. It has been an extraordinary journey, and one I hope continues far into the future, with many of these beautiful books on the mantle. 
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A note or two: At the end of each tale in this collection, a brief scrap of the personal letter that accompanied it appears. The final letter of the first two years of Omikuji is printed in full. And though there are too many thanks to go around, I would especially like to thank the members of the Omikuji Project who created the art that appears in these pages, inspired by the stories, and Nevenah Smith, who typeset the manuscript—and that phrase does not begin to cover the extent of her superpowers in bringing this book into the world.
It is precious to me, the connections we’ve made with each other, the small city of us. It is such an old-fashioned thing, writing letters. And we are such modern people. But we have found a place for it in our lives, and our hearts. And I slip into saying we, because though the stories come from me, the love and connection has always come from you, my Kami, my Dears, who, when I wanted to speak, wanted to listen.
The title of this collection, the first of many, I hope, comes from a poem by Emily Dickinson, one of the great ghosts of my heart. I live not very far these days from where she lived, in New England woods, New England shadows. It begins: This is my letter to the world/that never wrote to me—but of course, for me, in the world of magic and technology I inhabit, the world did write back, and with such joy and acceptance. Thank you to everyone who has held one of these letters in their hands, who has read my words, sealed by my hands every month, and taken them to heart.
This is my letter to the world, That never wrote to me—
 The simple news that Nature told, With tender majesty.
 Her message is committed
 To hands I cannot see;
 For love of her, sweet countrymen, Judge tenderly of me! 
 —Emily Dickinson
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Introduction
 W
 e wanted to whisper. 
We who dwell under and behind and inside all that is ordinary, that drowns-out, that smothers—the bills and the catalogs and the coupons. We wanted to reach each other, past all of that—but in secret, in quiet. We wanted to whisper secrets to one another in the gloaming, in the willow world. And we did, a little, as we could find one another. But then came a whisper that carried farther.
It reached inside our minds, our hearts, calling to the center of us to draw us out, bring us closer. Enthralled, we answered. We strangers, who before had only known each other as faintest whispers in the dark, now knew each other by face. The whisper drew us closer, lured us closer, teased us, bound us together with spun threads of story and poetry and song. Spun threads of hair so fine, so very fine, from the gates of otherworlds, from the gates and through the veils of the lands behind the lands.
The whisper came to our mailboxes as an object, a thing that could be touched and held and smelled. With its heavy paper and its pressedwax seal, the message was a treasure in itself. It was a gift given to us over and over again, a thing we shared with one another as a whisper is shared. It told us of the familiar parts of one another, the secret parts of ourselves; it spoke to us all.
And it changed us. The whisper crept inside us, blossoming and flowing into our minds and hands and fingers until we brought forth whispers of our own in paint, in wood, in metal and glass and yarn, and we sent them out as offerings to each other. Our secret voices joined the whisper until it became a song. This song of ourselves, of our community of brightly burning whispers, reverberated into a new form: paper again, an honored tome of Catherynne’s prose and our prayers utterly entwined. You hold our song in your hands, and this is proof beyond measure of the creativity greater than our own possible in every reaching out.
And here, we reach out again. We draw you into our ember-hearts that glow like shadowed stars across the world, every constellation a story told in souls and swaying prose. We add our voices and the skill of our hands to the creation of this anthology, the compilation of over a year’s anticipation and conversation. We invite you hereby into the circle of our hearts’ hearth-glow, that you might share in the warmth and wonder we have felt. Extended now are hands of welcome to you, dear Reader, a welcome to a world of worlds and a time of times. Step across the threshold and behold the wonders of forests in which shades of meaning are your only guides, the marvels of oceans endless in whalesong and tide, and the moaning of desolate breezes in the desert serenading you to dreaming. It is yours, now, just as much as ours, and we ask that you love this world, not as we have, but as you will.
Listen! We are breaking the seal; we are unfolding the pages; we are freeing the words. Let them into you. Let them speak, and honor their voices; listen to them, and in listening join with us, word bound to word bound to heart. Join your hands and heart with ours, breathe in the words of the muse delivered unto your hands and heart on meagre pages betraying wealth unmeasurable. Breathe deep, and take into your brightest and darkest, most deep being the stories that trace the paths of lives you lived and dreamed and remembered. Come with us, with open eyes and open ears and open hearts!
We have held these missives (stamped from Ohio, from Maine, from Seattle) close to us for two years now, two precious and aching years. When you read them, remember us and the waiting and the hope; the lotteries and the letters. Take what you need from each story as we have, find your own connections between real and imagined, the finely wrought prose curling itself into the space between us, drawing the net closed.
Open these gateways in the midst of the toil and the fume and the fret of the everyday, the distractions of the quotidian. Escape into these different worlds, these vistas following different rules of perspective. With these maps and sacred texts to guide you, consult your story. Consider your fortune. Reach out your hand. Let your fingers brush ours in the darkness... across words, across worlds. We want you; we welcome you.
Open this volume as you would a secret letter from a long-lost love. Read it as you would your first dream diary, newly-discovered. These stories are yours as they are ours. As you hold the pages in your hands, feel the ancient breeze coming from inside your existence, far away, yet 
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near, shaking the stagnation from your mind and heart, making them pulse with oxygen-rich words. Hear the excitement rising through the fluttering night leaves. Turn to the sepia wooded path, where the gothic deer graze beyond the tall and sleeping depths of your forgotten self.
But beware. These pages are as rich and succulent as faerie fruit... and just as dangerous. Drink deep and know you will only crave more. But know also that if you let these pages ravish you, there will always be more. You will always return hence, to the Faerie in these pages. For from the seeds in these fruits magnificent fruit trees shall blossom, and in season they, too, will bear succulent faerie fruits of their own. Fruit becomes wine; when you drink, scarlet words drip down your chin.
Swallow these words. Ingest them. Taste their sweetness, their earthiness, their bitterness. Let them intoxicate, transform and inspire you as they have us. We welcome you to this feast and this fire—this sacred space of storytelling. Do not bother to be neat with them, these juices will stain skin and fabric, they will run and call to ink and blood and mix on your fingers. This is what should happen; the words should leave your fingers sticky, they should make you dirty. Dirty, maybe, but unsullied.
 The sullying you must do for yourself.
 Written by the Members of the Omikuji Project Community
 

The Glass Gear
 Let me be perfect.
 Her breath had been crystalline, pure as a gas flame, blue and white, streaming from her mouth into the gracious night.
 Oh, let me be perfect. Let him see me, how chaste and singing all things within me can be. 
She had known for a long while that the stars did not grant wishes. She had made experiments, in the asphodel-laboratory of the walled garden. Each night, she had looked in her long-dead father’s hermetic books for the names and locations of stars—for she knew with the earnest surety of her age that one could not call upon the heavens if one did not know their right and celestial names. She had a small calfskin notebook, and in it, in the long nights after her chores, after her knees were scuffed from countless floors, she recorded her trials.
Sirius, May 29th. That I should not be anymore tormented by my sisters, who flush strange and unseemly when they pinch me, and cannot remember how many ribbons they have between them.
Asterope, August 2nd. That Mother will find a new husband with a large copper watch, who will be kind to me and give me peppermints to suck, and give her so many kisses that she will forget where my room is.
Bellatrix, December 17th. That there should be no more coal in all the world, nor ashes, nor peashells, nor furnaces.
 She was fifteen when she completed her survey of the firmament. Her skin was dull and grey, ash upon ash upon bone. Her waist was a ruined candle, thin of wax and wick. Between her small breasts ran a long white scar like a seam, the relic of a pale fingernail drawn quick and slow across her nakedness. She squinted up through the half-dead chestnut blasted into splayed woody fingers by some prehistoric knife of 
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 lighting and closed her book. Not the stars, not for her. Deaf, insensate suns burning too loudly to hear. 
But the moon did not burn. It was cold, soundless—and shaped like nothing so much as a silver ear, cocked earthward, childward. And so the day after her fifteenth birthday she opened her notebook again, and drew on her ash-clouded, wiry glasses. She sat cross-legged in the garden among the violet-roots sucking at the rain and began her laborious efforts once more. 
During the day, she kept her notebook—most precious of objects!—tucked into her apron near the small of her back like a bustle. She brushed her sisters’ long black hair, black as paint, and they were so like paintings, paintings of girls, of nymphs and naiads more lovely than sugar spoons, but pitiless and hungry beneath their long pale cheeks. She pinched those cheeks to bring up the color; she mended her mother’s shoes, pinned as they were with rubies tinier than flecks of blood, and when her mother was angry and sullen, she rubbed the tall and terrible woman’s temples with forefingers dipped in tea. 
And at night, she slept not in the soft ash as she was ordered to do. The laws of naiads and their mothers are fierce, but she had not done so since she was seven and the hearth-grate had left red and bloody bars across her spine like a ladder. Instead she crept out and slept under the chestnut and the slowly shifting moon. She made her trials, exacting, rigorous. She ruled out the full and the harvest, the half-wax, the blue, and the half-wane and both crescents. But she was patient, a patient girl, and had not yet excused the moon from her offices when the world changed its shape like a nun her habit, when her sisters were called to a great house on a high hill, and quailed in their perfectly-turned shoes.
She thought she understood it, in its essence. It was not more difficult than determining the bailiwick of the stars. The trouble with a youngest son was that there was no reason for a naiad to rise up out of the water, light dripping from her tiny fangs, and wrap him in her painted arms. He could not give her boxes of pearls or golden ink for her letters, he could not give her long wheatfields with sweet cottages situated on their patchwork acres. He could not give her a crown of silver, nor children with imperial eyes. And so this son who could not fish in the great bridal sea as his older brothers did with laughs and jests must hold a great festival, must command the sorry girls refined enough to wed a king’s son, but not wealthy enough to have secured husbands by their midwives’ first slap. 
She felt sorry for this far-off boy. Surely he did not know that one cannot really wish on stars. He would be on his brothers’ wide green lawns, under their trees full of peacocks, and wishing upon Regulus or even Venus if he had not been very well schooled, and never suspecting that they were lifeless and old as sea glass.
 All my evidence suggests the moon, she thought in the direction of the dancing lights on the high hill. Try the moon, poor boy. 
She ran red pearls over the breasts of her weeping sisters. She stitched lace into the hem of her mother’s mourning gown. How dreadful he must be, to host this ghastly auction. How hideous, how deformed. Do you suppose his face is thick of fur? His nose squat and porcine? How horrid, to imagine one’s children. Royal paupers with cleft palates.
It was her mother who thought of it first. 
 “She ought to go, don’t you think?” the tall and terrible woman said. “It would be better, do you not agree, my girls, if she were chosen ahead of you? If she outshone you? It would save you from marital service beneath a nameless catch-can who may or may not have lost both ears in the war.”
 And so the red pearls were pulled from her sisters’ shoulders and draped around hers, the green silk fastened around her waist, the shoes pinned with rubies clapped upon her feet. Her sisters wore plain shifts, like novice nuns, and drew back their perfect hair in severe knots. They did not rouge their lips, nor perfume their elbows.
 And yet the girl could not outshine them. Her skin was stained an indelible grey, her fingers rubbed raw with washing. Red scars ran up her spine like a ladder. Her left foot limped from a flung broom ten years fallen. Her hair was cut haphazardly, as though the scissors had had better places to be. Her right eyebrow was split—her younger sister had neglected to remove her coral ring before punishing her for leaving a washrag unwrung. There were hollows all over her, like the surface of the moon. Her feet would not fit the shoes, so swollen were they, chilblained and blistered. Green silk and red pearls made her only ridiculous—and there was that long white scar, like a seam. They took her glasses away and she put her face into her hands.
 But they would shove her in front of them, they would have her at the head of their parade, their shield, their armor against a prince no one wanted.
 Let me be perfect. Let me wed anything. Let me wed away from this house. Let him see.
And so it was that on midwinter night, when the moon was most like an ear, hanging in the sky like a queen waiting for an opera to play against the skin of her lobe, that the sky tilted in to hear a child weeping. It was on midwinter that her method proved itself, and she discovered the object which did grant wishes, obscured by a hundred songs, visible only to her and her sweet, exacting heart.
And the moon settled upon her like a caul, knowing perfection, knowing its own methods and ways, knowing how to make a woman purer than ambition, purer than the sea. Flesh is corruptible, flesh is unsure. Flesh yields under knuckles and brooms. Flesh cuts like silk. A woman of skin and nail and hair may be mistaken for other women, may disappear in the throng of them, crushed to breathless, silent death. The moon knows, and like a saint acts on unearthly directives.
The girl held her hand before her face, impossibly beautiful, translucent, shining. If one had peeled the moon like an onion, and draped the skins over a girl, there could not be more light, there could not be more beauty. She could see through her skin like blown glass, and not bones moved there but silver clockwork, gears clicking softly as a mother clucking, delicate pistons moving up and down. In the mirror of the great hall she saw her hair of silver wire, piled up in intricate knotwork beyond the dreams of Continental aristocrats, her face frosted, her lips steel, her bustle arched and plated. Her eyebrow was whole, sweeping across her temple in fine etchings, her new foot did not limp, her fingertips were tapered and flawless. Her bodice plunged, and behind her glassy sternum she could see her heart, three great glass gears slotting ponderously into each other’s teeth. 
 Perfect. Pure. Her heart naked for men to see.
 It was not what she had meant. But the moon is exacting, too, and she allowed that she had been unspecific. 
He was not porcine, not really. His face was plain, his glasses askew. He kept a book tucked into his belt at the small of his back. He had no epaulets; gold rope was beyond his means. He knew the difference between Venus and Regulus, but could not tell one honey-seller’s daughter from another. To him they seemed all red and hot and beautiful, and he felt small in their presence, beneath their notice.
Of course she drew all eyes. Of course she dwarfed the women of skin and bone who were not perfected by method and the moon. This is a story everyone knows. Of course he could not help but move towards her, as though in orbit. The great gears of her grinding heart glowed out blue and white as though there were a terrible sapphire at the core of her, and he shielded his eyes. Of course her dancing was faultless, precision embodied. Of course her conversation flowed like a minuet, and of course he loved her, she who was more perfect than any living woman.
But the moon does not last through the night, and as it disappeared from the long windows, she felt her glass skin cloud. She ran from the youngest son, for her body was breaking at its long white seam. The ash covered her forehead like a benediction. As she fled through the hall her eyebrow split open, her hair vanished, her fingertips bled. As she came to the great staircase, her limp knifed through her left heel, and she stumbled harshly, her sternum shivering, and one great, shining gear of her perfect heart spilled out and rolled away like a blue coin. Sobbing, naked, she turned away from the moonless sky and the youngest son who would see her wounds and shun her.
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 “Please,” said her oldest sister. “Not me.” 
But the gear slipped neatly over her wrist, and the youngest son had little idea of the inner workings of clocks, and it seemed good enough.
 “Tell him it was her. I want a palace with doves in my dressing room. He will feed me oatcakes and even our sons will be hand-me-down.”
 But it was not midwinter, nor was the moon shaped like an ear, and she would not come out. She held her notebook to her chest and coughed in the cold kitchen. The youngest son, perplexed and downcast, rode out from their house with the black-haired sister at his side. He, being a prince, lent her kisses on credit towards their nuptials, but when she slept the moon sighed through his windows.
 “What can be perfect in a woman,” whispered the moon, “whose hair is black as paint, and whose blood is nothing belonging to me? Her heart will cease its beating, but my girl shall never slow.”
 And so the youngest son took her back. She wept with relief, and he slipped the gear over the ankle of the youngest sister, who glared angrily. 
 “It was her, you stupid child. My sister. I want nothing of you. I want a leopard on a chain and opals hanging from my breasts. You will give me sheep’s stomach, and even our daughters will be threadbare.”
 And so the youngest son turned out the back rooms of the long house, but discovered only a grey-skinned girl shuddering in a high hearth, the grate cutting long red lines into her spine. She was not his, and the gears slipped from her gasp-thin limbs to clatter sorrowing on the floor.
 The youngest son, perplexed and downcast, rode out from their house with the younger black-haired sister at his side. He, being a prince, lent her kisses on credit towards their nuptials, but when she finally slept the moon sighed through his windows.
 “What can be perfect in a woman,” whispered the moon, “whose flesh is thick and hot, and whose heart is hidden? Her soul will shrink and wither, but my girl shall never fade.”
 And so the youngest son took her back, sullen and red-eyed with relief. The house was blue then with midwinter, and in the ageless evening the prince called out:
 “Is there no one in this house who is perfect, whose pure heart I can see before me?”
 She closed her notebook. Her mouth was dry as glass can be. She walked from the furnace grate like a breath exhaled, but with each step the girl stumbled, faltered, her glass knees striking the parquet with shattering blows. She knelt before him, her skin frosted and flawless, her hair silver as branches. Her breath did not come. Her eyes dimmed and rolled. Her heart glowed within her, but it was still and soundless, a gap in the gears sucking like a wound. 
 Let me be perfect. Let him see me, how chaste and singing all things within me can be. 
The youngest son put his hand upon her breast. There is a long white line there, like a seam, like a crack in ice. He slid his hands into it and opened her like a crystal door. The gear slid perfectly into place, and perfectly her diamond heart began to turn. 
 My Kami, my Dears—
Ohio is a strange place. It is so very archetypal—hayseeds gawking at New York skyscrapers come from Ohio, and so do manful writers of masculine prose. It is so archetypal that it almost ceases to exist for those who grew up as I did, on the west coast. Like an amusement park…

A Hole to China
 Pt. I: An Exceptional Child
 T
ristram was certain she would never have made the attempt had she not heard that it was a thing other children often did. She did so want to be like other children—lolling about like great striped cats, batting at moths with oversized paws, snapping at dust-motes with wet pink jaws. If at times they held still long enough for a mockingbird to alight on their teeth, it was only to fool the poor thing into thinking that for a moment she was tolerated, endured by that tribe of violent, bloody beauties. Her mother had been like that, when she was her age. Her father had been, too—all the pictures of them when they were young seem to have far too much sunlight. And Tristram’s mother always looked at her as a tiger might very well if she found that she had birthed an antelope instead. Certainly the antelope is big and graceful and has very fine horns, but it is not quite what was desired, not quite. In order to escape that perplexed gaze, that constant worry: where are your stripes? Where are your claws? Why do you not invite your friends over to the house? Why do you never go to school dances? Why do you not try out for the cross-country team? Where is your tail, your paws, your sharp teeth?
Tristram did like to watch the big cats of her school, to study them, log their behaviors in the basement library of her heart so that in the evenings when they had all gone, she could take out their manners and learn to imitate them. She was not very good at it yet, but she felt sure that given time she could manage a pantomime of sorts. 
If a child carries a shovel, for example, adults will laugh among themselves and say that the little one is digging a hole to China. This is what exceptional children do. Children who are imaginative, charmingly illogical, magical in their thinking if somewhat less than gifted in their understanding of geology. Children who have blonde hair and play soccer, children who eat very little and read less. But they would not think this of her, as Tristram was not a dreamy girl, and had a general idea of the anatomy of the planet she stood on—mainly drawn from textbooks which labeled each layer with garish primary colors. Blue for the crust, 
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yellow for the mantle, red for the core. She liked the mantle best. Yellow was a friendly color, and besides, though she was surely not one of the exceptional children, she knew another meaning for the word “mantle,” and could not help thinking of the warm earth as a thing she could slowly unwind and drape over her pale shoulders like a coat of gold.
She was doubtful, of course, that she could dig a little highway, just for herself, all the way to China. But if such a thing could be done, she was utterly certain that the vital thing was beginning in the right place. You could not just leap onto the interstate wherever you liked—you needed an on-ramp. And there are only a finite number of on-ramps. Surely someone’s garden opened up into a land of jade and low fog, of red bowls filled with rice, of handwriting like stalks of grass and silent green places. It might be her garden, it might be her neighbor’s. It was all luck, really. Adults laughed because they knew how fantastically unlikely it was that they had purchased such valuable real estate without knowing it. There were signs, always signs, leading to an on-ramp, with arrows and such, but she could not be sure that the leaves in her garden said: this is the way, or if the bluebells marked an entrance, or if the raspberry brambles which looked so like calligraphy secreted away a path to the other side of the world. If she were like other children, Tristram reasoned, she would have at least tried by now.
And so, as if taking an exam which she could not hope to pass, Tristram took her father’s rusty shovel from the garage on a long, violet summer dusk. She went out into the weedy garden, overgrown because she was a lazy girl with no work ethic, and cleared a space under the wide, flat squash leaves which were so very like jade. She worked the blade into the loamy black soil, soft and moist like crumbled chocolate, and turned over a lump of dirt, and then another. 
She discovered very quickly that this was tedious work, and only the most exceptional of children would continue past the first few shovelfuls. She wondered how far she would have to go before the mantle seeped up into the soles of her feet, wrapping her up in golden shoes and stockings—surely not very far. The crust was always so thin in her textbooks, hardly strong enough to bear all those people walking on it. 
The stars were out by the time Tristram was waist-deep in her hole. They were small and high, like the tips of tiny pens ready to sign their names to the earth. The garden-dirt had become very wet and clayey, but she had not yet hit rock, and she took this as a good sign. The yellow squash roots were long past her, their thready fingers relinquishing their hold as if to say: we tried to hold you here. It is not our fault.
She was sweating into the mud; her shoulders throbbed. She had discovered so far: three antediluvian soda cans, six skeletons of mice or mice-like creatures, one enormous marrow bone buried by some longdead spaniel, and too many earthworms to count. It did not occur to her that the children she wished to imitate made their assays in daylight, with others about to take shifts on the shovel, and never in secret, never with their parents sleeping in rooms far off, dreaming of lean wolves with second mortgages rolled up in their jaws. She only dug on, and on.
If you or I had asked her, Tristram would not have been able to say what she expected. To dig without resistance all the way through? To hit the wooden floor of the garden and pry up the boards? To dig until it was time for school and then give up, having done her duty by her study of normal children and made an honest attempt? 
Instead, she found the eye.
 It opened up an hour before dawn, when a bit of pale wind had begun to pick up and blow away the dark like leaves. She almost sliced it open with her shovel, but it blinked very quickly, with great alarm, and she saw it in time, just at the bottom of her hole: a large black eye, like a crow’s, round and rheumy. 
 Tristram dug carefully around it, first with the now-terribly dull shovel, and then with her fingers. She found no head to match it, but a wide steel shelf with a small hole cut in it for the eye to peek through. The eye rolled several times and strained to its left, and Tristram felt very badly for it: an exceptional child would certainly understand immediately what it meant. She scrabbled in the left-hand dirt, whispering apologies. The eye softened a bit, but kept straining, as if trying to see what she was up to.
 Gently, Tristram cleared the soil, trying not to spray it into the unprotected eye. Finally, she found what it must have meant for her to find, and her throat went thick, her breath moth-quick. It could not be real, could not possibly be. To find a thing like this, a girl must have great faith already. Faith is rewarded. She could not even think of what the opposite of faith might be, but that was the thing she had, and that was not rewarded with such prizes as this.
 It was a handle, ornate and iron, like a great spoon bent by grim hands. It was carved like a stalk of bamboo with silver peonies blossoming at its tip and its base. She closed both small hands around it and wrenched it open: a little door, not much more than a hatch, just the size, really, of a hole a girl of twelve might manage to dig. There was a staircase with a long banister, and a dark corridor, leading down and down and down. She took a deep breath and looked around her, sure the house was dark and innocent of what she had done to the garden.
 Tristram stepped onto the staircase, and closed the door behind her.
The squash roots, being kind and considerate folk, gathered up the displaced soil and spread it beneath them, hiding the hatch once more and smoothing the garden like a bedsheet until no one might tell that it had ever been disturbed. The fat yellow squash themselves lurched onto the place where Tristram had gone, and fell asleep under the morning wind. 
 “Destination?” 
Tristram blinked. The creature blinked back. The light beneath the steel door was fitful and golden, a few torches blazed lazily.
 It sat on a high steel chair, not a throne, but a Chair, with long arms and a smooth back, framing the head of the seated soul. In this case, a woman in a white hood, remarkably white, with the head of an enormous crow. She rubbed at one of her eyes with a gargantuan hand, as big as the rest of her body, ponderous fingers as long as Tristram’s legs. She stretched her feathery eyelid up and down and worried her black beak against her shoulder..
 “Destination?”
 “Um…I think…China, I think.”
 “It’s a bit of a traditional choice, don’t you think?”
 “It’s just a figure of speech, you know...” Tristram shrugged lamely.
 “And where did you think those came from? It’s very hard to push a figure of speech into the world, as hard as a child.”
 Tristram tried to peer through the flickering shadows. “Are there very many children here?” If there were, she could not compete, she knew, and ought to go home, give them the chance to get where they were going.
 The crow-woman cocked her head and leaned forward in her chair. “We have a quota. Five in a century. Any more and one begins to invite archaeologists. They’re like ants—once you’ve got one, you’ve got a colony. You will make two for this phase.”
 Tristram looked down into the dark. It was hot down there; the breezes were warm and scented, like burning stone and honeysuckle. She heard voices and rushes of air, like listening to a subway station through a grating. The crow extended one of her mammoth hands and wrapped Tristram up in her fingers, gently, with great care. 
 “Don’t be afraid, little one,” she said, bringing her eye very close. “I am here to Watch the door—there are only a few doors, and it is very dangerous to have one so close to a garden, but what can one do? We did not predict the New World and all its squash, all its houses and children and buses and rosebushes. I am very good at Watching, and from my hole in the ceiling of the world I can see as much as any runner in the red streets of Ignis. If you pay the toll, you will be safe, and the Thoroughfare will keep you and bear you wherever you wish, through plains of fur and high silver tundra. A road often-traveled is well trained and dear, a sweet hound at your feet.”
 Tristram shut her eyes. Her blood beat at her skin. An exceptional child would go—she would never hesitate. She would be brave, she would be resourceful. She would have read very many books to prepare her for this sort of thing. China, all the way to China, where everything would be made of jade, just everything, and there would be no terrible cats at all to smile and smile while they scraped her to the bone. 
 “What can I give you?” she whispered, her eyes still shut, dark hair plastered to her forehead. “I have nothing to pay your toll.”
 The crow frowned. Tristram could feel the frown land on her face, the disapproval, the inevitable disappointment. It was not heavy, but it clung, like a shroud.
 “I do not understand what children think these days. They expect everything for nothing. The business of psychopomps is exchange. Just because you are cherubic and wee does not mean you are exempt from economy. Not even an earring? Not even a purely symbolic penny?”
 Tristram shook her head, her eyes full of tears. No work ethic at all, her father said. Why had she not brought her allowance? Crows like silver, she seemed to recall.
 “If you have nothing, you must barter.” She set Tristram down on the smooth stair and reached into her robes with her dexterous beak— much more clever and quick than her hands. “Take this to my sister in Ignis and I shall call us fair.”
 Into Tristram’s shovel-bloodied hands the crow placed a pair of huge emerald scissors. The blades were ornate and engraved with all the things a bird cares for: beetles and high trees, clouds and seeds, fallen fruit and eggs. The scant torchlight of the landing glittered on the handles. They were warm from the crow’s body.
 “How do I get to Ignis?” Tristram marveled.
 “All our roads lead there, sooner or later. Gravity, you know. You can no more miss it than fall out a window and fail to hit the ground.”
 Tristram put the scissors through her belt and hefted her rusted shovel onto her shoulder. When I am through, she thought, I will have passed through so much fire, I will burn so brightly no tiger will be able to look at me without being blinded.
 She turned and walked down the first stairs, winding around and around. The crow cawed softly behind her. Tristram counted thirty-six steps before the Thoroughfare opened beneath her—an endless crystalline road flowing on beneath a black sky which was the stony earth above, lit not by torches but by winding glass flowers that grew down from the lowest of all soils, straining like trumpets toward the road, glowing golden as if still molten and searing. They smelled sweet, like honeysuckle and green woodsmoke. Stumpish, deformed glass trees sprouted blue and black beyond the pearl guardrails. 
 And all along the Thoroughfare folk walked, pilgrims, brass lanterns raised against the dark, their faces turned towards the heart of the world, and on each of their shoulders was a mantle of gold. 
 My Kami, my Dears— 
I grew up in a small town in Washington, the kind that boasts old-growth forest, a single streetlight, and a thousand hidden places. Of course, today it boasts strip malls, like every other suburb of Seattle, and I hardly recognize it on the rare occasions that I go home. Because I was a largely unwanted child, I spent most of my time in the trails and woods behind my house,…
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efore and behind, the line of brass lanterns extended. Tristram was caught up in the traffic, her feet hardly touching the glowering red road, swept along by a tide of bodies. She snatched breaths whenever the teeming folk swelled and her head crested theirs, only to be driven down again, surrounded by swinging arms and strange scents—women who smelled of nutmeg and cardamom, men who smelled of smoldering newspapers, glossy-coated dogs on their hind legs and horses in prim green vests and Windsor ties, smelling of expensive rose-leaf perfumes. She could hardly breathe for the press of them. 
 Tristram walked—everyone walked. Around her rose the rumble of 
a thousand languages at once. The curling glass flowers played a slow, quiet music, something like a department store radio, and something like a sitar of cedar, stuck in a minor key. She strained to hear it, and in her straining nearly collided with the creature before she saw it. 
Standing far taller than it ought to have and refusing to move, so that the throng was forced to part around it, was a black peacock, its eyes red and hard, its tail aflame, dancing, scarlet and white. 
“You are traveling far under the speed limit,” it chirruped airily, its tail flicking sparks at a passing monkey, whose shoes were rose-colored silk. The peacock was taller than Tristram, and its plumage seemed stony, sharp-edged, as though it was a statue of a bird. 
 “I’m going as fast as I can,” said Tristram demurely. 
“That really isn’t much of an excuse. There are rules here. Good ones, that took a very long time to think up.”
 By now, businessmen in sulfurous yellow suits were shoving angrily by the pair of them, banging Tristram unceremoniously with their suitcases and cursing in trilling tongues. 
 “Rule Number the first,” announced the peacock, “Any journey on the Thoroughfare from origin point to destination may not last longer than three days without expressed written permission from the Transit Authority (who is a most disagreeable and sour-faced Boar). If you are found in the wild, four days out from anywhere, you will be furnished 
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with rather rough transport to the Bath-House, where you will be fined and questioned most keenly by the Tusks of Transit.”
 “Three days? But that will never be long enough!”
 “I am still speaking. It is a very important rule, designed to reduce traffic. As you can see, it is highly effective.”
 Tristram stared at the crush of creatures, a multitude of determined, rushing faces beyond her ability to count.
 “Rule Number the second. No weapons of any kind are allowable on the Thoroughfare, as this is a sacred road, a pilgrim’s road, and pilgrims really ought to be spiritually elevated beyond the need for stabbing, shooting, or lighting anyone on fire.” The peacock glanced meaningfully at the emerald scissors.
 “Oh, no, they’re…they’re a gift.”
 “Rule Number the third. When greeting another pilgrim on the road, one must furnish—immediately if not sooner—a calling card, and a curtsey, if anatomy allows.”
 The peacock extended its claw and placed a golden card into Tristram’s wondering hand. It read:
CHIAROSCURO An Historienne 3 Rue Brûlé Ignis
 “Historienne? But I thought only boy-peacocks had tails.” 
Chiaroscuro glared haughtily and drew herself up. “And I thought human girls wore dresses. Do you never prefer to wear men’s clothes, when they are prettier, and more suited, and more sensible?”
“I rarely wear them if they are on fire,” Tristram said, chagrined. “Well, as to that, most things are on fire in Ignis. More or less on fire, I daresay. It is so very deep, there is little one can do to avoid combustion. It’s better to embrace it than constantly pour ice over one’s head in a futile effort to stay cool.”
 “About…about the three days. I am bound for Ignis, but I fear that three days is not nearly enough time.”
 “I should say not.”
 “Is there another way? A train, or…or a cab?”
 “A cab? To the center of the earth?”
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Tristram blushed furiously. Chiaroscuro tossed her tail-feathers, sending a golden spray of sparks upward towards the earthen ceiling of the world. “It’s only that I have to take these scissors to the Watcher’s sister. I promised I would. It’s my toll, since I hadn’t any money.”
The black peacock’s avian face softened. “Oh, I’m sorry, child. What a very wicked bird she is. Unpleasant, if you ask me, and such a liar! The Watcher—if that’s what you like to call her—she knows her sister, who I suppose you could call the Watched, isn’t what you would call available.”
“What do you mean? Where is she?”
 “The Ox of Sorrows has her, and has for a century. He keeps her in his Manor, and croons to her five times a day, like prayer. He insists they are having tea, and are quite friendly, and the lady has so many fascinating things to say…but we all know that isn’t it. You don’t carry off a girl on your back to have tea. You don’t chain her to her chair if you mean to ask her if she prefers cream or lemon.
 “Why does he keep her, then?” 
 “Well! To understand that I think you would need to know a great deal more about the history of Ignis than you do! But simply: he thinks she can tell him why he weeps, and stop up his tears. Of course she can’t, poor thing.” 
 “Why not?” 
 Chiaroscuro cocked her head to the side. “Do you know how the city of Ignis was founded? My monograph on the subject was very popular.” She did not wait politely for Tristram to take interest, but hurried on. Tristram felt very much as though she were in class, and resisted the urge to take notes. The peach-vendor smiled behind his hand. “There is a snake at the center of the earth. He is called the Contemplating Serpent. It is wound around the core, so tightly that no one may see what stuff the core might be made of. They keep each other warm, the snake and the core. But after a long while, the snake became hungry, and reached up to eat earth and drink magma, as snakes are inclined to do. The Contemplating Serpent took great bites out of the earth, which then had no lovely flowers hanging from it, and with each bite took whole towns full of folk and animals and haberdasheries and synagogues, and all of these went into the snake’s belly, what do you think of that?” 
 “It must have been a surprise for the haberdashers.” 
 “I should think so! Now, then, when a snake eats a large meal, it goes promptly to sleep—and this is a very great snake, who had a very great meal, and thus, went to sleep for a hundred-thousand years. And in his belly, the folk and animals and haberdasheries and synagogues grew extremely cross, and used hatmaking scissors and Torah-scrolls and pickaxes and kitchen spoons to break holes in the skin of the Contemplating Serpent, and climbed out onto his scales.” The peacock slurped the last of her peach-wine with noisy relish. “It seemed the natural thing to do to build a city there, the snake being so very large that there was plenty of room to walk about and buy hats and such. And that is why there is an Ignis, and Ignis is why there is a road, and the road is why you are here, and it all generally works together to create a very nice tableau.” 
 “But the Ox? And the Watcher’s sister?” 
 “Oh! Digression is the professorial disease! The Ox used his horns to scramble out of the snake’s belly—he was one of the first. And the Watched is, sadly, neither very old at all nor a historian, so she cannot help him, and so he will keep her on her red chair until the snake wakes up, because he is stubborn, and she is beautiful. Why do no villainous wretches kidnap professors of history when they are in need of arcane knowledge?” 
 “Then you know why he weeps?” 
 “No, but I know that he will never stop until he remembers where he came from, and he will never remember, for he is an Ox, and Oxen have their memories removed along with...the rest of them. It is a terrible procedure involving scimitars, I’m told.” 
 “I suppose it doesn’t matter. I swore I would, so even if she is in the care of a malicious ox, I must still give her the green shears. Perhaps you can give me his address?” 
 “It is much longer than three days. He does not live in the fashionable quarter.” 
 Tristram straightened her back beneath her battered shovel. She shrugged, in what she hoped was a nonchalant gesture. 
 “Oh, for pity’s sake, girl! I’ve been waiting for you to ask! How long will you make me wait? I can take you in two days, as the peacock, well, walks.” 
 “You mean…like, a cab? To the center of the earth?” 
 “Hush it.” She pushed the peach back towards the vintner with her sooty head and shook herself; a single golden, fiery feather drifted down, and the boy caught it with a deft—and heavily gloved—hand. Chiaroscuro aimed herself at the slowly descending road and clucked with impatience. 
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Tristram climbed onto the back of the peacock with some difficulty, peacocks not being traditional beasts of transit, and the fiery tail being unruly and liable to snap at her shoulders, as if tasting her. She clung to the beast, who strode like an ostrich. The underbelly of the earth was dark and hot and close, but in the dark and the close she smiled, and her smile was bright as a squash-blossom. 
“Oh!” Tristram cried suddenly. “But I have already broken the third rule! I haven’t a calling card!” 
 “1 rather think you have,” said the peacock, tossing her plumed head as she barreled through the crowd, tossing traveling salesmen over her muscled shoulders and snapping at the occasional onyx-wheeled rickshaw. “Check your pockets. You’ll find all sorts of things end up in your pockets when you’re hip-deep in a planet.” 
 Tristram held on with one hand, and with the other scraped in her pocket—and withdrew a small card, red, with black writing on it. 
 TRISTRAM
 An Exceptional Child
 My Kami, My Dears— 
I want to tell you about Jamaica, about New Mexico. How they are opposites, how one is blue, the other red. How one is soft, the other hard. How I drank from a coconut hacked in half with a machete, how I also drank the juice of a blood-orange in a glass covered in green sugar. I want to tell you that in Jamaica, there were hibiscus flowers floating in the water and smoke hung around the mountains. I want to tell you that in New Mexico, the sky seemed too big to be tethered to earth. 
A Hole to China Pt. III: Ignis
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RUE BRÛLÉ 
 Un Salon de l’Histoire
 Ignis was on fire. 
Chiaroscuro skidded to a stop at a fetching garden apartment, its tall copper door prettily inscribed with a fanned peacock tail featuring eyes at the tip of every quill. Tristram could hardly see for the heat and the light. She clung to the bird’s neck, the emerald scissors blazingly hot against her back, her eyes squeezed shut. Bit by bit, she willed them to open.
It was a city of towers—cupolas, minarets, spires. Every building ended in fantastic whorls of architecture that reached like stalagmites, up and up—and disappeared into the stony earth that formed the ceiling of the world. And every brick glowed ruddy and gold, a banked blaze in the very stones that released itself across the ceiling in a blanket of fire that lit every alley. Firelight flickered over cobblestones, storefronts, door-plates. Everything was scarlet and orange and incredibly hot—sweat tricked down Tristram’s back. Her shoes were turning liquid on the glowing embers of the street—yet passersby ran and danced and walked wolfhounds naked, their bodies as red and gold as the city, barefoot and bare-breasted in the fiery avenues.
“How can they…?” 
 “Best get inside before you burn, girl!” squawked the black peacock. “They were born here—their skin is like an iron snake’s. They feel nothing. You’ll soon feel like roasted chicken. Come in!”
 Tristram slipped gratefully through the door and into blessed darkness and cool air. The Salon had dizzying ceilings, narrowing as they rose and the apartment became a tower. Chiaroscuro’s tail lit a small study, just exactly what you would expect a history professor’s study to look like: emerald green walls washed black by tail-light, overstuffed brown leather chairs, framed diplomas, a desk piled with papers. But the standing globe in the corner was turned inside out—the Thoroughfare 
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gleamed golden across its surface, with a ruby Ignis sticking awkwardly out. On the inside of her globe, Tristram thought, must be the real world. Hoquiam. My mother. 
The black peacock deftly flipped open a steamer trunk with her beak and drew out a pair of black opera gloves, shining black boots, a black head-scarf, and a filmy sort of black jumpsuit.
“Outsider gear.” she sniffed. “Soot-skin. Soot is a great fat salamander, just about the size of an elephant, who lives outside of town. He runs the junkyard—chews engines and spits out limousines, the old fool. He shuffles off his skin a few times a year for the sake of visitors.”
Tristram blushed. “I’ll look like a ninja…a sort of hooker-y ninja.” “It breathes. Any more clothes and you’ll just sweat until you melt away. You can touch the fire with the gloves, and walk on the burning street with the boots. Say thank you, and quit griping.”
 “Thank you.”
 “Now,” clucked Chiaroscuro. “The next thing you’ll need is a Letter of Introduction. No one gets into the Ox’s estate without one.”
 Tristram ran her hand along a yellow fern sprouting happily from a brass pot. The red light through the windows made everything eerie, shadowed. “Why are you helping me?” she said shyly.
 The peacock cocked her head. “Because you were lost.” She went back to her linen paper, seizing a pen that dripped with red ink in her beak. 
 Tristram blinked in confusion. Chiaroscuro put her pen down.
 “Historians,” she said airily, “are in the business of finding lost things, dusting them off, and bringing them to light. Battles, artistic movements, girls, it hardly matters. You are my business.”
 The room was filled with the scratching of nib against paper, and Tristram sank into one of the big, shiny chairs. She began pulling on her new clothes. In her smallest of hearts, she imagined the cool mist on a Chinese river, the smell of bamboo, what the sky might look like, if there still was a sky.
 “There!” crowed Chiaroscuro. She flourished the letter in her beak to dry it, and presented it proudly to Tristram.
 To: My Winsome Friend, O.o.S.
 From: Dr. Chiaroscuro Schist, Ph.D., J.D. and Winner of the Carbon Medal in Competitive Historical Arts. 
Please find attached to this letter one (1) human female, approximately 13 years of age, mint condition.
 In all her years, my dear Sir, she has never cried.
 Yrs, etc. 
“But that’s not true at all,” protested Tristram.
 “Of course not. But it will fascinate him. To know a thing’s obses
 sions, be it man, nation, company or ox, is to own him utterly—that is 
 the secret of the historian’s guild, and I give it to you—but if you babble, 
 we shall punish you soundly.”
 Chiaroscuro pecked her cheek—a quick, shy kiss. 
 A spot of blood welled up, and would not be wiped away.
Tristram walked down. It was the main direction in Ignis, as though all the land swirled around a great drain. Most of the folk were naked—naked men playing chess with fiery boards, naked grandmothers toting home their smoldering groceries, naked children hoisting blazing balloons into the dark air. One or two black-clad outsiders strolled along the streets, staring up in wonder. Tristram tried to look sophisticated, as though she didn’t care. But the spires shot golden sparks into the wind, and the cupolas were so red, so very red.
The Ox of Sorrows lived in a church, Chiaroscuro had said. The only dark cupolas in the city, since the beast has wept all over them and put them out.
She could see the space in the city that did not burn—it was enormous, a vast collection of needly towers and thick pillars. It seemed to swallow light. Tristram wound towards it, past flamewatch sellers swinging molten embers on long brass chains, bakeries offering charcoal loaves and cafés serving magma tea, hawkers of newspapers printed on ashpaper, and even a candymaker who extended one glowing ochre toffee to her—she could not help but take it. For later, she thought, and slid it into the lip of her boot. She would have to have something, something to say she was here, something she might say was hers of this place.
The boots held well, and Tristram felt neither the heat nor the shame of her strange costume. The emerald scissors hung lightly on a long black belt, slung over her shoulders like a huge knight’s sword. It was thus she appeared at the great black door of the Ox’s estate.
The bored-looking butler, a bear with fiery fur, glanced at her. “He is not seeing visitors today,” he gruffed.
 “I’m here to see her. The Watched.”
 “She is not seeing visitors, either.”
 Tristram produced her Letter of Introduction from beneath her 
 scarf. The bear-butler glanced at it, holding it with two claws so as not to set it ablaze. 
“Never? Not once? Your mother never scolded you or sent you to bed without dinner; you never stubbed your toe on a stair?”
 Tristram took a deep breath. Lies require a lot of breath to propel them; the truth is light. 
 “I did those things, sir Bear, and so did my mother, but I never shed a tear.”
 The bear moved aside, sweeping his arm grandly around her, his red, sparking pelt bristling through her black salamander skin. But once they were inside, the bear demurred and would not show her the way.
 “If you are such a stranger to sorrow, you should be able to sniff him out. If you are not a little liar and a cheat. Follow the smell of alien things, and you’ll find him.”
 The bear saluted her and fell onto all fours, trotting slowly from the great black hall. There was a long staircase and arching hallways—all the color of a mansion which burned long ago. The great ceiling was charcoal, the polished floor dark glass. The steps were cracked scorched wood. Tristram stood, invisible among the blackness, her scarf covering even her hair. Of course she was a liar, and could never find the Ox this way. But she sniffed all the same: a long, deep breath that pulled in the house, the scarlet street outside, even herself. 
 She could smell nothing—only burnt wood and sweat and a lingering trace of Bear. 
 Where, she thought, would I live if I were a great big cow who hated everything?
 Her mind supplied the answer before she had finished the thought, leaping over itself to the conclusion.
 The stable. I would live in the stable, for I would be sure I was nothing but a stupid beast who deserved to live in the straw.
 And so she went, out the front door again and around the cathedral, following a rickety black palisade, until a gargantuan barn reared up before her, with wooden Xs on the doors and a strong, hayey scent flowing 
 from its doors, terribly green among all the red fire and cinders.
 “Ohhhh,” lowed the voice, deep and brown and earthy. “Ohhhh!” 
Tristram peeked into the dark door. A mammoth ox lay on the fresh straw, his hooves spanning the floor, with scraggly hair that hung in his face and a great wet nose. His skin was dark and his flanks were muscled; his horns reached from one side of the barn to the other. He wept grand splashing tears onto the straw.
Beside him sat a woman in a long red cloak, with long pale hands and the head of a snowy owl. She stared at her hands; she made no sound. All around her were piled pamphlets and broadsheets, papers whirling around her in an angry wind. Within it, the owl-woman neither wept nor sighed.
 “I have such a Woe,” the Ox wailed. “A Woe in my hoof! In my flank! 
In my rump! In my horns, oh, the Woe in my horns in keen!” “Tell me, sir Ox,” Tristram tried to smile. “Tell me the Woe in your 
 hoof.”
 The Ox stirred, shook his ponderous head. “I don’t remember!” he 
 bellowed. “But it pains me so!”
 “Why have you got that woman all wrapped up in paper?” “Because! Those are my Sorrows! I wrote them all down, oh, a million years ago. Or last week. So that I could forget them. But it was a 
 very long and delicate process, and if you were to read them, you would 
 never cease crying, even a stoneheart such as you! The recalcitrant slattern won’t read them, though. So I have punished her.”
 Tristram frowned. “Her sister sent me here.”
 “Her sister is a scavenger and a day laborer,” sniffed the Ox. “Let her go,” Tristram’s voice was suddenly very small, and soft, heavy 
 with pity.
 “Not until she tells me my First Sorrow! She knows I know her mind. 
 She has hidden it from me!”
 “How can anyone know it but you, sir Ox?”
 The Ox of Sorrows looked sideways at her. “Is it true you have never 
 cried?”
 Tristram chewed her lip. It was hot in the barn, and her hands itched 
 in the long gloves. She could lie, she could keep lying, but very soon she 
 felt the Ox would frighten her so much she might cry right there, and 
 so it seemed little use.
 “No, it’s not true. I cry all the time.”
 The Ox snapped his head around and gnashed his teeth together; he 
 came away with Tristram’s scarf in his jaws.
 “What an awful child you are, and how wretched of Dr. Schist to 
 believe in you.”
 “I’m sorry. I had to see her.”
 “Well, now you’ve seen her. And you must pay your admission price. 
 Tell me your Sorrow. I will eat it up!”
 Tristram didn’t have to think, not much. She tried to slow her heart 
 and stepped forward, kneeling between the Ox’s front hooves. “I had a party once, a birthday. And there were balloons and cake 
 and streamers and music. My mother spent all day icing the cake. It was 
 blue and white, with purple roses. And no one came. Not my uncles, not 
 my grandparents. I hadn’t any friends from school, so it’s not really surprising that they didn’t come. Even my father forgot, and went into the 
 office that day like it was any other day. My mother and I sat at the table, 
 eating the cake, and she didn’t say anything at all, but when she looked 
 at me it was like I wasn’t myself, just a big ugly ball of disappointment. 
 We threw away half the cake and never talked about it. When my father 
 came home, we pretended nothing had happened. It was just a day like 
 any other day.”
 “What’s wrong with you? Why don’t you have any friends?” Tristram shrugged. “I’m small. I’m quiet. It’s easier for everyone to 
 look through me, like a window.”
 “No one can look through me,” snorted the Ox. “It’s better to be 
 big.”
 “Maybe.”
 “I will save your Sorrow and eat it when I am alone. If you like, you 
 can talk to her.”
 Tristram crossed to the owl-woman and tried to put her hand 
 through the papers; they slashed at her, slicing her glove to ribbons. The 
 Watched shook her head sadly.
 “Why does he think you know his Woe?” Tristram asked, holding 
 her bleeding hand to her chest.
 “Because I sit at the other end of the Thoroughfare, and between my 
 sister and I, we see everything that passes, everything that was, everything to come. We came out of the Snake before him, you see. We are the 
 beginning and the end of the earth. She sees what will be needed; I remember what was desired. Between the weight of us, we turn the world. Now that I am out of place, it turns more slowly, and there are strange 
 stars, and grief, and an old age of the world tottering in senility.” “Then tell him, and you can go!”
 “Oh, child, I can never go. He keeps me because he loves me, and 
 though that was not his First Sorrow, it is his longest.”
 Tristram stared into the whirling sheets. She felt suddenly very 
 clear and bright, as though she were made of glass, or of fire. She drew 
 the emerald scissors from her back and slid them open. The Ox saw; 
 he screamed, his flat teeth showing. Tristram cut—the scissors sliced 
 through the papers, and they fell to the ground suddenly, a great heap 
 of scribbled refuse. She extended her hand to the lady, who stepped gingerly out of her prison and pulled up her red cloak over her feathers. “Thank you,” she breathed, tears welling in her avian eyes. “This was my toll, on the Thoroughfare. Your sister made me bring 
 these to you.”
 “She knows what will be needed,” answered the Watched smoothly. The owl-woman moved to leave. The Ox scrambled to go after her, 
 but his horns stuck in the barn walls. He lowed pitifully.
 “I love you,” he whispered. “Don’t leave me.”
 “Tell him,” said Tristram. “Tell him why he started crying. Please.” 
 She didn’t know why she cared, only that she did not want him to be 
 alone, without even sadness to keep him company.
 The owl-woman knelt as Tristram had done, before the Ox. She took 
 his enormous face in her hands.
 “When you were small, and walked and chewed upon the earth, you 
 loved a fisherman’s daughter. You watched her every day, picking flowers, gutting salmon, milking. You laid your head on her lap. But her 
 lands were razed and burned by soldiers, and in the fire her horse was 
 shot. You came to her,” the owl-woman paused, her voice thick, “you 
 came to her out of the flames, and you knelt beside her, until she understood that she was to climb upon your back, and you bore her into the 
 battle, where she swung her father’s sword so many times her shoulders 
 came loose and all the hair of her head burned up. She saw her father 
 and her brothers and her mother dead; only her sister ran alongside, 
 and pulled herself up onto your broad back. All seemed safe—you were 
 fast, so fast, a good steed, and the three of you were coming to the end 
 of their lands, where the fires were cold already. All of you took deep 
 breaths; and in those breaths were swallowed by a great Snake’s mouth, 
 and you plunged into darkness, all of you together.” Tears flowed down her face. “In the belly of the Snake all things mingled, and the sisters became owls and ravens, and you grew by eating the creatures of the belly, until you could chew your way out. But with her face so changed, you did not know the fisherman’s daughter, though she sat in your barn every day for a century. That is why you weep; it is an old hurt, and I 
 bear it too.”
 The Ox screamed again, and the owl-woman kissed his wet nose. She 
 rose, took Tristram’s hand, and walked from him, never looking back, 
 though he shrieked at her as though dying.
“Do you want to go home?” The Watched said as the pair walked along the Thoroughfare. It was quiet on this end, and though they had no peacock, they seemed to move quickly.
“I…I don’t think so. I dug this hole. I want to see where it comes out.”
 The Watched climbed up a small rill, where sat a tall stone chair with depressions made for her small hands. She gestured up; there was a handle in the roof of the world.
 “The Ox will come and take me again,” she sighed.
 “I can stay,” said Tristram brightly. “I can protect you. I have the scissors.”
 “No. He will forget again, and I will be cruel again, and refuse to tell him. That is the way of courtship.” She smiled slyly. “But it is good to be free, if only for a little while. To walk on the body of my old friend the Snake again, and touch his scales. The world will turn quickly again, and the sun will come out. He will come back, but it will be a long time, and I will wait once more until someone cuts me loose. It is the way of things.”
 “How often does this happen?”
 “About every twenty-six thousand years. I think you call it the procession of the equinoxes. We do process. Now there will be new stars, new light, and fast winds. For awhile.” The Watched gripped Tristram’s face tightly, and her voice was like a struck bell: “I see you, Tristram of Hoquiam. You are not a window. You are an axle, and you have moved the world. You are an exceptional child.”
 Tristram brushed away tears. She reached up and pulled the handle; the stone fell away. Dirt slid into her face, and roots, and mushrooms, and grasses. She gripped the lip of the hole and pulled herself up into green air, and mist, and the scent of bamboo. Below her, the earth closed itself up, a seamless expanse of reeds. Tristram looked into thick jungled mountains and a slow sliver of rising moon. A farmer looked up from his field and cried: Ni hao!
 She pulled the toffee from her boot and placed it on her tongue. It tasted like blue icing and purple roses. 
 Tristram adjusted the scissors on her back and started walking. Her smile glowed in the moonlight.
 My Kami, My Dears— 
I have been so busy in these last weeks I have barely had time to draw a breath. Writing workshops, too much work, and a shipwreck. I hardly know my own name these days. In theory, I get a break in July, in time for the lake and the mountains and picnics and peaches and cherries. I hope. …

The Kunstkammer of Dr. Ampersand

Welcome to the Ghirandāl Museum. Please be advised that we do not allow smoking on any of our floors, nor are skirts above the knee permissible. Keep all children’s hands occupied and don’t forget to visit our gift shop, where the ritual cairns of the South Wyr Ostrich have been rendered in pure, life-size white chocolate for your pleasure. The exhibits close promptly at six-thirty in the evening. 
 If you’ll follow me into the Tangerine Room, ladies and gentlemen! 
The Ghirandāl acquired this remarkable object last autumn in the estate sale of a certain late gentleman of Leeds. Among his rather more unsavory possessions, which the Museum declined to purchase, was an unprepossessing walnut cabinet. Upon investigation, it was determined to have originally belonged to the famed Dr. Orel Ampersand, the Swiss naturalist most famous for his work with mynah colonies in Indonesia, pre-dating Darwin by nearly a decade. It would seem that Dr. Ampersand, in lieu of the tender ministrations of children, left his belongings in the care of a series of increasingly irate lovers who eventually pawned them in fits of abandoned resentment. We may take a moment to thank these tempestuous ladies for their parsimony, without which we might never have come into possession of such an intimate vision of the Doctor’s psyche.
Please, I must ask that you do not touch the cabinet; the glass enclosure you see maintains the levels of light, moisture, and air in order to preserve the delicate contents. 
Allow me to draw your attention to the first item of interest: a narwhal’s horn, presumably from Dr. Ampersand’s famous 1824 expedition to Norway, during which he made the acquaintance of the novelist Dagny Bruhn. Ms. Bruhn’s seminal work, Ice Canticle, metamorphosed their unhappy affair and her near-death by drowning during a romantic excursion disrupted by a sudden storm and the subsequent nine days adrift among Nordic sharks (in which Dr. Ampersand lost his left hand) 
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into her immortal, elegiac narrative. She left him shortly after their rescue by whalers, such ordeals having been too much for new lovers to bear. That beloved Norwegian masterwork was not published until 1926, unfortunately, far too late for Dr. Ampersand to see himself beatified within her pages.
I shall now instruct the remote mechanism to remove the horn from its position, thrust through the cabinet-handles, so that you may experience the opening of the cabinet as those Museum officers must have, on that dusty summer day in Leeds.
Thank you, sir, please do step back behind the black rope. Madam, I must insist you keep your hands to yourself.
 The cabinet interior, as you can see, is entirely covered in ephemera, as close as we may come to peering into the soul of Dr. Ampersand, who left not a journal, nor even a scrap of correspondence, behind him. 
 The rear wall of the cabinet is plastered over with a lovely landscape of the Sumatran School. As near as the Ghirandāl researchers can determine, the unsigned work was painted by Emile Lnu sometime between 1827 and 1841, as a gift to his friend Dr. Ampersand, who had purportedly traveled to Indonesia in order to ascertain the mating rites of the albino turtle. Lnu was years from producing his surrealist masterpiece, Coffee-Farmer Observing the Body of his Shark-Wracked Beloved, but his powers are clear, even in this simple, affectionate gesture toward a fellow traveler. It depicts a hoary jungle, the greens still rich and vibrant three hundred years after brush was set to canvas. Hard as it may be to credit, I assure you that no restoration work was required—you see these shades as Dr. Ampersand saw them: the scarlet of the giant hibiscus, the turquoise of the jewel-box spiders! In the left corner of the painting a bearded sea-goat drinks from an aquamarine stream, her scales rendered in extraordinary, vivid stripes of black and nectarine—it is worth noting that Dagny Bruhn’s astrological sign was Capricorn. 
 Affixed to the painting with horse-glue is a single bullet, removed from Dr. Ampersand’s thigh during this same voyage to the Indies. Having secured compatriots for a tiger hunt, the erstwhile Doctor spent many pleasant days tracking cats and drinking rum, unaware that his party was being stalked by a frighteningly large tigress. All of the men wore masks tied to the backs of their heads, so that the marauding felines would be fooled, as the wisdom of the day held that tigers would not attack a man’s face, preferring to strike when his back was turned. However, as he slept on the seventh day, the tigress made her silent approached and sank her teeth into the Doctor’s thigh. No matter how 
 his comrades cried out and beat her, the animal would not release the 
 Doctor, nor would she complete the job and tear him to pieces. Instead, 
 she held his flesh in her mouth and stared at him, still, unmoving, her 
 black eyes filled with mute, feral emotion. Finally, as dawn drew close, 
 the other hunters shot the tiger through the skull, penetrating Dr. 
 Ampersand’s thigh in the process. The hunters claimed to have heard 
 a woman’s cry as the tiger expired, but this is surely the superstitious 
 fancy of the primitive. This is, of course, that bullet. The mask is attached to the right wall of the cabinet. 
 Dr. Ampersand was said to have never recovered fully from this incident. For more information, please do see our library, where Emile 
 Lnu’s memoir Guest in the House of the Sun, addresses this event directly in volume III.
 Below the mask on the right wall are seven Chinese coins totaling 
 three hundred and seventy-four yuan. No meaning can be attributed to 
 them at this time, but be assured that the Ghirandāl staff is hard at work 
 to solve even this mystery!
 A riding crop and a woman’s fan are crossed on the floor of the cabinet, and around them are mounted several quatrefoil snuffboxes and 
 exquisite tropical shells. It has long been suspected that Dr. Ampersand 
 fled to the West Indies to escape the memory of his disaster in the fjords 
 in which he lost his ship, his left hand, and Dagny Bruhn. For a man 
 of his prowess, the years he spent in celibacy at the coffee plantation 
 owned by the Lnu family was a veritable eternity. It is the position of the 
 Ghirandāl Museum that recent speculation on an improper relationship between the naturalist and Emile Lnu is patently ridiculous, and 
 not supported by any evidence whatsoever. 
 In any event, the Doctor developed an unfortunate addiction to cocaine while in residence at the plantation, and his work on both the 
 mating turtles and genetic drift in the local mynah population ground 
 to a halt. Emile Lnu cared for him after the tiger incident, and writes 
 that the Doctor “…could not escape the black cat-eyes that held him so 
 beneath the banana tree that night, could not escape their essential femininity, could not escape their savagery and their sickness, nor the memory 
 of the tiger’s fangs sunk deep in his tender thigh. He was tormented by her, 
 and I could not relieve him.” 
 Inside each of the snuffboxes is a tiger’s tooth.
 Several woodcuts paper the cabinet-ceiling, presumably these are by Dr. Ampersand’s own hand. During his childhood in Luzern, the Doctor entertained thoughts of becoming an artist—his father, a prominent medical doctor, insisted that his son give up such nonsense. Far be it from us to note that Dr. Ampersand chose artists for his lovers throughout his life, not only Dagny Bruhn, but the poet Eliza Carriq, the sculptor Lisle Goen, and the jeweler Theodora Yolun. The woodcuts are stunning in their precision: observe the still-deep, rich hue of the red ink. Diagrams of trilobites, frogs, conch, of shark and of course of the Sumatran tiger overlap one another to dramatic effect. Beneath the woodcuts, however, ultraviolet light reveals another painting: this time a fresco, leading us to the undeniable conclusion that Emile Lnu must have collaborated with Dr. Ampersand in the creation of the cabinet, perhaps as a misguided attempt at therapy during the worst of the Doctor’s affliction. 
 The fresco depicts the terrible image of the frozen Norwegian sea, the icy crags casting sharp shadows onto a wretched raft, on which Dagny Bruhn sits, in despair, her chestnut hair ragged and flying in the frigid wind. She holds Dr. Ampersand’s insensate head in her lap, his hand severed and bloody, the hidden red paint stark against a white background, his eyes closed—though the expression on his face is not one of agony, starvation, or even death, but of rapture, of near-religious ecstasy. In the distance, sharks circle, inexorable, immutable. Dagny Bruhn clutches a branch of red coffee-berries in her storm-wracked hand, and beneath her ruined dress, her stockings have the markings of a tiger: orange and black stripes, savage, bright. 
 Pinning the woodcuts to the fresco are several bronzed mynahskulls, large Indonesian rhodites set into their eyes. Each of them has a delicate, miniature paintbrush inserted into its mouth at rakish angles, like cigarettes. The angles point towards a book set into a carved depression in the cabinet-wall, with a brown leather cover and onionskin pages, couched in red silk. It is, of course, Dr. Ampersand’s great work: The Transfiguration of the Mynah. The color plates are done with agonizing detail by the formidable Lnu, who managed, for once, to control his nonsensical surrealist instincts, and the volume, peculiar, we believe, to this cabinet, was a private edition, meant only for the libraries of Ampersand and Lnu. 
 By the tragic year of 1838, when Darwin’s Origin of the Species would obliterate any memory of the Ampersand observations from the popular scientific consciousness, Lnu had his hands full: Dr. Ampersand had 
 become a chronic insomniac, his night hours spent in manic fits, wandering into the jungle if he was not physically restrained, terrorizing 
 the servant girls, clawing at his thigh for the phantom bullet that had 
 killed the tigress. We suspect it was after publication of that English 
 rival’s theories that Lnu hit upon the idea of the cabinet, for by that time 
 news must have reached him that Dagny Bruhn had died of wounds 
 sustained on a whaling expedition only a few years after Dr. Ampersand 
 fled from Norway. She died unpublished, to be discovered only during 
 the Norwegian patriotic resurgence of the early 20th century. It does not 
 seem possible that Lnu was unaware of her passing, yet it is clear Dr. 
 Ampersand was not, for he continued to pester the local telegraph office 
 for news of her well into the 1830s. Considering his state, it is not surprising that Emile Lnu elected to keep the secret from his dear friend, 
 and direct his poor mind towards the creation of art, at last, after the 
 great naturalist had exhausted himself in service to science. The final object is a curious amulet, hanging from the ceiling of the 
 cabinet, probably of Chinese origin. The Ghirandāl researchers have 
 been kept up many a night trying to determine when the Doctor might 
 have visited China, as the coins and the amulet seem to assure us. Our 
 best guess is that Lnu might have traveled with him to Shanghai in early 
 1840, just a year before Dr. Ampersand’s dreadful, final disappearance. 
 In Guest in the House of the Sun, Lnu wrote: “…I fear I can no longer keep 
 him within my walls; he ventures into the high jungle hills each night, calling out for his tigress, for his devil, for his death. And that night, that night 
 of all shameful, black nights, he called the beast Dagny in his lunacy, and 
 I did not listen! I only shuddered, and pulled my coverlet over my head 
 until the echoes of his shrieking faded. It is my fault, and I shall never have 
 him back.”
 Lnu was certainly in Shanghai at that time, procuring pigment, opium, and a certain walnut cabinet. No record exists that would indicate 
 he was accompanied, but it is not impossible to imagine that he hoped 
 the sea air would do his friend good. Which of them purchased the 
 amulet? We cannot know. The amulet contains powdered tiger-bones 
 and the desiccated eye of the selfsame ancient tiger who gave over her 
 bones to that fell apothecary. Though it is by no means certain, and beyond our power to confirm, the amulet may well have been purchased 
 for the amount of three-hundred and seventy-four yuan.
 Ladies and gentlemen, please step lively! The next group is coming through, and we at the Ghirandāl keep no man waiting! Supplemental materials are available in the Moghadam Memorial Library, along with refreshments. 
 My Kami, My Dears— 
This month’s story was such a joy to write! It’s so terribly hard not to immediately launch into a novel when I finish any of these, but particularly, this afternoon as I sit in the coffee shop, with cinnamon and cream in the air, I am haunted by Emile and Dagny and Dr. Ampersand, and their sad triangle. …

How To Build a Ladder to the Sun in Six Simple Steps

First, you must choose a place to stand. It can’t be just anywhere. There are six places which will bear the weight of the Ladder. Only four are known to the likes of you and me.
The first is about twelve feet past the gate of Anna Civadier’s cowpen in Banff, Canada. By June the earth will be too soft, even there. But in December, when the heifers’ hooves freeze to the ice-spangled grass, hammer your slats through the frost. Don’t forget to bring your wallet—Anna sells tickets and she knows what she’s got out there in the muck and the lowing. They come up in twos and threes every winter, blowing on their hands, asking for cider and a bed, carrying good ashwood on their backs and enough nails to sling rungs till the end of the world and pin up any messiah they might find up there in the wet, sullen clouds. Most everybody quits around New Year, but they have a big bonfire and roast a bull (Anna gets good value for that hunk of meat, you can be sure) and laugh about the whole business while the broken ladders smoke up to the stars.
The second is on the west side of Cho Oyu, a near sister to Mount Everest. The spot is on the Nanga La glacial pass, about three kilometers from base camp. They pass each other, the mountain-climbers and the ladder-builders, carrying pick-axes and sledgehammers, shepherded by sherpas and nihzreni, unmarried young girls and boys who will show you, for a children’s book, for a coin, for goat broth or a square of precious chocolate, just where to stake out your piece of ice, and how deep to set your hooks. Prayer flags trail from their little belts as they skip ahead of you: green, gold, pink. This is a risky place to begin—the ice does not want you, and the nihzreni hate and love you—the boy with the flecked eyes hopes you will take him home to your warm and tidy land and marry him. The girl with the yellow shoes has a knife in her skirt. But Cho Oyu, glittering, terrible beast of a mountain, she is that much closer to the sun.
 The third is in Marrakesh, just behind Bilal Qureshi’s spice stall. His fresh coriander and his cinnamon cake are sought after by locals in the 41 
know—but of course you won’t be here for that. If you have the money, he’ll lead you to the little alley behind his stall and show you a space of earth little larger than a skillet, and there you must make your assay. This is by far the most expensive place, for it is hard to be discreet in such a noisy market, and discretion is costly. If your ladder strays outside the burnt-stone boundaries Bilal indicates, the earth will crumble beneath your rungs before you reach Venus and no one may be held accountable but yourself. There is only room for one ladderer at a time, and brawls frequently erupt over the rights. Bilal is sage and sanguine—he favors whoever is left standing.
The fourth is in my house. It’s just under my bed—you’d have to pull up the floorboards. I live in Cleveland, Ohio. No one really knows about it yet. Once, a woman came with a bushel of nails and sat on my bed for three days, waiting for me to show her the spot. Her eyes were blue and her lips were chapped. She’d come a long way. I sat with her. We didn’t speak. I just can’t afford to replace the floor.
Secondly, you will have to collect materials. Certainly, wood is plentiful enough in some parts of the world, though you wouldn’t want to have to carry it all up to Cho Oyu stick by stick. But it’s more than that. Veterans will tell you—the tallest ladders aren’t simple, they aren’t workmanlike, they don’t show good Amish craftsmanship. The sun is a shy girl, they’ll say. You have to introduce yourself first, show your best side, make sure she knows you’re worth her time, or the moon will smack you right back down like a protective uncle. I know one kid who built his out of bicycle spokes. The whole thing—you wouldn’t believe it. It gleamed silver at night like a spider web. He climbed all over it like he weighed nothing at all. He was just air and lanky bones. Girls came to watch him from all the neighbor-farms, and Anna Civadier even gave him her cigarettes to smoke when he was tired. He stopped smoking though, when he broke the ionosphere. I never saw him fall, but the whole ladder came clattering down with the spring thaw, and that was that, I guess.
 The woman who sat on my bed had brought ballpoint pens. Maybe she was a writer. I didn’t think to ask. 
Third, you have to invest in some protection. I mean, you have to be practical about this. Oxygen canisters at first, a full hazmat suit for the higher atmosphere, and finally a mechanical counterpressure stocking. The trouble is, an MCS is pretty hard to come by. In the end, it’s easiest to steal them. There’s a kind of stocking underground out of NASA during some parts of the year—Florida to Cuba to an offshore site in the Caymans. There are, of course, NASA offices in Cleveland. I knew it, but I didn’t tell her about it. She had a good pair of boots, expensive, gripping soles and steel toes. But that’s not enough, not nearly enough. 
The MCS can be quite beautiful—I saw a girl once in Marrakesh (she stabbed an Australian man and broke my arm for the honor of the earth behind Bilal’s) who wore an MCS from the moment she broke ground. It was dark blue, like deep water, over every inch of her, heel to face. The cooling system glittered and flashed as she moved, pulling her sweat away from her skin and channeling it through the fibers. She looked like a lapis statue. Her ladder was made out of bamboo and hemp rope—I have to admit I hadn’t thought of rope before. It’s difficult to make stable, but it reduces the weight so much. I had a lot of time to take notes while my arm healed. 
Fourth, you must have studied archeo-cosmology at least, though astro-physics, advanced calculus, and carpentry are also recommended. Some suggest a rudimentary knowledge of the Old Testament, especially those sections dealing with a certain ill-fated tower, is not inadvisable. 
You’ll also need a weapon.
 The problem is Mercury. 
 There is a small colony there. It is a colony of failures, of those who 
came so far, only to fall, to drift down like leaves to the stony, Mercurial shores. It is, of course, miserably hot there, no MCS can hope to redirect such heat. They live in pressurized domes scavenged from the materia of their ladders—glass and plastic, wood and stone, bamboo, rope, croquet mallets, bones. Bicycle spokes. They husband strange plants in shadowed dormitory corners, plants with white fruits like sodden skin, and scorched leaves. They’re near blind with the intensity of the light, but they can hear well enough to know when a ladderer is approaching. You can’t keep quiet enough, I promise. They will cut your ladder as it passes, if they can. It will take all your skill to build your rungs through the ruins of theirs, floating, unhappy, mute. They will scream in tribal rage, their burnt eyes squeezing out tears of pus and blood. 
There’s an old man there—of course, they’re all old. The sun is very far away, and it takes so long. They leave everyone behind. Wives, husbands, babies. Mothers. Aunts. The old man lives in squalor—the others don’t even want to touch him. He is continually disappointed not to find rivers of quicksilver, cities of clever thieves and tricksters, a laughing boy sprinting across the Skinakas Basin with wings on his shoes. He’s the worst of them. I’ve heard he’s working on an ICBM made out of paint cans and claymores with a magma payload. 
 I suggest a projectile weapon of some sort, though really, it’s all chance from Mercury on. 
Fifth, you have to be ready for her.
 The sun is a star. It’s an easy thing to say, but in a very few words it expresses things essential for the successful ladderer. The sun is a star. No different from any other, a little dimmer than some, a little brighter than others. Around every point of light in the black sky are other planets, other Bilals, other Anna Civadiers, other nihzreni, other stocking undergrounds. Other ladderers, building roads to other suns. 
 But this one is ours. And you can’t really prepare for it. Sure, you can say there will be fire, liquid fire in loops and whorls like a burning fingerprint. You can say it will be so hot your flesh will not even have a chance to melt away before it is ash. You can say there will be shadows, here and there, sunspots, dancing out of reach. You can say they will look almost like a face, a demure eye closing in ecstasy at the expectation of your touch. 
 But you can’t really be ready for that. For the tips of your ladder to blaze and crumble as you reach out, stretching your fingertips into the vacuum, your blood leaping to close that last distance. For the crush of a loop of fire catching you around the waist like a loving arm, pulling you in close, so close, closer than a child suckling at a great ruby breast. You can’t know what you will say as your heart atomizes into gold. 
Sixth, you will need to pull up the floorboards. You will need to drag the bed in to the kitchen. You will need to crack the ceiling and cut a hole in the roof. 
The woman with blue eyes took her pens and left before dawn—the light was cold and blue, and there was mist on my neighbor’s pond. I knew she was leaving, but I didn’t go after her. I wanted to be alone again, with my bed and the place beneath it. She smelled like sweat and men’s cologne, and I was tired of feeding her. I was almost out of eggs. I heard her car pull out of the driveway and breathed, shakily.
I’m selfish. If I’d let her dig under my floor we could have started out together. We could have traded jokes about the crazy guy with his junkyard missiles. We could have sat on the seven-hundredth rung and celebrated with Cokes and bran muffins. Maybe she would have explained to me about the pens. We could have watched the clouds shift over Venus, rose and peach, silver and snow.
I wake up every morning. I sit on the edge of my bed. I close my eyes and I can feel that space underneath me, that adamant column of stone descending down into the earth, hard enough to hold me up. I close my fists around the hammer I keep on my nightstand. The sun comes through the window, thin at first, but stronger and brighter, a shaft of gold piercing my shuddering, lurching heart.
 And I think: maybe today.
 My Kami, My Dears— 
Tomorrow I leave for Hawaii. I’ve never been there—my mother and father went there on their honeymoon, and the third time my mother was married, it was on Oahu. So in some sense it feels like my mother’s place to me, a weirdly maternal world of green tropical jungle and fruit that weeps sugar. I’m excited, I want to swim in the sea again. …

The Pine Witch Counts Her Knuckle Bones
 O
 ne black bone: for children dead. 
Two black bones: for leaves gone red.
 Three black bones: for creaky bones.
 Four black bones: for the callow crone.
Can you see me? Just here, behind the flowering yellow mushrooms. I am chewing pitch. I strip it from the brickley pine and roll it between my fingers like a cigarette before I chew it. It tastes like grief. Can you see me? I’ve got a stump sewn onto my back, all red and thready and heavy. It keeps the snails off, and when the quarter moon sits in the sky like an overturned cup it rubs my shoulders in the most lascivious way and tells me that no one, nowhere, could ever love me.
No? I didn’t think you could. I am, in the end, withered and wizened and so very hard to see. 
 I know what you’re here for. It’s not any big surprise. You all want the same thing. You come from the city with pink cheeks and huge eyes and you want to know how I became a witch. As if I don’t know anything else. As if becoming a witch was the end of my personal evolution. You might as well ask why there’s no half-human beasties running around if ’n we all evolved from monkeys. If you’re not an idiot, it’s obvious.
 Not all of us evolved from monkeys.
 I used to have kids, you know, just like you. When I look back on it now I understand it all, just like you’ll understand it, but then I just wanted to know why my son’s skin grew mushrooms like pimples and my daughter stood in the rain with her arms outstretched, turning green at the fingertips, instead of coming in for dinner. My husband said: hey, kids today, what are you gonna do?
 Can you see me now? By the cedar trunk where the millipedes wrangle. I’ve got a sparrow in my ear. She tells me horoscopes, sparrow-style. Trouble this week for those born under the signs of the Wood Louse and the Rhododendron. Come closer, I’ve got green apples for all the earnest boys and girls who want to grow up to be witches. 
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Five black bones: for widow’s luck Six black bones: for feathers plucked Seven black bones: for a house of stars Eight black bones: for long white scars
My son went first. Out into the forest behind our house, running like God had called his name. Oysters and chanterelles blossomed in his footsteps, enoki and morels. We looked for months—nothing. All those mushrooms, on and on into the woods, and no boy, no how. My husband left me; my daughter sat in her room and listened to punk bands all day. I drank gin; that’s what gin’s for, you know. Wine loosens your tongue, vodka screws up your anger, but gin is for the grief you can’t swallow without help.
But then my girl went out to the yard one morning when it was raining like a judgment on our house, and stuck her hands in the air and all her fingers turned green and all her toes too and before I could get out the door she’d put down roots into the lawn. When I asked her what was wrong, she opened her mouth and all these yellow leaves came pouring out, out and out and out. I brought her tea for a couple of days and tried to make it easy—I put lanolin on her joints where it was wrinkling up into bark, and cleaned all the leaves away so she could breathe. But I’m not slow, I can figure things as well as anyone, and my daughter was a larch and there was nothing I could say.
I read this story once about a girl who was so beautiful that a god fell in love with her and chased her so far and so long that she turned into a tree just to get away from him. I read that story to her on the lawn while the stars got swaddled up in clouds. Who’s chasing you, baby? I said. No answer but more leaves.
Can you see me? Over here, kid. By the creek, where the little flat bluegill let me shuffle them up like cards and lay them out on the moss. Three of Fins, the Blue Priestess, the Third Eyelid—I’d get that lump looked at.
Nine black bones: for old faith lost. Ten black bones: an early frost.
 Eleven black bones: for death in life. Twelve black bones: the earth to wife. To become a witch you have to lose something. It’s just economy, really. Can’t get something for nothing. And being a witch is a big get, so you have to lose something big. What did you bring to lose for the privilege? That’s what I thought.
After my daughter turned into a larch, I followed my son’s footprints into the forest again. All the mushrooms were still there, orange and scalloped at the edges, glinting silver under their frilly little caps. I went deep into the dark, calling his name out. Nobody answered but the bats. Their screeches dug into my neck like tiny teeth. The path of mushrooms led nowhere, just to an old gnarl of a tree, hardly any branches at all, covered in mushrooms like brocade, oysters and enoki like laces trailing down to the ground. 
I looked at it slantwise. I called my son’s name again. The wind said: go home, old woman.
 I sat down by the mushroomy tree and waited. I’m not slow, I’ve read books. I saw my daughter turn. After awhile I got hungry and ate some of the fat, doughy morels. Awhile after that I lay down and went to sleep. Being a mother you keep a lot of vigils: when they’re sick, when they’re too young to ask politely for milk, when they’re studying for a math final. I’m good at it. But I’m not inhuman, I have to sleep sometime.
 When I woke up my son was sitting on my chest, and the weight was terrible. He had his knees bent up and his arms crossed over them. He was all over mushrooms, even in his eyes. 
 Why can’t we be like other families? he whispered.
 “I don’t know,” I wheezed.
 Aunt Lola is a Douglas fir, did you know that? And I think Grandma said that cousin Oliver is a maple. They have to drain him every Christmas. What are you?
 “That’s ridiculous. Cousin Oliver is a car salesman in Minnesota. And anyway, maybe you got it from your father.”
 No. Dad’s just meat. It’s you. You’re different. 
 “I’m not the one with mushrooms bugging out of my head.”
 It’s ok, Mom. You don’t have to get defensive. We’re family, after all. Always and forever.
I woke up. He was gone. I had bruises shaped like feet on my chest. When you’re a witch, you’ll learn to tie dreams up in a sack so they can’t get away. I didn’t know how, then. I stood up to stretch—and my arm snagged on a branch, cutting into the soft skin, searing pain into the cold morning. I bled; it wasn’t blood. I guess I didn’t expect it to be. Genetics are genetics.
 I bled golden sap onto the mushrooms. I laughed in the damp mist. 
A bat alighted on my arm and began to taste the blood, first hesitant, then enthusiastic. I let him, and stroked his little mousey head. 
 Not everyone evolved from monkeys. Birth is just random chance, really. What a bit of blood and bone will turn into. A surgeon, a marine biologist. A witch. A tree. Don’t believe me? Well, you won’t get far around here with that attitude, kid.
Thirteen black bones: for bile and rage. Fourteen black bones: a ripe old age. Fifteen black bones: for warmth and wealth. Sixteen black bones: to keep your health.
So I became a witch. I didn’t mean to. Not everyone can do it. You have to be in the family, somehow. A little yellow thread through thousands of years, just us, just family. Not so different in kind. I’ve heard about these girls who dance around naked at the full moon and make tinctures and that’s all right, I guess, if it makes them happy. But some things are in the blood. The squirrels will never show strangers how they cast the walnut runes.
Can you see me? Cracking pine cones over by the birches. Helping the woodpeckers carve their fetishes into the trees. I’m not down in the earth like my daughter, not yet. Sometimes my toes start to curl down but I yank them up right quick. Not yet, I whisper. Not yet. My back got all hunched and red bark grew over it, my hair shrunk up into pine needles, my fingers are all wood and rot and long, skinny mushrooms. I stood in the rain with my hands up. I didn’t need food; the sun and the water did me fine.
Someday I’ll let my toes go to ground. It would be nice. I could talk to my kids. Root systems are as good as telephone lines. But the thing is, as soon as the sap starts in you, there’s so much to listen to, so much to do. The sparrows say that as I was born under the sign of Peat Moss, I have a long and lonely road ahead, and I guess they’re probably right— astrologers are always so vague—and I guess that’s okay.
Not that lonely, anyhow, with you townies always coming around to learn how to make your boyfriend love you again or make gold out of mud. Yeah, I know that stuff. It’s not hard. I learned how to lose my babies and my husband—after that, a little alchemy and a little Psych 101’s nothing but a bit of pass-time.
There’s others out here. Every once in awhile one of you is kin. And what do you know? Cousin Oliver really is a maple. He quit the car trade in ’92.
 Seventeen black bones: a laden cart. Eighteen black bones: to bury my heart.
 Come here. Don’t be afraid, I sterilize the knife with the creek and an old Bic. It’s fine. Give me your arm. A witch has to be willing to bleed. 
Can you see me? Even now. I’m right here. I’m right here. You’re so close. So many shadows and shafts of light through the canopy to trick you. Follow the mushrooms. I’m right here.
 My Kami, My Dears—
 A little something for impending Halloween. 
I have traveled so much this year I can hardly believe my luck. Hawaii was a strange place, like New York, the object of so many tourist fantasies that it is both itself and something very different, some coconut-golem made up of so many desires and observers. Mostly I swam in the Pacific—I swam with turtles and with dolphins, amid schools of yellow fish. …

The Legend of Good Women
 L
ook, sisters! His bones are stiff and straight, at attention, one might almost say. A Knight, a boy, barely, fallen before us, sleeping sweet as cinnamon. How fortunate that he has come to our garden, our bower, our flower-shot dock, to our arms, of all the arms of the world.
Slumber, O, slumber, Sir! Lie back among the pear seeds and laurels! We apple-nymphs will guard you, our crisp green skin shining hard and mottled, our hair like broken stems—fear no errant incubus whilst we are by! Sleep on your shield, sleep on their star-seeded breasts. Sleep and sleep, still, oh, still!
Did not our Geoffrey slumber thus? Did not we bring him dreams of maidens so white in virtue their veins ran with alum? We shall tell you a secret, oh sleeping knight ours—when we sent those ladies to the bedside of Chaucer, his flask and wallet empty by his side, we cut out their hearts, so that they would speak to him only dully, of no passion, of no high blood, but of doves and pastry and trousseau. The Queen bade us do it, we accept no blame.
But not for you will we commit such butchery. Are we not kind nymphs and true? We bring such dreams in our boughs, and ask for nearly nothing in return!
First see the nymph of pears spin and whirl and don the dress of Ariadne—how her hair flies on Naxos! How her colored dress is torn! Do not look, virtuous knight! Her breast hangs round and sweet from her ruined garments! Was she not gentle, was she not wise? See how her clew strangles her pretty neck! How her brother’s bull-bright shade beats her around the shoulders! How Dionysios holds her face to the sand and cavorts! Was she not a good woman? She is Rage, she is Revenge, she is a fury with hair like a labyrinth, but Theseus may shrug in Athens and call her loyal enough for use, though not for love.
Then see the nymph of oranges peel herself white and lie on Cleopatra’s couch—never a pretty woman, but pharaoh of the forest! How those men saw Isis move in her, how they saw Hathor’s moon be
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tween her legs—and how relieved they were that she went the way of Eve and loved the serpent so dearly! Was she not a good woman? Ah, but a good woman cannot outstay her welcome, and must be clever enough to leap from man to man like a frog if she wishes to keep her head! We shall keep her head among us and love her, not for Egypt but for the moon within her, and her sweet voice singing out the stars in date-heady Alexandria! She is Lust, she is Ambition, she is the mistress of serpents, and who if not us will keep her safe?
Then see the nymph of plums wriggle in her violet garlands and become Medea, with a slaughtered son in each hand! Was she not virtuous? Was she not a good mother? Did she not get her babes in bed by half past eight, with milk in their bellies and their blankets tucked tight? Did she not love her husband, his tongue that tasted of olives, his golden fleece tossed upon the couch and forgotten? Ah, but only a father may choose the fate of his sons—how dare she fail to vanish in the face of a lovelier woman? She is Scorn, she is Murder, she drives her dragonchariot hard and fast, her hair burning in the wind!
Then see the nymph of quince blush green and paint upon herself the smile of Hypsipyle—how well she knows Ariadne, how well Medea! Look upon these Three Graces, their blameless hearts beaming! Was she not a good woman? Did she not bear two children also to the great Argonaut, his oar prancing through Lemnos all a-spangle? She and Ariadne may weep together, abandoned on their rocky isles—too virtuous to keep, we presume. She is Mercy Regretted, she is Abandon, she drags her boys behind her starving and shunned, their knees scratched, her womb ragged—why, you can see the virtue shining through the wounds!
See, too, the nymph of tangerines laugh like sand falling through fingers and resemble Dido, Queen of Africa! Oh, she was a woman if ever there was! What a wife, with a nation appended to her wedding-hand, with hecatombs in her heart and columns in her kiss! How kind Aeneas was to her, to match her merit, who sent a sword in his place to run her through and make her cry out in her tower! Ah, well, it hardly matters. Carthago delenda est, after all. This is virtue, is it not? To stand quite still and never to disturb the hero in his rapine and abandon! We applaud her fortitude, who is Suicide, who is Grief! Why, she could so have easily given in to sin, and lived beyond her use!
 See beside her the nymph of cherries grasp her scarlet breasts and scream like a Sabine! Lucretia weeping virgin’s blood—what a good girl, 
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the best of girls, exempla to all the rest! Sit in your schoolchairs, girls, and learn how to be a good daughter. Why she hardly cried at all when Tarquin tore open her legs! And how saintly, how celestial of her not to remain among all her adulterer-kin, to spoil their fun by living on after use fulfilled! She is Rape, she is Violence, she is our dutiful homework! Surely this is our model of womanhood—for what is the legend of good women but the legend of dead women? Once dead, they may be gratefully forgotten, and there is no better lady than she whom we need think not of.
See now the nymph of the garden wall crack open and show Thisbe, who stands with pearlmouthed Dido, crimson Lucretia, and snakebraceleted Cleopatra, the four suicide evangelists! And here is she, the lion, her golden face contorted in a rictus of virtue, living not one moment beyond her lover— for what use is a good woman without a man to keep her? What need have we of Thisbe without Pyramus? None! She is Fornication, she is Deception, she is a sweet girl lying dead beneath a wall (cruel wall!) and all may mourn her, for a woman is only a woman when she is mourned.
See then the nymph of the willow open her branches and show a lonely swallow within—oh, silent Philomela! We tried, when our Geoff woke, to ask which it was that made you virtuous, your ravishment or your severed tongue, and for all we know he is still considering the question. How thoughtful of you to suffer, how clever of you to turn into a songless swallow, so that no man would have to hear your brainless weeping! O, Suffering, O, Tell-Tale Heart! Fall into Lucretia’s arms—she will love you best, and show you her wounds where all her piety shimmers!
See before you the nymph of almonds shed her skin and show whiteness beneath: pretty, white-armed Phyllis, never sinning, never erring, never once daring to live when her love had gone but three inches from her side. O unfaithful women of the world! How can you bear to walk and speak when your husbands turn away to bathe? Practice the virtue of Phyllis and become a tree the moment he looks not on you, and bloom henceforth only in his presence, for you are nothing but the stalk which bears him fruit. She is the Eradication of Self, glorious pearl of beauty! Follow her into the bark!
See last the nymph of pears smile sweetly, the nurse of all these, whose hair and face and skin glows all whiter than the dove of Christ, Hypermnestra the virgin, alone of these inviolate, joyful, abandoned by no one on no shale-slippery isle off the Grecian strand. She holds them all to her breast, and notes the symptoms of their virtue on a clean, crisp leaf. After all, it was difficult not to kill her husband with all her sisters— perhaps she toils in penance here, with new sisters to watch over.
The Queen bade us show that poet who lay here before you, O knight our own, a virtue he could understand. And so of our dream-memory he pulled bloodied women who begged only rest. When they spoke of suffering, he heard paeans of love. Presented with nymphs numbering ten, whose beauty blinds swans, he could not think of a maid but that she was rent to pieces beneath a hero’s galloping destiny.
You are better, we know. How your shield gleams! Let us put our lips to you, our sweetblossomed kisses, and go in our name to the den of Jason, to the ships of Theseus, to the seraglios of Tarquin and Antony— go with our favor tied round your arm, and instruct those poor sheep, long strayed from the flock, the sacred virtue that Medea knows!
And if you should meet a poor traveling poet on your way, with a cleft chin and wine-sagging eyes, with a wallet empty and wailing, tell him we have heard the rumors he spreads of us, and are waiting by the road, ten hooded women with sonnets in our teeth.
 My Kami, My Dears— 
Forgive the shortness of this month’s story —I am in the midst of chaos, moving my house from Ohio to Maine, from the plains to the sea, to a little island in the Atlantic and a little grey house upon it. However, the subject of the tale is near and dear to me, for once I was a medieval studies grad student, and lo, Chaucer pissed me off.…

Mullein
 I
 swallowed a lake once. 
A girl told me to do it. She said: open your mouth just a little wider. When she said it, her lips were stained with blueberry juice, and I could see Scorpio glittering like a barbed fish-hook behind her wet hair.
The lake was up north, where Maine looks like the ocean is seeping up through a thousand little pores, and there are more lakes than dry land. It was just a little lake. Nobody’s missed it yet. No one’s property values were harmed in the process. Three things were left over after I swallowed it: a sunken fishing boat named Moira, a glass jar, and Scorpio, flashing like a warning over an empty field.
The lake was called Tlingo. The girl was called Mullein. “My mother was a Spanish infanza,” Mullein said to me, reclining on the long grass of the shores of Lake Tlingo. It was the autumn of our fifteenth year. “And my father was a snow leopard. He came upon her palanquin in the mountains of Andalucia. He tore her canopy, which was blue and fringed with gold. Her supper was scattered everywhere— oranges rolled on the snow. He meant to devour her and her oranges too, but...” she shrugged, indicating the essential nature of cat and humankind, and scratched her bony kneecap. “My mother had a mole at her throat. Like a leopard’s spot. My father ate three of her pages, and their hats, before he leapt again onto her silks and crawled up to her, to her throat and her spot, growling pitifully, a lonely and longing thing.”
 “I don’t think they have snow leopards in Spain,” I said. I skipped a stone across Lake Tlingo. 
 “He escaped from the King’s menagerie, of course. This was before Franco.”
 “Of course.” I arched my eyebrow to let her know she wasn’t getting away with anything. I knew she was teasing me.
 Mullein smelled like blueberry flowers and her hair was always clean. Girls who smell of blueberry flowers and clean hair often have hearts like hers, full of stories and convoluted paths by which they can convince themselves the stories might be true. Sometimes the stories 
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 are about Spanish snow leopards. Sometimes they’re about sad children and a lake in Maine. 
“Well, my father did the right thing and married her at a monastery on the banks of the Guadalquivir, where the mullein grows wild and yellow. He ate the abbot afterwards. My mother blushed behind her veil.”
I tried to kiss her then. It seemed like a good time. The sun was setting behind her and the whites of her eyes had gone golden, feline. I could almost believe her. And that is the only time to try to kiss a girl who smells of blueberry flowers. But then, maybe there is no time. She turned her face away and I caught the hard shell of her ear, which I dutifully kissed; anything she offered, it was my duty to take. I loved her, and she did not love me. That kind of thing is hopeless and a little pathetic, but if you are patient, it creates a series of bargains by which you can have, oh, a little, just a little, of her, of her clean hair, of her smell, of her kneecaps and her stories. 
Mullein was a virgin—that she had told me proudly on the day in April when we met. It was raining, and history class had already begun, but both of us lingered in the baseball field, squelching mud beneath our spring boots and ignoring the lineages of Finnish kings we did not care for. She took my hand on the pitcher’s mound and told me how it would be: you love me already, and I will never love you. I wish to love only as my parents did, impossibly, against all law, against logic and decorum. When I was six my father ensured my virginity in an ancient manner; my womb is stopped up with pearl, and it will hurt me more than other girls when that pearl is dislodged. So don’t think it will be you. You’re far too plain. But if you like, you may hold my hand.
 I held her hand. 
On the shores of Lake Tlingo she stretched and ate blueberries and drank milk out of a jar. I looked dubiously at the jar, not exactly a noblewoman’s goblet.
“Well, it’s much harder for my family here in America, you know,” she said defensively. “My mother is not accustomed to poverty. When she was a child, twelve eunuchs rubbed her skin with myrrh and cardamom every morning. She has slept with opals on her eyes every night since she was nine, to guard against wrinkles. Her brothers fought for the privilege of washing her hair in a tincture of gold each evening. When my mother brought my father home, her brothers sharpened their swords and sucked their teeth. The eunuchs hissed when he came near their cedar rooms. When her pregnancy showed, it was worse: no one could ignore that my father’s claws left their marriage bed a ruin each morning, or that his fur drifted and blew against the walls like snow. He snarled at the footmen and ate raw meat in the great hall, his white muzzle stained with oxblood and boar marrow. My uncles cornered my father in the bath-house, finally—they cut off his tail and his ears, and his howls echoed off of the tile. My mother heard him cry out, as wives can always hear their true husbands in their extremity, and came running across the courtyard, where she shot her brothers each through the heart with a pistol.”
“And where in all this did you decide to go to public school in rural New England, Mullein?”
 She ignored me. That was her right. “After that, they could not stay. They boarded a long, sloping ship, and my father suffered the indignities of an exotic animal at sea. But here in the woods they are left alone. A retired longshoreman with a boat called Moira made my mother’s acquaintance. He loved her, but my father is not a liberal beast. So instead of kissing her, the longshoreman brought them bread and cheese and once even a whole lamb, bleating softly in the hold. My mother built a house of pine and violets and slate, and the violet-roots twined like the arches of the Alhambra, and she looked up through the lattice when she gave birth to me, in the dirt and the shadow. And the longshoreman came every month when I was a child, he brought me toys and a necklace made of shells. He looked at me the way you look at me. But there was a storm one summer and he didn’t come again. Every morning my father licked my mother’s skin softer than myrrh and cardamom ever left it. He washed her hair in a cold river. He placed blueberries on her eyes to guard against wrinkles. And we drank milk and rainwater from jars because goblets are too fine for my father’s clumsy paws, and jars are anyway plentiful—humans are wasteful. They’re gone now, my parents. The wrinkles came, despite opals, despite berries. My father’s spots went all white. But still he slept in her lap and she stroked the thick scars where his ears once were.” Mullein turned to me, the twilight on her dark hair a bleed of blue and rose. “And that’s when I went to public school. When my mother had no more English to teach me, and my father died quietly in his sleep, on her lap, and she buried him on the shores of Lake Tlingo with a cross above his bones, and died there, too, slumped over and frozen in the winter. I got immunizations. I learned algebra.”
 “I love you, Mullein.”
 “I told you: I will never love you back. I am waiting for a better story.”
 “But a good story is only in how you tell it. This could be the best story there is.”
 “It isn’t.”
 “But it could be. If you’d let it, it could be. After all, your mother wasn’t really a princess, and your father sells mufflers down on Second Street. I mean, I’ve seen him. I met him at Parent-Teacher night. I never know if you expect me to believe these things or if you’re just testing to see how long I’ll listen. But I’d listen forever, even if I know they’re lies. That’s what love does.” I touched her hand; she did not take it away. Her grey eyes reflected Lake Tlingo over and over. She seemed sad, and I suppose she must have been. I broke the rules. I said the terrible words that broke the spell, and now she was just a girl with motor oil under her nails and a C average. When she spoke her voice sounded old and tired.
 “In fairy stories,” she said, “when someone wants to make love to a girl, they do an impossible thing. Like my father: making love with a human, making her pregnant, that was impossible. That he could do it at all proved his love.”
 “Mullein...”
 “If you want me, you’ll believe me, whatever I say. That’s what love does, you said. And I say I can’t love less than my parents did. So this is the deal: swallow that lake, all of it, like the Chinese boy in the fairy tale we read in class last year. Swallow the water and the fish and the weeds and the longshoreman’s bones and my father’s grave and my mother and everything. If you can do that, then I’ll let you make love to me, no matter how much it hurts.”
 Well, what should I have done? 
 I poured out her jar of milk and walked down to the shore of Lake Tlingo. I filled it, and drank. Filled it, and drank. Filled it, and drank. All night, and into the morning. It tasted a little grassy and moldy and green. The dew dripped down my collar. When the sun was high, we walked back to school and did math problems, ate spaghetti in the cafeteria, talked about the concert that Friday and water by volume. She let me kiss her cheek when I walked her to the muffler shop on Second Street. There was no one there to meet her, but she waved goodbye to me and smiled. When she had gone inside and the bell chimed over the door, I went back to Lake Tlingo. Her jar was still there. I bent down and filled it up again.
It takes a really long time to drink a lake. In a fairy tale it takes a minute, a deep, indrawn breath and a big belly and it’s over. It takes more than that in real life. It takes faith, and years. I’m seventy-four now. So is she, I suppose. She comes to watch me sometimes. What I do, it’s kind of like church. I go to the Lake, which is barely a puddle these days, and dip her old jar in. I’ve eaten my share of catfish and trout and midges and little watersnakes. I saw the boat appear, slowly, as if by magic, and as if by magic, it still had Moira painted on the side. 
Mullein still looks fifteen. Her hair is long and black, and whether by grace of opals or blueberries, there are no wrinkles around her eyes. Her knees are still big and knobby. She doesn’t really have breasts yet. She just watches me, with her face in her hands. 
And today, of all days, when there is little left of Lake Tlingo but damp mud and grass, she crosses the dry lakebed, her bare feet crunching sand, standing still and silent before me. It is a good story, now. She knows that, and I do. We are both of us chastened. Mullein kisses me, a real kiss, not her cheek or her ear, but her young mouth, her tongue touching mine like an electric thing. And as we lie down at the bottom of the dead lake, the tail beneath her dress unfurls, spotted black and white. It whips back and forth for a moment before settling around my waist like a loving arm and drawing me down to her.
 My Kami, My Dears 
This is the first Omikuji written in Maine—appropriately, it takes place there. I joked over the breakfast table that just as you can be sure in a Guillermo del Toro movie that ultimately, the fantasy isn’t really real, in a CMV story you can be assured that it is. I just can’t bear to create a world where magic and strangeness is a lie. It’s not in me. …

That Which Lets the Light In
 A
 girl named Clerestory washes her wounds in light, her hair shrouded in gems, oh, black and blue, like a net of bruises and tears. She sings to her baby, strapped to her back with knots of black silk. 
Come and I will sing you.
 What will you sing me?
 I will sing you one-o.
 What will the one be?
 One, this one, lives all alone, and ever more shall be so.
A girl named Clerestory washes shame from her skin, the leaves of the forest a salve to her blood. She sits at a well without water, and the moss on its stones is a knowing thing, a thing that hides, a thing that remembers. The sun will not look at her. She sings to her baby, all swaddled in that old mercy-moss.
Come and I will sing you.
 What will you sing me?
 I will sing you two-o.
 What will the two be?
 Two of them were lily-white arms, severed at the shoulder. One, this one, lives all alone, and ever more shall be so.
A girl named Clerestory is naked in the wood. She is so thin the beating of her heart bruises her breast. The mark is like a fist. There are raspberry brambles in her foot. She sings with a limp.
Come and I will sing you. What will you sing me? I will sing you three-o. What will the three be? Three of them were shackles
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 Two of them were lily-white arms, severed at the shoulder. One, this one, lives all alone, and ever more shall be so. 
A girl named Clerestory still has her crown, a relic from the time before the well and the forest and the child. She remembers the day she got it, how she stood all in white in a cathedral, and looked up at the arched windows that were her namesake. She thought: I am that which that lets the light in. And then they put a net of lapis and onyx on her hair and all the lights of her world went out.
Come and I will sing you.
 What will you sing me?
 I will sing you four-o.
 What will the four be?
 Four cries to heaven.
 Three of them were shackles.
 Two of them were lily-white arms, severed at the shoulder. One, this one, lives all alone, and ever more shall be so.
A girl named Clerestory does not charm the forest animals. They run from her, the whip-marks on her ribs like gasps of red, the space where her arms once were. No sweet-cheeked small men will appear to serve her, or make her serve them. There is only the wood and the well and the child. And the child is so heavy. She remembers she had brothers. She remembers she was meant to be protected.
Come and I will sing you.
 What will you sing me?
 I will sing you five-o.
 What will the five be?
 Five fingers on each vanished hand.
 Four cries to heaven.
 Three of them were shackles.
 Two of them were lily-white arms, severed at the shoulder. One, this one, lives all alone, and ever more shall be so.
A girl named Clerestory said no, once. That was all. She stood in green in her little room, concerned with books and spinning and crops, and when something not quite her father, something dressed up like the mandate of heaven reached for her and asked her to be concerned with flesh and children and flushed skin, she said no. She thought she was allowed to say no. 
Come and I will sing you.
 What will you sing me?
 I will sing you six-o.
 What will the six be?
 Six, six days of wandering.
 Five fingers on each vanished hand.
 Four cries to heaven.
 Three of them were shackles.
 Two of them were lily-white arms, severed at the shoulder. One, this one, lives all alone, and ever more shall be so.
A girl named Clerestory looks like the moon. She has a dark face and a light face. The light face she turns towards her child, the dark face towards herself. The moon itself is sorry for her, but what can a moon do? It is not much use to an armless maid to compel the tides, or pass in front of the sun.
Come and I will sing you.
 What will you sing me?
 I will sing you seven-o.
 What will the seven be?
 Seven, seven stars upon your skin.
 Six, six days of wandering.
 Five fingers on each vanished hand.
 Four cries to heaven.
 Three of them were shackles.
 Two of them were lily-white arms, severed at the shoulder. One, this one, lives all alone, and ever more shall be so.
A girl named Clerestory understands several things. The first is how to make a fire by rubbing twigs together with her feet. She is glad of understanding this; so is her baby. The second is that God has looked at her, and the eye of God pierced her like a father, all the way down to her child. The third is that the eye of God is heavy as a stone. She understood this as she lay in the dirt of the wood with blood pooling beneath her and a soul tearing out of her soul, severing itself from her like an arm. She understood it as she rolled to lick the stuff of her body from the mouth of her child, her child born with golden arms, and stars glowing on her ribs where her mother was whipped, with a mark like the moon on her belly, and a mark on her breast burning like the sun, a mark like a fist. The fourth thing is that the body can never forget what it has witnessed.
Come and I will sing you.
 What will you sing me?
 I will sing you eight-o.
 What will the eight be?
 Eight, the gaze of God on me.
 Seven, seven stars upon your skin.
 Six, six days of wandering.
 Five fingers on each vanished hand.
 Four cries to heaven.
 Three of them were shackles.
 Two of them were lily-white arms, severed at the shoulder. One, this one, lives all alone, and ever more shall be so.
A girl named Clerestory lies beside her child to nurse, and the milk that flows from her is golden as an arm. She understands that this is the memory of her child’s father, the kingly creature gluttoned on gold. The child has never moved her strange arms. She has never seen her mother move an arm, or flex fingers, so she has nothing to imitate. 
Come and I will sing you.
 What will you sing me?
 I will sing you nine-o.
 What will the nine be?
 Nine, nine months to bear a child.
 Eight, the gaze of God on me.
 Seven, seven stars upon your skin.
 Six, six days of wandering.
 Five fingers on each vanished hand.
 Four cries to heaven.
 Three of them were shackles.
 Two of them were lily-white arms, severed at the shoulder. One, this one, lives all alone, and ever more shall be so.
A girl named Clerestory has watched her child learn to crawl. The child has not learned the tongues of mild forest folk. She speaks as her mother speaks, seldom and full of weeping. The sun in her breast boils. The moon in her belly sings. Her mother is afraid: one day it will be known that such a pair live in the wood by the well, and at the least they will paint icons and fall sighing to the loam. A child that can crawl can become lost. Can fall crying into a silver brook, and her mother with no arms to catch her out can only sing and sing and sing.
Come and I will sing you.
 What will you sing me?
 I will sing you ten-o.
 What will the ten be?
 Ten times I’ve reached for you.
 Nine, nine months to bear a child.
 Eight, the gaze of God on me.
 Seven, seven stars upon your skin.
 Six, six days of wandering.
 Five fingers on each vanished hand.
 Four cries to heaven.
 Three of them were shackles.
 Two of them were lily-white arms, severed at the shoulder. One, this one, lives all alone, and ever more shall be so.
A girl named Clerestory does not expect magic. There are no golden arms for her. She can stretch and lean with all her will, with the patient faith of elephants, but no slim lily-white arms will appear. She is past the redemption of fairy books. There is no restoration planned by conspiracy of wood and well and brook. She can only watch her child in pain, helpless, armless, reaching and never grasping.
Come and I will sing you.
 What will you sing me?
 I will sing you eleven-o.
 What will the eleven be?
 Eleven, the eleven things the moss conceals. Ten times I’ve reached for you.
 Nine, nine months to bear a child.
 Eight, the gaze of God on me.
 Seven, seven stars upon your skin.
 Six, six days of wandering.
 Five fingers on each vanished hand.
 Four cries to heaven.
 Three of them were shackles.
 Two of them were lily-white arms, severed at the shoulder. One, this one, lives all alone, and ever more shall be so.
A girl named Clerestory stretches her wracked torso towards the water. There is no bell-like sound of a story ending. Her arms do not snatch her child to safety—but her baby’s little golden arms reach up, stretch out, and clasp her mother’s neck. Her gleaming fingers lock under her mother’s hair. A girl named Clerestory pulls herself up onto the moss, and two was arms enough for both of them.
Come and I will sing you.
 What will you sing me?
 I will sing you twelve-o.
 What will the twelve be?
 Twelve, twelve secret graces.
 Eleven things the moss conceals.
 Ten times I’ve reached for you.
 Nine, nine months to bear a child.
 Eight, the gaze of God on me.
 Seven, seven stars upon your skin.
 Six, six days of wandering.
 Five fingers on each vanished hand.
 Four cries to heaven.
 Three of them were shackles.
 Two of them were lily-white arms, severed at the shoulder. One, this one, lives all alone, and ever more shall be so.
A girl named Clerestory strokes her baby’s weeping cheek with her weeping cheek. She lets her hair fall over the child, a shelter of shadow, a house of braids and warmth, and whispers, oh, whispers: no one will hurt you, no one will touch you, not in all the world, my daughter clothed in green-o. 
 My Kami, My Dears—
I write this back in Cleveland to watch the year turn around. It is an armless maiden tale, as so many stories are, whether they feature actual women separated from their arms or not. I’ve always been fascinated by the concept of the miraculous jeweled child that appears in the Russian version, some strange alchemy of genetics. I suppose what appeals to me is the idea that trauma at conception creates a child of beauty and extraordinary power. …

A Postcard from the End of the World
 T
here is a tree at the end of the world. It grows around a broken old brick wall—the wall is broken because the tree is strangling it, bursting through its mortar with its silver-red roots. The tree is stunted because the wall was built too close to its root system. That is how things are at the end of the world.
The end of the world is easy to find. There’s a boat up north will take you there for twenty dollars and an apple. If you don’t have the cash, Annie’ll probably take you anyway. But the apple is mandatory. Annie has been running the ferry so long that she breaks off a strand of her hair when she wants salt for her soup. She wears a black hat with a silver pin, so you’ll know who she is, and the boat-horn sounds like a widow weeping. But if you don’t bring her an apple, she’ll take you to Bar Harbor with the rest of the tourists, tip her hat and give you a nice little coupon for 20% off your lunch at some nameless cafe. You have a nice summer, now, sweetheart.
The dock at the end of the world needs some work. Annie keeps meaning to get her girl Frigg to replace the planks, but somehow it never gets done, winter comes and goes, and the same barnacled redwood-trunks slowly rot into the sea. Frigg got it into her head to go to art school in New Hampshire. I’ve heard she’s studying juggling, with a minor in wire-walking. I don’t judge, even though one of the dock lines broke last year and a poor trireme sank right off the pier. All hands drowned, except the Red Hound of Mykenos, who bit the sea until it spit him back. Old boy sleeps by the tree now, and growls at the summer people. Annie gave Frigg an earful during finals week. It’s ok, though. If the end of the world weren’t a safety hazard, there’d be hotels here by now. 
The tree at the end of the world is an apple tree. Trust me, I know. Some folk say it’s fig, and some say pomegranate, some say walnut when they’re very drunk, and I don’t begrudge them tenure. The locals know better—they’re apples, big as basketballs, the color of the sun. Some of the apples know the difference between good and evil. Some have kal
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listi written on them. Some will get you pregnant for six years. Some know how to live forever. Some will drop you dead in the ground before your second bite. Trouble is, it’s damnably hard to tell one from the other. Even I have to squint, and even I’m wrong, sometimes. We’ve only had one lady up looking for the kallisti apples, and frankly, we’re a little more careful with our receipts now.
Black Sally built the wall at the end of the world. She said she did it to keep the wolves out, away from the damn tree—worse than deer, wolves. One summer she hung little slices of green stuff all over the tree to keep the local fauna off. She said it was shards of the World-Emerald her cousin sent from Peru, but we could all see Irish Spring stamped in the stuff, and the World-Emerald doesn’t smell clean and fresh as the Irish countryside.
It smells like bones.
 Anyway, it wasn’t the wolves. There’s only three of them, and they’re not so bad. Sure, they mess with the roots and gnaw a bit—they’re only dogs, after all. If I were a dog I’d probably chew on the tree, too. Mostly, they lope about looking hangdog and hoping Black Sally will fall in love with one of them and make them human. She tried it once, but he ran off to be an aeronautical engineer and she said that was the end of wolves for her. Everyone knows Sal built the wall because of the meridian. That’s the actual end of the world, you know. The tree and the dock and all, they’re just decoration. You can’t see the meridian, or smell it, or hear it. And sometimes it moves, just to be contrary. But it stays on the other side of the wall, because Black Sally told it to. The wall says: Danger: High Voltage. It says: Keep Behind This Line Until Your Name Is Called. It says: that’s far enough, son. If you, because you didn’t listen to Sally or Annie or me, hop the wall like a hooligan and step over the meridian, well, that’s it for you, kid. You vanish—there’s no poof, or popping noise, or flash of light, but you’ll blink out, sure as Sunday. It’s not very nice to watch. We post signs, but there’s no telling some people.
 The coffee at the end of the world is bitter. Harry Half-a-lion sells it for a dime a cup out of a little kiosk about half a mile from the tree. Used to be a nickel, but times are hard. Harry used to be somebody, he likes to tell us. Used to be a big strong man somewhere down south; made his money wrestling lions and snakes and mucking out stalls for some rich old man. Harry rowed himself out to the end of the world—Annie never forgave him for that. He meant to take an apple for some lady back home, but I can’t think of a soul who looked at those apples and didn’t sneak a bite for themselves. Harry sat down in the dust and cried, poor soul. I think he must have gotten the kind that tells you you’re naked, no matter how many furs you’ve got on your back. Naked and weak and young, and no help for any of it. Harry gets his coffee shipment in from Mexico by way of dinghy every spring, and everything smells like beans for a week while he roasts the beans himself in a big bronze barrel. You should see his arms when he’s turning the berries over, it’s like something out of a storybook. When folk come looking for the tree, he pours them little dixie cups of hot coffee—it’s cold at the end of the world, even in July. Apples don’t grow in the heat, you know. Harry doesn’t allow cream or sugar. That sort of thing is too decadent for him to bear. Once, someone suggested he ought to offer croissants. Harry just punched him right in the nose.
 That said, we do eat, even at the end of the world. Idun wears an apron and not much else, even when ice forms on the ends of her hair. The wolves watch her and their tongues loll out of their mouths—but she’s not interested in aeronautical engineers. She keeps her stove smoking all winter long: apple pies and apple tarts, caramel apples and baked apples and apple upside-down cake, apple-spice bread, apple pudding, apple popovers, apple jam and applejack. Once, as a kind of joke, she brought an fig-pomegranate pie with walnuts sprinkled on top to the annual bonfire. We all had a good laugh. Idun doesn’t say much, but she’s got a friendly face . I think she had a husband once, but she doesn’t like to talk about it. Anyway, it’s all pretty dangerous stuff, mixing the apples like that. They smell wonderful, but I never eat it. I don’t want to know what that applejack knows.
 There are aphids on the tree at the end of the world. Little milky green ones, and they love the apples. A butterfly landed on the tree once, and then another, and another, and we all came out to see them, they were so beautiful, blue and white and black. Black Sally sighed like her lover had come home to her, and the aphids roared up in a thin green wave and devoured the butterflies, so fast I almost forgot they were ever there, like the aphids could eat my memory of them, too. I think the aphids know what the applejack knows. They eat from all the apples. They’re dead for all time and alive forever and they know they’re naked and they don’t care, and they know they’re the fairest and they know the butterflies are, too. I’m afraid of them. One autumn Black Sally and I got out these old perfume atomizers and sprayed cayenne pepper and lemon juice on them. I was sure I could hear them laughing, tiny, green laughter—they shriveled down to nothing for a day and then swelled up again, milkier and hungrier than before. There used to be a nice kid who sold little silver apples on chains down by the wall. Not anymore. I don’t really want to talk about that. We leave the aphids alone, now. 
Once, a woman came to the end of the world. She was dressed all in black, with a high collar. Annie let her off at the dock—Frigg wasn’t even born yet, and Annie had pigtails but a ferryman’s license all the same. Harry didn’t want to give her any coffee, but she just stared at him till he grumbled and pulled the tap on his thermos. The wolves ran off yelping—one bolted straight into the meridian and vanished. She walked up to the tree like she’d known it all her life. 
“What do you want it for?” said Idun.
 “My daughter,” said the woman.
 “Is she pretty?” Idun always loved pretty girls, like they were her special sisters.
The woman in black nodded. “The fairest of them all.”
 “Be careful, then. It’s hard to tell the apples apart.”
 “I have faith,” said the woman, her stony face set, her lips red as 
blood. “I know all the old gods; they come ‘round Thursdays for cake and checkers. They will guide my hand, and my daughter will know I love her, that it was all a mistake. She will live forever, and I will fade and die, and that is right and proper. She will live forever and know that her mother loved her, really, so much more than mirrors and huntsmen.”
 “Be careful,” said Idun. 
The woman in black reached up and plucked an apple, a beautiful one, shining in the twilight and the mist of the end of the world, white on one side and red on the other. None of the other apples were like that. She could barely hold it in both arms. But the apple got smaller as the ferry drifted back over the water, until it could fit in an old woman’s basket. 
 Years later, she came back. She was old. Her feet were covered in blisters. Idun shook her head and kissed them. Idun is like that. 
Well, that was a long time ago. The tree punishes pride, it’s always had a bit of a thing about that. I can’t really walk anymore—some things don’t ever heal. I mostly sit by the wall in my old boat-deck chair and watch the wind blow milkweed into the meridian. I watch them silently vanishing as the moon comes up. I knit, when my arthritis lets me. Frigg sends up a nice home-spun wool from New Hampshire at the end of each semester. Black, of course. When tourists come, I hand them headphones and an audio tour on cassette tape. On it, I tell them all the apple-stories I know. Except one. I used do a live show, but the kids seemed so bored. 
When winter comes to the end of the world, the sea freezes over, and we all have a little peace. The dock is clotted up with chunks of ice, and even the meridian freezes in places, huge circles of ice floating in the air like mirrors. It’s so quiet. That’s when I think about her the most, when I touch the great apples, hanging red and bright even in the cold, as they always will. I think about chances, statistics. What was the probability of choosing so badly? One in a hundred? A thousand? Less? Was there ever any chance that I might choose the right one, or did the tree choose, all along?
I dig my nails into the flesh of one, and the juice like blood runs over my wrinkled hand. I look up, helpless, palsied, childless, into the flat, frozen heavens, a sky like skin, skin as white as snow.
 My Kami, My Dears— 
I wrote this sitting in a little cafe looking out over Casco Bay, which is itself clotted with ice. The water is so flat and still, like glass. I like to think that it is because the water is becoming slow, that, like matter approaching the speed of light, it becomes slower and slower as it approaches freezing. I’m sure this is bad science. 

How to Raise a Minotaur
 W
 hen I was young, I was a minotaur. 
I grew out of it, of course. You can hardly believe it now, I know, such an upstanding young woman, in a blue suit, with a briefcase. No one with a briefcase can have such a secret. And yet, my horns once pierced the dining room ceiling. You grew out of your obsessions with dinosaurs and primary colors. I grew out of shaggy, bowed legs and hooves like copper clanging. We are not so different. 
It is not easy to raise a minotaur. They break everything in sight, instinctively, compulsively. If there is a crystal dish on the table, a minotaur will seize it up and crush it to pieces in her teeth, weeping all the while, helpless to stop herself. It is her nature, and though you ought not to punish her for it, you will, and severely. She will look at you with huge, bovine eyes, uncomprehending, wanting so keenly to please you. That dark stare will sink you in misery, and you will buy her a lollipop. Thus, she will look for sweets after every act of destruction, nose your pockets for sugar, and you will want to hit her, because your amputee grandmother gave you that dish when you graduated from college. Maybe you will hit her. She will greet your slaps with those same coweyes, the same trembling, hairy jaw.
Your friends and colleagues will, of course, question your sexuality. A child like that cannot have come from sweet, quiet Dan and Barbara, Caroline and John, Laurence and Janet. What, exactly, have you done to deserve such a changeling in your expensive, honest, Amish-built crib? Rumors will fly: Dan angered his boss by trading on company information on the stock market, and the CEO—faceless demiurge!—punished John with such feats of black magic as men of that order are capable of. Caroline fell in love with a mail-room cretin so hopeless that he could hardly manage the mechanics of mounting her. Laurence, pitiful man, fashioned a complex machine in his basement out of catalog parts so that Janet and her pre-linguistic paramour could achieve simultaneous orgasm, hermetic revelation, and explosive conception while Laurence turned the crank. You will have to answer these suburban accusations 
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with aplomb, a smile, and a proffered cocktail. Your minotaur will be of no help to you as she sits in the corner and devours her dolls. The clock in the hall will tick; she will make plans to eat it later.
In school, the minotaur will be unwelcome and unloved. There will be talk of transferring her to a special needs course. However, your minotaur, her pigtails arranged to hide growing horns, will not be unintelligent. That has never been the issue with such children. In fact, your minotaur will love to read, will devour, quite literally, whole libraries in an insatiable passion for books. She will need glasses by the time she is five, so fervent will her reading be. Of course this is not a generally accepted method of learning, but when your minotaur pipes up at breakfast and lists the attributes of cephalopods in alphabetical order, you will have no doubt of its efficacy. Unfortunately, third grade teachers are rarely so enlightened. When she is discovered with Tolkien halfway down her throat, weeping Elvish declensions, she will be put aside with the other difficult children, in a classroom with no sharp edges. You will be sad, but by that time your other children will be starting to show their talents, their bright blond hair, their eager, attentive faces that never contort in paroxysms of bovine pleasure.
It will not be long before she starts demanding youths and maidens. This, obviously, will present a logistical problem. My advice is to begin with dolls. This will forestall the inevitable. The small minotaur hardly knows what she begs for—it is a desire, a demand which comes from her deepest marrow, her protoplasmic self, her most regressed and atavistic heart. She will be satisfied by plastic and cornsilk and eyes that slide open when the head is tilted. She will rip off their heads in disturbing ways and line her bed with their bodies. You will try counseling, but the Adamic language that you have learned to understand will not be greeted with warmth or empathy by a board of professionals. Best to keep up a steady supply of dolls while such placebos suffice. 
With puberty, all things become more difficult. Girls will be girls. One day you will go to tell her to come down to dinner and open the door on the football quarterback entangled in her sheets, an expression of horror and need on his face, which will be buried between her brown, vaguely furry breasts. Parts of him will be in her mouth—she does not yet really know what she wants to do with these youths, much as a dog who finally catches a cat will often just stare at it in confusion. His head did not come off easily, so your minotaur made do with the rest of him. Next week it will be the chess club, all seven of them, kneeling around her in awe, straining towards her, hoping she will chose them to kiss, to taste, to swallow. Of course the quarterback will never tell anyone that he laid a hand on the freak from special ed, and the chess club admits to no acquaintance who cannot master the Lasker-Bauer combination, so for awhile, at least, you will be safe. Until she starts bringing home cheerleaders.
With these girls, the minotaur will be shy. They are everything she is not: shining examples of soccer prowess, after-school activities, 4-H club, even an academic decathlete or two. Girls who love horses, the color pink, boyfriends with red cars, ice cream, getting into college. Your minotaur will ply them home with promises of community service credit, a note on their record about working with the developmentally disabled. In her room she will gawk at them, ask them to pet her, to love her. They will not understand, and will bring her a drink of water or ask her to work extra-hard on her multiplication tables, unable to comprehend her lectures on calculus and probability. When they hug her goodbye, the minotaur will be quite dizzy. Eventually, when one is too beautiful for her to bear, your minotaur will bite her. Perhaps on the shoulder, perhaps on the hand, or the knee. She will not bite hard, at first. The 4-H girl will recoil, but then remember her teacher’s advice not to be shocked at anti-social behavior from such a problematic child. The next time will be harder. Your daughter will know such a thrill when her teeth first touch flesh—something like you felt the first time you tasted vanilla, ran a mile, held your first child, had an orgasm, all together and all at once. A terrible rightness will fill her blood. The tips of her fingers will tingle, like the first time she ate a book. She will try to cover up her act with a kiss, like the ones she gave the boys. Most of the girls will not understand. Maybe one, maybe two will kiss her back, ashamed but excited, and your minotaur will find other ways to taste those girls—but it will not be as good as biting, and she will know she is not like any other girl, even the girls who are not like other girls.
If you are a perceptive parent, or very well read, you will come to a decision. If you are not, well, you have my pity. You and your spouse will sit down to the kitchen table amid bank bills and health insurance policies and half a pork roast and say to each other: what else can we do? You will draw up plans: plumbing, ventilation, waste removal. The trouble is that, whatever her teachers think, your minotaur is clever, so very clever. It must be a maze, then, you will say to the new cabinets. So that she will not be able to find her way out. You will hollow out your basement, install track lighting, walls, steel doors. Tell the school administration you are sending her to a special institution in Switzerland. They will understand, of course, and clasp your hands with moist eyes. You will build her a bookshelf, its contents carefully rationed. Nothing on demolition, or architecture. A few Greek plays, because you have a sense of humor, after all. Her favorite toys. Her dolls. And the day you lock her in you will tell her you love her, that you only want to protect her. You will hug your child for the last time, and slide the bolt shut.
Years later, when guests come for cocktails and quiche, you will play loud music with a deep base to drown out the thumping of her fists against the ceiling of her maze, the floor of your living room. You will play something with violin to cover her screaming. When folk ask: didn’t you used to have a daughter? You will say: I don’t know what you mean. We have two sons. That’s all we’ve ever had. Every year on her birthday you will put a cake on the landing. Maybe—I wouldn’t want to speculate—once in awhile, every seven years, say, you’ll send down a girl who loves horses, or a quarterback. 
But I stand before you today—do not lose hope. My people are accustomed to this treatment. We do not blame you. I have forgiven my mother; I have forgiven my father. Your child will forgive you. Every minotaur must meet her labyrinth. It is inevitable, like oracles, or cancer. It is possible, just possible, that after you die quietly in bed, your grandchildren all around you, and only a few of them heavy-browed and dark, with glazed eyes and their hair too carefully arranged, as if to hide something, that realtors will come to assess your property. They will open all the doors and windows, air out the hallways. Of course they will discover the basement. They will marvel at the craftsmanship—what love, they will say, what love was put into this thing! And they will slide the steel bolt aside. With flashlights they will venture down the stairs, and one of them—maybe his name will be Thomason, maybe Thaddeus, maybe Theresa. He will realize quickly that he needs help, and unwind a long clew of measuring tape behind him as he ventures into the concentric circles you built for her, so long ago. 
And he will find her, standing in the center of the place, near the boiler, naked, tall, her hair long and matted and greasy. She will still be young—the lifetimes of minotaurs are long. Her legs will be thin, but they will be legs. Her skin will be so pale, without the sun, but there will be no fur. Her horns, though, those will not have gone. She will need to wear hats for the rest of her life, like mine. She will be holding a book and reading it, the usual way, even in the dark. She will have met her labyrinth, and passed through it. And she will step forward, toward Thomason or Thaddeus or Theresa, and she will say very clearly and calmly, in a deep, sweet voice: 
 “I promise, if you take me with you, I will be a good girl.”
 My Kami, My Dears— 
It has been a year. A whole year of stories. Can you believe it? I can’t. It seems like yesterday I was writing about Cinderella. I can’t express what it has meant to me to enter into this with you. It has kept our family alive, and kept our hearts full. Thank you. …

The Economy of Clouds
 T
 reasurer’s Report, Filed in the First Tertiary Helion 
 Outer Provinces, Nephelokokkygia
 Compiled by: Gunther Gundersson, Lord of Hedgerow Funds 
We had thought it was understood, in the lands below, what clouds and sunlit shafts signified. It seemed obvious enough on our end. What else is church good for, if not to teach rough-palmed farm boys that genuflection and not grand larceny is considered proper behavior when confronted with the ten tiers of heaven?
I believe it is safe to say, now, that the beanstalks were a mistake. I suspect the beans themselves originated three-quarters of helion [translator’s note: something between two months and seventeen hundred years, time being at best uncertain in the paradisiacal dialects] past, during our last Bothersome Visitation. That first boy, devil of a prodigy, managed to lash himself to a roc in breeding season and ascend—I think we can all agree it should be at least that difficult—straight into the Sphere of Mars, where the annual croquet match was in full swing, with the Florentian team thoroughly at the mercy of the Aegir. After helping himself to the Tea-Sandwiches of Martial Fortitude and lounging on the lap of a rather irritated Valkyrie who beat him soundly with her hat, the child laid waste to the Victory Gardens, where the tempered souls of warriors toil in sweet labor while their wives strap on gleaming armor. The Templars and Spartans hoe side by side in the Fields of Virtue and Peace, couching the gentle Tikkun Olam Raspberries in wire baskets, reaping the Corn of Katabasis, the Eight-Fold Spinach, the Strawberries of Guest-Friendship—and the Beans of Spiritual Ascent. It surprises me that we still cultivate such a breed, given its clear danger. I suggest sending up a banning order immediately. [Translator’s note: a period roughly between an hour and three hundred years.]
 There is a tale in the earthly climes involving an girl improbably named after lettuce—there is also a tower and a witch and at some point someone stole beans from the witch’s garden…well, treasurers excel nei
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ther at jokes nor folklore. However, I do recall that the witch punished the bean-stealer with great alacrity, and I question why we do not do the same, since the theft of the Anabastic Beans caused such turmoil in our eternal economy, disrupting as it did transit from the lower spheres to the upper spheres. Once there were golden stalks spindling from the Sphere of the Moon to the Sea of Glass, and seraphim slid down their lengths at their leisure, chewing on the protein-rich beans for their supernal sustenance. After the Alighieri boy’s adventure, the beans withered in their pods, and transit has slowed to a crawl. Only in the lands below do they still possess some scion of that original stalk, and we have seen most recently the results of that lapse in security. 
Thus it is that a new soul appeared among our spheres, for the beans have a tendency upward, and a yearning to be utilized, and so I feel I can safely say that it was the beans themselves which caused Jack’s cow to cease lactation, his mother to ail, and his faith to be quickened by withered seeds in a beggar’s hand. We thought ourselves safe—for who could ascend a beatific beanstalk without some measure of refinement of the soul? And yet when Jack pierced the Sphere of the Moon, and tumbled into the house of the Jötnar, the peaceable rime giants Hilde and Ymir the Smaller, who dwelt in their hut of lunar stone thatched with celestial hay, culled from the long hair of the comet-geldings who passed through their pastures. How could he not have known them? Their broad, cratered faces, their icy embrace? Yet he did not know, and even when he lay upon the breast of Hilde, who cannot be blamed. Her first assignment was in the rose-addled Sphere of Venus, where she performed all manner of deeds of love, having had in life the temperance of soul due to all giants, which is to say none. After an unfortunate incident involving the filing of sacred prostitution licenses, she and her primary lover were sent to tend the comet-herds in the lower spheres, and so it is really inappropriate to cast aspersions on her morality for taking the young Jack into her bed—she was only working a shift, and as a sign of her improved demeanor, she immediately filed paperwork and signed in triplicate. The bag of gold was only due to Jack as Hilde’s yearly tithe to the mortal realm. That was not the trouble. Ymir the Smaller was not even perturbed, being, as might be expected for the husband of Hilde, rather more excited by cuckoldry than incensed.
 The trouble was the hen.
 Mortal geography has always been irritating to us, being as we are 
Diverse Spheres and Somewhat Near the Cosmic Singularity. We do not understand why a boy of England does not know that hens, cockerels, roosters, and all manner of poultry that Crows is sacred to Ama-Terasu, Glorious Sun-Goddess and Risen Mistress of Summer. England is rather near Japan, is it not? What do they teach children, if not to leave gods in peace? When you hold a black hen in your hands, and from its body issues forth golden eggs, little suns all full of life and running, rich yolk, do you not think: perhaps this does not belong to me? Of course you do. But Jack did not, and thus we are forced to make troubling assumptions about the English character. Child! Where do you think you have gone when you climb an emerald beanstalk and break the cloud cover? 
I really think it essential that some sort of passport procedure be instituted. 
 Since golden eggs make up a not insignificant portion of our local economy, the loss of one of Ama-Terasu’s Onyx Brood, the Night-Hens of Justice Unlooked-For, who ride screaming on heads of the Eight Pale Wind-Dragons caused a precipitous fall in prosperity and a flurry of panicked selling in on the Floor of the Transcendental Market. The exchange rate plummeted, and at least one seraphim leapt from the high Wheat-Palace of Ops in the Sphere of the Sun and plunged to the Sphere of Mercury, splashing into the River of Ambition with a deafening boom. We certainly hope the increase in his personal wealth pleased Jack accordingly, for the Primum Mobile has been scrambling to sandbag our faltering markets ever since, with little success. AmaTerasu is angered, and has already punished Hilde with celibacy and Small Stature, but will not be content until her pet is returned to her, and being the Lady of Gold, has it in her power to squeeze us all until there is no egg in the land which may purchase a single Green Melon of Forgiveness. Certain Malakhim have suggested that the egg bubble was a failure of the Spheres of Wisdom in the first place, and that we ought to return to the Ethereal Standard—this Treasurer credits them not at all, for his predecessor, Gorim the Enthusiastic, showed once and for all that Ether is no guarantor of value. 
 But of course he could not leave it at that, could Jack? He could not simply leave us in economic and ecumenical turmoil? He could not look upon a sentient harp and say: perhaps that is a being of Agency and Soul, and not for me to snatch? Or: since even I am not so dense as to have missed in my lessons that harps and angels rather often go together, I shall get myself home right quick and do a barrel of penance?
 It is only due to the strict regimen of self-defense courses instituted for Immaculate Objects after the loss of the hen that the Harp of Metatron knew to Call for an Adult, to scream and weep and jangle her discordant protest with Distressed Noise—and woe to Jack. I have heard it said that Ymir the Smaller came after him, crying for his blood. This is ridiculous, as Ymir is a lichen-eater and can barely stomach the milk of the comet-herds, let alone a stringy pauper, whose meat really could not sustain a Jötunn. No, that disembodied voice bellowing out the Vowels of the Harmonic Spheres in order to shatter Jack’s skull and release the Harp was of a higher order, a voice full of knives, and entire choirs of cherubim, whole orders of Titans, and a Nation of Devas were mutilated in its passing. 
 He should have been vaporized. At least he dropped the Harp, and Metatron took her up in his steel-colored arms and whispered her into comfort. The whispers of Metatron deforested the Wood of the Chaste and set fire to the Perfect Rice-Fields of Chang-O, beginning a new round of food rations and riots in the Sphere of Saturn, where Dominations of silver and jasper picketed Cronos in his towers until he was forced to export the entirety of that helion’s olive crop via Beatified Goat. 
 We have still not weathered the aftermath of Jack’s penetration of the Spheres. Demeter withered the beanstalk and we shall have no more customs violations by that route. However, Jack lives still, in blatant violation of Calvinist principles, in a fine house with his mother richly dressed in Ama-no-Uzume’s plum-blossom robes. They chortle and tell each other ever-wilder versions of bumbling giants of small intellect and great grain stores—the village has even coaxed some ridiculous Lord into knighting Jack and naming him Defender of the Faith. I know a clutch of hens still grieving for their sister who would argue, and peck, and scratch, and rend the heavens to get at him were they not held in check by the domestic troubles which plague our nations so that tent-cities and shanty-towns have arisen on the Eternal Plain to house starving demiurges, lares and penates, and cats. They have heard there is work in the Hesperides, and trudge across the golden air to find a place where they may earn an eggshell a year by picking the apples of life and death. Further impoverishments, cutbacks, and hardships seem likely, unless reparations commence. 
This cannot stand. It is the recommendation of this office that England be immediately [see previous translator’s note] excoriated, their Empire stripped, their economy equally flattened, for no country which regularly produces Jacks can be allowed to retain the mandate of heaven. 
 Signed,
 Gunther Gundersson, Lesser Einherjar
 My Kami, My Dears— 
I write this from Seattle, where I was born, where I lived until I was 13. For the first time I am not making my family here a priority, trying to experience it for myself rather than as a regressed twelve year old seeking approval. It has been good for the soul. I see how beautiful this place is, as if for the first time. I am pulled in a hundred directions at once, but they are shining directions. …

The Still
 S
he built her still in the forest. It is not that she meant to make it difficult for you—she built her great copper bell where she lived, and it is not her fault that a grove of wild plums decided between themselves that she was their mate, and the politics of polyandry being what they are, sharing her among several dozen other fruiting trees was quite enough. Even now, though she is long gone, they flush jealous. They will shower the earth with sugar-sodden fruit, whispering: look at this path, small one! It is so inviting and delicious and loamywet. Don’t you just want to follow it and follow it? We would, if we could follow a thing. But you read a story once and in that story a girl was lost in a forest and though you cannot quite remember how it all went, you are certain that straying from the path was the start of all her troubles. Besides, you come from a large family and asocial husbands hold little mystery.
A small dog guards it. You presume it is a terrier, because you do not know much at all about dogs, and terriers seem to repeat in the world like a stutter, the same dog walked by old ladies, young girls, children, students. It’s one of those, you’re sure: scruffy, small, affable. The dog, in fact, has a long history. Her mother was a wolfhound tasked to stand watch over the Brooklyn Bridge. It is a high and secret post, and the wolfhound’s family had been in the business of standing watch over various monuments for generations. The little dog’s father was a pug with ambition, a dock-ward who kept the shipping schedule pure. The world is full of things like this, histories and holes into which histories fall. Without a certain hairless cat, the Golden Gate bridge would fall into despair and crumble in a puff of orange dust, but that sort of thing isn’t known outside of rather selective circles. You stand in such a hole now, looking up at a nameless dog with dirty ears half-gnawed in a fight long past. The still behind her is white-green, like translucent limestone or milky emerald. Cheerfully big-bellied, it shines even with no one to polish it. There is a glass decanter to catch the liquor—it looks as though it might have been used in some 7th grade chemistry course half a century ago. The dog paws daintily at the old brewery—she reminds you, 
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just for a moment, of a fortune-teller’s card, the one where the jester is half-naked, dancing off the edge of a cliff, and a little black dog dances behind him, snapping at his heels.
“What is there to drink, old mutt?” Well, you are tactless. What can be done about the manners of children lost in forests? Long ago, wolves tried to teach them better, but this resulted in rather more chewed-upon children than polite ones. Wolves are the keepers of etiquette—there is so much you do not know! 
The little dog looks at you with moist eyes. The plum trees huff. You peek into the still—it is lined in gleaming copper, and there are things mashed up in there, bits of unidentifiable vegetables, grain. It looks as though someone just left it for a moment, to mind the children or the wash or pull up a fishing pole. 
 “Bad things,” the dogs says. You are not surprised to hear a dog speak. 
When one is lost in a forest, one must be sophisticated. 
 “What sorts of bad things?”
 “Bad things that happened to her,” the dog snaps at a flea. “Who?”
 “The Missus. The girl who married the plum trees.”
 “You can’t make whiskey from bad things happening to you.” One 
cannot stretch sophistication so far.
 “Says you. I say a whiskey made without bad things happening to 
 you isn’t worth cat spit.” 
 You came so far to know—why not ask? Dogs are direct. “What happened to her?”
 “Oh, the sort of thing that happens to the objects of plummy affection. She was just in school, you know, when they saw her. All angry 
 and growly and hissing, her hair a mess, never any nice clothes. They 
 took to her right away. Started rolling plums down the forest hills to her 
 feet, by way of courtship. Well, I don’t know what they teach these girls 
 in school. It’s not about the pomegranate, you know. It’s about taking 
 something proffered. It’s about how food works: the sweet thing breaks 
 down in the still of the stomach, and bits of it pass through everywhere 
 in a young girl’s whole body, and it’s not that she can’t leave, it’s just that 
 she’ll take that place where the fruit grew inside her, wherever she goes. 
 She can’t help it. By the time anyone is grown they have, oh, hundreds 
 of countries inside them, places where they have bargains and contracts 
 and can never, ever leave, because you can’t leave your blood behind, 
 you know. That’s impossible. 
 So the Missus ate up the plums and the trees took this as a sign of 
 acceptance—because it is, you know. They were already inside her. And 
 they waved their prettiest flowers to beckon her from the schoolyard, 
 which wasn’t hard because she hated school, and they dragged out a 
 bear to preside over the ceremony, who took his duty very seriously and 
 touched them all—the Missus and all her pink-boughed husbands—
 with his great paw to solemnize things. The trees gathered in against 
 their bride, and their branches held her, and she laughed under the 
 spring moon while they told her stories of the life they would all lead in 
 the forest, of winter and squirrels and long, long songs.”
 “She was happy.”
 “And not making whiskey worth anything either, I promise,” the dog 
 snorts. “Well, after awhile winter came and all the fruit was frozen on 
 the ground and the trees were big black sticks and they didn’t talk to her 
 at all, all winter long. She cried and her tears froze, too, but she didn’t 
 know how to find her way out of the forest anymore. She built a little 
 house out of snow and sticks and made linens out of old leaves and 
 waited till spring, when her husbands came gaily, pinkly back as though 
 nothing had happened. They were confused, dotty with pollen, pleased 
 to see her, but of course, trees being what they are and fruit trees the 
 flightiest of them, they were not quite the same trees as the year before. 
 They seemed to vaguely remember that they had a wife. She beat their 
 trunks with her fists and wept against them and they tried to comfort 
 her, but six months without words is a long time, and they couldn’t quite 
 remember her name. 
 Eventually, the Missus thought that maybe, if she had a daughter, the 
 child could keep her company when the snow came, and set about the 
 whole business of pollination, letting the trees rub her sweet little face, 
 gather her up into their boughs. Well, you know, I’m not one for painting erotic scenes. 
 You’d think a plum-child would be all sweetness and purpley-pink 
 flowers, right? But this one was cunning and full of grins, her hair was 
 matted plumskins and her fingers always grasping. the Missus loved her, 
 but she pulled my ears. She grew quite fast, and didn’t speak so much as 
 creak and whistle, and her eyes were dark. She was hungry all the time, 
 ate dirt and ashes and drank rain. She liked games, and the Missus and 
 her husbands played all autumn, while their leaves turned red, and then 
 brown. “Mummy,” she’d say, “see how my Papas get old!” But the child 
 also turned red, and then brown, and all her plumskins sloughed off until she was bald and dark as a nut. And when the last leaves fell off the trees, the Missus’s little girl just keeled over dead, in the middle of 
 the first snow.
 Well, the Missus understood it before I did. She packed up her things 
 and walked north, guessing how to get out of the forest. She walked 
 and walked until I couldn’t hear her anymore, and then nothing, not 
 even food for a little dog, till spring. That’s when she comes back, in a 
 black suit and glasses. She takes off all her crisp clothes and puts them 
 under a stump. When she’s naked, her husbands come back, all bud and 
 bough, and have to be taught her name again, and her daughter comes 
 back, plummy and bright, and has to be taught manners again. It’s cyclical, see. Not about the pomegranate at all. When you marry, the earth 
 always plays its old tale out on the altar.”
 “But what about the still?”
 “That’s for her to cheat.” The dog whines slightly and paws the decanter. “Only dim girls never find a way to cheat. She gathers up all the old 
 plums every year, and the plumskins from her girl’s hair, and piles them 
 all up in here. It takes all winter to ferment a forest. Terrible process, I 
 don’t know how humans get so fascinated. Like drinking death. When 
 she comes back, just before they all wake up as green as you please, she 
 drinks the wine of them, and her old husbands and old daughter blaze 
 in her throat a last time, and then it’s spring and everything is forgotten 
 and forgiven.”
 You see how life must be for her, the child bride who cannot be a 
 child anymore, and when you read about magical pools in magical forests, you did not think it would be quite like this.
 “What about you?” You say. “Why do you stay?”
 “Someone has to. It’s in the family.”
 You know you ought not to, but the dog does not stop you, and you 
 cannot stop yourself. There is a little yellowish-pink liquid in the beaker, and one taste cannot hurt. You tip it past your lips, and it tastes like 
 mashed up plums and alcohol, not much else. A few leaves that drifted 
 in, that’s all. 
 The ache in your belly opens up like the space between continents 
 and love is not the word for what fills you—love as the underworld feels 
 for the sun, winter for spring, knobby, alien trees for a lost girl. It is tectonic, huge, nameless. It cuts, and fills the cut with salve, and cuts again. 
 And there, too, at the bottom, is a tiny whisper of a child playing in the ruins of impossible old stories. The dog grins, and there is the ghost of 
 a wolfhound in her grin. 
 There are footsteps behind you. The Missus is home. She opens her 
 arms—she has learned to love broadly, and in your serious, seeker’s 
 clothes, you look so like a tree.
 My Kami, My Dears— 
We have not missed spring after all—our witchy tree in the yard has not even poked out a speck of green. I hope it is just a late bloomer, and not dead. The other trees hurry along, but it’s cold here, after all, and spring is long. I’m not used to long springs—in California it is over in a minute. …




The Wedding 
 L
ast summer, my aunt married a rime giant. The wedding was lavish; neither clan approved. My uncle-to-be stood dripping in the hallway of Grandmother’s great, sprawling house, miserable in a black suit that had already split twice at the shoulders.
Aunt Margaret always had a thing for foreign men. When they were kids, she and my mother tried to learn French from tapes so that they could grow up and marry Parisian dukes and dance in pink dresses with peonies on the shoulders. When they progressed past je vous rencontrerai au palais vendredi, Grandmother sat them both down and gave them ginger cookies and explained to them very gently about the revolution, the impracticality of flowers as personal decoration, and the difficulty in obtaining an EU visa. My mother shrugged and promptly threw over the French for mathematics. Margaret simmered and seethed in the kitchen. 
“Ces paysans stupides ne peuvent pas m’arrêter,” she whispered, and took two more ginger cookies just to spite the guillotine-masters.
 Her wedding dress was the palest possible pink, so pale you might be excused for thinking it white. Two enormous violet-rose peonies nodded from the shoulders, wilting lightly in the June heat. I told my cousin I thought it was cruel to our prospective uncle—couldn’t they have done all this in January? But my aunt has always had a perverse streak. At the reception, Volgnir put his wet blue hand to her cheek and whispered: I melt in thy service. They didn’t think I heard, but I did. I’m quiet; I sneak. Nobody really notices me, so I get to hear all kinds of things. Like when Grandmother took a lover from the local university—she had four of them come to the house and line up on the lawn like prize horses for her to choose. Grandfather sipped his limeade and gin and laughed at all of them, all discomfited and nervous, anxious to please. I just sat and watched her examine their calf muscles. I took the three she didn’t want. Our family is like that—waste not, want not.
 When Margaret came home from Norway, Grandmother pursed her lips and stared her up and down. I was washing dishes, careful not to 
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 clink the plates. Grandmother sniffed and picked at a dropped stitch in her knitting. 
“I always suspected our family has giant blood, you know,” Grandmother said at long last. “On account of the twins being so tall. Mind he wipes his feet—there’s ginger cookies in the jar.”
On the day before the wedding, we all gathered in the front room for iced tea and awkward conversation. We stood around, ice gently melting, all of us younger girls wearing light green and no stockings and delicate little bits of silver at our throats and ears. Volgnir’s people came in bronze and horsehair, burnished and I’m sure very fine, their braids greased to a high shine. We all avoided looking at each other, unsure of how we were to progress. Grandmother had dyed her hair blue in honor of the rime giants, and clipped it back with diamond clasps that looked very like clusters of icicles. One of Volgnir’s sisters eyed them longingly, as the ice on her shield cracked and broke. Margaret seemed delighted at every moment; the more uncomfortable we all were, the wider she smiled. I could see, when she sat, that her ankles had little sheens of ice on either side, like an anklet.
Finally, my brother Lucas suggested barbecuing, and we all thought this was grand. We took our shoes off to feel the dewy lawn between our toes, and my cousin Rose made lemonade with fruit from our trees. We slapped marbly steaks on the grill, and sausages, a few chicken breasts and soy chops for the out of towners. Lucas felt at home, with a steel spatula like a spear in his hand, and slowly, we became ourselves, laughing and sharing the kinds of familial gossip weddings encourage. Little Shana’s off to college, majoring in biochemistry. Her boy’s run off with her—very romantic, but he can’t do the math, you know. Did you hear Eli’s poor wife is pregnant again? Modern science is a wonderful thing, I told them.
But when it came time to eat, and we all sat in our accustomed yogic poses, balancing paper plates on one silk-clad knee with a glass of tea or lemonade crinkling and tinkling in one hand, the Hrimthursar—that’s what Margaret called them; we all took it to be rather an over-stuffed surname, but no more, we supposed, than the time Emily married her Hungarian secretary. At least there were a few vowels to spare this time. Anyway, the Hrimthursar just stood around the grill, their nostrils flared huge and dark, sniffing the last smoky wisps off of the meat, their eyes closed in ecstasy, their hands all joined together.
“Don’t you want to eat?” Lucas called in his friendly, bear-bellow voice.
 “Don’t be ignorant,” snapped Margaret. “They are eating.”
When I was little, I wanted to be like Aunt Margaret. She wore flowers in her hair every day, and the flowers always matched her stockings, even when it was winter—then, she wore Japanese bittersweet in her brown curls, and flame-colored stockings that I thought were the height of elegance. She knew how to ride a horse, and make ice cream in a bucket, and could do algebra in her head. She knew about engines and crocheting and mountain climbing, and once in her twenties she wrote a potboiler novel about a murder in a French museum. She could do just anything, and I loved her. Once she went to Tibet and came back with purple prayer flags for my room. I sat in her lap—there were little whitish-green grape blossoms in her hair—and listened to her sing sherpasongs, and tell stories about the snow-maidens that lived on Mt. Everest, who would only love humans who could climb all the way to the top. It’s important to marry someone, she said. Not because you need them to complete you or because you ought to be someone’s wife by hook or by crook. It’s just that worlds want to combine, they want to marry, and they use people to do it, the way you mix medicine in with something sweet, so it’s easy to swallow. That’s why we have to have all those silly things: a frilly dress and something blue and a bachelor party and a priest. Just so that a boy and a girl can live together and make babies? Posh. Because the big worlds inside us are mating, and they need the pomp. 
Aunt Margaret talked like that a lot. She left a few days later to learn about Norwegian investment banking. When she had gone I picked a little bouquet of blown dandelions and stood next to my favorite maple tree in the meadow beyond our house and put my hand on its bark. I swore to love it forever. The wind moved in its branches, and that was vow enough for me. 
The Hrimthursar brought fermented milk and honey to the bachelor party. Of course, that’s just what we call it, but it’s not your usual strippers-and-gin-and-no-women affair. We don’t really know how to separate like that. So we were all there, girls and boys and grandfathers and grandmothers, lanterns strung up between the trees, big tins full of beer and yellow wine, and just about everyone with some sort of means of making a good bit of noise. Lucas spun his double bass, Rose tweedled her flute, there was a drum section a dozen cousins strong—Evan and Lizzy and Katie thumping leather with the heels of their hands. Aunt Betsy squeezed her black cello between her knees. My mother grinned over her old guitar, picking out a little melody line, and Grandmother brought out her best violin. Me, I sing. It’s the only time everyone looks at me, even Margaret. 
I sang about snow-maidens. The Hrimthursar, for the first time, smiled big and broad. Their teeth were frozen. 
 They were uncomfortable—they think it’s best to send the women off to make wedding bread while the men drink. They stood around with their clubs waiting for the ritual violence that comes with too much fermented milk, but instead Grandmother fiddled like a devil, her blue hair coming loose, her arms and knotted fingers still so strong. The stars above us were terribly bright, as bright as the lanterns, and Margaret danced in bare feet, her hair flying, her frothy violet skirt spinning, while Volgnir watched her in a rapture of devotion. She reached out for him, her lover, her world, and he stepped into the circle of light and music. But Volgnir was enormous, squarish. He was not a slim prince eager to ply waltzes, even if we were inclined to play one. His folk gathered around him and they began to sway, to stomp, to circle around Margaret in a complex, deliberate side-step. They howled in harmony, their craggy faces turned up towards the moon. 
 After awhile, I joined them, my high little voice swooping over and under their billowing baritones. 
 Margaret kept dancing, in the middle of the ring of giants. Violets dropped from her hair.
The ceremony took all day. Margaret wore three dresses. The pink one, with peonies, when she came down the big white staircase of the house. She was holding a bouquet of milky blowing dandelions, and winked when she caught my eye. Volgnir stood sweating his ice-droplets in a tuxedo that we dug up out of the attic. About thirty years ago, Uncle Orrin married the brief Aunt Jo, and he was a good three hundred and fifty pounds on the day of it. After a few years of carrots and cucumbers, he was a trim one-seventy when they divorced. Aunt Jo never had much use for skinny men. Anyway, Orrin’s suit was far too small for Volgnir, who stooped under the ceiling, and tugged at the coat-sleeves, which only came down to his elbows. His blue, tattooed forearms showed bright in the parlor. He swore to honor and obey, breathless, starryhearted. Margaret swore to love, and that’s all. Greta, Greta, he whispered, eyes shut in rapture, on thy breast I write my Edda, at thy feet I lay the keys of Niflheim, by thy leave alone, I live, and breathe, and die.
The second dress was brown leather and bronze studs, a shield, a spear. I dipped her braids in cold water and stood in front of the freezer with her until they hardened up pretty good. Volgnir’s sister, a Valkyrie with pale red hair, lashed their arms together with rough rope, and spoke in whatever language they all seemed to know. I caught Freya, and Hel. She touched my aunt’s face with her hoary, frosted hands and kissed Margaret on the forehead. The kiss was still there when she pulled back, faintly blue and gleaming. Each of the Hrimthursar came forward to kiss Margaret, who grew quite dizzy and breathless with each one, and her forehead shone. Together, they drank mead and ate hard, cold bread the color of ashes. 
The third dress was green as summer, and though there was champagne, and more dancing, and Grandmother sitting happily in the lap of Volgnir’s uncle telling him stories of her youth in Hollywood, what I remember is Margaret, her face like a candle, drawing me out of my chair to dance with her. Her arms cold and tight against my waist, she twirled me around the grassy lawn, her smell already like snow and distant black pines. Her shoulder was hard and slippery under my hand. It’s all right, she laughed. It doesn’t hurt. And he’s been melting for months. We’ll meet halfway. Remember what I told you.
I looked over her shoulder at one of the Hrimthursar, a young one with a great dark nose and muscles like stones. He blushed blue, looking up at me through long lashes. 
 My Kami, My Dears— 
It’s June, and weddings are on the brain. I’ve had a little note in my notebook for years about “rime giants and maiden aunts” and it seemed like a good time to dig into the old and haul it up into the light. I’ve been thinking a lot about how weddings are these tribal events, the merging of outer worlds, of families and friends—but humans all carry these secret internal landscapes around with them, and the symbols they choose for their rituals are one of the few ways those worlds manifest to outsiders. …

Reading Borges in Buenos Aires
 B
uenos Aires, (which others call a novel), is seven hundred and forty pages long, with six pages of endnotes. From any of the streets one can see, interminably, the first and last chapters, repeating endlessly. The distribution of districts is invariable. Twenty-sided stars, falling on the flood-plain like slices of sky. Each district is a chapter, each boulevard a page, each alley a paragraph. To the left and right of each plaza are identical alcoves equipped with magnifying glasses and pitchers of water, where one may rest, and read in secret, even sleep if the act of ecstatic reading has drained one’s faculties.
The novel begins: When a city is born, a demon is summoned. It ends: And the children of the city remembered, suddenly, the names of all their sins.
All cities are novels but Buenos Aires is special. It was first published in 1580, in a beautiful folio edition with illustrations in walnut gall. Time, always insensitive to the desires of bibliophiles, has destroyed all first edition copies. Naturally, transcription errors have occurred in subsequent printings. Page three hundred and fourteen now reads: during the plague years the rag man loved our mother with ruinous kisses. It once read: Corrientes Avenue. 
In a cafe there is a girl with black hair reading Borges. Her dress is white. Her eyes are blue. The girl is a finite object, but the chair she sits on has always been here, and will remain long after she goes. The chair has iron legs and a red seat. The girl is twenty-seven years old, reading Borges in Buenos Aires. Her heart is a secret door. She has ordered a cafe con leche. The waiter is named Jorge, but this is a coincidence. The girl is not a chapter, though the cafe is an epilogue. She is a motif, a repetition, a stutter in the city. She is a metaphor for something else. She is thirty-six years old, reading Borges in Buenos Aires. 
Buenos Aires once fell in love with a woman. Borges once fell in love, too, but Buenos Aires would not permit it. It gave him liver cancer, rather than lose him. The love of Buenos Aires is like a blue tiger wandering through the alleyways. It remembers nothing. It has teeth. The 
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woman read the whole of the seven hundred and forty pages of the city. The endnotes made her weep; she killed herself with pills in a bathtub that was also a short chapter on the problem of cosmic envy. No one else has tried to read the whole of Buenos Aires. The woman left her blood on every page. It has turned brown now. Age turns everything brown.
The girl in the cafe has lost her lover. He had never read Borges. He met a medievalist with a haircut like Louise Brooks and small breasts. The girl drinks her cafe con leche. She orders alfajores with raspberries, but does not eat them. Her grief is a labyrinth. She is forty-three years old and reading Borges in Buenos Aires. The girl in the cafe is wearing a topaz ring and does not know that Buenos Aires is a novel. Her mother died when she was seven. When she was a child, she once put on her mother’s fur coat and declared herself the Queen of the Bears. Some part of her has never taken off the coat. The girl is a sphere whose exact center is Buenos Aires. Her fingernails are red, and she wishes she were a virgin again. The waiter, Jorge, whose father’s name is Luis, though this is also a coincidence, wants to touch her hair. He brings the freshest coffee to the Queen of the Bears, but this is the extent of his worship. He is seventeen years old, and will read Borges when he is thirty. 
There is no first person singular in Buenos Aires. The novel is written in first person plural. It is experimental, pre-modern. It is printed in Garamond, its typography simple and certain. Once a priest stood in three alcoves at morning, noon, and evening, copying three chapters into his personal diary. He returned to Seville with these chapters, and they are slowly growing there, the way an embryo grows. In a few hundred years Seville will begin: When a city is born, a demon is summoned. This is the natural life cycle of novels. They are all cannibals at heart. Borges copied out more chapters than anyone. He stood in almost all the alcoves, held almost all the magnifying glasses, and cried out for the agony of each paragraph. When he was deported, he suffered for the pieces of Buenos Aires he had taken. When he returned, his suffering eased. He died in Geneva, each copied page a mutating cell.
The girl in the cafe was born under the sign of the crab. When she dreams, she dreams of blue tigers drinking from rivers of milk tea. She is seven years old, reading Borges in Buenos Aires. Once when she thought her lover would never leave her, she learned to play the guitar. Now that he is gone she cannot even bear to hear one strummed. It sounds like knives. The waiter, Jorge, has written one hundred and one short stories, though this is a coincidence. He brings her blood sausage, though she did not order it. He wants to feed her. To make her full and happy. The girl at the cafe does not know she is hungry. The Queen of the Bears is an insomniac. Her nights are mirrors of each other, without rest, reflecting the same open eyes. She is distantly related to Lucrezia Borgia, though she does not know it. She is nineteen years old, reading Borges in Buenos Aires.
Buenos Aires was written by Jorge Luis Borges in 1580. It was his only novel. After he finished it he never wrote another word, not even a grocery list. The first page of Buenos Aires was intentionally left blank. Children have scribbled on it since. One wrote: I wish I had a hundred balloons. One wrote: The proletariat must rise up to crush the jackals of industry. These errata are unsightly, but it was not Borges’ policy to revise. His process was cyclical. In 1580 he wrote seven hundred and forty pages with six pages of endnotes. He then lived out an interesting life as a streetlamp in the Cabalito district, and in 1941 began publishing his copied chapters, plagiarizing from his own juvenilia. This is by far the most efficient method of novel writing yet devised.
The girl in the cafe is crying. She puts on her sunglasses. Her lipstick is dark red. She is a lost child. She is the demon summoned by the birth of a city. She is an engineering student. She is a secretary. The Queen of the Bears is worried about her health. She came from the same dimension as the apocryphal encyclopedia in the story she is reading right now. She came from California, where she is not considered beautiful. She was born here. She hated him even before he met the medievalist. She thought he would love her until she was old. She is twenty-three years old, reading Borges in Buenos Aires. She is repeated over and over, worked at, revised, within the chapters of the city. Girls with black hair, over and over, sitting at cafes, drinking cafe con leche, eating alfajores, hands shaking as they light identical cigarettes with identical ivory lighters. They are fifteen, thirty-nine, sixty-two, ninety-one, twelve, twenty-six, reading Borges in Buenos Aires. 
There has been some discussion as to the genre of Buenos Aires. The existence of demons, fascism, tangos, the resurrected dead and repeatedly burnt mate leads one to suspect a speculative bent to the narrative. However, it is hard to call Córdoba Avenue science fiction. The sidewalks are so realistic, the sunlight so honest. The smell of eggs frying in cafes cannot be doubted, cannot be said to predict any discomfiting future, or look back onto any gold-tinted past. The past, after all, is only a series of prior editions, each more full of mistakes, each less complete than the current version, which is in turn less fulsome and perfect than subsequent editions will be. 
Once, a previous edition tried to creep out from under the sewer grating on the corner of Godoy Cruz Street. It was a red stone, out of place, incorrect. It sat there for a whole day, so incorrect that there was no solution but to ignore it, to pretend the street read as it should. That was the day the lover of the girl with black hair left her.
She is still sitting in the cafe. The sun has gone down. The waiter’s shift is over, but he lingers, hoping she will ask him for something, for a check, for more coffee, for candied licorice, so that he can talk to her. Ask her name. Is it Julia? Is it Lila? He cannot imagine. She is fourteen years old, reading Borges in Buenos Aires. She believes in infinitude. The Queen of the Bears looks out from her cafe, the red sky reflected in her sunglasses. She lights a cigarette. In every cafe on that street, there are girls with black hair whose lovers have left them, eating alfajores with raspberries, but none of them are the Queen of the Bears. That is how a novel is written. With a thousand girls with black hair, only one of whom is the Queen of the Bears. Buenos Aires only likes her when she wears the fur coat. 
The end of the novel is in a packing warehouse near the river. It is a cliffhanger. It has hope of sequels, of continuity. Fish are wrapped in the end of the novel. They are packed in ice, their eyes open. The fish each have one stroke of a letter under their first gill. When they were alive, they swam the end of the novel. They will be shipped to other cities, everywhere. They will be eaten by women with emerald earrings, men with mustaches. They will eat the end of the novel. They will eat the girls with black hair, all of them. Buenos Aires will become part of their hexagonal cells. Their hearts will keep reading the end of the novel, again and again, until they die, and then the earth will read it. When Borges died, the earth read him, over and over, like a child with her favorite story. Read it again, mother, read it again. I don’t want to go to sleep.
The Queen of the Bears is one day old, reading Borges in Buenos Aires. She looks up at the waiter, whose name is not a coincidence, and takes off her glasses.
 My Kami, My Dears—
What a month it has been. I cannot begin to thank all of you for the kindness you’ve shown and the care you’ve taken with my now less-faltering life. And of course I am addressing this letter to many more people than previously. Omikuji wings to four continents now. Sometimes the world is strange, sometimes it is wonderful, sometimes it is both. …

The Folklore of Sleep
 O
nce there was a woman who was a prodigy of sleep. She slept with abandon, with commitment, with sprawling ambition. She could fall asleep at any moment she wished, and wake again when she liked. For her, sleep was a cold pool of water into which she could slip, silver-sleek, and disappear. Her lovers envied this ability, for she could only find solace with insomniacs. They were her fetish, her object, her opposite. They turned and tore the sheets beside her as she slept on, placid, at peace. Her sleep infuriated them, drove them mad. She was a nightbuddha, and they fireflies, flitting around her perfect, peaceful head. She began it for their sake, to try to bring back from the landscape 
of sleep some map they could follow. For the woman (whose name was Anna) suspected that, just as in the waking world there are certain commonalities, certain patterns, certain archetypical architectures that give shape to the act of being awake, that in sleep there these things might also be visible, even recordable. Even classifiable. Not in the sense that guides to dream interpretation discuss the fact that a dream of losing one’s teeth indicates a high level of stress, or that a dream of falling mirrors depression in the patient. Those are ways in which the world of sleep and the world of not-sleep connect, sending their tendrils through the sleeper, where despair meets an image of a lost man tumbling through the air. That was too easy.
Anna’s last lover was from Canada. His name isn’t important—he had dark hair, dark eyes, dark skin, but for all his darkness there was no sleep in him, he was wrung dry of it. They were both collectors. He: Depression glass from the US. Her: antique editions of Byron. He used to watch her while she slept, marveling at her felicity with it, how the curve of her body at night was like a diver’s, falling, falling, perfectly, with ineffable skill. For himself he stared at the ceiling. He did math in his head. He liked her best asleep. Waking, Anna was demanding, raucous, distracted. It was for his sake that she began, though he left her before she finished and never knew what a thing she had undertaken for him. 
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One morning when the Canadian lover was whipping cream for strawberries in her kitchen and feeling irritable, Anna sat at a black table and wrote in a small, spiral-bound notebook:
In all dreams there is a house. You cannot always see the house in the dream, but it is always there. Just the way that in a fairy tale, if a girl and a boy go into the woods, they will always find a witch’s house there. Sometimes it is made of candy. Sometimes it is made of wood. Sometimes it has chicken legs. But it is always there, and it is always a house. For example, a witch does not lurk in a boat or a filing cabinet. The house, in dreams, does not represent anything. It is there to witness what you are dreaming. That is why sometimes you cannot see it: it is sneaking, so you will dream nakedly, brazenly, not thinking it is there. In the house, in every room of the house, are objects from the history of your dreams. There is even one room full to the ceiling with teeth, for all the dreams in which you have lost yours. In the basement are a hundred thousand monsters with glowing eyes. In the attic are aching, weeping children, who wanted to be loved and were not. 
You might ask how I know that there is a house in all dreams, and not just mine. All I can say is that is like asking if all people have legs. Some don’t, that’s true, but only because they have been cut off.
The house makes a sound when it moves, but you can’t hear it. The dogs in your dreams will, though. Though you can’t tell because you aren’t meant to, every dream’s story revolves around the house. If it didn’t, the house couldn’t get its souvenirs.
Some people’s houses are small, if they have not dreamed much, or dreamed boring things even their own house did not care for.
 Mine is very big.
The Canadian kissed her and they ate waffles together, with the strawberries and the whipped cream. She tried to tell him about her notebook, but it seemed silly, and she was already looking forward to her nap. When Anna was little, she asked her mother: “Why don’t you come and play with my in my dreams? It’s lonely there without you.” Her mother said: “Because people can’t choose to be in each other’s dreams.” Anna cried bitterly for a day and a night.
The sun and the moon in dreams are not the same as the sun and the moon in the waking world. But they are always the same from dream to dream. Very few dreams see both of them. There are sun dreams and moon dreams, the way in theater there are comedies and tragedies. In moon dreams, there are dogs. In sun dreams, there are cats. This is universally true, even if you don’t believe me. The sun’s cats are the hinges of dreams. The dream needs them to hold together, to swing open. Like the house, if you never see them, it doesn’t mean they are not there. It’s like how there are always three sisters or three brothers in a fairy tale. Or how a stepmother is always wicked. The cats are necessary. The moon’s dogs are how a dream ends. They tear it up and eat the bones. If not for the dogs, you would keep dreaming forever. They are very faithful. I think they’re greyhounds. When you think something is following you, it is most often the moon’s dogs, ready to rip up the dream if you get too frightened.
If you ever dream of both the sun and the moon, there has been a war between the cats and the dogs. I have only dreamed this twice, and both times a lover has left me when I woke. Two times is not a pattern, but it is enough. Sometimes I think I am only held together by a cat on one side of me, and a greyhound on the other. When my heart breaks, they bite each other’s throats.
Only once in her life did Anna find herself afflicted with insomnia. She was thirteen. It upset her so badly that she drank half a bottle of her mother’s vodka and blacked out. The blacking out was better than not sleeping. No one understood her—sleeping was part of what her body did. It was as though an athlete lost a leg and then had it back the next day. She might be the same, play just as well, but it would never really be the same. In her last slipping toward silence she often wanted to tell her lovers that she knew their sorrow, she understood them, she felt such infinite pity and grief for their struggles—but she could never do it before the blue threshold was crossed and her eyes had irrevocably shut. Sometimes, when she wrote in her notebook while the Canadian cut pork loin into cubes, she felt herself drifting to sleep even then, while her pen still moved. For this, she felt guilty. She wanted to say: if I could slice off some of my sleep and give it to you, I would. 
 But she wouldn’t, not really. 
In dreams, everything repeats. If I have learned nothing else, it is this. It is never the first time you have flown. When you were a baby, you dreamed all the dreams you would ever dream, until you died. Every night since is a repeat performance. That’s hard to believe. I remember what I dreamed as a baby, and it’s true.
I dreamed of you. Whipping cream and standing in the sun, on the floor with blue tile.
 If you could dream long enough, you would see even the dream you are dreaming repeat. 
 I dream for a very long time. Things flicker, like in a movie. Then they start over.
 There are three kinds of dreams. Like in a fairy tale, as I told you. The first kind is memetic—a simple regurgitation of life, jumbled up. In dreams like that, you can almost never see the house. The second kind is symbolic. Everything means something else. This is the kind psychiatrists like, because in it, teacups mean wombs and duels mean destruction of the id. The third kind is deep and unsettling, because in it, the dream becomes a way of living. Things happen in those dreams and they matter just as much as in the real world. The house is huge and looms. The cats howl. There are winds in that kind of dream, and black grass. When you wake up, you feel the grief of having lost that dream. I have always been afraid of what will happen to me if I have too many dreams I cannot bear to lose. 
He left her while she was sleeping. He didn’t mean it to be cruel. He knew she would understand. He left her in her most perfect state, when she could not be further perfected by the addition of him. He even made her breakfast, so that she would have something to help her through the first few hours. He saw the spiral notebook on her bedstand and for a moment considered reading it—what could she have been writing there, all that time? But in the end he left her her privacy. It was surely nothing to do with him. 
Anna meant to give the notebook to one of the three men that followed. But somehow, she could never finish it before they left, before she dreamed of the sun and the moon together, and woke alone. She even began leaving it around the house open, daring them to read, but in the end the men she chose were too circumspect, too full of etiquette, to ever invade her private self so. 
If I gave this to any of you first, you could, I think, sleep the way I do. But then I would not love you, because I would have nothing you do not. That is my particular poor character.
But I want to tell you, no matter how many yous there are, that in dreams, there is always water, and you almost never remember to drink it. The water in dreams is black. It is surrounded by stone. Usually, there is a tree, but not always. The tree demarcates territory—a dream that wants to be remembered. The water does not represent the subconscious—it exists within the subconscious, where it does not stand for the whole, but is an actual substance, the substance that leaks out of your eyes in the night, and dries to dust on your face. If you could remember to drink it, like the Greeks thought ghosts had to drink blood to remember who they were, if you could remember to drink it, you would remember what the house looks like, and which room has the woman you dreamt of before you met her, the woman you knew you would love, who probably wasn’t me but might have been.
If you could only remember to drink it, you would never leave me, and I could give you, someday, when you were older and did not expect it, a spiral notebook in which my handwriting faded and aged, and you would read it, and I would think of how you looked when you whipped cream for the berries that day, and you would say to me, finally, finally: how beautiful you are.
 My Kami, My Dears— 
It is high summer here on the island, which means that most days are sunny and full of people, but in between many days are still cold. The tree outside my window has burst into unexpected bloom, tiny white iris-y flowers with bits of yellow and purple inside. We eat fish and drink wine and work so furiously in this house, the clattering of keys goes day and night. …

Oh, the Snow-Bound Earth, the Golden Moon
 I
was born on the moon. One of the first, if you believe it. Don’t blame you if you don’t, there’s plenty of beat-up old white-eyes creaking the chairs and whistling on about the way it used to be. But I was. Most every girl I ever knew was named Luna or Selene or Diana. Boys had it easier, but there’s a damn sight too many Tithonuses and Endymions around here. That’s me—I got stuck with Endymion. Mio. 
When we were kids, nobody could keep the girls straight. They ganged up in packs: all the Lunas, all the Dianas, their little wars of attrition over loyalty, love, power. You know, the stuff kids care about. I remember once, there was a Luna with, oh, this terrible long hair, bright black, queen of them all. Half a head taller than any of the other girls. She pushed a Diana down in the snow one day, just to show us, so we’d know she could. The blood fairly glowed, it was so red. We all watched her bleed, so curious, enchanted by it, a row of children staring with cold white eyes.
On the moon, it’s always snowing. Don’t pretend to understand it. My father would’ve told you: son, all women have hearts of ice. The moon’s no different. But when he drank he said the machines that puff out all the air for us broke somehow, and someone’ll be back to fix it. The moon was meant to be green. There ought to have been forests and big fields of melons and grapes and rhubarb. Someone’ll come to fix it. Someone. It always seemed so funny, when we were kids, our parents waiting by the terminus, sure the repairmen would come and we’d have summer, oh! We’d have corn! And my father, he’d dig in his tobacco pouch and chew quietly while the snow came down outside, even though that pouch has been empty since before I was born. And I’d ask: is that how come I’ve got white eyes, Daddy? Do I have a heart of ice, too? And he’d hide his face in his hands and shudder like he was fit to freeze to death. 
I still don’t believe I know what an ear of corn looks like. Sometimes the kids come round asking after me, wanting to hear what it was like when we first landed. Kids always think the oldest person they know must be the oldest person there is, and I always have to 
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disappoint them. Far too young to remember that, bunnies. Look in your picture books. That’s my mother, in the lander—doesn’t she look a peach! And my auntie with the comsat, just like it was a minute ago and her with a mess of work ahead. I let them turn the pages while I dig in my daddy’s dry old tobacco pouch and chew with authority. A girl with a long ponytail, she’ll plead with me. Her name will probably be Luna. Papa Mio, she’ll whine. Tell us about China! And New York! And Peru! And I laugh. I say: bunny, I never seen those places. But they never believe me. So this is what I say, when the snow is coming in, and the earth sits all heavy and clouded in the sky, like it were Venus, all golden and pearly.
Once upon a time, a whole village lived and worked in the snow. They bred animals to eat, mostly yaks and woolly llamas, and they grew some things inside, under lamps. A lot of mushrooms, because they like the dark. It was a good village, and the people were happy there, because they had llama-fur to make hats out of and mushroom pies to eat. Now, of course, they had not always lived there, but by and large they tried not to think on where they did come from, because it wasn’t nice to think about, and every night they could still watch their old home set, but the clouds over it got thicker and thicker, and the messages from home shorter and shorter until there weren’t any at all, just static, and lonely, snowy winds collecting in the dish.
The kids holler at me because I get to talking about my auntie and how she made a snowman every Sunday right till she died, like it was a holiday. Like winter was gonna pass and she had to enjoy it while it lasted. All right, all right! I hush them up. I hold up my hands.
So the people in the village were all full of llama and mushroom and what do you know, they even worked out a sweet little beer, just as sweet and dark as bread, once they’d got a good yeast going. And yet, the people weren’t happy, not anymore. Some of them cried at night, and some just started walking across the snow and never came back. See, nobody could manage to have a baby, not in the whole of the moon, not since we first came. And no more folk were coming from back home, just golden clouds and crackly silence on the comsat. If no one had any babies, the village would die and that would be that. Maybe, in a hundred years, the moon would be an empire of llamas.
So they prayed, and they took vitamins, and they made ovulation charts. Mainly they prayed. Hard, on their knees, with their mouths bent to the moon, so that she could hear them, way down in her heart of ice. Oh, please, they said. Give us children with lips as red as blood, and hair as black as the sky, and hearts as pure as snow. And one day, out in the snowfields, near the terminus, a woman in her llama-wool hat cut her hand adjusting the gravity array, and a few drops of her blood fell onto the snow. Soon, she was with child.
Papa Mio! At least one little one, usually a Luna, maybe a Tithonus or even another wee Endymion, will howl and protest. Sometimes a whole chorus, like a pack of wolves. That’s not how it happened! Natural implantation was retarded by unshielded solar radiation, and a team set aside a laboratory in the greenhouses where they could experiment with gene-splicing and ex-vitro growth!
Isn’t that what I said? I chuckle. Give me one with lips as red as blood, hair as black as the sky…
 So she had her baby, and another lady, too, and pretty soon you couldn’t throw a mushroom without hitting some girl half as big as her own yak. And they all had black hair, and red lips, and their eyes were pure and white, with little pinpricks for pupils, and it just made everyone shiver, all alone out here, watching their babies open up their eyes, one by one. But the moon, well, she’ll give up nothing without branding her mark on it, and I can see just as far as you.
 Thing is, none of the other kids had white eyes. The brothers and sisters of all those imperious, enchanted Lunas and Dianes, they came just right as rain, brown eyed and green eyed, blue eyed and hazel eyed. They can’t tell you why, and Mio’s no smarter than most on that subject. But I’ll tell you there was no weird praying for those green-eyed babies, no church of ice and steel with a llama’s throat cut on the altar of the moon, calling out all her secret names: Luna, Diana, Selene. Those other kids, they came natural. We came out of blood on the snow. 
 And parents, my bunnies, they’re bound to be parents. We were all let loose to run as we liked, sent out into the bitter black woods like wild deer. There was talk of taking care of us somehow, just erasing the mistake, whatever the mistake was, now that the moon’s beautiful children were growing up so fine. Sending a huntsman, you might say, to cut out our little deer hearts in the forest. Nobody’d be the wiser, and who back home could say a thing against them? Besides, who knew what else lay in us, bleached white and bony and waiting, just waiting, to grow up.
 But in the end, no one could compass that. Our mothers and fathers, they weren’t monsters, the couldn’t look down at us, even with our tiny pupils staring back, and lift up their hands. So we scampered on, wild, pushing each other in the snow, making up games, seven a side, scavenging in the lunar snow to find dirt, frozen and black, at the bottom of it, sleeping under ice like glass, waiting for the sun that would never come. We lay our heads against it, flattened our ears to the ground, and I could swear to you even now the moon whispered up through the permafrost, whispered that we were hers, her own savage darlings, cold as her heart. 
 I remember those days like whiskey and cake, and how I loved that terrible queen of the Lunas with her bright black hair in the shadow of the uplink towers. When I kissed her for the first time, well, it was like waking up.
 And all the while my auntie sat with the comsat, her hands all buried up in the guts of the thing. All the while I danced in the night she broke that thing down and built it up again, over and over, and nothing but static to thank her. She stared into it like a mirror, every day and every night, whispering to it, begging it to answer her, to tell her she was good, and loyal, and wise, and fair. To tell her: oh, thank god you didn’t give up! We thought we’d lost you! To tell her that back home, everything was just as sunny as a picnic day, it was only this wire or that knob that needed fixing, just something silly like that, all along. And the golden clouds that swallowed up all the blue, that swallowed up China and New York and Peru? Weather’s a funny thing, sure and you moon folk know that better than anyone.
 So she sat at her magic mirror until she got old and brittle and her nose grew warts and her fingernails got black and she just died there, still whispering, still waiting for the comsat to praise her, to wake up and call her name and tell her she was the best of all of us, oh, you patient, pretty thing.
 The little ones cry for more, and pepper me with questions, but I’m old, and my knees ain’t in conversation with my hips, and I like my milk with a bit of scotch and honey in, oh, right about this time, when the big golden earth is setting like a toy somebody forgot to put away. Nothing more to tell, anyhow. We got older and bigger and our parents danced at our weddings even though they rather hadn’t. There’s a glass over the comsat now. Kids dare each other to break in and fire it up, mess with the circuits, make it come to life and start chattering about New Delhi fashions. But youngsters just aren’t what they used to be. It just sits up there on its bier, glittering like a coffin, and I sit down here, smoking a pipe that’s still got nothing in it.
 My Kami, My Dears—
I write from a little cabiny thing behind my house, cleaned and set up as a writerly hut for me by two of my friends, who have come all the way from Ohio to live with us. It has golden pine walls and a bunk bed and blue Christmas lights strung up on the ceiling. I love it with a violent passion. It’s just what I’ve always wanted, a place I could leave the house and go to and write, be alone, think. A room, I suppose, of my own.

Deathless, Chapter One: 
 Three Husbands Come to 
 Gorokhovaya Street
I
n a city by the sea which was once called St. Petersburg, then Petrograd, then Leningrad, then, much later, St. Petersburg again, there stood a long, thin house on a long, thin street. By a long, thin window, a child in a pale blue dress and pale green slippers waited for a bird to marry her. This would be cause for another girl to be very gently closed up in her room until she ceased to think such alarming things, but Marya Morevna had seen from her window all three of her sisters’ husbands before they knocked at the great cherry-wood door, and thus she was as certain of her own fate as she was certain of the color of the moon.
The first came when Marya was only six, and her sister Olga was tall as she was fair, her golden hair clapped back like a hay-roll in autumn. It was a cloudy day, and the long, thin clouds rolled up onto their roof like neat cigarettes. Marya watched from the upper floor as birds gathered in the oak trees, sniping and snapping at the first and smallest drops of rain, which all winged creatures know are the sweetest, like tiny grapes bursting on the tongue. She laughed to see the rooks skirmish over the rain, and as she did, the flock turned as one to look at her, their eyes like needle-points. One of them, a fat black fellow, leaned perilously forward on his green branch and, without taking his gaze from her window, fell hard—thump, bash!—onto the street-side. But the little bird bounced up, and when he righted himself, he was a handsome young man in a handsome black uniform, his buttons flashing like raindrops, his nose long and cruelly curved. 
The young man knocked at the great cherry-wood door, and Marya Morevna’s mother blushed under his gaze. 
 “I have come for the girl in the window,” he said with a clipped, sweet voice. “I am Lieutenant Gratch of the Tsar’s Personal Guard. I have many wonderful houses full of seed, many wonderful fields full of grain, and I have more dresses than she could wear, even if she changed her gown at morning, evening, and midnight each day of her life.”
 “You must mean Olga,” said Marya’s mother, her hand fluttering to her throat. “She is the oldest and most beautiful of all my daughters.”
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And so Olga, who had indeed sat at the first-floor window, which faced the garden full of fallen apples and not the street, was brought to the door. She was filled like a wineskin with the rich sight of her handsome young man in his handsome black uniform, and kissed him very chastely on the cheeks. They walked together through Gorokhovaya Street, and he bought for her a golden hat with long black feathers tucked into its brim.
When they returned in the evening, Lieutenant Gratch looked up into the violet sky and sighed. “This is not the girl in the window. But I will love her as though she was, for I see now that one is not meant for me.”
And so Olga went happily to the estates of Lieutenant Gratch, and wrote prettily-worded letters home to her sisters, in which her verbs built castles and her datives sprung up like well-tended roses. 
The second husband came when Marya was nine, and her sister Tatiana was sly and ruddy as a fox, her sharp grey eyes clapping upon every fascinating thing. Marya Morevna sat at her window embroidering the hem of a christening dress for Olga’s second son. It was spring, and the morning rain had left their long, thin street slick and silver, jeweled with wet pink petals. Marya watched from the upper floor as once more the birds gathered in their great oak tree, sniping and snapping for the soaked and wrinkled cherry blossoms, which every winged creature knows are the most savory of all blossoms, like spice cakes melting on the tongue. She laughed to see the plovers scuffle over the flowers, and as she did, the flock turned as one to look at her, their eyes like knifepoints. One of them, a little brown fellow, leaned perilously forward on his green branch and, without taking his gaze from her window, fell hard—thump, bash!—onto the street-side. But the little bird bounced up, and when he righted himself, he was a handsome young man in a handsome brown uniform with a long white sash, his buttons flashing like sunshine, his mouth round and kind. 
The young man knocked at the great cherry-wood door, and Marya Morevna’s mother smiled under his gaze. 
 “I am Lieutenant Zuyok of the White Guard,” he said, for the face of the world had changed. “I have come for the girl in the window. I have many wonderful houses full of fruits, many wonderful fields full of worms, and I have more jewels than she could wear, even if she changed her rings at morning, evening, and midnight each day of her life.”
 “You must mean Tatiana,” said Marya’s mother, pressing her hand to her breast. “She is the second oldest and second most beautiful of my daughters.”
 And so Tatiana, who had indeed sat at the first-floor window, which faced the garden full of apple blossoms and not the street, was brought to the door. She was filled like a silk balloon with the flaming sight of her handsome young man in his handsome brown uniform, and kissed him, not very chastely at all, on the cheeks. They walked together through Gorokhovaya Street, and he bought for her a white hat with long chestnut-colored feathers tucked into its brim.
 When they returned in the evening, Lieutenant Zuyok looked up into the turquoise sky and sighed. “This is not the girl in the window. But I will love her as though she was, for I see now that one is not meant for me.”
 And so Tatiana went happily to the estates of Lieutenant Zuyok, and wrote sophisticated letters home to her sisters, in which her verbs danced in square patterns and her datives were laid out like tables set for feasting. 
 The third husband came when Marya was twelve, and her sister Anna was slim and gentle as a fawn, her blush quicker than shadows passing. Marya Morevna sat at her window embroidering the collar of a party-dress for Tatiana’s first daughter. It was winter, and the snow on Gorokhovaya Street was high and mounded, like long frozen barrows. Marya watched from the upper floor as once again the birds gathered in their great oak tree, sniping and snapping for the last autumn nuts, stolen from squirrels and hidden in bark-cracks, which every winged creature knows are the most bitter of all nuts, like old sorrows sitting heavy on the tongue. She laughed to see the shrikes scuffle over the acorns, and as she did, the flock turned as one to look at her, their eyes like bayonet-points. One of them, a stately grey fellow with a red stripe at his cheek, leaned perilously forward on his green branch and, without taking his gaze from her window, fell hard—thump, bash!—onto the street-side. But the little bird bounced up, and when he righted himself, he was a handsome young man in a handsome grey uniform with a long red sash, his buttons flashing like streetlamps, his eyes narrow with a wicked cleverness. 
 The young man knocked at the great cherry-wood door, and Marya Morevna’s mother frowned under his gaze. 
 “I am Lieutenant Zhulan of the Red Army,” he said, for the face of the world had settled into its features. “I have come for the girl in the window. I have many wonderful houses which I share equally among my fellows, many wonderful rivers full of fish which are shared equally among all those with nets, and I have more virtuous books than she could read, even if she read a different one at morning, evening, and midnight each day of her life.”
 “You must mean Anna,” said Marya’s mother, her hand firmly at her hip. “She is the third oldest and third most beautiful of my daughters.”
 And so Anna, who had indeed sat at the first-floor window, which faced the garden full of bare branches and not the street, was brought to the door. She was filled like a pail of water with the sweet sight of her handsome young man in his handsome grey uniform, and kissed him very chastely on the cheeks. They walked together through the newlynamed Komissarskaya Street, and he bought for her a plain grey cap with a red star on the brim.
 When they returned in the evening, Lieutenant Zhulan looked up into the black sky and sighed. “This is not the girl in the window. But I will love her as though she was, for I see now that one is not meant for me.”
 And so Anna went happily to the estates of Lieutenant Zhulan, and wrote properly-worded letters home to her sisters, in which her verbs were distributed fairly among the nouns, and her datives asked for no more than they required. 
In that city by the sea which was now firmly called Petrograd and did not even remember, under pain of punishment, having been called St. Petersburg, in that long, thin house on that long thin street, Marya Morevna sat by her window, knitting a little coat for Anna’s second son. She was fifteen years, fifteen days, and fifteen hours of age. She waited calmly for the birds to gather in the summer trees, waited for them to do battle over thick crimson cherries, and for one of them to lean perilously forward on his branch, so very far forward—but no bird came, and she began to worry for herself.
She let her long black hair lie unbraided in the mornings, and walked barefoot over the floorboards of the house on Gorokhovaya Street—for Marya, like a child whose widowed mother has married again, could never remember to call the long, thin street by its new name, having been known it as Gorokhovaya for all her youth. There were other families in the house now, of course, for no fine roof such as this should be kept to one selfish patronym. 
It was obscene to do so , Marya’s father agreed. 
 It was surely better this way, Marya’s mother nodded. 
 Twelve mothers and twelve fathers were stacked into the long, thin 
house, each with four children, drawing the old cobalt and silver curtains down the center of rooms to make labyrinths of twelve dining rooms, twelve sitting rooms, twelve bedrooms. It could be said, and was, that Marya Morevna had twelve mothers and twelve fathers, and so did all the children of that long, thin house. But all of her mothers laughed at Marya’s loose hair and aimless manner. All her fathers called her their little mad kitten. Their children stole her biscuits from the communal table. Alone and birdless, Marya Morevna wept for her sisters who had gone, for her empty stomach, for the overfull house, which she could hear groaning at night like a woman laboring to bring twelve children into the world all at once.
 My Kami, My Dears 
All this month I have worked so hard I can hardly see straight. Every day, I go into my little izbushka in the backyard and work on this book, which takes everything out of me. I live on coffee and any food I can talk a soul into making for me, my usual cooking energy having absconded. …

The Opposite of Mary
 F
 or the past few years, a god has been living in my back shed. 
I go out every morning—when you live out whe re mud sits king over half the year and snow camps duchess over the other, you always need something from the shed. A shovel, a rag, some kindling, a rake, light bulbs, rope. Buckshot. Sometimes, like if you were to happen by my house with a flask of scotch in your pocket or a pack of cookies in your coat, I’d tell you that’s all a god is. Something you need when the snow gets high. 
I’ve been living on my own most of my life. I had a man for awhile—I could tell you his name, but it doesn’t really matter. Names are for evangelists and post-men and he wasn’t either of those. He wore soft shirts and smelled like pine pitch and didn’t bother me too much. That’s how I like most things in my world. I arranged my life—that’s how I like to think of it. Arranged. Like the inside of a house. Done by someone who knows how. I wake up and I drink hot cider in the fall and cold lemonade in the summer, and I grow the apples and bring the lemons in by the crate, all the way from California they come to me, little yellow moons. The cider is like life; the lemonade is like death. I don’t have to tell you why. That’s just how it is, here. I think about that kind of thing. So did he, and he kept his muddy boots outside the door which is the most you can ask from anyone, I think. Stella, he used to say to me, the cider is like life because it’s so sweet and hot it burns you all the way down. And then he’d make pancakes. And it was fine, I can tell you that. But it is certainly the case that if you let someone wander into your life without much aim or direction, they’re likely to wander out the same way and that’s why it doesn’t matter what his name was. I’m not sad about it. If this old island can conjure up one to keep me warm, it can conjure up another. I’ve learned a lot about faith, lately.
Sometimes the god looks like a lantern. An old fashioned one with a handle on top and bands of iron criss-crossing the lamp. Sometimes it’s lit; sometimes not. I always feel better when it’s lit. Other times it looks like a gold ring, or a single cherry, so red it shines black. Sometimes it 
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doesn’t look like anything at all, but I know it’s still there. I can hear it, not really breathing, but being, in the dark and the dust. Sometimes I think it’s gone, and the sorrow nearly knocks out my knees. But if I go scrambling in the junk out there, I’ll find it, always, always, a big cat’s eye marble rolling under my gardener’s gloves, or a basketball, just as orange as a sun. Relief opens up in me, edge by edge, and I drink my cider in there, just to be close to it for a little longer.
You might wonder how I know it’s a god. Well, I never owned a cat’s eye marble. I know the way everyone knows. Moses or St. Luke or Apulieus or whoever. Sometimes when a cow wanders over the field and stares you in the face it’s a cow. Sometimes it isn’t, and even a fool knows the difference between a dumb bull and the orgiastic lord of grain. Same way you know when you’ve been electrocuted. All your whole blood catches fire and your eyes bug out of your head. There’s no mistaking it, halfway between a drillbit to the head and a mouth on your breast. It’s been three years now and I still weep blood like a statue, every morning, every dawn. Not just tears, either. I’ll tell you—the first day I saw it my gut twisted and I started bleeding between my legs and it hasn’t stopped since, not even a little. It’s like I’m the opposite of pregnant. The opposite of Mary.
Sometimes I think about that girl in the Bible, the one who bled for twelve years till Jesus touched her. I wonder what happened to her twelve years before. I wonder what she saw. 
I don’t know what it’s the god of. Or if it’s the god of anything. I don’t play at philosopher. Something about three feet of snow and busted pipes discourages that kind of daydreaming. I don’t know if a god has to be of something. But I guess you embrace a certain kind of paganism when you go to fetch the snow shovel and a silver goblet is sitting there waiting for you, covered in barnacles and filled with ice. Gods who take the capital G don’t really go in for that kind of imagery. Or sheds. They certainly don’t turn around and dress like a ceramic cat the next day.
But in my weakest moments, when winter shuts everything up, I think it’s a god of small women, living small lives in the woods. And cider. And pancakes. 
I have tried talking to it. When it’s a lantern, I feel that it’s most receptive. I say: can you hear me? I say: do you know when it’s cold, when it’s warm, when the leaves fall? I say: do you know your name? Do you know mine? I say: How long will you stay?
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Once, just once, the lantern dimmed slowly and swelled up again, like a lighthouse. I had asked: why me?
 I don’t know why it chose me, or my shed. After three years you assume a kind of intimacy, an understanding, a consent. The sort of thing that keeps muddy boots outside the door and results in piles of pancakes set quietly by a typewriter in the morning. Only instead of all that it’s just us, me and a fountain pen, or a takeout menu, or a tiny pineapple tree, full of fruit the size of pencil erasers. It was a Tuesday when it first took up residence. The sun was in Sagittarius. It was 25 degrees outside, and I’d used half a cord of firewood already that winter. He’d left already, a month or so previous, and I don’t think any of this is a reason, I’m only telling you so you’ll know it was random. It just happened. I didn’t build a shed expecting it. It wasn’t because I grieved for the loss of soft shirts and the smell of pine-pitch. And the god doesn’t answer. It dims its light, slowly, and flares up again. That’s not an answer. But it doesn’t ask me to write gospels or build churches, either. It respects my privacy. I appreciate that. I try to return the favor. 
 In the beginning, I acted like a fool—I went through all the stages of proximity to godhead. Denial, Worship, Propitiation, Dependence, Acceptance. I left offerings—it’s so embarrassing to think about now. But what would you have done? I left it tobacco, apples, old newspapers. Paper dolls. A nice head of cabbage. Once, I gave it my cider, because sacrifice isn’t sacrifice unless you wanted it to begin with. Burning up the garbage pieces of a cow isn’t sacrifice. It has to be a nice roast, something you would have loved to eat. Something that would have kept you alive another day. I put out a couple of steaks. All of it still sat there in the morning, looking green at the edges, or brown, or even a little burned. A wooden sculpture of a turkey surveyed it all with a cocked and bemused brow. I felt silly. But I had to try.
 Funny, though, of all the things I’ve done, I’ve never prayed to it. Gods and praying go together hand in hand, but somehow I never found it in me. Same reason it doesn’t give me a crown of pearls and send me out to sing its praises. I respect its privacy. Its desire to do whatever it is it’s doing out there, changing, shaping itself, without being troubled to work miracles on my behalf. It’s got enough on its plate, I figure.
 I guess I could put out a sign in the summer, when the tourists are in. Works on the Arizona highway—Come See the Great Oddity! But this isn’t Arizona, and there’s nothing there to see, if you don’t live here day in and day out, watching it change from a cherry to a ring, feeling it squeeze on your womb, once, just once, standing in its shadow as the light of the lantern dims in the morning light. Otherwise it’s just a bunch of crap in a shed. I think there’s something to be said there, if I were the sort to say things. It’s only the thread of works and days that makes sense out of anything. The ability to watch something change over time, to witness. I witness, and I don’t say a word. I heard somewhere that just watching something changes it, on a basic level. So I wonder how the god has changed since it shacked up with me. Who it was before. Who it is now. Because that means it’s something new because of me. Because I’m watching it, and no one else. We create itself together. 
 This morning it was a little plastic boat, bobbing along a painted blue sea at the bottom of a whiskey jug. I sat for awhile. I smoked a cigarette. Ran a hand through my hair. I thought, just for a minute, I could hear the ocean in that shed, like a shell put up to my ear. The dawn light came through a crack in the roof and spilled over the glass jug, all white, all cold. The boat had a striped smokestack, and little life-preservers strung from the hull. For the first time, I wanted to touch it. To pick up the bottle and let the boat slide from side to side. To feel its weight, its light, to lay my skin against it, to feel its imperfection, its clumsy shape. I didn’t know what would happen. You can never know. Proximity to the divine is always an experiment, performed every day, with unpredictable results. What I know and what I don’t, in a shed, with the cans of old paint, and you can’t ever tell how your presence will change it, you who are not divine, but still, still, the one who built that damn shed in the first place.
 I reached out my hand.
 My Kami, My Dears— 
I write this in our little inn on the island, with the golden-red autumn light outside and a lot of coffee in my belly. I feel so drained, and yet so full. So much has finally drawn to a close—this crazy year, with the tour and the wedding and the writing of two books and the learning to live in Maine. …

Blue With Those Tears
 C
ritias possessed that singular gift that all men seek and few, if any, find. He knew who he was. Knew it in his bones, in the muscles of his heart, in the depths of his blood. Every synapse and neuron flashed, fired, flared with the sheer power of this knowledge; his body moved in the secret light of it, sure, calm, at peace.
He was a scion of Atlantis. 
 When Critias was born, his forehead had been anointed with the blood of a certain marine snail and the bottoms of his feet scarified—his parents were orthodox, devout. Even his name, taken from the Platonic dialogue which deals most intimately with the concerns and curiosities of that ancestral continent, rang clear and bright with tradition, with pride. He remembered the first time his mother, Xanthippe, had spoken of it; he handled the memory like a porcelain thing, easily breakable, impossibly precious.
 “Once, we were more than we are now,” she had said, her fierce black gaze fixing him like the points of nails. And for a long while, that was all he knew of it, and all he could know, like a family motto. If he pressed her, his mother demurred, or looked so sad he thought she might cry, and rushed to comfort her. He came to realize that he ought to feel the loss of the great island as personally and deeply as the loss of a brother or his mother herself, that to not feel it so was to betray the purity of his own soul. And so he learned to weep with his mother, when the wind blew a certain way.
 Critias grew up, as any child does, regaled with stories of his relatives, uproarious and shameful, delightful and secret, unfolding slowly as he waxed older and more discerning, like onions that gained layers of white sweetness rather than losing them. But he giggled at the antics of Uncle Tlxito, who had a weakness for xlotee. Xlotee, of course, was a sort of very thick wine that could be gathered only by consecrated whores, brimming as it did from the hoary barnacles that gathered on the windward side of Atlantis, where the dune grasses waved crystalline blue. One day a year, the barnacles would ooze a single drop of viscous 
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gold, which the holy slattern might catch in her snifter if she were careful and clever, and seal it away, for once it touches the air, the xlotee is ruined. With painstaking patience, the women produced a single barrel of xlotee each autumn, and Critias’ mother spoke of its taste in lascivious tones, of how like and unlike honey it was, how like a sweet and candied flame it sparkled on the tongue, and how in a xlotee haze Uncle Tlxito lay back in his emerald sponge-chaise and prophesied, his eyes rolled back in his head like dice.
“Oh, he never saw anything useful,” Xanthippe smiled ruefully, as though Txlito were terribly dear to her, as though he might pop by for Christmas, and was not three thousand years dead. “Xlotee does not open the eye within, but rather crusts it over like the barnacles who exude it. One lies open to the lifeflow of the sea, feels one’s mind merge with billions of others in a great, singular self, one diamond among the infinitude that cling to the underside of the world.” Xanthippe stubbed out her cigarette just then, spitting out the last of the smoke like a pinklipped dragon. Critias listened with awe. “Your cousin Erasthenes tried crystal meth last summer, chasing after the pale echo of xlotee in our fallen world. After all, he reasoned, a fallen woman sold it to him, with orange lipstick on her ruined teeth and false breasts filled with salt water swinging in his face. Like all of us, he thought he could go home again, in her leathery arms, with her poison in his mouth. Well, he couldn’t. No more than any of us. Let it be a lesson to you, son. There is no getting any of it back.”
No one in the world talked like Critias’ mother. Her long, quiet sentences, spooling out of her mouth like smoke rings, her logic chasing its tail, her eyes glazed and frightening, serious, fatalistic. She talked about their family as though they all lived right now, at the same time, as though everything was always happening at once: cousin Erasthenes in prison for possession with intent to sell and uncle Txlito ecstatic on the yellow jasper steps of the Temple of the Sun, dancing his seizure-steps, his sister Clio changing her major to bioengineering after a religious experience involving marine algae on Ibiza and aunt Leukothippe, the tidal priestess with her steam engines spinning all around her and her fingernails bitten to the quick. Cousin Palaemon mapping the caverns under the island, filling them with his machines and cousin Eustis blowing his tennis scholarship on steroids and waiting tables now because he got some girl pregnant before his testicles shriveled. Grandmother Tula dying al-manalco fleeces a deeper purple than the sea, stroking their shorn heads as the beasts lay their bearded chins on her knees, Grandmother Cornelia, forgetting all their birthdays again, wintering in Mexico because it reminds her of who she should have been, all that blue water, all those beautiful boys at her command. Critias’ mother drew no distinction between them, living or dead, far or near, antediluvian or post. Critias was fourteen before he realized that he didn’t have any brothers at all—his mother often said things like: your brother Hector has a passion for shipbuilding or Thaddeus, your oldest brother, breeds horses with pelts the color of blood, and oh, how they run!
Critias thought his brothers were simply grown and busy—it was only gradually that he understood that when his mother spoke of Hector and Thaddeus, she meant the brilliant young men who might have been his brothers. Who should have been his brothers. The sons she would have had, if not for their family’s great tragedy. His sister explained it to him, as other boys’ sisters explained that there was no Santa Claus, not really. He had been inconsolable for weeks, mourning for Hector and Thaddeus who had never lived. It’s just you and me, kid, Clio had said, and held him while he cried.
On their mantle were stones worn smooth and round, and his mother called them idols. They ate no meat but fish and an ugly, lumpy kasha she got from a smoky back-room Turkish grocery. At his bedside was a copper torque green with verdigris. If we lived in the right world, in the right timeline, his mother said, Critias would have been the mackerelprince, and worn this the day he gave up his virginity to the queen of coral. And I, she would whisper, would have been a scholar, a historian, with a mind full of books, and I would have worn the silk of the htotl worm who weeps while she weaves, and all of my dresses would have been blue with those tears. 
Just once, in college, Critias told someone about all of this. He loved her so much—even her name, Theodora, as Greek as his own. She had long dark hair gone prematurely grey, which she refused to dye. To him it shone half-silver, and he had already decided to marry her, in the way that young men can make such decisions, without consulting the bride in question. Theo lay in his arms in a narrow dormitory bed one night smoking lazily and ashing on his carpet. She had been talking—slowly, as if each word were only experimental until proven correct—about Plato, about perfect forms, about how their bodies moved imperfectly but within the orbit of possible perfection, and Critias told her everything. Once we were more than we are now. He looked down at the top of her head while he spoke, the crescent moon of her scalp parting her black-silver hair, where her fontanel was, when she was a baby, before her skull hardened and she learned about Plato and she joined the fencing team. Theo kept silent, unmoving. Only the crackling sounds of her cigarette cut through his speech like semicolons.
Finally, it was over, and he waited for her to deny him or exult in his secret, his breath caught in the gleam of her scalp.
 Theo sighed. “You know, it’s a known fact that whenever someone brings up Atlantis in conversation, academics, or fiction, they should be disregarded intellectually and shunned socially thenceforward. The rule goes double for collegiate males.”
 She rolled over towards him, fixing him with her pale eyes and neat, stoic mouth. “I think your mother is a very sad woman,” she said gently. 
 “She is,” Critias admitted. “My father left her when I was four, for a Bulgarian woman who couldn’t even speak English. He was sick of stories, I guess. He wanted silence. But we’re all sad. We were meant for a different life. For xlotee and al-manalco races and feeding seabirds on the steps of the Temple of the Sun. For bronze collars and steam-driven chariots. Just…for more. For more than a cousin in jail and a sister who never comes home anymore and me majoring in English because I can’t really do anything, so I might as well read about other people doing things. More. Once we were more than we are now. There was a destiny and we lost it. There was a moment when we might have been kings and better, when we might have been a real family, might have loved each other and gathered in winter around a fire like rubies and told stories about how we came to be so happy and so blessed. There was a moment and the sea swallowed it, and now we’re broken. That’s what it means to be one of us. To be broken. To know you were supposed to be whole. To know all these family stories, and know that they all end badly. To be disappointed, always, by everything, because it is not the world you were meant to live in.”
 Theo covered his face with her hands. 
 “We are all like that, Critias,” she whispered. “There’s no island in the sea where they knew magic and threw crystals into the fire. It’s just you and me, kid, forever.”
 The next day, she left him, and Critias never spoke of these things to an outsider again.
 My Kami, My Dears—
This month’s story was something of a dare. My new husband, he loves stories about Atlantis—I hate them. I feel that once you bring it up there is no getting around it with dignity and almost no one brings it up with good intentions. I had just read a novel that featured true scions of Atlantis and with much laughter my house howled for me to write something Atlantean.

The Consultant
 S
he walks into my life legs first, a long drink of water in the desert of my thirties. Her shoes are red; her eyes are green. She’s an Italian flag in occupied territory, and I fall for her like Paris. She mixes my metaphors like a martini and serves up my heart tartare. They all do. Every time. They have to. It’s that kind of story.
The lady in question stands in the corner of my office, lighting the cigarette dictated by tradition with shaking hands. 
 “You gotta help me, mister,” she says. I’m a miss, but that doesn’t matter. In situations like this, you have to stick to the formula. She’s the damsel in distress, I see that right away. I’m her knight in shining armor, even if that armor is a size eight slingback in Antique Pearl. 
 “Tell me all your troubles,” I say, and pour her a whiskey, straight. She drinks it, leaves a frosty red lip-print on the glass.
 And she takes a deep breath that makes her black dress shift just so. She tells me a man is after her because he wants her heart. He chases her through the dark, through the neon forest of rainy streets. Or she has this brother, see, with a withered arm he carries in a sling, crooked like a bird’s wing. She was supposed to protect him from their father but she just wasn’t strong enough. Or her stepmother can’t stand the sight of her and beats her every night for a dozen sins. Or she’s waited and waited for a child but nothing doing. Or she pricked her finger on a needle when she was sixteen and oh, the things she’s done to keep on pricking. Or she woke up and all her savings accounts were gone, the money turned worthless overnight. 
 Maybe it’s simple: the mirror said she wasn’t pretty anymore. Maybe it’s complicated, and she got in over her head, and now she has three nights to cough up a name or an ugly little man is going to take her son. I’ve heard them all. It’s what I do. I’m not so much an investigator as what you might call a consultant. Step right up; show me your life. I’ll show you the story you’re in. Nothing more important in this world, kid. Figure that out and you’re halfway out of the dark.
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Call them fairy tales, if that makes you feel good. If you call them fairy tales, then you don’t have to believe you’re in one.
 It’s all about seeing the pattern—and the pattern is always there. It’s a vicious circle: the story gets told because the pattern repeats, and the pattern repeats because the story gets told. A girl comes in with mascara running down her face and says that she slept with her professor because she thought he’d love her forever, she wanted to walk in his rarified world of books and gin parties and wickedly sardonic quips instead of treading water in her dreary home town. She tried to speak the way his friends did and dress the way he liked and write the way he did himself, and now he’s gone and she’s got this knife, see, but not a lot of courage. She’s in so much pain. Every step is like walking on knives.
 And I say: “Sweetheart, you gave up your voice for him. That was bound to go badly. Now, how do you want to proceed?”
 Because there’s a choice. There’s always a choice. Who do you want to be? You can break this tale, once you’ve got a sightline on it. That’s why they come to me. Because I can open up my files and tell them who they are. Because I’ve got a little Derringer in my desk with six bullets in it like pomegranate seeds. Because I have the hat, crooked at just the right angle, that says I can save them. 
 So who do you want to be? Sure, no great loss to be the ingenue, sacrificing yourself for your love. Put away that knife, fix your make-up, drop his class, watch him with his hand on the waist of some blonde thing at the faculty party—never forgetting that she’s in a story too, and you can’t tell which one by looking at her, and maybe she’s the true bride and maybe she’s bleeding in her six hundred dollar shoes to convince him she’s the right girl—become like dancing foam on the waves of his society: glittering, beautiful, tragic. Maybe that’ll buy you what you’re looking for. But it’s not the only solution. Sometimes it’s better to choose the knife, cut his tenure, go back home, where you’ll be exotic and urbane, for all your experience in that strange, foreign world. 
 I don’t judge. I just give them options. And sometimes the best thing is to put on a black dress and become a wicked stepmother. There’s power in that, if you’re after power.
 And then there’s the back alley deals, the workarounds, the needles and the camels. You can turn around in the dark, with the man who wants your heart looming so big, so big over you, and you can give it to him, so bright and red and pure that it destroys him. Getting what you want has that effect, more often than you think. But it’s a dangerous 
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thing, the intimate exchange of hearts in the shadows, and sometimes the man in the dark walks off with everything anyway. You can burn every spinning wheel in the kingdom. You can cut your hair before he ever gets the chance to climb up. It is possible to decline the beanstalk. You can let the old witch dance at your wedding, the kind of forgiveness that would wake the dead and sleeping. You can just walk away, get on a horse, and go wake some other maiden from her narrative coffin, if you’re brave, if you’re strong. What do you want? Do you want to escape? Or were you looking for that candy house? 
Sometimes they don’t believe me. They can’t see what I see. They can’t even see how we play out a story right there in my office: her showing a little leg, me tipping my hat over my eyes, the dusty blinds, the broken sign beyond my window, blinking HOTEL into the inky night. It’s a pretty broad schtick, but it helps make my point: nothing here but us archetypes, sweetheart. Still, when I tell them it was always fairy gold, all that money those sleek men in their silk suits said was so wisely invested, they get angry. They think I’m having a joke at their expense. But that’s what fairy gold is: fake money, wisely invested. The morning was always going to come when you opened your 401k and it had all turned back to acorns and leaves. They throw water in my face or they beg me to hunt down the leprechaun that sold them that rotten house, and sure, I’ll do that. Whatever you pay me for. You choose your role in this. I provide an honest service, and that’s all. I don’t try to sway them either way; it wouldn’t be fair. After all, I can see their cards, but they can’t see mine.
It’s a lonely life. Me and my patterns and scotch and ice. The nature of the process is that they leave when it’s over, exeunt, pursued by a bear. If they didn’t go, I didn’t do my job. You have to keep moving, stay ahead of the oncoming plot. Never stop to rest, not here, not in the woods. 
And me? Well, it doesn’t work that way. If you could narrate yourself I’d be out of a job. I need them to tell me who I am. If I’m a savior in their story, or a devil. If I’m a helpful guide, or temptation in a trenchcoat. No one’s ever guessed my name. And that’s the way I like it: clean, no mess, no mistakes. No attachments. Attachments beget stories, and I’m no protagonist. A bit player, a voice in the smoke. A Greek chorus, that’s me. Or maybe a mirror on the wall. Point is, I don’t work in the spotlight. I’m strictly in the wings. So they walk into my office—not always dames, sometimes a paladin in an ice-cream suit, and oh, if he doesn’t have that girl with the hair down to god-knows-where he’ll just die, or his wife is bored and unhappy and maybe she only ever liked him in the first place when he was a beast, or a wolf, or he’s just lost, and he can hear something like a bull calling for him from the deeps, and I fall for them because that’s the drill, but losing them is part of the denouement, and I know that better than anyone. It’ll make you hard, this business. Hard as glass.
I tell them: don’t depend on a woodsman in the third act. I tell them: look for sets of three, or seven. I tell them: there’s always a way to survive. I tell them: you can’t force fidelity. I tell them: don’t make bargains that involve major surgery. I tell them: you don’t have to lie still and wait for someone to tell you how to live. I tell them: it’s all right to push her into the oven. She was going to hurt you. I tell them: she couldn’t help it. She just loved her own children more. I tell them: everyone starts out young and brave. It’s what you do with that that matters. I tell them: you can share that bear with your sister. I tell them: no one can stay silent forever. I tell them: it’s not your fault. I tell them: mirrors lie. I tell them: you can wear those boots, if you want them. You can lift that sword. It was always your sword. I tell them: the apple has two sides. I tell them: just because he woke you up doesn’t mean you owe him anything. I tell them: his name is Rumplestiltskin. 
And my cases ends like all stories end: with a sunset, and a kiss, and redemption, and iron shoes, and a sear of light from the shadows, a gunmuzzle flash that illuminates everything as the rain just keeps coming down in the motley, several-colored light of the back end of the world. 
So come in. Sit down. We’ll have the air-conditioning working again in no time. Let me take your coat. Have a drink—it’s cheap and sour but it does the job. Much like myself. 
 Now. Tell me all your troubles.
 My Kami, My Dears— 
This month’s story was inspired by my friend Mike calling me a year or so ago and announcing that he needed a fairy tale consultant. I immediately thought: this should be my new life. I posted about it on Livejournal and everyone demanded a book—which I don’t think, really, will ever happen, but never say never—though I think in their heads it was an obvious comedy, and to me, fairy tales never are. …

The Habitation of the Blessed
 Chapter the Second, in which the Borders of a Strange Country are Explored, the Name of the Country Revealed to a Stranger by a Bird of Very Great Size, a Peculiar War Commences, and a Brusque Hospitality Offered.
Iwoke at night, my skin hot and tight enough to crack like the shell of an egg. My mouth was full of sand, my chest scoured raw. The sand brought me back to myself, and I was relieved to find I remembered still Kostas and Constantinople, still clutched them in my heart’s hands like two tiny marble figures. Much else had spilled out into the sea like a net of fish torn open. I came for something, didn’t I? To find something. Images flickered and died: a tomb, a cross, a face with hollow eyes. I think I had a purpose, once. 
The moon lay long and silver as the planks of dead ships on the beach-head, masts tangled with golden seaweed. Far off, in the shadows, I thought I saw the broken, useless hulk of a lighthouse, its thin beam illuminating only the endless sand. Dark cliffs hunched behind it, circled by silent birds batting the wind under a heaven crowded with unfamiliar stars, a flock without their shepherd, wheeling wide, constellations broken open against a sharp sky. I moved towards the black mountains, my bones weeping in my flesh, begging to be allowed to lie down on the shore of the sand and perish. 
In this way shall I grind sin from my soul, I thought, for the desert was always the redeemer of folly and flesh. Who under the gold-domes will not laugh when I find my way home, and tell them of these far places? The purity blazing from my scalp will blind them! It will force their gaze aside, and crown me in silver! When I crest that range I shall sit upon it as on the wall of the world, and the Logos will be on my shoulder like a keen-eyed crow. How I shall feel its claws in my bones!
Thus did I make my way, babbling to myself, imagining the wonder and envy of distant monks, and found for my blistered feet, as though by grace, a smooth rock path through the cliffside, which wound thin and reluctant, slowly upward. The sound of the sandy sea pounded below, its gold turned to white by the moon gliding through her sphere. Waves sent sprays of glittering mica into the wind. Long cries, like unhurried 
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arrows arced through the sky, low and sweet along the crystal breakers. If not for the sand and my bleeding back, it would have been something like the coast of the Bosphorus in the summer, with a thousand colored tents gleaming.
It was nearly dawn when I saw them—there had not been enough light before, or there had been too much mountain. A line of stone cranes peered down at me from the heights, their long beaks beaten out of the golden cliffside rock, with fronds of waving palm crowning their small, curious heads. They were fitted to the crest of the crags like a small fence, and as I looked it seemed to me that real cranes crept cautiously up between them: scarlet faces and long, lithe bodies all of blue, fine, thin feathers like gold thread spiking from their delicate heads. When they arrived, it was like nothing so much as the front face of a phalanx staring him down, stone pupils and black, wet eyes alternating. 
“You’re too big!” one cried out, the largest of all, whose cobalt feathers shone even in the thin light of just-before-dawn. “It would be Unfair Advantage!” It snapped its long beak several times, like drum-strikes. 
I struggled up the last rough stair of stone and stood upon the cliffsummit, the sea of sand whirring and heaving far below, his face welted with yesterday’s heat, my rags scant comfort against the high winds that tore at me with their bony fingers in place of the moon’s flat, hard palm. The great crane stomped in consternation and danced up to me. With its neck fully erect, it nearly rose to my chin, but missed it, in the end.
“No! Go back down! You’re far too big, it is entirely out of the question! The whole affair would fall to the enemy on grounds of unsporting conduct!”
I blinked. I supposed that if birds were now to be expected to talk, it was not too surprising that they talked nonsense. 
 “I can’t go back down,” I said slowly, as if to a very dense foreigner, “I’ve only just come up, and I am lost,” he paused and took in the accusing stares of two dozen birds. “Lost beyond measure. My name is John; I am a priest.”
 The crane looked somewhat disappointed. Its fronds drooped. “Then you haven’t come for the war?” it sighed.
 “I have no wish for war,” I answered. “It’s all the fashion in my own country, but unlike fish stew, each nation does not perfect their own recipe. It’s much the same everywhere, and I don’t want it any more here than I did there.”
 The crane gave an odd avian snort. “You are foreign, and therefore ignorant. It is forgivable, but not attractive.” It cocked its head to one side. “The sands are treacherous and deep. You are lucky. Perhaps your survival is an omen. As to where you are, lost creature, well, that is easy. This is Pentexore—but of course, that is like saying ‘this is the world, and you are in it.’ This is the land of the Gharaniq, the great cranes, and we litter it with our feathers. I am Torghul, I lead the charge this year, and I have come with my crane-knights to survey the higher ground before the enemy arrives.”
 Torghul stamped the now-sunny ground and screeched: an answering cry ululated from the long throats of the other birds. Their long wheat-stalk legs flushed red in anticipation.
 “And who is the enemy?” I asked, if only to be polite. 
 Torghul blinked slowly, retaining his calm in the face of such shocking idiocy as mine. “The Pygmies, of course! We fight them every year. Miniature men, miniature women, like little dolls—their fingers are so tiny, we might mistake them for worms if we were not careful! They invade our territory in the spring, armored in mint leaves and fossil-filthy amber, waving miniature swords of sharpened antler, and they come screaming up over the hill with such a distasteful sound! They say we took a queen of theirs once, and made her a crane—though, believe me, could we do such a thing we would not bother to fling aside their little stag-swords! We beat them back, of course, but it is harder and harder, as the years go by, and they grow cleverer while we grow tired. But it gets our blood up, and we cannot help but feel joy when the spring winds blow over the Rimal, bringing the scent of mint with them.”
 I sighed, and spoke slowly, rasping in my thirst. “In my country, I remember, I seem to remember, there were endless wars over pictures: some thought it was a sin to paint the face of God, others thought it a virtue. And they met, and fought, and died, and met again, and the paintings came up and down, up and down, like leaves changing.”
 Torghul hooted derisively, but some of the other cranes nodded as though seriously considering the question. 
 “There is no silly aesthetic debate here,” Torghul answered, tossing his golden fronds into the air. “The Pygmy must be fought, or else the Crane would perish! There is no choice. But as I said, you are too big—if you fought with the Pygmy it would be Unfair Advantage, as you are twice the size of their tallest warrior. If you fought with us they would cry foul for the hiring of mercenaries. In either event the whole business would have to be halted on account of the technicality.”
 “I do not wish to fight. I did not wish to fight for paintings, I do not wish to fight for birds.”
 “But we cannot let you go,” the crane-general protested. “You might reveal our troops to despair and defeat, for the sake of a simpering Pygmy woman and a bed of mint!”
 “I swear I will not. I am chaste; I have taken vows. But give me water and point my feet in the direction of a city, and I will not trouble you.” 
 The cranes conferred, blue heads bobbing up and down. “Out of the question!” Torghul finally cried, clapping his beak again—clack, clack, clack. “We have determined that water is acceptable, if you stay well out of the battle, and we will send you on your way when it is done, but for now, you are a prisoner of war, and will be treated as such! Now go sit under the old fig tree and don’t talk—the army will be here soon, and on their heels the pygmies in their preposterous armor.”
 I sank gratefully down beneath the fig tree, which grew out of the golden ground with a glossy red trunk and green fruit drooping all around. Shade closed over my tonsure, and I could have wept for its cool hands on my brow. I plucked a fruit and cracked it open, slurping the earthy fig juice from the many-seeded pulp. It seemed odd only afterward that each seed was colorfully painted with the tiny image of a woman cradled in the blue shell of a mussel, her head rimmed in silver. My belly would not hear of examining such things when they could be eaten, and so I devoured five figs before a crane, smaller than Torghul and more silver than blue, walked gracefully towards me on legs I could scarce believe would hold the weight of the bird, so like were they to stalks of white grass.
 The crane gently tapped the lids of her beak together, a much softer and kinder gesture than Torghul’s loud clapping. She approached, I realized, as a man would approach a wild lion, with ginger politeness. 
 “I am Kukyk,” she said in a fluted voice, “I have been…” she blushed, her cheek-feathers flaming orange, “excused from the war. I am here to feed and water you.”
 I tried to smile, though my teeth ached and rattled in my skull like rusted locks. The crane ruffled her feathers in a starry display and then, quick as a pelican collapsing into the sea, wrangled me onto his back and wedged open my jaw with her long, precise beak. I fought her and screamed protest, but she was so strong, stronger than a shipwrecked, starved man like me. So pinioned, I had full view of Kukyk as she closed her eyes and worked her pink throat until her gift came retching out of her: a pale mash of fish and fig and mouse and nameless prism-winged insects. I gargled and thumped the ground uselessly with blistered fists, but my mouth was already full of it, over-sweet and over-salty, porridgethick and thin as water by turns. I could eat or choke, and so like a baby bird I submitted to the crane’s ministrations, and swallowed over and over until she had no more to give. Trickles of the stuff dripped from the corners of my mouth, and my jaw throbbed when she withdrew her beak. I sat up, slightly sick with the indignity but stronger, less hungry beneath the wide fig boughs.
 Kukyk sat herself beside me, beaming, quite without any notion of my discomfiture. Without hope of apology, I thanked her; she demurred.
 “I am glad that at least you are spared the battle to come,” I said.
 The crane deflated, her shoulders slumped and her wings made disconsolate gestures in the sand. “I am not glad,” she said. “I shall have to wait all year now, before I can fight. I am ashamed, and lonely for my comrades. But it is not in the smallest part correct to let prisoners starve. I have been assured that I will be in the front line next spring as compensation.”
 I shook my head. “In my country birds do not battle at all, yet you are so hungry for it!”
 “This is not your country—and anyway, my heart doubts your words. Have you never seen a flock of crows savage a hawk?”
 “Certainly.”
 “Then do not wonder at us. I daresay you do not make a study of the sociology of birds. All Nature wars with itself.”
 “Well, if I may not rejoice for you, I do rejoice for myself, who might have been drafted but for my height.”
 Kukyk laughed, a long sound that took a great while to work its way through her sinuous throat. “Would you like to watch the battle at my side, Stranger John? It is certainly an honor, and in this fashion I may not be entirely robbed of the season.”
 I wished to do no such thing, but I feared to be wrestled to the earth once more, and so I followed the stately crane from the shady fig to the rear edge of the golden cliff. The sun was high in the air, hanging like a bucket in an endless blue well. Kukyk searched us out a squat ink-nut tree and leapt into its branches, waiting for the wounded priest to follow. The pair of them leaned out of the leaves to peer at the valley, not far below, filled with two gilt armies, standing at the ready. The cranes needed no armor or banners—their golden fronds bristled in the hot wind, and they puffed out their chests, screeching and stamping. Blue and silver and red their ranks went; as one they clapped their beaks like sergeants rat-a-tatting on a thousand drums. The pygmies were a mass of bright green and gold, with their amber breastplates bulbous and bubbled, the joints knotted with mint leaves, and those same leaves spiked through their hair. Some rode liquid-eyed fawns, others stood their ground on bare feet. Their swords were dull bone, some antler, some the sharpened spines of creatures I did not want to see with their skins on. The pygmies threw their heads back and keened, their tongues loose and wild. The sun blazed on them all, and the color was high in countless cheeks. 
 Kukyk was breathing heavily, hardly able to contain her excitement. Without a warning the two armies charged at one another, and for a moment the valley was nothing but dust and feathers and terribly bright leaves. Kukyk hooted in solidarity for her brothers and sisters, and flapped her great silver wings, sending a shower of nuts into the sand. When the first flurry of dust settled, I saw that the pygmies and cranes did not often kill each other, but were satisfied at a wound, a simple gash or dent in the bone, a bruise, their opposite numbers winded and gasping. The cranes danced with arresting grace around the pygmies, who were for their part vigorously stomping and arching in their own arcane steps. I was relieved, and thought that perhaps I was wrong to be so intolerant—it was clearly a sportsmanlike, theatrical kind of war, nothing serious, quite provincial and charming, really.
 Kukyk began to writhe beside him in the boughs. Her wingtips brushed his chest, and they were terribly hot, as though she had fallen into a great fire. I tried not to watch her in her martial ecstasy and squinted, trying to see more clearly into the melee.
 My lips drew back in horror.
 A crane had leapt upon a prostrate pygmy maiden, and thrashed gently on top of her, his great wings enveloping her green-leafed hair tenderly. Her face beneath him was contorted in pleasure, her heels digging into his blue back with delight, and she had her arms thrown wantonly around his feathery white neck. As I watched, I saw that the whole battlefield had degenerated thus: pygmy men, small and fierce, had fallen upon the crane-hens, and their lustful cries were like wolves howling. One maiden had thrown herself over a black crane and was rocking back and forth lasciviously, holding her brown breasts in both hands, her amber armor cast aside. The war-ground had become a rutting field, and the wind was full of gasping. I turned to Kukyk, who was in a frenzy of envy and loneliness, gazing at me with flashing wet eyes.
 “What is this?” I cried. “What is this disgusting ritual? What sort of perversion do you practice at the end of the world?”
 The crane stared at him. “It is our mating dance. Have you never heard how the cranes dance to call their mates?”
 “But they are not cranes, yet—“
 “Yet? Do your women mirror your men in every way? This is our great dance, it is the most magnificent of our behaviors. We battle every year, and every year we mate. If we wound them overmuch, and take the day, the children are cranes, long of neck and wing. If they win, our eggs crack open and out run little pygmies with golden eyes! We are eternal enemies, immortal lovers, it is our way; it is our nature. Perversion would be to deny our beloveds, to deny ourselves, and simply look with longing over a wide field, holding ourselves back from the charge.”
 “It is against the law of God,” I insisted.
 “What?” Kukyk blinked. She shook her garlanded head. “You are a stranger here, you ought to keep uncharitable thoughts to yourself.”
 “Please, Kukyk, I cannot bear to witness such debauch. Send me to a city, where lie men and monks with whom I might converse, with whom I might hear and see sense, who can find me a map to Byzantium and away from this place.”
 My cheeks burned, and though my body was weak—cursed flesh, wicked and corruptible!—it was moved by the keening of joy below. I tried to stifle myself, and thought of the cool shadows of the Hagia Sophia, of the mosaic Mary and her small grey mouth. The Flesh may die, but never the Word, I whispered to myself. The air rippled with sin. I shut his eyes to it. The Flesh may err, but never the Word, I hissed through clenched teeth. The silver-blue crane was very near; I could hear her breath, smell the figs-and-fish still lingering there. The Flesh may err, purred my body, betraying me wholly, allying itself with serpents and goats. The Flesh may err.
 “Please,” I whispered, “I am a good man.”
 The ink-nuts rattled in the boughs as Kukyk spread her wings wide and drew me inexorably into her embrace. I could not resist her when she fed me of her mouth; I could not resist her when she fed me of her body. I opened his eyes and was full of her, her silvery plumage, her black eyes which lashed at me in frenzy. She bit my shoulder; blood sluiced down my blistered arm. I snarled and tore her feathers from her skin. 
 Yes, I did these things. You who read this, forgive me. 
 She folded me up against her, and I could smell the Rimal, the sandsea, on her hidden, secret skin. Her heart was beating very fast within her feathery breast.
 “I am the only one kept from the war, for your sake,” she breathed, “I have fed you of my body, no less than your own mother. You must feed me; I am so alone, when the world has gone to roost and I am bereft!” She wound her neck around mine, and it was soft against my fever. “You are not so unlike a pygmy,” she whispered. “Think of Leda—it will not be so terrible.”
 My Kami, My Dears— 
I have decided on a new tradition—if I finish a novel one month or another, the next Omikuji will be a small slice of it, offered up to you, my best and beloved, like a slim green rind of melon. A glimpse no one else gets, of things to come. And since I finished The Habitation of the Blessed in January, the first book of my Prester John series, here is a scene of our erstwhile priest being tempted into the eternal war of pygmies and cranes. …

Grandmother Euphrosyne
 I
 n a child’s life, all forest-wrought on a silver stage, grandparents are the chorus. Always, forever. They know the ivory mask, they speak through the vaulted lips: 
Don’t touch, don’t drink, don’t run so fast.
 Are you really going out like that?
 Grow up like us, strong of soul, weak of bone, with prudently invested 
 memories and a house full of equity. 
My grandmother was like that. Folding me into my sheets, as crisp as marble, with her long hands, her bright eyes, so sharp and knowing they could snatch a lie from my mouth and dash its facts against the wall before I’d finished uttering it. I suppose that’s no different than most children get—especially if they are so lucky as to have an old world grandmother, the kind that wears black lace veils over their wispy white hair and know how to curse people and make it stick. Those sorts are sticklers for bedtime. But after my story and my lullaby (two if I wheedled), sung to me in rumbly, crackling Greek, my grandmother peeled back the sheets and opened up her jar of salve, smearing it over my scarred back, scored with little pale lines like a ladder, or a lashing, from some forgotten injury or illness I knew nothing of. She hummed as she worked, as if the effort of lyrics had gotten to be too much. The salve smelled of lemons and olives and something smoky, slightly greasy, medicinal. I don’t think she bought it in a store. The jar, which matched one my mother also kept by her bedside table, was some sort of green stone, like malachite, but blacker. It had a copper lid. 
I never asked her what it was—you don’t ask the chorus things. They tell you. That’s just how it works. If you need to know something and the chorus doesn’t pipe up, well, maybe you didn’t need to know it after all. But she started with the smearing when I was a baby and I got it every day just before bed until I moved out, and even then, my mother told me that if I couldn’t reach my back, it was important I make friends quickly so that I could get someone else to do it. By then I understood a 
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 great many things that were mysteries when I was seven and my grandmother’s lace veil fell over my shoulder when she sang to me. 
But when I was seven, and I loved my grandmother, and she crept between the scenes of my childhood, telling me the important things, like what spring was for, and where love came from, and how my parents’ story was still happening even as mine was gathering steam, I lay under her warm, dry hands and listened to her hum like air blown over an old green bottle, and felt safe, so terribly safe, and I think I have never felt safe that way since. 
My grandmother’s name was Euphrosyne, a baroque brass monstrosity of a name that fit but poorly in my mouth. She never wore crosses or said grace like other people’s grandmothers. She never wore glasses or carried a cane. And of a grandfather I had no word, whether he was dead or run off to Florida or left in a village full of apple-blight and whiskey. She also ate meat, exclusively. I never saw her touch a carrot, spinach, even a pear or a strawberry. Certainly she never exhorted me to eat anything green. Beef and pork, with bones in the marbled meat so that she could suck out the marrow, sometimes chicken, whole, which she would sit at the kitchen table and devour slowly, crunching the delicate bones at the end. I used to watch this process with horror and fascination, her shining lips and weird hungers. She drank wine, monogamously. Not even water, but wine like blood. White wine, she said, was dead wine.
And the salve on her hands, always, the smell of lemons and olives and her. These are the smells of being young. 
 Once, I asked her. Of course I did. I was a child. I had come from school that day where the unforgivable truth had revealed itself to me on the play-yard: other children did not have to get smeared with lotion before they slept. I felt ashamed and strange, and the other children said I smelled funny, and they were right. I had no friends. I hunched by the swingset with my hands in my pockets and scowled through heavy, dark hair. The littler ones were suitably frightened. 
 My grandmother did not want to say. She wanted me to be good and take my medicine and not trouble her with being curious. But I persisted, and she admired that.
 Finally she said: “Circumcision, yes? That is the word. It is like that, for our family.”
 I was aghast. I had only the barest understanding of this word, being seven and not Jewish, but I knew it meant something had been cut off, and I could not think what. I seemed, to myself, more or less intact.
 Grandmother Euphrosyne pulled up her black lace and sighed.
 “The salve is on account of how I used to be called something else. Not Euphrosyne. Instead, another name.”
 “What name?” I asked, and the winter trees banged hard against the window, twice. The frost scraped away, glittering.
 She said a word. I didn’t understand it. It had a lot of consonants and I shuddered, involuntarily, as when someone runs their fingers over the nape of your neck.
 “Everyone’s real name is harder to say than the one they wear for the workday,” my grandmother shrugged. “But a long time ago, when I was a young woman and stronger than six bulls, my name was my work.”
 “Why did you change it?”
 “We made a bargain, my sisters and I.” She laughed shortly. “We made a bargain with Aeschylus, and came out beggared. Never haggle with an Athenian, they will rob you of your soul before you notice you left your ribcage unlocked.”
 I started to cry. I was seven, I couldn’t help it. I still cried when I didn’t understand things. Sometimes I think no one ever stops doing that. Grandmother Euphrosyne collected me in her arms—collected, first my shoulders, then my arms, then my skinny legs, then she pressed my head to her ancient breast. And she told me what I am telling you, and you can believe it or not—you can decide if grandmothers and choruses are to be trusted.
 “I used to be a career girl, small one. I loved my work. I punished people. For being wicked, for being cold, for being cruel. Especially if they were cruel to women, especially if they hurt women. I was like…a police officer. Yes. Like a detective. I found wicked, withered-up monsters and punished them. Let their blood run. It was a good life, and my sisters and I were as skilled as farmers who bring in a bigger crop each year than the last. In one stroke I could liberate a man’s pancreas from his body and leave the rest intact. You don’t see precision like that these days, grand-love. Then, we took such care.” She looked at me sideways, as if to measure how far I would believe her. “Your grandmother had wings then. Great bronze ones whose tips touched over my head and jangled and scraped. They came slicing out of my back when I needed to fly, and I bled every time, every time. I had a crown of serpents, and so did my sisters, and when we punished people, when we hurt them and cut them, we wept blood over their bodies, because we were only doing our jobs and we were sorry for them, even if they were vicious. We were vicious, too. Everything is vicious. That’s what the world looks like. Everyone cutting everyone else, and us, at the outside of it, maintaining the rules, with knives.
 But one boy, who was a very bad son, so bad that he killed his mother—can you imagine? What could be broken in a boy that he would do it? Yes, well, he would say his mother had a lover and killed his father, and that meant she was ugly and horrible enough to kill. But my sisters and I…” Grandmother Euphrosyne trailed off, rummaging in her memory for words. “It was not our job to pity him. We saw the broad pageant. Forward and backward. That dead father had killed his own daughter, the bad boy’s sister, just so the winds would come, and take him to a war where many other people could be killed, for the sake of the boy’s aunt, who was not a good person herself, if you have to know about it. But did the boy care about his dead sister? Not at all, only his father. So he murdered his mother, and we investigated him. Finding him guilty—he did not hide it, he was proud, proud of cutting down the woman who carried him inside her—we hounded him, cut him, bit him, slashed at his heels. We had been invented in order to do this. If you were there, you could not blame us. If you invent a machine for washing, and anything you put into it comes out clean, you do not shriek at the device for that. We were machines for punishing. 
 Yet the boy whined to the Athenians, who were stuffed up with their newest machine: courts and law and judges and justice. They said: fathers are more important than mothers. Fathers are more important than sisters. Fathers are gods, and the rest are dogs. The boy triumphed, got off scot. And at the end of it, we stood in the witness box weeping blood for the dead mother, the dead sister—who else would mourn for them, if not us? Who else would even remember them, with the shade of that father dancing in his glory and power? As we stood there weeping, the grey-eyed judge turned on us. The judgment said: turn in your name and your wings. It is over. If women are as dogs, they do not need protecting. Men will protect them, with a leash and a fence and a chain. Don’t worry, it’s all going to be so good you can hardly believe it. Change your names to Joy, to Wisdom, to Grace. Be beautiful, like women. Like the best hounds. Sleek and longlegged. Be Happiness. Be Delight. Be Laughter. 
 And we stood there with blood running down our faces and our wings scraping and our serpents writhing around our heads as they named us Joy and Laughter and Delight. We had done what we were made to do. The machines of our hearts had run perfectly. Still, the rough judges ripped our wings from our backs and left us on the Acropolis weeping, with nothing, not even our names.”
 Grandmother Euphrosyne laid me in my bed, rose up with her back popping, and straightened my sheets.
 “We grew up, like anyone else. We lived. We loved husbands and we worked fields and the world went on around us. You know your aunts—they do love you so, and always have red candies for you. What else could we do? We got apartments and learned stenography and during the war we worked for intelligence agencies. We learned to drive and vote and file our taxes. We had children, and our children had children, and so on as it always seems to go. But every child had to be fixed. That was the bargain. Never again could we be as we were, not any of us. There is a mark on your back because that is where we pulled out your wings when you were born, and I have a salve every night for you so they will never grow back, and all of this is the bargain, so that a boy could go free after killing his mother, all of this is to safeguard the world that boy made with his knife, which is the world we live in, which is the world in which there are no Furies, which is the world you will have to grow up in, and the world in which you must go to bed now, and I must, too, and we must both have our medicine, and weep, and dream, and if we wake I cannot say if it is lucky or unlucky, it is only life and living, but drink your milk anyway, and anticipate breakfast, and kiss your grandmother who loves you, and be good, even in your dreams.”
 She kissed my forehead and I trembled, for choruses never turn to see the white terror in which they leave the principals. She turned out my light, and I could not say if I saw in that brief moment the shadow of wings against her shoulders, or that my own back pulsed ache, once, twice, and then relaxed, as if in reply to her, as if answering her words with pain.
 My Kami, my Dears—
This story has been several years in the ruminating and making—I was originally going to write it for an anthology of 20-something writers, but alas, I aged out of my twenties before the anthology could sell. It owes its inspiration almost wholly to my husband Dmitri, whose grandmother’s name is Euphrosyne, Greek for joy, despite reportedly being an extremely severe and secretive woman. Dmitri himself has birthmarks across his back in an odd ladder-shape, and I once joked as lovers do when they are being silly that that was where they’d taken his wings. Put these together and a story jumps out. The connection to circumcision seemed obvious and powerful—the Furies were divested of their entire identities, a bargain struck with god, though against their will: they could live if they became the Eumenides, goddesses of joy, which is really a kind of horrible joke given the bronze wings and tears of blood. Kind of like insisting the goth kids buy blonde dye and become cheerleaders.
It’s funny, I rarely write about Greek myth anymore. I suppose I know too much about it, it’s second nature. 
 The air is so warm it feels like summer here—but the nights are still frigid. I suppose that’s spring for you. The water looks so clear and inviting but it is terribly icy, still. I find myself looking forward to warmth—after the useless snowless winter I have no sorrow about leaving it behind. The sooner spring, the sooner autumn! We are planting this year, finally, and there is the possibility of pumpkins of my very own. At the least, chard and blueberries and herbs and tomatoes and snap peas. The ground is magic, you put something in it and it turns into life. Bizarre, this world we live in.
 It has been two years, now, of Omikuji, of my Kami, my Dears, of these letters sent out into the dark. How strange, and wonderful, the things that last. The life that comes when you plant stories in the earth.
 CMV
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