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    Introduction


    I’VE BEEN WRITING off and on since grade school. Here’s a very early example:


    
      Where

    


    
      
    


    
      Where is the mountain?

    


    
      
    


    
      Where is the hill?

    


    
      
    


    
      Where is the tree and the whippoorwill?

    


    
      
    


    
      Where is the fish?

    


    
      
    


    
      Where is the bear?

    


    
      
    

  


  
    
      I think they’re around here somewhere.

    


    
      
    


    I had a long way to go and it got a lot worse before it got better and still has a ways to go.


    I say “off and on” because periodically, I’d give up writing and do things like: play jacks, read unrequired books in college, watch Sesame Street with my children, or perfect my pie crust. I gave it up for reasons like: persistent frustration; the need to see that my small children didn’t kill each other; and because I read things by Marquez and Millhouse, listened to Bob Dylan and Steve Earle, and concluded that I’d never be remotely close to that good. I tried to channel my writing urge into diaries but I don’t have a firm grasp of reality. So the diaries aren’t diaries, they’re ... well, I don’t exactly know what they are. I gave that up too. (“The Goddess of Outen,” “The Backward Man,” and “The Tale of the Glass Man” are all part of an illustrated autobiographical novel [unpublished]. You can see how that goes.)


    I always went back to writing.


    I’d start making up stories in my head and eventually put them on paper. Or I’d take a class from someone I really admired thinking they’d tell me I was wasting my time. But they didn’t. Shawna McCarthy, Thad Rutkowsky, and especially Patricia Eakins and Carol Emshwiller – when people like that encourage you, you develop hope. Now I’m in a writing group with some really smart skillful writers and they haven’t thrown me out so I keep plugging.


    In terms of process, I don’t mean to imply that I have voices in my head but it almost always starts with a character. They say something, do something. I try not to push them too hard. Sometimes they push me around. (Mostly they push me around.) The ones that have a story go out into the world (and sometimes come back).


    Some of them don’t have a story. They have a place, maybe some friends or acquaintances and a small life. They might putter around but it doesn’t amount to anything. I cram them into envelopes and drawers (and occasionally the trash). I feel really bad about this because I’m strongly attached to some of them, but what can I do? I don’t understand it – they insist on coming out and then they just sit on the porch and talk, or walk around aimlessly, or take bus rides. I suppose I’m so attached because these are the characters that are most like me – or would be if I had a porch.

  


  
    I get a lot of inspiration from the F train, sitting in Madison Square Park before Tai Chi class, from middle-of-the-night muses, the children in my life (not necessarily all young in age), and from an abundance of slacker moments that I’m loathe to admit to.


    Is this the part where I mention people I want to thank? Here goes: M & Pop, Howie, Travis, Zoe, Becky, Mike, Adriana, Evan, Landon, Miss Thompson (fourth grade), Miss Roland (HS), Shawna, Patricia, Thad, Bob, Gabriel, Patti & Patti, Bert, Linda, Sophia, Master Chen, Alex, Margaret, Ada, Barbara, Maria, Florence, Gabriella, Luis, and Carol Carol Carol.


    Gay Partington Terry


    Brooklyn, New York


    


    

  


  
    The Line


    THERE IS NO beginning, no end to the line, just women waiting. The women are beautiful in a disheveled sort of way. A slick of sweat illuminates skin in sunlight and moon glow whether the complexion is dark or pale; the powdery dust adds glistening texture. We don’t look around much; we wait. Though there are many of us, we’re all too exhausted to be companions to each other. Once in a while we move forward ever so slightly. The children do not play; they’re much too lethargic from hunger. They stare out from behind mothers and strangers or weep quietly.


    It does no good to worry. We stare into space. We attempt to patch our ragged garments. We wait enshrouded in our own thoughts. Yesterday there was a great storm so we’re feeling cleansed. We’re lucky to have warm weather and sun now. When the rainy season comes, we’ll have to dig out our old tarps and endure the smell of mold.


    The woman ahead of me picks nits out of a small girl’s hair; perhaps it’s her daughter. Like the line, there is no end to the nits. She crushes them in her fingers and eats them or feeds them to the girl. Both are so thin that you can see bones through the skin, but their faces are beautiful. Their dark watery eyes are deep-set, and chapped lips perfectly rounded. In front of them an old woman sits like a stone reliquary, lines of dignity set into her face and pendulous breasts resting beneath her thin dress. The woman behind me never looks up. Her sad eyes are intent upon the earth, her head intricately wrapped in yards of faded muslin. I asked where she came from, but her answer was unintelligible. It’s possible that none of us really know what we’re moving toward. At least we’re not being shot at and the KEEP workers come by occasionally with water and a little food.

  


  
    Mornings go quickly. Afternoons are intolerably long, hot, and dull. Evenings we eat the hard biscuits and bruised fruit we’ve horded all day. At night there are stars to watch, some shoot across the sky from above; some rise up from the ground. The expanse of sky makes our brief lives and hardships seem small. In the relative coolness of night, we sleep. Somehow, mornings are hopeful – even without promising expectations.


    I sit on my bundle of belongings when I’m tired, curl up around it at night. There isn’t anything in it but rags, a cup, and a dish or two. I wrap myself in the tapestry my great grandmother wove. It was kept in the ancestor chest at my mother’s house, only brought out on special occasions. It’s all I have left of a life that may have been a dream or a dream that may have been a life. Like me, it has begun to fade and unravel. During the day I attempt to patch it, but it wears faster than I can sew. I’ve run out of scraps with which to piece it back together and my fingers are becoming stiff and unresponsive.


    I keep three photos in the pocket of my dress. One is a smiling child with parents, one a street in a small town, the other is so worn that I can no longer make it out. I pretend that these are familiar. The truth is that I only remember the line and the tunnels …


    Our men are all dead or at war, even many of the boys have gone. There are bodies in the fields and on the road, too many for the animals to take, animals that have grown fat and lazy from overeating. Blood has made the ground so fertile that the bush grows thickly, covering them. The river is polluted with blood and body parts. Many of the men have been in tunnels for months. I myself was in one for several days. There’s little air in the tunnels and some very bad odors come from the wounded that hide there. The husband who protected me has been gone for a long time. I can no longer remember his face but I see images in the clouds and the dry earth about me, of the child we lost.

  


  
    Occasionally a truck passes by and sometimes they stop and take a woman or two with them. I smile, though never right at them, and try to stand straight. I’m hoping one of them will take me. Though the men in the trucks carry weapons and seem rough, I would be happy to go with them. I don’t mind a little roughness. Sometimes they sing and shoot their guns in the air. The women in the line never sing, though I may have heard someone humming once.


    I hope that we’re waiting for transport though I’m not sure the people on the trucks know their destination any more than those of us on the line. But at least there’s movement, wind in your hair and singing.


    Last night a boy came and pretended to be my son. I shared a biscuit with him, but this morning he was gone. Men and boys don’t have patience for the line; they’d rather take their chances on the road or fight.


    It’s easy to believe that the gods have abandoned this place, but sometimes at night the distant thrum of gunfire becomes a low-pitched note that vibrates inside the body and resonates with the peace of the line and the mercy of picking nits from someone’s head or sharing a biscuit. I have learned enough to know that there’s always been lines, and there’s always been war.


    I would leave the line if I had any place to go or anyone to go to. I’m trying to remember … Perhaps I’ll go anyway, just for the walk. I could look at the bodies, those in reasonable condition, to see if any look familiar. Perhaps I could find more pictures or some useful items. But then what would I do with them? I couldn’t sell them even if they were useful, because no one has money to buy with or goods to trade. And I can’t carry any more in my bundle; as small as it is, it’s still a burden in the heat. I don’t want to end up in the tunnels again. Perhaps someone in front of me will get tired of waiting or get picked up by a truck and I’ll be able to move forward. I could join the fight, but what good would that do? What side would I fight on? I know nothing of sides.


    I only know waiting …

  


  
    


    

  


  
    The Promise


    OUTSIDE, BABIES FLOAT gently down from the sky. All traffic has stopped; people watch in awe. The blind mother stands on her hands in a red cubical positioning her legs in a protective mudra to keep the babies from crashing down recklessly. She wears only grey undergarments and high heels.


    The babies fall like feathers, rocking to and fro on wind currents; they never cry. In the town square, their soft naked bodies land and are cradled in bushes and tree branches safely. People approach; the babies smile and coo. There are many: twelve or fifteen, similar but not exactly alike. The attendant has watched from the tower. He tip-toes down the winding stairs to the blind mother’s cubical and opens the door quietly so as not to disturb her.


    “It is finished,” she whispers.


    “All is well. I shall fetch your robes,” he answers.


    He brings robes from across the hall and helps her dress. There are three layers of the finest silk; yellow, orange and ruby. Because she’s spent so much time upside down, nothing can be done with her startling yellow hair which stands one hand high in unruly waves. More attendants emerge from hall doors to follow her down to the square. The crowd parts for them.


    The blind mother approaches each baby, lifts it from its cradle of foliage and sniffs. She smiles and hands it to an attendant who wraps it in an apron and carries it back to the stone tower.

  


  
    Two babies are rejected. They are sniffed, assessed by touch and intuition, and replaced in their trees. When all the babies have been checked, the mother is led back to the tower. The babies won’t be seen again until they can walk.


    After they’re gone, the crowd lingers. A young woman approaches one of the babies left behind. She reaches out for it and the baby grabs her finger, smiles up at her. She hums quietly and the baby turns its head toward her. She reaches up, lifts it, wraps it in her over-skirt, and turns to leave. She is followed by a young man.


    A slightly older woman steps up to the other child, removes her ragged shawl, wraps it about the baby and walks away hastily. She is followed by the eyes of the crowd but no one dares interfere.


    These are the women blessed by babies without having to perform the acrobatic mudra. These are the women who take on the anomalies.


    The crowd disperses. No one looks up at the sky as they go about their day.


    In three years the babies emerge from the tower. Dressed in colorful jumpers and soft fur slippers, they walk in two lines, led by five attendants. The young mother and father appear with their well-behaved child. Each proud parent holds one of its hands. They lift it over curbs and puddles.


    There is no sign of the other mother and her child, and the children and towns people converge on the square where a celebration ensues. There are carnival rides and games, booths of sweet smelling food, antique vehicles for the adults to peruse. Each attendant supervises four or five children. The blind mother sits at the tower window listening to the sounds of contentment and smelling the sweetness of holiday food.


    The king and queen, who’ve been watching the festivities from a castle window across the way, call their attendants to them. With a nod of her head, the queen commands them to follow behind with packages wrapped in azure-colored tissue paper. In the packages are finely carved spoons, one for each of the blind woman’s children.


    The king and queen lead the procession to the square. The queen is wearing her finest jewels and carrying a delicate fan which she uses to avoid directly breathing in the air of common people. The king is dressed in military fashion with all the appropriate insignias. He carries a cane of ebony and gold. The children of the blind woman line up to receive their spoons, even the child raised by the young couple. As the attendant places the packages in their hands, they bow to the king and queen, one child at a time and retreat to open their packages.

  


  
    But there is one missing …


    Suddenly the sky darkens with birds. All is silent, for these are not a species of bird that must flap wings to fly. These are birds that ride currents of air, birds that exploit the wind. These are the birds belonging to the second mother who chose to raise a child rejected by the blind woman.


    The birds continue to swirl and swoop as the woman and her child enter the square. It’s obvious that they’ve dressed up for the occasion, though their clothes are more worn than the others, softer and looser, the girl’s dress a smaller version of the mother’s. The king and queen study the pair and look at each other. The queen calls an attendant over and whispers something to him. He runs off in the direction of the castle. The mother and child whisper back and forth and the mother makes a half-hearted attempt to tuck the child’s shirt in. Everyone waits.


    Above, in her tower, the blind woman smells paradox.


    The Queen’s attendant returns with a package wrapped in red velvet and with a nod from the queen, he offers it to the child. The girl opens it to find a jewel encrusted dagger. The crowd gasps. Her eyes light up and she looks to the mother who nods in approval and whispers something. The child makes an exaggerated bow to the queen who smiles back at her.


    Then the child hands the dagger to her mother and runs off to the pony ride. The queen is guarded, the crowd horrified. The mother smiles. Soon the other children drop their spoons and run off to join in. There’s laughter and shouting. The peace of the afternoon is disrupted; attendants run in circles trying to catch children; the mother of the other rejected child cries in her husband’s arms while holding her child closely.


    The blind woman jumps from the window of her aerie. She catches a drain pipe and slides down, summersaults to the square in her grey underwear and stockings. The crowd parts for her. She wrinkles her nose and strains her neck; she sniffs them. When she finds the king and queen, she snorts.

  


  
    “Whoock!” She squeaks.


    “Whoock!” She hasn’t spoken aloud for a long time and she has to stop and swallow several times to moisten her vocal chords.


    “Who awk gave you the right awk to give an instrument of death awk, awk to a child of this age, to awk anyone?”


    The crowd gasps. The Queen scowls. The last mother puts her hand gently on the arm of the blind woman. “It’s alright,” she whispers. “I’ll save it for her; she’ll need it when she’s grown – to cut bread and skin fruit.”


    The queen turns and stomps off, followed by the confused king and their attendants. The blind woman falls to the mother’s feet and cries hysterically. The mother wraps her own tattered apron about the blind woman’s shoulders and wipes her tears with the hem of her skirt.


    “Awk,” she sobs. “They think awk it’s all so easy, so awk foolproof.”


    “But we know better,” the mother assures her.


    People turn away; many hurry out of the park. But some loiter, wistfully watching the children play. The mother takes the blind woman to a bench.


    One of the children’s attendants follows them. “The children are getting dirty,” he says.


    “But don’t they sound awk happy,” the blind woman says.


    The mother sighs; “Too bad it won’t last.”


    “Promise me one thing,” the blind woman says.


    “I can only try …”


    “That’s all I ask …”


    


    

  


  
    The Holy Sisters of Shedir


    EACH TINY STITCH the holy sisters embroider bares a prayer. They are committed to a lifetime of devotion through the eye of a needle. A baby blanket might have millions of stitches, enough prayers to protect a child through puberty. A house banner with a similar amount of stitches protects a family from certain categories of pestilence and infringement by lesser demonic creatures. But it’s a rare person that could hope to obtain such a valuable piece. A lucky woman might acquire a mantilla to cover her hair or wrap around her throat for refuge. It was more common for both men and women to obtain socks stitched with prayers for mobility, stability, and steadfastness. But few peasants could afford even these treasures. They were fortunate if they could procure a wee pouch in which to keep a “lucky coin.”


    The price of these needlework masterpieces was, not only gold and gems, but good deeds, high ideals, modest sentiments and temperance. Of course, there were always worthy people who fell into dire circumstances that compelled them to relinquish a precious prayer piece in charity. And an unknown number of these treasures fell into lesser hands by fraudulent means. Sometimes the prayer-stitches worked to save the illicit beneficiaries from their base affectations, and better their lives. Others, the more vulgar or evil recipients, often had strong physical reactions to the objects and if they were not discarded, the torment they produced incited them to new and more fervent acts of maliciousness and vice. For it is known that people can not be protected from their own malevolent natures if they’re not willing to participate in the process of benevolence.

  


  
    On the morning of the seventh day of the sixth lunar month of the 1,018th year of the Era of Sand, the Sixteenth Holy Mother called the sisters together.


    “We’ve been offered a formidable commission,” she told them. “The new High Chancellor asked us to create a work to cover his Royal Divan, the seat of power.”


    Astonished whisperings swept through the room.


    The Sixteenth Holy Mother waited for it to stop. “As you can imagine, the High Chancellor is not our ideal patron but I sense a vein of posibility in him, albeit overlaid by frustration and disappointment. I’ll want volunteers to prepare a ritual supper for us tonight.” She sighed, “the Chancellor believes we fast on such occasions.”


    The sisters chuckled.


    “I’ll collect the dream threads in the morning. That will be all for now.”


    The Sisters ate their fine meal of sweet rice, leaves of the feathered palm steeped in exotic herbs, curry sea lily, juju figs in cream, and cardamom taffy.


    They all slept soundly except for one novice who’d joined the order after her lover was killed in battle. Sister Glory Grace tossed and turned sweating beads of grief as she did every night. In the morning she laid her bedding on the low bushes outside her window in the hope that wind would blow the night’s remorse out of them. She’d done this every morning for fifteen months. She purified herself and her belongings often, humbled herself with hard work, sat in meditation, and chanted ritual prayers endlessly. But she still heard the sound of his boots on the stones of the old hallway at night, felt his hand on her shoulder at vespers, and caught the scent of him on her pillow (even though this was the eighteenth new pillow she’d acquired).


    When she went before the Sixteenth Holy Mother to receive her assigned task for the day, the Holy Mother told her, “Everyone must work on the High Chancellor’s commission, at least for part of the day.”


    “Please, Mother, I don’t feel I’m proficient or virtuous enough to work on such a project.”


    “Nonsense. I’ve seen your samplers. Your stitches are as tiny and uniform as Sister Violaceae. It’s time you involve yourself in a communal project.” The Holy Mother put her arm about the girl in a tender gesture. “It’ll do you good, dear.”

  


  
    So Glory Grace joined the other Sisters in the sunroom to work on the piece for the High Chancellor. The sun was so bright as to be nearly blinding, the better to see every tiny stitch. The Sisters were busy untangling the dream threads and winding them on spools when Glory Grace added her meager thread to the cache. Because the sun was so bright, no one noticed the slight discolor of her dream fiber and it was wound on the spool set for the embroidered clouds, along with pearly grays, alabasters, whites and silvers. No one noticed the slightly grizzled tone of her thin strands.


    This alone, however, would not have had a formidable affect the design except to temper the light it emitted and moderate it’s effect slightly.


    What did alter the work’s intention was an incident that occurred on the fifteenth month and fourth day of work in the last hours of peak afternoon sun. The sisters were intent on their work when a peasant woman who was carrying pea beans for the Sisters’ supper, was stung by a bode wasp. Father Icilius, who was taking a meditative walk in the garden on the other side of the nunnery in order to mentally prepare for evening prayer, was the first to reach her. The cry of agony he emitted when he found her dead was ... indescribable. For he’d seen her fall and was there in seconds, unable to offer nostrum or solace.


    Perhaps Sister Glory Grace was aware that the agonized cry had precipitated thoughts of her dead lover. Perhaps she even realized that she’d dropped a stitch. But the sight of the poor village girl ashen and shriveled, her pupils snapped in agony, the site of the sting on her ankle black and swollen, emitting a rank odor and oily discharge, drove out all rational thinking.


    The Sisters spread bane nettles about the ground to kill off the bode wasps (for where there’s one bode wasp, there’s always a mate). They washed and wrapped the poor village girl and called her family for burial. Afterward, they were in such a state of emotional exhaustion, no one noticed the dropped stitch.


    Six days later, after the funeral and after the bodies of two bode wasps had been collected and burned, the Sisters partook of cleansing rituals and went back to work on the Chancellor’s project with pure hearts, unaware of the dropped stitch.


    The divan cover took another twelve years to complete which was amazingly swift for such a project, as the larger and more complex pieces often took a lifetime to finish. But all other projects had been put on hold and every Sister and Novice worked long hours deferring all but the most necessary tasks for survival.

  


  
    Sister Glory Grace found her calling with the Chancellor’s project. She worked tirelessly and perfected her stitches until they were the finest, most even points of subtle prayer. She wore out hundreds of needles and dispelled her grief with the prick of each stitch.


    The Sixteenth Holy Mother had chosen a design that mirrored the enchanted realm of the Great Mother of All, the magnificent Kingdom of Deep. The nun’s delicate stitches would depict an ornate landscape bursting with pristine streams, exotic flowers, fantastical trees dripping with chilli-berries, and the enchanted creatures that serve The Mother, thousands of details set to invoke the perfection of a higher world. It was a task so awesome that it couldn’t be contemplated as a whole. Each small unit was it’s own ideal, worked on as a separate entity, refined to a precise archetype. Sister Glory Grace’s assignment was to make the small knots and spiraling stitches that depict the flowers of the sacred gem fruit.


    When they finished the project, the nunnery was in ruins, the once lush gardens a tangle of dead vegetation and weeds. The roof leaked, the plumbing had failed, and mice overran the empty larder. The nuns, especially the older ones, were decrepit; many had become delirious in the last year of frantic work. But the aging Sixteenth Holy Mother was certain that with the commission they made from the Chancellor, they would be able to restore the nunnery and its gardens to it’s former quiet elegance and nurse the nuns back to health and spiritual well-being.


    The High Chancellor was informed and royal upholsterers set to finish the divan. A great unveiling, to be held in the castle’s rotunda, was hurriedly announced and the nuns assembled on the appointed day.


    The nuns had had very little contact with the world for the last fourteen years so they were astonished at the change in the countryside on the way to the palace grounds. Farmlands had declined and streams were choked and filthy. Smoke from factories wafted through the air and mountains were scared and collapsed. The people, however, were better dressed and many were plump, a sure sign of abundance.

  


  
    In contrast to the sister’s dull disheveled appearance, the palace was a splendor, reflected a hundred fold in the pools surrounding it and the mirrored ceilings of the interior. Some of the nuns were embarrassed at their ragged habits but the Sixteenth Holy Mother told them, “It’s no matter. We are aesthetics not court figures.”


    The Sixteenth Holy Mother was still vigorous and had become more animated in her eagerness to collect the appalling sum promised them and reestablish their peaceful pious life. But she was visibly shaken by the overly warm anterooms choked with a cloying mix of perfumes, an annoying murmur of derisive whispers and the rustle of silk taffeta.


    “Stay close, my dears,” she said. “We’re in a house of impure spirits.”


    Sister Glory Grace was especially appalled by the vast expanse of the town cemetery and the pile of unclaimed bones at the west gate.


    Lord Ashberry called for quiet and the High Chancellor addressed the company. The Sixteenth Holy Mother accepted payment and thanked him for the commission. Father Icilius delivered a brief blessing over the divan and the retinue passed by to marvel at the fine needlework, brilliant colors and intricate design of the cover, as well as the delicate carving of the spalted bloodwood frame.


    Then the High Chancellor sat, heavy with authority.


    He rested his elbow on the padded armrest.


    He leaned back and the crowd applauded. Attendants brought trays of cream fruit and mandrake wine. Musicians played and costumed dancers swirled through the room. No one noticed the High Chancellor’s fists curl.


    When the Sixteenth Holy Mother came before the Chancellor to repeat her gratitude and take leave, she observed that the light of fulfillment had gone from his eyes, but she didn’t say anything. The rest passed by one by one. Only Sister Glory Grace recognized the aspect of regret and realized he was encountering his lost moments, sinking.


    Later that night, as the lights flickered dreamily and the lavish company chattered, the High Chancellor fell through the dropped stitch.


    Perhaps he landed in the Kingdom of Deep, in the presence of the Mother of All, though this is doubtful as he did not possess the exemplar qualities necessary for access to that place. Perhaps he still hovers between that world and this. Perhaps he resides in some other realm or in the darkness of oblivion. No one knows and it’s of little consequence to all but him.

  


  
    With his disappearance, the position of High Chancellor went to his son, a quiet peaceful boy. But before all his treaties were in place, he fell through the dropped stitch and disappeared forever. The office passed to his brother, well-meaning but dull-witted, then to a cousin more interested in the arts than the welfare of his people, the brother of that cousin who was untutored and insane; all disappeared mysteriously by way of the divan. Three more distant cousins fled rather than accept the position, and an unscrupulous merchant who bought the office sat on his own throne, but was killed by a mob. Power was seized by an evil dictator who decreed himself divine. He divested the kingdom of all things beautiful and frivolous. The divan was placed on a bonfire along with elegant and coveted objects from all corners of the kingdom. The Holy Sisters of Shedir were nearly thrown on to the fire also had it not been for the pleading of the crowd and the promise that they would give all their assets to the state, remain isolated in their nunnery, and never work their needles again.


    This was agreed.


    But the Sisters stitched prayers of hope and justice in secret and after many years, a hero arose and set about overthrowing the dictator. Then came an era of violence that lasted only months but seemed to last a very long time, as all such eras seem. The season of death and destruction brought memories crashing back to Sister Glory Grace, memories of her lost love, of the Sixteenth Holy Mother, Sister Violaceae, the High Chancellor’s kind son, and others long gone. Sister Glory Grace was an old woman but she had a nagging sensation of guilt. She’d spent her whole life doing needlework; it was all she knew. So she commenced stitching a mantle of guilt. Some of the other Sisters joined in and when word of it spread, men and women from all over came to add to it.


    Soon the Mantle of Guilt was so heavy it couldn’t be moved and many citizens believed they could do whatever they pleased, stitch their guilt into the Mantle, and be rid of it. Lines of people formed at the entrance of the nunnery. The kingdom was in turmoil and many small animals and children were lost and suffocated by the heavy cloak.


    It had to be stopped.


    On the morning of the first day of the ninth lunar month of the 1,088th year, the Nineteenth Holy Mother turned the line of pilgrims away and called for men with pack animals. It took thirty-one sturdy oxen and forty-seven good men to drag the Mantle of Guilt out to a field where it could be burnt. Smoke spread across the kingdom and blanketed the sun for six days bringing with it dreams of tragedy and turmoil, betrayal and regret. No one was exempt. Nineteenth Holy Mother announced that from that day forward, no disparaging emotions would be stitched into any of their projects. Should such emotions arise, the sisters were to report to the grounds keeper for heavy labor until these sentiments were sweated out into the soil where they might act as fertilizer.

  


  
    The grounds of the nunnery were transformed to gardens pristine and elaborate, the Sisters grew strong and healthy, their needlework reached a level of perfection greater than the world had ever seen, the citizens resumed responsibility for their own actions, and the kingdom prospered in peace and harmony for a thousand years, though such eras seem all too short. We can only imagine what happened after that thousand years as we know, alas, such perfection isn’t meant to last. Sooner or later a stitch is dropped, a tear is shed, a whisper of contempt seeps into the waft of even the finest material.


    Should you come upon a sample of the work of the Holy Sisters (which is unlikely in our world but who is to say impossible?) pass it on quickly if you think there is any possibility you might harbor a secret nature that would pervert it, for it could could have a ruinous effect on your life. Take it as a sign that you might become worthy of it one day. Covet your good fortune and say a prayer for the soul of Sister Glory Grace and the talented hands of the Holy Sisters of Shedir.


    


    

  


  
    The Prison Of Kronos


    Fragments from the diary of Alber Istott Cretius


    
      
    


    DAY 4 – The Wing of “Before and After” where time begins anew


    I was put behind bars for stealing moments. Time is a most coveted commodity and you dare not take what doesn’t belong to you. It was decided that the Time I’d taken was the property of Mgsr. Lockes Enitsu, though some was initially believed to have belonged to Sister Filomena. I was humiliated and defeated by the suggestion that I would have taken something of such value from the good sister when, as everyone knows, had I asked she would have given it to me, steeped in charity as she is. I protested the accusation and was absolved by the Sisters of Almanac.


    As for Lockes Enitsu, I admit guilt, resentment, and premeditation. I remain unrepentative, despite the harsh sentence bestowed upon me. I believe he spends his own tenure unwisely, repetitively, and embezzles that of others unjustly. When I’m released, I will be expected to repay Lockes Enitsu, in full plus penalties, for that which I’ve taken from him even though Enitsu is rich in time. A few moments are nothing to him but my crime is an assault to his image and ego.


    My cell is exactly four paces wide and not quite five paces long. It contains a narrow metal cot, one fist wider than my body, with a mattress exactly two-thirds the depth of my index finger. Under the cot I keep my meager belongings: books I’ve been permitted to borrow from the Unit library, writing materials, two changes of uniform, an extra blanket, a cardboard box of photos, and chamber pot for night relief. I must petition the use of a toilet during the day.

  


  
    Three days a week I work in the Expansion Practicum. Two days I’m on cleaning detail in the Denial Unit, and two days in the kitchen. I’m not permitted to work outside in the gnomon farm or in the quartz/crystal mines. Because of the nature of my crime, I must remain in sequential spaces where I can be monitored so as not to repeat my offense.


    I’m popular with guards as well as inmates since Lockes Enitsu is universally detested. There is a groundroot movement to have me freed but I have little hope of it succeeding. I don’t discourage the collaborators as they afford me connection to the Outside as well as a modicum of sympathetic mail.


    In the cell next to mine the infamous Duce Mogon resides. It is he who defaced the grotesques in Hagora Square. The priests of Elapse were alarmed when the figure of Father Sinew expanded in girth and musculature. They were incensed that the Great Mother should have had her hump reduced, her nose reworked and her legs straightened. The citizens do not want their deities to approach perfection; they require more identifiable divinities. For this reason, Duce is unpopular and may face execution. The priests have now accused him of endangering celestial motions.


    I find him quite personable, albeit a little sad. He yearns for beauty and is unsatisfied with the world as it is. He desires icons more like himself – that is: tall, muscular, even featured. They’ve provided him with ill-fitting shoes in an attempt to disfigure him from the ground up. They beat him when he attempts to remove them. Already, one knee is twisted and the hip lowered. Soon his body will spiral into a more acceptable form, his gait reduced to a suitable measure. His is a crime of tempo punishable by footwear, incarceration and possibly extinction.


    He reminisces a great deal and is generous with his conversation. I, as you can imagine, am a sucker for a good story. We must be cautious though, as talking and especially listening are absolutely against regulations unless directly work related. As I am respected though, Guard Seven ignores our late night musings. It’s only on his one night a week off that we must observe silence or incur the wrath of Guard Fourteen.

  


  
    Day 17


    Duce has devised a plan of escape and I’ve agreed to assist him with the understanding that we might plunder a portion of Guard Fourteen’s tenure. He was pleased to agree despite his unfamiliarity with the illicit business of Time theft. For you see, Duce is a simple man, a man of black and white, do or die, “shit or get off the pot” as he colorfully puts it. He’s a man of cliches – which is possibly why he was placed in the Wing of Before and After.


    I consider myself a simple man also, but apparently my crime is one of devious cunning in these precincts. The injured parties of such misdeeds are considered “innocent” and there are no misdemeanors or insignificant transgressions perpetrated on members of the prevailing classes by those of us who rank lower in the social order.


    Day 19? Or 1? Or 137 in the 36th year? (if I was permitted to return to my previous past)


    The plan was successful, in its way, and I am “free” and in possession of the totality of Guard Fourteen’s unappreciable interval. Duce has set off to live a life of imprudence and I am left a lone fugitive and relative neophyte to the precarious world of chronometric commerce. How I long to return to the finite space and predictable program of Kronos, days without the burden of dissent term. It conflicts and opposes, renders me unable to sustain my identity.


    I repent and solicit mercy at the gates. Almighty Winter, give me strength with which to persevere.


    Day 3. Or 20 (imprisoned). Or 140 in the year … but that is no longer viable.


    I’ve been placed in the “Absolute/Relative” Wing. Here, those who are accused of the most depraved offenses are housed, those who’ve committed illegal division, felonious abstraction, lewd simultaneity, timebinding and worse. We sleep on thin floor mats, our meager possessions exposed on one narrow metal shelf. Not all my fellow inmates are in possession of their sanity; the disheveled boy in the cell across from me sits cross-legged in a corner, eyes rolled up into his head, occasionally murmuring. He is accused of transcendental intuition. When his medication wears off he becomes violent. It’s said that he isn’t the only inmate capable of reducing the stone walls to sand …

  


  
    Day ???


    A flood of contraband has found its way into the Unit, isochronons, telltales, pendulums. The hallways vibrate with whispers. Several of the guards have gone missing. The word “eternity” inscribed on the yard wall, has been filed down, painted over, replaced by “TRANSIENCE” in painted scrawl. My sympathizers, and those of others, picket the prison relentlessly and nosily. Their chants and movements are calculated to disturb The Continuum. Their placards denounce malpractice and insist that there is “No Time Without Change.”


    The incarcerated commit supportive transgressions and discount reprimands. I’ve resigned myself to persistent disturbances of the Hereafter. We await the uprising which has been given the code name “Meanwhile.” The prison walls have begun to fall like sand through a glass.


    


    

  


  
    Spirit Gobs


    NONE OF THE four people I killed deserved to die.


    The first one, Alfie, was just in my way. I didn’t realize how slippery life was before I took Alfie’s life. A little poke, a crack on the head, some blood, and ... gone.


    The second one, AmberLynn, really riled me. Everything about her was as stupid as her name: her stupid hair, her stupid laugh, those jeans with holes that she made on purpose with a screwdriver. AmberLynn. She didn’t do nothing wrong but she made a nuisance of herself to everyone, even though they all pretended to be shocked by her passing.


    The last two, I barely remember. One was paid for. What he done was to fuck some guy’s wife, a real mean guy with money to spend. My Aunt Fran needed to get her gall bladder took out and didn’t have no insurance. It was kinda like cooking – I did the deed and this other guy cleaned up after. The last guy had some money on him but not enough to make me rich.


    You probably wonder what I did with the lives I took. Most folks with my temperament don’t do anything with them; they just let em fritter away. There’s no excuse for this:


    “I don’t have anywhere to store them.”


    What do you need to store a life? It’s not like you was gonna to store the actual flesh – that, you put in the woods for the critters to eat up. A jar with a good stopper or tight lid isn’t hard to find. A fridge? As long as the lid’s tight, a life’ll keep in most temperatures. Light, no light, it don’t matter much. I have a fine cool root cellar where I keep mine.

  


  
    Or: “I wouldn’t know what to do with em.”


    Come on, who can’t use a little pick-me-up? A drop or two in your Mountain Dew, or you can zap em for a quick snack. You don’t have to be one a them gourmet cooks to add a pinch to your cereal or mix some with your greens, for god’s sake. Maybe you have some friends over and the party’s not happening – a few gobs on Ritz crackers with some spray cheese – how hard is that? People make such a fuss ...


    A young guy like me ain’t about to settle down to wife and family any time soon. My folks died when I was in my teens and left the house, not much else. No, it wasn’t me – their lives were taken from them by a trucker who’d done too much crystal that day. The jackass took his own life too and I never did find out where those gobs got to. Folks like that don’t bother to preserve what they unloose. I guess that’s most folks for you. I got no kin, to speak of, just Aunt Fran and Uncle who live over to Red Sink. They don’t come around much.


    But this one day I was sitting on the porch when I seen their truck come down the road.


    After we was done with “howdy’s” and weather talk, Aunt Fran brought out her peach cobbler. “We woulda called if you had a phone.”


    “Got no use for a phone, too busy to talk. It’s fine you stopping by when you’ve a mind.” Aunt Fran and Uncle were always good to me. “I’ll fetch some plates and forks.”


    “You done a real good job keeping this place up all by yourself,” Aunt Fran tole me.


    “Nothin’ to it.”


    “How’s things at the mill?” Uncle asked.


    “Laid off twenty last week. I’m good till they close it down. They got no harder worker than me.”


    Aunt Fran give me a pat. “You was always a good boy, hun. I’ll just go wash up these dishes. Al, you go get the preserves out the truck. I brung you some goodies from my garden. We had so much this year.”


    Uncle and I strolled out to the truck and he handed me a cardboard box with, musta been six jars in it. “I got a little home brew for you too,” he said. “But we don’t want your aunt to see.” He reached under the seat for a jar a White Doggie. “Let’s put this stuff away in your cellar and have us a pull.”

  


  
    So we did. Uncle got to lookin’ around and asked about my jars.


    “Them’s spirit gobs.”


    “Spirit gobs? You grow em?”


    “Naw. You jus pluck out when you see em, fry em up in a pan, or not.”


    “I never seen nothin’ like em round abouts Red Sink.”


    “Here, try one.”


    Uncle popped a gob in his mouth and chewed. He got a thinkin’ look on his face and said, “Not bad. You could sell these.”


    Got me to thinkin’ about how we could use a little more lively around these parts. A shot of “elan vital,” what my grandpappy used to call it, might be a good thing, get us some respect from a world that like to forget about the poor folk in these parts.


    So Uncle and me had a few pulls and some gobs till Aunt Fran come lookin’ fer us.


    “What’r you boys up to down here?” She yelled from out in the yard. “You’re not givin’ that boy licker, are you Al?” Aunt Fran stood in the doorway. A large woman, she wasn’t about to come down the creaky cellar stairs without good reason.


    Uncle slipped the bottle behind an old lawnmower before she could see and said, “No ma’am. You ever hear a spirit gobs? Jess got the darndest stuff here. Come have a taste.”


    “You can bring it on up. These steps is too rickety for a woman my size.”


    I knew Aunt Fran would like the gobs; she liked most anything and if she didn’t, she’d put enough salt or ketchup on it to make it tasty enough for her.


    After they ate, they commenced to laugh like school kids. I put on the radio and Aunt Fran showed us some steps. Big women is always good dancers but you hardly ever see Aunt Fran move around like that. It was a mighty fine sight. I was happy I got her that gall bladder operation and happy the gobs give her some zip.


    They went home in fine spirits and never knowed it was the gobs that give em the livelys. I gave em a jar for later.

  


  
    The next day the supervisor told us the mill was closin’. It wasn’t much of a surprise. All the boys was figurin’ how long before they go on Relief and it get me to thinkin’ ... I could hold out longer than most – I had a house free and clear and land to grow stuff on. I could hunt, maybe get some odd jobs now and again. I wasn’t gonna be no clerk in a grocery or the Walmart. That was chump work, and folks with families to feed needed those jobs anyways. Then Uncle come by on his way to a lodge meetin’ after he heard, to bring me one a Aunt Fran’s casseroles. “You should sell your gobs,” he said. “Them’s real tasty and make you frisky too.”


    I had two shelves, three deep of jars (some from Pappy, Granpappy and some I’d come upon by chance). With no job and all, it wasn’t a bad idea. I’d been tuckin’ into the stuff too much lately, tryin’ too hard at work, thinkin’ they’d keep me on at the mill. My head was spinnin’. I could use the rest, live off the government for a spell instead it livin’ off a me. I wasn’t about to go peddling door to door but there was a county fair comin’ up. Folks from all over would be comin’ in for it. All I needed was a folding table and one a mama’s tablecloths, which I surely had somewheres.


    So that’s what I did. Sold out the first day. Folks was buzzin’ around like flies at a picnic, askin’ could I get more and where could they find some themselves. A couple a bartenders made me offers and a fella from Walmart come to the house with papers and hung around till I sent him packin’.


    Now here was my quandary, if I was to go into the gob business wholehearted, in order to harvest gobs, I’d have to kill off my customers (or hope they died off in front of me). It was a business doomed to go bust even if, in the long run, I could get rid of some riffraff around here. But folks tend to notice when their neighbors and kin go missing or when there’s a odd fella turn up at a body’s passin’. Sheriff Willard wasn’t likely to take to that kinda goings on in his county. In fact, he’d been around askin’ after Alfie and the others, talkin’ about cereal killers – had he already figured out what it was that was on folks cornflakes?


    I figured that I was bound to end up like everyone else, on Relief, and I wouldn’t a chanced it – then ole Mz. Collier give Sheriff Willard a bag a gobs she’d bought at the fair and not ate up, cause he got her cat, Moonie, unstuck from the roof gutter. The old bat.

  


  
    The sheriff had one of his “feelings” and come round to my house. He sat on the porch with me, knocked back a Mountain Dew, talked bull crap for a while, then he said, “you make them spirit gobs what Mz. Collier buy at the fair last month?”


    “They’s already made, I just pluck em.”


    “You pluck em off a what? A tree? A bush?”


    “No sir, I just pluck em.”


    “Out of the air?”


    “Kinda.”


    “Son, I got a feelin’ about these gobs and I got a feelin’ nobody’s gonna swallow my feelin’ this time.”


    “Why’s that sir?”


    “Because in my business feelin’ don’t count. You gotta have proof. And I got a bad feelin’ about gettin’ proof in this case.”


    “You’re a pretty respected man around here ... ”


    “And I’d like to hold on to that respect. I don’t want nobody thinkin’ I’m crazy or that I can’t do my job. You see what I’m gettin’ at, boy?”


    “I think so, sir.”


    “Good. I’m thinkin’ you haven’t ‘plucked’ any more of those gobs lately and I’m hopin’ you won’t be doin’ it again.”


    “Wasn’t plannin’ on it. I’m goin’ on Relief next day or so.”


    “That’s fine. When you do, there’s a social work fella I want you to talk to, name of Cordel Crockett. Will you do that, son?”


    “I surely will.”


    “Fine.”


    Sheriff Willard is a good man and I was hopin’ this Crockett was too, maybe a relative of Davy, what fought in the Alamo. But he surely wasn’t. He was a in-your business, know-it-all, paper shuffler with a runny nose and a wimpy handshake. He wanted to put me in a nut house and when Aunt Fran went to speak for me, he called her a name and he called her fat.


    It’s not for me to say who’s deservin’ what, and who’s not deservin’, but there’s no call to put upstanding folks away nor call a poor old woman names ... I’ll keep my word to Sheriff Willard about not sellin’ gobs but I got a real hankering for some myself.
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