7 Sisters Unmet
a hypernovel by
Lyle Skains
![]()
2019 Lyle Skains
This work is distributed under a Creative Commons Attribution Noncommercial 4.0 license. That means:
You are free to:
Share — copy and redistribute the material in any medium or format
Adapt — remix, transform, and build upon the material
Under the following terms:
Attribution — You must give appropriate credit, provide a link to the license, and indicate if changes were made. You may do so in any reasonable manner, but not in any way that suggests the licensor endorses you or your use.
NonCommercial — You may not use the material for commercial purposes.
More info here: https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
This is a work of fiction. All names, characters, and settings are fictitious. Any resemblance to actual events, names, locales, organizations, or persons living or dead, is entirely coincidental.
ISBN: 978-1-912110-63-6
Visit http://lyleskains.com for further information
Read me.
What you're reading is an unfinished text. I apologize. I wanted to finish it, but the life of an academic is #firstworldproblems hard, and it's been harder lately. But rest assured, it is almost there. If you like this preview, please follow me on Twitter @lskains and you'll get updates on the full publication.
You can also download this preview, as well as my other hyperstories "The Futographer" and "The Pyxis Memo" on my website at http://lyleskains.com.
⋅ Amaya ⋅
We thought he was dead, verdad? All those years ago, when Teresa was so little, he drove up to Bernalillo for that shipment of electronics, and then no one ever saw him again. There’s so much on the way from here to there, so many pockets of gangs and banditos… I was so angry at him for insisting on taking the car when it was so valuable, for going alone. And then for getting himself killed, just like I said he would.
Yo se, Mamá. I know you never liked him. You never like anybody, though.
I was at the plaza today, in the clinic. It was cold, so I went outside to get more firewood. I thought I was seeing things. He just walked right across the plaza, heading for me. Dios mio, I nearly screamed. He was a ghost. Oh, he’s changed, Mamá, but not so much that I couldn’t see it was him. He’s fatter now — recuerdo, he was always so skinny he looked like a skeleton with clothes — and his hair is thinner, but he still moves the same, and still has that smile.
He came to me, and he said to me, “Hola, me amo.” Just like that. Like he’d only been gone one day.
“Dios mio,” I breathed. “Ricky, is it you?”
“Si, Ama, es mio.” He opened his arms to embrace me, but how can you embrace a ghost? I crossed myself and stepped back into the clinic, which was muy stupido, inviting a ghost in, but I didn’t even think about it.
“Where have you been?” It felt like a stupid question.
“Oh, all over. I went all over, saw how everybody lives, sabes?” And then he grinned, and my heart broke into a million pieces, and all that was left was the hurt and pain from when he was dead.
So I slapped him.
Oh, si, Mamá, of course he is my husband and I cannot hit him. I will confess to the padre, and I will say my hail Marys. Pero, Mamá, he made me so angry!
En fin, he only laughed. “I have missed you, my fiery one,” he said.
And then a patient came in to the clinic, and we could talk no more. I felt lost and stupid and scared that he would go away again and it would all have been a dream, so… I told him to come to dinner.
Yo se, yo se! Don’t yell. I will make dinner tonight. It will be nice, for Teresa to meet her father, no?
***
Buenas días, Mamá. ¿Como esta usted?
No, Mamá, you were not dreaming. Ricky came home last night. He came for dinner. I told you yesterday, before dinner, pero… en fin, I can tell you about it now, si? You always feel so much better in the mornings. I can tell you while we put out the laundry — esta fria, pero soleado.
I made relleños, porque son las favoritas de Teresa. I forgot, though, they always used to be his favorite too. It looked like I was trying to impress him, but I swear to you, I wasn’t.
Teresa came in, that red bandana in her hair. Ya sabes, I used to love the color red. Such a pop in the desert, so pretty against my skin. And her skin, tambien, I can admit that. But I worry — that she’s so in love with these dreams of traveling the world, seeing how the rest of what used to be Estados Unidos, that she forgets where she’s from.
En fin, she came in and she was with you for a long time. It was only when she saw I’d set the table for four that she really even paid any attention to me. If I’d done that to you, you would have smacked me on the head, pero we cannot do these things now.
“Who is coming?” she asked. “BenTo?”
“Not tonight,” I told her. Pero she made me panic a little — I hadn’t thought about BenTo all day. How will he react to Ricky being back? Mamá, I’m still married! In the eyes of the law Ricky was dead, and I am not married to him, but to the Father I am always married, no?
She could see I was worried. “Sit down, Mamá,” she said. She put me in a chair and held my hand, just like when she was a little girl. She was such a solemn little niña, with those huge brown eyes, so quiet, so watchful.
“Teresa, I need to tell you something.” I took a few deep breaths — gulped them down like water. I wished they were tequila! Oh, stop, as if you didn’t introduce me to margaritas. She sat down next to me, still holding my hand while I tried to think of a way to tell her that not only was her father alive, but that he was coming to dinner any minute.
“What, Mamá? Are you okay? You’re not pregnant, are you?”
At this I actually laughed. “No, ’jita, no brothers and sisters for you, lo ciento.”
“I’m not pregnant, am I?” And she had that smirk. It is infuriating when she is using it against me, but this time seemed so… intimate.
I laughed again. “You’d better hope not. No, this is harder than that. I don’t know how to tell you. A man came into the plaza today, to the clinic. A man I never thought to see again, because he died when you were a very little girl.”
She caught up her breath, all of her laughter gone.
“Mamá?”
“Si, Teresa. It was your father. I was so surprised. I should have planned this better, but I had a patient come in, and I just told him to come to dinner.”
“He’s coming here?”
I nodded. She let go of my hand, and it felt like the first time you ever took her from me, to bathe her and check all her toes and fingers. She stared at me for a very long time, and then like a rabbit in headlights, she ran back to her room.
I didn’t want to chase her, and if she didn’t feel she could have dinner with the man, what could I say? I wouldn’t force her. This was going to be hard on all of us.
He was late anyway, as he always was. But he brought chocolate, so you and I both forgave him. He was loud, and cheerful, and as soon as he sat down at the table he saw Teresa’s empty plate.
“Where’s that beautiful girl of mine?”
I was settling you into your chair — you were very tired, but you’ve never missed a meal with us, and you said you weren’t about to start. I used it as an excuse to take my time in answering. “It was a shock for her to hear you were alive—”
“Alive! What, you told her I was dead all this time?” His eyes went wide with surprise.
“How could I not? You went to Denver on that trip, and you never came back. We all thought you’d died. They never found you, never found your truck. We thought bandidos, seguramente.”
He shook his head, the picture of innocence. And if he had come back a month after he’d left… maybe even a year or two years, I would have believed him. Pero tengo muchos años ahora, so much older, and I am not as stupid as I once was. I can see now when a man is lying, when he is trying to lead me astray.
Teresa, though, she is not so experienced, and she was watching from the doorway. She came in, and she had taken off her red bandana, and traded it for a pretty yellow dress, much too light for the chill of October, but it made her glow. Her hair was down, brushed, and the shy look she gave her father made her seem so much younger. Like he hadn’t missed any time with her at all.
“Teresa,” he said, standing and opening his arms. “Come.” And just like that, she was wrapped up in him, crying just like she had when I told her he was never coming back. My heart broke all over again, for her then, for her now, and for her in the future, when he leaves us again. I know he will, Mamá, I know that now. Now I see what was so obvious to you all those years ago.
We all ate dinner together, but he only had eyes for her, and she for him. You, verdad, you got your jabs in wherever you could, but he only smiled that coyote smile at you, and what can you do with that? Nada.
When he was leaving, and he’d given Teresa a hug and she’d taken that back to her room with her, glowing and smiling and nearly skipping with joy, I walked out with him.
“I can’t believe you still live here,” he said, staring back at our little house.
“Mamá was born here. I was born here, and Teresa,” I told him. Don’t give me that look — I didn’t tell him anything about your bad days! “It’s close to the plaza and the clinic, and, well, it’s home. We needed each other after…”
“After I left.”
I nodded. “You still haven’t told me what happened.”
He shook his head. “Ama, I was young. I didn’t know anything about the world. What kind of father would I have been, not ever having been outside of Mexico?”
I blinked. “I’ve never left Mexico. Am I a bad mother?”
He rubbed the back of his neck. I remember finding that endearing, sexy even. Now I wanted to slap him.
“You didn’t get attacked by bandidos.” I stepped forward, accusing. Yo se, Mamá! I felt like I was you — don’t let it go to your head. “You didn’t get injured or waylaid, or have a breakdown. You just left us. You abandoned your wife and daughter.”
He reached out to me, and I slapped his arm away. “Ama, te quiero. You know I loved you. I just… I needed to live a while before—”
“Before what?” Even as I said it, I could hear my voice rising. I was shouting, nearly crying, and I could feel my pulse thready in my throat. The edge of hysteria was close, and I would be mortified if I jumped over it. “Nevermind,” I said, going to the front door. “Just go.”
“Ama! Ama, come on. We can work things out.”
I turned around in the doorway, stunned to laughter. “Nosotros no te necesitamos. We haven’t needed you, not for a long time. And now I’m going to say what I didn’t get to say: goodbye.”
And I shut the door in his face.
~
⋅ May ⋅
Backdrop: New Mexico, land of enchantment, land of mañana, of purple mountains majesty, of O’Keefe-worthy sunsets and Ansel Adams hideaways, of multiple middles of nowhere and left-turns at Albuquerque. The highway, a vertically striped arrow zipping toward the horizon through mesquite and gravel, its far-away tip wavering in heat mirages from the blacktop as it pierces the Organ Mountain range. A series of billboards introduces travelers to the history of the spaceport:
> 1966: Man Lands on Moon! An astronaut bounds over the stark landscape, a flag planted behind him. Its red color is muted to gray in the monochrome image, but the hammer and sickle are visible.
> 1969: First American on Moon! An Apollo rocket launches from Cape Canaveral, flames jettisoning it through the Earth’s atmosphere.
> 1983: International Space Exploration Commission establishes first lab on moon’s surface. A lonely science pod hunkers in the South Pole-Aitken basin, the many-starred logo of its organization fluttering on its side.
> 1995: Ground broken on Spaceport site. A picture-in-picture effect, as the image shows an inset frame of the current landscape, a bulldozer raking across desert sand.
> 2000: Spaceport launches first manned lunar mission! Another rocket, this time with the Organ Mountains in the background.
> 2005: International Lunar Colony established. The lonely ISEC science hub is now surrounded by mates of varying sizes, with flags flying from the US, Canada, Brazil, Japan, Britain, Australia, India, Nigeria, Ghana, and Algeria.
> Now: Welcome to Spaceport America!
May’s car, following arrows toward the staff areas, not even pausing to consider the history of American space exploration. The standard park-walk-arrive sequence, May chatting to floor security, passing through metal detectors, securing her accessories in a locker, a cup of coffee steaming, her log-in credentials on her workspace.
+ You made it then. No blowouts this trip?
May turning a tight smile up at the portly man standing over her. He wears a mock-vintage space-camp t-shirt and those retro ‘50s glasses that inspired toilet-swirlies in their heyday, but now front the covers of designer mags.
- Hey, Eddie. Yeah, I only drove on the shady side of the highway this trip.
Eddie’s smirk is slow to emerge; detecting wit is not his forté.
+ We’ve got you for two weeks this trip?
- Yep. Setting up and sending up some new equipment, making sure it’s all in working order.
+ Cool. Cool, cool, cool. We’ve got a full slate of freight and personnel departures and arrivals over the next month. Need to make sure it’s slick as pigshit before the commuters and tourists start shuttling back and forth. Nuts, huh? Go to the moon like it’s a freaking trip to Disneyland.
May’s back to Eddie as she returns her focus to her workstation.
- I dunno. I’ve never been to Disneyland.
+ You ought to. Disneyland is what makes us different from the commies.
Close-up, May’s lips pressed together.
- It certainly is.
Eddie, shrugging and wandering away. Over May’s shoulder, her screen scrolling through data. On closer inspection, it’s not the meteorological data she’s come to review, nor the specs and set-up for the equipment that has arrived, shiny and new, ready for her to start rolling them out. Rather, it’s the schedule of shuttle trips for the weeks she’s here.
+ If you’re looking for me, I don’t fly back up for another three weeks.
A hasty slam of CTRL-W, hiding her current window. Coffee cup sloshing as her elbow sideswipes it. A large, square hand descending to steady it.
+ Whoops. Didn’t mean to set you on fire. Just wanted to say hi.
May brushing her hair back off her forehead, then standing just to lean awkwardly out of the slender shuttle pilot’s personal space.
- Benedict. Hi. Hey. I wasn’t sure you’d be around.
+ Shuttle schedules aren’t classified. Not nearly as hard to find as it was for me to figure out when you’d be here next. Since you didn’t answer my messages.
- I did too!
His hands raise in mock defense.
+ I take it back. You were very loquacious on any topic concerning the X-Men, thunderstorms, or Amor del Diablo. Especially Amor del Diablo.
- Shhhhh!
May’s eyes roaming around the open plan work space.
- I told you that was our secret. You know what they would do to me if they found out I watch telenovelas?
+ Take your advanced degrees away?
- Worse. They would know I watch telenovelas.
His smile, broadening into a grin, the teeth gleaming against his brown skin and that stubble that a lot of ex-military guys relax into.
+ Lunch today. Nope, no arguments. I’ve missed you.
- Uh, okay, sure. Yeah, um, me too.
A flush up her cheeks, watering her eyes. A squeeze on her shoulder as he moves away, letting her drift back, eyes unfocused, to her screen. Open-mouthed, May sits, her fingers occasionally flicking over the keyboard in strokes she’ll only have to edit later, when her brain isn’t quite so rattled. The brief expanse of minutes until lunchtime whip past unnoticed.
Then her workstation is abandoned, her chair emptied with a squeak and a deserted twirl. May and Benedict, jammed into his electric sports car, invisible behind windows tinted nearly black. Racing out of the Spaceport, traveling back through time from now all the way back to 1966 when the Russians landed Gagarin on the Moon.
The two-lane highway bisects the desert, a razor-cut through scrub brush and prairie dog villages, until it reaches a border checkpoint. The Border Patrol hut hulks over the highway, spanning both sides of the road, with an overpass wrapping overhead. Bright signs in English, Spanish, Russian, and Chinese warn travelers that all IDs will be checked, and all technology scanned.
In the foreground, a small cinderblock building. Its exterior is painted in bright murals of Mexico, the color sunwashed and fading. Scrolling letters over the screen door proclaim it as “Maria’s Taqueria”.
A swirling dust-devil kicks up: Benedict’s car whipping off the highway, its tires grinding on the gravel and sand next to the taqueria. May getting out of the car, standing in its open door, shading her eyes from the sun and settling dust.
- This is the best place in four counties? For serious?
+ Better than even my mom’s tacos.
- I hope you’ve never told her that.
+ I’m still alive, ain’t I?
That grin again.
- Is it even open?
Benedict pulling open the screen door, its creak the warm and welcome sound of every screen door on every front porch in the good ol’ U.S. of A. Inside, no sign of anyone named Maria: just a middle-aged man in a stained white T-shirt who nods at Benedict and waves a hand to indicate they can sit at any of the three chipped Formica tables crammed into the seating area. May and Benedict, hardly seated before the same man slides a basket of tacos, two pebbled plastic glasses, and a pitcher of iced tea on the table.
- We didn’t even order.
+ No point. This is the only thing on the menu.
Benedict, brandishing one of the tacos as if beams of angel light might burst forth from it.
+ Wait, you’re not vegetarian, are you?
- I was for a little while—
+ Shuttle runs are only three days long, seven max, but the whole time I’m gone all I can think about is these tacos. I move to the Moon, I’m gonna have to figure out a way to freeze dry these puppies. I can’t make it very long on those ISEC packs.
Crunching as they tuck in, followed by blissful moans.
- All right, I’ll give this one to you. I don’t know about four counties, but these are definitely the best tacos in a twenty mile radius of the ‘port. So who’s Maria?
+ I thought you were from New Mexico.
- I’m supposed to know the owner of every taqueria in the state?
+ You’re not Catholic, are you?
- I should be, but my parents worship art and socialism, respectively. Neither leaves much room for guilt.
Benedict’s mouth, open wide in laughter, the soldier-straight top teeth contrasting the mild chaos of those below.
+ My mother would say a true Catholic has no guilt at all.
- My mother would say there is no art without sin.
+ No art without God.
- No god without fear and ignorance.
Both staring at each other, laughing less. May popping the last morsels of a taco into her mouth.
- So, the Moon, huh?
+ It has many characteristics.
Benedict’s brow furrowing in mild confusion.
- You said you’d miss tacos if you move to the Moon. I didn’t know you were moving.
+ Thinking about it. I like the beaches.
May’s mouth, quirking into a smile.
- For serious, though. It’s not like moving to Florida.
+ True. It’s a dry heat. Don’t roll your eyes at me; that’s a solid joke.
- In 1953, maybe.
The tacos are gone, though the sweaty glasses of iced tea have been refilled. Benedict’s knee touches May’s, his fingertips brushing the back of her hand as he speaks.
+ Okay, for serious. When I was a kid, my favorite books were Louis L’Amour. You know them?
- Westerns.
+ Mostly, but my favorites were the frontier books. Less gunfighting, more exploration. I always wanted to be one of those guys, setting off on the trail, surviving, hacking a living off the land, discovering and homesteading new frontiers.
- Except it wasn’t really discovering new frontiers. It was stealing from people who already lived there.
+ Hey, I was twelve. Twelve-year-olds aren’t known for cultural or historical awareness.
- I’ll give you a pass.
+ You’re so kind. Anyway, I spent one summer raging at the world because I’d been born too late to be Jubal Sackett — he was the coolest frontier dude in L’Amour’s books. And then the next summer raging because I’d even been born too late to be a real astronaut. The Russians conquered space, and we sopped up their table scraps, and there was nothing left for me.
- We still don’t know much about the deep sea. Maybe you should have read some Jules Verne.
May’s eyes twinkle with the suggestion.
+ Are you kidding? There are freaking monsters down there. To date, space has not produced a single shark or giant squid.
- There’s still a lot of places on Earth we don’t know much about.
+ And most have fallen behind the Iron Curtain. You want me to rage I’m not a communist?
- I dunno. You wait long enough, it could still happen — I got this. You drove.
May tossing some cash on the counter, shrugging off Benedict’s open wallet.
+ Mighty kind of you.
Moving outside again, shielding their eyes against the overexposed brightness of the afternoon sun. They stand in the shallow shade on the far side of the taqueria, backs against the cool wall.
- But why the Moon? It’s not really a frontier. A remote outpost, sure, but just a glorified mining station.
+ Step 1: the Moon. After that, maybe Mars. There’s so much out there.
- And so little. Air, food, water. You know, the basics of life.
+ What did you read as a kid? Nothing but cautionary tales?
- Textbooks. I wasn’t big on overly romanticized fantasies, especially the ones about men forcing their dominance on the world.
May, leaning back against the cool cinderblock wall, its mural seething with shadowed color behind her darkening face, her crossed arms.
Benedict throwing his hands up in surrender, eyes wide.
+ Whoa. That escalated quickly. How did we get to the “all men are dicks” nuclear bomb so fast?
- You basically called me a coward.
+ You kinda pissed on my dream. Just a little.
Two of Benedict’s fingers in the air, pinching his dream to minuscule proportions between them.
+ You’re not even a little curious about going to space? About the colonies? I mean, you’re partly responsible for us being out there!
- I didn’t say I wasn’t curious. I’m a scientist; of course I’m curious. I just don’t think the first wave of settlement is the best wave. Every first colony might as well be named Roanoke. I’d rather go on the Virginia wave.
+ Oh, sure, go when it’s safe. Go when it’s just the inconvenience of moving your shit to a new apartment. Where’s the adventure in that?
- Slagging for a mining colony or chewing up a planet for terraforming isn’t exactly taming the wild frontier.
+ That’s exactly what it is! You’re just sad there’s no indigenous people to screw over. Admit it.
May’s eyeroll, softening her words.
- Gross.
Benedict standing next to her, his shoulder casually leaning on the wall, his body open to her, to the back corner of the building, to the desert. His eyes crinkling with the smile on his face.
+ Think about it. About going to the Moon. Standing on its surface. Seeing the sun rise over the Earth’s horizon in one direction. Staring into the deep black of space in the other.
His scent tickling May’s nostrils, clean and dirty all at the same time.
+ Think about Mars, the red ridges and windswept valleys. We’ve only scratched at it like little mice burrowing into one stone in a castle wall. Mars has an atmosphere, May. I know how you love atmosph—
May grabbing his shirt, pulling her down to him. One of his snap-buttons popping, opening to his sternum. His mouth on her mouth, her hands on his chest, on his skin.
Benedict wrapping himself around her, pressing her to him, all hints of casual devil-may-care dispersed.
A car passing on the highway, its horn blaring long and loud, startling them, breaking the pheremone-bubble. A hand, Benedict’s, pressed into the wall. Fingers, May’s, trembling as they click the buttons on his shirt back together. Forehead to forehead, breath to breath.
- I do love atmospheres.
His chuffing laugh, and then a reluctant sigh.
+ Back to work, then?
- The atmosphere calls.
~
⋅ Mia ⋅
Lupe’s husband sits outside on the rooftop terrace. Albert looks up at her as she reaches the top of the ladder, his drooping eyes, as always, portraying a profound sadness she knows is a lie. A smile lifts his face, appearing for all the world like laughter at a funeral.
“Whole lotta carryon’ on comin’ outta that woman,” he tells her. “A body’d think she was doing something strenuous.”
“Don’t be silly,” Mia replies. “Childbirth is nothing. You just get to lie around and get pampered all day.”
“That’s what I told her, but she ain’t buyin’ it.”
Mia grins, squeezes his shoulder, and enters Albert and Lupe’s living quarters. Lupe is between contractions when Mia knocks gently and enters her second-floor lodgings. The living area flows into the bedroom, separated only by a hanging blanket; it is much smaller than Mia’s living quarters, which are somewhat more substantial owing to the size of her family and her standing in the community. Mia has no doubt Lupe’s quarters will grow with her new family.
She drops cross-legged to sit next to Lupe, letting the girl rest while she can. Quietly, she begins to lay out her equipment. Albert lounges in the doorway, and Mia waves him in.
“You can help. And she’ll have an easier time of it if you’re here.”
Albert is tentative, but capable. After helping Mia set everything up, he settles behind Lupe, soothing her sweaty face with a wet cloth and serving as a big, comforting pillow for her to push against.
Late in the afternoon, as Lupe’s contractions come in steady pulses, Mia hears Richard’s voice calling to her from the terrace. Mia pats Lupe’s leg, tells her she’ll be back shortly, and goes outside. The air is cool on her heated skin, the breeze trickling through her sweaty hair, and the eastern canyon rim is crowned with the neon pastels of a desert sunset. Below, the courtyard has transformed from its early morning quiet to an almost carnival-like atmosphere of cooking, children’s screams of laughter, and gossiping conversation. She spots her own family outside her own living quarters, as Benito sets Tory and Danny to braiding rope from yucca fibbers.
“We got incoming,” Richard says. “Micah came in from the south scout, reporting a couple of walkers, about twelve hours out now, lookin’ like they’re headed straight for us.”
Mia closed her eyes briefly, breathing into the sighing of the wind through the cottonwoods. “Any signs of illness?”
“None Micah could see.” Richard tucks a pinch of tobacco into his cheek, despite her frequent warnings that no herb she harvested could fight the cancerous ulcers such a habit could bring on. Apparently, you could get people to fear diseases from without, but not from within. “I’ll let you have a chat with Micah once you’re done here—” as though Mia were plastering a wall rather than midwifing a birth “—so’s you have it from the horse’s mouth, as it were.”
Mia nods. “Tell him to have dinner. I’ll come find him once Lupe’s baby is here.”
The birth is not as straightforward as Mia hoped; the labor goes on too long with no progress, and Mia’s palpations reveal that the baby is turned enough to catch its shoulder on the pelvic rim, becoming wedged. As gently as possible, she frees him, tuning out Lupe’s screams of pain. They are short-lived, relatively, as the little boy soon slides clear.
“Gracias, La Grande,” Lupe whispers as Mia places the boy’s bare body, hastily cleaned off, on his mother’s breast. Albert strokes the tiny, fuzzy head. “Él es perfecto.”
“Si, yo pienso que también.” Mia smiles, and her own breast surges with the memory of her eldest’s birth, their first touch, her first nursing. She is overwhelmed with the desire to clutch her children to her even more now, with this news of outsiders heading their way. Leaving some basic supplies with the new parents, she promises to be back in the morning to check on them.
“Buenas noches, mi esposita,” Benito says to her as she pulls herself up to the terrace next to their quarters. “Cómo son Lupe y Albert?”
“Muy bien,” she replies, accepting his kiss on her cheek. “We have a new little boy.”
“And another coming from another direction, so I hear,” he says, eyebrows raised. They meet in the middle, over his nose, kissing caterpillars. She wonders if she ever found that charming, or if it always made him look dull and puzzled to her.
Tory presses into her leg, half-hug and half-attention seeking. “Mama, look how good I’m getting!” She holds up a coiled rope, its weave tight and strong.
“This is excellent, m’ija! But are you going to give up your job helping me with the herbs?”
“Never, Mama!” Tory spreads the rope with both arms. “But I can make rope for you to tie them up.”
“Bien.” Mia bends to kiss Tory on her head, then gives Danny a scruffy hug, which the boy happily returns. She turns away from Benito’s disapproving frown; let him think she mothers Danny too much. If Benito follows in his own father’s footsteps, she will be the only source of affection in their son’s life.
“When?” Benito asks.
“Probably dawn tomorrow. I should sleep in the zone tonight.”
He shrugs. “Dinner before you go?” Meaning, feed the children.
“Of course.”
They eat in the courtyard with everyone else, the chatter raising a notch as news spreads of Lupe and Albert’s healthy baby. In celebration, Nita laces a pot of beans with their first green chile of the season. The older folks scoop it down like ice cream, its warmth not only a welcome flavor, but a comfort singing to them the songs of their grandparents in long ago kitchens and restaurants. For the youngest, it is a new temptation, a new challenge, as their palates have not become accustomed to the fiery pepper. Several boys race each other to the water pot, outlandishly dramatizing the fire in their throats and mouths after daring one another to chew up whole chiles, seeds and all.
“The water’ll do ’em no good,” Mrs. Ballard chuckles. “They need milk, the little fuckers.”
Danny gasps at the old woman’s language, and Mia laughs at his shocked “O” of a mouth.
“Kiddo,” Mrs. Ballard says, wagging a finger with grotesquely swollen knuckles, “when you have as many wrinkles, gray hairs, and aches and pains as I have, you can say whatever the hell you want.”
“And no fair buying gray hairs from her,” Mia warns her son. “I know all your tricks.”
“Por favor, La Grande?”
Mia turns to find Micah standing behind her, his hat held respectfully in his hands. She nods and leaves the table, waving him toward her herb storage room. In the darkness, she lights a beeswax candle.
“Tell me about these walkers you saw, Micah.”
“I was south of the big pond, the bear thicket—” Mia nods, knowing the area “—and they come, walking. Man, woman, and a kid. Not carrying much, just one small pack. They’re following the creek upstream, far as I can tell. With tonight’s moon, they can keep walking through the night, and if they do, they’ll be here by dawn. If they camp, I’d say they can make it by early afternoon.”
“You don’t think they’ll camp, though.”
Slowly, Micah shakes his head. “Just a feeling. They looked strong, but exhausted. Thin, like they’ve lost weight too fast. Kept an eye on their back trail.”
“Running from something?”
“Maybe.”
Mia taps her fingers on her worktable, thinking. The only settlements to the south were small, struggling — they had no means to put together posses or war parties. Unless things had gotten much more desperate for them in a very short time. “Did they look healthy?”
Micah runs down the list all scouts and guards had to memorize. “No sores or visible fever. No coughing. Weren’t limping. No bandages that I could see. I didn’t want to get close enough for them to sniff me out — the adults looked capable — but from what I could see their eyes looked normal.”
“Aside from what might or might not be paranoia. How old?”
“Kid looks about Danny’s age. Adults were my age, I’d say. Mid-twenties.”
Mia starts, blinking at him. “Are you that old already?”
“Yes, La Grande.”
She sees his face, as if for the first time. His eyes have begun to crinkle at the corners, wear from so many hours squinting in harsh sunlight. His hair, normally hidden under his hat, is looking a tad thin above his forehead. His chest is broad, like his father’s, but his legs are still long and skinny, and he still needs a belt to shore up his jeans over a featureless gut and butt. She’d been present when he was born, assisting on her very first birth with her mother.
Mia pats him on the shoulder. “Lo ciento, Micah. Time flies.”
“Si, La Grande.”
“Anything else of note?”
He begins to shake his head, then stops.
“What is it?”
“It’s just…”
“It’s okay. Tell me what you think.”
Micah takes a deep breath, and for once looks Mia straight in the eye, rather than dropping his gaze in awkward deference. “His eyes.”
“You said they seemed normal.”
“Normal like not sick, yeah.” He shakes his head again, a long strand of bachelor-cut hair dropping over his eyes. “But there was something there. Something like…coyote.”
Mia raised an eyebrow. “Coyote falling in poo?” she asks, thinking of the tales Tamoweh often wove on nice evenings by the hornos.
He rubs the back of his neck. “Nah, not old Trickster. Coyote on the backside of winter, hungry, scavenging through old birds’ nests for breakfast. Hunting hungry.”
Micah leaves to scarf a bit of dinner before he crashed for the night. The outer runners always sleep like the dead after a 48-hour shift, and Micah is on the old side to still be scouting. He’ll start to settle pretty soon, and as soon as he does he’ll switch gears into a less dangerous and solitary vocation. Soldiering, even the light duty they’ve achieved over the past decade or so, is for those too young to acknowledge the looming reality of death.
Mia sits in the wicker rocking chair Benito had made for her when Danny was on his way, wondering. In her mother’s day, outsiders were far more common, even in singles. Despite the ravages of war, and the lightning swiftness of the plagues, the high desert had nonetheless continued to spit out survivors for decades. After all, the territory (she could not think of it as a state, as no such nation had ever existed in her lifetime, despite her mother’s experience) had been full of many small, widely spread, self-sustaining communities before the war. When the plagues wiped out governments and cities, the New Mexico territory had continued much the same as it always had, until they learned. Until they learned to fear migrants, nomads, and lone vaqueros. Until they learned to close their villages off, to protect themselves not from six-shooters and bows-and-arrows, but from the killers hiding in a cough, a fever, or a rash. Eventually, even the most independent of the sheep farmers and homesteaders had given in to the necessity of defendable enclaves, fortresses of mud and rock, as in the days before Coronado and his conquistadores. They had formed communities, or they had died. They had scraped out more or less permanent settlements, isolated not only from the wider world but also from their nearest neighbors, out of necessity and fear. Trade was conducted carefully, if at all, and anyone proposing to restart any sort of mail or shipping service was ignored for the madness such a suggestion represented. The mail had killed the last president and most of his cabinet; paper currency had killed hundreds of thousands of citizens; and soldiers traveling from war zone to home had carried the bugs that had killed even more. The isolation that went against the natural tendency of humans was retained as a lifeline. Travelers found little mercy in the villages, and were, almost as a rule, turned away, the assumption these days being that either they were criminals who had been exiled from their communities, or they were sick.
A lone man, healthy, is much more likely to be the former. A criminal. What has he done? she wonders. Did he steal? Did he kill? Did he sleep with someone’s wife? Or perhaps, their husband? Not all communities are as forgiving as ours, she reminds herself. Perhaps a crime worthy of exile fifty miles away is a common practice here. She will just have to wait and see.
Rousing herself to action, she snuffs the candle and closes up the storeroom. She ushers her children to bed, telling them the story of Lupe’s labor, and prepares them for her coming absence.
“Why is it always you, Mama?” Tory asks. “How come nobody else can babysit people when they’re sick? What if you get sick?”
Danny’s eyes widen in fear at this notion. He’s far too young to remember what “sick” truly means, but the stories have told him enough to be terrified of it.
A child under each arm, Mia squeezes them both. “I am the curandera, m’ijos. It is my calling to care for those who are sick or injured, in body and in spirit. Wouldn’t you want me to care for you if you became sick?”
Tears fill Danny’s eyes. “But who would care for you if you got sick?”
“Well,” Mia says, running her hand over the boy’s head, fingers threading through her hair, “that is why I need you both as apprentices. So that I am not the only one.”
“But I’m not old enough yet.” Tory counts on her fingers. “I’m not nine till three more years.”
Mia sighs melodramatically. “Then I will just have to make sure I don’t get sick until then. Sabé?”
Tory and Danny nod, serious as only children can be.
“I must go now. I will check in on the radio every evening. If you are good to your father, and you ask Señora Cisneros nicely, they will let you listen if you like.”
Her children squeeze her as though she were journeying to a far off land for the purposes of a dangerous and difficult quest, rather than going to the box to evaluate a stranger for a few days. She squeezes them just as hard.
She knows they will not sleep for a time, but she leaves them in the darkness to let their buzzing minds rest. Benito is in their room, sitting on the adobe bench encircling the cold kiva fireplace.
“How long?” he asks.
“Depends on whether the stranger wants to stay.” She busies herself with her small wardrobe, pulling out only a couple of items. She keeps clothing in the box anyway, for just these occasions, though they happen so infrequently these days. “And on where he’s come from, how healthy he is. You know how it is.”
Benito doesn’t move. She’s always found his stillness unnerving, like a bird watching a snake. Mi esposo no es un serpiente, she reprimands herself. He is merely solid, calm. Most would find it comforting.
“Si, yo se. Pero…”
“Qué?”
“No, es nada. Just be careful.” He reaches out to her, clasps her hand. The touch surprises her; he’s not usually given to physical expressions of affection. “Lone men are usually lone for a reason.”
Mia nods. “I know. I’ll be careful.”
He grunts, and looks at their hands as though he’s not sure how they came to take their current shape. Mia squeezes his palm, and he lets go.
~
⋅ Maya ⋅
“The discovery was made in the wake of last week’s spectacular meteor shower. Amateur astronomers turned their scopes in the direction of the Pleiades cluster, and one of these, an agri-architect named Rose Cisneros, spotted the anomaly. NASA confirmed the existence of the comet just this morning, with Director Nathaniel Ahmad noting that its current path appears at this stage to be set for a near-Earth encounter.”
Maya taps her ear once, muting the sound, as the newscaster moves on to the Mars colony update. The Mars colony is never Maya’s problem; to her, they are a diverging subspecies of human, and will only be interesting in a few hundred years, if they survive. She forks another mouthful of scrambled egg into her mouth, and with a flick of her eye transitions the glass surface in front of her from newsfeed to the vidfeed from her lab. She flicks through each of five feeds, each a variation on her current project. In each of them sits a replica of the same box. In each of them, the box sits static, no movement, no life. Her bees have failed to thrive. Again.
Therese pads into the kitchen, darkening the screen as she passes with a purposeful swipe of her thumb across its surface. “Stop obsessing. It’s creepy the way you stare at them, like you’re praying for them to live.”
“People used to believe in prayer. Maybe there’s some merit in it.”
“People also used to believe that the stars were holes their gods had poked in the roof of the sky.” Therese poured a cup of coffee and raised an eyebrow. “If you’re going to start speaking to make-believe people, I’m telling your boss.”
“Tell her.” Maya drops her fork to the plate, leaving half her eggs for the canines to lap up. “Better she think I’ve lost my mind than that I can’t sort out one stupid species of bee.”
“Remember the harlequin,” Therese reminds her.
“That was different. The harlequin had an incomplete genome, and no one thought it was even possible.” Maya pushes the door open and lets their three canines in from their morning walkabout — Hugo the aging lab, Molly the wide-eyed Boston terrier, and Orion the rescued coyote. She spears a bit of egg for Molly, and leaves the plate to the bigger boys to wrestle over. “This is a complete genome, with half the labs around the world expected to present variations within the next six months. It’s like I performed open-heart surgery yesterday, and today I can’t tie my own shoes.”
“Mmm,” Therese replies. It is not Maya’s first diatribe on the topic, and perhaps Therese is bored with her wife’s growing need for external affirmation.
The bee in question is a prestige project. The bulk of Maya’s work retro-engineering extinct species focused on key species in ecological systems that had been endangered and wiped out largely in the Industrial Age, when human capability with technology outstripped their knowledge and awareness of how their artificial constructs impacted the natural world. Now that the majority of tech-capable nations had signed off on the Renewal Pact, the drive was on to restore the organisms they had crushed in their ascension. The success of Maya’s lab, built largely on the foundation of the reputation she built with the “Lazarus” harlequin frog project, has enabled them to broaden their focus not only to other human-impacted epochs such as the Agricultural Age, but also to “chrome-option” projects like this one: the so-called “Anasazi bee”.
An excavation of a small site near Chaco Canyon in northwest New Mexico had yielded a rare find: a sealed food storage room. Much of its contents had been remarkably well-preserved over the intervening 11,000 years, including a crystalized pot of honey, complete with a handful of bees. Their genome had revealed them to be an ancestral species of Western Bumblebee. The story of the Chaco Canyon find was sexy enough to warrant a documentary series and a tourism boom; Eden Laboratories had put their best retro-geneticist, she of harlequin frog fame, on the luxury task of bringing the fossilized bee back to life as a flagship project to help generate press and funding. Given a complete genome and a proliferate extant species that was so closely related to the ancient strain, Maya had estimated the project would take her six months.
That was eighteen months ago. As she’d known they would, competing labs had picked the project up as well, reluctant to let Maya and Eden draw so far ahead of them in the game. She knew they’d never catch up, but at the time she’d considered their band-wagoning as complimentary, reflecting upon her superiority in the field.
And now the band-wagon was about to roll right over her.
Maya stuffs her breakfast dishes away, and Therese wisely stays out of her path. The kitchen has witnessed many mornings, and the worst are those where Therese expresses her natural exuberance at the sun’s awakening. Maya doesn’t achieve harmony with the world until at least eleven a.m. Even the dogs flop to the floor at Therese’s feet, and the cats (all three Stooges) are not to be seen at all.
Therese ventures a “I hope you see progress” as Maya taps a goodbye kiss on her forehead and rumbles out the door. The morning bike ride out of Bear Canyon and into the lab will help to clear Maya’s head, help to prepare her for the next iteration of eggs.
The ride does indeed clear her head. The bike takes a bit of a beating in the first mile, as it always does, Maya’s short, harsh, resentful pedal strokes chopping at its gears. But the morning ride is mostly downhill, and her features become smoother with each intersection she sails through. By the time she clacks into the lab in her clipped bike shoes, she is almost ready to be civil to other human beings.
Almost. As she cleans out the dead bees from all five hives, however, she knows that she is out of ideas.
~
⋅⋅ Amaya ⋅⋅
Hola, Mamá. ¿Como esta usted a noche?
Yo se, Mamá. Pero tiene que permanecer aquí. I need you here for Teresa. Such a pistol, no?
It was a very good day, but I am very tired now. Do you remember Saraya, in the old adobe close to the railroad tracks? She had her twelfth tonight. Verdad, I don’t even know why she still wants me to be there every time. She knows more about it at this point than I do. Creo que she calls me out just to make sure the rest of her niños don’t knock the house down while she’s in labor.
“Niños!” I yelled at them. “Niños! Diablos! Come, sit here together while your brother reads you a story.” The older ones groaned — they think they are too grown-up for stories — but the littlest ones gathered so happily at Marco’s feet. He has a gift, that boy does. I hope he has a chance to attend the university when it opens again. But maybe storytelling won’t be as important to the university folks as medicine and engineering.
Even his mother fell silent when he began. His voice soothed her better than my feo fumbling on that old guitar, even if she gave me time to play it.
“Before the Negro Plague,” Marco started, and I felt my muscles clench at the use of that old, bad name — the children cannot remember the fear, the riots, the camps, the smell of the burning bodies, what it meant for those who were blamed. They only know the stories. “Before the disease that broke the Estados Unidos, everyone lived in a time of books and paper. They wrote everything down, and never spoke to one another ever. Mujeres were known as secretaries, and they wrote down everything their hombres said, licking their pencils and clacking it out on machines. Whenever anyone wanted a story, they had to get it from a book, or else go to a cinema to watch the same old thing every time. The stories, they were stuck, and they never moved.
“The people got used to the idea of being stuck. With everything written down, nothing was ever supposed to change. The rich people stayed rich, and sent letters to the poor people telling them how much money to send to pay for being poor. The white people made all the rules, and wrote them into laws so the black and the brown people would have to follow them. And so the world worked, even if nobody was very happy about it except the rich white people. It was written down, so it had to be that way.
“Except for Coyote.” Little Doñata wriggled with excitement here. Coyote is always bound to mess things up. “Coyote couldn’t read, you see. The day he was supposed to be learning to read, he’d fallen asleep under a piñon tree. When he awoke, it was nighttime, and he lay on his back, all his paws up in the air—” Javier, who is always clowning, rolled over on his back with all his arms and legs up, giggling and howling as Marco rolled his eyes and continued. “—looking up into the sky. He lay there a long time, and he could see the Seven Sisters dancing through the branches of the tree. As the night passed, they moved through the tree, like slow, careful birds chasing one another around the needles.
“‘Why’, he wondered, ‘do the people try so hard to stay the same all the time, when the world never does? Why do they stay stuck when even the stars move around the sky?’”
I didn’t hear the rest of his story, as Saraya began truly laboring at this point, and I shut the door to let the children have their story without the interruptions of birth. It was a little girl, which is always a blessing, but behind every mother’s eyes I always see that extra fear for their daughters when they take them for their first feeding. Ours is no longer a world with room for the softness of women.
It was a clear, quiet night when I left the house to come home. My old bike’s squeaky wheel was a painful tear on the silence as I walked it home, but there was nothing I could do. As I walked I thought of Marco’s story, and I stopped to look up. I remember when I was very small, and there were still lights in the streets, so that you could not see the stars. We had forgotten about them, just as we had forgotten about so many things back then. Perhaps what happened was a punishment like the Padre says. Perhaps we grew too arrogant, too stuck to be able to live in harmony with our world.
I looked up at the sky, and saw them. The Seven Sisters. I remembered how you used to tell me they were all women giving birth, and I used to look to see if the faint stars around them would grow, growing from bebés to mujeres who would have more bebés, until the black of night was washed away by their light. Perhaps they take longer to grow than we do. Or perhaps their bebés are all destined to die, forever, because the sky is no brighter tonight than it ever has been.
Except…
Except I saw something, there in the middle of them. Very faint, but still new. A new light. A star. Was I imagining it? No se, Mamá, no se. Pero…pero creo que it was real. An eighth Sister.
She makes me feel a bit better about the world, especially when I remember the end of Marco’s story. I know how it goes. They tell it in the barrio, and maybe in the schools ahora. That Coyote set out to shake the people up, to unstick them. It’s full of the usual Coyote antics, tricking people, being lazy, even throwing merde. But in the end it is horrible; they say Coyote started the plague, a little joke to jolt us unstuck. But like all of Coyote’s tricks, it went very wrong, and we not only came unstuck, we came unhinged. I am glad I did not have to hear the end of the tale uno mas tiempo. We heap blame on Coyote, but the worst of what happened to us we did to ourselves.
~
⋅ Maja ⋅
My mama used to say to me, “M’ija, don’t trust nobody but yourself. You gotta do for you, not for nobody else.” She was talking about making a living, not being dependent on a man for your dailies, or on offspring for your elderlies. And back then she didn’t know the way the world would get itself all in a right mess, but she was right as rain all the same. There’s lots that trusted folks around them when the devil came to collect, and most of them aren’t around much anymore. The rest of us, the ones that made it, well, we’re hard as nails and twice as sharp.
Course, that don’t mean we ain’t got our bad days.
The Mendoza ranch was razed and smoldering by the time I come up on it. It was coming near to harvest time, and the air had its puppy teeth on, all sharp and nippy but not yet tearing through your clothes. I was making my last circle of the territory before winter, before everyone hunkered down to wait out the big snows and the bitter cold. The Mendoza place had always been a good trading spot. Before the Split, it wasn’t really a working ranch; it just looked like one so’s all the movie studios could rent it out, and so’s idjits with too much money and time on their hands could pretend they were at one. After, though, it turned out to be a right steady settlement. Couple-five families wound up settling down there, forming a co-op, turning props and set dressings into real-live farming equipment. It was always a good stop, and I had a load of stuff just for them — some medical supplies, bit of cloth for housewares and clothes and such, and some trinkets what had made their way over from the far east that the kids would ooh and ahh over. I was looking forward to Hannah’s biscuits and José’s rotgut moonshine.
Only it was all gone. From what I could see, it had been raided before it burned, ‘cause there weren’t many seeds in the ashes of the feed stores, nor livestock, nor remnants of essential inventory. The windmill was missing its pump, creaking uselessly up there all by its lonesome. I wished it could tell me what it saw.
There weren’t no bodies that I could see, but that didn’t mean much. There were an inordinate number of women and children at the Mendoza ranch, owing to its safety and abundance. It woulda been hard to pick up everything and go in a voluntary fashion with such a passel, and right at harvest time, too. More than like, they was all carted off as slaves or food, though the latter had fallen out of practice what with New Texas being easy enough to get into.
I sifted through some of the ashes, what wasn’t still hot enough to burn me. Didn’t find much. Tessa here found a few old bones and scraps what got left behind in the rubble, but it was slim pickings.
“And that’s it? No sign of anybody?”
That’s it, I told them. I’d got to the next settlement, a bigger one, big enough to be called a town nowadays. That means I talk to a few of them, a committee like, ‘stead of everybody just gathering around.
The man in charge — chief, mayor, jefe, townfather, they all seem to call him something different, but it ain’t many that aren’t led by a man — by the name of Tomás just shook his head. “I reckon there’s not much use us sending out some scouts.”
“No,” I said. “I don’t reckon there is. If’n it was a raiding party, I couldn’t make sign of which direction they headed. If the folks just headed for elsewhere for whatever reason, they didn’t care for anybody to come after them, else they might’ve left the ranch standing.”
“Doesn’t seem very likely that they up and left and burned the place behind them.” This from a stout woman who seemed a lot older than she was, what with the catch-as-catch-can food and medicine situation around here. Without trade coming out of the Mendoza place, she was going to start looking even older.
“Unless a contagion came through,” came a suggestion from somebody else, a ragged looking man without many teeth. I added dental care to my mental list of supplies this town needed. I felt the other folks shrink back from me like I was sprouting poison outta my pores.
I shook my head. “They was steady. If they knew enough to burn a contagion out, they knew enough to not take supplies with them, and to leave some sorta sign.”
Tomás nodded, clearing his throat. He was a tall codger, lean, his greasy hair collapsing over a deep widow’s peak. I half-expected him to squawk “Nevermore!” every time he opened his maw.
Instead, he said, “Maja, how much was lost? I mean, is the land still workable? Still a harvest?”
“Land’s all that’s left there. You got the manpower and the inventory, you might could save this year’s harvest. Course, they mainly farmed livestock, and that’s for sure all gone.”
The old largie Margie waved an arm, its wing slapping against the mirrored droop of her breasts. “And what if we do send people and equipment out there, Tomás? We willing to lose ours along with theirs? You know it was some bandido group outta New Texas—”
“Or the Commies—”
“Or some o’ the refugees outta the Belt.”
“Exactly,” Marge carried on, riding roughshod over her peanut gallery.
Tomás pressed everyone into silence, his spindly hands palms-down, placating. He eyeballed me with them beady crow pupils of his. “Maja, what do you think? Is it still dangerous?”
I backed away from the gathering, wrapping up tight in my poncho, yanking its makeshift hood over my dreds. “Sorry, y’all. I ain’t got a dog in this fight. Just delivering the news. Happy to point you toward the Mendoza place, but you sort out your affairs as you see fit.”
They tried to wheedle an opine outta me, but they shoulda known better. It ain’t my place to tell anybody what they oughtta do to get by out here. Not yet, anyways.
I spent all day trading with people for odds and bobs, once my dealings with the town committee, such as it were, were done. An old woman towards Santa Rosa spends most of her time making specialty items for womenfolk — bras, menstrual pads, the like. I distribute for her in return for meds and food; they’re my most popular items, save any pictures of naked women I can get for men with faulty imaginations. Some replacement parts for farm equipment, a few luxuries like books and hairbrushes, and by the end of the day my wagon was emptied of what it brought, but brimming with what it earned. I’d be entering Old Albuquerque in a few days with a wagon full of corn, wheat, and cured meats. I was richer than a tick on a fat hound.
As the sun dipped low, I found myself, as I always do, in the center of the town. Most don’t have squares anymore, with those pretty gazebos all ready for weddings and summer dances and parades, but there’s something about people that makes them need a central gathering place. A well, a watering hole, an intersection, a clearing — it don’t take much. I don’t know what all these folks do when I’m not here; mayhap they go on to their homes of an evening, shovel some grub in and bed down on their lonesome. Alls I know is what they do when I am here: without fail, every town, community, and extended family farm gathers in whatever their central spot is. They squat on tree stumps and fallen logs, or lounge on benches and blankets on the ground. Nights like these, when the crisp air seeps into your bones, they light a bonfire, and they cuddle around it in clumps, in coats and blankets. And then we trade what we all really want: stories. News and tales and jokes and stories. What keeps us human.
Tonight the tone was hushed. Word of the Mendoza Ranch’s troubles had lit through town like tumbleweeds in a lightning storm, and there wasn’t a soul who didn’t think they had some notion of what had happened. The yarn of contagion had caught fire, like it always does, so there were a bunch of folks who just stayed home. I imagine they cover their mouths with cheesecloth and wash themselves like God hisself said cleanliness would open the gates to Heaven. But they’re still reading the pulp mags I brought, and eating the spices and wearing the clothes, so I reckon they mostly just like to swim in fear and distrust. Could be they’re just stupid. Lots are.
When they eased off whispering rumor and supposition amongst themselves, I felt eyes starting to turn to me. Instead of giving them answers, I leaned back in my old camp chair and gazed at that bright clear sky full of winking stars.
“The sisters came back, see?” I point at them, the Seven Sisters, that cluster of pearls on the old bull’s nose. “I heard lotsa tales about how they’re running, or they’re trapped, or they’re dead and the stars are their grave markers. That the hunter chases them, or that he protects them. That they twinkle ’cause they’re happy, or ’cause they’re crying.
“When they start showing their faces, we look to our fields and start stripping them, storing away all we’ll need for the cold of winter. I say ‘we’; I was one of you once. I may be again. I got plenty of dirt underneath my fingernails. Those sisters, those ladies, they come see us at harvest and we look up at them and we tell our stories about them. An’ all the stories are true, an’ none of them are. When we say they are six sisters chasing after the youngest, trying to bring her home, we know they ain’t actually out there in the stars. We know Orion has no arrows in his quiver, and those old bull’s horns ain’t poking anybody. We’re telling stories about us. What we’re scared of. Who we love.
“Let me tell you their story. How they got up there. I knew ’em all, y’see, from the time they was knee-high to a frog. Their daddy made a name for hisself round here as a horseman. He come from the South with nothing, rounded up a herd of wild Mustangs on the mesa, and within a few years had the finest herd of cattle horses west of the Red South. Prolly better than the reds got, too.” Uneasy laughter here — no one likes to think about the fate of good horses in times of famine. “Found hisself a tough-as-nails girl with blood all the way back to Spain, and they settled down and had themselves a passel o’ kids — all girls. Seven of ’em, and all seven hellions on foot and angels on horseback.
“One year I was travelin’ their way, round about this time. I had some special items for the girls — oldest was about eighteen, and the youngest just startin’ to look like a woman instead of a child. Only when Tessa here” I patted the dog between her pointed ears “and I rolled up, alls we found was their mama, and she was withered and weak, her eyes clouded, like she’d been living ten years to each of our one. She didn’t speak, didn’t even seem to recognize me, and I couldn’t get her to come back down the mountain with me. The horses was gone, back into the valleys where they come from, and all that was left was a pile of rotting hay and old saddles the rats made into nests.
“I stayed a coupla days. Chopped firewood for her, made sure she had food and clothes, but that was all I could do. When I come back down the mountain into the old mining town, I asked around. Folks just shook their heads, said what a shame it all was, but no one would let on as to what happened up there, not till I came to the tavern.
“That’s where I found him, their daddy. He didn’t look old and withered as his wife did. No, he was just a walking corpse. His face was bloated, dry and pale. His eyes was open, unfocused. It took me an hour and almost a whole bottle of cheap whiskey to piece the tale together, and here’s what I gathered.”
I looked around me. Nothing but unblinking faces and silence. The bonfire’s snaps and pops were fading as it cooled down to just a big ol’ campfire. I snagged Tomás’s eye, noted the worried valley creeping between his eyebrows.
“Like I said,” I continued, dropping my voice to match the tragedy of the horse trader’s tale, “Them girls was hellions. Summer time they could ride off into the hills and be gone for weeks. Mama and daddy never worried much about ’em — every last one was better with a bow and arrow than any soldier with a rifle, and there wasn’t nobody else in those hills except Mustangs and coyotes. So that summer, like they had every summer before, they packed up a string of ponies and went galloping off. He never knew what they did out there in those hills; if ever he asked they always said it was women’s business, and he could shove off. They always came back, though, and usually with some of the best horses in the herd, and they worked their little tails off year-round, so he let them have their secrets.
“Only this time they didn’t come home. He and mama waited — a few days, and then a week. On the tenth day, the littlest’s pony came trotting home, no saddle, no rider, no nothing. Just looking for a little extra feed. Daddy whipped his own string together, grabbed a couple of hands, and lit out into those hills, leaving mama behind to drive herself crazy with worry, just in case they came home. Two weeks he looked for those girls, till he was out of food and drinking straight outta streams and rock pools. He sent his hands home, knowing they was needed to keep the horses fed and ticking over, that when he got his girls and got home they’d all still need to make a living. He kept searching. Another week — it gets colder earlier in the mountains, and he knew it was gonna start getting hard for those girls to make it through the chilly nights.”
Those who had children tucked them closer to their sides. We all know it’s a bad old world out there, and life is harder than it used to be, even considering the wars they say raged all over the world in the last century. We know it’s something if all our kids make it to have young’uns of their own, but we don’t expect we’ll lose all of them in one fell swoop.
“He was nearly dead his own self. He’d set all but two of his own horses free, either to make their way into a wild herd for the winter, or hopefully make their own way home. He was down to surviving off the land, finding nut stashes and the occasional rabbit. And then he picked his way through some juniper to what seemed to be nothing but a narrow slot canyon — when it opened up into a pocket of paradise. He found hisself in a box canyon, sheltered by cliffs on all sides, a clear cool stream running down its middle. Working his way in, he found all his girls’ horses — all except one, that one little pony that had made its way home. The girls had rigged a rough corral for them outta branches and brush, and only the smallest pony could work itself free, y’see. The rest were a bit skinny as their grass got grazed and dried up for winter, but they’d had water, and they weren’t too bad off.
“He found their camp: a cave in the hillside that they’d cleared out over the years, creating a hearthfire and a little cabin at its entrance, keeping it free of critters and cold. He knew this is where they came every summer, a world of their own where they could be safe and wild.
“Only they hadn’t been safe. They weren’t there. Their saddles were there, and some of their supplies — which he tucked into right quick — but nothing of them. He called their names, walking up and around that canyon for hours, till his voice was rasped down to a whisper and the canyon got bored of shouting their names back at him. He didn’t know whether to weep that he hadn’t found them, or to be relieved he hadn’t found them dead. He rummaged through their things: clothing and books and toys they’d made for the little ones out of cloth and twigs and brush. He tidied it all after, packed it up so’s when they came home they’d find their hideaway neat and happy and waiting for them. He released their horses, either to the wild or to make their way home, same as he had most of his own. And as night came on he built a fire, a helluva lot bigger than he needed, hoping to draw them like moths. He ate, and he cried, and he finally lay down to sleep in their campbeds, closing his eyes and breathing their fading scents one last time.
“Only he opened his eyes again. The fire’s dying light licked over the cave walls, and there at about hip height was a bunch of marks. They were dark, blurry and faded, drawn on that limestone wall with cooled charcoal. The dust had drifted away, mayhap even brushed away when he’d cleaned up their things. He tossed a couple more logs on the fire, sparking it up again, and had hisself a good gander. And when he was done, he wept again, wept till he was wrung out and too far gone to stay awake, and when morning came he saddled his spare horse and let it carry him home.
“His wife was waiting, terrified and hopeful all at once, but when she saw him ride into the yard by his lonesome, she flat lost her mind. It was all he could do to set her at the table and tell her what he knew to be true. That their third eldest, in the spring of youth and madness, had happened to meet a young man in town on a supply run a few months back, and they’d been exchanging secret notes for weeks, shoving them in a weathered old rock midway between their ranch and town. The girl had invited him up to the camp for the summer, thinking to have herself some fun playing house. When her sisters found out, they near tossed her outta camp — summertime wasn’t for boys or romance or anything but sisters being sisters, as they’d always done and expected to always do. But she let her fancies run away with her, and brought someone else in — a stranger, no less, when they’d never so much as hinted at the camp to their own parents.
“When the boy did come, he wasn’t alone. He brought a passel of friends with him. And they weren’t after romance or love or adventure. Their daddy’s heart broke in two as he deciphered what his youngest had managed to scribble on the walls, her not the best with her letters so trying to sketch it out with the odd word and a bunch of drawings. She didn’t know what would happen to them, but she knew these men meant them harm. Her daddy, though, he knew what men like those did with young, beautiful girls. How they could use them and sell them over the border, and drink for years on the monies.
“He took as many horses as he could and rode hellbent for town, switching over only when one gave out. He had no hope, though. Those men were long gone, across the border into Maoist Arizona, or even worse into the demented pit of what used to be Utah, where women are only worth their wombs.” An old woman near to me flinched, her raggedy fingers twisting the life outta her worn old cotton dress. I reckoned there were a few here who had spent time not owning the rights to their own bodies at one point or another.
“He went home, lost and hopeless, to give the news to his wife. That their daughters, their hearts, were gone, never to be recovered. He didn’t have to say a word. He rode up alone, and she saw his face. If his heart was broken in two, hers broke into seven, each piece stripped away from her and as far away as the heavens. Her light left her, scattered in the night sky, to set up there waiting and watching, trying to find some sight or sign of her young’uns.”
As I wound down, their faces mooned up at the sky, seeing the girls’ father in the towering figure of the hunter, and following where he pointed to the Seven Sisters that peered back down at us.
It was a somber story, and more’n one of them would have night terrors because of it. Rightly so. They get caught up in their little pockets, cut off from the everyday nastiness of the world. The big bad wolf doesn’t come around every so often, everybody starts thinking they’re safe and cozy. Only they’re not. The folks over at Mendoza could tell them that.
They wandered off home, a few of the more seasoned nodding at me, or gripping my arm for a short spell. One boy, his swagger pegging him as younger than he thought he was, shrugged at me and said “I’da gone after those pendejos,” only to have his father whack him on the back of the head and say “It ain’t all like those pulp Westerns, estupido. You cross the border, you’re lucky if all they make you do is farm rice for the Chairman.” The boy scowled and slunk off.
Tessa and I left the fire, her whining and eying its warmth longingly, and returned to our wagon. I tippled a bit from my flask, warming my insides before we crawled into our pallet.
“How often you cross that border?” She probably thought to startle me, stepping out of the shadows like a specter, but I’d seen Tessa’s ears twitch. Not much gets past a dog. I grunted and struck a match to my lantern, chasing her shroud away.
She’d been on the outskirts of the crowd when I delivered the news about the Mendoza ranch, not saying anything, but watching. Her eyes were fierce, like a bird of prey surveying field mice.
“Don’t think I’ve seen you here before,” I commented, holding out my flask.
She ignored it, so I took her swig for her. She said, “I’ve been here two months. Made it out of Arizona.”
I nodded. It’s a common story. Most round here are refugees. Defectors, I think they call them.
“So,” she ventured again, waving at my wagon. “What’s your territory?”
I looked at Tessa. The dog sat just underneath the wagon, panting a bit, her black eyes on our visitor, ears constantly twitching.
“Why? You looking to take it over?”
The woman blanched, her hard-lined face pulling back. “No, I didn’t mean that.”
“You looking for something in particular? Or you trying to hitch a ride elsewhere? I ain’t a taxi service.”
She blinked, maybe not getting the taxi joke. Not a reader, then. “Just trying to get to know the area.”
“Uh-huh.”
She paused, and I pondered for a minute whether she was giving up.
“It’s not what I thought it’d be,” she said quietly. “I thought… they told us that all the states had fallen, that the ones that didn’t go red were nothing but lawless cannibals. But New Texas, we heard tales about it. About how it was like the old America, strong and ready to fight the reds.”
I held out my flask again, and this time she took it. She sputtered a bit, then continued, “I thought it’d be cities. Streetlights and cars and movie theaters.”
“Fairy tales,” I said.
“I thought at least there’d be power. Electricity.”
I shrugged. Someday, maybe again.
“Aren’t there nuclear sites around here? I thought New Mexico is where they did all that testing. You ever been to any?”
“No reason to,” I said. “We got enough problems without trying to melt ourselves down.”
“But surely—”
I held up my hand. “It’s late, and me and Tessa got a long day of walking ahead of us tomorrow.”
She opened her mouth, gawping, but I turned away and climbed in the wagon. Tessa hopped up after me, yipped once at the woman, and sat at the back of the wagon, watching. Only when she heaved a sigh and finally curled up next to me was I satisfied our visitor had truly left. I wasn’t sure she hadn’t gotten what she’d been looking for.
~
⋅⋅ Mia ⋅⋅
She pokes a stick at the fire, throws a handful of crushed sage into the flames, and turtles down into her blanket. Her lower back rests against her canvas-covered wagon, an extra layer protecting it from errant sparks.
I should have brought the autumn journal to read, she thought. La luna is full and the fire is bright, and the air turns crisp as el invierno creeps closer. Absence of abundant light, however, would have made little difference; she carried the words in her body. The winter, spring, and summer journals, tambien.
So she sings the opening pages of the autumn journal, huddled there by her early morning fire. Her grandmother’s neat, rounded cursive, and her mother’s less legible hybrid, dance over her skin as the softly chanted tune trickles away from the camp, tapping the canyon walls, fluttering the silver leaves of the cottonwoods.
The scent of the air shifts. The mint-cool of the night warms, the earthy perfume of sage and cedar and sandstone announcing the dawn. El sol will not appear over the eastern lip of the canyon for at least an hour, but the denim sky is already fading. Mia lets her friendly fire die.
It is not a long walk back to the pueblo, but she is…what had Ed called her solo sojourns? AWOL: absent without leave. As if such a notion existed outside la historia. Yet she concedes that such behavior is a poor model for her familia y compadres, particularly los hijos, so she must return within the inner boundary before sunrise, when the rather somnolent Javier is relieved at the north gate by the much more alert Sara.
Patches of chamisa, sage, and yucca give way to small irrigated fields of adolescent corn, beans, and green chile. Her mouth waters at the thought of green chile in Tonio’s Enchiladas Especiales de Domingo. The luxury of a pepper crop is something the pueblo has only recently been able to afford. Las Hermanas have been kind to them this year.
The sheep take no notice of her, nor do the turkeys; the animals are accustomed to her late night wanderings, and careful never to betray her. The pigs are not permitted so close to human habitation, which is handy. As Mia is their caretaker, they likely would have given her away with hungry snuffling.
Her greased wagon wheels make less noise than the snoring teenaged guard as she slips past him, dragging her harvest. At the last moment, she thumps Javier’s crumpled old cowboy hat from his head, and walks away grinning as he wakes, yelps, stumbles, and trips over his scavenged boots as he tries to reset himself.
“Ay, por favor, La Grande!”
“I won’t tell if you don’t, Javi,” she calls to him, without turning around.
He sighs behind her, and she hears him settle once more into his customary crouch, back propped against the coyote fence.
The pueblo is eclectic, to say the least. When she was younger, the elders who had lived through the war, and the plagues, and the hunger, told tales of the great pueblos to the north, their adobe skeletons still standing strong against rain, wind, and attack after hundreds of years. Even in this canyon, as they tilled new fields or dug new wells, they would often find the remains of other villages, other peoples, who had fed off the loyal little stream and sheltered within the box canyon walls. Nonetheless, in [span- the days of after], few remained in the area who knew how to build such sturdy structures from nothing more than the mud under their feet, and many who, often reluctantly, banded together to form the little community were willing to live “like savages” when they had grown so accustomed to their isolated clapboard ranch houses. So the remains of the first generations’ compromises peep out here and there, in a leaning wooden outhouse to the south, a collapsed pile of adobe bricks shoring up the west wall of the newer structure, which had been built from the rubble, and a picket fence absurdly enclosing a long-abandoned flower garden. Mia is glad, at least, for that one; she’s been taking it over, square foot by square foot, reclaiming it for the herbs she can cultivate rather than gather.
Mi gente have learned much, she thinks as she parks her wagon at the base of a ladder. The newer structure is intimidatingly solid, its ground-level story presenting as one continuous, unbroken slab of adobe set into the canyon wall. No windows or doors break its bulk, and entrance to the pueblo is only achieved via ladders, which can be quickly hauled up in case of attack. Supplies are lugged up the ladders or drawn up by rope and basket, and most of the ground level is storage for grains, meats, textiles, and other necessities for the arid desert’s cold winter. Her mother’s generation had learned the hard way not to make the comings-and-goings on a daily basis any easier, for any scaffolding, pulleys, or other shortcuts they allowed themselves they also allowed their enemies. Though enemies are fewer, the days are not yet halcyon enough to give in to complacency.
The upper two stories — Mia can see the beginnings of yet another, where families are beginning to spread — rise up from the first in steps, creating open terraces flowing into family living quarters. This newer structure is much larger than the old one, laid out roughly in a D-shape, its flat back formed from the canyon wall, its bulge extending some 500 yards. The pueblo was as thick as five rooms across in some places, its central courtyard open.
Mia gathers the yucca cords tying her herb bundles together and hangs them around her shoulders. She climbs the ladder, and rests briefly on the terrace before descending down a narrow staircase set into the inner wall of the courtyard.
Nita looks up from her horno, where she is shoving in a fresh loaf of bread, and rolls her eyes. She pushes her thin red hair off her face and calls to Mia. “Let me guess. Javier’s turn at the gate?”
Mia grins. “I think Richard posts him there on full moons on purpose. He doesn’t get his gout remedy unless I can gather asparagus.”
“Lord,” Nita says. “We’re all damned grateful for that. Man’s like a scalded hornet when it flares up on him.”
“I don’t know how Tanoweh lives with him,” Mia agrees. “I’d have suffocated him in his sleep years ago.”
Nita smirks. “Tanoweh’s mostly deaf. It’s a pretty damn good coping mechanism.” She waves her hand toward the northeast section of the pueblo. “Been hearing moanings from over Lupe’s way since the wee hours. Think she might be getting ready to pop.”
Mia nods, swiping a piece of flatbread. “The first one is always the hardest.”
“She’s hangin’ in there, though.”
Her herb room is cool when she opens the door, its breath heavy with dried flowers and beeswax. She hangs her new harvest from the lines strung across the vigas, and grabs her birthing kit from its ledge set into the wall. She does not expect Lupe’s labor to be quick, but there are many things she can do to help the girl be more comfortable, and to protect the new child from the poisoned world it is entering.
~
⋅ Maia ⋅
She composed the listicle in her head: “38 Reasons NOT to Sleep with a Younger Man.” She only got to 3, however, ending with “actually, they’re not very good at it yet.”
“Are you Carrie, Miranda, Charlotte, or Samantha?” She supposed this quiz aged her too much; women in his age group probably identified with whomever was trailing around Taylor Swift these days. Maia just wished Taylor would smarten up and quit making all her songs so personal; it wasn’t fitting to air so much dirty laundry in public, and then act all butthurt when it came up over and over again in interviews and tweets.
She closed her eyes and rolled over, tugging the mussed sheet over her dimpled backside. The sound of the shower was soothing, and she thought about falling asleep. Perhaps she could really be asleep when he came out, and maybe he would leave her and never talk about this again. Maybe that should have been her strategy when he took his first shower (was it a generational thing to take multiple showers in a day, or was he just freakishly clean?), before he’d seen her belly sag and her armpit hair and her unpumiced feet. Well, and before they’d had sex. Obviously.
“Hey, you want to go to lunch?” He didn’t even wrap a towel around his waist; instead, he was using her nice towel to scrounge around in his ear while his dong swung happily around. “Meeting a bunch of folks for tacos if you want to come.”
“How to Tell Your Boy Toy He’s Just a Boy Toy,” she thought. That sounded more like Jezebel, but then no writer for Jezebel would ever be so awkward as to need such advice. They’d just be all “bro, you’re here for the benefits of the vagina. You’re cute and all, but I don’t want you for your brain.” Was that third or fourth wave feminism? She wasn’t sure. Maybe it was just revenge.
“Ummm…”
“I got it. No problem.” He kneeled on the bed, his thing wobbly and damp and too close to her face, and kissed her on the forehead. On the forehead! “I’ll get out of your way. See you in class tomorrow?”
“Yeah, sure,” she managed. Oh, FFS. She had a PhD, an assistant professorship, and she owned her own home. She was divorced, and managed her own (pathetically meager) stock portfolio. And a freaking graduate student was treating her like a schoolgirl. She was supposed to be Mrs. Robinson, dammit.
But he’d literally hopped into his jeans and skipped out the door before she could think of anything mature and sexy to say. She slapped a pillow over her head to muffle her groan of frustration. Within seconds, Winnie the cat had pounced, and curled up in purring satisfaction on top of the pillow on top of her head. She reached blindly for her phone on her nightstand, needing to drown her sorrows in cat videos.
She peeked one eye out from under linens and feline, and saw that a text and a voice message both awaited her. The voicemail had to be her mother. No one else on the planet left voicemails anymore. The text then.
She’d never thought it could happen to her. She’d seen it online, of course, and there were the seemingly weekly “scandals” from celebrities and politicians. The heart of nude picture scandals illustrated just what assholes men in general were: if a nude photo of a well-known male figure got around, it was sure to be a dick pic he’d been foisting on some poor female. If a nude photo of a well-known female figure got out, it was usually because some prick had victimized her — an ex selling pics for money or revenge, a sleazy photographer exploiting a woman’s new fame by selling old pics, and the like. But this was the realm of gossip blogs, entertainment news, and millennials, none of which had anything to do with her.
Except the dick who had just walked out of her house. Did he think this was sexy?
She frowned. Either said dick photographed poorly, or he’d put some sort of filter on it; it did not resemble the IRL version he’d dangled in front of her. And then she glanced up at the top of the screen.
“What the serious fuck?”
She sat upright so fast she upended Winnie, who slid in a flurry of fur and claws into the gap between the mattress and the headboard. Wedged, the little tabby flailed and hissed until she got a claw into the sheets and dragged herself out, spitting at Maia before retreating into the closet.
The voicemail explained it. Sort of.
“Uh, hey, MaiTai. It’s your dad. Listen, I don’t know if you got it, and if you didn’t, just ignore this. Uh. Okay. Anyway, if you did, you know, get a picture message, well, just delete it. Meant to send to, uh, a friend, just joking, you know, and hit the wrong name in the phone book thingie. Damn screens are too small. Anyway, uh, just delete it and don’t worry about it. I love you.” A long pause. “Don’t tell your mom.”
Maia deleted the messages — both of them — and flopped back. She closed her eyes, then immediately wrenched them open. The image of her father’s erect penis was scratched into the backs of her eyelids, and she was sure it would overlay every penis she ever even thought about from that point forward. It would follow her to work, it would pop up in front of her just as she was falling asleep. It would kiss her cheek every time he gave her a hug and send her badly wrapped joke birthday presents. She could never unsee it.
“First world problems,” Maia told Winnie. “I gots them.”
~
⋅ Mya ⋅
They’d spent their whole life hearing about nuclear bombs. Russia wanted to bomb us, but then Gorbachev made nice. Terrorists getting their hands on old Soviet bombs was the plot line of many an action film in the ‘90s. They’d heard the threats from North Korea, and who knew what those jokers had or didn’t have — they had nukes but couldn’t feed their own people? Priorities, guys, priorities. Of course, longshots Pakistan and India could always surge ahead, escalating their outside chances into winning the global game of Russian roulette.
But for Mya, it all seemed like a distant fiction. Like history, only it happened in the same time they did. It wasn’t truly a possibility, that someone could deliberately detonate an atomic weapon. Well, obviously it had happened, of course — they’d never denied Hiroshima or Nagasaki — but even more so because of those horrors. Who could see the literal fall-out from those events and still choose to press the button?
No one, including themself, could imagine it happening, until it did. And even then, no one could imagine it continuing, escalating. That was for doomsday scenarios, science fiction, worst case scenarios. Humans were stupid, and politicians were generally more so, but surely the basic tenets of nature — survive and reproduce — would prevent global annihilation.
They were wrong. Perhaps it was better that way. Perhaps it was better because they could concentrate on the oblivion presented by everyday problems. First world problems, as the groupthink author known by the initials “W.W.W.” would call them. When the worst tragedy that could befall you was accidentally dropping your smartphone in a toilet, nuclear armageddon was far off indeed.
Not that Mya’s concerns were as trivial as wet gadgets. Some might say their concerns were, in actuality, far more profound than the survival of the entire human race. Their concern, in addition to the everyday problems of daily life in an aging capitalist regime, was for their mortal soul. So, not really capable of expressing in hashtag format.
Their soul was on their mind at all times. Preachers and pastors like to elevate the soul, to separate it from the body, that dirty, material, sinful thing. They want the soul to be spirit, clean, otherworldly, untouched by the scum roiling around in the physical world. But it’s a losing battle, as they well know. After all, the Bible tells us we are born into sin; Eve’s wantonness infected us all. We spend our lives trying to expel that one fatal bite of that one forbidden fruit, needling it with our tongues, sucking at it between our teeth, jabbing a desperate finger down our throats to trigger the gagging. Oh, we have plenty of joy and beauty, Mya reflects. The desert sunlight through that stained glass — it’s never anything less than amazing. The smell of a coming thunderstorm. The opening notes of your favorite song. The velvet touch of a flower’s petals. These are the soul. These are the sounds, the smells, the feel of purity.
But no matter what moments of joy spread through you, no matter how full up the soul is with the light, it’s still stuffed down in that sac of blood and guts and mucus and sweat that is the body. Mya suspects there are people who can find their joy, find their light, and hold on to it for a good long while. Who, while even looking forward to their admittance to Heaven and a future existence as a pure soul with no flesh to weigh it down, nonetheless find their skin comfortable, like an old fuzzy sweatshirt. They use their bodies for good, they take pleasure in food and touch and sex and play, they acknowledge the body’s biological needs, and all of these things are just elements of their daily lives. Their bodies are theirs, tools, companions, familiars.
Mya sits on the pew, listening to the pastor calmly and logically lay out the arguments against coveting thy neighbor’s anything, and deeply covets their peers’ settlements with their own skin. They wear a nice Sunday dress, in the right cut and size, modest but not matronly. Nonetheless, they feel as if they have been packed into a gown sized for a five-year-old, perhaps their own Sunday School dress thirty years gone, never removed, and like a guide-wire around a tree, it has cut into them as they have grown. Their flesh has puckered around its traces, bound and confined into all the wrong shapes. Soon they will not be able to move. Soon they will not be able to breathe. Soon it will cut them into a handful of pieces, wilting and shriveling until they are barely recognizable as ever having belonged to a human at all.
The congregation rises for a hymn, but they cannot join in. They dash for the door, for the out of doors, for a room without a magnifying glass pointed at their soul. Outside, they can breathe, they can move, but they know the walls are closing in. They lean against their car, eyes on the clouds, on the vast open blue that once seemed to beckon possibility, and now presses upon them with its doubt.
They could not possibly see it, there in the broad daylight, in the brightness of the sun reflecting off the high desert, yet they somehow… felt it. A magnesium streak that resembled no cloud or contrail. A light brighter than the autumn midday. A sign.
My sign, they thought. Mine.
~
⋅⋅ Maya ⋅⋅
Maya closes her office door and taps on the wall display. She prefers the wall over retina for phone calls; she once told Therese using the retina display for anyone other than her wife was too much like having them rummaging around in her head. It usually triggers strange dreams in which she becomes the other person, or vice versa.
Reuben connects on the other end, looking far too warm and cozy.
“Did I miss a memo?” Maya asks. “Are you back in the land of the living?”
“Cold doesn’t mean—”
“—dead, yeah, yeah yeah.” Maya waves a hand, grinning. “Is that hot cocoa with marshmallows?”
“Supply ship came a couple of days ago. We’re living the high life.” He steps back to model his cable knit sweater. “Mom sent me another sweater.”
“What are you going to do with all of those when you come home? Surely one ship couldn’t haul them all.”
He shrugs, his face matching the gesture. “Donate them to the incoming crew, probably. Not much I can do with them in Florida anyway.”
Reuben spends six months of every year in the Antarctic, pulling up ice cores, measuring surface temperatures, collecting samples. Scientists in the ‘50s had warned that increasing industrial production worldwide could have a disastrous effect on worldwide temperatures, prematurely launching a grossly accelerated ice age. Reuben is part of a decades-long international scientific coalition with stations in the world’s most fragile ecosystems — the bellwethers that would signal global ecological collapse long before dramatic changes in temperature or weather patterns emerged in the rest of the world. Technology keeps his face and voice fresh to Maya, but she has still told Therese many times that she wishes he didn’t have to spend half his life at the bottom of the world, and the other half in its armpit.
“You look tired,” he tells her now.
“You look old,” she throws back half-heartedly.
“I look wise, which I am. What did you do?”
Maya blinks. “Who says I did anything?”
“You’re calling on a Thursday. You never call on a Thursday.” He slurps up a couple of marshmallows and grins, their gooey insides plastered to the front of his teeth. “Did you forget Therese’s birthday?”
“No.”
“Anniversary? Christmas?”
“It’s impossible to forget Christmas. Even in Antarctica.”
“True.” He swipes cocoa and marshmallow off of his shaggy winter beard and eyes her. “What’s up then, nerd?”
Maya squints, blurring his features. “It’s not Therese…well, it sort of is, but that’s kind of an indirect consequence. It’ll work itself out. It’s the Anasazi bee.”
“Oh yeah, how’s that coming? Did I miss the paper?” At her wince, he wavers. “So… no paper then?”
“No fucking bee.”
“What? I thought this was a slam dunk?”
“So did I.” Maya tugs at the hair on her temples, an old tension-easing trick that can easily turn into an anxiety tick. “I get one generation, and then the hive faceplants.”
“Ouch. Can’t you just move on? It’s not a keystone, is it?”
“That’s the thing. It’s a nothing. It’s a novelty, just for the press. And since it was supposed to be so easy even a hobbyist could do it, it’s going to be worse than Pauling’s triple helix brain fart if I fail.”
“Aw, it won’t be that bad, kid.” He offers a slow grin. “You’re nowhere near the genius Pauling was.”
“You’re an asshole,” Maya says.
“Yes, but I’m your asshole,” he agrees, then pauses as he considers his statement.
Maya waves it off. “Low hanging fruit. You really have no advice?”
“Maya, I love you. But you’re a grown-ass woman. You know your job better than I do.”
“Ugh.”
“Yep.” He brightens. “Anyway, that asteroid is probably going to hit us soon, so you won’t have to worry about it.”
Maya drops her head to the desk, groaning.
***
Maya leaves work early — technically, on time, but compared to her recent pattern, it’s early — and stops by the Duke City Bakery on her way home. The premier genetic engineering in the world had not done away with sweet teeth, and Therese’s mouth is full of them; luckily, her genetic design included a metabolism capable of varying its speed as needed, so the bear’s claws and eclairs leave no trace on her body. Maya is grateful for this, as her empirical studies show that donuts work much better than flowers.
She beats Therese home, much to the confused excitement of the dogs. She arranges her offering on a plate, telling Molly the Boston Terrier, “Not food made for dogs. Sorry.” Molly eyes her judgmentally, her bulbous head cocked. Orion and Hugo stare longingly at the baked goods, Hugo with a wistful loop of drool dangling from his jowls.
Maya takes pity on them and feeds them an early dinner, squaring away most of Therese’s evening chores. Once dogs, cats, and owl are chomping merrily, the house acquires a satisfied, settled air that eases Maya. She pours a glass of white wine and drifts, unsure what to do with herself without a clear task in front of her. She has not been in the house alone, without Therese, in weeks. She eats here, she sleeps here, and she lets Therese drag her into family activities like watching movies and listening to the latest bubble pop album; the space is theirs, and rarely ever hers. Therese had selected the living room furniture, though with Maya in mind: the big, comfy armchairs, the more formal settee that hardly ever had to suffer a rear end. In the hallway, her fingers drift over the sequence of framed prints Therese has gifted her with over the years, turning each of her triumphs into a work of art, from the first Drusophila she had cloned as an undergraduate to a portrait of the harlequin frog that had shaped her professional reputation, each with its DNA electrophoresis gel inset into the frame. Their bedroom boasts similar works, only these from Therese’s accomplishments, the animals she has re-introduced to natural habitats: gray wolves, red squirrels, Père David’s deer, even a few frogs of her own. A California condor peers down at them from a massively wide frame above their bed.
They have two spare rooms. One is a true guest room with a generic bed and an Antarctic landscape they gave to Reuben that he’s never managed to haul with him back to Florida. Its closet is full of linens and blankets and odds and ends, and sometimes Maya goes months without remembering the room even exists.
The second room escapes her notice not so much because of its generic purpose, perhaps, but moreso because of its intended purpose. Therese has always referred to it as the “kids’ room”, though for the ten years since they moved in it has alternately served as a home office, overflow storage, and pet recuperation ward. Hootie spent three weeks in there after a mouse had fought back, biting her deeply enough to cause infection. Orion spent much of his puppiehood there, recovering from his encounter with an e-car. So far, however, no kid — goat or human — has ever crossed its threshold.
Maya opens the door and sucks in a breath. The room is usually in a state of benevolent disarray, with old dog beds, some first aid supplies, a few boxes here and there, maybe some furniture on its way out. Not today. For the first time, she sees what Therese has been doing on all those long nights Maya spends at the lab, the weekends she’s gone into work instead of staying home like she used to do before the Anasazi bee project seized her.
Gone are the odds and ends, the detritus of their daily life. Instead, the room has been stripped bare and its bamboo floor covered wall-to-wall with rubber matting. Boxes have been replaced by work tables marching around the circumference of the room, and the ceiling boasts tracks of industrial lights, some with extendable arms for movement and close-work. Wires and chips and motherboards are scattered over the worktops, sharing space with various tools and soldering irons.
“What the hell?” Maya mutters. She picks up one of the objects from the nearest table: a dog collar fitted with what looks like a motherboard and a pen-cap sized camera. Another resembles the taggers she’s often seen tumble out of Therese’s gear bags, the ones she uses on larger animals in the wild to track their movements. It too has been modified, outfitted with an array of wires and electronic accessories.
Maya blinks on her retina display, and searches the web for identification of the items. Most of what returns to her is standard hobby electronics, available in store or for home delivery. Many of the pieces are part of an open source platform that people from artists to engineers to deejays use to create electronic devices of dizzying arrays.
A woof sounds from the kitchen, followed by the excited scrabbling of paws on floors. Maya wanders out of the room, a piece of electronic mishmash in her hand, the inventory of its parts still scrolling in front of her sight.
“Oh! Shit!” Therese startles, dropping her messenger bag and flinging her keys. They land square in the dogs’ water bowl. “You scared me. Since when are you home this early?”
“I had a crap day at work. I wanted to spend some time with you.”
Therese rescues her keys, wadding them into a dishtowel to dry. “Aw, that’s nice. And you brought pastries!” She eyes Maya with mock suspicion, though it does not stop her from scooping up a bear claw. “Did you clear out our bank accounts by mistake or something?”
“No, I…” Maya trails off, frowning. “Therese, what is going on in the spare room?”
Therese’s eyes drop to Maya’s hand, where the little device crouches. “Oh, hey, watch it. That one’s not finished.” She plucks it from Maya’s open palm, tugging gently on various connections to make sure they’re all where she left them.
“What is that?” Maya asks, peering closely at it.
“Nothing, yet.” Therese holds it up, smiling faintly. She looks expectantly at Maya, then laughs. “Oh, shit, babe. You look like you think I’m building bombs or something.”
The description is accurate. Maya’s face is a blend of concern and suspicion, her brows furrowed, her lips pursed. “I don’t know what you’re doing,” she says.
Therese’s eyes flutter in a hint of a roll. “How does that feel,” she mutters.
“What?”
“Nothing.” Her voice is tinny and sharp, but Therese forces a smile into it. “Would you like to see?”
“I guess.”
Therese shelters the little electronic device against her body as she leads Maya back to the spare-room-cum-electronics-lab. She whistles for the dogs, and they happily swarm around her, mouths open and panting. Hugo bounces off his front legs in excitement, and Molly gives off a couple of irrepressible yips.
Once in the room, Orion yawns, turns a couple of preparatory circles, then slumps into a false nap in the corner; one eye remains half-open, following the movement of everyone in the room. Hugo sits, cadging a couple of pets, and Molly sniffs the perimeter.
Therese takes advantage of Hugo’s proximity to clip one of the wads of electronics to his collar. The muscles in her face twitch as she turns on her retinal display, and mirrors it to Maya’s.
Maya blinks. When her display comes up, a column of numbers fades in on the left, resembling a health monitor: resp, pulse, blood pressure, temp. An inset image appears at the lower right of her visual frame: the dog’s eye view of the room. It’s a bit fish-eyed, and the color is muted, but it’s Hugo’s perspective.
“That’s the first one I managed to put together. Cool, huh?” Therese leans back against the work table, raising her eyebrows and grinning at Maya.
Maya frowns. “I’m confused. Don’t you get all kinds of monitoring devices from work?”
Therese shrugs. “Sure, and they’re a lot more sophisticated. Believe me.” She blinks, and the display shifts: Maya can now see a topographical map, with their house clearly outlined in the center. A series of blue lines, thicker in some places, like the living room and back yard, than others, meanders around the area. “Movement tracking,” Therese explains quickly. “The problem with the standard units is they’re standard. They’ve got bells and whistles I don’t need, and I can’t dig into them to get stuff they don’t offer. Plus, if they break, they’re toast; it’s all proprietary, so I can’t play around and fix them or upgrade them myself. We’re tied into the government’s agreement on the tech monopoly.”
Maya gestures to fade the retinal display to 20% opacity, once more directing her attention to Therese and the objects in the room. “But you’re not a programmer. Or an engineer.”
Another shrug. “It’s easy to learn. People have been doing these ‘maker’ electronics thingies for years, and there are tons of how-tos online.” Therese pokes at some wires on the table, not looking at Maya. “And since you were at the lab so much, I had some extra time, so I just thought I’d play with it a little.”
Maya flinches. One foot twitches in Therese’s direction, but in the end she stays put. “I don’t mean to be gone so much.”
“I know,” Therese replies. Orion lets out a soft whine, his tall ears flattening, and lays his chin on her knee. She smooths his head in a mothering gesture. “It’s just that you are gone, and I’m starting to feel like you’re not here even when you’re here.”
One hand flutters at Maya’s side, a helpless movement. “You know what I’ve been working on, and why.”
“It’s not the cure for cancer, I sure know that. It’s a publicity stunt.”
“That’s an oversimplification.”
Therese throws the device she’s been plucking at to the table, and its various bits scatter. “Is an extinct bee with no ecological significance more important than me?” The topnotes of the question are anger, bitterness, and resentment. But underneath them her voice has a hint of quaver, belying a tightness in her throat, the fear and abandonment in her chest.
Maya closes her eyes and breathes deep and long through her nose. She still has Hugo’s POV on her retina display, however, and when her eyes shut his perspective in its faded opacity leaks through like a half-remembered dream. In the darkness behind her eyelids she sees her wife from the sad, worried eyes of their dog: the long, long legs, the midriff that will never turn to middle-aged thickness, the breasts that will never suffer inelasticity, the arms that would be graceful on a ballerina, the fingers that pianists would die for, but now hang, trembling, by her side. The mouth that promised to love and cherish, and that had always kept its promises. The eyes, those perfect, beautiful eyes, holding back all of her rage and worry and tears.
She blinks off the retina display in the same motion as she opens her eyes, staring directly at her wife without the canine filter. The pressure of Therese’s gaze is as looming as the asteroid rushing toward them, and Maya cannot dodge it. “I’m sorry,” she whispers. “The Anasazi bee isn’t the cure for cancer or crop failure, or anything of great significance. I know that. Everyone knows that. It was just supposed to be a little dog and pony show before we got back to the real work. Only the pony I got on turned out to be some kind of lunatic mustang, and it’s dragging me around with my foot stuck in the stirrup. I can’t get off, and I can’t bail, and I can’t stop it, and…” She trails off, running out of breath, running out of words.
Therese reaches out one hand, shifts to stand, her features coalescing between anger, pity, and pain, but Maya only shakes her head.
“I’m sorry,” she says again, and walks out of the room.
Therese does not follow. Neither do the dogs.
~
⋅⋅ May ⋅⋅
A long highway climbing slowly through an undulating horizon of crags and ridges, juniper trees like ink blots against the whitewashed sand of the desert. It’s a far cry from the industrial bustle of the Moon colony, though in black and white the landscape would be nearly as stark. May’s EV humming along in the right-hand lane, the only sound the thrumming of the tires on asphalt that hasn’t suffered the fumes of gasoline for a decade. The afternoon sun striking through the driver’s side window like laser-beams, reddening her left arm and the side of her face, making her left eye tear up even behind the protection of aviators. May’s mouth open to a musical O as she belts out “Jolene” in no-part harmony with Dolly; in the passenger seat, Tess laughing as she covers her ears.
The highway dwindling to an off-ramp, a series of streetlamps in the orange light of sunset, lefts and rights into a neighborhood nestled between the city of Santa Fe and the old racetrack on its southern edge. Headlights rolling over heavy draping cottonwood, Russian olive, and juniper trees clustered around sleepily sprawling adobe houses. Gravel crunching under her car tires as they pull into a drive.
May’s mother’s house, backlit by a gibbous moon, red chile ristras and copper windchimes dangling from the vigas overhanging the front porch like heavy jewelry on a wizened old woman. May and Tess, letting themselves in through the front door, warm light embracing them, pulling them into the terra cotta flesh interior. Cool Mexican tiles alternating with thick, Native American rugs, stamped tin sconces and the soft undulations of hand-pressed adobe walls under chalky whitewashing.
May’s mama, tiny and flittering, salt-and-pepper hair bound in a silver and turquoise clip.
- M’ija! I thought you were coming later.
Mama pulling May’s forehead into range for a firm kiss, followed by a hug of motherly proportions. The same actions repeated with Tess.
+ I know, Mama, but we figured we’d get here before it got too dark.
> Don’t let her fool you, Mama Sara. We’re here for the margaritas.
- I’ve always liked you. You are such a bad influence on my little rule-follower.
+ Mama…
Mama’s waving hand, heavy with turquoise and silver, brushing her off.
- Come. I have to show you my new thing.
Padding through to the study, ducking under the thick lintel after May’s mother. A monstrosity of a sculpture filling the cozy room: a mass of naked female bodies, faceless, writhing together like snakes, holding up an oversized bronze bust of a smug, besuited male. The sculpture fills the space: Mama edging around it, one hand hovering over the female figures, grinning expectantly at Tess and May. Tess, chortling, peering into every crevice and exposed orifice. May, barely toeing into the room, eyebrows raised and mouth open as she hopes something noncommittal might fall out of it.
+ Well, that’s… on the nose.
> The nose, the hand, the fist, the nipple…
A belly laugh and a wave from her mother.
- ‘Hita, subtlety in art is over. You want to make a political statement these days, you gotta bash some heads in.
+ Not literally, I hope.
- No, not literally. Artistically!
And Mama, her head thrown back in laughter at her own pun.
- This is Luisa Contrara Vargas’s work. You remember her? You met her when you came to the gallery last month.
+ Luisa… Oh, yeah. The one with the rainbow hair.
- Now it’s shaved, but whatever. She’s doing a show with Lucas across the street. She likes to come in and sit with me sometimes.
+ What’s with the sculpture, though, Mama? It’s not like it fits in your gallery. Unless I missed a trick and there’s an alternative reading of Citizen Kane or something.
Mama shrugging, circling back around the hulking sculpture. Light switched off, ushering her girls back through to the kitchen.
- Something about breaking up with her girlfriend getting all nasty, right? And needing to stash the sculpture so the puta doesn’t destroy it.
+ Mama, don’t talk about people like that.
- Oh, you and your generation. So sensitive!
> Don’t blame our generation. Not all of us are snowflakes.
- I blame her father. He infected her with his righteousness.
+ Hey, he’s Tess’s father too. She’s still a nightmare.
> I’m a delight.
Thick blue margarita glasses clink on the counter, then golden swirls of tequila filtering through viscous lime mixer. The glasses are filled, emptied, and refilled twice before Tess pulls a folded glossy out of her pocket.
> So were you gonna tell us you were thinking about taking a trip?
+ Where’d you get that?
May’s hand, swiping at the brochure. A close-up: the Moon Base in professional snapshots. An extensive hub, networked along snaking corrugated pipes to various stations and labs, laid out like a child’s erector set beneath the backdrop of the Earth’s swirling blue eye peering over the horizon. Men and women of diverse nationalities, ethnicities, and orientations — yet all in a reaffirming UN T-shirt of some sort — smiling as they fill lab beakers, test soils, tick observations off on clipboarded charts. A sleek space shuttle, engineered for frequent freight trips, its grinning pilot flashing a thumbs up as the Moon’s pale visage beams through the display behind him.
- I can barely get you to visit your poor Mama, and you’re going to the Moon?
+ I’m not going to the Moon! It’s just scrap paper from work.
- Pero why wouldn’t you go to the Moon? Live a little!
+ Mama, you just said—
> I don’t know why you don’t at least take the company’s gratis trip. See what it’s like.
The brochure, passing from Tess’s manicured-yet-rough-around-the-edges fingers to Mama Sara’s.
+ Because it’s not like a retreat to a convention center. It’s still a big deal to go to the Moon, Tess.
This time Mama Sara with the brochure, admiring it over her too-full margarita glass. Tess tapping the image of the thumbs-up astronaut.
> That’s him, I think.
- Oooh, the smoldery one? Muy caliente!
+ Mama, he doesn’t smolder. Who smolders? He’s not Christian Grey.
- But this is him, si?
> That’s him, all right. Look at how red she’s getting.
+ Goddamn the two of you. I should never let you in the same room together.
> You should never tell us your secret crushes.
+ You’d think I’d learn.
- Why is he doing that thumbs up? Does he think he’s the Fonz?
+ Mama, no one knows who the Fonz is anymore.
> She’s not wrong. Who does the thumbs up after third grade?
+ Pilots. Astronauts. People with helmets on.
- Hmph.
> And how is Andy?
- Oh, si, how is Andy?!
A pause. A blanche. Then:
+ He’s fine. You know.
- I never see him anymore. Such a nice man.
+ You met him twice, Mama. It’s not like we set up a regular visitation schedule.
- Don’t you sass me, chica.
A flutter of May’s eyelashes as her eyes roll above the rim of her margarita glass.
+ Lo ciento, Mama. But I haven’t seen much of Andy either.
Tess, putting on a show of mobster nose-thumbing and shoulder-hitching.
> You want I should do him for you, May? You know, quick, easy, painless?
+ Are you offering your services as a hitman?
Margarita glasses refilling.
> I’d be pretty good at it, once I got over the whole murdering other people thing. Plumbers can stash bodies all kinds of places.
- I don’t want to know what you’ve done to my septic tank.
> Nope, you don’t. May, give me your phone.
+ Why?
A come-come gesture, impatient and demanding.
> Because if you’re not going to dump the poor sap, someone has to.
May snatching the device out of reach.
+ I’m not going to dump him!
> It’s cruel.
+ I love him.
Mama Sara’s lips, pursed in a disbelieving raspberry.
> I love my bath towels.
+ I don’t even know why we’re friends.
> Family, chica. Family. We didn’t get to pick. Anyway, if you’re not going to dump him, I gotta go pee.
Tess staggering off to the toilet, heels wobbly.
Sparks of light glint off her mother’s rings, the older hand covering the younger.
- Pobrecita. Andy is not the one, no?
+ Eh, the one, Mama. You didn’t have a one.
- I have a you, ‘jita. Plus, I have many.
Her mother’s spidery mascara lashes, winking.
+ See? I’ll be just fine. I like my job, and it’s the twenty-first century.
- Oh, sure. Until someone pretty enough comes along.
+ Maybe I’ll move to the Moon.
Laughter pealing out, ricocheting off the tiles until even May’s mouth quirks into a smile.
- Oh, si, ‘jita. You will move to the moon. Do you even own a suitcase?
+ Very funny.
- I’m just saying. I had to pick you up after one night at summer camp. The only reason I got you out of the house for college was because none of the state schools did what you wanted. And oh, the crying, every night!
+ It wasn’t every night!
- ‘Mama, I’m so saaad. Mama, I miss you so much. Mama, they don’t even have green chile here.’
May’s head, dramatically dropped to the countertop, full-on head-desk.
+ You’re a terrible mother.
- Mierda. I’m a wonderful mother. You’re still alive, and you’re not even in jail.
+ I’m going to bed.
- Do you want me to tuck you in?
+ You’re the meanest mother who over was.
- I think I got most of the spiders out of your bed.
+ Good night, Mama.
- You’re going to miss me so much while you’re in Las Cruces.
May’s back framed in the warm hallway light, one hand lifted in a shrugging wave.
- ‘Mama, I’m so saaad.’
A cackling laugh, and the sound of one more shot of tequila hitting the glass.
~
⋅⋅⋅ Mia ⋅⋅⋅
They’ve called it the box since before Mia was born. It’s never had a full name, the little box canyon formed by a small stream feeding into their river; it is simply “the box”, without even capital letters to emphasize its importance. It lies downstream of the pueblo, which protects the main community from any contaminated runoff. Its mouth is closed off, gated in the same manner as the canyon structures walling off either end of the pueblo, though the entrance to the box is not guarded. No one would choose to enter the box who is not compelled to.
Within the enclosure is another: a rough hut large enough to sleep a couple of adults, a fire pit, and a latrine. This is the quarantine zone. When she’d been a child, it had included more shelters, remnants of the days when enough people were still wandering around in search of somewhere to call home. Intermittent flooding in the canyon, however, has damaged or destroyed the structures over time, and as the frequency of newcomers dwindled, so did the necessity to continue rebuilding them.
Outside this small, lonely enclosure squats a sturdier, more permanent building, higher up in the canyon where floodwaters are less likely to cause damage, yet still near enough to the stream to make use of the energy generated from the running water. This, their clinic, is the only building in the canyon that has electricity, a necessity rather than a luxury. Materials, including human bodies, clothes, and belongings, needed to be examined, sterilized. Tissues often needed to be sampled. Medicines needed to be stored. While her grandmother had acknowledged the thousands of years that natives in the area had survived without these modern miracles, she also pointed out that the natives didn’t cope very well with smallpox once it arrived. And now, they had much more than smallpox to contend with. Artificially enhanced diseases needed better medicines than crushed herbs and prayer ceremonies.
So Ed and Nia’s father, after founding their pueblo, had acquiesced to her demands, and built the clinic. It was what was recommended in the pamphlets dropped near most towns in the early days during and after the plagues, when planes occasionally still buzzed overhead, lonely signals that some federal governments were still in place. Watch for signs of fever, rash, sores, swelling, coughing, vomiting, disorientation, recurring infection, and anything unusual. Keep all those with signs of illness separate. If illness is present in your town, do not permit anyone to travel to the next, and vice versa. For a time, the pamphlets had been accompanied by medical treatment protocols, medicines, and other relevant supplies, as well as news of what contagion was currently relevant, what was working, what governments were still in place, whom to contact (if you were capable of doing so) if cases were detected in your area. First the news stopped, then the medicines, the supplies, and finally, the flyers. Mia has never seen an airplane in her lifetime. An old truck once, but that’s it.
Enhancements had been made to the clinic over the years. For decades, the scouts and scavengers had carried lists of supplies to keep an eye out for, including glass, laboratory equipment, microscopes, medicines, supplies, and most of all, plastics and rubber. In an effort to treat infected patients without all medical personnel falling victim to the same diseases, factories that had produced tires and armor during the war had quickly been converted to the manufacture of what the pamphlets called “biocontainment”. For a time, the box had had a supply of head-to-toe suits and masks for doctors and nurses to wear while treating patients, as well as gloves, sealable tissue containers, and the like. But these could not last forever, particularly in the dry desert environment that hardened rubber into brittle, crumbly gravel in a matter of months. So just as they developed medicines and treatments from the offerings available in the nearby scrub, they fashioned what they could from found items. Cars had been scavenged for their supplies of glass, rubber, tubing, and batteries, their upholstery dissected for wound packing materials, springs of use to the engineers, leather of use for garments and water sacs. Anything that could be used to seal disease off from the healthy inhabitants of the canyon was stripped and repurposed.
Mia is acutely aware of her body’s vulnerability, regardless of the precautions she is capable of taking with current technology and materials. There is a good reason most settlements are without any trained medical doctors or nurses at all: in the early days of the Plague Wars, doctors had been called to major hotspots, trying to contain the multiple diseases and ease those who suffered. Most doctors had died from the very illnesses they were treating. More quickly than anyone had anticipated, the government turned desperately to unqualified medical students, but the pandemic was swift and cruel. Those on the front lines, the doctors, biologists, epidemiologists, pathologists, virologists, even veterinarians, had been almost entirely wiped out, and the task of providing healthcare for the survivors fell to local healers, herbalists, curanderas and curanderos.
Her grandmother had been one of these healers, native, respected for her skill with herbs, rituals, and cleansing the spirit. She may have followed the old ways; she was not, however, stupid. When the plagues came, she gathered all the knowledge she could. After all, many of these diseases were not naturally occurring pathogens, not long-time dark companions to humans the way so many others were — there was no knowledge about them developed over centuries of experience, trial, error, and wisdom. So she gathered the leaflets, the medical journals, the newspapers. She insisted that along with food, tools, seeds, and supplies, the scouts and scavengers look out for medical supplies, textbooks, procedures. Her village had survived, while others succumbed and faded.
Mia unlocks the clinic — again, the only building anywhere in the pueblo with such measures — and begins to prepare. The small family Micah reported would arrive soon, and she wanted to make them comfortable. Every time she prepared the box, she wondered what her ancestors would have made of these cold and clinical welcomes. In the old world, before the plagues, visitors were blessings. They were offered warm tortillas, fresh masa, horchata, laughter, hugs, dancing, clean beds, and open arms. Now they are corralled, contained, examined, and kept at arm’s length, sometimes for years. “Un niño,” Micah had said, maybe three or four. Mia places extra blankets, and a rough corn husk doll in the hut, hoping it would ease his stay.
A call comes from the entrance gate. Mia walks down, peers through the gaps to see several scouts — Richard, Micah, and Sara — escorting the newcomers, keeping upwind and at least five body-lengths from their charges at all times. Mia knows their precautions are mostly for their own comfort; the airborne and contact contagions swept swift and hot, burning through entire cities and states like uncontested wildfires, but they had mostly burned out years ago. What is left are the embers of the more insidious pathogens, spread through fluids and from parent to child. While she would watch the family for signs of the more obvious strains, of course, the quarantine now mostly served as a time cushion to allow for what testing she could perform before allowing any newcomers to integrate into the pueblo. It would never, however, stop most people from being terrified of sharing space with anyone unknown. After all, their most fertile crops grew from the soil blanketing mass graves.
Mia nods to Richard and opens the gate. “Hola. Bienvenidos,” she says to the newcomers.
“Uh, yeah. Hi.” The male, his youth disguised by hard life, malnutrition, and wariness, blinks at her welcome.
“Lo ciento,” Mia murmurs quickly. “I’m sorry. You only speak English?”
Both adults nod, but Mia frowns as the boy, who had clearly received the lion’s share of their rations, judging by his plump cheeks and bright eyes, whispers “Hola.”
It is the age of mimicry, she tells herself, as they learn to speak. Aloud, she says, “English it is, then. I am afraid a quarantine is required for two weeks, but I promise you will have plenty of food, and a warm dry place to sleep.”
More nods, but no lessening of their tension. They had no reason to take her at face value; in exchange for the promise of what appeared to be much needed food and shelter, they were taking the chance that Mia and her people would not imprison, enslave, kill, and/or consume them.
To Richard, Mia says, “Es bien. Vamos a necesitar comida, pero mañana es pronto. Gracias, Richard.”
“I’m sending two up to guard the gate,” he replies. “Just a precaution.” This last is directed at the newcomers, as if in comfort. But his eyes meet hers, and Mia understands. Regardless of appearances, he does not trust the starving little family. But then, Mia thinks, it is his job to distrust, to eye with suspicion all he encounters. If he did not, he would be dead.
She ushers the family through the gate, closing and locking it behind them. Richard’s guards would camp on the other side of it; except for supply and waste exchanges, Mia and her charges will be alone together for the next two weeks.
***
“I am Mia.” She smiles as warmly as she can through the enclosure.
He does not return the smile. “Verray.”
Mia waits, but he offers little more. He chews his dinner slowly, as though it were jerky rather than tortillas and beans. “And your wife and child?”
He grunts, his eyes on the ground. “Zeprah…Zep is my wife.” He swallows the word with his food. “Kid’s Barabas, Barbie for short.”
“It’s very clear how much you love him. He’s stayed healthy despite everything.” Mia peers beyond Verray, where Zep huddles with Barbie in the hut’s doorway, filling his tortilla for him. The woman has yet to say anything to her, to look at her, to acknowledge her existence. Her only interest is in her child.
“Uh-huh.”
Mia sits on a stump, its top smooth and a bit grungy from decades of use as a stool. She waves at the little picnic she’s brought with her. “Mind if I join you?”
He shrugs, so she opens the sack and doles out her own rations of tortillas and beans. They eat in silence, but at least he doesn’t wander away from her.
“In all your wanderings,” Mia begins, her eyes wandering around the box, “have you ever encountered a zoo?”
He pauses, just for a moment, but it’s enough to show his surprise at the unexpected question. “Y’mean like, where the old world kept wild animals?”
“Mm-hmm.”
“No.” His eyes wander, touching the same sights hers do.
“We have a book, written for children, all about a visit to a zoo,” she continues. “The drawings make everyone, especially the animals, look happy and content, almost grateful to their human captors.” A hint of a smirk now on his face. “Even as a kid, I thought that was shit.”
The smirk threatens to become a smile. “I reckon it was.”
Silence again. He swipes his hand on his pants, nods curtly at her, then returns to his family. Reluctant to watch them rest and bathe and sleep in their confinement, recoiling from the mixed scents of relief, gratitude, fear, and resentment that rolled off them, Mia picks up her dinner remnants and retreats to the clinic.
***
Dear Gertie,
We made it up here to Santa Fe all right. It was a strange drive through some of the towns — some seem like ghost towns, and some don’t seem to have been touched at all. Most of the locals won’t come near us, eyeing us from behind doors and windows like they think maybe we brought this all on them, instead of trying to help. I guess it gets hard to tell the difference these days.
I hope the girls are still doing all right. I know they must be scared, but you tell them Daddy’s working to try to keep them, and you, safe. Remember what I told you.
Same sky, Gert. Same sky.
Jake
Mia brushes a fingertip over his final line. The letter was dated July 13, 1957, at the peak of the plagues, before the major world powers collapsed. She guesses Jake was a doctor, nurse, pathologist, or other specialist who could have helped with infected populations, maybe even advising the state government. She doesn’t know if his letter ever made it back to Gertie; the postal system had been rendered defunct around that time, due to fears of contaminated mail. One of the scouts had found it in an abandoned campfire, its edges charred, where it, and any other paper to hand, had been used as kindle. Mia had yet to come across any personal letter in her years of collecting them that showed signs of deliberately trying to infect its recipient; most had been destroyed by the government, anyway, after the President had succumbed to anthrax poisoning. And then, there was no one left, really, to send or receive letters, and no one willing to carry them anyway.
She slides the fragile sheet into a sheaf of other letters dated around the same time, filed in a wooden crate in the clinic. Most, if not all, she knows, are words from the dead, from those who breathed in the wrong air, drank the wrong water, touched the wrong person. Maybe their wives worked in local hospitals and brought a new contagion home. Maybe their sons carried illness home from the war in Japan or Germany. Maybe their drinking buddies scoffed too easily at the cautions against mixing with the public. Maybe their parents were schoolteachers or pastors or social workers, unable to abandon students, flocks, charges. Disease spreads as fluidly as a rumour, particularly when it is maliciously crafted and distributed.
Brushing the bits of letter ash from her fingers, she turns to her own journal. She makes a brief note: “Day 1 quarantine, Verray, Zeprah (Zep), Barabas (Barbie). All seem tired, malnourished, but otherwise healthy. No signs of abnormal symptoms. History not yet collected.”
“Which is going to be absolute chingasa,” Mia murmurs.
***
“Where have you traveled in the last thirty days?”
Verray shrugs, and Mia wishes she could slap him through the fence. Shrugs seem to be his primary method of communication.
“Zep, do you remember any specific places? Old town signs? Mile markers? Highway markers?”
Zep doesn’t even bother to shrug. Her stony glare makes Verray a joy to chat with.
Mia sighs. “Look, the two week quarantine is just a minimum. If we have to keep you longer in here to account for all possible pathogens, it starts to stretch out. But you have to help me out.”
Verray scratches behind one sunburned and peeling ear. “We ain’t been nowhere with other people in the last week. Just walking. Before that, a holdover ranch to the southeast, maybe fifty miles.”
“How long were you there? How many others were there with you?”
Zep makes a noise of contention, her nostrils flaring, then folds her arms and turns her back to Mia, leaning against the fence. Mia is not terribly inclined to like this woman, devotion to her son or not.
Verray counts vaguely on his fingers. “Was all one family. ‘Bout thirty people or so, I figure.” He doesn’t glance at Zep for any kind of confirmation. Ever. “We worked for some food and a rest for about five days.”
Mia nods. “And before that?”
“The road, again. Can’t rightly remember exactly. Camped outside an old town used to be called Contrero.”
Mia frowns. “You’re sure it was Contrero?”
Again, he does not even glance to Zep for input. “Yeah. Leastways we saw a sign that said Contrero.”
Contrero is on the map saved from the old days, now covered in marks: Xs for the communities that are gone, circles for the new ones they know have sprung up. The Xs are definitely winning. But the route Verray is describing is inordinately circuitous, even for a family not burdened with a map or a purpose.
She tries a different tack. “We don’t see wandering folk like you all very often these days. Not like after the wars. Are you coming from a settlement, a community?”
Stillness from Zep. A tightness in her back, clutching her crossed arms, holding in a breath. Verray’s eyes stay steadily on Mia, focused, deliberately not looking away, not acknowledging Zep’s tension.
Verray says, “Well, now, Mia, it’s quite a long story, and the boy’s surely liable to wake any minute now.”
Mia’s annoyance meter ratchets. His tone is one part condescension, as though she were a child asking for a bedtime story rather than a healer a dozen years his senior, one part obfuscation, and one part pleasure in evading her questions. He doesn’t trust you, she reminded herself. And why should he? While the wars were past, these were not halcyon days of peace. These are uneasy truces, good fences the only things making good neighbours.
“Bueno,” she replies, stepping back reluctantly. “Later, then.”
He holds her gaze a moment longer, then turns away, back to the little hut.
Zep remains, unmoving. Mia’s eyes roam over her back, waiting. It becomes clear the canyon will erode to sandy shores before Zep either acknowledges her or leaves first. Mia sighs and returns to the clinic and her work, knowing it is going to be a very long two weeks.
***
V. continues to sidestep my questions about their history. Z. always present. B., however, is a very bright, sunny child, though they do not let me interact with him any more than is medically necessary. They are always urging him to be quiet, as though he will give up some secret.
Since the first night, Mia has eaten dinner alone. Verray had been at his friendliest then, it seems, and now whenever she tries to engage him, Zep always follows, her sullen silence pressuring any exchange. Mia spends her days ruling out contagions, coming closer and closer to confirming the health of the little family, and her nights reading her scavenged letters, her grandmother and mother’s journals, and keeping her own record of her days. She is sick and tired of her grandmother’s preciseness, her mother’s tendency to sentimentalize her activities, and her own inability to suss out Verray and Zep’s reluctance. They’d been treated well — as well as was safe, anyway — fed, given a warm place to sleep, protected. If and when they were released from quarantine, they would be able to interact with the pueblo community, contribute toward it, and perhaps one day be accepted into its extended family. None of this, however, was weighing significantly enough upon them to trust and share their story.
I’m going to be stuck here for weeks still at this rate, she writes, mostly an afterthought to her recording of the day. The stubborn cusses will just wallow in the box forever.
She stares at her words. Danny and Tory are waiting at home, worrying as they always do that their mother would catch one of the plagues and they would never see her again, even in death. Benito would be more and more irritated at her absence, at his doubled load, at the descending chaos of their small rooms. Small cuts would be infected, coughs would trouble people longer than usual, Mrs. Ballard would be running out of her ointment, her joints waking and swelling. Also, she is sick of the box rations, the same thing day in and day out. By the time she gets back, she is certain the year’s crop of green chile will have been eaten, and she will have missed out on it almost entirely.
She resists the urge to throw her pen across the room; actual pens are hard to come by, and the homemade ink too troublesome a chore to waste either. She lays it inside the notebook, then bangs out of the clinic. Perhaps she can find some rocks to throw at the canyon wall, some rotten logs to kick into a soggy mass of wood chips and termites.
The box canyon is not large, and she has already worn a trail around it in her increasing boredom. Here is the chamisa growing taller than her head; here is the old juniper, half dead from some sort of blight. Here is the depression where water gathers in brief summer downpours; here is the fallen cottonwood half-encircling the perfect picnic spot. And all the way around, the quarantine fence, trapping her here as surely as it does the three inside.
She slumps against the cottonwood log. The tree’s leaves, with their melodious rustle in even the slightest shift of air, are long gone, leaving only dry, bony twigs and peeling bark. Outside the box, this specimen would have long been harvested for firewood; here, it will remain until it rots.
***
“Hola, Ed. Estoy aquí.”
The radio cracks Ed’s voice, turns it tinny and hollow. “Mia. Is there news?”
Mia hesitates, her fingers rubbing the “transmit” lever without depressing it. Is there news? These three — Verray, Zep, and Barbie — show no signs of carrying contagion. And that is what Ed wants to know about. That is the verdict that will release her from the imprisonment of observing them, that will release the rotation of guards at the gate, the burden of rationing and carrying supplies back and forth to the box.
“Mia? ¿Estás allí?”
“Si, si. Uno momento.” Mia flips through her observation notes, as though they might suddenly sing a new song from old and tired tunes.
“Well, are they sick or not?”
“No, Ed. They’re not sick. Pero…”
“But what? We’re not in the concentration camp business, Mia.”
She jerks away from the radio, his tone sharp enough to slice her. She had already doubled the typical two-week quarantine stay. She had questioned, cajoled, and generally tried to get a handle on the three in the enclosure, but apart from some weak forays from Verray, and accidental encounters with Barbie, her efforts to tame them had failed. Their bodies are healthy, and she feels as certain about that as anyone could be anymore, but the rest had a scent of rot to it. She’d kept them here the extra weeks, trying to pin a source for that elusive odor.
“Ed, something is bothering me.”
“Danny and Tory are wanting to say hello to their mama,” Ed returns. In other words: don’t broadcast your fears to all and sundry.
“M’ijos!” Mia cries, and for several minutes the radio is nothing but garbled pleas from her children for her to come home, as she swallows the constriction in her throat and the worries in her mind. “I’m coming home. You will soon have someone new to play with, bien?”
Verray and Zep take the news of their release in character: Zep sighs and quickly packs their meager supplies, impatiently waiting for the boy soldiers to escort them to the pueblo. Verray offers a faint smile, but follows Zep’s lead.
Barbie’s excitement, however, cannot be shushed. He gurgles about where they will live, and how many friends he will make, what games they will play, whether they will have dogs, whether he will get to help with the sheep and the pigs. He directs all of his enthusiasm at Verray, casting occasional wary glances at Zep.
***
The air is becoming harder, sharper in the lungs. Toward the end of each day now, it is as if the wind were angry at the coming of night, and so it whips around, punishing everyone for asking it to be calmer, lighter, warmer. The wind does not know how to be warmer when its friend the sun is becoming more and more distant with every day, and so it only becomes more frenzied and bitter as the nights tumble toward winter.
Mia huddles in an old woolen blanket, a mug of stew warming her hand, the great fire heating her back. She watches the children, Barbie included, hunt among the newly harvested gourds for those with signs of rot or decay; these will be turned over to the children for play, for decoration and carving and smashing.
“Some say we never ate squash in the days before.” Verray settles gently next to her, his wool-lined coat hiding much of his face. “That food was so plentiful we could waste it on games.”
“I wonder what they would have eaten instead,” Mia says.
“Something that came in tin.”
Mia laughs. What the people in the days before did was not much of a mystery, as they had left signs of their daily lives littered in every crevice. Without thousands of years of rain and wind and beast to cover up their archeological detritus, their lives were open. Not that she had time for such things.
Barbie brought an interesting specimen to Mia for review.
“I’m afraid we can still eat this one, Barbito. Just because something is ugly does not mean it is not useful. Be careful!” she cries as he dashes away with the two-headed squash clutched in his fists, eager to exchange it for something even uglier.
Mia watches him, then glances at Verray. “He’s not yours, is he?”
Even under the layers of autumn clothing, Mia senses his stiffening. “Makes you say that?”
Mia sips at her mug, the stew now cool enough to eat. She waits.
“I guess it’s obvious, huh?” The man’s posture relaxes, and his voice deepens. He is giving up his wariness. “The kid doesn’t treat me like his daddy anymore than that pumpkin.”
“What happened out there?” Mia asks.
“The world’s ending.” It is a glib reply, and she nearly casts it aside as such. She is used to such speech from the old ones, the ones who pretend they remember a better world, and who certainly remember a worse one. They tell stories of airplanes and bombers, miracles and death. But Verray is not old. He has no stories. His world is this one, and his voice had hitched on the verb.
“Ending?” Mia repeats. “We came very close, si, but…”
He is silent, watching the children, perhaps. It is nearly bedtime for the younger ones, and their parents and older siblings are beginning to round them up.
“How many children here?” Verray asks suddenly.
“¿Pardón?”
“How many babies?” He waves an arm at the courtyard, the kids scampering up ladders, the soft sighs of lullabies beginning from the upper reaches. “I mean, it looks…it looks like just about everybody has a whole herd of ‘em.”
“Well, not everybody.” Mia frowns. “The older women, some were affected by the lesser plagues, and couldn’t have more children. Some of the men’s fertility was affected as well. My generation was smaller than this, and we had many aunts and uncles. But we have prospered — we have food, and safety. Once those things are given, what else do humans do other than have babies?”
He shrugs, and casts a quick glance at her. His shrug says that she is right, that she must be right, that this is a normal state of affairs. His eyes say they do not believe a word of it.
Mia reaches out, touches his forearm. “Tell me, Verray. Tell me what it is like outside of this canyon.”
Verray’s gaze quickens, and she knows he is locating Benito, a beta male’s instinct to be careful with contact from any other male’s mate. Mia doesn’t bother; she saw Benito inch up the ladder near Nita’s quarters not long ago, and new she would not see her husband again until full night. She leaves her hand on his arm.
Instead of speaking, however, Verray rises, holding out his palm to her. “Come on.”
Without thinking, Mia takes his hand. She drops her mug in the basin nearby. “Tory!” she calls. The girl trots over, a half-woven basket dangling from one arm; Mia is beginning to suspect the girl will seek a textile apprenticeship rather than keep to the family business. “Take your brother inside. I’ll be along shortly.”
“Si, Mamá.” She offers her cheek for a kiss before rounding up her brother.
“She’s obedient for such a youngster,” Verray comments.
“Independent more than obedient,” Mia returns, as they climb the narrow steps to the second story, then a small ladder to the much more limited third story. “She’s used to fending for herself, as my work means I keep strange hours. Where exactly are we going?”
Verray remains silent as they cross the tiered rooftop to a nearly horizontal ladder leading vaguely up into a room weathered by rain, wind, and chiseled into the cliff.
“I didn’t think we still used these,” Mia comments.
“You don’t.” His voice does not emphasize the “you”, but she hears it nonetheless. “Just for storage.”
He leads her into the cave, deeper, until he has to pull out a lighter to illuminate the path. Mia hesitates, the echo of the “you” reminding her that it was only a few weeks ago that her people had kept this man in a locked enclosure. For health reasons, she reminds herself, not because he is dangerous. Still, she lets him get a few strides ahead of her, and looks back toward the entrance, assuring herself she can find it on her own.
“Don’t worry,” he says, and her gaze snaps back to find him next to her, his hand outstretched. “We’re almost there, and I’m not going to eat you, little rabbit.”
She raises one eyebrow and follows him, though she does not take his hand. There’s not much he can do to her when they’re both on a ladder, she reasons, climbing up after him into a cold, open breeze.
“Oh.”
He pulls her out of the narrow tube and onto the mesa. She can hear the nighttime noises of the pueblo below her as la gente settle into dreamtime stories, but they are faded into a groundstream gurgle. The night sky yawns over her head, expanded beyond the familiar embrace of the canyon rims. The desert wind tugs away the smoke of cooking fires and kiva warmth, and Mia cannot tear her eyes from the brightness of the sky, the stars snapping above her like needle pricks of light in a stretched canvas.
“My inventory chores aren’t exactly glamorous,” Verray says softly, “but I have a lot of alone time. I saw where maybe there was an old passage through, though it was half-filled with muck and dirt and a couple of really nasty rat corpses.”
“You dug it out?”
“Yeah.”
She wonders if her mother, maybe even her grandmother, had used this passage, and why it had not been passed on to her. She would be able to collect her herbs and flowers now without worrying about who was on guard. This would mean better access to the mesa-growing herbs as well, if she didn’t have to climb out of the canyon for them. And getting them into the pueblo would be easier, though she wouldn’t be able to bring her wagon—
Mia looks back to the hole in the ground. “Does anyone know about this?” Even during the daytime, it wouldn’t be visible to anyone until they’d nearly fallen into it. But it is there. It is open, easy, insecure, undefended. It would allow one man with bad intentions or even just a teeming brood of unknown virus to tear her entire world apart.
Verray shakes his head. “Just you and me.”
“Tenemos que decirle Ed. Necessitan cerrar, y—”
“Hold on. You go all Spanish when you get worked up.”
Mia sucks in a lungful of air, so cold she’s almost drinking it. He’s caught her around the waist as she bent to descend back down the ladder. Her first thought is I never should have come with him; her second cannot form words.
“It’s okay,” he murmurs, and his voice has a low purr she hasn’t heard before. She can smell the cooking fire in the fabric of his coat. “I wasn’t keeping it a secret. Not really. We’ll make sure it’s secure, if that’s what you’re worried about. I just…”
He steps back, letting her go, and it feels much colder than it should. He lifts his arm to take in the stars. “I just wanted this. To tell you something.”
Mia follows his gaze upward.
“You know the constellations?” he asks. “Taurus, Orion?”
“The Seven Sisters,” she continues softly. “Yes. They help us to time planting and harvest.”
Verray nods. He lowers himself to sit, then lie back, his attention on the sky. She suddenly feels enormous and exposed, and as he begins to speak, she does the same, lying just inside arm’s reach.
“You call them the Seven Sisters, but in my neck of the woods they’re soldiers. Soldiers of God.”
“Angels?”
A shrug. “Might have been, at one point. But that was a long time ago. And you speak of seven sisters — but can you really count seven?”
Mia squints at the constellation. “One, two, three, four, five…six. Creo que…maybe seven? I don’t know.”
“The harder you look, the blurrier they get, right?”
Her eyes flicker, the muscles tiring, and she gives up. “I can’t count them.”
“We count five. Five soldiers, or horsemen.”
“Horsemen? The Bible only names four.”
“War, pestilence, famine, and death.”
“So who’s the fifth?”
He is so quiet, Mia isn’t sure he’s even still breathing. She rolls her head toward him. His face is still, stony; his chest is motionless. After a long moment, he rasps in a breath. The sudden sound and movement startle her into a small gasp.
“That’s the story,” Verray continues, as though time had never stopped. “War was the first to break out, covering the earth with trenches and mud and blood. Pestilence followed, convincing presidents and emperors to break open their casks of disease upon one another, disease that could not be contained or controlled.”
His words feels of an oft-told tale, like those her people shared in the evenings, around warm fires amongst circles of eagerly listening children. Yet Mia does not think this tale suitable for younger ears. The words are tame enough, couched as they are in the allegory of history, yet Mia can smell what lies underneath Verray’s rote story: the rot of fear.
“The world trembled as nations collapsed, and supply chains broke down. Communities turned on one another. Entire families starved, as Famine spread crop failure through bugs, blight, and neglect. The people cursed God, who had forsaken them, and turned their backs on all that He had wrought.”
Mia’s heart thumps. Her mother had told stories about Los Traicionados, the Betrayed, who believed that Judgment Day had come…and gone. That their God had saved no one as the book had promised, but had left them to a hell on Earth. Abandoned, without hope, they had shed not only their godliness, but their humanity, becoming liars, rapists, thieves, and murderers. The scouts whisper los traicionados as a warning to be alert for what monsters may lurk beyond their safe canyon walls, though Mia is sure none has encountered anyone matching the description since her grandmother’s time.
“Death rose high on his mountain of corpses, leaving no one untouched, his reach longer and broader than at any time in the known world. It began to seem as though Death would wipe the world clean of man, without saving a Noah to offer a fresh start.”
Verray raises an arm, and Mia peers down its length to find his index finger on Orion’s belt. “Until the Fifth Horseman charged,” he continues, his voice hushed, so deep it crackled. “He is not of the scriptures, unnamed in the books of God and man. But he could not bear to see all of humanity killed, crushed under the feet of his decaying brothers. He chased them down, the Four Horsemen, before they could complete their apocalypse. He saved us, protected us, pushed war and famine and disease away until men could finally fight back, rebuild, and live again.”
And he replaced your God, Mia thinks. “What sort of god is he?” she finally asks, “your Horseman?”
“Of the people,” comes the reply, still rote and automatic. “He joined us on Earth, to live amongst us, to lead us.”
“Verdad? Still?”
“Always. He always…returns.”
Suddenly, Verray half-rises, grasping Mia’s forearm. She rears back from him, but is arrested by his eyes, bright with anger. Gone is the thick, stony stare at the stars; tears of rage and despair hover on the edges.
“He protected us from the Four. But who protects us from him?”
Before Mia can respond, Verray releases her, rolls to his feet, and retreats back down the tunnel.
Stunned, she follows him slowly, not wanting to catch up. She knows he has shared next to nothing with her of his people, of his past, of why he is here or what he is doing. She also knows he has told her everything.
Why has he cast you out, mi amigo? What have you done?
~
⋅⋅ Maia ⋅⋅
“You’ve got to be shitting me. Who the fuck did he think he was sending his dick pic to?”
“I don’t even want to think about it. It better be my mom.”
“Does your mom want to see that kind of thing?”
“Not something I want to try talking to her about.”
Maia has turned her adobe house’s typical flat roof into a makeshift roof patio for the evening. She and Tara leaned a paint-spattered ladder against the side of the house, and managed to awkwardly lug a couple of sun-cracked plastic pool loungers up, along with a five-gallon bucket full of ice and home-brew bottles of Maia’s mead. They perched a wireless speaker from Maia’s stereo in the living room and plugged six CDs into the changer. Judy Garland’s “Get Happy”, a live recording from her variety show in the ‘60s, warbled tinnily out of the little speaker.
“This sounds better on your vinyl,” Tara complained.
“Fine. You go down and change it every ten minutes.”
“Bitch.”
“Whore.”
Tara clunked her bottle against Maia’s, prompting an upsurge of suds and a dash to swallow or spill. “So come on,” she said, “you’re avoiding my question. How was the young stud?”
Maia leaned back in her lounger, the plastic seat creaking and digging into her thighs. She took a long pull from her nearly dead drink, and sighed. “Surely you had a more interesting day than just ‘I unclogged some toilets.’ No crazy flushed objects? No treasures hidden in pipes? No alligators living in the sewers?”
“Nice try, chica. You don’t fuck-and-tell in the next ten seconds, I’m gonna find the boy on Facebook and ask him straight up.”
Maia didn’t even bother protesting — she knew Tara would do it. “You’re the worst.”
“I’m not the one withholding key sexual exploits from my bestest friend in the whole wide world.”
“‘Exploit’ is overly dramatic.”
“Your psychological need to avoid the topic is overly dramatic.” Tara leaned over, one of the plastic bands on her lounger popping for emphasis. She waggled her dark, carefully crafted eyebrows at Maia. “Come on, give me something for the spank bank.”
“Gross.”
“Do it!”
Maia flopped back, draining the last ounces of mead from her bottle. Its sweetness tickled her throat and warmed her belly, its effect somewhat stronger than Daniel’s had been that afternoon. “You know how guys are when they think they know what they’re doing, but they’re really just Jason Biggs in American Pie?”
“Oh, shit. That bad?”
“I mean, enthusiastic and everything, but…”
“Ouch. Oh!” Tara exclaimed, pointing up. “Is that it?”
Maia squints up at the barely dark night sky. “I think that’s just a shooting star.”
“I’m shit at this astrology shit.”
Maia laughed. “Astronomy.”
“That too.” Tara grabbed them both new bottles, cracked them open. “You gonna see him again?”
“Probably.” Maia shrugged. “He’s around the department a lot.”
“I meant, are you gonna sleep with him again, dummy.”
A flush rolled up Maia’s chest and throat. “I dunno.”
They fell silent, drinking, listening to Judy croon, staring up at the sky and waiting for something unexpected.
“Did you fire that idiot yet?” Maia asked. “What’s her name?”
“Lupe? Nah. I just make sure she doesn’t handle the deposits anymore.”
Maia waggled a finger. “She’s just going to find another way to steal from you.”
Tara plucked at the front of her shirt, stretched tight over the biggest boobs Maia had ever seen on someone who wasn’t on a cable reality show. “Better a twenty every now and then than paying her unemployment.”
“They fuck you at the drive-thru,” Maia commented.
“They fuck you at the drive-thru,” Tara agreed.
Maia leaned back on her lounger, dangling her bottle down into the gravel of the roof. “Do you think this is it?”
Tara squinted up at the stars in the ever-blackening sky. “Where? I can’t see it.”
“No, I mean this.” Maia waves the bottle around, encompassing life, the universe, and everything. “Is this it? Working a job that is just okay, checking Facebook every five minutes, watching YouTube, wondering what planet the Republicans think they’re actually on, and waiting for Russia to start the apocalypse? Is this it? Are we done?”
Tara rolled her eyes and lolled melodramatically back on her lounger. “Have you been reading Sartre again?”
“Fuck off.”
“Nietsche?”
“I’m fucking serious!”
“What do you want me to say?” Tara rearranged her features into a solemn purse. “‘Don’t worry, Mai, it’ll all be okay’? That love, twue wuv, will fall out of the sky in the form of a Norse god who just happens to like nerdy Earth girls?”
“We are in New Mexico,” Maia concurred. “It’s not outside the realm of possibility.”
Tara sighs. “And we’re star-gazing. It’s not exactly astrophysics, but…”
“There!”
“If you’ve conjured Chris Hemsworth out of sheer wishful thinking—”
“It’s a good thing you’re a plumber and not an astrophysicist after all.”
“I think in this scenario I would be the intern with the killer rack.”
“Yeah, yeah.” Maia pointed. “The comet, I can see it. See, there’s Orion, and there’s the Seven Sisters, and that blur of light is it.”
“Oh yeah, I see it,” Tara eeked out, clearly not seeing it at all.
Maia leaned over, reaching around Tara’s shoulder to point the comet out.
“Ah,” Tara said. “It’s like a bug got smeared on the windshield.”
“Yeah,” Maia agreed, dropping her arm and collapsing back again, her eyes fixed on the sun-streamed streak of rock and ice. “We should have brought a telescope or something.”
“Surely there’s an app for that.”
Maia lay there, draped on a cheap lounger, drinking homemade mead, listening to the cars backfire and honk at each other on Central a few blocks away. Her eyes drifted to her fourteen-year-old swamp cooler, coughing and sighing in the dry heat, her twenty-year-old roof with its bare tar patches and its blocked drainage. The house was small, in a neighborhood that used to be great, and is now crumbling under the weight of age and student rentals. Her job was just as small and tenuous, researching bees as the modern world slowly erodes them into a distant memory. She felt as though she were trudging along a fragile cliff, the weights of her responsibilities — job, mortgage, her parents — dragging her ever closer to the edge, the ground threatening to melt beneath her every step.
“What if I just stop?” she wondered out loud.
“Stop what?” Tara asked.
“Huh?” Maia blinked at her, unaware she’d spoken her thoughts aloud. “Oh. Just thinking, I guess. I mean, what if I just stopped doing all these things? Stopped bailing my mom out of her crazy business schemes, stopped enabling my dad in his—”
“Philandering? Dicking around?”
“I was going to say bullshit, but okay.” Maia shrugged. “I’m just tired.”
“Me too.” Tara heaved herself up. “I gotta go before I get too drunk. Fishing used tampons out of plugged-up septic tanks is much less fun hungover. You all right?”
“Sure,” Maia sighed, not even bothering to get up. “Talk to you tomorrow?”
“If I have to.” Tara grinned, pausing at the top of the ladder. “It’s not a bad idea, you know.”
“What, Chris Hemsworth?”
“Chris Hemsworth is never a bad idea.” Tara flipped a loose bottlecap at her. “Taking a break. Quit spinning your wheels for everybody else. Figure out what it is you do want, if all this splendor isn’t it.”
Her head disappeared as she descended the ladder, leaving Maia alone with Judy and the comet floating across the face of the Pleiades cluster. The CD clicked through to “Somewhere Over the Rainbow”, which Maia always skipped when Tara was around, and always turned up when she wasn’t. The song was sappy and optimistic and hopeful, the wishes and dreams of a silly young girl; Tara never had room for its wistfulness in her concrete world of reality and realism. But it struck a note deep in Maia’s gut no matter how many times she heard it, its soaring notes swelling a lump in her throat and a heat in her eyes.
“What it is I want,” Maia mused. “Now there’s a damn question.”
~
⋅⋅ Maja ⋅⋅
I moved out the next morning before the sun finished yawning. Weren’t many folks up, even in this hardbitten farming village; I nodded to those that were and went on my way, mules clopping evenly toward Old Albuquerque to the west. Tessa and I try to do a lot of our traveling as early in the morning as possible; bandidos aren’t exactly early risers, so scooting with the early birds lets us keep most of our worms.
It was three days later that the roached back of the Sandia Mountains started to purple the western horizon, near to a week before we’d trekked over the crumbles of old Route 66 into the foothills. Most of the main highways were abandoned long ago, the nearby homes and shops all pilfered for supplies. I generally like to stay off the beaten paths, but there are only so many ways through the mountains. I let Tessa trot out in front of me, keeping one eye on her alert system and the other scanning for movements and glints, rifle cradled in my arm. I don’t much cotton to tempting fate by showing so much wealth as a rifle, but through the gauntlet it’s better to show force than to play tiddlywinks. I spotted two or three lookouts, all lean and quick youngsters with hungry eyes, but none sounded the call. Casually, as the mules plodded on, I tugged a burlap sack or two from the back of the wagon, leaving near to each scout. A bit of regular bribery — a sack of grain plus a square of chocolate for the circumspect lookout — goes a lot further than a passel of bullets.
My destination was a heap of junk in the side of a canyon wall, just across the Tijeras pass into Old Albuquerque. It was still a half-day’s walk from town proper, but the ruins of the old suburbs still harbor a few holdouts here and there. I whoa’ed the mules at a set of gates wired together with nails, bailing twine, zip ties, and probably some old road tar and gum here and there. “Tell him we’re here,” I told Tessa, and she creased the dusk with three of her sharpest and loudest barks.
Ten minutes later I was contemplating just squatting in front of the gates to give my bladder relief, when a smoke-weathered voice called out. “You ain’t dead yet?”
“Skeleton covered in leather,” I replied. “Tessa dragged my bones back of her own accord.”
“No accounting for taste,” he said as he dragged a gate open. He barely looked at me or the wagon, his eyes on the neighboring hills, a shotgun at his hip. Tessa dove for the opening as soon as it appeared, and I pushed the mules through, the makeshift wagon wheels scraping the hinges.
Once the gate was closed, bolted, strapped, re-glued, Bennet set his shotgun against it and turned toward us. Faster than a lick Tessa was in his arms, wriggling with delight and slobbering over his face.
I rolled my eyes. “Traitor.”
“Got more sense than you. C’mon. I got cornbread.”
I didn’t get an embrace, but I didn’t expect one. I followed him down the narrow ledge in the side of the canyon, my innermost wheelset of bicycle tires occasionally dangling over the side. Bennet’s place was an elongated structure built into the canyon wall, halfway up. A lean-to shed sheltered livestock, what few he kept, plus my mules when called for, rambling into a rough cabin just barely fit for people. It was roughshod and weathered, but it walked the line between undesirable and easily defensible by one old man and the occasional coyote, with a stream accessible at the bottom of the canyon. He could do worse.
I eyed him up as we walked the short distance. His plaid button-down was worn nearly see-through, and his ancient jeans sagged off his old man behind. He might have cornbread, but I doubted he had much more. I came at the right time.
Mules settled, I pulled a couple of sacks off the wagon and followed Bennet into the cabin. It was small, barely big enough for both of us to turn around in, but that kept him warmer in the winter. I dumped the sacks on his sturdy all-purpose table, and sat back with a tureen of the thickest, bitterest chicory laced with rotgut this side of the Rockies.
Bennet held up a bottle of vitamins. “What’re these for?”
“Keep you pooping regular,” I said idly. And keep your skin from going so sallow and your eyes so rheumy, I silently added.
“Eh, I’ll just be shitting these right out.” But he didn’t toss them back in the bag. He tugged out a new sleeping bag with a grateful nod — bitter winters are hell on old bones, twice as fiery if you wake up already cold and aching. That’s part of the reason I keep Tessa as fat as I do.
“So what’s the word, viejo?” I asked as he scooped out crumbly cornbread and some quickly heated tinned beans into familiar tin bowls. This is what he traded me in — news. Knowledge. More than once his ear to the ground had kept me alive, so I figure keeping him alive with sleeping bags and vittles was a fair enough transaction.
“You want the shitty news or the shitty news?”
“How come you never have good news, asshole?”
“The sun came up today. Prolly it’ll come up tomorrow. Good enough for you?” He shoveled a mashed-up mess of cornbread and beans into his gob. I took a peek: a fair selection of teeth left. The toothpaste had done him good.
“You sure know how to cheer a girl up.” I tuck in to my own bowl, the warmth soaking into my innards.
“You ain’t ever been a girl. Just a pain in my ass.”
I sighed. “Hear that, Tessa?” She lifted her head up at the sound of her name, curled in a happy ball in front of his ancient and tin-foil patched wood stove, in which he burned everything and anything, occasionally including wood. “Bennet doesn’t love us anymore.”
“You pay her no nevermind, dog. I love you more’n my own pecker.” He leaned over to give the object of all his affection his bowl to lick, and she happily accepted. “You wanna hear what I got to say, or you wanna keep being a smart aleck?”
“Fine. Give me your shitty news.”
Bennet stretched back in his chair, its joints creaking almost as much as his. “The horsemen keep circling us,” he said, drawing on our old shorthand. Bad news fell in four buckets, as it always had and always will, and the good old Lord gave us names for them: Pestilence, Famine, War, and Death. “Flu is coming.”
“Fuck.”
“Looks like it’s trailing outta Oklahoma, mostly. Few refugees over from the Ozarks, carrying it outta who knows where. Those who want to be paranoid about it point to the Reds, sayin’ maybe manufactured outta their medical experiment gulags to weaken the old stand-alone states, maybe even take down New Texas.”
“Have to be a helluva flu.”
He shook his head. “Nah, just a contagious one. Even if it’s not a big killer, the panic of mobs and strain on what little meds we got could break us.”
“Us, maybe, here and there, but not all of New Texas.”
“New Texas ain’t Eden, and it ain’t the old U.S. of A., no matter what bullshit they try to sell us on. Wouldn’t take much more than a wobble to knock it on its ass.”
I contemplate this. It might be good to hole up outside the city for a while. The more folks there are in a place when a sickness spreads, the worse it gets, and the meaner everybody feels. You could never be infected and still wind up dead as a doornail.
“And the shitty news?”
“The Reds are squabblin’.”
“Aw, hell.”
After the Millennial Wars, when D.C. fell and the federal government kicked the bucket, each state cast its lot. Most either declared themselves independent nations, were still raging with lawlessness, or had been abandoned altogether — Wyoming was just a scattering of old ranchers and survivalists anymore. In the chaos, the Soviets and the Chinese swooped in and started making deals, and desperate politicians signed over their territories to the communists in return for basic living standards and a modicum of security. What northern states that could annexed themselves to Canada, and California and Nevada gave up the pretense and rejoined Mexico, making it one of the richest non-Red nations left. The southern states were slowly falling to the commies, though, and Arizona had jumped on board almost immediately. Texas was Texas, though, and nobody but nobody was ever gonna tell a Texan what to do, and they have more guns than most of the world’s armies, so Colorado, Oklahoma, and the battlefield of New Mexico cratered to the Texans’ strength and formed New Texas.
Course, not all Reds is created the same. Once China grabbed up all the oil, the Soviets started grabbing land, trying to monopolize farmland. Most folks see commies as commies, but it ain’t all sunshine and roses between them. If they think New Texas has something worth taking — and we do — they’ll trample us into the ground trying to beat one another to it.
“Any specifics?” I asked.
He shook his head. “Rumors and hearsay. But they’re coming from more than one direction, so it’s more than idle fear-mongering.”
I pick up the bowls — mine and the one he gave Tessa — and take them to the washbasin to clean up. “Are we talking guns blazing, or snakes in the grass?”
“My gut says snakes. I can’t see ’em yet, but I can feel those rattles shaking the grass.”
“Hmm.” I scrape the bowls, shake them a bit, and stack them upside down on their shelf, their spot marked by a water ring from years of doing the same. “You notice an uptick in travelers from Arizona way?”
“Nope. Why?”
I settle back at the table, and slide one of the rare squares of chocolate to him. “Struck up a conversation with one at the Stanley township. Recent arrival. Seemed like she thought she was coming into paradise, and got something of a rude awakening. Kept going on about electricity.”
Bennet turned a sharp eye to me. “Nobody thinks the power grid is coming back up anytime soon. Too much damage, not enough maintenance, not enough engineers. What sorta fairy tales are they spinning over in locoville?”
“Big ol’ whoppers, apparently. Thought we’d be on nuclear power, like we just flipped a switch on the Manhattan Project and bam! Let there be light.”
Bennet fell quiet, his eyes drooping, and I’da thought he was falling asleep if it weren’t for him popping and unpopping the top popper on his shirt. “Maybe you ought to think about wintering here,” he said, finally.
“And breathe in your stink for four months? Thank you kindly, but no sirree.”
He only grunted, and shuffled creakily off to his cot, new sleeping bag tucked under his arm.
I sat up for a bit, stoking the fire to stretch its warmth deeper into the night, and thinking on how the horsemen maybe sometimes didn’t ride in on horses, but rather hiding under masks.
~
⋅⋅⋅ Amaya ⋅⋅⋅
Okay, Mamá, all the fuss in town. It was a lot of shouting, no? Many, many people getting very, very upset over things they have no control over. Pero, creo que what else is there to be upset about? If we could change things, we would just do them, rather than getting so upset about them.
I was in the clinic, and it was a very busy day. You would think that everyone would be at the fiesta, and not come in for appointments, but I guess they used the fiesta as an excuse to come into town, so they could do both at the same time. And then there were at least five first-timers who ate something they’re not used to from vendors in the plaza, and thought they were having labor pains. Madre de dios, save us from farting!
Lucy was in, her first three in tow — si, the ones that bite. I make sure to wear tall boots on her appointment days, but they keep growing taller. I’m going to have to get chaps from one of the vaqueros. Monsters, those niños. And she keeps popping them out like a chicken. So numero cuatro was fine, and I was trying to get her and her ferals out before they cause damage, when she turned to me and said, “I’m sure you are very happy to have Ricky home. To think all that time, we thought he was dead, but he was only serving his country!”
I must have had the same expression on my face that you do now, Mamá. But I didn’t want to ask and look like a fool for not having heard his story, si? So I just nodded and ushered them out. I closed the door, but out on the plaza I could see a crowd. I mean, more of a crowd, gathering in the middle, not part of the harvest festival. Once I was sure Lucy was gone, I went outside so I could see what was happening.
He was happening, Mamá. He was in the middle of all of it. He stood on the steps of the gazebo. He’d bought new clothes — a suit. He never wore a suit before in his life, I would swear it, but today he had a suit and shiny shoes. No tie, though. He didn’t look like a banker or politician so much as just… someone prosperous. Someone who has been more places and seen more things than the rest of us, which I guess is only the truth, no?
I moved closer, staying to the edges. I didn’t want him to see me, to call attention to me. I didn’t want to get caught up in his lies, not knowing what they were. I stopped once I could hear him, and I listened, and I watched his crowd.
“—technology! You should see it. We’re limping around like a third world country over here—” This made me grit my teeth. It sounded like what so many like to say about Mexico, about how we are not as good as Pacifica Unidos, or Akadia, that we are like children and criminals, squabbling and stealing for food. Was it Mexico who fell apart after Las Plagas? Who turned on their own? No, and when Estados Unidos did, Mexico gave Arizona and New Mexico a new home and stability, and…
Si, si. I don’t know why I’m telling you this. Si, of course you were there. I was too. It just makes me so angry.
He kept going, of course. “We’re limping around like a third world country over here,” he said, “without international trade, without advanced technology. Where are our fancy hospitals? Where are our computers and robots and automation?” Creo que he could see that he was starting to lose them on the technology. Verdad, we see these things, like computers and such, on television shows, but we have no need for them. We are not going to space. So he tried something different.
“I’ve seen the rest of the former Estados Unidos.” At this, people started to pay attention again. We may be Mexicans in name, but so many of us have a piece of our hearts that is still American, si? We feel like we’ve been separated from our brothers and sisters. “Estados Pacificas are so wealthy, they spend time tinkering with making computers smaller. They still make movies! How many of your brothers and fathers have gone to California for work, for a better life, and never come home? I wouldn’t — I didn’t!” A few chuckled, and I made a note of each and every one of them. They should know better. “Akadia is not as wealthy, but they are well-fed, of course. Prima America — it’s almost like the old U.S., with its cities and factories and all the different people.”
“What about the riots?” asked a man old enough to remember what caused the second civil war to begin with.
Ricky shrugged. “Verdad, there are still some problems. It is worse in the cities, worse in Akadia, sitting between the Confederates and everyone else. Prima America is fully integrated now, though, and so is Chicago. Progress is everywhere! We should be going with it.”
Tracy Canavan, her hands on her hips, shouted “It’s not so beautiful everywhere, I heard. The Confederates still have camps!”
Pero Ricky waved her down. “I didn’t see any camps. I will not tell you everyone in the CSA is living together in harmony—”
“Hard to do when you wiped out half your own people,” someone near me said, though not quite loud enough for Ricky to hear.
“—but they are trying, just like everyone else. They, at least, have international trade and a booming economy.”
“With South Africa!” cried a woman in disgust.
“And then there’s Texas,” Ricky carried on, just like he hadn’t heard anything. “They made their own way, separate from the Confederates, from the Americans, from the Mexicans. We trade them our water, and what do we get in return? They don’t even allow us to cross their borders! People, mis hermanos y hermanas, we could do so much better here if only we tried just that little bit harder. If only our politicians weren’t Mexican viceroys, serving Mexico City instead of us, here in Albuquerque, Santa Fe, Las Cruces, even Phoenix and Tucson.”
George Trujillo was in front — el saban, Mamá, he owns the leather shop. He fixed those shoes you have on. De todos modos, he called out “Are you trying to convince us we should be part of Texas or Akadia? Or independent?”
Ricky got very excited, smiling and clapping to George. “Si, mi amigo, that is exactly what I am saying! Why should we be bound to Mexico forever? Because we allowed the Mexicans to annex us out of fear and desperation after the Black War? Other states had options — we should too! We have many resources that international markets would love to have, China, for one. Why should Mexico City get all the benefit, when they are so corrupt?”
He had a lot of people on his side by this time, Mamá. People were nodding their heads, clapping, shouting in support when he made a point. Once he got to saying Mexico City was all corrupt — yo se, Mamá, it does seem many of them are — they broke out in angry cheers. He was lapping it up, like a cat who has spilled your milk.
I started to step away, then I felt someone beside me.
“He has a lot to say for a dead man.”
I almost laughed. BenTo was standing there, eating an empanada and watching all of this like it was a telenovela.
“What are you doing here?” I asked him.
“Making sure all the generator for the fiesta stalls keep ticking over for the night,” he said. “Harvest festival sleeps for no man.”
“Do you believe this?” I asked, gesturing at Ricky.
BenTo shrugged. “I believe there are parts of the former states that are very different now from here. But there always were — the US was never a single culture or people, and once you split them, they’re gonna go their own way even harder. Look at us. Our Spanish history and culture… so many of us Mexican immigrants, or children or grandchildren of immigrants. We coulda joined Texas, or popped up with Colorado and joined Akadia. But we didn’t. We went back to Mexico, just like we were before the States bought us. CSA, they finally won their civil war — if it weren’t for the rest of the world, I wouldn’t have been surprised to hear them go back to slavery. They burned themselves down as it was. We are who we are. Maybe it’s worse here than other places — probably a lot worse than UPS or PA, verdad.”
I stood next to him and watched Ricky work the crowd.
“My question is,” BenTo continued, nodding at Ricky, “what does he have to do with any of it?”
“No se. I wish I did.” I shook my head. “He wasn’t like this when I knew him. Well, no es verdad. He was, but only a little. He always had ideas about how things were, how they should be. But he never wanted to do anything to change any of that. It took too much effort.”
BenTo finished off his empanada, then took one out of his pocket and offered it to me. He wiggled his eyebrows and said, “It’s pumpkin. Your favorite.” And how could I resist that? Then he said, more seriously, “Don’t take offense to this, Amaya, but I don’t think he’s actually trying to change things now. He’s got the look of a man who’s up to something.”
I don’t want to believe that. I don’t want to believe that, even if it was long ago, and I was young and stupid and full of hormones, that I once loved a man who could be such a liar. Such a manipulator. Si, Mamá, I know that’s what you’ve always thought — you’ve never kept it a secret — but can you see how I don’t want it to be true, at least for me? I want to think he loved me, that he would not do such things to me, his wife. To Teresa, his daughter.
Maybe he did miss us. Maybe he grew up while he was out there, seeing the world, meeting all its people, seeing all its beauty and disease. How am I to know, or you? We have never left here — we have never lived anywhere but this house! Maybe he came back for us.
BenTo is not my husband. Don’t try to pull that on me.
What I am worried about is Teresa. I did not know it until the very end of his little sermon, but she was there, in the middle of the crowd, soaking up every word. When he was done, and some drifted off into the fiesta, and some clung around him like flies on rotting fruit, then I saw her. She went to him, and he put his arm around her. She spoke to him — really talked to him! With words and smiles and eye contact! — and they walked off together.
It is worth worrying about, Mamá. You have a soft spot for her that you never had for me, but I can see it. I can see the same thing in her eyes that was always there in his. I never could put a name to it before, but I know what it is now. BenTo put a name to it: wanderlust. She, like her father, will not be satisfied with living in the same house in which she was born. I am going to lose her, Mamá. We’re both going to lose her.
~
⋅⋅⋅ May ⋅⋅⋅
Albuquerque, at the foot of the Sandia Mountains, the great tail end of the Mezozoic beast that is the Rockies chain. The sun dropping on the opposite horizon, painting the sky in neon hues of pink and orange, glittering off each window in the foothills until they sparkle like glitter. Zoom in on dirt lot south of the foothills, dust settling on a dozen electric cars as the first signs of shooting stars glint over the Sandia Crest. Large domed structure crouching in the desert, plain and unmarked. Inside: metal folding chairs arced around the deep end of a pool, murmurs of excitement, stacks of scuba gear, several Spaceport America uniforms checking registers. Tess, pressing May into a chair.
- Think of it like a cool new fitness routine.
+ I’m not that into fitness.
- You’re into space weather. How are you not into space?
+ You’re into plumbing. Does that mean you want to live in a septic tank?
- Not the same thing.
+ I can’t believe you’re making me do this.
- It’s a perk of your employment, and I can’t let you waste it. Besides, maybe someday I want to take a vacay to the Moon. I’m not letting your lack of enthusiasm hold me back.
+ Have fun with that.
- You have no soul.
Uniform, stepping forward to the edge of the pool, clapping for quiet. Raising her arms in a gesture of welcome.
> Okay, everyone. Thanks for coming today. I hope you’re all here for ExtraTerra Training, because if you came for swimming lessons, you’re going to have a really scary day.
Polite tittering as the group eyes the pool.
> I’d like to introduce the trainers you’ll be working with over the next six weeks of sessions.
Nods and brief waves from the team as each name is called.
> I’m Monica Derbanski, low-G dietician. Over here is Dante Johnson, our physiologist. Alex Trujillo is the resident survival ecologist — they/them, please — and last but not least, Benedict Arapajo, former USAF Pararescue and current Spaceport pilot is standing in for Debbie Tran, currently off on maternity leave.
May’s eyes, wide. Lips parted. One hand gripping Tess’s forearm; a brief squeeze.
- What?
+ I’m going to die.
- We haven’t even started yet—oh. Oh! Is that him? Your pilot.
+ Don’t wink at him, for fuck’s sake.
- Aren’t you glad Andy didn’t come with you to the training now? Unless you’re into that.
+ Tess!
- Of course you wouldn’t be into that. Shame.
Derbanski, still talking, though her words are morphed and twisted into nonsense syllables. May’s vision tunnelling directly to Benedict’s face. His chin, lips, nose. Those eyes, cool but crinkly at the corners, either from squinting into the battle-bright sun or from laughing, it’s hard to tell. Both leave her a bit warm. And then his eyes, flicking up, landing on hers, and the crinkles deepen.
Then everyone moving poolside to watch the first activity demo: suiting up, plunging underwater, performing everyday tasks in bulky gear and slow-motion environments.
> …obviously not a perfect replica of moon gravity, but it’s the quickest and cheapest way to help everyone get a feel for what it will be like. Inside the habitats you won’t need suits, of course…
+ This is a waste of time. I’m not going to the Moon.
Whispering, again paying little attention to the orientating instructions.
- I don’t see why you’re so against it. It’s not Siberia, for Christ’s sake.
Tess, picking out a suit, working her way into it. May, half-heartedly plucking at gloves and helmet.
+ I think it’s somewhat more isolated, cold, and dangerous than Siberia.
- But less depressing. Better views.
+ Don’t tell me you’re thinking of going there.
- Doesn’t everyone? I mean, come on! It’s the Moon. Humans have looked up at it for thousands of years and wondered what it was, what it would be like. What else is out there. And you know, and you have the means and opportunity to go, and you don’t even want to think about it? I think you’re the batshit one.
May, testing her gloves, her eyes flicking helplessly to Benedict as he lowers a fellow trainee into the pool. Smiling and joking, making each student feel at ease.
+ I have a life here.
- Which you wouldn’t have to give up. It’s not a one-way trip.
+ I doubt Andy would feel that way.
- When was the last time you even spoke to Andy?
+ We talk all the time.
- You know how I know you’re lying? You never smile when you say his name.
Tess dressed, helmet in hand. Shrugging and shuffling to the pool.
- Like I say, just think of the course as something we do together. Then you can go back to not doing anything at all.
Dropping into the pool, requiring no assistance from Benedict or any other trainer.
+ Ouch.
< You getting all your gear sorted?
May flinching from his nearness, Benedict zipping up the back of her suit. His closeness is warmth, and a sweet, dark smell, like chocolate and whisky. The nape of her neck, hairs standing on end.
+ I didn’t know you taught these things.
< Don’t, normally. Hard to turn down a little extra cash, you know? And I don’t rotate back up for another few weeks.
Facing him, lifting her eyes to his. Her lungs stalling, stuttering. Dropping one glove, fumbling to pick it up.
+ Sorry. I’m not usually this useless at this stuff.
< It’s not you, it’s me.
Those eye crinkles, ruffling up through that grin.
+ You got me. It’s true. I’m just so weak when you’re around. Oh, catch me. I feel faint.
His full laugh rippling through the cavern of the covered pool, echoing off tiles.
< C’mon. Let’s get you wet.
May settling her helmet, dropping gently into the pool, waddling to the deep end. The burbling silence of underwater activity, the hum of her breath in her own little atmosphere of one. The slow motion of handing tools around, placing objects in boxes, removing and refining covers and hatches. The strict avoidance of May’s eyes from Tess’s, as Tess makes exaggerated gestures in Benedict’s direction.
Out of the pool, the students retelling their experiences to one another in laughs, revealing miscommunications and clumsy interactions. May, failing to grab her before Tess slaps an arm around Benedict.
- I’ve heard a lot about you. I’m Tess. You know, the Tess.
Benedict crinkling.
< As if your beauty hadn’t already given it away.
- Oh, you’re good. May, he’s good, isn’t he?
+ I wouldn’t know.
Benedict and Tess, sharing a laugh. May’s frown splitting the flush in her cheeks.
- We’re gonna go for a beer. Want to join us?
< You know I’d love to, but—
- I promise endless entertainment of the May variety. I know all her secrets.
< And I think maybe that’s why I ought to say no. I think I should find those secrets out for myself, no?
May, grabbing Tess’s arm and propelling her toward an exit. Flicking a glance back to Benedict, mouthing “I’m sorry” to his cheeky wave.
+ I hereby disown you. Whatever DNA we share is hereby null and void.
- I like him.
+ Then ask him out. I have a boyfriend.
- Okay.
Tess pivoting 180, starting a march back into the domed structure. May throwing her arms up.
+ Fine! You win! I forbid you to ask him out.
- That’s what I thought.
In the car, Tess at the wheel, May’s head dropped back in dismay.
+ Why do you keep pushing so hard?
Tess, shrugging.
- All my shows are on hiatus. I’m in a romantic melodrama wasteland.
+ I’m not a telenovela.
- Tell that to your boyfriend. And your other, much hotter boyfriend. And your secret plan to run away to the Moon.
+ That’s your secret plan!
- To-may-to, to-mah-to.
+ I hate you.
- I know.
~
⋅⋅⋅ Maia ⋅⋅⋅
Maia’s suit rustled stiffly every time she moved, harmonizing its white noise with the steady drone of the bees. The ritual of collecting honey was so familiar now it was part of her bones, a meditation with a blinkered bonnet and a natural soundtrack that filtered out the rest of the world. She could have no distractions when she was with the bees — her gloves and suit insulated her from her phone’s touchscreen, shielded her from media feeds and notification windows. In her sillier moments, she thought of the bees as friends: nonjudgmental, always present, sometimes hurtful but usually just providing a little bit of sweetness to life. In her darker moments, she knew they were better friends than most of the people she was connected to on Facebook.
She waited quietly while the smoke sprinkled sand in their eyes, making them dopey and slow. Her mind wandered south, down south, where she was studying the biological patterns of wild bees in New Mexico, whose patterns were frighteningly similar to those of bees all over the world. Pandas, whales, orangutans, polar bears — all the endangered mammals got all the press, even though humanity would go right on being the supreme collective dickhead on the planet even if they all popped off. Bees didn’t get so many posters and T-shirts and viral Facebook videos, but when they buzzed their last, so would most of the humans who needed them to cycle ecosystems and pollinate crops. She hoped the bees would survive the apocalypse, even if she didn’t.
When the danger of being swarmed or stung had passed, she popped off the top of the hive and pulled the first tray of cells out, swiftly maneuvering it over a waiting jar to catch the slow-motion cascade of honey. She whispered “I’m sorry” to every bee caught and drowned in the viscous fall, every bee who got crushed in the re-assemblage of the hive, despite her every effort. She left them where they fell, knowing the hive members would pull them in, process them, push them through, letting them mourn their dead in their own alien way.
Maia kept only one hive in her backyard, so the task didn’t take her long. Just long enough for a good session alone with her thoughts, alone with herself, her anxieties and daydreams teeter-tottering through. On days like today, when something was trying to worry its way to the surface, she sometimes just talked out loud — ostensibly to the bees, of course. Up came the worry about her tenure application; it sunk again as she wondered if tenure, a permanent future in an academic culture that was increasingly commercial and “consumer”-oriented, was what she really wanted. Up came the fantasy of what she would to if she jumped the tracks of her academic career: a consultant aviarist, traveling the world and telling farms and communities and ordinary people how to support and keep bees. A full-time beekeeper and breeder, selling queens and honey and beeswax online. A bee vlogger, dressed in a bee suit and educating all of YouTube about bees and biology.
On that thought, she tugged off her mask and one glove while the bees were still drowsy, and tapped on her phone for a quick selfie. The department liked when its researchers posted public-friendly social media messages, especially from one of its few staff members who had neither porcelain white skin nor a penis. Even academia was into optics.
She tweeted it out — #savethebees #forasweeterworld #bumblebutts — then caught sight of her notifications. Academia.edu needed her to know someone had cited her — opt in to premium membership to find out who! Google Scholar had an update on a publication, there was a call for papers on ecological disaster, and ResearchGate insisted she look at the five new jobs in her field (despite the fact none of them were in her field, and most were in scarily restrictive countries for Western women to move to). Three journals needed her to peer review within the next two weeks. Two of them had rejected her own submissions over the past two months, but that wasn’t stopping them from digging into her for free work in that academic reputation-serving merri-go-round. Another grant application hadn’t even made it through the first round, and here was yet another email urging her to take a workshop on curating her profile for her tenure application.
“Good god, y’all,” she muttered to the bees, settling the roof of their home back in place. “I’ve only been offline for an hour.” Maia gathered her honeypot and smoke burner in her arms, feeling a bit like Winnie the Pooh, and bustled back to the house. She swallowed that little bit of bile that burped up whenever she checked her email, then quickly stripped herself of her suit, shoved aside a few bottle empties and beeswax scraps to make room on the dining room table. As it always did, her mind considered the alternative: throwing herself into uncharted professional territory, giving up that steady and dependable university paycheck. Failing and becoming the homeless “Bee Lady” of Albuquerque, wandering the streets and penning letters to the editors of the local hippie rag the Alibi about how important bees were, talking to bees, petting bees, eating bees, and selling honey near the university student union until campus security shuffled her on. She’d share a throne with the ’burque’s outspoken nakedness proponent and the woman who pranced like a horse every day up and down Wyoming Boulevard as famous local weirdos.
Her eyes began to burn with uncontrollable tears, and she found herself unable to fill her lungs. Winnie the cat hopped up on the table, mewing for attention; Maia clutched the unsuspecting feline into a sleeper hold and squeezed Winnie into her chest, burying her nose in fur and purrs. Winnie only gave her about thirty seconds before wriggling back to her own sense of bodily autonomy, chocolate starfish waving in Maia’s face.
Maia’s hand wavered over her phone. In a perfect world, she’d wander to the back of the house, to the little extra bedroom her grandmother had turned into a sewing room, and she’d find her gran there, with a space heater turned on to oven temps and her needle flashing in and out of some useless cloth or pillow that she’d foist on relatives. No matter — it was still the best place in the universe.
The room was still there, though her grandmother was not. It was cold now, and dry, and full of spare clothes and moldy old books and journals. So Maia did the next thing she could think of: she called her mother.
“Can this be my daughter calling me? What sort of nationwide occasion is this?”
Maia felt a different kind of weight settle on her chest. “Hi, Mom,” she wheezed.
“It is my daughter! Goodness, who knew you still had a working telephone.”
“Very funny, Mom.” Maia paused to catch another breath, and felt a new trail of hot tears stream down her cheeks.
“Did someone die?” Maia could almost see her mother’s perfectly shaped eyebrow raise. “It wasn’t me, was it?”
“I’m just…” Maia sucked up a breath and swiped tears from her cheeks. Her fingertips felt like sandpaper. “I’m not doing so well, Mom,” she whispered.
“Are you sick?”
“Not sick. I don’t think.” Her voice broke.
“Oh, honey, what is it?”
And that was all it took. Five kind words from her mother. She shuddered into sobs as her mom offered typical questions — “Are you okay? Do you need a doctor? Should I come up there? Are you hurt?” — utterly unable to respond to them other than weeping assurances that she didn’t need an ambulance.
She lay on her side on her grandmother’s tiny loveseat and put the phone next to her head on speaker. She tugged a quilt over her and wrapped it tightly, hugging herself. The wracking sobs subsided, and she sniffled at her mom on the other end of the line.
“I think I’m having a mid-life crisis,” she finally managed.
“Don’t be silly. You’re not middle aged. Do people have third-life crises?”
Maia laughed a little, and it came out wet and bubbly.
“Why do you think you’re having a mid-life crisis?”
Maia pulled the quilt tighter, curling her knees to her belly. She squeezed her eyes shut and blurted, “I don’t know if anything I’m doing is the right thing. I like my work but I hate my job. I hate the paperwork and the stress and the constant pressure to prove I’m worthy. I hate emails. I’m lonely. I’m so so so tired of being alone all the time. I’m tired of trying all the time. Being all the things. Doing all the things.”
“So you’re tired of adulthood. I don’t know what to tell you, Maia. It sucks for everyone.” There it was. That matter-of-fact tone that brooked no room for self-pity. One of the many many reasons she’d always turned to her grandmother in times like these.
The hole in her gut darkened, deepened, pulling at her. “I know, but—”
“But nothing. If you’re not happy doing what you’re doing, the only person who can change it is you.”
“But I don’t know what to do!” Maia wailed. “If I’m supposed to change things, what am I supposed to change them to?”
“I don’t know, Maia. I don’t have all the answers.” Her voice sounded rough, as tired as Maia felt, but still with that clipped tone of “why are you asking such stupid questions?”. “You don’t like your job? Find another one. Tired of being alone? Go out. Get a boyfriend. Stop whining about it. No one likes a whiner.”
“Oh, thanks so much. Why didn’t I think of that?”
“Don’t get smart with me.”
“I’m not getting smart, Mom. I just… I just wanted some sympathy.”
“No you didn’t. You wanted someone to feel sorry for you, and tell you you’re fine just as you are, and that it’s the world’s and everyone else’s fault you’re unhappy, so you can galump along doing the same crap you always do. So you don’t have to actually be responsible for your own misery. I’ve lived with your father for 35 years. I know the drill.”
“Everything’s not in my control, Mother.” Maia clenched her teeth. The urge to sob in panic was gone — now the tears of frustration and rage were rising.
“Sure. You could be struck down by an asteroid tomorrow. But failing that, you might as well get your self-pitying ass off the sofa and do something. No one else is going to come along and do it for you.”
“But I—”
“Oh, Maia, I don’t have time to keep going in circles like this. I have a thing. I’ll be up to Albuquerque soon, and we’ll have lunch then.”
Maia tapped the phone call off. She lay there, snug and warm and silent, stewing. Winnie strolled over, jumped up, and nestled into the hollow between her ribs and hip, purring. At least someone loved her.
“What do you think, Winnie?” Maia asked the cat, pulling one arm free of the quilt to stroke the soft gray fur. “Am I being a melodramatic wimp?”
Winnie pushed into her hand, just happy to be adored.
“I blame it on my parents, you know,” she continued telling the cat, who did not care in the least. “Their whole generation told us we could do whatever we wanted, be whoever we wanted. Doctors! Lawyers! Teachers! The President, even! All you need is hard work. I mean, being white and male helps — a lot — but this is America, y’all! Land of the free, home of opportunity, altar of capitalism. Pull yourself up by your bootstraps, young man (of course), and you’ll soon be rich and happy.”
Winnie decided the pets were too much and chomped on her hand. Maia gave the cat’s head a little shake and obeyed, ceasing her strokes. “I know. It’s bullshit, but it’s what we’ve got, right? Right.”
Throwing off cat and quilt at the same time, Maia swept up her phone and stomped back into the kitchen. She pulled out one of the yellow legal notepads her grandmother bought in bulk and snatched up the wax pencil she used to label the honey jars.
AMERICAN DREAM, she wrote in big block letters at the top of the page. On the next line she diagrammed two brainstorming bubbles: job and family.
“What do I do here, Win?” Maia asked the grumpy cat who had nonetheless followed her from room to room.
She drew a circle around “job”. That one was a stickler. She didn’t have the money to throw it all to the wind and become someone else entirely, and what little extra she’d ever held back had gotten siphoned off bit by bit by her parents’ boneheaded choices. Plus, her research grant was good for another three years, and that was the part of the gig she loved.
She drew a line out from the encircled “job” and scribbled a linked concept: “tenure”. Once she got tenure — something that would probably come as a relief to the university — a lot of her stresses would go away. She’d have fulfilled her academic potential, on track for a full professorship and the easy life of supervising graduate students and junior colleagues’ projects. It wasn’t that hard, right? Every mediocre man she knew had had no problem getting tenure. And the university needed a few more non-white, non-male faces on that tier — why not use that to her favor?
In order to do that, though, she needed more publications. She struggled to write; it was the hardest part of the whole researcher gig, actually writing up the results of the research she loved doing. How did everyone else do it? Scientists weren’t scientists because they loved writing, after all — then they’d be writers. She conjured up images of her colleagues, their shamelessly self-promoted papers, the lists of the authors… Oh. Yeah. Maybe that was one reason she hated writing so much: her supervisors and grant PIs had always made her write up the papers, under the guise of “training” and “mentorship”. “My ass,” she muttered to Winnie. But that was still how it was done, and she hadn’t done it, and her career was suffering for it. She drew a new line and a bubble connected to tenure, filled it with “publications”, and scribbled a note around it: “grad students to draft”.
Feeling on a roll, she drilled down on the list of things that stressed her out: email, paperwork, meetings. She considered strategies for coping with these. Refuse to use email — revert to letters and phone calls only. Farm paperwork out to colleagues. Never go to a meeting again. All of which would reflect badly on her application for tenure: no-gos. She hit a wall, wanting to cry again. It was all well and good to say you were going to knuckle-down and get some major grant, publication, and research work done, but if you constantly had to respond to every whiny email and attend endless useless meetings where you got assigned to do endless useless tasks, how was it supposed to get done? Any of it?
The wax pencil in her hand wavered, and Winnie batted at it. “You’re cute, but you’re a pest, Win,” Maia told her. Winnie sprawled across the notebook. Disgruntled, Maia turned to Google. Which, actually, had tons of ideas. Take email off your phone. Turn notifications off. Zero inbox. Filters. Special check-in times. Different policies for colleagues and students. How to say “no”. Choosing what meetings to attend. Prioritizing tasks. For every thing that drove her nuts, there were a thousand other people who had gone nuts first, and had figured out ways around it.
“The internet is not just for porn and cats, Winnie!” Maia grinned, jotting down notes around the cat’s darting paws, designing her own custom strategy to get out of the drudge-work.
After all that, she’d filled the page with tons of solutions to cope with the “job” bubble. She glanced up at the top of the page. “Family” still sat there, all alone and isolated, silently judging her.
She sighed and turned the page, starting anew with the “family” bubble. She tapped the pencil on the paper, but nothing came out of it. She turned to Google; although the web was filled with family drama and blogs and social media and advice columns — and some amazingly funny memes — it didn’t really offer her the same straightforward how-tos as it did for filtering work emails into useable folders.
Tentatively, she bubbled out a couple of concepts: “parents” and “get married?” She felt stupid and girlish even writing this last, but as long as she was being real, she might as well put it in writing: she didn’t want to be alone the rest of her life. It worked for some people, but clearly not for her.
It was painful, but she sketched out a list of questions: “date? Setups? Match.com? Tinder?” After a moment, she dropped her head to the tabletop, groaning. “I’m too old for this shit, Winnie!” The cat purred in agreement.
Finally, she offered one more solution to herself in that category: “Dan?” She nearly laughed at the thought and then… “Why not? If I’m doing what the old white dudes do for tenure, why shouldn’t I do what they do for companionship?” Before she could second-guess herself, she sent him a text: “WYD for dinner? Wanna go out?”
She quickly put the phone away, not really wanting to see if he’d received the text, or was writing a reply, or tweeting that the old cougar he was banging was getting needy.
She looked at the last unadorned bubble: “parents”. Feeling decisive and grown-up, she offered herself two solutions: “don’t give them any more money” and “develop better relationships”. She was their daughter, not their cash register. It was time they developed healthier relations. At least, that’s what Slate.com’s agony aunt seemed to advise people who had similar problems.
She started to put her pencil down, the thought of making real change and failing at it — or maybe, even succeeding at it — overwhelming her for a moment. Then she thought of the comet that was even now arcing overhead, the great mass of rock and ice and gas that had given her such a swift kick up the ass to begin with. It didn’t worry about judgment or failing or whether or not it was happy. It just kept to its path, no matter what got in its way. If she was similarly single-minded, maybe she could destroy the dinosaurs too.
She rolled her eyes at herself. Her metaphors were getting out of hand; she remembered how much she was not a writer. Nonetheless, she had a start. Underneath her spider diagram of maybes and hope-tos, she drafted a to-do list of all the things she’d need to do to get started, big and small. Set up email filters. Prioritize meetings. Strategize grant applications. Assign writing tasks to students. Probably pick up a few self-help books on cutting the cord and cutting your parents off.
It would take some time, and probably some unpopular conversations, but the page before her was the beginning of something. A road map. A nav chart. A projection, based on direction and velocity, of where she could go if she was willing to focus on her path to success.
At the bottom of the page, she sketched out her comet, pulling out lines of motion behind it. Standing on top of the little inked rock she drew a stick figure riding it, both arms raised in glee.
~
⋅⋅⋅ Maja ⋅⋅⋅
Except for a night or two here and there in Bennet’s stinking, farting, snoring company, I don’t appreciate spending too much time with other folks. Folks are like alcohol — fine in moderate doses, but poisonous if you keep on absorbing them day after day. I was born in Albuquerque, though, and even if it doesn’t much resemble the earthy city it was back then, it’s still got squirrel holes that smell like home. Or as much of one as I ever had.
I left Bennet with his grumbling and his vitamins, which I noted that morning he’d opened and partaken of, and loaded the mules for the Old Town plaza. I left Tessa to mooch with Bennet for a few days; the dog could use the rest, and the old man could use the pick-me-up.
I can remember when I was a kid, my parents used to bring me to Old Town for special events, or if someone was visiting town. It was full of useless trinkets then: jewelry and souvenirs. I would get sucked into the emporium on the west side of the plaza, with its glass cases full of silver and turquoise, and its endless shelves full of cheap toys made in the same country that was about to send the whole world into chaos. We’d eat lunch across the plaza, stuffing our gullets full of tortilla chips and enchiladas and honey-soaked sopapillas.
The smells now are much the same: refried beans and roasting green chiles, though the scents waft from barrels on the square as the restaurants have been converted, like every other shop, into makeshift housing and/or flea markets. The jewelry and art they once sold likely got smelted into weapons and burned a long winter ago for warmth; now the goods they sell are cotton, wool, grains, meats, medicines, books, paper, news. The Arizona refugee expected New Texas to have bootstrapped back to its pre-millennial industrial days, but we got thrown all the way back to the Wild West, and we can’t get enough of a purchase to claw our way back yet. It does make a body wonder if the distributed wealth of socialism isn’t a better way to go — and then I think of the reports of slavery, famine, disease, and even concentration camps and gulags, and I stick to my side of the fence.
I visited my regular traders and scouted some new ones, restocking my wagon for another foray into the wilds, still with the option of hunkering down for the winter in the back of my mind. I traded prime side of mutton for extra books, just in case I did hole up, and for precious swathes of unsullied paper to bind into my journals. One of these days, I was either going to have to give up the habit, or learn to make my own paper and ink; it was getting far too expensive.
Everywhere I went, the whispers of good ol’ Pestilence wound their way to me. Jorge, who traded me rawhides and skins for finished leather goods, had heard there was a group of walkers coming down from Colorado, half dead already with flu. Marilla, who stocked me with basic herbal and natural medicines, was less sensational with her tale of an insidious virus that mimicked the sniffles till you’d already passed it on to all and sundry — so, the flu — that already ran like a mucous-filled undercurrent through the town. Trina and Mike, who specialized in repairing and recycling agricultural and mechanical parts, told her they were planning to spend the winter up in their cabin in Bear Canyon, shut off from all ills and goblins. I told them I wished them luck not eating each other, and they grinned and made no promises.
***
Restocked with supplies and worries, I picked up Tessa and pointed the mules’ noses south toward Los Lunes, making the last circuit before winter. I circled around the Isleta rez; the reservations these days lay tell to the old saw that what goes around comes around. While the rest of the world had burned, they had fired up their old ways and kept on trucking. If any communities were self-sustaining these days, prospering even, it was the reservations, and they had little need for my trade, though I’d tried hard enough for theirs in the past. Fair enough, I figure — America had screwed her native folks nine ways to Sunday. I didn’t blame them for standing clear where they could.
We trucked into Los Lunes a day later. Worries about disease had shot on ahead of me, and trade was scarcer than usual, and no one made much effort to shake hands.
“You getting any new faces?” I asked Shawnda. She’d made her way over from Louisiana before China took full control; she’d been a county clerk and seen the way the politics was folding, and didn’t want her two sons breaking their backs to feed somebody else’s family in China. She’d lost the youngest to sepsis along the way, but the eldest was hardy and hale, and already giving her grandchildren. She hadn’t grown up here, but she’d brought a sense of order and soul to the community that grounded it and mayhap even gave it a little hope.
Shawnda fingered a skein of spun wool. “Few,” she said.
“Coming from east or west?”
“West, mostly. Soviet borders seem more porous than Chinese.”
“And closer.”
“I hear that.” It had been a long, sorrowful trek across Texas for her.
“They good stock?”
She paused and looked up, meeting my eyes. “Time will tell. What is it you know, Maja?”
“What I know couldn’t fill a pisspot.”
“Baloney.” She cursed like a grandma already.
“Heard tell the Reds are butting heads again, and maybe we’re getting caught in the middle.”
“Hell.” It was as dramatic as she was going to get. She knew better than most of us how this could play out. “I haven’t heard anything specific, but I’ll sure keep an eye out now, you know?”
“Mm-hmm.”
“You staying for dinner?” Her mouth quirked up in a cocky little grin.
“If you’re cooking it.” I grinned back at her. Everything can’t be all bad all the time, my mama used to say.
“You come on around sundown. I’ll fill you right up.”
She took a skein of wool and a length of cotton. I’d have given her more, but I didn’t want to start a trend with the few still waiting to barter. Sundown couldn’t come soon enough. It had been too long since I’d had a taste of Shawnda’s home cooking, those Creole spices melding with local chile that just about made my heart stop. It had also been far too long since I’d had a taste of Shawnda. She was a good fifteen years older than me, give or take, but I’d been drawn to her sharp smile and her steadiness from the day we’d met. She’d had a husband back in Louisiana before he’d left her with two boys and back-breaking debt, and I think the softness of a woman coupled with no need for commitment made me more than attractive to her; it made me thrilling and somehow comforting.
Business, what little there was, concluded, I drew the wagon up behind Shawnda’s ranchito and patted off the dust before I brought it inside. Her place was warm, the food was hot, and her skin was cool and soft. I don’t know about Tessa, but I slept better that night than I had in a long time. The sun still came up the next day, though, and I had gettin’ to get got, so I tucked a laundry bag full of her biscochitos for the road and headed back through town.
Los Lunes was almost lost to the rear horizon when I spotted two figures waiting on the road ahead of me. They made it pretty obvious, and they didn’t have weapons drawn, so I kept on coming. Close up, I kenned ’em for a couple of folks who’d made a minor trade or two the day before: a woman with her long hair in two braids like a little girl, and a young man barely out of spots on his face.
“Y’all lost?” I asked in greeting. Nobody smiled.
“Needed to ask you something,” the man said, “bit more private-like.”
“Don’t think I caught your names yesterday.”
“I’m Reina,” the woman said. Her voice was like sandpaper on an armadillo, and it made me glance at her neck to see if there were any scars there. “He’s Eugenio.”
“We’re looking for intel,” Eugenio started, but Reina stepped in front of him.
“You see a lot of the territory,” she said. “You know better than anything where we stand.”
I felt Tessa sit down next to me, flush against the side of my leg. She wasn’t worried, but she wasn’t happy, either. “Just who exactly is ‘we’? I got a good feeling Shawnda didn’t send you out here. So who are you?”
“You know a war is coming,” Eugenio said. “If you help us, this area could get through it relatively unscathed.”
“Since when have we ever not been at war?” I commented. “Your war is different how?”
“The dominos are falling,” Reina said. She waved a hand around, awkwardly dramatic. “The Chinese are encroaching at all times, pressuring Texas in the east—”
“And Arizona’d like to have our water and I don’t know what else.”
“Nuclear facilities,” Reina said quietly.
I raised an eyebrow. “For?”
“Power,” Eugenio said firmly.
“There’s all kinds of power,” I returned.
“Look,” Reina said, “It’s coming. You know Russia has the engineers and know-how to get them running again. If they’re already in Russian possession, it’s that much less squabbling with the Chinese. We can protect you.”
“So that’s your ‘we’.”
Reina looked away, her eyes drifting toward the distant mountains. “It’s a lesser of two evils.”
“Here’s the problem,” I told her. “Someone’s already in possession of those facilities — the people that live here. New Texas.”
Eugenio huffed. “It’ll be taking candy from a baby.”
“You ain’t done it yet, smart aleck.”
“Eugenio.” It was one word, but it was pretty pointy. He wandered off, still in earshot but clearly not allowed to be at the adults’ table anymore.
“New Texas might be stronger than anyone thinks,” Reina said. “I think it is. My dad was from Corpus Christi — I know those bastards are tough as nails. It might hold everyone off — off the oil in West Texas, off the farmland in Colorado and Oklahoma, off the nukes here. It’s a big maybe, though. I’m not saying talking to us means handing the whole thing over to the commies. I got you — going red was never my first choice either. But that doesn’t mean you can’t form alliances. That we can’t trade. Y’all can’t make much use of the facilities in this state—” she turned that awkward wave at my post-industrial wagon “—and we can. You’re a trader. We can trade.”
“I ain’t the queen of New Mexico.”
“I know that. All I want to trade with you is knowledge.” The woman smiled, and it was warm and cozy and all kinds of red-white-and-blue. She hadn’t yet taken on the dour gray mask of a long-term commie. “I’ve given you a little knowledge here, right? All I’m asking is something in return.”
I eyed her for a long time. It ain’t much of a surprise that born-and-bred Americans have gotten sucked into all kinds of different philosophies since the Split — since we saw what we were taught was the “greatest nation on Earth” crumble right under our feet. She probably believed what she was saying. She’d probably been relieved to get three squares a day from the reds without fighting tooth and nail for it. She’d probably been glad they’d told here where to go and what to do in order to earn those basic needs as standard again. Most of us’d probably do the same.
But that was no nevermind. I wasn’t in her spot, and I didn’t have to be. “Here’s what I’ll give you,” I told her, this woman who’d been born in the same country as I, but would never live in it again. “I won’t turn around right now and tell the good people of Los Lunes who you are and what you’re doing here. I’ll give you a chance to take yourself back across the border to your new home, and leave us the hell alone. New Texas ain’t fallen yet, and until it does, I ain’t gonna play a part in pushing it over the edge. Hear?”
Her face fell. A glance at Eugenio revealed folded arms and a smirk — this hadn’t been the option he’d bid for.
“I’m not a traitor,” Reina said. “I know that’s what you think.”
“Lady, I don’t care if you’re a direct descendant of Benedict Arnold. You do what you want, but you do it in your own territory. Go on now.”
Tessa and I watched them shuffle back toward Los Lunes. I knew they wouldn’t leave New Mexico; I wouldn’t if I’d been them. But I was pretty darn sure they’d at least leave Los Lunes behind, and that was enough for now.
“Let’s get goin’, Tessa,” I said to the dog. “We just keep doing what we do.”
Tessa trotted off ahead, and the day started anew.
~
⋅⋅⋅ Maya ⋅⋅⋅
Maya stares at the micropipette under the scope until her vision goes blurry. The lab notes that are open on the softscreen on the bench next to her are mostly blank, which is a red flag in and of itself. Despite Therese’s protests and enough apology-donuts to fatten an army, Maya is in the lab on a Saturday. The odd hours, the late nights, the weekend days — they have become her routine. The lab’s administrators have taken it as a sign of dedication rather than desperation.
She has increased the number of iterations per trial from the conservative three established via long-standing protocol to an exhausting ten, and decreased the observation cycle, so that a wave of hives has only just begun to hatch as she injects newly designed DNA into another set of eggs. Thus far, all have produced queens, and most queens have performed their duties admirably, launching into their nuptial flights, mating, and laying their thousands of eggs. The eggs hatch, and the larvae molt and the pupae metamorphose, and the workers emerge. Most queens are successful in producing female workers.
Yet no naturally-bred and hatched worker ever works. Their phenotypes are normal, even under dissection. Their genotypes are generally free of glaring mutations. But no worker ever cleans a cell, feeds a larva, seeks out nectar, builds cells, or guards anything. They simply wander around like blindfolded inebriates until they starve to death.
Months ago Maya set various lab assistants on the environment angle: taking various attempts and placing them in differing environments, with different chemical pheromones, climate reconstructions, altitudes, airborne pollens. Some experiments result in slight variations to life cycle lengths and numbers of eggs produced, but none has produced a viable hive.
She’d tried everything in her wheelhouse. Everything she’d done with the harlequin frog. Everything she’d ever thought about trying, that anyone had theorized might work, that other geneticists had claimed would be utterly impossible. They’d all failed.
That is, she’d tried everything within the accepted bounds of resurrection genetics. In the early days of species de-extinction, the attempts had been clumsy, almost ham-fisted. Where a genome was incomplete or damaged, geneticists had haphazardly slapped in mirrored sequences from the closest extant relative, gambling that the key elements of what make a species unique would not be found in those guestimated sequences. It had been like trying to build a working jet airplane using only a photograph of one as a guide. They had understood the parts of DNA — the nucleotide code made up of adenine, cytosine, guanine, and thymine, the enzymes that unzipped the double helix, the proteins that replicated the sequence — but they hadn’t understood its behavior. Functional DNA, when it wasn’t undergoing replication in preparation for mitotic cell division, folded itself into complex three-dimensional shapes. None of these shapes were arbitrary. They interacted with their environment, the body’s state, the cell’s nutrients, and comported themselves in response. The folds and edges and crevices exposed different genetic codes to the cell for different needs; DNA was more than a simple recipe for life. It was a conductor within the symphony of the cell. It was a fragile yet brilliant machine that once broken down into parts was nearly impossible to restructure into an airplane that wouldn’t simply drop out of the sky.
The early attempts at species resurrection strongly resembled Maya’s work of the past few months. Trial after trial after trial. Error after error after error. Embryos were rarely viable; those that were were often pathetic chimeras, sideshow conglomerations. And when the sciences of genome sequencing and somatic cloning were combined, they each introduced their own pots of inadequacies to be amplified in the short-lived creatures that resulted.
But of course, neither gave up. Cloning advanced by leaps and bounds, branching out into organ cloning, android development, and eventually into genetically engineered humans. Diseases were sliced away. Lives were lengthened. Each new advancement shed new light on the de-extinction field, and the resurrected species began to live longer and longer, until they were almost indistinguishable, quality-of-life-wise, from their extant cousins.
None of those advancements were helping her now. Every parameter, every variable had been explored across the ranges that had become the norm for these experiments. So Maya decided to reverse her genome approach entirely.
The standard, accepted approach was to start with as much of the extinct species genome as possible, tweaking and adjusting it to a minimal degree, termed “genomic preservation”. A species couldn’t be deemed to be resurrected, after all, if it was only a mosaic pieced together to resemble its former self. Genomic preservation and conservation lay at the heart of resurrection biology, and it was the only parameter she hadn’t dared to alter. Except now she was out of options.
The DNA that filled her micropipette was not that of the Anasazi bumblebee. Instead, it was that of the Western Bumblebee. She was starting with the genome of a vibrant species, and trying to work backward to the genome of another. She yearned for a quicker way, for a shorter path; plodding backward along the evolutionary chain was going to take thousands of iterations, months and months more of work. It was unlikely to be accepted as the true Anasazi bumblebee even if it eventually worked; what was likely was that she and Eden Laboratories would be dead last in this race. Her best hope was that this fresh angle would shed light on whatever machine in the genetic factory was offline, throwing the whole factory out of whack.
So she sat there, eyeing the denucleated egg under the scope, her thumb on the plunger of the pipette. And when nothing at all happened to stop her, she accepted her failure and plunged the genetic information into the cell.
~
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