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Can you stop her?
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To unconditional love - that magic thing we all want to be given and often fail to return.


NIGHT




The moon pours rippled silver through a gap in the curtains, touching the kitchen counter and the kinked wood of the cutting board. My fingertips trace the surface, attempting to decipher memories, but nothing comes to life. My hand balls to a fist. Knuckles press against wood. A shout and an angry gesture, and the cutting board flies aside, taking my phone with it. I’m mildly puzzled. It’s as if my body has its own laws, and my mind isn’t here. My heart isn’t here.

My gaze drops to the floor. A crack in the screen of my phone. Small bits scattered, dotting the white tiles. Yearning grips me. I want to touch and fix, put all the broken pieces back together. Not wanting, and yet wanting, to call him. But I wouldn’t know what to say, anyway. 

It is over? I love you? Had I only?

I kick the remnants of my phone to a far corner of the room. They hit the wall with a dozen soft clonks. The battery died hours ago.

Tearing myself from the impossibility of talking to Cam one last time, I dip my hand into a pool of moonlight, turn it, and watch the tiny hairs on my skin rise. I pick a wine glass from the shelf — the only one that has survived these past months — move it into the illuminated space, and smash it against the wood. My palm stings. Beads of blood crawl along the ridges of my hand. Shards sparkle in shades of blue and silver.

I pick up another glass, a sturdy one from the sink that held water to Cam’s lips this morning, and punch its thick bottom against the broken pieces.

I’m making a mess. Cam won’t like it.

Oh, Cam… The pain in my chest blooms. I’m not sure why it comes now, of all times. As though a subconscious survival reflex, an inner animal, begins to rise, its claws sharper than those of forlornness.

I still my hands and listen. A small part of me whispers, What about Cam?

My vision begins to swim. My chin quivers. I growl at myself and grind the shards into a coarse powder, then brush it all into a mortar.

Working with a pestle in my hand, I watch the hectic dance of the diamond-like fragments, and think of a singular night half an eternity ago: Cam and me. His arm around my shoulders, warm and sure. We’re sitting on a tiny bench fastened atop the bridge of a ship. It’s past midnight and we’re gazing up at a sky that is so all-embracing and intimidating, it makes us feel insignificant, yet honoured at the same time. A weather front from the east melts into the black, glittering ocean. The Milky Way is shining as brightly as I have ever seen it, before or since. And, suddenly, the bright full moon paints a silver rainbow into the sky. It’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever laid eyes on: Cam and me and the silver rainbow. 

It was the night I told him I was pregnant.

Ten months, three weeks, and two days ago, the world lost its beauty.

I dip my finger into the glittering dust and examine its texture. Smooth and slippery, with a little grit in it. I scoop three tablespoons of it into Cam’s glass, add water, and stir methodically. One clink at every turn, at every second. Ten clinks. Ten seconds. Ten heartbeats.

I’m growing calm. The pain in my chest is dissipating. Exhaustion settles on my shoulders and bends my back, empties my lungs. I lean against the counter, hold the concoction up into the light, lift it to my lips, and gulp it down. As though I’m parched.

No antidote exists to what I’ve taken. By tomorrow morning the glass will have shredded my insides, leaving a pool of blood and guts inside my otherwise normal-looking abdomen.

I look up at the window, the black outline of the neighbour’s house, the moon hovering above its chimney. Earlier this morning I thought about writing Cam a note. But I couldn’t find the words he might like to read. Something about the good times we’ve shared. I’ve forgotten how they felt. The memory of his kisses is long vanished from my mind.

My eyes roam the kitchen. I’m trying to gather the energy and willpower to clean up the mess I’ve made. Cam shouldn’t have to deal with this, too. On top of everything.

Better to not think of him now.

I touch my belly, wondering when the pain will set in. Should I lie down now, or wait? Is it better to die on the kitchen floor, or in the bed? No, not the bed. He’ll never want to sleep in it again.

Oh, Cam. I’ll miss you. I miss you already.

I jump as the door flies open with a bang. A breathless voice calls my name. I freeze, not daring to look up, not daring to breathe.

He comes to a halt next to me, his chest brushes my shoulder. ‘Are you okay? You didn’t pick up your phone. I was afraid…’

His voice trails off. I see him extending his arm, his hand touching the counter, the mortar with the white substance sparkling in the moonlight. I’m mortified. I don’t want him to see me like this. I don’t want him to watch me die.

His scents envelop me. The sharp whiff of disinfectant, the coppery and unpleasant smell of blood — a mere trace — and freshly laundered cotton. No acrid stink of vomit today. Beneath the spectrum of odours of a nurse who has left his job in a hurry, is the musky, warm, and enticing scent of him. Only Cam smells so.

My eyes flutter shut as I think of kissing him. Of undressing him, and begging him to cover my body with his.

No thoughts of lovemaking have touched my mind for the past ten months, three weeks, and two days.

I guess I must be dying already. Or perhaps I’m losing my mind. I don’t know what reality is and what is dream.

A trembling runs through my body. The empty glass slips from my hand and shatters into a thousand pieces. The noise breaks my stupor. I turn and blink up in Cam’s face.

A deep frown is carved onto his forehead. His pupils blacken the irises. He touches his index finger to my lips, collects a small white drop, and brings it to his nose. He sniffs at it, then brings it to his mouth and tastes it, noticing the slight crunch it produces between his teeth.

‘What is this?’ he asks, and grips my shoulders.

‘Ground glass.’ I notice the lack of emotion in my voice. 

He presses his eyes shut, and sucks in a hiss. With a shudder, he lets go of me and grabs a mug from the shelf above him. He scoops the remaining glass powder from the mortar into the mug, tops it up with water, and brings it to his lips.

‘Watch me.’ He tips the mixture into his mouth before I can slap it from his hand. 

This cannot be true! I must be hallucinating. Or perhaps I’m dead and didn’t notice I was dying. The word ‘Why?’ barely has the strength to leave my throat.

His eyes are as dark as pools of tar, his mouth a sharp line. He slaps my face. My cheek stings. He rakes his fingers through my hair, and pulls me against his chest. My ribcage hurts. His mouth is on mine. I struggle as his stubble sets my skin afire.

He bites my lip and I cry out. But he doesn’t let go. He thrusts his tongue into my mouth until my body responds to his demands. My knees give and we drop to the floor.

‘Why?’ he growls. ‘You are asking me that?’

‘You drank it!’ I cry.

‘You did, too!’ he bellows, pushes back from me, and drives his fist against the floor. His head held low, life crushing him, he slams his frustration and anger into the cold tiles.

I blink. Another punch. And again. I touch my cheek. He’s never slapped me before. My hand reaches out to him and he produces a keening noise. He looks up, his eyes burning holes into me. Why would he ever wish to kill himself?

I cannot imagine a world without Cam in it.

Resolution spreads through me. A raging fire. I stand and yank open the bathroom door. The only door in this small box of an apartment that doesn’t lead to an outside hallway. I find the shower stall, grope for the faucet in the blinding dark, and screw off the plastic shower hose. I run back to the kitchen, slap the hose on the counter, and cut both ends clean off.

‘You know the drill,’ I say, and hold up the hose.

‘What?’

‘I’ll pump your stomach.’

He looks at my face, at the hose, and back to me. Slowly, he shakes his head no, and asks, ‘How does it feel?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘How does it feel to watch me die, Marje. Are you enjoying it?’

I open my mouth, and shut it. How can I describe this feeling? All these feelings? Words can’t capture them. How does one describe the feeling of being hit and buried in an avalanche, while being burnt from the inside? It is shocking? It hurts? Unbidden, my gaze travels to the bed next to ours, the abandoned toys, the Spiderman blanket. I force my eyes back to Cam.

‘It’s as if I’m dying.’ I finally say and swallow the lump in my throat. But it won’t go down.

‘Yes. That’s how it feels.’ 

‘Please, Cam. For me?’ I hold out the hose to him. There is a dangerous glittering in his eyes. And again he shakes his head.

Stubborn man! I take a step forward and kick him in the stomach. Not hard, but enough to make him double over. Not enough to make him retch, though. He grabs my ankle and yanks. I don’t fall. I’m good at staying upright. Physically.

‘Fuck you!’ he hisses.

Cam wants to die. He wants to die, and I’ve made him want it. I can’t take it. I feel myself shutting down, growing light as a feather. Breathing gets a bit easier now. The hailstorm of emotions taps only faintly against my armour.

I begin to wonder why I feel no pain in my stomach. Shouldn’t the ground glass have acted by now? My gaze travels along the floor. There’re crumbs of what must be muffins or bread, a few dust bunnies, dirt. Maybe I should have swept up before he came home. I wonder where the silvery pool of moonlight has gone.

‘Stay with me!’ he says, and grabs my chin. ‘Don’t go away again.’

‘I’m sorry,’ I whisper. ‘I can’t. It hurts.’

‘I hate you,’ he growls. ‘I hate you.’ He stands abruptly, and turns away. His head is buried in his hands, his shoulders trembling. ‘How could you do this to me? How could you do this to yourself?’

I swallow. How can I explain it? ‘I went outside today.’

Stunned, he turns back to me. ‘Out? On the street?’

‘Yes. I thought it was time. To…go forward. Besides…they cut off our electricity. The fridge was… I put the milk and the butter outside on the windowsill. And then I thought I should do something useful. Get groceries.’

‘You…what? Marje. What are you…’ He blinks, swallows, collects himself. ‘You went outside. This is great. Great news! But what happened then? Hell, Marje, have you any idea what I feel? Do you even care?’

‘Yes,’ I whisper. ‘I care. That’s why I did this…why I’m doing this. I don’t want to weigh you down anymore. You are young. Young enough.’

‘What are you talking about?’ He rubs his scalp until he looks like he’s touched a live wire.

‘I saw two kids. On the street. And then I saw what…when…’ I clear my throat, blink the tears away. The memory is so vivid, it ties my tongue. For a moment, a horrible moment, I believed it was real: Ben and Micah and the car and all the blood and their broken bodies. Their small bodies… 

I set my chin and continue, ‘I decided that I was finished. For good. You can’t fix me. I can’t fix me. And you have so much on your plate. A wife who can’t get over…’ I gulp. My throat shuts off what needs to be said.

‘A wife who can’t get over the death of her two children. Is that what you want to say?’

I manage a nod.

‘Do you really believe I got over it?’ His voice is brittle, wobbling. 

I can’t bring my mouth to say that he cannot get over it because he never gets a moment for himself, for his own grief, because he has to work his arse off for a dysfunctional wife, at a job that takes all his energy yet doesn’t pay enough to feed and clothe two people. Let alone pay all my medical bills. I can’t tell him that I believe he will get over the loss of our children once I am gone, too. 

He presses a palm over his mouth. The moon paints silvery trails down his cheeks.

‘It’s not working,’ he says after a moment. He drops his hand and compacts it to a fist, eyes cold like the wind pushing against the windows. A mad cackle slips from his mouth. ‘You took the wrong measure. It’s a myth. Glass powder doesn’t kill. You have to eat shards. Do you want that? Do you?’ His gaze zeroes in on me. ‘Tell me, Marje. Do you want me to smash the window for you and feed the shards to you?’

‘Why not?’ I hear myself say. Why wouldn’t the ground glass work? It’s supposed to kill within twelve to twenty-four hours, isn’t it? I’m about to argue with him when he takes the final step to the window and drives his fist though it. 

‘Cam!’ I scream and jump toward him. Blood pours from his hand. I register its colour in the fresh moonlight: black, sticky, reflective.

I grab his wrist and pull his hand toward me. My fingers probe the cuts and find sharp fragments buried in his skin. Frigid air creeps into the room, but I’m not cold, I’m sweating with fear. I can’t see the shards, can’t even switch on the lights to pick them out, one by one. I lower my mouth to his wounds and find the glass pieces with my lips and tongue, extract them all with my teeth and spit them on the floor. He trembles. His blood fills my mouth and I swallow, taking a part of Cam into me. Will it stay with me forever?

‘Marje?’ A whisper as soft as goose down.

I look up at him. His rough fingertips find my mouth, trace a line across it. He slides his thumb past my lips and I suck at it.

He pushes me back toward the bed and I have to tell him to wait, although all I want is his body heavy on mine. Huffing, I pull a tissue from a pocket of my jeans, wrap it around his injured hand and tie a knot.

I watch his blood dotting the bandage. I gaze at the broken window, wondering briefly where the moon has gone.

Perhaps he senses I’m disappearing again, because all of a sudden, he pounces. He claws my neck and shoulders, sinks his teeth into mine, and pins me down beneath him. ‘I cannot let you run away, Marje,’ he growls.

I’m shocked by the strength he hides in his lanky body. His hunger. I freeze, and pull away from him but he doesn’t let go. He seizes me, forces my mouth, my hips, my breasts against him, inhales my breath as if he needs it for his own survival. I’m his antidote.

And my body speaks softly to his, while my mind remains in the safe space I have created for myself. My panic room. If pain threatens to kill you, you push a button, a heavy door opens, and you slip inside and hide until all danger has passed.

‘Stay with me!’ he says, over and over again.

Only when he begins to kiss my eyes and wet cheeks, do I realise we are both crying.

‘I can’t do this anymore,’ he whispers. ‘Help me, Marje.’

‘I can’t. I don’t even know—’

He presses his forehead against mine. ‘I beg you.’

So much despair in those three words. Cam’s hair is a wild tangle of brown and auburn, standing on end, his face is flushed, sweat beads on his temples, pupils dilated, light-brown eyes glassy. Desperate.

I wrap my arms around him, protectively, consolingly, and he answers with a sigh. He speaks my name and trembles. The man I’ve come to know as one who never loses hope, who never shows fear of anything, now holds me and is being held as if Earth has lost her gravitational centre and has begun to tip and drift dangerously. As if only holding on to each other will prevent the end of the world as we know it.

His trembling hand slides up and down my side, undecided where to come to a rest. I touch my lips to his earlobe. He turns his head and kisses me, gently and cautiously, as though we’d never kissed before. My tongue meets his, and, as though he suddenly knows what to do, his quivering ceases.

I want to touch him between his shoulder blades, where his spine ripples beneath his skin. He’s so sensitive there; the lightest touch raises goosebumps and makes his toes curl. My hand travels up along his back, making his spine flex involuntarily, moulding his body closer to mine.

His rage, confusion, and insecurity melt away. He wraps himself around me and moans. This little noise stirs my insides so violently that I wish for nothing more than to slip beneath his clothes and make him produce this most beautiful sound again and again. 

Impatiently, I undo the buttons of his shirt. Two or three of them must be sacrificed. They pop off and roll to the floor. A sharp intake of breath when my teeth find his nipple. An expression of surprise and pleasure when he finds nothing beneath my shirt. He takes in my bare breasts, the skin of my shoulders, my throat, touches the cheek he slapped. My skin aches with longing for him.

I pull him closer. My lungs feel as though they’ve lost the ability to expand without his breath in my mouth. He sits up, unzips my pants and pulls them down my legs. My panties follow. His impatience makes him rough and clumsy. He looks up at me. I feel shy and cover my breasts with my arms. He hasn’t seen me naked for ten months, three weeks, and two days.

Cam reaches out and gently pulls my arms aside. He spreads me out, unravels me like a ball of tangled yarn. His fingertips undo knots, his lips leave unfurled silk ribbons in their wake. He trails his tongue across my neck, my stomach, dips it in my navel, between my thighs.

As he looks up, his gaze holding mine for a moment — perhaps to see if I’m okay with this, if I’ve recovered from the shock — his eyes are so full of love for me that my heart breaks all over again. His love has always been there. In all his actions, his patience and care for me. In his pain that he’s pushed away to tend to mine. He has licked my wounds and let his own fester. I didn’t want to see it. I chose to be blind to his pain and love.

I chose to see only myself.

I want to say I’m sorry. But I have no words, no gestures. I need him to touch every inch of me. What’s outside and inside. That piece of my soul that I’ve left starved. That piece of my heart that I’ve left unattended. I tell him to grab me first here and then there, to pinch me, because I need to feel again. To bite me gently and moan into my mouth. To ravage me until I lose myself in the sheets. To tell me that he loves me, because I have forgotten what he means to me.

And he does. He does all I ask of him and more, filling me, spilling me over, body and soul until, finally, I feel able to give back what he so freely offers.




When a thin sheet of clouds moves across the sky, covering the moon and blurring the sharp contrasts of the night, our breathing slows.

‘I’ve hurt you,’ he whispers, and touches my cheek.

I touch my hand to his heart and answer, ‘I’ve hurt you more.’

He buries his face in the nook of my neck and drops gentle kisses along my collar bone. ‘Shhh,’ he says.

‘I want to forget, Cam,’ I tell him. ‘I want to forget my guilt. And I’m terrified I might forget them, too. But thinking of them hurts so much it breaks me. They fill every minute of my day. My nights. Micah’s freckles, his sweetness, his beautiful, beautiful toddler toes. And Ben. Oh, Ben.’ I turn my head away and press my arm over my face. 

Cam pulls my arm away. ‘Look at me.’

I rub my burning eyes, and gaze at him.

‘Tell me about Benjamin,’ he says.

A sob weighs heavy on my chest. ‘Ben taught me how to be a mother. Such a brave boy. Pigheaded, driving me crazy every day. I loved him so much.’

‘Don’t you love him anymore?’

‘Why would you ever say that?’

‘Because you said you loved him.’ He keeps staring at me, drilling his analytic gaze into me.

‘I love him. I love my boys so much that my heart doesn’t know how to fix itself without them. My world is empty, Cam.’

‘Is it?’ he asks, and pulls me closer. He wraps the blankets around us and presses my head against his chest. A low rumble reverberates through his body. ‘I wish I were your home, Marje. I once was. I wish I could fill your world again, even if it’s just a little bit.’

‘You are my home. I’m sorry I forgot that. You are my home, Cam. You are the only reason I’ve held on for so long. My heart is beating in your chest. Don’t you know that?’ I whisper, and with these few words, his control fails him utterly. He whimpers into my hair, grips me harder, slides down along my body and presses his face between my breasts. His shoulders shake as he sobs his grief into my skin. My heart is about to explode with love for him and our children. I hold him as if I were holding all three. And for the first time in ten months, three weeks, and two days it’s okay for me not to know how I can get through the next day, the next hour. For the first time in ten months, three weeks, and two days, Cam and I share our grief, and find solace and sleep in each other’s arms.




Consciousness dawns, memories trickle into realisation. Cautiously, I open my eyes. The moon has continued wandering across the sky and now touches my face with curious fingers.

My gaze falls to the place next to me — Cam, sleeping. His chest and legs touch my side. He holds my hand, and our fingers are entangled, resting on my stomach.

His warm breath washes over me. I take my time tracing the outlines of his face, the crinkles and the different hues of black and silvery grey the night has left behind. I wonder, briefly, how old his soul might be. Sometimes, I see in him a smug fifteen-year-old boy, happy and proud to have saved a life, to have stopped the suffering of a man, woman, or child. Sometimes I see the wisdom of a very old man, or the great weariness of someone who has seen too much. I see my boys, our boys, in his face. Micah’s nose, his freckles. Ben’s eyes and stubborn mouth.

Cam’s eyelids flutter a little. He inhales deeply and turns flat on his back, his hand letting go of mine. It feels odd now, my lonesome hand. I examine it, wondering whether it has changed during the time spent in his, but there is nothing discernible. I place it on his stubbly cheek, notice the silvery strands of hair just above his ear, and the few grey bristles in his eyebrows.

I bend over to kiss him but stop halfway, take my hand away, and only gaze at him, treasuring this moment of closeness.

I watch him dream. A shiver runs through him, his eyebrows pull together, his expression worried. Then a groaned ‘No!’ and a jolt shakes his body. His eyes snap open and the dreamy anger fades. Relief washes over him as he finds me by his side.

He snatches my hand and pulls it to his mouth, presses his lips to my skin, and whispers with a desperation that drives goosebumps over my body, ‘Come away with me.’

‘Away?’ I ask, wondering if he’s still dreaming.

‘Yes. Far away. I don’t care where. Away from the debts, from this place, this city.’

‘We have no money,’ I remind him.

‘We have each other.’ He places a kiss on my lips. ‘That’s all that matters. You and I, Marje. We pack tonight. A few clothes, sleeping bags, our old tent and camping stove. We’ll stick our toes in a mountain stream and watch the sunset. Do you remember?’

I chuckle. We backpacked for months when we were young. ‘I could work as a farmhand again.’

‘You can put your hand to anything, my love.’ He cups my cheek, the one he slapped, and I see regret in his eyes, in the tilt of his mouth. It’s only a cheek, I want to say. I broke your heart.

‘I don’t care about this.’ He nods at the room. ‘It’s only stuff. Irrelevant. Let’s leave it all behind.’

My gaze falls on the bed next to ours. The thought of leaving the boys’ things behind is unbearable. I’ll never be able to bury my face in Micah’s blanket again, never again press Ben’s Mars mobile to my chest. 

I’m about to say, No, I can’t, when Cam touches a fist to his heart. ‘They’ll forever be here,’ he says, and moves his fist over my own heart, unfurls it, and travels it down to my stomach. I’ll always feel empty there. Children who have lost their parents are orphans. But there’s no word for parents who have lost their children. There is no term describing people like us. It’s as if the world has decided that it’s better not to talk about, not to think about, what happened.

‘Marje?’ He’s worried I’m drifting away from him again. And yes, I’ll keep doing it. Often. And then a little less, perhaps. Until I don’t need to anymore.

‘I love you,’ I whisper.

He presses his forehead to mine and answers, ‘I love you, too. You are my home.’ 

There’s a question lingering behind his words, so I give him the answer he seeks. 

‘I want to see the ocean again.’







END
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The clock on the wall shows 12:01. Twelve hours left to live, minus one minute. No drama. We all are going to die, and I’m overdue anyway. An exhale of relief will rumble through my village when they find me tomorrow morning. Maybe Zula will miss me a little. I hope he does. A few tears shed would be nice, just so I know I wasn’t a total waste of space. But then, I’ll never know.

Actually, I’m surprised I’m still here. One could say I’m a coward who doesn’t dare press the blade deep enough. But that’s not the entire truth. If hope didn’t bug me, life would be simpler. And shorter. In my case, shorter is better. But I’m naïve enough to hope the last day of school might magically turn my dismal grades into excellent ones, so that the city council forgets my wrong gender and wrong past, and allows me to be the new turbinehouse keeper. I would have a future. But even the best grades won’t convince them to allow another generation of Capras to soil this honourable occupation, excellent skills or not.

I’m thinking of my knife’s tip wedged in the hollow between bone and tendon of my wrist. I’m thinking of opening an artery, of life draining from me, and I’m growing calmer. People around me fade. I’ve already cut off most of myself. But I forget when.

I catch myself hoping to meet my brother and my grandfather tonight. My heart flutters. Of course it’s all nonsense. When you’re dead, you’re dead. Depending on how your body is processed, you either end up as ash, or as worm poop.

If Grandfather were still alive, he’d call what happened to my life after my brother died “hell,” earning him a public whipping for using a banned word. He was a rebellious guy, always talking about the Great Pandemic and how he kicked ass, then, how he stopped kicking ass when Grandmother died and he raised Mother all by himself.

When I was little and sat on his lap and no one else was listening, he dared talk about God — an old guy who made the first two humans from clay. Since then, the word “God” tastes of clay, although the sound of it is more round and fruity, like an overripe tomato, maybe. Grandfather also talked about his parents a lot, my great-grandparents, who believed our souls are all going to this place called “hell,” where we are eternally burned, or put on a stake, or gutted, or whatever.

I have no idea why people back then thought this stuff would make any sense. Maybe that’s why religions are illegal now? But there’s still tons of stuff around today that doesn’t make sense to me at all, and yet everyone thinks it’s cool. 

Grandfather believed in God. He didn’t really care much about rules, and that’s why I loved him. Neither of us fit in.

For me, the fitting-in begins with the stupidest things; for example, the ability to stand with a group of giggly girls who talk about boys. It’s considered the coolest activity since we turned twelve or thirteen and the game always has the same outcome: the more men you can attract, the better. No one seems to notice how embarrassing it is to climb the social ladder simply by being the most fuckable female. Maybe I’m thinking this because I’m at the very bottom rung, but I can’t imagine that the whole circus looks any more logical from a higher vantage point.

I know I’m not good with people. But I’m not sure if it’s because I don’t like them or why I don’t like them.

The one thing I’m good at is fixing machines, especially turbines. The word “turbine” has the taste of hot pancakes with melting butter and treacle. Turbines always do what I want them to do. Maybe they like my hands. Being up at the reservoir or inside a turbine duct makes me insanely happy. The smell of grease makes me happy, too. I tasted it once, but it wasn’t good. Its sting didn’t leave my mouth for days. 

Maybe turbines are my main reason to pull the plug: once I finish school, I won’t be allowed to play with machines anymore. I’d be assigned a real job. Every time people call what I’m doing “playing,” I could scream. The word “play” tastes of burned oak; ash. Although it sounds almost liquid in my ears. Like a sudden splash on a still surface.

Everyone believes I’m stupid. I tried to be better. I really did. Every first morning of a new school year, I told myself that this year, I’ll do it. This year, I’ll work my arse off (although I don’t really have one to begin with), I’ll do my homework on time (or at all), will daydream less (or not at all), and will be thinking so hard that my brain bleeds out through my nose (if that’s even possible). 

Every second morning of a school year, I knew I would only be myself.

Today, my grades won’t improve either. I haven’t learned a thing. I tried but… I’m a scatterbrain.

Hope dies last, they say. I hate hope; the bitch keeps screwing me. If I were alive tomorrow, the council would assign me a job at the composting facility — the stupidest activity there is — even more brainless than street sweeping and picking weeds from the cracks in the pavement. I’d shovel the shit of every inhabitant, every cow, cat, sheep, and goat, from one container to the next, aerating and judging its ripeness before it goes out on the fields. It takes three years for fresh poop to turn into good compost. Piss is collected, stored, and sprayed on the fields every spring, but shit needs treatment. And that’s all I’d need to know to excel at this job. One gets what one deserves. I wouldn’t mind as long as people let me be. My parents do mind, though. I’m like the ugly mole on Father’s nose, making him cross-eyed and sick, and Mother’s fingers itching to slap at it.

The word “mole” feels furry on my tongue.

I squeeze my eyes shut and imagine my hand holding out my quivering school certificate to Mother and Father — a few moments before dinner is on the table — and I wonder how they’ll respond this time. The word “certificate” runs bitterly down my throat. My ass cheeks burn with knowledge. Will my parents feel sorry when they find me in the morning? The thing is I do care, although there’s no reason for it.

Right now, I’m at a place I’d rather not be. I’m standing in a line of naked girls in the blistering hot town hall. My bare feet happily leak heat into the stone floor. Beads of sweat form along my spine. I’m itching. All windows and doors are closed. Someone must be worried we could oxidise if fresh air were allowed to blow in.

The room is divided by a long curtain, so we girls don’t get to see the naked boys and the boys don’t get to see us naked girls. As if we’ve never seen a prick.

Two women — a physician and a nurse — prod, ask questions, and take notes. I have no clue why old Zula doesn’t do this. He’s good at all kinds of things, from delivering babies to curing whooping cough. He can even do cesareans on Lampit’s milk goats. Strangely, no one feels the need to enlighten us as to why our physician has been replaced by two strangers from the city. No one even asks. Not the other girls, anyway. I did, but all I got as a response were two sets of raised eyebrows.

I hate to be naked. I want to hide my skin, press my back against the wall, at least, or magically let my hair grow to waist-length to cover the worst.

The doctor walks up to me and palpates my abdomen, her eyes raking over the scars on my arms, chest, and legs. Then she asks me to turn around. I set my chin and shake my head no.

She places her hands on my shoulders and tries to force me to turn. I lock my knees and knock her hands off me. No one gets to see my back. ‘Pull yourself together, Mickaela,’ she hisses. 

‘Piss off,’ I mouth.

She gives me a cold stare and then nods to the nurse. My chin trembles when both whip me around.

They freeze, cough, and pat my shoulder without a word or further examination. My stomach slowly settles back to its usual position. The cramp in my throat loosens.

The two move on to the next girl, who doesn’t seem to have noticed anything out of the normal. My classmates aren’t completely blind or ignorant. It’s just me being…invisible.

I cast a shy glance to my right where the other girls stand — waiting, smiling, looking pretty. I’m all bones with a scrubby mop of orange hair and freckles that look like fly shit all over my face.

Anyway, here’s the deal: I see boobs. Seven beautiful pairs. Large ones, perky ones, apple-sized ones. I don’t need to look down at my own chest to know there’s nothing. Both the doctor and the nurse point it out for me, perhaps believing I’ve not noticed. When they ask everyone how regular our menses is, all I can say is, ‘Every fifteen years. Maybe.’

The doctor doesn’t seem to approve of my humour. She eyes me over her brown-rimmed glasses as though she wants to strangle me with the stethoscope. But nothing happens. She turns to one of the other girls who holds her chin high, chest pushed out, stomach sucked in.

Apparently, queuing up is the thing here; it shows some kind of order or hierarchy that, so far, hasn’t revealed its deeper meaning to me. I’ve lined up so often in my life I’m unable to count it. Line up for food rations, for examinations, for roll call, for community work. That I’m the last in line is normal, expected, just like snow in winter. I have no idea who decided this.

We get dressed and, still in line, march to school to take the last two exams. It’s only a hundred metres or so, but I’m already soaked with sweat. My scalp itches from fear when we reach the classroom. Four teachers stand guard, one in every corner of the room, making sure we don’t cheat.

Again we form a line, file in, sit down, and a number of sheets are placed face-down in front of us. A shrill whistle and everyone turns the first page. I can’t help looking up, wondering what’s going on in people’s heads.

Constance’s head is right in front of me, her black braids parting her hair, a white line zigzagging along the middle of her skull, red ribbons resting on her shoulders. She’s so pretty, most boys are in love with her.

Marreesh’s head is to my left, also black-haired. His curly bangs are hanging low over his forehead, almost touching his desk as he rubs his eyes and digs in his brain, desperate to find answers to the test questions. In all these years, I’ve rarely heard him speak. The sound of his name tastes of pear, slightly acidic, but sugary sweet with a soft grit on my tongue. 

A few months ago, I almost asked him to marry me because Marreesh seemed like a good compromise. I’m sure he’d be fine with never having sex.

Everyone happily gets married when they are fifteen; most girls start popping out kids when they are sixteen. If there’s no unmarried man available for a girl, then she’ll be a second wife. No womb is left unfertilised — survival of the species crap. 

I’d be a second wife to one of Father’s old buddies, a guy with a hard face and hard hands. Out of the rain and into the gutters. It doesn’t concern me anymore.

I wipe the sweat off my forehead and look up at the blackboard. “History Finals” is written there, in case it slipped our memory. The sun shines through the high windows, beams sharp and white, glittering with dust motes — beauty no one notices.

Going to school is like switching off everything that makes me a person as soon as I enter the building. I’ve never been able to handle it. Everyone else seems to enjoy being part of the herd and repeating what the teachers say word by word. Baaah baaah. And I — even with my brain on full throttle and ready to race around the trickiest corners — rarely understand what precisely the teachers want from me.

But my brain on full throttle is still only a Micka brain. I wish I could get out of my head. But on it goes, my funny little brain, never focussing on one task only, always playing with lots of things simultaneously, drifting in and out of past, present, and potential future. Sending me flavours where there are none. What a useless organ. I wonder if a large bird stole me from somewhere far away and dropped me here, wrinkled and screaming at the top of my newborn lungs.

A soft squeaking pulls my attention to my right. The history teacher paces the aisle and looks down at our desks. My pencil hovers over an empty page. He stumbles when he passes me, his sandals singing a quiet and sour squee squee when rubbing across the floor. I hope I’ll never see him again. The homework he made us do was so bland, I never did it until a minute before class began. He always asked us to underline the most important phrases in specific chapters of our history books. I don’t think I ever read any of it. I took my ruler and went rrrrish rrrish rrrish with my pencil, quickly, randomly, until some kind of meaningful mark-up pattern adorned the pages. And he never read it either, he always walked past, nodding. The same man teaches art.

To me, history is pointless. It’s all about learning phrases and numbers by heart and then being able to recall them whenever someone shakes you awake in the middle of the night screaming, ‘HOW MANY PEOPLE DIED IN THE GREAT PANDEMIC?’

My index finger softly brushes the scar on the inside of my left arm, just below the elbow bend where the skin is really sensitive. I guess one could say I’m cheating, because the number there equates what’s left of humanity: 1/2986. It’s a small scar, not much bigger than my pinkie. The two thousand nine hundred eighty-sixth has no flavour. I’m wondering about this lack of sensation since I etched the numbers into my skin a few years back. Blinking the memory away, I try to pull myself together and focus on the test.

Humanity is now a little short of 3.5 million, so if this is 1/2986th of what was before, an original population size of ten billion is more or less correct. I write down the number, noticing that it took me too long to answer only one of the many questions. 

Once, a few days after we buried my brother, I asked the teacher what had been done with eighty million tonnes of contaminated flesh — assuming that every corpse weighed eighty kilograms on average — and since, a bit more than sixty years later, we see no traces of any of them. Where are they buried? Why are there no graves?

My teacher had sent me to the dean, who sent me to the doctor, who sent me to my parents. 

Now I know that so many corpses can only be burned, left to rot, or dumped in the oceans. Do the mighty seas stink of our ancestors? The air doesn’t. At least not up here in the mountains. I wonder if — once we return to the vast lowlands in ten or fifteen years, and the soil is fertile from all the dead — we can eat our harvest without the taste of corpses on our tongues?

When the bell rings a few minutes later, a shockingly naked page stares up at me.




———




My throat is so dry, I can barely swallow. We are in the same stuffy room, the same teachers circling our desks. Math finals.

I’m almost overjoyed to see that a large portion of the exam is dedicated to functions. It’s hard to admit, but my parents effectively taught me how to calculate them two years ago, precisely one year before our teacher did. 

Whenever I see the slanted f, I think of the one night my father said, ‘What did you learn at school?’ He’s always saying this. It’s his only way of saying hello. But that night took a different turn and now my left arm is decorated with thirteen parallel lines, pale red and a bit thick at the centre. I made no plan to snap tendons or open blood vessels. Back then, I was convinced there must be more to life than this.

My pencil drops from my slick hand, pulling me from past to present. The paper in front of me sways and tilts. The room is hot. My abdomen cramps. 

I’ll be lucky to scrape by with a C.

But I’m not.




———




I arrive at home and quietly place my certificate on the kitchen table. Vomit burns in my mouth. Mother looks at the blood seeping through my pants and hands me a wad of sheep’s wool. ‘Now you are a woman,’ she says.

I wonder where boys have to bleed from to be considered men.

Once I return from the bathroom, I see my parents looking down at the certificate as if it soils the house. They say nothing. My mother is breathing heavily. Father produces a grunt. This is the shittiest certificate of the year, yet, they don’t say a peep. Full wrath would have been a normal reaction.

Before they boil over, I sneak away to celebrate the end of hell and the beginning of my first and only menses. Maybe celebrating doesn’t quite describe what I’m doing, but two life-changing events and one life-ending event in a single day have to be acknowledged somehow, and as turbines and solitude are my favourite companions, one might even call this a party.

Rays of sunlight caress the reservoir. Lazy ripples throw dark-golden sparks in all directions. I open my mouth wide and stick my tongue out to catch all scents, aromas, colours, and flavours. Pollen, sunlight on water, wet grass, earth. I press the soles of my feet deep into the soil until mud squeezes through the gaps between my toes. I feel so alive now I could explode. Here, with no one else to be compared to, I’m enough.

Half of the sun is hovering above the mountains — one big fat orange slice, its bottom sawed off by a line of firs and rock. I think of an overripe peach and juice dripping down my elbows when I take a bite. It’s almost harvest time.

Loud rattling behind me tickles my eardrums. Chain links are pulled in, the reverse-vents open while the forward-vents close — a process set in motion by the waning solar energy. Air hisses through small leaks in the piping, forming a pocket of bubbling noise. I love sitting up here on this massive, energy-generating system, watching the lights flicker on down in the village.

When the first wave of water from the reservoir hits the turbine blades, it sounds like an avalanche of rocks banging against metal. A moment later, it’s only a soft rushing noise that mingles with the low hum of the generator. The earth beneath me vibrates — subtly and easy to miss, but it’s there. I can feel it in my feet and in the small of my back.

And then the vibration lessens. Something’s wrong. I prick my ears. The noise of water pressing against blades grows limp. The swoosh is less than a trickle.

Puzzled, I stand and gaze along the wall into the reservoir. Kind of stupid, because I can’t see down to where the water enters the ducts anyway.

The quickly approaching night dictates my moves. I hurry to the control cabinet and open it. A small red warning light is blinking, indicating a resistance somewhere between the upper and the lower reservoir. The security gate that blocks all water from surging downhill is now automatically lowered and the safety brakes are engaged. As soon as the gate and the brakes are in place, I flip the main switch to keep all moving parts locked. Only a few minutes, and people in the village will sit in the dark.

I press the button for the emergency underwater lights, yank off my shirt and pants, and…damn, the wool pad. The bloody thing has to stay here. I take it off together with my panties, and run to the dam, stark naked. Sucking in as much air as will fit in my lungs, I jump. Cold compresses my chest. I clench my teeth and strain my eyes. My surroundings grow darker with each additional metre of water I leave above me. I make a semi-yawn at the back of my throat, letting my ears pop. It’s now pitch-dark except for the four pale-green dots in the deep. I keep kicking until I see the stainless steel bars to the turbine’s mouth, illuminated by a pair of dim lights on either side. The entrance is clear. 

I turn and push hard with my arms and legs. Down here, I’m heavy. A few metres farther up, when buoyancy grabs me and lifts me higher, my lungs are ready to pop and my vision begins to flicker. And finally, my head breaks the surface. The air and the blackbird’s song taste sweet in my mouth.

I push out on a bank, shake the water off me, and walk back to my clothes. While shimmying my wet legs into my underwear and pants, I think of chucking the gross wool pad far away. But that would only worsen the mess. I put on my shirt and climb the stairs to the top of the low-pressure turbine housing, unlock the hatch and peek into the power duct. The sun stands too low. All I see is black, with the occasional metallic reflection.

When I gaze down towards the valley, darkness already conceals the high-pressure turbine at the very end of the narrower piping. The steel artery is a massive six feet in diameter up here and four feet wide where it spits water into the lower reservoir, but only white-and-red stakes are visible, marking the water’s path down the hill. The pipe itself is buried at two metres depth, so it won’t freeze up in winter.

During the summer months, excess energy produced by the black solar paint covering all roofs in the village, drives the pumps that gradually fill the upper reservoir to the brim. Every night a tiny fraction of that water flows back down, pushing through the turbines and making them turn so the generators can supply energy for people to switch on lights, for the baker to run his mill, for the wire heaters in the greenhouses’ raised beds to keep the crop growing in winter, and for the butcher’s storage to keep the meat below freezing in summer. Among many other things.

Come winter, when all excess solar energy from the summer months is stored as hydro energy up on the hill, and no more water is pumped up because the reservoir is full and the sun stands too low, the village relies almost solely on wood and what’s in the reservoir. Then, piping and turbines will run at full capacity and the vibrations up here will be epic.

Long and hard winters hit every three to four years, and they are a problem. When the sun is still hiding behind a thick blanket of clouds in April, or even May, and snow keeps falling, covering the roofs and the solar paint; when the reservoir, root cellars, and grain barrels have been emptied, people freeze, starve, and get ill. Then the ones too old and too young die.

Any drop of water less in that reservoir and a hard winter will become even harder. The turbine has to be fixed before sunrise. I need a torch and tools — although I don’t know which ones yet — and I have to make sure the high-pressure turbine in the valley is clear before I fiddle with the low-pressure turbine up here.




———




With a bang I enter my father’s workshop, but he’s not in. Weird. I grab a torch, a bunch of tools, and an extra pack of batteries — valuables only few families have in their possession, but an absolute necessity for the turbinehouse keeper.

When I knock the dirt off my shoes and step into the house to tell my parents where I’m going and why the power will be off for a while, Mother greets me with a tense, ‘Hello, Mickaela.’

I stumble to a halt. ‘Is everything all right?’

‘Yes, yes. Only…Father is running a high fever.’

He’s never had a fever in his life. Maybe my certificate made him ill. I drop my gaze to the doormat, wondering if she might unleash her fury any minute now. ‘Something’s wrong with the upper turbine. I’ll fix it quickly.’

‘Be careful,’ she calls after me, and I’m shocked. The last time she told me to be careful was when I was ten.

They are still fretting about my poor grades, but what makes them so unnaturally quiet? Will they boil over once I return? Or are they already packing my stuff so they can quietly leave it at the doorstep?

No, they would never do that. Whatever is up with my parents, I’ll deal with it later. First, I have to fix the power supply. 

I take the few steps to the high-pressure turbine, unlock the hatch to the coupling chamber, then the one to the power duct, and shine my torch into each cavity. While pushing the blades in one direction and then the other, I watch the movements of rotor and shaft and listen to the oil-slick whisper of the bearings. The turbine is clean. The generator and the control cabinet look fine, too. I lock the hatch and make my way up the hill again.

The sky shines in a hot purple slashed with pink. Dark blue creeps in from the east and the scents of earth and grass are changing to the heavier early-night aroma. Come midnight, this will change again to a crisper scent, and again early in the morning when fog begins to rise. 

I unlock both hatches and shine my torch into the belly of the low-pressure turbine. A huge yellowish-grey mess is wrapped around the rotor shaft, eating into one of the bearings. Squinting, I bend lower. I’ll need at least an hour to pick that out.

The tiny hairs on my neck prickle. What’s wrapped around the blade shaft is hemp, not plant matter from the reservoir. Someone must have put it here. But how the heck could anyone have stuffed it into a running turbine?

I sit on my haunches and think. I had my back turned to the turbine when it stood still for the two minutes the gears need to fully switch from forward to reverse. Only my father is quick enough to unlock the hatch, jam that much hemp into the turbine, make sure it blocks the whole thing, and lock it again before I notice. But he would never threaten the functionality of his beloved machines. Besides, it might be interpreted as humour, and having a good laugh is surely not his style.

I have no clue who could’ve done this.

‘Okay, douche canoe. You can show yourself now!’ I shout at the tree line. 

Nothing moves. The yck yyck yyyyyyck of a woodpecker sounds from afar. When I was little — maybe three or four years old — I ran my tongue over resins from all kinds of trees, but the word “woodpecker” always tastes of pine resin only.

I inhale sharply to whisk away the pine flavour from my nostrils and focus on the problem. The small hairs on both my arms stand straight up. The sight of the control cabinet reminds me that anyone can flick the switch when I’m inside the duct. What a fine mess that would be! It would take days to scrape my intestines out of the bearings.

I march to the cabinet, remove two relays, and slip them into my pocket.

‘Try to fix that in an hour, asshat!’ I shout, sticking both my middle fingers high up in the air. Then I squeeze myself into the gap between metal blades, support arms, and duct structure.

My knife is sharp enough to quickly slice through the wet hemp. I stick two handfuls in my back pockets, soaking my pants. Maybe I can find out to whom it belongs. The stuff looks smooth and well-retted, not like the cheap sealing hemp. I throw armfuls of it out through the hatch. The fibres that sneaked into the bearing have to be picked one by one. The air is growing hot and stuffy in here, and sweat itches on my eyebrows. My heart bangs against my ribs when I hear footsteps above me. 

‘Hey Micka. You down there?’

Ralph, the idiot: son of the dean and sitting right behind me in school (I correct myself: used to sit right behind me). A perfect position to pull my braids, until I cut them off. Since then, I look like a boy and I’m treated like one. He was the first to give me a black eye. I returned it two seconds later.

‘I’m busy.’

‘What’s the matter?’

He sounds genuinely clueless, but I don’t trust him.

‘Hey! I asked you what’s the matter?’

‘And I said I’m busy!’ I’m upgrading my fine-picking from forceps-fiddling to needle-poking now. The torch flickers.  I whack it against my thigh until it provides a steady light. One last thorough examination of the bearing and the shaft, a good dollop of grease on all moving parts, and I can pack up my tools and climb up through the hatch. But not before checking where Ralph is and whether he’s wielding a stick to slap me over the head.

He looks oddly harmless, though. Not that I would trust that, either.

I lock the hatch, replace the relays, and flick the main switch. BLAM! WHRRRRR. 

Perfect.

Wiping my greasy hands on my shirt, I turn to Ralph. ‘So, why did you do that?’

‘What? Do what?’

‘Wrap hemp around the turbine shaft.’

‘The…what?’ He blinks, then spreads his hands in front of him. ‘I did no such thing!’

Something tells me he’s innocent. Or might be innocent. But something else tells me that he’s behaving really weirdly today. Maybe he’s nervous. But why?

Anyway. I have no time for smalltalk. Even if I had the time, I wouldn’t waste my energy on an attempt at a conversation with Ralph — a boy who solves all conflicts with muscles instead of his central nervous system (although I’m not sure he has one).

‘Good. Go home, then.’ I switch the torch back on and point its light at the ground. Whoever did this must have left footprints.

‘Um…Micka?’

‘What?’

‘I was wondering… Now that school’s over, I was wondering if…you would go with me?’

‘All you need to do is follow the markings of the pipe,’ I mutter while searching for traces of suspicious human activity.

‘That’s not what I meant.’

I stare at the circle of light when realisation hits me like a well-aimed kick to the stomach. The boy has smiled at me today. And yesterday. And the day before. I believed he was sick, but now I know he’s love-sick. Or something.

The thought that someone might actually like me feels…unreal. In a good way though, even if it’s brutal Ralph liking me.

‘Why?’ I ask.

He taps his foot. ‘Don’t know. Um…you’re…nice. I guess.’

I guess? What’s that supposed to mean? 

‘I’m busy,’ I repeat and get back to my search thing. 

Behind me, he mutters, ‘I’m not good with words.’

‘No, you are good with your fists.’ The soil is a bit muddier close to the reservoir and I clearly see my own footprints from earlier today.

‘I’m sorry!’ cries Ralph. ‘Can I kiss you?’

I’m thunderstruck. Is that how adults get together? Scream “CAN I KISS YOU” at each other? I hope not. I’ve never been kissed by anyone. I wonder how it might feel. The taste…

‘Okay, Ralph. One kiss. No tongue. Then you go home.’

‘Okay,’ says Ralph, wilting a little.

I walk up to him so he’s not stepping into my footprint search area. He has his hands in his pockets; I have the fingers of my right hand tightly wrapped around the torch handle, the other around my bundle of tools.

He bends forward and places a kiss on my cheek. Fuzz tickles my skin and I think of fly legs. 

Ralph quickly extracts his hands from his pockets, grabs my waist, and pulls me into him. His big wet mouth sucks on mine. He tastes of… Blah! I don’t even want to think about it!

I struggle to break free, but his grip is too strong. I calculate my chances of success when applying various approaches of self defence, then decide for the most straightforward one.

My knee hits his balls. He lets go at once.

‘Fuck, Micka!’ he squeaks, as soon as he has his voice back. ‘It just started to feel nice.’

‘Fuck yourself!’ Scraping Ralph’s spittle off my mouth and tongue, I stomp away and let him stand in the dark. I don’t give a shit whether he finds his way back home or not. That boy hasn’t brushed his teeth in years, if ever. What a foul-tasting rag of a tongue! 

I come to a halt. The sooner he’s gone, the better. ‘Pipe, Ralph.’ 

‘I’m not an idiot! But you are.’

‘Yeah, yeah. Blah blah blah.’ I press my tools tighter to my chest, trying not to retch. How did humanity reach an astonishing number of ten billion?

Ralph’s stomping and muttering grows fainter while he walks in one direction, and I the other. 

I’ve almost reached the turbine when I spot a partial footprint in the lamplight; half a heel, merely, and no other prints in a radius of two metres. Someone has been careful. 

Someone clears his throat. Someone male. Adult. I jump in shock.

‘Micka,’ a stranger says, sounding as if he’s announcing the time.

I press my mouth shut. The fingers of my left hand slowly probe for the large wrench inside my tool bundle. It’s there, right where the tip of my thumb is. I squeeze it harder.

He takes two steps towards the edge of the turbine housing and jumps down, not twenty centimetres from where I stand. I can feel the air pulsating. His fast and fluid move scares me shitless. My heart chokes and my arms decide before I can form the trace of a thought.

My right hand swings forward, burying the torch handle in his stomach. His right shoulder twitches — he wants to bring up his arm to block the attack — a familiar reaction. If I had the time, I’d be grateful for the many fistfights I had with Ralph. My left hand is already flying and crack! the bundle of tools makes contact with the man’s skull. He freezes, his upper body tipping forward a fraction. He grunts and his knees buckle.

I don’t wait for him to hit the ground. I bolt. Hissing and grunting, I run past Ralph, who looks at me as if he’s encountered a ghost.




———




I’m barely able to breathe when I reach our house. Mother stands in the corridor as though she’s waiting for me. She looks at my sweat-covered face, then over my shoulder and into the dark outside.

‘Where is he?’

‘What? Who? Ralph?’

‘No, Mickaela! The new Sequencer!’

‘The…’ The word gets stuck in my throat. On his last visit in spring, the old Sequencer told us that he’d be retiring and another would take over some time during summer.

She grabs me by my shoulders and shakes me until my jaws rattle. ‘What happened, Mickaela? What happened?’

I can see where this is going.

‘Someone sabotaged the upper turbine. I found the man and hit him on the head because I thought he was about to attack me. He’s unconscious.’ I press my fist against my stomach. ‘Or worse. If he’s the new Sequencer, I’m fucked.’

‘We are not…’ she slaps me across my cheek. ‘…speaking such language in our house…’ and a slap for the other cheek. Her eyes are dark green and watery, her face pale. She hates me.

I want to disappear. Like a magician, maybe, and leave a white bunny in my stead. She could have a less irritating and more loveable daughter. Saltwater presses against my eyes; I don’t want her to see it. I push past her towards the bathroom.

With my face stinging and my eyes blurry, I yank off my clothes and hop under the shower.

The Sequencer. The title alone opens doors. These men and women have the power to move entire cities with a single word: Cholera. Strangely, the word doesn’t taste of decomposition. It’s more like…the raspy, cold, dry, and almost salty taste of a piece of jagged rock.

When the Great Pandemic hit, it was the water that killed almost ten billion people; the water in rivers, in the ground, in lakes. It was everywhere. The few handfuls of people who survived moved away from the poisoned lowlands, high up in the mountains, if they didn’t already live there. 

Sequencers have been around since…well, since long before I was born. They are safeguarding the remnants of humanity. When a Sequencer visits your village, you treat him or her with the greatest respect. And never, under no circumstances, do you hit a Sequencer over the head.

My stomach rolls at the thought of the crack I felt when the wrench made contact with his skull. There’s even a little blood on the tools’ linen wrapper; I saw it when I dropped the bundle in the corridor.

I slide down the cold wet wall, grab two handfuls of hair, and pull hard. I want to turn back time so badly, so very badly.

Understanding snaps me upright. If he’s dead, I’ll be lynched. Problem is, the village might turn against my parents when they realise I’m not available for lynching tomorrow morning. The soap jumps from my hands when Father enters the bathroom. There are no locks and no privacy in this house. 

‘Shame on you!’ A bellow that penetrates the window and travels along the streets into every neighbours’ home. ‘You! You!’ He pokes an angry index finger at me. Silently, I turn around, showing him my bare back, daring him to finish what he began. He doesn’t speak another word. The door slams shut. I know what he wanted to shout at me. I wish you were dead and your brother alive. As if I didn’t know that already.

I scrub my skin until it burns. Then I scrub some more, making sure it’ll feel raw for hours. I rinse the bloody wad of wool and squeeze out the water. Where does Mother keep a supply of dry ones? She never talks about “women’s issues.” Maybe I’ll just pinch my legs together for now; I’ll make a bloody mess soon anyway. But leaking from my privates is so gross, I decide to rip my worn-out shirt in four, fold one of the quarters, and stuff it into my panties.

It doesn’t matter. Nothing matters. The day is almost over; my life will be over with soon. Yet, I gaze at the bathroom door, unable to step out into the corridor. My knees are clacking against each other. My control is slipping. I dig my nails into my thighs until the pain stops the rising panic. What have you done, Micka? My only comforting thought is that of my knife on my skin. 

By now, Father will be up at the reservoir, seeing to the Sequencer. Soon, I’ll know if the man’s dead or only injured.

Shivering, I pull a nightshirt over my head and leave for my room. A stranger’s voice brings me to a stop; it mingles with my mother’s anxious voice and my father’s usual grumbling.

It’s not the worst, it’s not the worst, my mind cries when I step into the kitchen.

His shoulder-length black hair contrasts with the white bandage Mother is wrapping around his forehead. A hint of blood shines through the gauze. Underneath is a pair of black eyes, farther down, a compressed mouth. His skin is different from anyone’s I’ve ever seen. Darker; almost like barley roasted halfway, or the coffee we make of it mixed with lots of cream from Lampit’s goats.

He sets his eyes on me and his look of annoyance changes to…I don’t know what. A dangerous flicker, some getting-ready-for-a-fight kind of expression, maybe.

‘I’d like to talk to your daughter in private.’

My legs already have the consistency of jelly, but his request makes them all watery-wobbly and I need to sit or I’ll fall over. I walk to the kitchen table and plop down, unbidden. My face feels hot. My hands are quivering fists, each crowned by a row of white knuckles.

Mother asks if she can do anything else for him, but he shakes his head. His eyebrows are drawn together. He’s blinking often, slightly turning his face away from the kitchen lamp. He must be in pain and his eyes overly sensitive to light. I take Mother’s yellow summer shawl from the chair and drape it over the lamp.

My parents leave the room and the air acquires a flavour of quiet terror — taut and astringent. 

When the door falls into its frame, my heart hollers for help.

‘Excellent reflexes. You did well.’

At first, my brain doesn’t register this information. I repeat the words in my mind. Roll them over, sort them back to front and front to back. It must be a joke; although the man’s stern expression doesn’t change.

‘Does your head hurt?’ I whisper, because nothing else would voluntarily form in my brain.

He ignores my question. ‘This was a test.’

My mind clicks and begins to race. The blocked turbine, the carefully placed footprint. My mother asking for the Sequencer when I arrived, my father having a mysterious fever — they’ve known about this. A test, once complete, almost always has a result and a conclusion. Although I can guess what it is, I feel like I ought to ask for the sake of politeness. ‘What’s the outcome?’

‘You decide that. I hear you want to go into composting. A useful occupation.’

I stare at him, wondering why he drags it out, why he doesn’t give me the verdict at once. Something like, “You are a disgrace to our species; dig yourself a hole and rot.” Maybe he likes to play with his prey before he eats it.

Unmoved by my silence, he continues. ‘Would you consider an apprenticeship as a Sequencer?’

Is it possible to get a puke-reflex from too massive a bewilderment? Because that’s precisely how I feel right now. My hand claps over my mouth. Who knows what could slip out?

A muffled squeal sounds from behind the kitchen door. I’m mortified, but he doesn’t even look in that direction. 

‘You are of age. It’s your decision, not your parents’.’

Impossible. Impossible! ‘I have a lot of questions,’ I croak, while my useless brain echoes nothing but impossible.

‘Good. I do, too.’

This man is a liar. I know it. No one in his right mind would offer me an apprenticeship in anything. ‘Did you send the physician and the nurse?’

‘I asked them to come, yes.’

‘Why?’

‘Dr. Volkov is a friend and I trust her judgement.’

‘What judgement?’

‘That you are healthy enough to go on extended hikes.’

I nod, mostly to stretch my tense neck muscles and to give myself time to think. So he wants me to go with him to some place far away. My parents trust him. Or do they?

He lowers his voice to a whisper. ‘And you cut yourself, and have a sense of humour even when humiliated in front of others.’

I feel warm blood leaking on my makeshift shirt-pad. ‘You asked her to humiliate me,’ I manage to say.

‘Yes.’

His honesty is unexpected. I open my mouth and snap it shut.

‘I wished to know how you’d react. You remained calm. You seem to be used to humiliation.’

I feel trapped, manipulated, and ready to run away. I want to slap his face, or better, hit him over his head again, this time, with more force. But I all I do is hold on to my hands, place them in my lap, and stare at the wall.

‘There will be more tests,’ he continues. ‘Not like the ones at school, more like the one I did today. But no more humiliations.’

When my gaze slips up to his bandage, he says, ‘There might be more of that, though.’

‘What did she say?’ I ask, not sure if I should be surprised that no one questioned the doctor’s identity. Zula might have said something, but still, he allowed her to do the final physical exams. Why?

‘Dr. Volkov?’

‘Yes. I want to know every word she said about me.’ My molars are grinding against each other, and I give the man the coldest stare I have in my repertoire. Having my secret exposed to a stranger is tough enough. But two strangers in the same day — one of which I might meet again — is too much for me to stomach.

‘What I said already. Why is it important?’ He seems irritated.

‘It is important to me. What precisely did she say?’

‘She said, “Micka is a quiet girl, she’s very healthy, she has a number of scars of which several are evidently self-inflicted, and she’s a late developer.”’

‘Why is it important that I’m a late developer?’

‘It’s not important.’

‘Why did she say it then?’

‘It might be relevant later. If you pass and become an apprentice, you’ll need a contraceptive implant. You want to avoid pregnancy, because you cannot be a Sequencer and a mother.’

Like I ever want to have sex with anyone. ‘Is that all she said?’

‘Yes.’

‘Do you have one?’

‘An implant? Of course I do. Why is that important?’ 

I wave his question away, lean back, and feel the heat drain from my face. She didn’t tell him what she saw on my back. ‘What happens if I say yes?’ I drag you into the forest and have you for breakfast.

‘You’ll live with your parents for another six months. During that time, we’ll meet regularly. Once in a while, we’ll travel. This will be your probation period, and whatever I teach you during this time mustn’t be shared with anyone.’

‘And after that?’

‘Should you or I decide — at any point during your probation — that this is not a future for you, then that’s what it is. You can work at the local composting facility if you choose to do so. However, should I approve of a full apprenticeship, you’ll leave home and you’ll never return. Any contact with your parents and your friends will be strictly forbidden.’

Okay, so the man knows I’m desperate, wherever he got that information from. But people tend to provide everything and anything if you tell them you’re a Sequencer. My parents will practically throw me into his arms without asking a single question. ‘Where will I go?’

‘I’ll only ever talk about what happens after the probation, when you’ve met my expectations and those of others.’

Of course. How stupid of me to ask. ‘Why me? Have you seen my final grades? Or any of my grades?’ Have you seen how bony I am? Aren’t the other girls prettier?

‘No, I have not seen them. Grades are irrelevant.’

I can’t bite back the snort. It comes spurting out together with an avalanche of acidic words. ‘I don’t believe you! You can be anyone. Some guy who steals girls from her parents and does things to them. I’ve never seen anyone with a skin that colour. Where do you come from? What’s the name of our Sequencer? The one who usually visits?’

‘Cacho,’ he says without hesitation. ‘He suggested you.’

‘Impossible.’ He must have found Cacho, pressed information from him, and killed him. There’s no other explanation.

The man leans back and crosses his arms over his chest. ‘Well, we can’t ask him now, can we? I suggest you make up your mind in the next ten seconds, because I need to sleep off my headache.’

I tap my fingers against the tabletop. Ten, nine, eight, seven, six, five, four, three, two, one. ‘I have nothing to lose,’ I say. ‘You seem to know this. So I guess you win.’

‘Is that a yes?’

‘Sure.’ Yeah, sure. Whatever. You have no idea what my plans are for tonight, idiot.

He flicks an eyebrow up; it goes hiding under the bandage. ‘You believe I abduct girls because my skin is darker than what you think is normal. Funny. I doubt you’ve ever seen anyone with skin as pale and as dotted as yours. Not to speak of your hair — orange, of all colours. Do you abduct boys?’ He pushes from the table and says loud enough for my parents to hear, ‘I assume you heard what your daughter said.’

‘How is it called? The colour of your skin,’ I ask, pointing at his face.

‘Olive.’

I knew it! Flavours of coffee and cream spread between my sinuses and my palate.

The kitchen door opens. Mother and Father look shocked and puzzled. They probably can’t explain why a Sequencer picked me over a whole village of non-idiots. Yet, they seem to believe this is really happening.

‘Tomorrow morning, six o’clock, at the upper turbine,’ he says when he walks through the corridor.

Weird. I’d expected he’d take me away at once.

‘Should we accompany her?’ my father asks, his voice unnaturally high.

‘She comes alone.’ He steps out, looks up at the night sky, and says, ‘It smells like rain.’ Then he turns away and the darkness swallows him whole.

Of course I’m to come alone. The door closes and I turn to my parents. ‘Did he show you proof of his identity?’

‘You didn’t show the man any respect!’ barks my father. ‘If you screw this up…’ He brings his face close to mine. ‘…you’ll be disinherited.’

There’s nothing I want from my father. I turn away from him and see Mother opening her mouth. I’m not in the mood for her good advice. Before she can say a peep, I mutter, ‘Need to sleep. Have to get up early.’

Or never.

Desperate for solitude, I push past the two, knees weak, arms shivering.

I roll up in my blanket, cocooning myself in, compressing myself as much as possible, trying to squeeze out the confusion and leave only clarity behind. It doesn’t work, of course. Hope sneaks in uninvited.
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