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    The House That Made the Sixteen Loops of Time

    
    14 Arden Lane suffered from bad plumbing and magical build-up. There Dr. Rosamund Tilly had raised two children, bred sixteen chinchillas, and written her thesis, and because her name was on the deed had become the medium of all the house's whims and wishes. She liked it, most of the time, but her best friend in all the world liked it less: “Your house is a spoiled brat,” said Danny Tsai, “and I feel inane saying that.”

The house was an old, old two-storey lump, very square and not graceful, made of red brick that had to peep through thick trellises of ivy creeper and a roof that liked shedding tiles. Dr. Tilly knew it was horribly untidy and ran the risk of being burnt down by vigilantes from the Neighbourhood Association — only that it was at the end of the road, and hidden by thick yew hedge. Even then the hedge was never even at the top, and it was her neighbours' hobby to send letters seeing if they could get her to cut it down.

But Rosamund loved 14 Arden Lane; it had been willed to her by her grandmother, who died conveniently when Rosamund was twenty and had needed a house. She had admired it for its slippery wooden floors, its wide stairs and weird chimney, the poky bathrooms, and the wheezing refrigerator in the kitchen. She had carefully and thoroughly checked for ants' nests and termites, following guides. Satisfied, she recklessly painted the walls in unlikely colours like lipstick red and moved all her coats into the closets that would shelter her coats and later the coats of her daughters. When the house turned out to be magical Rosamund Tilly just accepted this as fact.



Magic built up like a breath waiting to be exhaled. On a bad day, she could touch a coffee mug and have it erupt in delicate little spikes of ceramic, a fretwork of stalactites extending outward as she pulled her hand back. Tap water might avoid her fingers when she turned on the tap. And that was just the house when it was in a good mood, because when it was upset or in a fit of bad behaviour it could make her life a misery. A spoiled brat, like Daniel said.



Once Dr. Tilly had grown welts under her arms that burst and released dozens of tiny, transparent crabs, which made Danny nauseated and her daughters shriek. She had finally swept the crabs into a dustpan and let them go outside, where they crept into the bushes. Rosamund had been more disturbed than afraid, and good at choking down things that made her disturbed: Her daughters Snowdrop and Sparrow were disturbed, afraid and disquieted, but in rebellion from being named Snowdrop and Sparrow they were creatures of logic who'd always despaired of the house and dreamt of air-conditioned flats. At that point she hadn't really blamed them.



Daniel, though, had bore up well. He'd only once really lost his temper, when her kitchen parsley bit his fingers: “Why can't you have a normal house instead of — this stupid, temperamental Disney shack,” he'd snapped. “And the water pressure is terrible.” For five weeks neither of his cellphones got reception there and Danny banged all the doors.



But with Daniel, any annoyance he demonstrated was usually awkwardness, and under the staid curtness of his day-to-day Chartered Stockbroker face he liked chinchillas as well as laptops. They were two people who understood each other completely: She understood his irritability, his privacy, his inability to be serious with her when he was serious all day with everyone else. He understood just about everything with her, including a lot of things she wished he didn't. They were as devoted to each other as two people could be, and every lunchtime when he was at his office desk and she was marking university papers they would ring up to ask what the other was eating. Accepting her magical house was a small issue.



Anyway, anything 14 Arden Lane did never lasted; when the house felt it had made its point, it stopped. Usually. One of the chinchillas had been purple forever.



Now that she was forty-two Rosamund Tilly could tell when the build-ups were reaching explosion point. The ivy trellises around the house would be taut and trembling, the pretty crazy-paved path curling inward trying to claw the long grass verge. Even the dust would smell like firework smoke as she dragged a cloth haphazardly over her collections of glass cats. Years ago a build-up had made her accidentally wipe off her youngest daughter's eyebrows, and Snowdrop had gone around with her fringe brushed down and full of bitter complaints. Her tweenage feelings had been further hurt by her mother finding it hilarious, but the point was underscored: Rosamund Tilly really couldn't control what happened or when.



Thursday week the house made her hiccup a butterfly, and at that point she knew there was going to be a problem. 14 Arden Lane was of late empty and lonely now that it had lost the children and most of the chinchillas, and the house would sullenly take it out on her in sometimes vicious ways. Just a month ago great snakelike twists of wormy mud slithered out the kitchen sink, coiling over her dishes and bending her forks, and that had made Dr. Tilly remember the crabs.



That night Danny came over from the office after a long day of chartered stockbrokering and surfed pictures of cats on his laptop as she fidgeted. “A watched pot never boils,” he said.



“Don't give the house ideas with ‘boil,’ you animal.”



“Remember how aggressive it got when you put down new carpet, with the chimney and the goats?” He was clicking through pictures of disapproving rabbits, sitting next to her on the sofa. “I'm waiting for the day when you form a new plane of existence and your evil self replaces you, and I'll be able to tell her by the moustache.”



“You are so flip,” said Rosamund. “Why do you have to be so flip?”



“I'm just here to look after you, Rose,” he said, and that was pretty adorable so she put her feet into his lap and prodded his computer with her socks. Daniel Tsai had long-sufferingly helped her raise two children, sixteen chinchillas and read her thesis, but he'd been obliged to: In primary school they had exchanged teal and fuschia friendship bracelets, a lifelong commitment if ever there was one. “Well? Go on and tell the house to hurry up, as the suspense is killing me.”



Rosamund Tilly folded herself into a lotus pose instead, which always gently bemused him and disgusted her two daughters. Being able to fold oneself into a lotus was a payoff from having done yoga when it wasn't popular and being a hippie when it wasn't fun anymore, when she'd prided herself on having the widest bellbottoms in all Hartford and fifty-six recipes involving carob. When she had moved into 14 Arden Lane she'd had carrot-coloured hair so long she could sit on it and towered three inches over Danny, who wasn't short, so she supposed the house had liked her out of pure shock.



Her ears popped, like they did on a descending airplane. “I think something's coming,” she said.



Danny was looking at cats again. “So's Christmas.”



Not a lot happened, at first. There was a little tingly smell like ozone, and a sense that she'd just breathed in a lungful of water and had to spit it out. Needle-sharp shivers started at her ankles and worked their way up. She closed her eyes very tightly, and when she opened them again there was Danny, waiting, eyes crinkling a little quizzically.



“Well?” he said. “Did worlds collide?”



“Not for me,” she said, and the sensation flared briefly again: more like the shadow of a feeling than the first sharp injection of it. Her vision blurred a little, but she wasn't sure as they hadn't turned on all the lights in the sitting-room. The house liked it when they thought conscientiously about the environment. Dr. Tilly worried that something dreadful was about to happen.



“Well?” Danny said. “Did worlds collide?”



“You already said that, you broken record,” she said. A third little stab. The room shifted again, and her fingers fretted at her eyes.



“Well?” he said. “Did worlds collide?”



The little flurries of sensation were making her palms prickle with sweat. Danny wasn't reacting. He had barely moved an inch — hadn't even moved — same expression, the same tonal quality, the same lift to the I in collide and slight Yorkshire slur to the s. When looked at, the room wasn't doing anything particularly interesting: The wallpaper wasn't turning into sugar, and the armchairs weren't growing feet.



“I'm admitting defeat,” she said.



“Well?” Danny said. “Did worlds collide?”



For long moments Rosamund just breathed. She pinched the bridge of her nose to make that nearly-a-headache sensation go away, suddenly horribly certain that she had turned her best friend into a space mannequin and that at forty-two she would never be able to get another half as good, but the man opposite reached out and took her hand to keep her steady. Rosamund was stupidly relieved at that. “Ease up,” he said. “What's happened?”



Now they were both looking around. She was having no apparent effect. The rug was not bleeding, the air tasted of nothing but air, and they both had their fingerprints. Once when she was younger and pregnant she'd made soap bubbles every time she blinked, which had distracted her from being younger and pregnant and thinking listlessly about marrying the father. Danny got worried and jogged her elbow: “Earth to Rosamund Tilly. How many fingers am I holding up?”



“You're not holding up any fingers, you egg.”



The room blurred again. Right before her Danny-on-the-sofa unzipped and re-zipped back to where he'd been sitting, so fast that it was like he hadn't moved at all. Lamplight caught all the worn patches on his suit. His expression was vague and somehow familiar — 



“Well?” Danny said. “Did worlds collide?”



Even then she didn't get frightened, she told herself. Three cheers for Dr. Tilly.



Time for a test. She was a doctor, after all, and though she was a doctor of Medieval Literature she still retained a duty to Science. She launched herself off the sofa like a shell firing and went to the clock, took down the time, wrote it on the back of a grocery bill — 8:14 — and put it on the coffee table. Dr. Tilly stood beside it like a guard, scrunching up her hands in her daffodil-coloured skirt and feeling ridiculous as the clock marched on to 8:15. Nothing happened.


Danny was leaning over to read. “8:14?”




Oh, well, what the hell. Dr. Tilly tensed up before she said, “Testing?”


Another big blur, another jerk of dislocation as she found herself back on the sofa, totally discombobulated. Once more Danny wore that pensive, waiting expression, and she couldn't even look at it as his mouth started to round out the words, as her grocery list sat next to the clock pristine and un-written-on. The clock read 8:14.




“Well?” said Danny. “Did worlds collide?”




Time travel! The house had never mixed up time before. Dr. Tilly thought that she must have done something really rotten to have it drop something like this in her lap. She would have been excited if she hadn't been so horrified: The house was probably destroying the space-time continuum right now and forming a thousand glittering paradoxes all because she hadn't really cleaned the kitchen. Once she'd forgotten to weed the window boxes and the house had dissolved her feet right up to the ankle.




She knew three scientific things: 1. She was caught in a time loop, set off by 2. speaking, and 3. all of this was incredibly unscientific. So Dr. Tilly got her grocery bill again and scribbled on the back, worried that perhaps this too would send her careening back to the start:




CAUSED TIME LOOP, D







 — but nothing happened. Whew.




Danny Number Six looked at her, then looked at the grocery list, then looked at her, and had the reaction that she'd guessed he had; he was completely delighted. He took his ballpoint pen out of his pocket and clicked it on and off, a sure sign of ecstasy in a stockbroker. “Are you sure?” She nodded again. “Good God. Why no verbal?”




Her writing was getting increasingly cramped. SPEAKING = SWITCH. SOUND???




“All right. Don't worry, I'm a licensed professional,” he said, leaning forward and putting the laptop away. “A time loop means you've already gone back. How many iterations of the loop so far, Rose?” She raised her fingers. “Six? This is insane.”




Dr. Tilly wrote again: Got to break it though, this is ridiculous!!




“This is beyond ridiculous. Did you forget to defrost the fridge again?”




Will experiment. You forget what happens each time I reset the loop. Judiciously she added a sad face, : (




“Let's not go into the physics and assume you're creating endless worlds in 14 Arden Lane with each new loop, it will give the chinchillas and I a logistics headache,” he said, leaning back and drumming his fingers on his knee. “Go ahead.  What's the worst that can happen?  Goodbye from the future, you know — I as Future Daniel Tsai will cease to be.”




That is horrible do not put it that way!!




“I'm sorry,” he said. “Do what you have to do, Rosamund.”




“I will, I promise,” she said, and — 



“Well?” said Danny Seven. “Did worlds collide?”



Dr. Tilly went around and touched all the walls and the photographs, hoping the house would respond. New try. “Did worlds collide?” asked Danny Eight. On the next loop she went and made sure all of the chinchillas were coping in their hutch as Danny Nine craned his head, nonplussed, and that didn't do anything either. Next. Danny Ten followed her as she left the house but going out into the street did nothing more than make her eyes squint in the chill lemon-rind glare of the lamps, and at 8:18 in that iteration her eldest daughter Sparrow sent her a text message she didn't read. The neighbours peered at her through their curtains. “Did worlds collide?” asked Danny Eleven. In the throes of despair and rattling around the house like an old car, Dr. Tilly dusted her glass cats. Nothing happened, though at one point her cellphone tweeted in her pocket.


Sitting there on the sofa with what felt like an ice-cream headache, Dr. Tilly permitted herself an expletive: “Jesus H. Christ,” she said.


“Well?” said Danny Twelve. “Did worlds collide?”


She said a ruder word.

Dr. Tilly put her head in her hands, which caught Danny Thirteen's attention immediately as he reached over to touch her shoulder. “What happened?” he said, and for a moment she was tempted to explain everything again; to rely on his thoughtfulness and candor, but instead she sighed and went to get her notebook. Perhaps waiting was another experiment too, and she didn't have to worry him in the process.


I'm mute. The house is not happy with me.


“Is that all?” The relief in her best friend's voice was palpable. “Well, that's nothing. We could play Charades.”


NO


“We could enjoy the quiet.” Rosamund made a very rude motion like a gunshot salute, and seeing her so uncharacteristically hangdog he relented: “Well, come here and we'll watch TV until the house forgives you, but we just missed the news.”


They both pretended to watch the Food Network on mute. 14 Arden Lane was silent except for the low burble of the dishwasher and the muffled sound of chinchillas in the next room. She put her head on the shoulder of his dusty coat and allowed herself five seconds of frustrated self-pity, and enjoyed those five seconds immensely. When she and Daniel were alone she pretended that he never flinched slightly or was given pause by anything, and she just smelled the old familiar smell of his shampoo and overheated laptop. At 8:18 her cellphone buzzed in her pocket, which she ignored.


She and Danny had once both sworn that they would be presidents, astronauts and rock stars, and now in their forties they shared mid-life crises in the same way they'd used to share chocolates. She knew she could be careless and cavalier and hard to deal with, and had won the lottery with Daniel. As best friends went he was reliably fantastic. She liked the way his dark hair was cut short, with sprigs of early gray at the temples, liked his hair in general: It was a pretty shallow thing to like about a person, but she liked so much about Danny that she was amazed by every new thing she found charming. There were lines at his eyes and mouth that made his rare smile a little lopsided and piratical, no asset for a chartered stockbroker. When she touched his hair he hesitated.


“It's bizarre not to have you talking,” he said. “I have to admit, I don't actually like it.”


Rosamund wrote afresh in her notebook:


Sometimes I think you're angry at me.


“Don't even try to have a conversation like this,” he said, avoiding the issue like a champ, “it annoys me watching you painstakingly write that out.”


There was a terrible loneliness in her as she touched his neck, folded down a piece of his collar. It wasn't 14 Arden Lane that was lonely, she suddenly thought, it was her; she was an armoured creature, self-sufficient, but for the terrible fact of needing her best friend all the time excepting when she wanted to finish a book. Her fingers curled at his neck and she was aware of everything, aware of the outside night-time and how her clothes felt on her skin, of how his face was a mask and how he wouldn't look at her. Her fingers brushed his cheek and his jaw and the side of his mouth, sifted through his hair. Rosamund Tilly was an empty glass.


“Don't,” said Danny.


At university they'd draped all over each other and never cared. They'd both had their gay periods then, reverting straight the next semester when Rosamund admitted she couldn't do all the clogged-up sinks and he admitted he couldn't deal with the late nights, and life proceeded from there. Daniel had one and a half divorces and Dr. Tilly had littered Hartford with a committed lack of commitment. She'd also littered Hartford with Snowdrop and Sparrow Tilly, who were the delights of her life, or at least would be when one or the other stopped texting her, and now that they were grown up being without Daniel was a terrible chore. Rosamund had never been lonely for anyone except Daniel Tsai, and when she pressed closer she could feel the beat of his heart slithering arrhythmically against her arm.


“Don't,” he said again. Her mouth was very close to his mouth. Danny's dark eyes were fathomless and closed. “We can't handle change, Rosamund. I love you too much and know you too well. Think about this.”


The room closed down claustrophobically on her. She wanted to say: Do you know how long I've thought about this? Or: I want you more than anyone I ever thought I wanted. And: I'm so sorry. Instead she accidentally said, “I —  ”



“Well?” Danny Fourteen said. “Did worlds collide?”



Dr. Tilly quit wasting time. She shot to her feet, made a beeline for her notebook, laptop jabbing into her thigh and irritated at the faint smell of chinchillas as she wrote. He said, “What,” as she flipped over pages, pretty patient as she gestured him away from trying to look — all he did was eventually get up and get himself a glass of water, as though this were a perfectly normal evening.


“Just nod your head for all's well and shake it for things not well,” said Daniel, “maybe flailing a little for something in the middle, God knows, I didn't learn how to deal with this in school.”


Now used to gestures, she jabbed a finger at him until he sat back down on the squashy sofa and looked up at her expectantly. Dr. Tilly did not expect to feel so shaky. She tasted nervousness in her saliva as she flipped up the notebook — 


Don't stop me, Daniel.


“Oh, yes, that calms me down,” said Danny. “That makes me feel perfectly at ease.”


Flip. We need to talk.


“Okay. Any reason you're using flashcards?”


Flip. & what I'm saying here is all true and nothing to do with any house magic.


Danny still looked pretty buttoned-up and patient, but his voice had that overly reasonable cast people took on if they thought you were a bit loopy. “Okay. Go on.”


what did you have for lunch today??


“Rose, you already asked, and it was a peanut butter protein bar.”


Mr. Daniel Tsai, are you in love with me?


He didn't even take it in. He read it, looked at her face, saw the question there as well, and smiled as gently as a chartered stockbroker could when faced with a woman for whom the date was over — self-effacing, running one hand through that gray-sprigged hair as though trying to consider how best to put things. “So that's what you're worried about,” he said carefully. “Rosamund, you know I care about you, don't you? You and the girls are the most important people in my life who don't share my genetic code.”


This was not going well. She had made some mistake. When Danny decided the best defense was a good offense, he went in with irritated guns blazing. “I know we joke around a lot,” he was saying. “Is it the flirting? We can stop if it makes you uncomfortable. To be honest, I do love you. But I haven't been in love with you since I was eighteen.”


It was incredible. She hadn't thought you could physically feel your heart breaking, a sort of sucking sensation near the aorta as it imploded into itself. Dr. Tilly hadn't thought her heart would break at all. “Don't worry,” he added, “nothing's going to change, Rose. Nothing.”


“Let me try this again,” she said.



“Well?” Danny Fifteen said. “Did worlds collide?”


It was a little funny, even, how his reactions didn't change, how she noticed the quirk of his eyebrows once he got to halfway through her litany. Her handwriting had perhaps been a little messier this time. There was only one change now, a question of semantics — 


“Rose, you already asked,” said Danny, “and it was a peanut butter protein bar.”


Mr. Daniel Tsai: I am in love with you.


Dr. Tilly held that one for the longest time, gripped between her knees. Once she'd gotten to forty she thought she'd been an emotional bulwark, but now she felt as though all her insides were scooped out and replaced with packing peanuts. She felt thick and heavy. Danny re-read the sign six times, eyes darting to her face before going back and reading it again, and she thought she imagined him swallowing.


“Well,” he said, with admirable calmness, “what do I do with that information, Dr. Rosamund Tilly?”


She scribbled inanely: I'm not sure? Romantic embraces??


“So you immediately assume I'm in love with you, in a fit of o'erweening hubris,” snapped her best friend, but even as she gaped and horrible dread filled her he made the queerest half-smile expression. The smell of sofa and dusty chinchillas no longer irritated Dr. Tilly. “Don't mind me,” he said, and Danny leaned over to kiss her. He kissed her kindly until she didn't want to be kissed kindly any more, at which point he smeared her chapstick from her top lip to her bottom lip. “Please just talk,” he said, and she was too busy trying to memorize the way that his mouth felt and how the cradle of his hips were against her own. “I love you. Say it again.”


“I've never loved anyone else,” said Dr. Tilly.




“Well?” Danny Sixteen said. “Did worlds collide?”



This time all she did was unfold herself: got up wearily off the sofa and could not look him in the eye, had that quizzical expression of his burned repulsively into her brain forevermore. Dr. Tilly stood up and paced around the room, hating every hair on her head and every brick in 14 Arden Lane's walls, and at one point kicked the chimney grate until it hurt her big toe. Danny just watched.


The cellphone buzzed for the umpteenth time in the pocket of her skirt, and now she yanked it out savagely to read:


8:18 PM


Sent from: Sparrow


Dont forget to fix the fridge mum!


Dr. Tilly imagined that the house was a little sorry as she got the hairdryer and proceeded to defrost everything up to and including the freezer, cartons of milk and meat sitting on the countertop as Danny watched and provided towels. If there had been a Queen's Award for feeling exhausted, she would have won it. Feeling tired made one feel sadder and when one was sad one felt tireder, and she got down on her knees and scrubbed out the remnants of old carrots as she half-daydreamed about being kissed.


“There,” she said, “are you happy now, you wretched house?” Nothing happened. Her brain burst into tears.


Danny looked at her expression and said, “All right. Plan B,” and did what he did every time she had a pressure headache, which was to turn off the lights so that only a thin filter from the kitchen made its way into the sitting-room. He spread the sofa blanket out on their laps and put his arm around her, and they listened to the far-off roar of cars in the street and the tiny squeaks of chinchillas dust-bathing. Dr. Tilly thought she understood why he was angry: There they were, two people who knew each other so well that just by an expression he could tell what she needed, and all they did was stand and stare at opposite sides of the crevasse.


“A time loop?” he said, when she finally told him. “You've got to be kidding me. A time loop? You met my doppelgangers?” The expression on her face must have been like a coffee stain that couldn't be wiped clean, so he relented: “Well, I suppose worlds really did collide.”


The house tried to get back into her good books by making tiny mandarin-coloured lights appear like fireflies, and she nearly forgave it when Danny reached out and let one alight on his finger. When he passed it to her it was sweet and warm like tumbledryer lint. So was his hand.


“Yes,” said Dr. Tilly, “they did, now that I think about it.”



When everyone else in the faculty asked about her tired face the next day, she said “House troubles,” and everyone nodded as though that made any sort of sense. The neighbours had stuffed two notes about the hedge in 14 Arden Lane's letterbox, and the house had retaliated by covering them in snails; the water pressure in her morning shower had been shocking; the house had made jasmine bloom from the ivy trellises, but Rosamund Tilly informed it that this was a poor show and botanically incorrect. It was Danny who had to call her at lunchtime as she sat down to mark some coursework, and she hadn't any lunch.


“Tuna salad and three crackers,” said Daniel. “You?”


She looked in her desk drawer. “Five Peppermint Tic-Tacs.”


“Rose, that's disgusting,” he said, and she could hear him drumming a pen on his desk. Danny didn't mince words: “Look, you can't go on like this, and I don't mean your lunch. God only knows what your house will do the next time.”


“It's lonely,” she said, though her heart wasn't really into defending it. “The girls are too far away. I was thinking of getting another chinchilla.”


“I was thinking more along the lines of a roommate,” he said a bit crisply, “and before you say anything else — I was thinking of me. For one, I'm at your house so often I think I'm legally your common-law friendship-bracelet wife. What do you say?”


Her eyelids undrooped. Her headache cleared. Dr. Tilly's Tic-Tacs melted on her tongue, sharp and clean and sweet. “I think that might do the trick,” she said.


It did. The plumbing was still terrible, but in Rosamund's opinion 14 Arden Lane was good as gold.


            



  The Magician's Apprentice


  When she was thirteen, Mr. Hollis told her: “There's never more than two, Cherry. The magician and the magician's apprentice.”


  
That was the first year, and she spent her time sloo-o-owly magicking water from one glass to another as he read the newspaper and drank the coffee. Magician's apprentice had to get the Starbucks. Caramel macchiato, no foam, extra hot, which was a yuppie drink if you asked her (but nobody did). “Quarter in,” he'd say, and she'd concentrate on the liquid shivering from cup to cup. “Now half. Slower.”


  

For Cherry Murphy, the water always staggered along. She'd seen him make it dance with a twitch of his fingers. “When do I get to stop bullets? My hypothesis is that stopping bullets would be friggin' sweet.”


  

“Maybe when you do your homework,” said Mr. Hollis, and so she'd take out her homework. It wasn't even magic homework. It was stuff like The Catcher in the Rye. Mr. Hollis was big on literature, so after they cleared the table of glasses he'd trick her into arguing about Holden Caulfield. Could've been worse — to make her feel better, he'd given her Catch-22, and Cherry had read it approximately a million times. He said she easily read at college level, though he also said that didn't amount to much these days.


  

“All right,” said her master magician, when her chin had started to droop. “Now you eat.”


  

Magic wore terrible holes in you. Just shunting water around would give her a headache and throbbing nosebleeds, so he'd fry up a steak or fresh brown eggs and watch her gobble them down while saying, “Elbows off the table.” The steak was always bloody. The eggs were always soft-boiled. Food would take the edge off, but not enough. Second lesson: Magic feeds off your soul, said Mr. Hollis. There's only two ways to not be hungry, Cherry. I'm sorry.


  

“Two ways? How?”


  

“One, quit magic, Harriet Potter,” he said, but then he pushed the plate of eggs at her. Her master magician never seemed hungry like she was. “Second's simple: eat more.”


  

After dinner, they usually had a little time. She'd told him over and over that Mark wouldn't notice if she came home at midnight covered in blood, but he always said: “Don't disrespect your dad,” which was why she thought he was kind of a stiff. Then he'd follow it up with, “He does that enough on his own,” which was why she loved him. So until six-thirty hit, they'd watch the last fifteen minutes of a Golden Girls rerun — or listen to some Led Zeppelin, his iPod strung earbud to earbud between them both. Only then was she really content.


  

Mr. Hollis was a bachelor with a girlfriend downtown, so his apartment always kind of smelled like Old Spice and dead body, only she would have knocked back neat bleach before saying so.


  

When six-thirty came, he'd say, “Put on your jacket,” even if outside it was the average surface temperature of the Sun and she'd die of heatstroke. Then he'd say, “See you later, alligator,” and she'd say, “In a while, crocodile,” or, if the day had been crappy, she'd just make a series of grunts. Then she'd skip home through the dusk to her empty house or her passed-out, empty father, and read Catch-22 until she fell asleep.




  

  

There were spells on which everything hinged, he said; to move, stop and make. The spell that year was “move.” Cool, fine; she was always on the move. Cherry had long spindly limbs like a juvenile spider, and before she'd been an apprentice, she'd taken track and baseball. Her fingers did drum solos if she wasn't given things to do with them. All of that nervous energy went into her spells, and she worried her lips skinless as her water dripped, her winds scattered, and any attempt to lift stuff embedded it in the far-off wall. Mr. Hollis primly mopped tables dry and set her to roll a marble around on the slick linoleum.


  

But he made it look so easy. There was not a flicker in those paper-grey eyes as a curl of his hand coaxed a hairbrush out of his drywall, beckoning it to remove itself and have the plaster rework to pre-Cherry wholeness. Objects put themselves back in his hands, ashamed. His marble rolled in perfect madman's circles.


  

Once — wild with frustration and knees scored with tile lines — she ignored him when he said: “Leave it. Stop.” Her marble wobbled in a wide spiral. “Cherry.” She feigned deafness. Her head suddenly spun towards him, yanked by invisible iron fingers, and worst of all her marble rolled away lost under the fridge forever.


  

“Cherry,” he said evenly, “I don't ask twice.”


  

“I can do this! Screw you!”


  

That got her grounded for a week before she realised he technically didn't have the authority to do so. Cherry sulked to bed each night at nine o'clock anyway.


  

June. In the summer evenings, Mr. Hollis went off with his girlfriend, so they'd spend three brilliant breakfast hours down at the beach rolling grains of sand from palm to palm. Her skinny arms and legs grew browner if not less skinny, and he made her wear a one-piece instead of a bikini (“Nice try, but no cigar”) but each of those days was more perfect than the last. Homework was John Knowles's A Separate Peace (“You could give me something with a good movie, Mr. H”) and he sat shirtless under the beach umbrella as she read aloud.


  

Mr. Hollis had rangy bones and a nerdy fishbelly farmer's tan, lots of crisp dark hairs on his arms and his chest. It was possible that somebody found him hot, but only theoretically so; the fact that he had a girlfriend was mystifying. Possibly being a magician and the ensuing squillions of dollars, or at least the squillions as was her understanding, sweetened the deal. That summer she also rolled marbles until her nostrils squirted blood and she found herself eating raw hot dogs from the freezer. It was pretty gross. Cherry was hungry until her mouth hurt.


  

After August, she struggled at his kitchen table, pushing ball bearings. Her head hurt. Sometimes he would ignore her and it was a kindness, as she had her pride even if she was in seventh grade, and sometimes he would briefly ruffle his hand through her short dark hair and say: “Be zen.”


  

“I'm never going to get this.”


  

“You're going to get it, emo kid.”


  

“If I die, I leave you all my stuff.”


  

“Try ‘bequeath.’ You bequeath me all your stuff.”


  

When she did start to get the magic, in between Knowles and A Separate Peace, Mr. Hollis gave her a single brief smile that made the rest of it a cinch. The marble rolled its circle. The water halved into its glass. As a test, he set his Honda Civic in first gear and she pushed it inch by burning inch nine feet forward: she puked bloodied bile afterwards like a champ, him holding her hair, but once her stomach settled he took her out for lobster. It was the kind where you picked your sacrifice out of its tank and were eating ten minutes later. It tasted incredible.


  

“Congratulations, cadet,” said Mr. Hollis, gesturing with the fork. “Here's my toast: I'm proud of you. First we take Manhattan, Cherry, then we take Berlin.”


  

Her joy was wild, and her Coke sweet like imagined champagne.




  

  

When she was fourteen, Mr. Hollis told her: “The apprenticeship only ends when you know everything the magician knows, and understand everything the magician understands.”


  

Cherry took this to mean that she'd be an apprentice until she was like thirty. He switched from caramel macchiatos to skinny vanilla lattes, which this year she pointed out was “totally gay,” and earned her a long, indifferent look. Mr. Hollis was an award winner at indifferent looks. He could scratch you with a word, or by flicking his pale aluminum eyes away at any place but you. The hunger still boiled low in her belly as she jumped water from cup to cup to cup, but crushingly all he'd say now was, “Cute one trick, pony.”


  

Instead he got her to empty the glass out over the sink and try to divert it upwards. Cherry spent most of her time on her feet and mopping at her t-shirt when this proved to be a son of a bitch, and all he did was sit at the kitchen table reading his newspaper. That had started to drive her a little crazy, too. Mr. Hollis was a slob who left the Sports section lying around and never dusted, but when she started scrubbing his stove and looking for his Dustbuster, he said: “Don't go there. Jen doesn't even go there.”


  

He'd been dating Jennifer Blumfield over a year now. Cherry had been introduced as his niece. Jen did accounting and was sweet without being patronizing, but she hated her a little anyway and bullshitted her best smile to hide it. Only complete dumbasses weren't nice to the girlfriend. Mr. Hollis wasn't prehistoric, and even though his five driver's licences showed four different ages, he was allowed to date.


  

“Are you going to tell her about the magic thing?”


  

Cherry hadn't expected the cold shoulder. “You never tell anyone about what we do, Charlene. I didn't think you capable of being this big an imbecile.”


  

Her eyes had smarted, and his were turned away.


  

They went from Knowles to Dickens, David Copperfield. She'd argued it was abuse. That was the year of many long arguments: She liked Marlowe, he liked Shakespeare, he liked Austen and she liked American Lit. Mr. Hollis set her to tossing M & Ms up in the air and slowing their descent, staring down his narrow nose in impatience at any cracks in their hard candy carapaces. It sucked.


  

And she might have been prodigious for fourteen, but not in science. That was the year she also had to stay half an hour after school for remedial physics, which was stupid, but Mr. Hollis was calmly unsympathetic: “Suck it down. You can't pass high school with just one subject.” He was equally unsympathetic to the notion that, as a magician's apprentice, physics was beneath her: “I still have a day job, Cherry.”


  

“You do not have a day job. Every so often a car comes around and you get in and then you come back with a suitcase full of cash. I'm not judging, I'm just saying that I bet you my whole life you are not making money off a David Copperfield Quiz Olympics.”


  

Whatever he was doing, he wouldn't tell her. A big black car would pull up outside and he'd be waiting in a suit, and the driver would even open the door for him and he'd nod coolly like the guy was toilet paper attached to his heel. Cherry would hang around outside for hours and hours until he came back, and even then he'd only let her get a whiff of that new-money smell before the case shut and disappeared. She hoped all the time this meant Disneyland instead of college.


  

“I don't care. I'm not countenancing your future ignorance if I have to live with it.” She asked furtively about higher education. “Ivy League, champ.” Oh, Jesus.


  

On the brighter side, that was also the year Callum asked her to the dance. He was older and wore seriously skinny jeans. Tenth graders usually weren't all that interested in eighth graders, but they liked the same bands and she'd graduated to a real bra with an underwire and wore short shorts starting May. The first and last time she'd worn them to Mr. Hollis's, his eyebrows shot up to his hairline.


  

“You seem to be sans pants.”


  

“They're daisy dukes, old man. I am trying to maximise my coolness, okay?”


  

A newspaper page got flipped. “They looked better on Daisy Duke. Put on my gym pants before you go home.”


  

“That suggestion is completely horrifying.”


  

“Yes, Cherry?” Definitely not amused. His professor voice always turned into sharp, hard-edged vowels when he was pissed, like a movie villain. “Are you suffering hearing trouble? You're a little slow with my lesson of not always getting your way.”


  

“But — ”


  

“Cherry,” he said. “There are rapists out there. Serial killers. Look at the news for once: Girls get kidnapped constantly, and there are dead joggers in every alleyway. And for the bottom line, I made a request of my apprentice and I don't ask twice.”


  

She wore his gym pants home. Wearing short shorts at school didn't seem a blast any more either, and after the dance, in the back seat, Callum put his hand on her knee and she felt weird about it. The hunger gnawed at her stomach, and she made his car lurch forward in the parking lot each time his hand moved up her leg. “Wow!” she said. “Ghost car!” Callum dumped her the next day. Mr. Hollis handed her Kleenex when she cried.




  

  

The spell that year was “stop.” She knew enough now to dread it. Mr. Hollis sat with her in meditative yoga poses on the floor of her living room as the scent of rot and old washing tickled her nose: She sneezed, she fidgeted, she popped her knuckles one by one until he came to show her how to hold her hands and then it was easy.


  

It was stupid easy, really. The trick was understanding gravity (thanks, remedial physics) and that she was working magic to oppose a force, not flow with one as she did rolling ball bearings. Cherry could make marble after marble hang in midair like tiny spaceships. Water shivered to a halt as Mr. Hollis upended a glass over the rug. Her master magician watched her progress over his newspaper or with an eye on a TiVo'd episode of Seinfeld while she tossed up handful after handful of flour to stop dead as fine white mist: The downside was that she got even hungrier than before.


  

That was the year of the accident. Some douchebag in a Ford came screaming out of the intersection as Mr. Hollis made a June-morning car ride to the beach. Cherry rode shotgun with the umbrella. Brakes squealed as the guy saw his mistake too late, about to plough right into the driver door, and she Stopped his car so hard that her fingernails twisted. Most of the tiny veins in her eyeballs popped. Blood leaked from her mouth and ears and nose as she gave everything, fed everything into the furnace of her magic as a starving body fed on tissue when out of options. The last thing she thought she saw were his hands, raised above the steering wheel, and then she blacked out.


  

When she woke up it was on his couch, to the smell of food. Every breath made her lungs scream. Mr. Hollis knelt next to her with a bowl and a forkful of gamey meat liberally covered in teriyaki sauce, and that meat smelled like fried chicken, like fudge sundaes and candyfloss, like everything that used to make her mouth water. The first bite she choked on in her eagerness. “For the love of God, slower,” he said, and, “Chew. Please. I've long forgotten how to Heimlich, Cherry.”


  

Each morsel of that meal warmed her from the tips of her toes to the crown of her skull. It was almost enough that she didn't look at the expression on his face, the grim and painful tenderness, sweat sweeping back his dark hair. There were little sprays of grey at the temples. He wasn't even forty, and the grey made her terribly sad somehow. But she was less sad than she was starving. “Whash ish thish.”


  

“Chew, swallow, rinse, wash, repeat,” he said, but the taut line of his mouth was softening. Cherry opened her mouth like a little baby bird for the next forkful. Her master magician hesitated uncharacteristically: “An hour ago this was real live goat.”


  

“That is literally disgusting,” she said. “Goats are adorable.” Mr. Hollis loaded up the fork again and she licked all the tines. The bloodied crust at her nose and eyes didn't matter anymore. She could have run a marathon. “Is goat always this good? Because this is awesome.”


  

“I'll let you in on a little secret, as your mentor.” The texture of the pale teriyaki fry-up was a little weird, a little dry, but he was mashing his fork against the side of the bowl to get her every last delicious bit. “When something dies, Cherry, it leaves a little bit of itself behind. That part, and I'll call it life force, starts to dissipate out the body immediately. But if we get it and we get it fresh — well, we're not hungry after that.”


  

“So we should just be fruitarians,” she said, wiping her tongue around the corners of her mouth. The hunger had eased, and the pain had driven a couple blocks away. “Pick apples off the trees, eat them right there.”


  

“If it was that easy, I'd be dismembering broccoli plants.”


  

“What do you do?”


  

“Terrible things to God's own creatures, for you,” her master magician said, which struck her as a little evasive. The bowl went away. Cherry looked at the fine bones of his face as he cleaned up hers, his dignified jaw, his slash of a nose. His eyes: the unbelievably pale grey of snow three days old, with faint crow's feet. Mr. Hollis was old before his time. Now he was dabbing her forehead, her ears, and he said, “You should have trusted me to take care of that car. Don't you ever do that to me again, Charlene Murphy, or so help me I don't know what I'll do.”


  

She felt drunk, or at least what drunk probably felt like. “ ‘Cherry.’ ”


  

“You're a brat.” He was touching her hair. “ ‘Charlene’ never did suit.”


  

“I like how you always called me Cherry.” She really was drunk. “Like: ma chérie, am I right?”


  

Mr. Hollis's expression smoothed into something careful and polite, and he took his hand away from her hair. “Get some rest,” he said, and he laid his jacket over her legs as he stood up and took the bowl. There was neutral kindness in his voice, the type which made her burn with teen humiliation; or would've, if she hadn't been high off feeling full and sleepy for the first time since forever. “No more magic for a while.”


  

Before she dozed off, she thought she heard him eating in the kitchen, cramming something into his mouth and chewing before frantic wet swallows.




  

  

When she was fifteen, Mr. Hollis told her, “We've come this far, you and I. You can call me John.”


  

Cherry slipped up on it all the time, and called him “Mr. Hollis” more than she called him “John.” She practiced in the mirror with it: John, John, Johnny, Jack, John. John Hollis. John Hollis, the magician. Cherry Murphy, the apprentice. John and Cherry, Charlene and John.


  

She was too old and experienced to be in love with him, seriously, only stupid kids did that with their teachers — and as he said, she wasn't stupid. He damned with faint praise. Cherry had come a long way: He was a God-King, but she was his lieutenant, his right hand and left, his Holy Ghost. She read Vonnegut and Faulkner without needing his recommendation. Cherry could also drive between the hours of twelve-thirty AM and five PM, which was cool.


  

This was the year of the cappuccino, and they sat around his kitchen table sipping them as they swapped sections of the newspaper. It was also the year of the world's most disappointing growth spurt. She'd made five foot one and stopped, resigned to Smurfitude until the next spurt hit, doomed to skinny legs and arms and brown hair that had never gone blonde. It was depressing. Even her eyes were heading more beigewards than chocolate. To cheer herself up, Cherry wore hipster scarves and bobby socks, and she gave all her daisy dukes to the Salvation Army.


  

“When are you going to move in with Jen?” she said. “This apartment smells like leprosy. I can't believe how much you pay for it.”


  

“One day I may want to pick up and leave.”


  

“So you abide in this creepy shack instead? Are you this afraid of commitment?”


  

John was a champ with non-responses. “Wouldn't you like to know?”


  

“Yes, I would. No rhetorical.”


  

“Leave my love life alone, Cherry,” he said. “I won't ask twice.”


  

He still set her bedtimes: twelve o'clock on weeknights, two o'clock on Saturday and Friday. Her dad was having a mid-life fatherhood AA crisis and kept having family dinners with her, telling her awkwardly she was looking more like Mom each day. To get through those meals, Mr. Hollis sometimes even set her menu. Like: Eat all your green vegetables, but nothing else. They both knew that table food was a joke.


  

The hunger was an old sickness. Eating the goat ruined her for everything else. Sometimes she and John went down to the sea where he shore fished, gutting his catch in record time, and they sat there gorging themselves on fresh raw perch squirted with hot sauce — but it was never really the same.


  

When they read together, she found herself leaning in so that their faces were nearly touching. Cherry let her bare shoulder touch the thin polyester of his shirt, imagining the hot blood going through his veins that made his skin warm through the fabric. She sat on the kitchen table and swung her legs from side to side as he worked at his laptop, completely ignored in a way that was nearly acknowledgement.


  

“Well, fifteen is a gulf away from fourteen,” said John one day, shoulders slumped back in his chair. “I think you're old enough to have this.”


  

It was Vladimir Nabokov. Lolita. Cherry turned the book over and over, feeling the weight of it in her hands like it was lead. “His novel about pedophilia,” she said, and regretted how dumb that sounded.


  

“That's the obvious reading.” The chair tipped back and forth, his gaze on the ceiling in contemplation. “The other one is about devouring somebody's life.”


  

It took her a while to get up the courage to read it. When she cracked open the cover, she broke his rule to spend three sleepless nights finishing the thing, reading it at lunchtimes, reading it in study hall in another dustcover, skipping gym and reading it in the park. When she tried to talk about it, he was so removed on the subject that she stopped, angry somehow, like he'd breached the terms of their contract — and he shook away her hand when she rested her fingers over his own.


  

“For someone so clever, you can be an unbelievably stupid kid,” he said abruptly.


  

That shot told. “I haven't been a kid in a while, John.”


  

“You're a child, Charlene. Don't fool yourself. You don't know anything.”


  

So she stopped touching him. That was the year she felt very tired.




  

  

The spell that year was “make.” If she'd still been riding high on last year's successes, it would have killed her; as it was, she spent her time mechanically breathing life back into dead matches, watching the blackened wood burst into flame that spluttered out as quickly as it flared. Cherry spent long nights trying to coax water to ice and ice to water again with red raw hands. “Make” was a double-edged sword. Creating things was easy enough, but sustaining them was like eating soup with a fork, and after the most half-assed attempt, she'd be so hungry that she'd chew her hair and her nails trying to make the feeling go away. Sometimes she thought about eating Styrofoam peanuts just to fill up the space in her gut.


  

Mr. Hollis withdrew from her into an armoured shell, emerging only sporadically, like he was guilty for the absence. Cherry was good at absences, the best, and it hardly hurt unless you thought about it suddenly. He sat across the kitchen table with a crossword, a great wall of silence spanning between master and apprentice as she tried to make a bud unfurl on his spider plant. Sometimes he'd stand by the window and make tiny incisions in the air with his fingers, and then Jen would suddenly show up and she'd be kicked out and flipping the bird at his closed door. She was pretty surprised when that summer came and she got dragged off to the beach as per usual; she almost thought he'd cancel summer due to lack of goddamned interest.


  

There was no comment on her bikini that long, hot July. She kicked around in the tidal pools trying to make starfishes grow back their legs, slathered with sunscreen and visceral disappointment. John spent his time under the umbrella with the newspaper, and she spent her time talking to dusty blond surfer boys with loud-patterned board shorts.


  

Seagulls cawed. He was fiddling with his sunglasses, saying nothing. The crow's feet were tracking deeper indents at his eyes and mouth than they had when she'd first met him; back then she'd never noticed his age, only that he was old. Now he just looked young with premature crow's feet. “You need some Botox,” she added, and unnecessarily reached out her hand to touch his cheek.


  

John flinched, then pretended he hadn't. “God only knows, Cherry,” he said, with a little bit of the old humour. “Sometimes I feel there's nothing left to teach you. Maybe it's time to move on.”


  

That made her a little bit crazy, and with hunger it made her frantic. Matches, spider plants, and ice cubes lost all appeal, June lost its sunshine. She threw herself down on her bed and cradled her head like her thoughts would pop off the top of her skull. Fuelled by his retreat and his distance, the specter of that idea haunted her like Casper the Friendly Ghost on meth.


  

When she turned up on his doorstep at 2 AM, he didn't look surprised, just tired. “You can't send me away any more,” she said. “You see, I've got nowhere else to go.”


  

His apartment at night was full of unfamiliar shapes, the fan wafting stale air around the room and the carpet sticky beneath her feet. Without saying a word, he led her to his hall closet, putting her hand on the doorknob before sitting down at the kitchen table in his sweatpants and t-shirt. John didn't look at her, just rubbed his hands together like restless birds.


  

“I was waiting for you to grow up,” he said.


  

After she flicked the light bulb on, the closet was full of jackets and beach umbrellas, stacks of books and an old vacuum cleaner. Half-hidden beneath a parka was a freshly dead stranger in jogging shoes whose thighs had been carefully sectioned and long strips of meat taken away. There was blood underfoot. At the familiar smell of old putrefaction overlaying new putrefaction, she gagged until tears came into her eyes; it filled her nostrils. It filled her mouth.


  

“Magicians eat,” he said, looking at her with eyes the colour of ghosts. “We eat more and more and more, Cherry Murphy, of anything we can get our hands on.” A careless shrug. “Just look at me. I ate your childhood.”


  

The doorframe scored her back as she dropped to her haunches, hugging her knees tightly to her chest. Every so often, she'd involuntarily gag again, rocking back and forth until John came and carried her away. She gagged into his chest and struggled when he put her in his lap, fisting her hands in his t-shirt, wadding it up into her lips so that she wouldn't scream. His hand threaded hard through her hair. Saliva filled up her mouth and overflowed in trickles down his front.


  

She was crying so hard she couldn't say a word. His fingers finally tugged his shirtfront away from her teeth as she drew more and more down her gullet. On her shoulders, his thumbs dug deep into her collarbones, and now that he was looking at her, his eyes were sunken and gleaming like the hearts of white stars. Every line in his face was deep and hard and old.


  

“It was never goat, was it?”


  

“Sweetheart, I couldn't kill a goat,” said Mr. Hollis. “They're adorable.”


  

This close up, he smelled of acrid sweat and Listerine and her spittle, and her master magician had his arm around her to tether her down. He'd killed someone. He'd stashed them in his closet. He'd done it before. With an awful, dreadful surety, he slowly pressed her head into the table.


  

“Ball's in your court,” said John.


  

Her stomach growled.


  

“I want some teriyaki sauce and a fork,” said Cherry.




    Chew

HITLER DEAD! FÜHRER FELL AT REICH CHANCELLERY!


Anton's American soldier had whipped out the torn front page of the newspaper for him to translate the headline. His German was very bad and Anton's English worse, but they worked it out anyhow, repeating it back and forth to each other until they were satisfied with the results. He admired the headline mainly because the American was his friend, then asked for chewing gum.


His American was inclined to be generous with his largesse, so he gave to Anton four pieces of Juicy Fruit wrapped up in a twist of the old wrapper. He also got a pat on the head, which at ten years old was something to resent but he put up with it anyway. He wrapped up the gum in his handkerchief. Anton took only half a piece for himself, chewing it and chewing it on the road home until it lost all of its flavour and was tack in his mouth. He weighed up his options: it was a well-known fact that swallowing it would coat his lungs and almost certainly kill him, but it seemed like such a waste not to.


His father was sitting next to the smuggled radio when he came through the door, crying and laughing and crying again as Radio Hamburg repeated the news: Attention! Attention! Our Führer is dead. Bread was burning on the stove, but the pale sour bread he made wasn't much to cry over if it was burnt up. Anton left him with three and a half pieces and his handkerchief and went back out into Stuttgart, rich with time to waste before work.


In the evenings, the house rubble looked like the hills of giant ants. He liked to pretend that they were what had laid waste to so many of them: huge six-legged insects with clacking, dripping mandibles, knocking down chimneys and blackening the walls with their giant ant excretions. It might look like the scorch-mark from a shell, but Anton knew it was the monster ants, fooling everyone else by acting like it was the war. He spent a little time nudging his toe into sooty puddles and watching smoke rise from the American barracks over to the south, and went to loiter by the fences there when the thrill of giant ants palled.


There was a camp there, for Russian prisoners. In the evenings you could hear them arguing in loud Slavic voices, their figures in the prison yard wreathed in darkness as they shouted and sometimes fought. Hitler was dead, but it seemed like they yelled as they always yelled before and wheeled blows at each other with the exact same blind, unhappy aim. Anton decided to go back home by weaving a path behind the empty cloth factory where the tall, frondy weeds grew in the cracks in the path.


In the shadow of the smokestack stood his American soldier and a strange woman, with a headscarf over her head. The soldier had his gloved fingers crammed in her mouth so that the only noises she could make were wet pants, and her skirts were ripped across the breadth at the back. Her legs were naked and white, flashing in the shadows as she struggled, and Anton stared dumbly as the man scraped the woman's forehead up against the factory wall over and over and over again.


He noticed Anton, but didn't even seem to care for either staring boys or blood. Anton could not move. “It's all right,” his American assured him in his broken German. Alles gut. The woman seemed to be nearly knocked senseless, half-fainted against the cold concrete. “It's all right, son.” He dropped his handful of headscarf and rooted around in a pocket instead. “You go home! You have good night!”


Though the flesh was white, the blood on it was purple. Anton had something thrown at him. It slid off his jersey and onto the ground. “You go home,” said his American. “You go.”


The woman did not make a sound, but every so often she jerked around like a fish on a hook. An unopened packet of chewing-gum lay near the frondy weeds. Juicy Fruit. The woman in her headscarf gurgled into those prying fingers, more blood mixing with saliva, and Anton took the gum and ran away; he could think of nothing else to do.


Somebody would know. Somebody would find out. The Juicy Fruit paper crackled in his fingers. When he thought he had run away enough and could not see the cloth factory any more, he sat on a pile of rubble and crammed all of the gum into his mouth. It made a wet and noisy ball as he chewed it. He swallowed, hard, and it made a lump in his throat all the way down.

His father worked in the Red Cross hospital that the French doctors had set up. Well — that wasn't quite true. He did not work in the hospital, but in the basement of the empty bakery next door where they had the morgue. When the doctors and nurses were tired of them and had done all that they could, Anton's father washed the bodies of the dead. So did Anton, as the hospital was small.


It was an odd occupation and he liked it. He wasn't one of those boys who ran around and shouted; he was a boy who liked looking at things. Looking at the dead people was easy now. His father told him they were all going to Heaven, except maybe the Nazis, so you didn't have to feel bad about them. When he passed by the hospital to go to the bakery morgue, he saw rows of whey-faced women there.


“I don't want you going out at night,” said his father, washing toes. “All these Moroccan soldiers, those Tunisians, attacking our girls. It's disgusting. You come here before six o'clock, Anton.”


Anton thought about it.


“Why is it only women?”


His father made that tch! noise which meant he didn't really want to answer the question. “Your hair's getting too long,” he said. “I will cut it.”


“They do things to them, don't they?”


Wrong question. Anton was set to wring out sponges.


He kept thinking about the gum in his stomach rather than anything else. Swallowing all those pieces really would kill him. He would drop down dead, which was a relief, because then he wouldn't ever have to meet his American soldier again or think about the woman. He thought about the woman's white, bloodied legs and split lips. He thought about the unbuttoned front of the American's trousers. Sweat prickled on his palms.


“You smell like sweets,” said his father, when he was done with the sponges. “No more! Stop annoying the soldiers for them. The Americans, they've liberated us. Stuttgart was proudly outside the Reich for years. Now we have our dignity back — if the Tunisians would just go and stop their disgusting business.”


“What if it wasn't Tunisians?” asked Anton, but his father didn't understand.

The next day he found himself by the factory again. His legs took him there, unwilling, and he watched the American soldier fold a woman over some abandoned crates. Anton thought it might have been the same woman. He did not talk to Anton this time, just rummaged in his pocket and tossed chewing gum to him like you would for a clamorous seagull. Then he went back to his work. Anton's mouth tired of chewing by the time he got back home. He had started burying the wrappers in the rubble piles, like they were for the monster ants.

One night, his father washed the body of a woman and he realised with a start it was his woman — the American soldier's woman, that was: it had taken him a bit to notice because her throat was torn in a long raggedy line terminating halfway across the neck. His father fancied himself a bit of a coroner. “Suicide,” he said, shaking his head. “See how the first hole here is deep, and the rest of the gash is much shallower? See how it is a hole, not a cut? Ah, Anton, what a waste. Commend her to God.”


Her hips and her thighs were all one bruise. Her wrists had bracelets of fat red marks with flecks of dried blood beneath her fingernails. Anton did not breathe.


“Poor lady,” his father said. “She is somewhere happy now.”


She did not look happy. Her jaw was clenched shut. There was a silvery fleck at the corner of her mouth, and his father reached out to try to wipe it away. It didn't wipe. His fingers were very gentle as he pressed on her lips and opened them up, and took a thin wafer out from underneath the swollen tongue. “Those nurses are being lazy,” said Anton's father, and held up the wafer to the light. A striped Juicy Fruit wrapper, oily with blood.


Anton had to close his eyes and count to ten, which he had not needed to do in the morgue since he was eight. His father must have seen, because he said quietly: “Go out and get some air, darling. Not too far. Stay by the door.”
The night was dark and cold. From down the street he heard raucous voices, infantrymen. Anton hugged his knees to his chest until his father came outside to take him home.

On the third day his American soldier was smoking indolently by the chimney wall. “What,” he said laughingly, “now ‘haben Sie cigarette’?” Anton shook his head. “Good boy,” said the American. “Good. No smoke! Makes you sick.”


There was only one piece of gum for him now. He clutched it in his fist and saw every policeman on the corner now as he walked, every woman, imagined their staring through his fingers to see what was inside. The giant ants settled in their holes underneath the untidy piles of brick, muttering about chewing-gum and Anton, and he took the key from beneath the bakery flowerpot to open up the morgue.


Nobody had come for the woman because nobody knew who she was. There were many people in Stuttgart like that now. She would be written down as Lieschen and put at the crossroads grave come Sunday when the priest came. Anton touched her chilly fingers gently, as his father had touched them gently, and then he prised open the mouth to put the piece of chewing-gum within. He could hide it there, inside her.


He wet himself when the dead woman began chewing. The soft rectangular strip mulched between her pink-stained teeth as she rolled it around in her mouth, gray eyes flicking open as she spread it on her palate and sucked out the flavour as Anton always did. He was aware of hot trickles down his legs.


When she swallowed, there was a brief flash of pink in that ugly hole at her throat. The dead woman was staring at the ceiling, and he was sure that once she turned that gaze on him he would be killed immediately.


“Tell me how much you got,” she said.


Her voice was a little bubbly, whistling through that awful hole, but otherwise sounded perfectly normal. Anton could not speak. She said, “You ate his food. How much did you eat?”


Because his brain would not work, he had to count on his trembling fingers. He had liked math when he had been at school. Five pieces to a packet, which meant — “Ten pieces,” he said, and recalled further. “And one half. Ten and a half. Since Tuesday.”


She was silent. He tried to be brave about it. “Am I going to die?” he said.


“Ten pieces,” she said without answering, “and a half. That will be enough, I think. Go and get me ten pieces and a half as payment for your staring — and change your pants.”

Ten (and a half) pieces of chewing gum was an unbelievable amount. For one, he had gotten ten-and-a-half pieces only by accident in the first place, but fear made him trek all over Stuttgart in desperation thinking about how he was going to do it. When the next day his American soldier said, “No rations!” he nearly wept like a baby of five. His soldier must have felt bad, because he ruffled Anton's curls instead. Though he'd had a bath just that week, Anton had to go and wash his hair after.


The next day he got two pieces from the American, and two from a French doctor who knew his father — impertinence his father would have smacked him for, but this was a matter of life and death. Anton snuck down to the morgue and fed them to the dead woman piece by piece.


She spat out the two from the French doctor — ”No good,” she said — but ate the two from the soldier. Her eyelids fluttered and her fingers twitched, slowly unbending, stiff toes curling inward underneath her sheet. “You're slow.”


“He didn't have much. It's hard to get.”


“You got it before. You can get it again.”


There was nothing he could say to that.


One piece the next day made three, which meant the vastness of seven and a half pieces to go — now the dead woman could sit up and even hobble a little, and he got her a coat and some skirts to hide all the red splotches from where her body had lain on the table. His dread tripled when she said, “It's cold here. Take me home with you.”


“You can't. My father will find out.”


“This place is full of dead people. I don't like it.”


“But you're dead,” said Anton, nearly crying from frustration.


“Just one night.”


There was nothing for it. He went to her late that night, and she leaned on his shoulder through the streets of Stuttgart where nobody noticed them but a policeman who said, “Go home!” when he saw them both. The woman was heavy and smelled a little sickly, that familiar chilly smell of dead body. When they got to Anton's house, she clambered through his window then laid on his bed.


Anton made to sleep on the floor, rolling up his unraveling jersey to put underneath his head. They both lay in awkward, uncomfortable silence.


“I just wanted a cigarette,” she said. “I was going to pay him, you know; I don't beg. I had some apples that weren't soft.”


He did not know what to say to this, but felt like he had to say something. “Were you very old?” asked Anton.


“Nineteen,” said the woman — so, yes, quite old.


The floor was hard, so he was surprised when he did somehow get to sleep. He was woken up by a noise like wet hiccups: the dead woman was crying. “I'm sorry,” she said. “I'm sorry.” Anton put his clammy hand up into hers. After a little while she stopped crying, but held his hand until he was nearly asleep.


“My name is Elke,” she said, startling him awake.


“What?”


“My name is Elke. When they put me away,” she said, “don't let them call me anything else.”


In the thin morning sunlight she was gone and he was tucked up in the blankets. Truthfully, he was relieved.

Six pieces. His American had given him another three to make him go away when he found him talking to an American girl, one of the ones with stockings and shiny hair who came with the USO. The day after that, Anton couldn't find him, and Sunday would come soon, and he didn't want his dinner because he was too busy thinking about ways to get more chewing gum. That suited Anton, because when his father found out that he had asked the French doctor for candy he got a wallop. Anton didn't really want to look him in the eye.


He went to the gardens of the houses that had been bombed, picking flowers. It was a sad bunch of woody roses and nosegay, but when he gave it to his soldier, who was still standing in the shadow of the factory wall, he was touched. “Oh, son,” he said. He took one of the roses and put it in his buttonhole, waving it to be admired, and Anton smiled wanly. “I have a brother.” He fumbled with the German as he said it: Mein Bruder? Mein kleinen Bruder? Now Anton felt sick. “Little brother. Just like you.”


He pinched Anton's cheek and laughed at his grimace, then gave him a whole packet of Juicy Fruit. “Brush your tooths,” he said.


Eleven pieces — that was eleven — he stuffed the packet down his shirt and ran all the way to the bakery. His fingers fumbled with the key. As he flung himself down the stairs, his dead woman was already sitting up, gaunt and waiting, and they ripped open the packet together with impatient hands. The last piece he broke in half with his fingernail. She gobbled it up with the rest.


“All right,” she said. “That's good.” She swung her legs over the side of the pallet and wrapped herself in the skirt and coat, pulling the collar up over her punctured neck. Anton didn't quite know what he'd been expecting; she was still very dead, though now she walked tall and graceful and smooth. “Let's go, shall we?”


“Where are we going?” he asked.


But he already knew.


Outside in the bustle of Stuttgart nobody looked at them. He held tightly to her hand, the skin slipping a little underneath his palm, past the anthill piles of rubble from the houses and past the camp where the Russian men fought. He led her to the abandoned factory with its thrusting smokestacks, and there was his American soldier: still with the rose tucked inside his buttonhole, grinding out the butt of his cigarette as he prepared to leave.


At first his mouth rounded in a greeting for Anton, but then he saw the dead woman. The coat had slipped open to show her dead and naked throat, the squeezed bruises of her — her chest, her waxen skin.


His American soldier screamed. She was on him even as his gun clattered bullets into her body and she forced his face into the wall — pushed her fingers into his mouth so that his screams spluttered into a wet muffle. Anton thought that she put her mouth to the place between his soldier's neck and shoulder to kiss him, but then there were wet gristly sounds that were definitely not kissing.


He pretended himself into one of the rubble piles safely buried in the rocks. He put himself into a monster ant and walked around in the dark, his bristly body scraping up against the bodies of other monster ants. The dead woman chewed wet, noisy mouthfuls, swallowing in grunts, hand rooting around somewhere at the soldier's belly and into his shirt. Their bodies moved together as one.


When it was over, his dead woman's belly was grossly distended and there were only scraps of cloth left in her hands, and he couldn't believe how she'd done it — and she couldn't either, because she had to be a little sick next to the wall. He did not look. Her mouth was dripping red and she tried in vain to wipe it, but when that didn't work all she did was cry and cry like a child.


“I was always going to be in the ground with him in me,” she said. “I just wanted to make sure, that's all. I just wanted to make sure.” And then she was a little sick again.

Anton went to see her Sunday when she was buried. Before she was wrapped up in her sheet she said, “You will come and see me, won't you? You don't hate me?” and could only fall asleep when he held her hand. Perhaps it wasn't sleeping. He sewed her up in a grubby shroud as he had seen his father do, and he was there when they put her at the crossroads grave for suicides. Her and the American. With a stone he expended some effort scratching letters onto a piece of wood, and when he was done had some splinters and E-L-K-E for his pains.


When he made the walk back home into Stuttgart and to the bakery next to the Red Cross hospital, he tried to imagine the monster ants again, but they didn't come. It was as though he had thought about them too hard and they had burnt up in his brain.


There must have been something in his face when he met his father at the door of the bakery morgue. “I forgive you, darling,” said his father, and put one arm around him. “Just stop acting like one of the beggar-boys from now on. Look! I have something for you.”


From one of his capacious pockets, his father drew something thin and silvery. He presented it to Anton with the air of a magician: two sticks of Juicy Fruit in a bit of their wrapper, smelling as sweet and as sickly as they always did. “There,” he said proudly. “Since you like it so much.”


He did not understand why Anton gagged.




  The Deepwater Bride


  In the time of our crawl­ing Night Lord's as­cend­ancy, fore­told by ex­odus of star­light into his suck­ing as­tral wounds, I turned six­teen and re­ceived Bar­bie's Dream Car. Aunt Mar had bought it for a quarter and crammed fun-sized Snick­ers bars in the trunk. Frankly, I was touched she'd re­membered.


  That was the sum­mer Jam­ison Pond be­came wreathed in cau­tion tape. Deep-sea hag­fish were wash­ing ashore. Home with Mar, the pond was my haunt; it was a nice place to read. This habit was banned when the sag­ging antlers of angler­fish il­li­cia joined the hag­fish. The De­part­ment of Fish­er­ies blamed global warm­ing.


  Come the week­end, gulp­ers and vam­pire squid pu­tre­fied with the rest, and the De­part­ment was non­plussed. Global warm­ing did not a vam­pire squid pro­duce. I could have told them what it all meant, but then, I was a Blake.


  “There's an omen at Jam­ison Pond,” I told Mar.


  My aunt was chain-smoking over the stovetop when I got home. “Eggs for din­ner,” she said, then, re­flect­ively: “What kind of omen, kid?”


  “Amassed dead. Salt into fresh wa­ter. The eldritch pres­ence of the De­part­ment of Fish­er­ies — ”


  Mar hast­ily stubbed out her ci­gar­ette on the toaster. “Christ! Stop yap­ping and go get the heather­b­ack candles.”


  We ate scrambled eggs in the dim light of heather­b­ack candles, which smelled strongly of salt. I spread out our journ­als while we ate, and for once Mar didn't com­plain; Blakes went by in­stinct and col­lect­ive memory to au­gur, but the re­cords were a fa­milial chef d'oeuvre. They helped where in­stinct failed, usu­ally.


  We'd left trib­ute on the porch. Pebbles ar­ranged in an Un­for­giv­able Shape around a can of tuna. My aunt had ar­gued against the can of tuna, but I'd felt a sign of mum­mi­fic­a­tion and pre­served death would be aus­pi­cious. I was right.


  “Pres­ence of fish en masse in­dic­ates the deep­est of our quin­tuple Great Lords,” I said, squint­ing over notes hun­dreds of Blakes past had scrawled. “Con­tinu­ous ap­pear­ance over days… plague? Pres­ence? What is that word? I hope it's both. We ought to be the gen­er­a­tion who di­git­izes — I can ref­er­ence bet­ter on my Kindle.”


  “A deep omen isn't fun, Hester,” said Mar, vi­ol­ently re­arran­ging her eggs. “A deep omen seven hun­dred feet above sea level is some horse­shit. What have I al­ways said?”


  “Not to say any­thing to Child Pro­tect­ive Ser­vices,” I said, “and that they faked the Moon land­ing.”


  “Hester, you — ”


  We re­cited her shib­boleth in tan­dem: “You don't out­run fate,” and she looked settled, if dis­sat­is­fied.


  The eggs weren't great. My aunt was a com­pet­ent cook, if skewed for nicot­ine-blas­ted taste buds, but to­night everything was rub­bery and over­done. I'd never known her so rattled, nor to cook eggs so ter­rible.


  I said, “ ‘Fun’ was an un­fair word.”


  “Don't get com­pla­cent, then,” she said, “when you're a teen­age seer who thinks she's slightly hot­ter shit than she is.” I wasn't of­fen­ded. It was just in­cor­rect. “Sea-spawn's no joke. If we're get­ting deep omens here — well, that's spe­cific, kid! Re­appear­ance of the un­der­deep at noon, con­tinu­ously, that's a her­ald. I wish you weren't here.”


  My stom­ach clenched, but I raised one eye­brow like I'd taught my­self in the mir­ror. “Surely you don't think I should go home.”


  “It wouldn't be un­wise — ” Mar held up a fin­ger to halt my protest, “ — but what's done is done is done. Some­thing's com­ing. You won't es­cape it by tak­ing a bus to your mom's.”


  “I would rather face in­es­cap­able lap­pets and wa­tery tor­ment than Mom's.”


  “Your mom didn't run off and be­come a dental hy­gien­ist to spite you.”


  I avoided this line of con­ver­sa­tion, be­cause ser­i­ously. “What about the omen?”


  Mar pushed her plate away and kicked back, pre­cari­ously bal­anced on two chair legs. “You saw it, you doc­u­ment it, that's the Blake way. Just… a deep omen at six­teen! Ah, well, what the Hell. See any­thing in your eggs?”


  I re-peppered them and we peered at the rub­bery curds. Mine clumped to­gether in a brack­ish pool of hot sauce.


  “Rain on Thursday,” I said. “You?”


  “Yan­kees lose the Series,” said Aunt Mar, and went to tip her plate in the trash. “What a god-aw­ful meal.”


  I found her that even­ing on the peel­ing bal­cony, smoking. A caul of cloud ob­scured the moon. The tree­tops were black and spiny. Our house was a fine, hideous ar­ti­fact of the 1980s, de­cay­ing high on the side of the val­ley. Mar saw no point in fix­ing it up. She had been — her words — lucky enough to get her death fore­tokened when she was young, and lived life court­ing lung can­cer like a boy­friend who'd never com­mit.


  A heather­b­ack candle spewed wax on the rail­ing. “Mar,” I said, “why are you so scared of our le­viathan dread­lords, who lie lurk­ing in the abyssal deeps? I mean, per­son­ally.”


  “Because seahorrors will go ber­serk get­ting what they want and they don't quit the field,” she said. “Be­cause I'm not see­ing fifty, but your over­wrought ass is mak­ing it to home­com­ing. Now get in­side be­fore you find an­other frig­ging omen in my smoke.”


  Despite my aunt's dis­tress, I felt ex­hil­ar­ated. Back at board­ing school I'd never wit­nessed so pro­found a portent. I'd seen every­day omens, had done since I was born, but the power of proph­ecy was bor­ing and did not get you on Wiki­pe­dia. There was no an­ti­cip­a­tion. Duty re­moved am­bi­tion. I was apathet­ic­ally lonely. I pre­pared only to re­cord The Blake testi­mony of Hester in the twenty-third gen­er­a­tion for fu­ture Blakes.


  Blake seers did not live long or dec­or­ated lives. Either you were mother of a seer, or a seer and never a mother and died young. I hadn't really cared, but I had ex­pec­ted more pay­out than so­cial ma­linger­ing and teen­age en­nui. It felt un­fair. I was top of my class; I was pal­lidly pretty; thanks to my mother I had amaz­ing teeth. I found my­self wish­ing I'd see my death in my morn­ing corn­flakes like Mar; at least then the last, in­dif­fer­ent mys­tery would be re­vealed.


  When Style­phorus chordatus star­ted beach­ing them­selves in pub­lic toi­lets, I should have taken Mar's cue. The house be­came un­season­ably cold and at night our breath showed up as wet white puffs. I ig­nored the brood­ing swell of danger; in­stead, I sat at my desk do­ing my sum­mer chem­istry pro­ject, awash with weird pleas­ure. Clutch­ing fist­fuls of mal­formed oc­to­podes at the creek was the first in­ter­est­ing thing that had ever happened to me.


  The birch trees bor­der­ing our house wept salt wa­ter. I found a deer furt­ively lick­ing the bark, look­ing like Bambi sneak­ing a hit. I sat on a stump to con­sult the Blake journ­als:


  THE BLAKE TESTI­MONY OF RUTH OF THE NINE­TEENTH GEN­ER­A­TION IN HER TWENTY-THIRD YEAR


  WEEP­ING OF PLANTS


  Lamen­ted should be green­stuff that seeps brack wa­ter or salt wa­ter or blood, for Nature is ab­hor­ring a lordly Vis­itor: if be but one plant then burn it or stop up a tree with a poult­ice of finely crushed talc, &c., to avoid no­tice. BRACK WA­TER is the sign of the MANY-THROATED MON­STER GOD & THOSE WHO SPEAK UN­SPEAK­ABLE TONGUES. SALT WA­TER is the sign of UN­FED LE­VIATH­ANS & THE PELA­GIC WATCH­ERS & THE TENTACLE so BLOOD must be the STAR SIGN of the MAKER OF THE HOLES FROM WHICH EVEN LIGHT SHALL NOT ES­CAPE. Be com­for­ted that the SHABBY MAN will not touch what is grow­ing.


  PLANT WEEP­ING, SINGLY:

  
The trail, move­ment & won­drous pil­grim­age.


  PLANTS WEEP­ING, THE MANY:


  A Lord's bower has been made & it is for you to weep & re­joice.

My ac­count here as a Blake is per­fect and ac­cur­ate.



  Un­der­neath in ball­point was writ­ten: Has nobody no­ticed that Blake crypto-fas­cist wor­ship of these deit­ies has never helped?? Fam­ily of sheeple. Fuck the SYS­TEM! This was dated 1972.


  A bird called, then stopped mid-warble. The shad­ows lengthened into long sharp shapes. A sense of stifling pres­sure grew. All around me, each tree wept salt without cease.


  I said aloud: “Nice.”


  I hiked into town be­fore even­ing. The bust­ling of people and the hurry of their daily chores made everything look al­most nor­mal; their heads were full of small-town every­day, work and food and fam­ily and maybe meth con­sump­tion, and this banal­ity blurred the nag­ging fear. I stocked up on OJ and suf­fi­cient sup­ply of Crunch­eroos.


  Out­side the sky was full of chubby black rain­clouds, and the street­lights cast the road into sul­fur­ous re­lief. I smelled salt again as it began to rain, and through my hoodie I could feel that the rain was warm as tea; I caught a drop on my tongue and spat it out again, as it tasted deep and foul. As it landed it left whit­ish build up I fool­ishly took for snow.


  It was not snow. Crys­tals fes­tooned them­selves in long, stiff stream­ers from the traffic sig­nals. Strands like webbing swung from street to pave­ment, wall to side­walk. The street­lights struggled on and turned it green-white in the elec­tric glare, dazzling to the eye. Main Street was spangled over from every parked car to the dol­lar store. My palms were sweaty.


  From down the street a car honked dazedly. My sneak­ers were gummed up and it covered my hair and my shoulders and my bike tires. I scuffed it off in a hurry. People stood stock-still in door­ways and sat in their cars, faces pale and trans­fixed. Their ap­pre­hen­sion was mind­less an­imal ap­pre­hen­sion, and my hands were trem­bling so hard I dropped my Crunch­eroos.


  “What is it?” someone called out from the Rite Aid. And some­body else said, “It's salt.”


  Sud­den screams. We all flinched. But it wasn't ter­ror. At the cen­ter of a traffic is­land, ha­loed in the nu­min­ous light of the dol­lar store, a girl was crunch­ing her Con­verse in the salt and spin­ning round and round. She had long shiny hair — a sort of chlor­ine gold — and a spray-on tan the color of Gar­field. My school was pop­u­lated with her clones. A bunch of hud­dling girls in hal­ter tops watched her twirl with mild and ter­ri­fied eyes.


  “Isn't this amaz­ing?” she whooped. “Isn't this frig­ging awe­some?”


  The rain stopped all at once, leav­ing a vast white­ness. All of Main Street looked bleached and shin­ing; even the Pizza Hut sign was scrubbed clean and made fresh. From the Rite Aid I heard someone cry­ing. The girl picked up a hand­ful of powdery crys­tals and they fell through her fin­gers like jew­els; then her beam­ing smile found me and I fled.


  I col­lec­ted the Blake books and lit a jit­ter­ing circle of heather­b­ack candles. I turned on every light in the house. I even stuck a Mickey Mouse night­light into the wall socket, and he glowed there in dis­mal mag­ni­fi­cence as I searched. It took me an hour to alight upon an old glued-in let­ter:


  Re­read the testi­mony of Eliza­beth Blake in the fif­teenth gen­er­a­tion after I had word of this. I thought the ac­count strange, so I went to see for my­self. It was as Great-Aunt An­na­belle had de­scribed, mold every­where but al­most beau­ti­ful, for it had bloomed in cun­ning pat­terns down the av­enue all the way to the door. I couldn't look for too long as the look­ing gave me such a head­ache.

  
I called in a few days later and the mold was gone. Just one lady of the house and wasn't she pleased to see me as every­one else in the neigh­bour­hood felt too dread­ful to call. She was to be the sac­ri­fice as all signs said. Every spider in that house was spelling the pres­ence and I got the feel­ing read­ily that it was one of the lesser dis­eased Ones, the taste in the milk, the dust. One of the Mon­ster Lord's fever wiz­ards had made his choice in her, no mis­take. The girl was so sweet look­ing and so cheer­ful. They say the girls in these in­stances are al­ways cheer­ful about it like lambs to the slaughter. The pes­ti­lences and their be­hemoth Duke may do as they will. I gave her til May.
Per­haps stay­ing closer would have given me more de­tail but I felt that bey­ond my duty. I placed a wed­ding gift on the stoop and left that af­ter­noon. I heard later he'd come for his bride Fri­day month and the whole place lit up dead with Span­ish flu.
Aunt An­na­belle al­ways said that she'd heard some went a-cour



  The page ripped here, leav­ing what Aunt An­na­belle al­ways said forever con­ten­tious. Mar found me in my circle of heather­b­acks hours later, fe­ver­ishly mark­ing every ref­er­ence to bride I could find.


  “They closed Main Street to hose it down,” she said. “There were cars backed up all the way to the Chinese take-out. There's ma­car­oni n' cheese in the oven, and for your info I'm burn­ing so much rose­mary on the porch every­one will think I smoke pot.”


  “One of the pela­gic kings has chosen a bride,” I said.


  “What?”


  “Evid­ence: rain of salt at the gate, in this case ‘gate’ be­ing Main Street. Evid­ence of rank: rain of salt in mass quant­it­ies from Main Street to, as you said, the Chinese takeout, in the middle of the day dur­ing a gib­bous moon not­able dis­tance from the ocean. The ap­pear­ance of fish that don't know light. A dread bower of crys­tal.”


  My aunt didn't break down, or swear, or any­thing. She just said, “Sounds like an old-fash­ioned apo­ca­lypse event to me. What's your plan, champ?”


  “Doc­u­ment it and testify,” I said. “The Blake way. I'm go­ing to find the bride.”


  “No,” she said. “The Blake way is to watch the world burn from a dis­tance and write down what the flames looked like. You need to see, not to find. This isn't a god­damned murder mys­tery.”


  I straightened and said very pa­tiently: “Mar, this hap­pens to be my birth­right — ”


  “To Hell with birth­right! Je­sus, Hester, I told your mom you'd spend this sum­mer get­ting your driver's li­cense and kiss­ing boys.”


  This was pat­ently ob­nox­ious. We ate our ma­car­oni cheese sur­roun­ded by more drib­bling heather­b­acks, and my chest felt tight and terse the whole time. I kept on think­ing of comebacks like, I don't un­der­stand your in­sist­ence on mean­ing­less bull­shit, Mar, or even a poin­ted Mar­garet. Did my heart really have to yearn for li­censes and los­ing my French-kiss­ing vir­gin­ity at the park­ing lot? Did any­thing mat­ter, apart from the salt and the night out­side, the bul­ging eyes down at Jam­ison Pond?


  “Your prob­lem is,” she said, which was al­ways a shitty way to be­gin a sen­tence, “that you don't know what bored is.”


  “Wrong. I am of­ten ex­quis­itely bored.”


  “Un­holy mat­ri­mon­ies are bor­ing,” said my aunt. “Plagues of salt? Bor­ing. The real­iz­a­tion that none of us can run — that we're all here to be used and ab­used by forces we can't even fight — that's so bor­ing, kid!” She'd used sharp ched­dar in the mac n' cheese and it was my fa­vor­ite, but I didn't want to do any­thing other than push it around the plate. “If you get your li­cense you can drive out to Denny's.”


  “I am not in­ter­ested,” I said, “in fuck­ing Denny's.”


  “I wanted you to make some friends and be a teen­ager and not to get in over your head,” she said, and speared some ma­car­oni sav­agely. “And I want you to do the dishes, so I fig­ure I'll get one out of four. Don't go sneak­ing out to­night, you'll break the rose­mary ward.”


  I pushed away my half-eaten food, and kept my­self very tight and quiet as I scraped pans and stacked the dish­washer.


  “And take some Band-Aids up to your room,” said Mar.


  “Why?”


  “You're go­ing to split your knee. You don't out­run fate, champ.”


  Stand­ing in the door­way, I tried to think up a sting­ing ri­poste. I said, “Wait and see,” and took each step up­stairs as cau­tiously as I could. I felt a spite­ful sense of tri­umph when I made it to the top without in­cid­ent. Once I was in my room and yank­ing off my hoodie I tripped and split my knee open on the dresser drawer. I then lay in bed al­tern­ately bleed­ing and seeth­ing for hours. I did not touch the Band-Aids, which in any case were dec­or­ated with Sponge­Bob's im­age.


  Out­side, the moun­tains had for­got­ten sum­mer. The stars gave a curi­ous, chill light. I knew I shouldn't have been look­ing too closely, but des­pite the shud­der in my fin­ger­tips and the pain in my knee I did any­way; the tops of the trees made grot­esque shapes. I tried to read the stars, but the po­s­i­tion of Mars gave the same mes­sage each time: doom, and ap­proach, and al­tar.


  One star trembled in the sky and fell. I felt hor­ri­fied. I felt ec­static. I eased open my squeak­ing win­dow and squeezed out onto the win­dowsill, shim­my­ing down the drain­pipe. I spat to ameli­or­ate the break­ing of the rose­mary ward, flipped Mar the bird, and went to find the bride.


  The town was sub­dued by the night. Puddles of soapy wa­ter from the laun­dro­mat were filled with sprats. The star had fallen over by the east­ern sub­urbs, and I pulled my hoodie up as I passed the hard glare of the gas sta­tion. It was as though even the houses were with­er­ing, dy­ing of fright like prey. I bought a Coke from the dol­lar ma­chine.


  I sipped my Coke and let my feet wander up street and down street, along al­ley and through park. There was no fear. A Blake knows bet­ter. I took to the woods be­hind people's houses, me­an­der­ing un­til I found speared on one of the young birches a dead shark.


  It was huge and hideous with a mal­formed head, pinned with its belly fa­cing whitely up­wards and its maw hanging open. The tree groaned be­neath its weight. It was dot­ted all over with an ar­ray of fins and didn't look like any shark I'd ever seen at an aquar­ium. It was brack­eted by a sag­ging in­flat­able pool and an aban­doned Tonka truck in someone's back­yard. The se­cur­ity lights came on and ha­loed the shark in all its dead majesty: ooz­ing mouth, long slimy body, bony snout.


  One of the win­dows rattled up from the house. “Hey!” someone called. “It's you.”


  It was the girl with shiny hair, the one who'd danced like an ex­cited puppy in the rain of salt. She was still wear­ing a sur­feit of glit­tery eye shadow. I ges­tured to the shark. “Yeah, I know,” she said. “It's been there all af­ter­noon. Gross, right?”


  “Doesn't this strike you as sus­pi­cious?” I said. “Are you not even slightly weirded out?”


  “Have you ever seen Punk'd?” She did not give me time to reply. “I got told it could be Punk'd, and then I couldn't find Punk'd on tele­vi­sion so I had to watch it on the You­Tubes. I like Punk'd. People are so funny when they get punk'd. Did you know you dropped your cer­eal? I have it right here, but I ate some.”


  “I wasn't aware of a finder's tax on break­fast cer­eal,” I said.


  The girl laughed, the way some people did when they had no idea of the joke. “I've seen you over at Jam­ison Pond,” she said, which sur­prised me. “By your­self. What's your name?”


  “Why name my­self for free?”


  She laughed again, but this time more ap­pre­ci­at­ively and less like a stu­dio audi­ence. “What if I gave you my name first?”


  “You'd be stu­pid.”


  The girl leaned out the win­dow, hair shim­mer­ing over her One Dir­ec­tion T-shirt. The sky cast weird shad­ows on her house and the shark smelled fetid in the back­ground. “People call me Rain­bow. Rain­bow Kipley.”


  Dear God, I thought. “On pur­pose?”


  “C'mon, we had a deal for your name — ”


  “We never made a deal,” I said, but re­len­ted. “People call me Hester. Hester Blake.”


  “Hester,” she said, rolling it around in her mouth like candy. Then she re­peated, “Hester,” and laughed rauc­ously. I must have looked pissed-off, be­cause she laughed again and said, “Sorry! It's just a really dumb name,” which I found rich com­ing from someone des­ig­nated Rain­bow.


  I felt I'd got what I came for. She must have sensed that the con­ver­sa­tion had reached a pre­ma­ture end be­cause she an­nounced, “We should hang out.”


  “In your back­yard? Next to a dead shark? At mid­night?”


  “There are jelly­fish in my bathtub,” said Rain­bow, which both sur­prised me and didn't, and also struck me as a unique tac­tic. But then she ad­ded, quite nor­mally, “You're in­ter­ested in this. Nobody else is. They're piss­ing them­selves, and I'm not — and here you are — so… ”


  Limned by the se­cur­ity lamp, Rain­bow dis­ap­peared and re­appeared be­fore wav­ing an open packet of Crunch­eroos. “You could have your cer­eal back.”


  Huh. I had never been asked to hang out be­fore. Cer­tainly not by girls who looked as though they used leave-in con­di­tioner. I had been us­ing John­son & John­son's No More Tears since child­hood as it kept its prom­ises. I was dis­trust­ful; I had never been pop­u­lar. At school my greatest leap had been from weirdo to per­ceived goth. Girls ab­horred oddity, but quan­ti­fi­able goth­ness they could ac­cept. Some had even warmly talked to me of Nightwish al­bums. I dyed my hair black to com­plete the ef­fect and was nev­er­more bul­lied.


  I feared no con­tempt of Rain­bow Kipley's. I feared wast­ing my time. But the lure was too great. “I'll come back to­mor­row,” I said, “to see if the shark's gone. You can keep the cer­eal as col­lat­eral.”


  “Cool,” she said, like she un­der­stood col­lat­eral, and smiled with very white teeth. “Cool, cool.”


  Driver's li­censes and kiss­ing boys could wait in­def­in­itely, for pref­er­ence. My heart sang all the way home, for you see: I'd dis­covered the bride.


  The next day I found my­self back at Rain­bow's shabby sub­urban house. We both took the time to ad­mire her aban­doned shark by the light of day, and I com­pared it to pic­tures on my iPhone and con­firmed it as Mit­sukur­ina ow­stoni: gob­lin shark. I noted dead grass in a broad brown ring around the tree, the star-spoked webs left empty by their spiders, each a pro­clam­a­tion a mon­ster dwells. Some­how we ended up go­ing to the park and Rain­bow jiggled her jelly brace­lets the whole way.


  I bought a news­pa­per and pored over local news: the head­line read GLOBAL WARM­ING OR GLOBAL WARN­ING? It quer­ied al­kaline con­tent in the rain, or some­thing, then ad­vert­ised that no fewer than one sci­ent­ist was fas­cin­ated with what had happened on Main Street. “Sci­ent­ists,” said my com­pan­ion, like a slur, and she laughed gut­tur­ally.


  “Sci­ence has its place,” I said and rolled up the news­pa­per. “Just not at present. Sci­ence does not cause salt bliz­zards or im­pale­ment of bathy­de­mersal fish.”


  “You think this is cool, don't you?” she said slyly. “You're on it like a bon­net.”


  There was an un­seemly curi­os­ity to her, as though the town hud­dling in on it­self wait­ing to die was like a celebrity scan­dal. Was this the way I'd been act­ing? “No,” I lied, “and nobody un­der sixty says on it like a bon­net.”


  “Shut up! You know what I mean — ”


  “Think of me as a re­porter. Someone who's go­ing to watch what hap­pens. I already know what's go­ing on, I just want a closer look.”


  Her eyes were wide and very dark. When she leaned in she smelled like Speed Stick. “How do you know?”


  There was no par­tic­u­lar fam­ily jur­is­pru­dence about telling. Don't ap­peared to be the rule of thumb as Blakes knew that, Cas­sandra-like, they de­fied be­lief. For me it was simply that nobody had ever asked. “I can read the fu­ture, and what I read al­ways comes true,” I said.


  “Oh my God. Show me.”


  I de­cided to ex­hibit my­self in what paltry way a Blake can. I looked at the sun. I looked at the scud­ding clouds. I looked at an oily stain on our park bench, and the way the thin young stalks of plants were huddled in the ground. I looked at the shad­ows people made as they hur­ried, and at how many spar­rows rose startled from the wa­ter foun­tain.


  “The old man in the hat is go­ing to burn down his house on Sat­urday,” I said. “That jog­ger will drop her Gat­o­rade in the next five minutes. The po­lice will catch up with that red-jacket man in the first week of Oc­to­ber.” I gathered some saliva and, with no great ce­re­mony, hocked it out on the grass. I ex­amined the res­ult. “They'll un­earth a gi­gantic ruin in… south­west­ern Aus­tralia. In the sand plains. Seven ar­chae­olo­gists. In the winter some­time. For­give my in­ex­actitude, my mouth wasn't very wet.”


  Rain­bow's mouth was a round O. In front of us the jog­ger dropped her Gat­o­rade, and it splattered on the ground in a shower of blue. I said, “You won't find out if the rest is true for months yet. And you could put it down to co­in­cid­ences. But you'd be wrong.”


  “You're a gypsy,” she ac­cused.


  I had ex­pec­ted “liar,” and “nut­job,” but not “gypsy.” “No, and by the way, that's ra­cist. If you'd like to know our fu­ture, then very soon — I don't know when — a great evil will make it­self known in this town, claim a mor­tal, and lay waste to us all in cel­eb­ra­tion. I will re­cord all that hap­pens for my des­cend­ants and their des­cend­ants, and as is the agree­ment between my blood­line and the un­known, I'll be spared.”


  I ex­pec­ted her to get up and leave, or laugh again. She said: “Is there any­thing I can do?”


  For the first time I pit­ied this pretty girl with her bright hair and her Chucks, her long-limbed soda-col­oured legs, her in­genu­ous smile. She would be taken to a place in the deep, dark be­low where lay un­named mon­stros­ity, where the de­vour­ing hun­ger lurked far bey­ond light and there was no Katy Perry. “It's not for you to do any­thing but cower in his abyssal wake,” I said, “though you don't look into cower­ing.”


  “No, I mean — can I help you out?” she re­peated, like I was a stu­pid child. “I've run out of Punk'd epis­odes on my ma­chine, I don't have any­one here, and I go home July any­way.”


  “What about those other girls?”


  “What, them?” Rain­bow flapped a dis­missive hand. “Who cares? You're the one I want to like me.”


  Thank­fully, whatever splut­ter­ing gaucherie I might have made in reply was in­ter­rup­ted by a scream. Jets of sticky ar­ter­ial blood were spurt­ing out the wa­ter foun­tain, and tentacles waved del­ic­ately from the drain. Tiny oc­topus creatures emerged in the gouts of blood flood­ing down the sides and the air stalled around us like it was hav­ing a heart at­tack.


  It took me forever to ap­proach the foun­tain, wreathed with frondy little tentacle things. It buckled as though be­neath a tre­mend­ous weight. I thrust my hands into the blood and screamed: it was ice-cold, and my teeth chattered. With a splat­ter of red I tore my hands away and they steamed in the air.


  In the blood on my palms I saw the fu­ture. I read the po­s­i­tion of the dead moon that no longer or­bited Earth. I saw the bless­ing of the tyr­ant who hid in a far-off swirl of stars. I thought I could fore­cast to mid­sum­mer, and when I closed my eyes I saw people drown. Every­one else in the park had fled.


  I whipped out my note­book, though my fin­gers smeared the pages and were so cold I could hardly hold the pen, but this was Blake duty. It took me three abort­ive starts to write in Eng­lish.


  “You done?” said Rain­bow, squat­ting next to me. I hadn't real­ized I was mut­ter­ing aloud, and she flicked a clot of blood off my col­lar. “Let's go get McNug­gets.”


  “Miss Kipley,” I said, and my tongue did not speak the mu­sic of mor­tal tongues, “you are a fuck­ing lun­atic.”


  We left the foun­tain gurg­ling like a wound and did not look back. Then we got McNug­gets.


  I had never met any­one like Rain­bow be­fore. I didn't think any­body else had, either. She was in­ter­ested in all the things I wasn't — Se­ph­ora hauls, New Girl, Nicki Minaj — but had a strangely mag­netic way of not giv­ing a damn, and not in the nor­mal fash­ion of beau­ti­ful girls. She just ap­peared to have no idea that the gen­eral popu­lace did any­thing but clog up her scenery. There was some­thing in her that set her apart — an ab­sence of be­ing like other people — and in a weak mo­ment I com­pared her to my­self.


  We spent the rest of the day eat­ing McNug­gets and wan­der­ing around town and look­ing at things. I re­cor­ded the ap­pear­ance of na­ked fish bones dangling from the tele­phone wires. She wanted to prod everything with the toe of her sneaker. And she talked.


  “Fa­vour­ite color,” she de­man­ded.


  I was peer­ing at anemone-pocked boulders be­hind the gas sta­tion. “Black.”


  “Fa­vour­ite sub­ject,” she said later, lick­ing du­bi­ous McNug­get oils off her fin­gers as we ex­amined flayed fish in a clear­ing.


  “Phys­ics and lit­er­at­ure.”


  “Ideal celebrity boy­friend?”


  “Did you get this out of Cosmo? Pass.”


  She asked in­cess­antly what my teach­ers were like; were the girls at my school lame; what my thoughts were on Ebola, CSI and Lonely Is­land. When we had ex­hausted the town's sup­ply of dried-up sponges ar­ranged in un­know­able names, we ended up hanging out in the movie theatre lobby. We watched pre­views. Neither of us had seen any of the movies ad­vert­ised, and neither of us wanted to see them, either.


  I found my­self telling her about Mar, and even al­luded to my mother. When I asked her the same, she just said off­han­dedly, “Four plus me.” Con­sid­er­ing my own fi­lial reti­cence, I didn't press.


  When even­ing fell, she said, See you to­mor­row, as a fore­gone con­clu­sion. Like ten-ish, break­fast takes forever.


  I went home not know­ing what to think. She had a bunny man­i­cure. She laughed at everything. She'd stolen or­ange soda from the movie theater drinks ma­chine, even if every­one stole or­ange soda from the movie theater drinks ma­chine. She had an un­seemly in­terest in mummy movies. But what ir­rit­ated me most was that I found her lik­ing me com­pel­ling, that she ap­peared to have never met any­one like Hester Blake.


  Her in­terest in me was most likely bore­dom, which was fine, be­cause my in­terest in her was that she was the bride. That night I thought about what I'd end up writ­ing: the des­pot of the Breath­less Depths took a local girl to wife, one with a be­dazzled Sam­sung. I sniggered alone, and slept un­easy.


  In the days to come, doom throttled the brittle, in­creas­ingly de­sic­cated town, and I cata­logued it as my com­pan­ion caught me up on the plot of every soap op­era she'd ever watched. She ap­peared to have aban­doned most of them mid­way, fur­nish­ing un­fin­ished tales of many a shock preg­nancy. Mar had been sar­castic ever since I'd broken her rose­mary ward so I spent as much time out of the house as pos­sible; that was the main reason I hung around Rain­bow.


  I didn't want to like her be­cause her doom was upon us all, and I didn't want to like her be­cause she was other girls, and I wasn't. And I didn't want to like her be­cause she al­ways knew when I'd made a joke. I was so angry, and I didn't know why.


  We went to the woods and con­sol­id­ated my notes. I laid my re­search flat on the grass or propped it on a bough, and Rain­bow played mu­sic nois­ily on her Sam­sung. We rolled up our jeans — or I did, as she had no shorts that went past mid-thigh — and half-assedly sun­bathed. It felt like the hours were days and the days end­less.


  She wanted to know what I thought would hap­pen when we all got “laid waste to.” For a mo­ment I was ter­ribly afraid I'd feel guilty.


  “I don't know.” The forest floor smelled cold, some­how. “I've never seen waste laid en masse. The Drown­lord will make his pres­ence known. People will go mad. People will die.”


  Rain­bow rolled over to­ward me, bits of twig caught in her hair. Today she had done her eye­liner in two thick, over­dra­matic rings, like a sleep-de­prived panda. “Do you ever won­der what dy­ing's like, dude?”


  I thought about Mar and never see­ing fifty. “No,” I said. “My fam­ily dies young. I fig­ure an­ti­cip­at­ing it is un­ne­ces­sary.”


  “Maybe you're go­ing to die when the end of this hits,” she said thought­fully. “We could die tra­gic­ally to­gether. How's that shake you?”


  I said, “My fam­ily has a pact with the All-De­vour­ing so we don't get killed care­lessly in their af­fairs. You're dy­ing alone, Kipley.”


  She didn't get up­set. She tangled her arms in the un­der­growth and stretched her legs out, skinny hips arched, and wriggled pleas­ur­ably in the thin and un­af­fec­tion­ate sun­light. “I hope you'll be su­per sad,” she said. “I hope you'll cry for a year.”


  “Aren't you scared to die?”


  “Never been scared.”


  I said, “Due to your brain dam­age,” and Rain­bow laughed up­roari­ously. Then she found a dried-up jelly­fish amid the leaves and dropped it down my shirt.


  That night I thought again about what I'd have to write: the many-limbed hor­ror who lies be­neath the waves stole a local girl to wife, and she wore the world's skanki­est short-shorts and laughed at my jokes. I slept, but there were night­mares.


  Some­times the com­ing rain was noth­ing but a fine mist that hurt to breathe, but some­times it was like shrapnel. The sun shone hot and choked the air with a stench of damp con­crete. I car­ried an um­brella and Rain­bow wore black rain boots that squeaked.


  Mar ladled out tor­tilla soup one night as a peace of­fer­ing. We ate com­pan­ion­ably, with the ra­dio on. There were no stor­ies about salt rain or plagues of fish even on the local news. I'd been taught bet­ter than to ex­pect it. Fear rendered us ri­gidly si­lent, and any­one who went against in­stinct ended up in a strait­jacket.


  “Why is our per­sonal philo­sophy that fate al­ways wins?” I said.


  My aunt didn't miss a beat. “Self-pre­ser­va­tion,” she said. “You don't last long in our line of work fight­ing facts. Christ, you don't last long in our line of work, period. Hey — Ted at the gas sta­tion said he'd seen you go­ing around with some girl.”


  “Ted at the gas sta­tion is a grudge in­former,” I said. “Back on sub­ject. Has nobody tried to use the Blake sight to ef­fect change?”


  “They would've been a moron branch of the fam­ily, be­cause like I've said a mil­lion times: it doesn't work that way.” Mar swirled a spoon around her bowl. “Not try­ing to make it a fed­eral is­sue, kid, just say­ing I'm happy you're mak­ing friends in­stead of swish­ing around listen­ing to The Cure.”


  “Mar, I have never listened to The Cure.”


  “You find that bride?”


  Taken aback, I nod­ded. Mar cocked her dark head in thought. There were sprigs of grey at each temple, and not for the first time I was mel­an­choly, clogged up with an in­scrut­able grief. But all she said was, “Okay. There were oc­topuses in the god­damned laun­dry again. When this is over, you'll learn what pick­ing up the pieces looks like. Lemon pie in the ice­box.”


  It was oc­to­podes, but never mind. I cleared the dishes. Af­ter­ward we ate two large wedges of lemon pie apiece. The house was com­fort­ably quiet and the side­board candles bravely chewed on the dark.


  “Mar,” I said, “what would hap­pen if someone were to cross the deep­wa­ter demons who have slavery of wave and un­der­wave? Hy­po­thet­ic­ally.”


  “No Blake has ever been stu­pid or saintly enough to try and find out,” said Mar. “Not qual­it­ies you're suited to, Hester.”


  I wondered if this was meant to sting, be­cause it didn't. I felt no pain. “Your next ques­tion's go­ing to be, How do we let other people die?” she said and pulled her even­ing ci­gar­ette from the packet. “Be­cause I'm me, I'll un­der­stand you want a cop­ing mech­an­ism, not a Sunday School lec­ture. My ad­vice to you is: it be­comes easier the less you get in­volved. And Hester — ”


  I looked at her with per­fect non­chal­ance.


  “I'm not out­run­ning my fate,” said Aunt Mar. She lit the ci­gar­ette at the table. “Don't try to out­run other people's. You don't have the right. You're a Blake, not God.”


  “I didn't choose to be a Blake,” I snapped and dropped the pie plate on the side­board be­fore storm­ing from the room. I took each stair as nois­ily as pos­sible, but not nois­ily enough to drown out her holler: “If you ever get a choice in this life, kiddo, treas­ure it!”


  Rain­bow no­ticed my foul mood. She did not tell me to cheer up or ask me what the mat­ter was, thank­fully. She wasn't that type of girl. Fog boiled low in the val­ley and the townspeople stumbled through the streets and talked about at­mo­spheric pres­sure. Stores closed. Buses came late. Someone from the north­east sub­urbs had given in and shot him­self.


  I felt numb and un­touched, and worse — when chill winds wrapped around my neck and let me breathe clear air, smelling like the beach and things that grow on the beach — I was happy. I nipped this in its emo­tional bud. Rain­bow, of course, was as cheer­ful and un­af­fected as a stump.


  Mid­sum­mer boiled closer and I thought about telling her. I would say out­right, Miss Kipley. (“Rain­bow” had never left my lips, the cor­rect method with any­one who was je m'ap­pelle Rain­bow.) When the ocean lurker comes to take his vic­tim, his vic­tim will be you. Do whatever you wish with this in­form­a­tion. Per­haps she'd fi­nally scream. Or plead. Any­thing.


  But when I got my cour­age up, she leaned in close and combed her fin­gers through my hair, right down to the un­dyed roots. Her hands were very del­ic­ate, and I clammed up. My sul­len si­lence was no bar­rier to Rain­bow. She just cranked up Taylor Swift.


  We were sit­ting in a greasy bus shel­ter op­pos­ite Wal­mart when the man com­mit­ted sui­cide. There was no show­boat­ing hes­it­a­tion in the way he ap­peared on the roof, then stepped off at thirty feet. He landed on the spines of a wrought-iron fence. The sound was like a cock­tail weenie go­ing through a hole punch.


  There was nobody around but us. I froze and did not look away. Next to me, Rain­bow was equally trans­fixed. I felt ter­rible shame when she was the one to drag us over to him. She already had her phone out. I had seen corpses be­fore, but this was very fresh. There was a ter­rible amount of blood. He was ir­re­par­ably dead. I turned my head to in­form Rain­bow, in case she tried to help him or some­thing equally de­men­ted, and then I saw she was tak­ing his pic­ture.


  “Got your note­book?” she said.


  There was no fear in her. No con­cern. Rain­bow reached out to prod at one mangled, out­flung leg. Two spots of col­our bloomed high on her cheeks; she was lu­min­ously pleased.


  “What the fuck is wrong with you?” My voice soun­ded em­bar­rass­ingly shrill. “This man just killed him­self!”


  “The fence helped,” said Rain­bow help­lessly.


  “You think this is a joke — what reason could you have for think­ing this is okay — ”


  “Ex­cuse you, we look at dead shit all the time. I thought we'd hit jack­pot, we've never found a dead guy… ”


  Her dis­tress was sulky and real. I took her by the shoulders of her stu­pid cropped jacket and gripped tight, fear a tinder to my misery. The rain whipped around us and stung my face. “Christ, you think this is some kind of game, or… or a You­Tube stunt! You really can't ima­gine — you have no com­pre­hen­sion — you mind­less jack­ass — ”


  She was try­ing to calm me, feebly pat­ting my hands. “Stop be­ing mad at me, it sucks! What gives, Hester — ”


  “You're the bride, Kipley. It's com­ing for you.”


  Rain­bow stepped out of my shak­ing, feb­rile grip. For a mo­ment her lips pressed very tightly to­gether and I wondered if she would cry. Then her mouth quirked into an un­com­pre­hend­ing, furt­ive little smile.


  “Me,” she re­peated.


  “Yes.”


  “You really think it's me?”


  “You know I know. You don't out­run fate, Rain­bow.”


  “Why are you telling me now?” Some­thing in her be­wil­der­ment cooled, and I was sens­ible of the fact we were hav­ing an ar­gu­ment next to a sui­cide. “Hey — have you been hanging with me all this time be­cause of that?”


  “How does that mat­ter? Look: this the be­gin­ning of the end of you. Why don't you want to be saved, or to run away, or some­thing? It doesn't mat­ter.”


  “It mat­ters,” said Rain­bow, with in­fin­ite dig­nity, “to me. You know what I think?”


  She did not wait to hear what I ima­gined she thought, which was wise. She hopped away from the dead man and held her palms up to the rain. The air was thick with an elec­tri­fy­ing chill: a breath­less enorm­ity. We were so close now. Color leached from the Wal­mart, from the con­crete, from the green in the trees and the red of the stop sign. Rain­drops sat in her pale hair like pearls.


  “I think this is the coolest thing that ever happened to this stu­pid back­wa­ter place,” she said. “This is awe­some. And I think you agree but won't ad­mit it.”


  “This place is lit­er­ally Hell.”


  “Suits you,” said Rain­bow.


  I was be­side my­self with pain. My fin­ger­nails tilled up the flesh of my palms. “I un­der­stand now why you got picked as the bride,” I said. “You're a so­ciopath. I am not like you, Miss Kipley, and if I for­got that over the last few weeks I was wrong. Ex­cuse me, I'm go­ing to get a po­lice of­ficer.”


  When I turned on my heel and left her — stand­ing next to a vic­tim of powers we could not un­der­stand or fight, and whose com­ing I was forced to watch like a real­ity TV pro­gram where my vote would never count — the blood was pool­ing in wa­tery pink puddles around her rain boots. Rain­bow didn't fol­low.


  Mar had grilled steaks for din­ner that neither of us ate. By the time I'd fin­ished bag­ging and stuff­ing them mech­an­ic­ally in the fridge, she'd fin­ished her pre­par­a­tions. The din­ing-room floor was a sea of reek­ing heather­b­acks. There was even a host of them jarred and flick­er­ing out on the porch. The front doors were locked and the win­dows ha­loed with duct tape. At the cen­ter sat my aunt in an over­stuffed arm­chair, ci­gar­ette lit, hair un­done, a bucket of dirt by her feet. The storm clamored out­side.


  I crouched next to the kit­chen door and laced up my boots. I had my back to her, but she said, “You've been cry­ing.”


  My jacket wouldn't but­ton. I was all thumbs. “More tears will come yet.”


  “Je­sus, Hester. You sound like a for­tune cookie.”


  I real­ized with a start that she'd been drink­ing. The dirt in the bucket would be Blake fam­ily grave dirt; we kept it in a Hefty sack in the at­tic.


  “Did you know,” she said con­ver­sa­tion­ally, “that I was there when you were born?” (Yes, as I'd heard this story ap­prox­im­ately nine mil­lion times.) “Nana put you in my arms first. You screamed like I was killing you.”


  My grief was too acute for me to not be a dick.


  “Is this where you tell me about the omen you saw the night of my birth? A grisly fate? The de­struc­tion of Troy?”


  “First of all, you know damn well you were born in the morn­ing — your mom made me go get her a Mc­Griddle,” said Mar. “Second, I never saw a thing.” The rain came down on the roof like buck­shot. “Not one mor­tal thing,” she re­peated. “And that's killed me my whole life, lov­ing you… not know­ing.”


  I fled into the down­pour. The town was alien. Each door­way was a cold black portal and cur­tains twitched in aban­doned rooms. Some­times the side­walk felt squishy un­der­foot. It was bad when the streets were empty as bones in an os­suary, but worse when I heard a crowd around the corner from the 7-El­even. I crouched be­hind a garbage can as mis­shapen strangers passed and threw up a little, retch­ing wa­ter. When there was only aw­ful si­lence, I bolted for my life through the woods.


  The gob­lin shark in Rain­bow's back­yard had peeled open, the muscle and fas­cia now on dis­play. It looked oddly and shame­fully na­ked; but it did not in­voke the puke-in­du­cing fear of the people on the street. There was noth­ing in that shark but dead shark.


  I'd ar­ranged to be picked last for every soft­ball team in my life, but ad­ren­aline let me heave a rock through Rain­bow's win­dow. Glass tinkled mu­sic­ally. Her lights came on and she threw the win­dow open; the rest of the pane fell into glit­ter on the lawn. “Holy shit, Hester!” she said in alarm.


  “Miss Kipley, I'd like to save you,” I said. “This is on the un­der­stand­ing that I still think you're ab­so­lutely fuck­ing crazy, but I should've tried to save you from the start. If you get dressed, I know where Ted at the gas sta­tion keeps the keys to his truck, and I don't have my learner's per­mit, but we'll make it to Denny's by mid­night.”


  Rain­bow put her head in her hands. Her hair fell over her face like a veil, and when she smiled there was a re­gret­ful dimple. “Dude,” she said softly, “I thought when you saw the fu­ture, you couldn't out­run it.”


  “If we can­not out­run it, then I'll drive.”


  “You ba­dass,” she said, and be­fore I could re­tort she leaned out past the win­dowsill. She made a soft white blotch in the dark­ness.


  “I think you're the coolest per­son I've ever met,” said Rain­bow. “I think you're really funny, and you're in­ter­est­ing, and your fin­ger­nails are all dif­fer­ent lengths. You're not like other girls. And you only think things are worth­while if they've been proved ten times by a book, and I like how you hate not com­ing first.”


  “Listen,” I said. My throat felt tight and fussy and rain was leak­ing into my hood. “The drowned lord who dwells in dark wa­ter will claim you. The moon won't rise to­night, and you'll never up­date your Tumblr again.”


  “And how you care about everything! You care su­per hard. And you talk like a dork. I think you're dis­gust­ing. I think you're su­per cute. Is that weird? No homo? If I put no homo there, that means I can say things and pre­tend I don't mean them?”


  “Rain­bow,” I said, “don't make fun of me.”


  “Why is it so bad for me to be the bride, any­way?” she said, petu­lant now. “What's wrong with it? If it's meant to hap­pen, it's meant to hap­pen, right? Cool. Why aren't you okay with it?”


  There was no light­ning or thun­der in that storm. There were mon­strous shad­ows, shiny on the matt black of night, and I thought I heard things flop around in the woods. “Be­cause I don't want you to die.”


  Her smile was lovely and there was no fear in it. Rain­bow didn't know how to be afraid. In her was a curi­ous ex­ulta­tion and I could see it, it was in her mouth and eyes and hair. The heed­less ec­stasy of the bride. “Die? Is that what hap­pens?”


  My stom­ach churned. “If you change your mind, come to West North Street,” I said. “The house stand­ing alone at the top of the road. Go to the grave­yard at the corner of Main and Spin­ney and take a hand­ful of dirt off any child's grave, then come to me. Oth­er­wise, this is good­bye.”


  I turned. Some­thing sang through the air and landed next to me, soggy and for­lorn. My packet of Crunch­eroos. When I turned back, Rain­bow was wide-eyed and her face was un­char­ac­ter­ist­ic­ally puckered, and we must have mirrored each other in our up­set. I felt like we were on the brink of some­thing as great as it was aw­ful, some­thing I'd snuck around all sum­mer like a thief.


  “You're a prize dum­bass try­ing to save me from my­self, Hester Blake.”


  I said, “You're the only one I wanted to like me.”


  My hands shook as I hiked home. There were blas­phem­ous, slip­pery things in each clear­ing that end­less night. I knew what would hap­pen if they were to ap­proach. The rain grew oily and warm as blood was oily and warm, and I al­tern­ately wept and laughed, and none of them even touched me.


  My aunt had fallen asleep amid the candles like some un­tidy Renais­sance saint. She lay there with her shoes still on and her ci­gar­ette half-smoked, and I left my clothes in a sop­ping heap on the laun­dry floor to take her flan­nel pj's out the dryer. Their sleeves came over my fin­ger­tips. I wouldn't write down Rain­bow in the Blake book, I thought. I would not trap her in the pages. Nobody would ever know her but me. I'd out­run fate, and blas­pheme Blake duty.


  I fell asleep tucked up next to Mar.


  In the morn­ing I woke to the smell of toaster waffles. Mar's coat was draped over my legs. First of July: the Deep­wa­ter God was here. I rolled up my pa­jama pants and tip­toed through mol­ten drips of can­dle­wax to claim my waffle. My aunt word­lessly squir­ted them with syrup faces and we stood on the porch to eat.


  The morn­ing was crisp and gray and pretty. Salt drif­ted from the clouds and clumped in the grass. The wind dis­com­fited the trees. Not a bird sang. Be­neath us, the town was laid out like a spill: flooded right up to the gas sta­tion, and the west­ern sub­urbs drowned en­tirely. Where the dark, un­re­flect­ive wa­ters had not risen, you could see move­ment in the streets, but it was not hu­man move­ment. And there roared a great revel near the Wal­mart.


  There was thrash­ing in the wa­ter and a roil­ing mass in the streets. A tentacle rose from the depths by the high school, big enough to see each sucker, and it brushed open a build­ing with no ef­fort. An­other tentacle joined it, then an­other, un­til the town cen­ter was alive with coil­ing lap­pets and feel­ers. I was sur­prised by their jungle sheen of or­anges and purples and trop­ical blues. I had ex­pec­ted somber greens and fu­neral grays. Teeth broke from the wa­ter. Tall, har­le­quin-striped fronds lif­ted, quest­ing and trans­par­ent in the sun. My chest felt very full, and I stayed to look when Mar turned and went in­side. I watched like I could never watch enough.


  The wa­ter lapped gently at the bot­tom of our drive­way. I wanted my waffle to be ash on my tongue, but I was frantic­ally hungry and it was de­li­cious. I was chomp­ing avidly, flan­nels rolled to my knees, when a fig­ure emerged at the end of the drive. It had wet short-shorts and per­fectly hair­sprayed hair.


  “Hi,” said Rain­bow bash­fully.


  My heart sang, un­bid­den.


  “God, Kipley! Come here, get in­side — ”


  “I kind've don't want to, dude,” she said. “No of­fense.”


  I didn't un­der­stand when she made an ex­ag­ger­ated oops! shrug. I fol­lowed her ges­ture to the porch candles with idiot fix­a­tion. Be­hind Rain­bow, brightly col­oured ap­pend­ages writhed in the wa­ter of her wed­ding day.


  “Hester,” she said, “you don't have to run. You'll never die or be alone, neither of us will; not even the light will have per­mis­sion to touch you. I'll bring you down into the wa­ter and the wa­ter un­der that, where the spires of my palace fill the lost mor­tal coun­try, and you will be made even more beau­ti­ful and funny and splendi­fer­ous than you are now.”


  The candles cringed from her damp Chucks. When she ap­proached, half of them ex­ploded in a chrys­an­themum blast of wax. Le­viath­ans crunched up people busily by the RiteAid. Algal bloom strangled the tele­phone lines. My aunt re­turned to the porch and promptly dropped her cof­fee mug, which shattered into a per­fect Un­for­giv­able Shape.


  “I've come for my bride,” said Rain­bow, the abyssal king. “Yo, Hester. Marry me.”


  This is the Blake testi­mony of Hester, twenty-third gen­er­a­tion in her six­teenth year.


  In the time of our crawl­ing Night Lord's as­cend­ancy, fore­told by ex­odus of star­light into his suck­ing as­tral wounds, the God of the drowned coun­try came ashore. The many-limbed hor­ror of the depths chose to take a local girl to wife. Main Street was made over into salt bower. Wa­ter-creatures ad­orned it as jew­els do. Mor­tals gave them­selves for wed­ding feast and the Wal­mart ut­terly des­troyed. The Deep­wa­ter Lord re­turned tri­umphant to the tentacle throne and will dwell there, in splend­our, forever.


  My ac­count here as a Blake is per­fect and ac­cur­ate, be­cause when the le­viathan prince went, I went with her.






    Union



The wives come strapped ten to a transport, hands stamped by some Customs wonk. Their fingernails are frilled and raised freckles stipple each arm in shades of red and orange. Permit tags list their names: Mary. Moana. Ruth. Myrrh. Huia. Anna. Iridium. Coffee. Kōkako.


The Franckton crofters stand and watch from behind the barrier. They've knocked off midday work to come. You can practically see the pong of hot mulch and melting boot elastomeric coming off them. There's even a man there from the New Awhitu Listener to take pictures.


Dripping sweat, the Customs detail sign off their quarantine. The wives seem indifferent to the heat. The air from the transport ruffles the thin plaits of their hair, each strand with its own line of fine bulges like a polyp. Everyone is close enough to see.


“If the Listener links any of those photos,” Simeon's telling the photographer, “you're dog tucker, mate.” Simeon's got the gist of it already. The man knows Simeon's reputation and is timidly pressing Delete.


The Mayor signs the receipt of goods slowly. She's asking questions, gesturing at the wives, but she's not getting answers, just filework and shrugging. The Ministry men take the tablet with the signature and you can tell they just want to get the hell out of there before something happens.


Later on when the croft pores over the paperwork, they discover the wives are lichen splices. No one's ever heard of it.


When the news had broken that the Ministry was awarding them wives, the relief was so great in Franckton that it was more pain than pleasure. They'd spent the last fifty years incubating on Governmental loan and mortgaging over half the harvest each time. A lot of beers got sunk during all the frantic budgeting that came subsequently. The staunchest Union crofters forgot to do anything but tab up how many generations it would take before all they'd be paying for was the foetal scan.


Only Simeon was hostile; nobody was surprised. “It's a disgrace,” he kept on saying. “It's a nothing. We're getting gypped. We're the highest-revenue croft and they're shutting us up, they're paying us off, the next time we don't say how high when they say jump we'll get our subsidy slashed and you bastards are falling over yourselves to lick their arse… ”


He got told off by the Mayor for whinging. The sentiment was that there were only twenty wives to go round and he'd been assigned one and heaps of crofters hadn't. It wasn't as though they were all going to receive rose-splice wives and free beer and skittles. Of course it was a sop. It was a harvest cycle, and the Ministry wanted to keep them sweet so that there wouldn't be a tanty chucked over the price of wheat or onions or oats come the buying time. All of Franckton was going into this with their eyes open; they weren't naïve… But they still planned a picnic and a pōhiri and someone agreed to sing for the welcome and everyone getting a wife washed their shirt.


When the wives finally landed and they got their first eyeful, they knew there wasn't going to be a picnic or a pōhiri. They took up their tines and trudged back to the bunds without preamble. Only Simeon, by way of expressing his feelings, threw a big handful of grit at one of the whirring transports. It exploded into a cloud of dusty shrapnel. Some of the crofters cringed, but nothing happened.

The lichen-splice wives are pale and dry. Nobody really knows what to do with them. The last batch of kids had been nine years ago, with a bunch of hardy poppy wives and their minders. They were all hard cases and laughed and made jokes during the incubation, like poppy-wives should. The Mayor was getting treated for germline trouble with her chromosomes 5 and 10, so the Ministry had made them pay through the nose for gene insurance and they'd all been sore about it, but not too sore because it was the Mayor and the croft begrudged her nothing. Simeon had squabbled and said there should be a lawsuit. Some of the crofters agreed, but then there were children to take care of and nobody did anything.


The first thing the crofters hate is the names. Their wives have been given croft names, and that's insult to injury, somehow. It's ingratiating. They should have had city names and all been Florence or Hannah or Candy. So they all become “wife” by common fiat.


They seem obliging enough, but they never speak, except sometimes “Yes” or “No.” They move slowly in the Franckton heat, but unmindingly. They are slow in general to walk or to carry. They lid their eyes heavily when they talk and keep their mouths a little open, sometimes flickering their tongues.


Simeon holds forth in the pub almost every night about them. Most of the croft complaints are about how their wife stares or can't cook the tea right or is stupid, or off-putting, or intractable, but Simeon goes further than that. “I don't want to incubate with some knock-off government sack,” he says of his wife. “She looks like a spastic. She looks like a trisomy hutch.”


Some of the croft look away but they don't protest, because you don't with Simeon, it's more trouble than it's worth. Simeon says, “I bloody well mean it. And I tell you what, if they don't bear good kids and look after them right, I'm blowing this wide open. I'll strike. I want our next lot to have a future, not go on cringing like mutts for crusts. If all the crofts got up off their bums and stood together we'd have the world on a plate. Look at what we get when we don't fight for it! Christ, look.”


Outside the pub and across the street two of the wives stand in the blue evening shade. Simeon stabs a finger in their direction. They do not chat or relax: they stare, first at each other, then at a crack in the daub house, then at a drying clag of mulch, then at each other again. Their tongues flicker in their mouths.


“I tell you what,” Simeon says again, “they scare me to death. They're not right. We got fobbed off with something weird, and we're just shutting up and taking it like we always do.”


One of the crofters has the bright idea to tell Simeon that he should have let the photographs go live, that everyone should have seen what had been done to Franckton. This crofter gets pranged with the beer mat.


“Don't be stupid,” snaps Simeon, settling back. “We've got our bloody pride.”


Franckton has better results with the wives in the fields. The sun leaves white patches on their skin if they stay out too long in it, but the Mayor gets the children to weave them big scratchy shapeless hats. The wives have been taught to say, “Thank you, Aunty,” and for each hat a wife intones “Thank you, Aunty,” before subsiding back into silence. They're still slow out there on the bunds, but they are just as slow heaving the stones between them as they are walking as they are everything else. It is simply how they move. They crouch down and poke back rocks into the spillways with their square, dry hands. They build back the gullies and do not care. When the children come around with the water they take one gourd together and sip miniature sips, darting their tongues inside the neck of the bottle. The other crofters take enormous gulps and dump the rest down the backs of their hot, dirty necks.


It gets to some of the croft. Nobody dares to be as bad as Simeon, who calls his wife “you” and who swaps sharp words with the Mayor about it almost daily, but there's loads of complaint. The wives don't learn. They don't settle. They're lazy. They make everyone uneasy. Plenty of splice wives are good for doing chores and croft work — so the catalogues always promise — and do it cheerfully and well, but these ones don't, and it's yet another black eye for them.


When Laura says in the pub, “I like my wife,” everyone's surprised into silence before they bust a gut laughing. “Piss off! I don't mind her. I wouldn't want one that was talking my ear off all the time. And she sings sometimes… She's not so bad.”


She gets ragged for this daily, but sticks to it: “Mary's a good girl,” she goes on saying staunchly. “She gives it heaps, just doesn't rush. Can't believe you're all moaning about how they don't have tea on the table when the clock strikes six. My God! You lot don't know you're born.”


Those with wives start noticing that, wherever they go, a fine leafy build-up appears on the walls or countertops where they work. This is easily wiped off with a damp cloth, but causes no end of alarm. The build-up is a thin crust — a substrate with miniature flakes — dusty green in some houses, shrillingly orange in others. Simeon spits the dummy entirely and makes his wife sleep in the shed, and at this point nobody blames him, he's sent a sample to the big lab in Awhitu and it matches the wives' DNA. Like they're shedding, the pharmacist had said helpfully. “Like they're moldy,” said Simeon. “Bloody hell. It's not clean. It's filthy. It's not right. They oughtn't to, it's a decay, they're off-cut bargain-bin splices — ” And he calls them a lot worse than off-cuts or bargain bin splices.


He sends a letter to the Ministry representative, a formal one, with a couple veiled threats chucked in. Other crofters are angry too, and they sign it. The Mayor won't.


“It's harmless,” she says wearily, “it's a nothing. Just rub a bit of ti-tree extract on the counter, the pharmacy let me have it for cheap. And if you're making Coffee sleep in the shed you better not whinge about her cooking.”


But Simeon won't let his wife do any cooking now. She shouldn't touch food, he says. Shouldn't touch anything they're not sure about. As per usual, some of the croft privately agrees, but also wishes he'd stop being a bit of a tosser.


The doctor comes to give the crofters their health certificates and the Mayor her latest injections. They can't apply for the DNA license otherwise. He frowns over the Mayor's scans — again — and gives her some chromosome duplicant on the sly, in exchange for a feed and some cash. “I'm sorry, Barbs,” he says. “You'll be paying the premium again for the license.”


“But I'm not contributing,” she says, surprised. “Not after the last time. Didn't we put that down on the form?”


“Doesn't matter; still shows up on your insurance record, I'm afraid. It's a generational issue. It's not just your license, it's all of Franckton's.”


“That is daylight robbery,” says the Mayor, “not a deterrent.”


“It's a damned shame is what it is,” says the doctor, “but there's nothing you or I could've done about it. At least you're not renting the cow to get the milk this time, eh?”


It's true. They're not coughing up for wife costs. Simeon still writes savage letters to the croft's Parliamentary manager but now they're getting answered by auto-message. They've got to take out a loan against the harvest, which stings, and nobody lets the Mayor put her personal savings in to help, but there's softer words about the wives when the croft thinks about all the money they're saving. Fewer people laugh at Laura. There's enough to pay for a couple of multiples in kids. The last generation born of the whānau is old enough to babysit, but now there's the wives to do the care, so they can stay at school instead. Not one crofter has got to stay at school past the age of twelve before. An out-of-towner can't visit Franckton now without getting buttonholed and skited to for half an hour about their good fortune. They book the extraction and the foetal care unit for Christmas.


The weather gets hotter and hotter. The wives are in trouble.


A pruinose bloom settles on the northern oats bund. A feathery patina is discovered on the uppermost parts of the stalk — none on the roots — and it can be wiped off in much the same way as the house crust. The wives stand around dispassionately, hands stuck in their aprons, just watching. The croft explodes in tight-lipped fury. They call a meeting at the public house before the heat of the morning's even in ripeness and everyone's there but the children and wives.


“Here is what we know,” says the Mayor. “The growth isn't parasitic. The crop isn't spoiling — yet. We've probably caught this in time. We'll take the girls off bund duty and go on from there.”


“That's not what I know,” says Simeon.


He slams his mattock down on the table, in full flight.  “Here's what I know,” he says. “I know that we paid twenty thousand for seed DNA that wouldn't get heat rot or spore. I know that we've been bled dry in licenses and mito checkers and quarantines and chromosome therapies, and that's been long as I live, and I know that we're bloody indentured slaves — ” (“Too right,” says somebody) “ — and that these wives, they looked nice on paper but they're sabotage, they're Ministry sabotage, trying to keep us down. Stop the crofts growing out of control. We've mortgaged those bloody oats and if they bloody spoil then we're dead bloody meat.”


He says this very fast. The Mayor says, “Simeon — ”


“We should ship them back now and to hell with the incubation, show them we don't take hand-outs, eh,” he says, voice rising. “We don't take hand-outs! We don't take pay-offs, we don't get tricked!”


A brief pause chills the air. “You're paranoid, mate,” says Laura, and a mad hubbub breaks out.


There's lots of noise. The crofters all shout to be heard. If Parliament wants the croft to stay small, why give them incubation rights? Well, it's a con, isn't it. Remember the story about the old horse. The gift horse, the Greeks. Why would the other crofts stand with them? The other crofts look out for themselves. Simeon's going to get everyone arrested. Laura's got her head in the sand. Simeon's right. Everyone's a coward. They should send back the wives. They shouldn't send back the wives. They should have sent back the wives long ago. “If those oats fail I'll send them back in a box,” bellows Simeon.


The Mayor whacks one big, hard hand down on the table. Everything on it rattles percussively.


“Shut up!” she roars. “Shut up, all of you!”

“You act like serfs, you get treated like serfs!” Simeon's still ranting. “You all go along with it, you all let it happen!”


The Mayor yanks off her shoe, and she throws it square at Simeon. It clips him lightly on the shoulder. He turns very red. The quiet that ensues is greasy and awful. The breath of each crofter comes slight and small, so as not to make too much of a noise.


“I won't have such talk,” says the Mayor slowly. “You besmirch us. You take away from the whole croft. You do us damage.”


The silence squirms like a child. The croft becomes aware that the wives have gathered in the doorway. They stand there with dull, slabby faces and their floppy hats in their hands. Only their tongues seem awake, spasmodically flicking behind their teeth, pattering against the inside of each cheek.


One of the wives says, “We're sorry, Aunty,” and the rest follow in a monotone chant, “We're sorry, Aunty,” all slightly out of time. Simeon's wife says it last.


“I'm bloody out,” says Simeon, and he shoulders past them, stumbling. The door of the public house rattles on the doorframe when he slams it.


“Do you know what you're sorry for?” says the Mayor, addressing the wives now. The wives do not speak. Some of them look at her, or out of the window, or at the floor, or at a fixed point nowhere in particular. Not a one blinks. The wheezing air conditioner ruffles the thin whippy polyps of their braids. The Mayor repeats, sternly: “There's no use in being sorry for no reason. Wives are meant to help, not to cause trouble. There's mold all over the oats. Do you know how to stop it?”


There is a long silence. One of the wives ventures, “It is very dry,” and the other wives pick up on this non-sequitur eagerly, blandly repeating: “It is very dry,” and one wife, Laura's, says: “Getting drier.”


An impatient sigh rises from the crowd.


“Stay out of the fields,” says the Mayor. “You can go out and take over the goats from the children. They can spend their afternoon in the classroom instead. No going near the crops. Is that clear?”


By the blank expressions, it is not. But when the Mayor repeats, “Stay out the fields for now. Understand?” it's greeted with a chorus of yes, Aunty. Then they file out of the building and stand around in the shade in an awkward gaggle. Some of them stare through the window. The crofters think it's no use.


The wives are right about one thing: it's dry and getting drier, and the dry season hasn't even started. There's no rainfall and no sign of one to come. The water levels in the Franckton tanks dip lower and lower.


It takes a few days, but the croft manages to wipe the crust off the oat spikelets without too much difficulty. Some of it succumbs, gets blotchy or the stem thickens and blights beyond repair — and the lack of rain's not helping — but after a few days of holding their breaths they start to exhale. No further bloom forms. The kids all have a moan about extra school.


The wives drift around and keep watch over Franckton's goats. There are only so many goats, and really most of the goats spend their time hiding in the goat ark away from the sun. The wives cluster in the shade and listlessly fold laundry, or don't pretend to do anything at all but stare at the dust and the sky and the goat ark. They are unperturbed by the stifling heat and the grit whipping up everyone else's sleeves.


They'll harvest the standing grain the moment it's ready. There's no worry that it won't be dry. The onions will come later. It's another cost to get the silos and augers cleaned and tested, but when the results come in clean the croft wipes the sweat off their brow and gets the grain in. Everyone's busy driving the trucks over from the depot, or checking up on the old harvester, talking about the price of phosphines, and nobody has time to worry about the goats or the wives.


Nobody even notices the goat's sick. It just keels over one day. They find it with three of the wives clustered around, three matching expressions of pallid bemusement.


There is a fine crumbly crust all over the dead goat's head. Wispy filaments are clustered thickly around its ears and damp, flared nostrils, protruding in bunches that deform the skin from beneath. Tiny sprigs sprout from each cornea of the bubbly blind eyes. The mouth's full. Most of the growths are around the skull, though there are raised, crinkly plates of lichen painting the moist belly and anus.


All the croft gets out of the bunds without even scraping their boots. The only ones not in the public house are the vet and the vet assistant, checking and testing the rest of the stock. Everyone sits around, hats squeezed tight between their knees, hands quietly wrung together.


“I'll do it,” says Simeon haggardly.


None of the croft answer. He says, “First crop, now stock. We've lost thousands if that herd's gone. I always said we paid too much to get them in utero, but they're good uncloned milch goats.” Everyone remains silent. “And it's not just money. There's us to think about as well — us and the young ones.”


When nobody says a word, not a word, he shouts: “You bastards. Pull finger already. Don't make me make all the decisions when you're just as scared as I am.”


The Mayor sets down the grainy photos of the dead goat and says, “Don't tell us what we already know, Simeon. Make a proposal.”


“Single shot to the back of the head,” says Simeon.


Laura rises with red clutched fists, spluttering, but the crofters around her yank her down into her seat. The Mayor says, “We could send them back — ”


“How long will that take? It's days and days for the ambo to get through. They needed to be out of here yesterday.”


Someone else suggests turning them loose, taking them out of the boundary and into the dusts, and the Mayor says shortly, “I wouldn't turn a dog loose into that,” and Simeon says, “What if they got to another croft, for Chrissakes? Don't pass the buck. It's our problem. It's not our fault but it's our bloody problem.”


Laura barks, “You can't be serious.”


“Deadly. You come up with a better plan, then. Go on.” When another crofter says that they'll get arrested for this, they'll get the officers in, Simeon laughs mirthlessly. “That's what you're bleating about? The plod getting us for property damage? The Ministry signed them over to us. If it's the inquest you're worried about, by God, just let me take the rap. I've been wanting my day in court for years. None of the rest of you will get blood on your hands, I'll put them down. I'm not watching our stock die and our kids get sick and us bled dry for doctor bills — God, I could kill them all!” he ejaculates. “It's what they wanted all along, they sent us toxic waste!”


He takes off his hat and he scrunches it between his hands. “I'll do it,” he says. “And I'll cop it when the Ministry comes.”


The Mayor says in a voice like grit, “I will call a vote. A show of hands, please, for those in favor.”


A couple of hands shoot up, immediate and grim. Simeon's nodding. Others rise more slowly. The clock ticks the minutes. The final few are unwilling, like a held breath let out. The Mayor's hand is among these stragglers. Laura's the only one who doesn't have her hand up in all the croft, and nobody meets her eye.


She's crying out: “You arsehole, Simeon. You always hated them, admit it.” But Simeon's already putting his hat on his head and heading out the door. Nobody rises to go with him. Nobody shifts from their seat.


They can see it from the window: the wives gathering up behind Simeon when he beckons, collecting them from the shady decks and from the field. They all troop together down the street, the wives placid, their tongues flickering in their mouths, some of them looking through the window back at the silent crofters with their thin eyelids half-down over their dusty eyes. Simeon disappears into his shed and reappears with his shotgun and the wives bob after him, one by one, down to the old abattoir.


At the first crack of gunshot the Mayor sits down at the table and covers her eyes, and she makes a low, guttural sound in the back of her throat. They count one, two, three. A flinching pause between each. At the twentieth it stops. Everyone waits for no reason at all in the silence that follows, a fidgeting, shuffling, throat-clearing quiet.


When she can apparently bear it no longer, the Mayor snaps, “You all go get your tools and dig a pit past the boundary. Tell the vet to burn the goat.” One of the croft asks about the kids. “Say to the children we sent them away. Enough of this, already!”


They wrap the wives in bits of old sacking and put them in a shallow pit past the croft boundary, and they cover them up in sand and gravel and spray the bed with fluorescent paint to mark where they're laid. They burn the goat and keep the others under watch. They work until past the time when the light has all gone, fixing the bunds, taking the temperature in the silo, steaming the winnower in preparation to take it back to the depot. Those who had wives go home to empty houses and Laura doesn't go at all, just cracks open tinnies in the public house and curses anyone who comes near her. Simeon doesn't go home either but hoses out the abattoir.


“Thank God that's over,” he repeats, cold and bluff, to anyone on the street he can collar, which isn't many. “Bring on Christmas. That's what I say.” He sits on his deck and cleans his gun by sickly solar light, and every so often says “Bring it on,” quietly, still somehow audible through closed croft doors and shuttered croft windows, the croft lying awake in their beds.


The onion harvest demands all Franckton's attention. The weather station promises a lot of rain in a month's time and that means hurry, to hoe down the stalks and get the crop ready for dry-curing. After that will be soil prep and nitrogen checkers and sifting and seed negotiation and prices. There's too much to do. There's twenty fewer pairs of hands to do it with. Christmas bears down on them, inevitable and hot, like a sunburn.


The rain starts off Friday as a percussive clap of thunder. The clouds gather in fat, hot, bluish puffs above the croft, and then they open up and the rain roars out. The onions get hauled off in haste to the gas room. The kids are chivvied, screaming, off to the fields to pick up abandoned clippers and pins, jandals slapping noisily on the macadam. The racks groan under the weight of stacked vegetables, frantically checked over for lichen must. One rack shows neck rot but that's par for the course, to be honest, no matter how much they pay for fungal-resistant seed strains or official pesticides it's never a done deal. Simeon says it just goes to show they had a near miss and everyone pretends they haven't heard him.


The whole croft's stuck inside, gloomily playing at cards or smoking. Friday, Saturday, Sunday, Monday, the rain comes down. The sealed road is steamy, liquidy. The warehouse is a blast furnace of dry onion air. The kids all cavil at the rain and the goats get put in the big shed when the ark proves to have a leak. The spraypainted place where the wives were bundled blurs into a watermark.


The thunder comes back and rolls around the plain up and down, booming and growling, startling everyone just when they think it's gone away. There's a lot of joyless boozing in the public house. Nobody has anything to talk about after they've used up the topics of the harvest, the rain. All the water sinks into the dust.


A few days before Christmas the croft wakes up and their wives are back. All over Franckton, the watery sunrise limns wives cooking breakfast, wives sitting patiently in chairs, wives making mash for the goats, wives standing in the corners with their tongues flickering in their mouths and their eyes looking nowhere. Laura doesn't even notice her wife in her kitchen or the egg-frying smells until the plate is put in front of her on the table, and then she screams out loud.


The goats butt from behind the door in the big shed, bawling to be let out. The wives seem distantly astonished by all the fuss: crofters slamming open the peeling dust-screen doors, shouting, hauling on daggy bedrobes and slippers. Inside, Laura reaches out with a jittering hand to push aside the muddy polyppy strands behind her wife's ear: sees the healing weal, powdery, an angry-looking half-closed hole, the dull sheen of a bullet inside the skull being slowly pushed out. Her wife jerks her head away a little, like she's ticklish. Other than the weal she is a nice yellow-green color all over, her freckles a brilliant carmine, her nails as rippled as a riverbed.


The Mayor is panting down the street in her pajamas, an old mackintosh wrapped around her shoulders. She is calling for help.


In Simeon's house, the door has been wrenched from its hinges. There is a fearful amount of broken crockery in the sink. Chairs have been pushed over. Next to the kitchen table lies Simeon, legs and arms akimbo. They can only tell it's Simeon by the clothes, because his skull is a stoved-in mash, fuzzy with the must, sprouting and foliose at the mouth and eye-sockets. Spongy lobes of plant matter rim out down his neck. Gouts of bloody lichen have detonated out his chest, nestled down between brackets of white cracked rib. Long fronds radiate outwards from holes at the stomach: wet with blood, wet with matter, spiraling upwards, drying. He seems titanic in death, enormous and monstrous, half-person, half-explosion.


There are footprints everywhere in the dust, heaps of them. When they go to check on the shed out back there's Simeon's wife, sitting peacefully on her cot. She stares implacably past them, only occasionally reaching up to fret at the hole behind her ear. She yawns with a wet mouth and bright green teeth. When they ask her questions, she gives them a vague smile.


Laura finishes retching behind the goat ark and rejoins the croft, meeting for what feels like the umpteenth time in the pub. All the croft looks old all of a sudden. The Mayor's mackintosh hangs off one shoulder as she sits in a groaning chair.


“Well,” she says, and seems unable to say anything but, “Well.”


“Well, what?” demands Laura. “What the hell are we going to tell the Ministry?”


The whole croft mulls this one over. They'll have to register Simeon's death. There ought to be someone who comes for the remains, but most of the time nobody does, that's a fact. One of the crofters says that anyway it's three days until Christmas, and nobody will come out to them before the new Ministry calendar year. And someone else says what about the extraction and care team.


“That's not what I bloody meant,” says Laura, “what do we do?”


Franckton's already paid for the foetal care team and all the licensing. They won't notice the damage to the wives, will they? Probably not. They only look munted if you get up close, check them out carefully. Nothing a bath won't fix, either. They've paid for everything. There's the harvest to think about. The Ministry's more trouble than it's worth to talk to. This whole thing's been a muck-up from start to finish.


“They've killed Simeon,” says Laura.


The Mayor has an expression like rock ice. She meets Laura's terrified eyes, and Laura sees the fear reflected in hers, the fishlike darting of the pupil. There's a shuffling outside. A lot of the wives have gathered by the door. The whole croft turns to look at them: twenty dull, dispassionate expressions, mud streaks on flexing fingers. Some of the wives have put on new aprons, but the ones who haven't have big blooming brownish stains on each breadth. They look expectant. They look supremely calm. They look healthy and green and moist.


One of them is at the door and they didn't even see her move.


“Do we look after the goats, Aunty?”


The Mayor stares at her — stares right through her. After a moment she says, “No. There's clearing up today, after the rain. Tell — tell the other girls to go home.”


“Yes, Aunty,” she says, and she's gone with the rest.


There's silence in the pub. An empty, wavering silence, like a heat shimmer. Anticipatory. Laura says faintly, “We need to tell someone… ”


“We've got our bloody pride,” says the Mayor.


The crofters are all picking up their slippers and their mugs and  are smoothing back their hair, drifting homewards to re-start the morning. Numbly, Laura does the same, retracing her steps, sliding open the mossie screen on her front door. The eggs on her breakfast plate are cold. Her wife is back and running plates under the dry-cleaner, laboriously picking off bits of dried food, singing tunelessly. Laura notices the bloody splotches on the hem of her dress.


“Welcome home,” says her wife.


Sweat beads at the middles of Laura's palms.


The rest of the croft settles down and plans the pōhiri they'll have to welcome the conception-care team, and a picnic. The Ministry announces that they'll be given five percent off foetal mitochondrial therapy, on account of it being Christmas. Everyone contributing to a baby washes their shirt.





  The Woman In The Hill


  November 11, 1907


  Elm Cottage, Tauranga


  
Waikopua Creek, New Zealand


  Dear Dorothy,


  This is the last time I intend ever to write to you. Though you may take this letter as a freak or crank, I ask that you reconsider how likely it is that I would write such madness — that is, unless I knew it were the truth. In my need to convince you I will lay out the events using only fact — what I saw with my own eyes and have subsequently acted upon based on rational belief — and at the last, pray to God you believe me.


  

I know you heard the gossip and the insinuation surrounding my young friend Elizabeth W— . I will emphasise again her workaday nature and good common sense, not at all given to the morbid or fantastic; the model of a farmer's wife. This concerns last April, when she had been recently married and had moved to the property opposite the old Broomfield slip. Regarding my silence on the scandal that surrounded her afterward, I may only defend myself by saying I thought it none of my business to relate.


  

It must have been eleven o'clock one summer's night when I was startled from sleep by a fearful knocking. It was such a frenetic scraping and hammering that I would have been up and dressing at that alone, and with Kenneth's gun, even had I not recognised Elizabeth calling for help. Her voice was so slurred that for a moment I thought her drunk, and when I let her in I thought worse. She was shivering and febrile in my kitchen for a long time — so unable to talk and so fearful that I half-convinced myself that the foolish rumours were true, and we were under invasion by the Māori. After a strong cup of tea and some whisky, she told me this:


  

An old friend of hers had lived on the Peninsula and her sad story was well-known there. The husband worked in transporting wood down to the estuary and was often away and she left alone. This friend, Alice N— , missed a visit to Elizabeth one day, and the postman found the house empty. Everyone thought she had been called away and thought too little of it, but then the husband came back months later and found his wife gone, and being a grim and miserable man, made any number of accusations. It was a sad, short scandal. I did not think it unusual in this country, where English brides come to marry and then regret, but Elizabeth found it uncharacteristic and went herself to the Peninsula cottage. The house was shut up by then. The husband had left for Auckland and no trace of Alice remained. But the whole preyed on Elizabeth's mind, and she found something so unwholesome about the mystery that she determined to investigate.


  

It being early in the day, she took to the bush behind the house. I acknowledge that this would be foolish for most, but in Elizabeth's defence it was dry weather, no chance of slips. She had enough bush-sense to know when she had to turn back. She was sufficiently suspicious but not so alarmed as to get assistance. She knew there was no danger in Clifton and certainly not from the local tribes. I cannot blame her for it now. She examined the back of the property and past the Waikopua into the hills. There was nothing of Alice — or it seemed so — and here, Elizabeth quit her story and let out a trill of laughter.


  

It made me jump; Dorothy, it was the awful laughter of a hysteric. She would not be calmed until I locked the door and lit the fire. When she looked at me her eyes were red as though she had been weeping, but there was not a tear-stain on her face. When more composed she told me that, deep in a hot and untidy part of the valley, she had seen a door in the hill — not the remnants of a pā or even an old raupo hut — but a door.


  

When I questioned her on this she described a portal — a cave-entrance that had been propped with slabs of stone, one atop two others like a mantel, and that the stone had been crudely worked. The carvings did not resemble native carvings, and Elizabeth could not really describe what they did resemble, except that they were ugly and looked as though they had been done in violence: as though someone had taken a chisel and scored cuts to no purpose. I gave her another blanket and I asked if she had gone inside.


  

Yes, naturally. She had prowled around the outside and found that the earth around did not crumble, and that the doorway was wide and tall and could have easily taken a man twice her breadth and size. I did not chide her for going inside, for I was too appalled and bewildered, and she continued in a mutter and did not look up from her tea.


  

She had gone inside. She had found the passage quite spacious. She had meant to turn back once reaching the end of this corridor, but that it had made a steep turn and she had seen a light at the end: not torchlight, but the sickly radiance one sees in the Aranui grottoes. And it was not a cavern at all, she said, but made. I questioned her on this. Elizabeth did not answer. There were many corridors leading off from a main chamber and her assumption at this point was that she had found some horrid smuggling cave or tuckaway. There were things in the alcoves but she said she had not touched them and repeated this as though it was important, that she had not touched them.


  

All this time she had been calling for Alice and not listening, and then she became aware of a sound. It was the incessant lapping of water on stone. She pushed on down until she reached the cathedral-room of this catacomb, very high and square, and here there was a great pool of slow-moving water sloshing up against the rock. Here also there was a stone block she described as being about hip height and an enormous basin. Standing there was Alice, said Elizabeth. And after that she fled.


  

I was greatly puzzled, Dorothy. When I asked her to explain, Elizabeth began to shake again and would not drink, and she pushed off the blanket as though she were hot. She kept muttering catches of nonsense. She said that Alice was not right. Unwell, I asked, or somehow injured? No; but all the same she was not right. The two had talked, and Alice had claimed — and I confess the word gave me a thrill of strange horror — that she was imprisoned. Elizabeth could not say any more. Now indeed I thought that I had unearthed the source of all her misery — that in an uncharacteristic terror she had fled back out into the bush and the upper air, and left her friend behind. Now she was consumed by guilt and shame. I told her that I would fetch the men from Whitford Hall and we would go to the cave at once.


  

Dorothy, here Elizabeth screamed. Her voice was the idiot squeal of an animal. No! she said, no! It was too late, Alice had gone now. Elizabeth crawled from her chair and kneeled in front of me and clawed at my floorboards beyond reason until I saw her fingernails split, and she cried out again, and what she said made me afraid in all the ways it should have made me pity her hysteria:


  

“But I'm here — tell me I'm here, Caroline — for the love of God, keep me here!”


  

I gave her what comfort I could give a madwoman, put her in the spare bedroom and sent for her husband at first light. Come morning, she was so weary that she was biddable, though also hollow-eyed and stupid, like a dreamer waking in a strange room. Looking back — the madness in me to let her go! — but what choice did I have? It was nonsense. She had experienced a cruel scare for someone else's benefit, or a nightmare of the subconscious, or some other sad and inexplicable reason that would come to light eventually. She needed rest and not pandering. Yet as she was led away, my palms were tight and hot, for there was a look in her eyes that is inane to describe, yet I must describe it: it was the dead terror of a man before the Pit.


  

Time lulled me into an uneasy security. My evenings never recovered. I had even ventured with Elizabeth one hot day to the Peninsula, in order to lay her fears to final rest, though she startled like a white-eyed colt the whole venture. Naturally, there was no door. We re-traced her steps and found the valley she had come to in her story, and there was nothing but dead trunks of the rough tree fern where a door had been in her memory. I even pushed hard at the earth and scrabbled around at the rocks to show there was nothing beneath, but at this she shuddered and pulled at my sleeves to stop.


  

“Don't! Lord, don't, Caroline,” she said lowly. “We'll find nothing.”


  

The next three months I heard from her seldom, and after six I heard nothing at all. She had grown increasingly withdrawn and was “out” to callers when neighbours knew perfectly well she was in, and would plead migraines when it came to the monthly church meeting, even though she had been such a pillar of the Christian Women's Society. She returned my letters in a cursory fashion, then stopped altogether, and I felt such a curious admixture of rebuff and relief that I became derelict in my duty and quit all attempts. I had not written for two months before I realised she was gone. Her husband had been too mad with worry and pain to think of singling me out in the scandal. His mare had returned without her on it, rolling its eyes and nearly dead with sweat, and that was all he knew.


  

How could I voice my suspicions? I could barely voice them to myself. It seemed the saddest and most likely happenstance was that Elizabeth, wasted from months of nerves, had come to grief alone in the Bush; that spectres and nightmares had led to her death, but the sort that were immaterial, borne from anxiety. I told this to myself every evening and morning and scourged my thoughts of that benighted valley — that squatting, phylacteric depression, that mad hallucination of a waiting door — ready for grief to take its rightful place and forgetfulness to come after.


  

Grief and distance did not mount their rightful thrones. My nights were pitiable, Dorothy, my days worse. I have lived forty years and not let morbidity touch me, I have never maundered or taken freaks, yet I could not escape imaginings of a darkened door, Elizabeth struggling down filth-smeared corridors in the dark, Elizabeth as waxen and afraid as she was the day I set to the side of the hill. I was sleeping with the door barred and with Kenneth's gun. I would wait by the window in the most profound darkness and watch for some figure to crest the hill — Elizabeth's, or faceless Alice's, they were all one. Perhaps you are now saying to yourself, “Caroline, you should have sent for the doctor and diagnosed a guilty conscience.” But guilt had never troubled me either.


  

That June, I made for the Peninsula. The hills were grey and wet with drizzle. I had left a note explaining where I had gone, to be picked up by the postman if I did not retrieve it before morning. I had made sensible arrangements. I had supplies. Thus fortified, I went to the valley where I had gone with Elizabeth; to a slanted part of the hill, in a clinging mist — and sunk between the cringing branches of fern was a door.


  

It was made of two slabs of violently worked stone with a third sitting on top. The earth around this stone was churned and grey, with fresh gouges cut out of the hillside. My lamp made little impression on those clouded shadows within, instead bouncing the darkness to and fro. When I looked more closely at the carvings I found them grotesque, forming faces the one minute, then meaningless gibberish the next, somehow aggressively gross and foul. I examined them little. Like Elizabeth before me, I chose to make my way down that long, breathless passage to the bowels of the hill.


  

The corridor was so steep that I had to hold my lamp at waist height to descend. And it would suddenly zig-zag — break off at an angle, double in on itself, more of a passage laid down by a burrowing creature than one by an architect — so that I scraped myself badly on irregularities in the wall, for I am a bigger woman than Elizabeth. I held out my lamp to them at one point and was repulsed. They seemed like meaningless notches until I pulled back to see them in toto, and there I saw the repeated graffito of a figure in chains. I thought it was a patterned line of yoked animals, each holding the beast ahead's tail in its jaws, but the carving was an undeveloped scribble. The animals continued on and on and down the stairs in their endless march. Their eyes bulged and their manes tangled in their teeth. It was not worth looking at. A final drastic descent forced my eyes away from the carvings and to attend the more urgent business of not breaking my neck.


  

The bottom level opened up into a narrow room with eight sides. An alcove was set into each, with each alcove pock-marked with niches. An archway led into the dark main artery and a half-arch into two connecting rooms. My lamplight was increasingly sulky despite the fresh oil and wick, and in this light, like Elizabeth had, I took the whole for a smuggler's den. Inside each niche was an irregularly wrapped bundle of rough sacking or crudely pounded flax.


  

I took my knife and eased out one of the bundles, not liking the greasy sacking or the oily stains it left on my fingers. If there had been filthy remains in there, I might have been less disturbed than I was by what I found: an unfamiliar calico dress, with a blouse, jacket and boots. A quick slash of another bundle proved to similarly hold a woman's clothes, neatly folded. The next room was so peppered with niches it looked like a beehive, and each contained more of these effects. Some of the clothes were of an antiquated style. One bundle held a fibrous patterned wrapper such as some Māori still wear. My guttering lamp hinted at more chambers ahead — more chambers, and deeper, that I never visited — alcove upon alcove, and God knows they were all probably full.


  

I took my lamp away from those miserable artefacts. Trophies, I thought then, pointing to some grotesque kidnapping or slavery spree.


  

I continued on down the main passage. It sloped down sharply, and I had to press on the ice-cold, slippery walls in order not to lose my footing. The final descent took me to an enormous chamber, Dorothy, as Elizabeth had described, only more vast and empty and black than she could ever have communicated. I set my lamp down and it shuddered and spluttered in the face of such enormous shadow. Here I became aware of the hush only a great and quiet body of water can make. My sight slowly adjusted to some dim braziers filled with what looked like greenish coals — flameless and crawling, moving independently of each other somehow — and the light cast weird ripples on a pool of wide, drear, fathomless water. The light also fell upon a great stone slab where the water sloshed down into carved channels and washed about its base, and fell on a basin big enough for a child to curl up inside it, and it fell also on my friend Elizabeth.


  

But not Elizabeth's miserable corpse: Elizabeth alive and well and living, Elizabeth as fresh as though she had come through the door with me.


  

“Oh, Caroline, thank God,” she said, as naturally as ever. More naturally, even, than she had been of months previous; something like her of old, with that same familiar ease. But it was wrong, Dorothy. I cannot describe, as she could not describe either. It was dim in that room, but I could see the stark whites of her eyes and the hairs rose on the back of my neck. “What a relief you came.”


  

Of course I asked her if she was all right, if she was hurt in any way; she gave me a brief, almost lipless smile, and this was not an expression I had ever seen her wear. She denied injury. She was fine, she said; she'd tell me all about it later. What was important was that I could let her out.


  

I asked her why she needed to be let out and she said she couldn't get out alone. I couldn't see why not, as it wasn't as though the corridors were so labyrinthine and nothing seemed to bar her. The water washed close to her bare brown feet. I grew impatient. I demanded to know where had she been and by what means was she now here, in the very place she had feared most?


  

“Caroline,” she said calmly, “I never left.”


  

Then she walked toward me. I cannot write clearly of how she moved because every time I think of it my head pounds and my nose often bleeds. But yet she moved and the manner in which her bones shifted inside her skin, and in contrast to how you or I would move — 


  

I believe there is a part of the mind that decides upon courses of action without requiring conscious thought. I also believe that these are left over from the antique days when Man was preyed upon, before cities and civilization. I told you I had been sensible, Dorothy; it was a matter of conscious decision that I had brought Kenneth's gun. But it was on this aforementioned instinct that I lifted it, took aim, and shot Elizabeth dead.


  

I did not wait around to see her fall. I could rely upon my accuracy. I fled into the lapping darkness while all around me the sound of water filled my ears — deafened, driven mad by a sound I did not know if I was conjuring up, desperate to find light as a swimmer to break water. I scrambled up the narrow steps and through the angular shaft, convinced that if I stopped to heave for breath or look over my shoulder I would meet my end.


  

Did I murder a young woman, or did I avenge her? Did she die there down in the dark, Dorothy, or is the very idea I could have killed her a laughable one? Perhaps it would have been cleverer to search in those insidious bundles until I found the one that had been hers. Certainly everything down there should have been burnt. But not by my hand, Dorothy, not by any hand I have met in this life, I think, nor yours. What is down there should not be sought, not even for purposes of expurgation.


  

That place showed itself to me in my dreams and did not leave me after waking; it simply widened its window to the very edges of my vision. I have seen the cave and the water and the altar constantly since then. Even if I take the medicine that the doctor prescribed, the one to help me sleep, it never comes to any good. I was never a beauty, but I have grown twisted and haggard for lack of peace. It's little wonder that they all think I am ill. At least I have no husband to wonder at my malaise and my megrims, like poor Elizabeth's. I may sit and tremble alone every time I think a door in my house creaks open. I never go anywhere without Kenneth's gun now. It sits next to me as I write.


  

And yet I know I must go back. I will go back. I have held on this long, but it has been unbearable suffering. I have concluded that the door is a disease, and that the act of passing through its foetid dark is enough to invalid one. Perhaps I had nothing to fear from what Elizabeth had become. I am not sure. Maybe you are not meant to go back until the place is ready for you and your own alcove is empty. I am ready now: last night I took all the drugs Dr. Miller had left and I still woke at the end of my garden, digging at a slope there with my bare and bleeding hands. I will not sleep again.


  

Dorothy, I took that place with me. It is inside me now. Whosoever is its master is well-versed in claiming victims. You are the one to whom I may try to communicate it and therefore, I will warn you before I succumb. You must not come. The only woman you may save now is yourself. You have been a rare friend and correspondent. If you deem me a madwoman I won't care, just so long as you stay in town and never set foot in Tauranga. It is too much like you to come and investigate if I disappeared from hearing. If I present you the facts to begin with, it may quell your desire to procure them. Do not come. This is not your mystery.


  

I do not know my purpose. I do not know what I am to be, nor Elizabeth, nor Alice — those numberless alcoves, Dorothy, where have we gone? Elizabeth was the merest child. The cruelties it could do with you I cannot imagine. When I think of how she moved — this country is so new to us and so old to the world, and its emptiness should have been a warning rather than an invitation — there are terrible things in the darkness and I will not let you become another of them.


  

My final wish is this: that you respect our long friendship in the face of derangement. Do not come. Do not question. Live a long life and go into the hills as seldom as possible. Remember me kindly and for my sake, remember Elizabeth kindly, and for hers a woman called Alice and hundreds else. We passed through the door. We have been trapped and set loose. I wish to be the last.


  

If by awful chance you see the door — if it comes to you invidiously in its defiled stone and darkness — the entrance to the water and to the holes where we go, you must think of me within. Then use dynamite.


  

    

I remained


    
Your faithful friend


    Caroline B— .


  


  
This letter was found concealed in the effects of Auckland resident Dr. Dorothy L— , eight months after her May 1908 disappearance.
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