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Heiko held my hand in hers, our fingers rough from the shells of the limpets we’d collected that morning. Our legs dangled over the edge of the cliff, her legs shorter and darker than mine. The waves surged in far below and echoed against Makeshift, this island that is our home.

“Ari, look,” Heiko said. “A porpoise.”

“Three,” I said, my binoculars up. “Four.”

“I like your skirt,” she said.

“Thank you.” It stretched yellow, down to my knees. “I found it at the burial ground. I don’t know why I never saw it before.”

“I like it.”

Her shoulder pressed against mine. She glanced behind us, at the white stones of the medicine wheel, the grass growing around them.

“Have you seen CeCe?” I said.

“Not since last night,” she said.

We three sisters the only ones left—the only ones of our people, the only people remaining anywhere. Three sisters, even if I am also a brother. CeCe, Heiko, Ari.

Heiko let go of my fingers, her palm paler than the rest of her hand. Around us the sound of the sea, its green and blue water below. The water stretched itself seething in with the dark shapes of candlefish just beneath the surface. These fish not for eating and they give us the oil for the lanterns. To see them, a dark broken cloud darting out to sea as the wave rushes in, is to feel a dark room—the wick lit, the scent of burning oil, the shadows sliding away.

The wave, empty of candlefish, rushed in below our feet and echoed in the cave beneath us. We named that cave the refuge. We hide our boat and emergency stores in the refuge, this cave where we three hid when the foreigners came.

“Sigrid’s been away three nights,” Heiko said. “I think she’s in love, that she has a boyfriend somewhere on the other side of the island.”

Sigrid is not a person. In fact, she is a vixen, tamed by Heiko.

A thickening of the horizon, then, a stick that found its shape.

I lifted the binoculars, focused the lenses, the cold hard circles around my eyes. The ship had numbers and letters along its sides, not words or names, and a tower, and smaller boats on top of it. Painted metal boxes, yellow and blue and red. Full of food, full of equipment? We have tales of plunder such as this. Metal boxes, latches, doors swinging open on metal hinges underwater.

The foreigners’ ships are all empty now or full of skeletons and adrift on the currents. They slowly rust in on themselves. They finally tip up and sink to the bottom of the sea.

A shiver, a movement along the ship. A shape? Shapes, crawling and standing, the scurrying shapes of people.

“Heiko,” I said.

She took her spectacles from her eyes and leaned over so her hair scratched my cheek, the strap tight around my neck when she looked through the binoculars.

“It’s people?” I said. “Foreigners? I never—”

“No,” she said. “That appears as people, only no. That’s machines that appear as people, that are made to look human.”

“How do they move?” My words, my chest pressed against her back, the air inside me.

“The sun,” she said. “When the sun shines on them, they store it up.”

“What if they come here?”

“They’re already farther away,” she said. “There the ship goes. They don’t care about us.”

The dark shape, still distant and pointed away, slid along the line where the sea met the sky. Waves echoed in the cave below us.

“If you can see a person, they can probably see you,” I said. “They might—”

“They’re not people,” Heiko said. “And they have no reason to come here.”
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Makeshift: years and years ago, our parents gathered together and walked into the wilderness. So we were taught, these words repeated. Led by their conductor, Anna, wayfinding them out of the before world and all its sicknesses. The name Makeshift describes our resourcefulness against a world where it became impossible to live.

When I was born, CeCe and Heiko were already here. CeCe before Heiko, and both born before they came to Makeshift.

The same day Heiko and I saw the ship on the sea, we three ate dinner at the edge of the trees. Moonlight. Our feet bare and pointed at the metal stove where a hidden fire was burning. I was braiding CeCe’s hair so she sat in front of me, between my legs and leaning back. Heiko across from us.

CeCe’s hair so very black and straight and slippery, its edges almost blue in the moonlight. I braided little braids. I fit in beads. I used to be the smallest of us and my hands are still quickest. On my fingers scars from the bites of the wolverine kittens, before the kittens grew up and left us.

“Ari,” CeCe said. When she talked I felt the bones of her head, her jaw moving. “You need to bathe—when was the last time?”

“You with that new skirt and everything,” Heiko said. “Looks so pretty.”

“I’m waiting,” I said, “for the stream to not be so cold.”

“You can heat the water,” Heiko said.

“I’ll help you heat it,” CeCe said. “You stink! Hei-Hei, can you smell this?”

They were laughing, we were laughing. We were happy. Happy because we were up from the wolverine den and sleeping outside again and it wasn’t raining. Happy because CeCe had caught a salmon down by the shipwrecks and now we had fresh fish when we’d been eating jerky and dried everything for so long underground with only the light from the candlefish oil lanterns.

The fresh yarrow made us happy, and the thimbleberries, the salt of the sea asparagus. The chewy limpets we’d gathered at low tide, fried in the pan. CeCe threw the shells into the darkness behind us; they clattered in the midden, there. She wiped her hand on my leg, leaned against me, her braids braided, her back pressed against my front.

“I’m going,” she said. “I’m going on a foray before long.”

“Already?” Heiko said. “Again?”

“Yes,” CeCe said. “The day after tomorrow, or the day after that.”

Only CeCe can go out beyond Makeshift to see that no one or nothing is approaching, to check our snares and traps and bells and rattles that would alert us. CeCe goes on forays. Lately she has been going more often, staying away longer. This is her decision to make, and she makes the decisions. She makes the decisions not only because she’s oldest. It helps to have one person in charge, to be the conductor, and now that we three are alone that person is CeCe.

“Can we plunder the shipwrecks,” Heiko said, “before you go? The sea is warmer, now.”

“Yes.” CeCe turned her head against my collarbone; I could feel her smile. “If the sea is calm. The tide should be low in the morning.”

We sipped at our tea. Rose hips. Spruce needles.

“Out there,” I said to CeCe. “On a foray, do you see them, beings that appear as people?”

“Yes,” she said. “Sometimes.”

“How are they?”

“Not like us,” she said.

“How do you know?”

“I just do. I can tell.”

“Can they tell you’re a person?”

“No,” CeCe said. “I’m careful. They think I’m just like them.”

We watched the stars and named our combinations between them. The Bears and the Frying Pan and Anna’s Belt, the Three Sisters.

Heiko went under the trees and returned with a piece of wood. Quickly she opened the stove’s door and the flames reflected, leaping orange in the round glass of her spectacles. Quickly she closed the door, once the wood was in.

The metal stove came from a shipwreck and it can burn a fire without showing any flames that might be seen from a distance. Once or twice we’ve seen fires far away on other islands. That is when animals have learned to light fires. Or the kinds of people who are not actually people like us. Part animal or the kind that has no shadow or all the kinds that have suffered the sicknesses or other mishaps.

“We saw a foreigners’ ship,” I said.

“When?” CeCe said.

“Today, out on the sea.”

“You should’ve told me.”

“We’re telling you,” Heiko said. “We didn’t know where you were, or even if you’d gone again.”

“There were people on it,” I said. “The shapes of people.”

“What shapes?” CeCe said. “How close?”

“Far away,” Heiko said. “Very far, on the horizon. Ari was looking through the binoculars.”

“It was the kind,” I said. “The kind that are machines, that appear as people.”

“How could you tell?” CeCe said.

“Heiko told me.”

“Yes,” CeCe said. “They wear down eventually, and they can’t make more of themselves.”

My sisters, they know many things. They know more than I know. They were here before me. They can do things I cannot do.

Heiko talks to the birds with their whistles and calls, is close to the animals, all our relations. She can swim and I can’t swim and CeCe can swim. CeCe is the conductor; to have a conductor is necessary. She can tell me where and when and what. I am their sister and also not the same as them. Younger, a brother. These the feelings inside me sitting there with CeCe’s braids in my hands: I am a person with hair on my body and space inside me that goes on and on and on—the tallest and skinniest and hungriest, still growing—and all the things I am asked to do anyone might be able to do. Harvesting seaweed and digging mussels. Checking the crab traps and waiting and waiting to be told what to do.

“Ari!” CeCe said. “You’re pulling my hair. This braid here is all undone, now.” She leaned away, looked at me. “What? You’re cross. Ari, what is it?”

“Nothing,” I said. “Everything is fine.”

It’s easy to forget the sound of the sea. It is always there. Sometimes louder, sometimes softer. When no one is speaking, it fills that space.

“Here she comes!” Heiko said. “Sigrid!”

Out of the darkness the vixen leapt. She ran circles around and around where we were sitting close to the stove. Her ears are sharp, her tail full and swooping behind her. She leapt right onto Heiko’s shoulders and then she was snouting in Heiko’s crotch and Heiko was laughing. Sigrid has cries and shouts that sound as a person. When she’s happy she makes a chittering sound that is a kind of laughter, a talking for when Heiko is near, when she wants Heiko to touch her. The vixen Sigrid doesn’t let anyone else touch her.

CeCe stood up, away from me; she began to gather the fish bones.

“Ari, you ate the skin? Eat the tail. That’s what makes your mind quick.”

It was then that Sigrid took the fish head and darted away with it, into the shadows. A fish head that might have made a stew and now it is gone and we’ll have to catch another salmon, so very rare this early in the season.

I watched as CeCe stepped into the moonlight, her dark braids swinging. She went out past the medicine wheel toward the hidden path, down toward the cove. She was returning the skeleton of the fish to the sea, so its sister and brother salmon would agree to come back to Makeshift.
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That night, on the platform in the trees, I could not sleep. Heiko close to me, CeCe on her other side. Bearskins beneath and on top of each of us. The rope ladder pulled up and coiled.

The sound of the sea, the sound of the branches in the wind from the sea. The weather had warmed so we might sleep on the platform in the trees again and not in the wolverine den underground.

That ship still with me, inside, so I could not sleep. It would drift on the currents, shift in the waves. It would float until it might float no longer and then the sea would claim it.

The time when foreigners piloted ships is past. That was the time when people ranged everywhere.

That ship we saw would rust and break and tip straight down sharp or roll over and swing back and forth, a leaf in the air, all the way through the thick water to the floor of the sea. That ship, those beings would spill out, they would sink as well. Perhaps they would crawl and walk along the seafloor. It is so very dark down there and they might run out of sun and collapse. Their still bodies taken over by crabs or eels.

Or if they had stored up enough sun they might walk and walk into shallow water until their heads broke into the air. Still walking and walking out of the sea and climbing the steep hidden path from our cove into Makeshift.

Awake, I turned onto my stomach, looked over the edge of the platform.

The long, dark grass in the wind. The moonlight shining on the stones of the medicine wheel.

Quiet below. No beings powered by the sun, spilled out of a foreigners’ ship and walking toward the three of us.

Out on the sea, the rows of waves lit by the moon.
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The steep path to our cove cuts back and forth. The sea dark below, the beach curved. Our fishing lines stretch out, tied to the shore.

Down the path CeCe went first, then Heiko, then me. The top of Heiko’s bushy head, the braids I braided for CeCe coming undone a little and bouncing along her shoulders.

The sun rising, our three shadows stretching long into the sea.

The sea calmer in the warm seasons, all upset in the cold ones, the wind and rain and sometimes the snow. Now the sea almost flat and still louder as we reached the stone beach. The stones still wet from high tide and when we three discovered things that had been left behind we threw them up to the dry stones beyond the water’s reach:

A length of rope, snarled. A red plastic buoy with the number 6 on it. A long whip of bull kelp that Heiko hung on the cliff to dry.

The refuge stretches under Makeshift. Its mouth low and not easy to see or find. In fact, at high tide you cannot reach the refuge at all. At low tide you still must wade, and bend down under the sharp stone, walk bent over until you feel the space around you opening.

Heiko went first, then me, then CeCe. Into the refuge, the air full of echoes and water sounds. Darker and darker we moved slow, feeling our way with our feet, up onto the beach inside the refuge, and then to the stone shelf, the floor of the cave.

“Wait,” Heiko said.

I could hear her moving away and then saw how she was lighting a lantern. The smell of fish oil, the flickering light, the shadows everywhere.

A table. Some shelves with cans of food on them, the labels gone so it would be a surprise if we had to hide here again and had to eat what’s inside. Over to one side the skull of a whale, life jackets hung on their hooks and also our raft and our small metal boat, once a lifeboat for a ship that became a shipwreck.

We climbed up, we stood there for a moment with cold drips of water from the ceiling we couldn’t see falling atop our heads. I trembled, my body remembering and not liking to be there.

We were all feeling that this is where we three hid when the foreigners came. After that night we three alone at Makeshift.

Quickly we slid the metal rowboat from the refuge, its long thin oars, and tied the wooden raft to drag behind, to hold our plunder. I sat on that raft, my life jacket fastened tight around me, and CeCe rowed, her face looking back and finally smiling. Heiko in the front of the boat, leaning out to spy the gap in the reef that we might fit through as we moved out of the cove, away from the cliff and the medicine wheel.

The sea calm, the tide low, the water clear. The gentle slap of the sea beneath me.

As we jerked along against the current I could see through the shadow of the boat, past the glare and into the depths. No seals, no fish, only the long slow ropes of bull kelp, whipping along together toward the sky. Already we were in the shallows, the twisted reef where the octopuses live, where sometimes my sisters dive and spear them.

Before long I could see the inuksuk, that small stone man on the cliff; we were rounding into the bay where the shipwrecks lie.

We lowered the anchor, once we saw the long pale curve of a ship below, its deck all covered in barnacles, the numbers and letters on its side mostly hidden by algae. The oars stowed, Heiko and CeCe standing, laughing. They could not take off their clothes fast enough.

Heiko splashed in first and she swam around to the raft, held out her spectacles, and I put them on their string around my neck. She took the mask I held out and pulled it on, her head and smooth dark shoulders above the surface.

And then her eyes wide through the glass of the mask as she spun and took hold of the anchor line. She pulled herself down, down, down—I watched her get smaller, the pale soles of her feet, her hands letting go at the anchor and kicking herself sideways.

CeCe, wearing only a weighted belt, a long knife in its sheath. She plunged quickly, slid inside a broken ship, disappeared.

I sat, I waited, I helped. The ship appeared so close, just below the surface, and I couldn’t reach it with my hand or foot. I couldn’t even reach it with the spear that appeared to bend in the water as I stretched it down.

Heiko, her long shape deeper, bubbles rising. She lifted her head, then, and started up, her face glinting and her body now collapsed beneath her.

“Drop a line,” she said, pointing where, and slipped under again.

I let down lines with weights on their ends, so I can pull up what is found. So my sisters don’t have to swim with the plunder, surface with its weight.

CeCe’s black hair so very wild and slow around her head, across her face, her pale legs beneath short as she rose, splashing and gasping and laughing.

“Here, Ari, give me that.”

She took a mesh bag, dove down again, into the ship as the sun rose up behind me. Hot in my life jacket, I dangled my feet over the side of the raft, my legs. The cold sea. I tasted salt in my mouth, salt in the air. Out in the current a dead seal drifted, gulls hovering and fighting all around it, tearing pieces loose. Cormorants looked on, curious. I don’t believe they eat dead things.

CeCe and Heiko surfaced, dove; their naked bodies appeared, disappeared, flickering below.

Our parents taught us the story of the first shipwreck. The storm: we children inside the shelters; the rooftops slapping above, all the parents running out into the gale, the rattling trees and the roar of the sea. Terrible sounds in the darkness, salt in the air. Lightning struck to light the ship: aground on the reef below, half-sunken already, a ragged break in its middle. The dark shapes, figures of foreigners climbing and scurrying, sharks in the water. In the morning, no survivors. The foreigners’ bodies that drifted in we pushed away with long cedar poles, in case of infection, and the current pulled them to sea. We watched them go, we gathered the plunder along the shoreline, and before long when the sea calmed some paddled to the wreck and dove down to see what it held. Cans of food and much else that had not been spoiled. Even rice, in airtight containers. Clothing, other useful items, plunder to be salvaged.

We were taught that our first winter at Makeshift would have been our last, if not for the blessing of the ship. More shipwrecks followed, more drowned foreigners, then all that came after. And after that—now, today—we have no new shipwrecks, not for a long time, and the plunder can be sparse.

I pulled up Heiko’s line and it was clipped to some sort of box, swinging back and forth below me in the clear water, larger as it rose, heavier as it broke into the air and I slid it onto the raft. Inside when I unlatched it I saw it was fishing equipment. A tackle box. The fishing line still good, if we dried and untangled and cared for it; all the hooks were rusted away—we have more hooks in the wrack bunkers and can replace them—and so very many of the lures were dull and faded. Still, some the kind I like that appear as little fish with round yellow staring eyes. A slant of red paint, a smile.

I took my binoculars from the sealskin bag that keeps them dry and scanned the horizon. No ships, no ships on the sea, only the ones beneath me, that my sisters swam through.

The raft knocked into the rowboat, a metal echo. CeCe called for me to move and I pulled up the anchor so the raft and boat drifted over another shipwreck. I let the anchor down again.

CeCe splashed, startled me, surfacing on the other side of the raft. She shouted and poked me in the back with something long and white and sharp.

“Someone’s leg bone.” Her black hair slicked down on her head and her smiling face appeared rounder, fuller.

She threw it over my head and I watched it slice down through the sea at an angle, settle white on the rusted orange hull of the ship below. When CeCe pulled herself up the raft tipped. Her back broad, her haunches thick as she stood, her whole body wider than it used to be.

Heiko surfaced, shivered, her chin trembled. She reached out her hand, fingers on my shoulder. Cold. Stepping past, she stretched a leg across into the rowboat then hopped because the metal was hot. She splashed water into the bottom, still shivering, finding her clothes and wrapping them around herself.

“So thin.” CeCe caught the dress Heiko threw to her, put it over her head so it fell blue around her, to her knees. “No insulation, Hei-Hei.”

All around us, plunder. The tackle box, nylon ropes that might be dried out and salvaged, silverware, cans of food with no labels, a waterproof box that said First Aid on it, full of things we might use. The sun shone down on all these wet things.

I pulled up the anchor so we would be back before the tide rose and might fit the boat and raft through the mouth of the refuge, inside.

CeCe rowing, the current pulling us the way we wanted to go. Heiko on the raft with me, her cold leg resting along my warmer one. Around us, the plunder piled on one side and on the other a tangle of bull kelp and a pile of abalone—their flesh reddish and ruined by plankton; still, the shells might be used for bowls.

Heiko took her turn rowing. CeCe sat in the stern, looking back at me.

“I’m leaving tomorrow.” She reached down, trailed her hand in the water.

“How long?” I said.

“I don’t know.”

“You’re gone as much as you’re here,” Heiko said.

CeCe looked up at her, not saying a word.

“And you don’t even tell us how it is out there.” Heiko lifted the oars and held them high above the water; we spun to one side.

“I tell you everything you need to know,” CeCe said.

“Don’t be cross,” I said. “Don’t quarrel.”

“I’m not quarreling,” Heiko said.

“What’s important,” CeCe said, “is that you know how things are here at Makeshift. And I need you here—while I’m gone, to dig some silverweed roots. And the corms from the glacier lilies.”

“Nettles, I know,” I said. “And mussels, too.”

“Smoke the ones you don’t eat, and scatter our midden. Too many shells piling up.”

Heiko rowed us in closer, beneath the cliff, the surface of the water transparent again. CeCe pointed down and at first I saw only the dark shadow, sliding along the bottom, and then the grouper below us, almost as big as the raft, circling and circling. The wide darkness of its mouth, its graceful unhurried tail.

“Should I try to spear it?” Heiko said. “Tie a line to the spear?”

“Let it alone,” CeCe said. “It would drag us out to sea.”

Halfway home, she opened one of the label-less cans with her knife and passed it back to me.

Apricots, so very sweet. I drank the thick juice; I chewed their flesh; I trailed my sticky fingers in the sea.
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Cormorants are sleek black birds that appear almost part fish. They glisten. Their feathers take in water and their bones solid so they can dive deep. Their piercing eyes so very small and red. After a morning fishing they stand along the cliff with their wings outstretched so their feathers may dry.

Five cormorants watching me with their wings wide as I took out sheets of paper and began to write, a flat piece of driftwood on my lap.

Our parents, while they were still here, taught us everything we needed to know. All the tales of Makeshift they repeated and made us repeat, so we would not forget our history. How we came to be here, how we learned what was safe to eat and how to build shelters, how to come to one mind or at least some agreement with all our relations. They told us that every moment of life is a relationship. When we say “all our relations” that includes animals, plants, water, anything that moves and even some things that don’t move.

We children were taught everything that we needed to know. We were not taught to read, to write. Heiko is not able, and neither is CeCe. This only I can do.

Some days I read the books I find in the wrack bunkers, so many tales torn in half or damaged by the sea. With my small knife I sharpen my pencil all the way down and then fit the words together.

A page pulled loose, caught by the wind. It cut through the air, past my feet, down and down. As it fell I could still see the jagged marks that were words and sentences I would have to write again.

When the page lighted on the sea below, a fish rose up from the depths, its pale curious face sinking away again.

A black cormorant sliced down close and did not dive to pierce the paper with its sharp beak. Instead, it swooped away across the waves.
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Sometimes late at night when she thinks I’m asleep I hear CeCe’s soft voice, a kind of chant, a list I can’t quite hear or understand. If I ask, she says she’s singing a map, so she can go from here to there and find her way back. She sings the path so she can walk inside herself and won’t forget and won’t get lost when she’s far away.

I have never left Makeshift, not once since I was born here, and I do not wish to leave.

My boundaries have always been the sea on one side—all the way from the deep waters where the fishing lines stretch out and past the cove and the refuge and everything, all the shallows, past the inuksuk on the cliff and the shipwrecks and the wrack bunkers. That’s it. And on the other side the snares and traps that stretch into the forest, all the way up and past us, down to the deep waters where the fishing lines stretch. The sounds of the sea, the white stones in the moonlight, the chill of the shadows. Hillsides of ferns, stretches of gooseberry bushes that are fifty paces of thorny tangles, the narrow stream crossing.

Today one of my pages came loose and I chased after it, folded it in with the others, my handwriting smeared and creased. I was walking along the cliff; when I passed bird nests in the stone face beside me I snatched out a feather or two, to make a pillow or to use in our weaving, when the days become short and again we’re underground in the wolverine den.

The long curve of the cliff, the sea below a brighter green in the shallows.

Ridges of reef, darker.

Seagulls and cormorants.

On a clear day where the sea is calm the shipwrecks can be seen from the cliffs. Blurred shapes hulking beneath the surface. Long pale curves. Some older, some younger, some all on top of each other. Torn open by the reefs, caught in storms, rolled by the currents and collected there.

On the cliff above, the inuksuk, the pile of stones in the shape of a man. We were taught that these inuksuks are welcoming, friends to help us find our way.

I brushed my fingertips along the rough head of the inuksuk and kept on down the slope, toward Heiko, who sat in front of the wrack bunkers, spreading nettles to dry in the sun.

As I drew closer, as she looked up, something wrong—her face, shining and false. A different face, a shining girl’s face painted, Heiko’s own eyes staring through holes.

I stopped, standing a distance away, watching.

Heiko’s laughter, muffled behind the face. She pulled it away from her own face and set it down. Tall grass sticking through the holes of its eyes.

“What is that?” I said, stepping closer.

“I think it’s named a mask?” she said. “I found it inside.”

I touched the face with my foot. Thin plastic, even the girl’s black hair painted on.

“What’s it for?”

“I can’t remember. A party? A parade?”

“What’s a parade?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “I forget. And we shouldn’t—”

“You said the word,” I said. “Try.”

She looked up at me, squinting. She didn’t speak for a moment.

“It’s a group of people walking together. They feel the same, they’re happy or unhappy, shouting, and maybe a clown throwing candy, people holding signs.”

“A clown? Signs?”

“It’s a kind of person,” Heiko said, then stopped. “We shouldn’t talk about the before world.”

“CeCe’s not here,” I said.

“She’ll come back,” Heiko said. “Anyway. And there’s probably not parades anymore. There wouldn’t be.”

Beside the door of a wrack bunker, a few boxes Heiko had taken out. One, open, reflected the glass of spectacles—some of them small, for children, or from shipwrecks, or belonged to people who are now dead. Some a little melted from the fires.

“That skirt is so dirty, Ari.” She tried on one pair of spectacles, then another. “It’s hardly yellow anymore.”

“I’ll wash it,” I said, touching the fabric.

I stepped past her, into the cool darkness of the wrack bunker, my eyes gradually able to see. I began shifting boxes, books, pieces of plastic.

“What are you looking for?” she said, peering in.

“A notebook,” I said.

“A notebook,” she said, her voice set low and laughing at me. “A notebook. Your voice—how funny it is sometimes, how shifty.”

“I can’t help it,” I said. “I didn’t mean to.”

The wrack bunkers an unmoving wave, a gentle hump in the earth. You would walk over them if you didn’t know they are there; you would not find the hidden doors that lead into the ground. Close to the shipwrecks, to hold plunder that couldn’t be used right away, that might become useful. They are also where we keep our racks to dry fish and roots and berries that will carry us through the cold seasons.

“I have a book out here, with pictures beside the words,” Heiko said. “You want to read it?”

“A blank book is what I need.” I held up my loose pages, creased and folded and torn. “To write in, where everything’s held together.”

And then I found one, a twist of metal along its edge, the pages connected. The sun brighter as I stepped out.

“A notebook,” Heiko said.

“I’ll attach my other pages in front somehow,” I said. “I’m writing about Makeshift.”

“Why?”

“Because I can.”

She only looked at me.

“Because I like to write,” I said. “To find out what I feel and know, in words. And so people can find out. Everything about us, before and now.”

“We can remember,” she said. “Can’t we just talk about it?”

“What if we forget?” I said.

Heiko chopped gently at the air with a hatchet, then set it down atop its head, balanced. Slowly, the handle tipped, bounced on the ground.

“And there might be some other people who come,” I said, “who’d want to know how everything was, here. How we lived, what happened.”

“You’re the only person who’ll be able to read it,” she said. “Whatever you write.”

“We don’t know that,” I said. “Someone might. What if Henrik came back?”

Heiko didn’t say anything; she and CeCe are never eager to talk about Henrik.

Out on the sea, rows of white waves.

Heiko showed me another book, half of it torn away, with photographs of a man with long curving fingernails, claws, and a woman, her skin all covered in drawings, and a man who wore no clothing except a layer of bees.

“These are still people,” she said. “Human beings from the before world.”

Her cool hand, flat against the back of my neck.

“I like how that feels,” I said.

“Here,” she said, taking my hand. “Do it to me, now.”

Her smooth neck, warm from the sun.

“Are you writing about me?” she said.

“Yes.”

“I’m glad,” she said.
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I walked away from Heiko, up the slope and past the inuksuk.

Before long I passed into what we now know as old Makeshift: the houses of rusted metal decorated with floats and buoys and other gifts from the sea. Everything all dented and crushed in with scorch marks and great charred stretches of ground where the fires burned. The long low meetinghouse with its roof all collapsed, the grass and plants and brush taking over.

CeCe and Heiko and I, we three don’t often come here. We leave it looking empty and broken and a place from the past so it won’t draw attention.

I can remember some of it, how it felt to have all those people and parents around. How very tall they were, their voices. How it looked to look down a long table and have people’s faces stretched all along, faces laughing and faces eating. The conductor Anna in the middle, pointing this way and that, everyone else’s voice silent when she spoke. Her thick white braids coiled in a circle atop her head or gripped in her hands, two ropes when she was thinking, making a decision.

I will try to write it, what happened—

One night: the bells suddenly ringing, the alert of a shipwreck. Everyone awakening, all the residents of Makeshift, all the parents’ voices shouting, people gathering what they’d need as they ran past the bunkhouse where we children slept.

I was younger then, the older children near, the little babies at the far end, bundled in their blankets in the long crib made of whale bones.

The bells ringing, the alert of a shipwreck.

CeCe pulled me out of my bed. Heiko followed us, outside. And a boy named Marlow. We lost him somewhere along the way.

Outside, smoke in the air.

Fire, far ahead.

Someone shouting something about foreigners.

Voices saying it was not a shipwreck.

Parents knocking us over, running past.

We followed CeCe. Heiko held my hand. Out away from the noise, past the medicine wheel, along the cliff to the path that led down to the refuge, we three escaping.

Tide rising, still not high. Splashing into the refuge, inside, our breathing echoing in the blackness until CeCe lit a lantern. Our shadows on the rough walls, stretching up along the ceiling, our three heads all joined together above us.

The sea came in. It closed us up safe.

I’d dragged my bearskin along without even knowing. So I was warm, and Heiko pressed close alongside me.

Did we hear shouts, voices? Did we sleep? We must have slept.

When the sea went out, CeCe said to wait, that she would check. She braided her hair and slipped out through the bright mouth of the cave.

Heiko and I, we waited. The sea lapped, echoed. Light reflected in, spun along the ceiling.

CeCe’s face when she came back so very flattened and still. She said we would have to wait until it was safe. She told Heiko to stop crying.

The sea came in. It sealed us up safe.

The lantern burned, fish oil smoke that made us cough, stung our eyes. Heiko showed me a picture book of all the fish and whales and sharks in the sea. She taught me a game named Mastermind where you hide a line of colored beads and the other person has to guess, with their own beads, what the hidden order is.

We ate cold green beans from a can. Salmon jerky and SPAM. There were jugs of water there. Still are. We might have lasted in the refuge, we might last in the refuge a long time.

The sea eased gradually, fresh air blowing in to us.

The sea tossing, stormy. We three splashed out, along the beach, the sand all torn up, grooved where boats had rushed in, pulled up, and then pushed away. Long footprints everywhere, the prints with smooth edges, feet in boots.

We three kept on. We climbed the path. CeCe, then Heiko, then me.

Makeshift on fire, mostly smoldering. No one answered our calls as we walked closer.

The humped-up ground smoked, the shape of people here and there. The air thick, the smell of burnt meat. Smoke everywhere and in the branches of the trees.

CeCe had a stick, a walrus tusk raking in the ashes, saying noises that weren’t words.

We three took out our knives then and cut off our long hair. We threw it into the fire. How did we know to do that? Savage is how Heiko and CeCe looked.

After a while I found the binoculars. Did I see ships far away, slipping off the horizon? I wasn’t certain and then nothing anywhere and we three alone.

Blood on the binoculars, dark on the walls of the shelters, red in the long grass.

We three began to calm, to look around and name the work—we began then to do what we had to do so that Makeshift would still be Makeshift or might be Makeshift again in a different way, the way it became to be now.

We three circled. Along the cliff broken boards, perhaps a person’s body, the colors of clothing pulled away by the current.

CeCe in the burned buildings, throwing spears and machetes out windows, from doors, her hands ashed black, calling out the names of dead babies. Sarita, Bartholomew, Kai, Juanita, Hattie, Franz.

Heiko searched and worked along the edge of the trees and it was Heiko then who suddenly lifted one hand to alert us. With her other she pointed to the forest floor.

Fabric, it was fabric made to appear as the forest, a blanket or sleeping bag. The surface of the fabric trembled, shifted. A hand eased out one side, a large pale hand.

A black tangle of hair, a body kneeling, standing. It was a boy we knew, one of the older boys, sometimes in trouble.

“Henrik,” CeCe said.

“You’re going to shoot me?” he said.

I hadn’t noticed the rifle, that CeCe was holding a rifle.

“No,” she said. “Of course not.”

Henrik shivered, holding the blanket around himself. His too-long arms and big hands, black hair, eyes wide. He stepped out from under the trees, not saying anything or smiling to see us. We all returned to the work we needed to do.

Then we three were four. That’s how it was, for a time.

We moved the bodies, many of the people burned beyond where we might recognize them. It was easier when that was so.

Some of the bodies our friends, other children.
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Henrik:

Henrik was always stretching. He balanced with the top of his head on the ground, his knees on his elbows. He could do a headstand, a handstand. He walked on his hands with his big feet in the air.

Henrik’s black hair in his eyes. His voice low, deeper even after the foreigners came. His hands also big and he cracked his knuckles.

Henrik left Makeshift, saying he would find other people and bring them back. CeCe did not advise or approve this decision, this action.

Henrik taught me all the different walks. He taught me to stalk. We laughed trying out the snares on each other.

Henrik pointed at a broken branch, a hole in the ground, a whale in the sea, a conversation Heiko and CeCe were having where we couldn’t hear and still could see their bodies moving. He pointed to an eagle with a fish in its talons, chased by smaller black birds. Always his question was the same: What is this telling me? What is this telling us?

Henrik, the morning he left, it was snowing. Outside the den, CeCe said if he left Makeshift he might not be welcomed back.

Henrik walked into the forest, footprints in the frost that didn’t stay.

I stepped out from the mouth of the den. Snowflakes cold and sharp on the skin of my face.

Heiko and especially CeCe will not talk about Henrik. They will walk away if I say his name, since that morning, they will interrupt and talk about something else.

They cannot read what I write so I can write about Henrik.

After all, Henrik taught me to read. He showed me the tales, the hidden books. Henrik helped me sound out the words; he pointed to the letters and how they fit together, his thick finger sliding beneath a sentence.
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At dusk I walked the edge of Makeshift, skirting a tiger trap, a deep pit with its mouth carefully hidden. A tiger is a striped bear with fearsome claws. In the early days our parents tried to come to one mind with the bears, and when that failed the bears were harvested; while we haven’t seen a bear for a long time, they might always return.

A sound, a cracking stick? I cupped my hands around my ears, bending them into a funnel for sound, making my ears the ears of a deer.

Silence. I checked a snare, a knot. We’ve changed the loops so they will not catch small animals anymore—that was the last time we ate rabbit—and will only catch larger ones. The animals, all our relations. We were taught not to show our teeth if an animal approached, to squint our eyes. Animals distrust the white parts of our faces, the openings; we were taught to rub ferns and lemon thyme on our bodies to cloak our human smell.

“Ari,” Heiko said, close behind.

“You scared me,” I said.

“Have you seen Sigrid?” she said.

“No.”

“It’s been days.”

“You’re looking for her?”

“I was looking for you,” she said. “I want to show you something.”

Through the shadows we went, casting darker shadows.

“This way,” Heiko said.

Bats jerked overhead, their bent flights just missing us and each other.

We came to the clearing in the trees that is the burial ground, all heaped up and overgrown. More overgrown than the last time I’d been there, when I found the yellow skirt to wear. We take the clothing of the dead and hang them in the surrounding trees and bushes, so as you approach the burial ground you pass through these shapes, feel the faded colors waving. Mostly they are tattered and if you find something you may wear it.

The moon in the open space above, full and pale yellow. The tall grass silvery.

“Here.” Heiko opened a metal box attached to a tree. She struck a match, lit a small lantern; shadows flickered, the smell of fish oil. Her spectacles stuck in her hair shone and glinted, her eyes uncovered so they might see small close things.

Inside this box a plastic machine that I’d seen before, that had always been still and silent and suddenly was spitting out sounds, pieces of voices.

“Ari. It’s okay.” Heiko’s fingers on the black button, the knobs on the front of the machine. She moved them and the sound crackled up, narrowed down, became the sounds of metal playing together higher and lower and then a voice talking, maybe counting in a kind of words I don’t know.

“I did something,” she said. “I found this wire, here.” She pulled it out of where it was stuck in, showed it to me, and the machine went silent. “This end, here, shaped as a penis? I stuck it in there.”

She put it in again, a snicking sound, and the pale lights in the little windows glowed; the red needles inside bounced up with the stuttering sound.

This machine that had always been silent the size of a life jacket, protected from the rain by the rusted metal box attached to the tree. Wires snaked up that tree. One went to a flat tilting board with a black face that CeCe told us caught the power of the sun. Another stretched all the way to the top of the tree, attached to a sharp metal rod that went even higher, above the treetops, stabbing into the sky. That metal sword took energy from the clouds and the moon.

“Listen,” Heiko said.

The trees swayed above us, the shadows swept across the burial ground. Hairs up on my arms as Heiko turned the knob through the crackling and at once there was a voice, a deep voice:

“This job is a lonely job yet somehow seeing a ship makes me feel less isolated. Communication sporadic. All remains operational with the mirrors well polished. Traffic has been extremely light.”

The voice came apart, trailed away. Heiko turned the dials and the crackling became louder, quieter, louder, the sound through small holes pressed through the plastic, beside a red button and the word TALK.

“What is it?” I said again. “How?”

Our faces close together as we watched the red needles trembling inside the little windows. She reached out and touched the skin inside my elbow.

“It’s the voices of the people who have died,” she said, “what they’re saying. Or they’re repeating things they said before, when they were still alive?”

She turned the knob and the crackling voices rose up again:

“The nature of the sickness, where it came from. Our tendency is always to blame animals or others and not to take responsibility for…”

“Do they know we’re listening?” I said.

“Maybe.”

“Things are worse than feared. Bodies everywhere and we’re out of food. The water’s all contaminated. Is there even anyone out there? Could anyone send help?”

“Can they hear us?” I said, once the voice broke into silence.

“I don’t know.”

“Can you hear us?” My voice louder, shouting over the burial ground.

Silence.

I leaned closer. With my finger I pressed the red button.

“Hello,” I said. “Hello?”

“Ari!” Heiko said, slapping my hand down, her low voice sharp. “Don’t.”

A cracked voice, a man’s voice, said: “Is someone there?”

I pushed the button again, Heiko’s hand on my arm.

“Are you dead?” I said. “We miss you. We’re still here.”

The voice grew louder, the words came apart: “Dead? Who is this?”

Heiko shifted hard between me and the machine. She twisted the knob to silence.

“Stop,” she said.

“They don’t know,” I said. “Our parents, they don’t even know they’re dead.”

“Don’t talk to them,” Heiko said.

“Why?”

“We might say something wrong,” she said. “And it only disturbs them. We should wait for CeCe—she’ll know what to do.”

The long grass over the burial ground grows greener than anywhere, even in the moonlight darker against the dark; I heard flies crossing through that air, bouncing along that humped shadowed ground.

“Try again,” I said. “I won’t talk to them this time.”

When Heiko sought the voices, they called from a distance, drifted away, came closer.

Finally, a woman’s voice: “Sometimes it’s interference from lightning, or… too many people trying to talk at once, to reach you… some say static is a lack of motion, yet that is incorrect… Oh, the horses with long manes, galloping in the tall grass. The black lava flow all slick.”

Hissing, crackling, voices slipping beyond us.

The tattered clothing waved in the trees’ branches.

Night shadows cast through the burial ground.

No more voices came or Heiko couldn’t find them so she pulled the wire from the machine and latched the metal box.

We raced down toward the shore to collect whelk and snails, the tide low under the full moon.
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Late at night the sea rising and the wind gusting through the trees. On our sleeping platform the bearskins too hot, Heiko and I sweating in our dresses.

“You want me to comb your hair, someday?” she said.

“It’s fine.”

“It’s a tangle. Long enough to braid, if we could ever get the snarls out.”

The trees’ branches leapt and rubbed against each other, slashing through the air, catching us up in the swaying. Waves echoed against the cliffs.

“Do you know what a horse is?” I said.

“A horse?”

“That’s what the dead woman said, I think.”

“A horse,” she said.

“I’ve read about them,” I said, “and I never understood.”

“It was a kind of animal,” she said. “Big, four-legged? People rode on their backs.”

“Why?” I said.

“To travel long distances. For fun?” She reached her hand through my loose sleeve and both of our arms were inside, her fingers on my chest, along my ribs. “Sometimes they might have even been in parades.”

“What’s a lava flow?” I said.

“I don’t know.”

“Something black,” I said. “Something where the dead people go?”

“I don’t know,” Heiko said. “I don’t know how those voices work.”

“And there are horses there?”

“I have no idea, Ari. I can hardly even remember horses.”

“What do you know?” I said. “What do you remember?”

“About what?”

“Before,” I said. “When you were a little girl?”

“Before Makeshift?”

“Yes. Tell me.”

“No.”

“Did you forget?”

“Not everything. I was little.”

“You were there,” I said, “and I’ve never been there.”

“It’s not there, anymore. I don’t think it’s anything I knew.”

“Tell me one thing.”

The bearskin too hot on my legs, I kicked it away.

“In the before world there were so many vehicles,” she finally said. “All colors and moving in lines, one after the other. Colored lanterns hung in the air told them when to stop, when to go.”

Her fingertips tickled the skin of my ribs. A silence.

“What else?” I said.

“When I was a little girl,” she said, “I had only two parents.”

“Did you have sisters?”

“No sisters, no brothers. I was the only one, and I had only two parents who appeared as I appear, and my mother liked to sing.”

“To sing?”

“We even had a piano, a machine with black and white keys—long pieces for your fingers to press, that make different sounds. We had a parrot in a cage.”

“A what?”

“It was a kind of talking bird,” she said. “Very bright. Green. It could learn a word and repeat it. It said my name. It said to open the window—that was his joke, and everyone laughed when he said it.”

“Why did they laugh?”

“It’s hard to explain,” she said. “If the window was open, he could fly out and escape.”

“Did the bird wish to escape?”

“It was just something he had been taught to say—he didn’t really understand what he was saying.”

“How do you know?”

“Know what?”

“That the parrot didn’t understand.”

“I don’t,” she said.

I touched the soft curve of Heiko’s ear.

“Were you happy with the parrot,” I said, “and only two parents?”

“Yes,” she said, “and I was happy when we came to Makeshift, to have brothers and sisters and so many parents.”

“Happier?”

“It’s too different to compare,” Heiko said. “Quiet, now. Listen.”

Somewhere in the darkness, far away a clatter, a crack. An animal? And then the steady sound of footsteps, approaching below.

I crawled across the platform and peered over the edge. Against the shadows, the darker shape of our sister, her heavy way of walking as she kicked plants aside, the hump of a burden on her back.

CeCe didn’t whistle to us, the signal of return, and still I pushed the coiled ladder over the edge so it fell bristly through the air. It bounced, settled, swung beside her; she didn’t reach out to grasp it. She didn’t tilt her face to look up or even slow her walking.

She kept on, out from beneath us, into the deeper shadows. Beyond where I might see.

Heiko down the rope ladder quickly and I after her.

The black night. The wind, the trees, the sea in our ears.

Past the medicine wheel. Heiko touched my arm and pointed and we could see that CeCe was headed to the wolverine den.

Quickly we found the hidden path, the entrance.

“CeCe!” I said.

Silence.

We stood in the entry, the tunnel. I lit a lantern; the flickering light reached out.

“What is it?” Heiko said. “What happened?”

CeCe, her shadow another person tall and black behind her. She turned, raised her palms to tell us that she was tired and we should not worry.

Still the burden on her back, and I took it off as Heiko lifted CeCe’s arms. I set the bag down, heavy, the sound of metal cans settling.

Heiko and I stepped close, to help. With CeCe’s arm around my shoulder, the smell of her did not smell as her or Heiko or Makeshift. Her hair in my face sweet, a scent I didn’t know.

Heiko pulled out a bearskin and began unrolling it along CeCe’s bed.

We sat her down, we stretched her out. Fish oil smoke in the air, shadows sliding on the walls. We undid her clothes and the sour smell of her body around us. Sweat. Veins beneath the skin of her breasts. A red flush along the skin of her throat.

The bearskin rose and fell with CeCe’s breathing. The part in her hair jagged, pale.

“Tomorrow,” she said, her voice barely saying the end of the word.
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The wolverine den and the wolverines:

Seasons and seasons ago we saw the humped-up dirt where the mother had been digging, and then the air around it began to smell foul, rotten. Past that smell, the little voices, the cries. Heiko clawed down, a soft growl in her throat, and finally felt the mother’s hairy body. The mother didn’t bite or move so Heiko took hold of her tail and pulled her out, dead. One dead baby still halfway inside the mother.

All the other five kits crawled toward the sounds Heiko was making. Mewing and blind, just the size to fill our hands, so small and all white before their dark hair came in. Tiny and they already had those sharp teeth.

The kittens, they pulled hard at the loose skin of each other’s cheeks and snouts. Their ears became torn. Savages, we said to them. They might fall from the top of a tree and bounce, and not be hurt, and already be fighting in the air. Their coats so very thick, their bones strong. Anything they had not seen before they would back away from, still facing it; anything that ran away from them they would chase.

A bird, a mouse, a loose leaf blown along the ground.

They snapped a bone in two with their jaws so very easily. Their wide feet for walking on snow. Their ripping claws. The smell of them that you couldn’t get off your skin or clothing.

The kittens followed Heiko and still she was only a person. They really had no one to teach them to make the right sounds, or to hunt correctly, or to be wolverines at all.

One morning they were gone.

After they were gone we three knew that in the cold times it made the most sense for us to stay underground, too. We needed to be safer and more hidden and warm than we’d been in the broken burnt shelters after the foreigners came. We dug out the den and enlarged it. We made holes for air to come in and places to sleep with the hairy roots of trees sticking down through the ceiling along the tops of our heads.

Our sleep there a hibernation.
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In the morning, smoke out over the sea. With my binoculars still I could not tell what was burning. Blackness twisting into the blue sky.

Heiko rolled over, sat up so her bearskin slid away.

“Look,” she said.

CeCe appeared below, walking out to the medicine wheel, stepping inside the circle of its white stones. Her black hair combed out and smooth, shining. Arms bare, a pale yellow dress. Turning, she smiled up at us.

“Lazy,” she said.

I followed Heiko down the rope ladder.

Rows of waves out behind CeCe, below her. The wind pulled at her dress.

“I was too tired to climb last night,” she said as we approached. “Now I’m starving.”

Heiko went to the metal stove, opened the door, blew on the coals, and fed the fire.

“We found something,” I said to CeCe. “Heiko did. The box on the tree in the burial ground—she found a way to make it talk.”

“The radio?” CeCe said.

“I’d forgotten that name,” Heiko said, clattering pans.

“It’s the dead people,” I said. “We’ll show you. It’s our parents talking to us.”

CeCe looked past me, into the trees, in the direction of the burial ground.

“No,” she said. “That’s not who it is.”

“Who, then? There’s different voices.”

“The radio is a way,” CeCe said, “it was a way that our parents used to listen to the foreigners, out on the distant ships, to know if they’d come close.”

“So why are there still voices,” I said, “when there are no foreigners?”

“Any voice now would be machines,” CeCe said, “or creatures that have somehow learned to make the sounds of words.”

“So it’s not our parents,” I said.

“Our parents are finished talking,” she said.

Before long the nettle porridge served in the abalone bowls. We three sitting shoulder to shoulder, watching the sea, smoke thinning on the horizon.

“This morning,” CeCe said. “We need to prepare. Ari, you bring in all the night lines, coil them and put them away. Heiko, start gathering clothes—the special ones, in the den.”

“Why? Why would we need those?”

“Do you two have any shoes at all?”

“Shoes?” I said.

“I need your help,” CeCe said. “I have to show you—we’re going on a foray, the three of us.”

“You’re still tired,” Heiko said. “You need to rest.”

The sound of our spoons against the smooth insides of the bowls, the shells warm in our laps. The wind gusted and the cinders and coals in the stove brightened.

“I’ve rested,” CeCe said.

With a stick I pushed the stove’s metal door shut. “I might stay here,” I said. “Stay behind to watch over everything.”

“We need to leave today,” she said. “I wasn’t inviting you or asking.”

Before long I was at the cove, pulling in the lines we’d set, so they wouldn’t leave fish to twist and rot along the bottom of the sea while we three were distant on a foray.

Most of the lines empty, the hooks bare. On one, a skate still alive; I let it loose, sliding so very thin and sharp through the dark water.

The last line pulled back against my hand and I walked away from the sea, dragging a dogfish, a spiny little shark out onto the stones. It twisted, showing its white belly, its tiny frown of mouth. With a stone I clubbed it twice in the head and its body stiffened, went slack. With a knife I made a cut near its tail. Careful always of its spines and their venom.

Once the lines were coiled and put away, once the dogfish was bled, I gutted it, threw the entrails out into the sea—a tangle of shrieking seagulls—and climbed back up the path. I carried the shark with my hand in its gills; its stiff tail dragged along beside me, cutting a wavering line in the dirt.

My feet inside the medicine wheel, I sat on a white stone and flayed pieces from the shark, still careful of the spines. The flesh of a dogfish is impossible if you cook it and not much better if you don’t, which is the only way to eat it. The skin we dry and use to rub on a rough thing to make it smooth.

I could see my sisters, preparing, gathering what we needed, disguising that we’ve ever been here:

Heiko pulled the rope ladder onto the sleeping platform and climbed across the branches, from tree to tree. She paused, talked to birds in a nest. Her face turned this way and that, scanning everywhere for Sigrid.

Deeper in the shadows beneath the trees the shape of CeCe, gathering sticks and leaves to better hide the cover of a tiger trap so it would appear as the forest floor. With a branch she smoothed away her footprints.




Foray
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When were we three no longer in Makeshift?

Perhaps it was when we turned and walked away from the lines of snares and noisemakers, went wide around the hidden edges of tiger traps. We three sisters, the packs on our backs loaded to be silent. Still the gentle slosh of water in the bottles, the shoes kicking, dangled from their strings.

If we followed paths, only CeCe knew them.

On through the trees, down a long slope. I followed last, and then Heiko, and CeCe leading. CeCe’s black braids still wet—I had braided them, their sharp tips swinging, the wet darkness marking the arms of her gray checkered blouse.

“Why aren’t we talking?” I said. “Why are we so silent?”

“Thinking,” CeCe said.

“Did you want to talk?” Heiko said. “What did you want to talk about?”

“I don’t know,” I said.

Wet ferns slipped around our legs. Mosquitos starting up.

“What if Henrik comes back and we’re not here?” I said.

“Has he ever returned?” CeCe said. “No, he has not. Remember, Ari—wherever we three are, that is Makeshift. Let’s be quiet, now.”

CeCe had made us bathe in the stream, before we left. She told us we’d have to look nice. We tied our shoes by their strings, kicking along our backs—we might travel to places where the ground was hard and sharp. We foraged what we could at the burial ground and Heiko had gathered our special clothes folded tight in the wolverine den. Our travel clothes must not be bright, must blend in with the forest; they couldn’t even be a solid color, must be some kind of pattern. CeCe checked all that we packed. She told Heiko to have many pairs of spectacles, that we couldn’t predict what would happen, that we would have to be prepared, strong. For strength, we’d eaten the meat of the dogfish, chewing and chewing it as we gathered our clothes and prepared what we’d need.

We walked under the trees and out from under the trees. Stepping from the shadows, the sun so very bright I couldn’t see at first and then the sea below, glinting, a stretch of water and across the water more trees.

“Where is that?” Heiko said, her voice low.

“The mainland,” CeCe said.

“The mainland?” I said.

The water here different than our sea, more black than green, with riffles and rapids, not waves or swells. Rocks stuck through its surface, snags of logs and tree branches jutted into the air.

Our feet crunched on the empty white shells, some sharp. The shore bent in and the water swirled back the way it had come. The beach across far away and still I could see the tree trunks against the shadows, the white line of stones, that distant beach.

Heiko and I stood, our shoulders touching, looking across at the mainland.

CeCe turned and walked away from us, up the shoreline. Under the first line of trees, she set her pack down. She began pulling seaweed and bull kelp, broken branches from a pile under the first line of trees.

Before long she uncovered something smooth and green, green with silver lines catching the sun. Heiko and I moved closer, standing there as CeCe threw ropes of blackish-green kelp aside, onto the white stones of the beach. Flies everywhere as she went deeper, the seaweed damp, the thick smell, and the smooth space widened as she uncovered it.

Before long we could see it was the bottom of some kind of boat. A small canoe.

“Why aren’t you helping me?” CeCe said.

We uncovered the whole canoe and turned it over. Metal, painted green, different colors of green to blend in to plants or trees or the sea, the silver scratches along the bottom where it had been dragged. Already the canoe warm in the sun, warm against our hands. We picked it up, carried it down to the water.

“Ari,” CeCe said, slapping the inside so it rang. “Climb in.”

The canoe could only hold two at once. She wanted to take me across, leave me on the mainland, and come back for Heiko.

“I don’t want to be over there alone by myself,” I said.

“Fine,” Heiko said. “You can wait here.”

They set their packs in the narrow bottom of the canoe. CeCe knew just where the pale wooden paddle was hidden, in a hollow tree, and she fetched it. My two sisters waded in. They slid the canoe from the shore, carefully climbed into it.

They swung out into the sharp current.

CeCe paddled hard, blade flashing to straighten the nose so it pointed across. Heiko turned once, waved the pale palm of her hand at me.

Alone, I heard the little birds singing around me, saw them darting so very quickly through the air, snatching insects close to the surface of the water. A fish rose in the calm space behind a snag, pulled a grasshopper under.

When I looked up my two sisters were almost halfway across. I stretched out my arm, held up my hand, and it blocked out the whole canoe. Before long I held up one finger and it covered them.

I swung my pack down and opened it. Inside my other clothes, dried fish, packed up tight, my notebook and pencils and the knife that might sharpen the pencils and cut anything. The heaviest thing the water bottles except perhaps my binoculars in the bottom that I pulled out and raised up. I turned the dial so my eyes tightened on my two sisters reaching the far shore.

Heiko climbed out and stood on the stones. She took out the packs, waded in to push the canoe so CeCe pointed back toward me, her wide face serious as she paddled, the blade catching the sun and flashing on one side, then the other.

Close by, then, something, a prickle on my skin.

I turned around in a circle; nothing I could see, nothing in the trees.

There in the water I saw it—the smooth head of an otter rising up and turning to stare with its black eyes, sliding away in the current.

Under again, gone, the surface of the water braided by currents. I breathed, I shifted, the thin shells beneath my feet.

And then in a moment that slick small head again, sliding past, twisting its neck to wonder what I was doing. The otter had swum underwater against the current where I couldn’t see to drift past again. A game it was playing with itself, with me.

The binoculars still in my hand I raised them, and far away against the white stones of the distant beach Heiko stood. She walked back and forth. She leapt and hung from the low branches of a tree and kicked her feet. I felt those kicks and the pull, the sharpness of her so very far away and the water between us.

Closer, through the glare came CeCe, her face bright in the sun, those black braids swinging out.

The canoe aimed at me, its sharp nose gristling into the shells and stones of the beach.

“Pull up your skirt to keep the hem dry,” she said.

The canoe swung, smooth again into the current. Sitting in the bottom, I faced the same direction as CeCe and we were not talking. When she switched sides with the paddle, cold drops of water on the skin of my neck, my hair pulled up in a messy bun.

The water slapped against us and pushed and pulled the nose sideways so it no longer pointed at the small shape of Heiko. CeCe corrected that with her paddling and we were straight again.

The cold through the dull metal, along my legs and on my bare feet. I hung my fingertips over the edge and dragged them through the smoothness, not turning to look back at Makeshift, where I was born, where I had never left.

Heiko so very close. Shouting, smiling, reaching out.

When the nose of the canoe struck the white stones of the beach I jerked forward so my chin struck my knee, the taste of blood in my mouth.
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We slid the canoe up into the trees on the new beach and hid it, covered it with kelp and branches. CeCe knew where it went, she had a place for it, she had done this before.

She stood with her feet wide, her head tilted back as she squinted at the sun through the trees. Her arms rose up, her palms open. Kneeling, she scratched at the ground, sniffed her fingers.

“All right,” she said, standing again.

She didn’t have to tell us to follow.

The line we walked through those trees not a straight line. Heiko, the way she walks is smooth, her legs swinging ahead as she doesn’t have to try to move them. CeCe’s walk heavier, strong, each step kicking the ground, leaving it behind. My stride is awkward, my legs longer than they used to be; I tried to walk the way Henrik taught me, the silent fox walk: stepping on the outside of my feet, rolling to the inside.

A feather dropped through the air in front of me, an eagle’s feather, and when I looked up there was no eagle, no birds that I could see, only the voices of smaller ones sounding a warning, telling each other that we were coming. I took the feather and stuck it in Heiko’s hair, out the side and bouncing as she walked.

The ferns here the same as around Makeshift, and we traveled through bushes of blackberries and thimbleberries that Heiko and I plucked. We swallowed that sourness as we followed our sister.

CeCe paused and we stopped. We three sisters, our hands cupped around our ears.

Silence.

In a moment we three walking again.

No sea behind us, no horizon to ease me as we walked, and I couldn’t see far in any direction. Only the spaces between the trees and through these spaces more trees.

We followed, we followed through those trees, finally into a small clearing where the sun slanted through. Turning to smile at us, CeCe showed us a jumbled pile of stones, the rough shape of a person. An inuksuk.

“We’ve gotten this far,” she said. “It’s pointing to another one, and then another, and then we’ll be at the place where we’re going.”

“Where?” Heiko said.

“How far?” I stepped closer to the inuksuk, lifted the green moss that capped what appeared as its head, then set the moss down again.

“You’ll see,” CeCe said. “It’s a person, where we’re going, more than it’s a place.”

“A person?” Heiko said.

“Of course, the person is in a place.”

“What kind of person?” I said.

“You’ll see.” CeCe pointed ahead, through the trees, set out without checking that we were following.

More trees, trees.

A creek we leapt across.

A hill of sword ferns where we stopped to have a drink of water.
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Henrik once told me that to write something down is to take power back from it. If you’re scared of something, write it down.

In a book at the wrack bunkers I read about people who lived on large rafts in the sea, who came ashore only once a year.

CeCe once told me of a person whose insides were machinery, also about an animal who had a tiny human baby inside that awakened when the animal was cut open.

Most all the books at the wrack bunkers are torn, incomplete, words faded and blurred by the sea. I read the pieces, wonder at how these stories would finish themselves, or how they would start. I’ve read about beautiful wives who were once animals, who shed their skins and hides to reveal smooth and fine human bodies. Tales of people who became spiders, webs from their wrists, and those who can breathe underwater and communicate with fish, swim long distances without surfacing. Others whose bodies grow and their skin changes colors when they become so very cross.

People who became animals and people who can only speak animal languages. People who can fly through the air, or become trees. People who eat fire or swallow knives. People who are creatures who appear as people and are much, much larger, that eat nothing except caribou. People small enough to fit in a caribou’s anus. Others that are as tall as a woman’s knee and stronger than a walrus.

Some of these only lived in the past and others may only be imaginary.

I have seen a walrus, never a caribou.

An old woman once made a walrus from her sealskin jacket, a caribou from her trousers. It’s possible there are people made of nothing except clothing.

CeCe is taking us to see a person, some kind of person.

She is conducting us, finding our way. Conductors know the secrets of wayfinding, as all our relations do. One lesson we were taught, one recitation we children chanted together: The migrations of birds, of whales and salmon, all our relations! Bees, unerring!

It is love and affection for the land and all our relations that guides a wayfinder back, however far she might wander.

Also we were taught that the land keeps track of all that passes through it. Trees and animals, the sea and wind, even stones have memories. They keep a watch on us.
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As we walked on that first day, the sun shone low through the tree trunks, sliding behind hills; it appeared to set and rise again and again.

CeCe set off in a new direction, at an angle through the trees. She began to run, then slowed, her head turning one way and the other, then running again. Heiko and I followed; if we lost sight of her, we couldn’t know which direction to go, and we were too far from Makeshift to find our way back.

Anna with her white braids found the way, leading our parents out of the before world to the safety of Makeshift. As children we were taught that a conductor channels energy—bringing the good to us, sending the dangerous energy to the depths of the sea or to be buried deep in the earth. A conductor arranges the voices and sounds of many people to make a richer sound, all working together.

CeCe stopped, all at once, her hands up on our chests to slow us. Heiko and I wouldn’t even have seen the snares, the hidden lines, the noisemakers strung from the branches above to the ground.

Every footstep felt uncertain. She led us and we followed a twisting path. She knew, she found the way. In a small clearing she set her pack down. She dropped to her knees, began digging with her hands.

Heiko and I caught up, we stepped closer as CeCe lifted out a long, flat piece of bark and set it aside. She reached into the hole again and pulled out a packet, then another, and a third. They had straps, and zippers, and their fabric was mottled green and brown as the metal of the canoe had been.

There was one little pack for each of us, and CeCe showed us how the buckles worked, how they tightened around our waists.

“Just in case,” she said.

I unzipped my pack while it was still around me, tried to see inside. A pocketknife with five blades, a candle and waterproof matches covered in wax, a length of coiled cord, fishing line and hooks. Pills, in a bottle that rattled when I shook them.

“Those are to put in water, to make it safe to drink,” CeCe said, “when you don’t know if the water’s safe.”

In the bottom of the little packs folded tight were ponchos she showed us, the same pattern that she said would help us blend in and not be seen in the forest. She said we might lie flat in the forest and would be as hidden as a ray or skate on the floor of the sea.

Heiko and I looked at each other when CeCe explained this. We two I know were thinking of Henrik, how this is exactly the way he hid when the foreigners came to Makeshift and made the massacre, how he stood and surprised us. CeCe didn’t appear to be thinking about Henrik; instead, she was folding up the poncho, zipping it into her little pack.

“This is where we’ll spend the night,” she said.

I sat down and shrugged off my pack, rubbed the soles of my feet.

“I’m starving,” Heiko said.

Stepping to where the ground slanted up, CeCe took hold of the long green grass growing there and pulled loose a square kind of covering. I could see the bottom of the covering, made of tightly woven sticks, and the dark black space where the covering had fit, a kind of window into a slanting roof. A low, clever shelter, its small door one you’d have to crawl through, hidden by stones and branches that CeCe was lifting away.

“I have places all through the forest,” she said, “depending on where a foray takes me.”

Heiko was opening her pack, unwrapping salmon jerky, silverweed root.

“Save that, in case we need it,” CeCe said. “Let me forage first—I know where the plants grow.” She stepped away, turned back to face us. “And while I’m gone, might you fix Ari’s hair?”

“Fix it?”

“Comb it? Braid it? Make it look better. It’s only knots and snarls.”

I touched my head, watching CeCe slip through the trees. It was true, what she said, and also true that I liked my hair that way, the way it always was. Still, I turned on the moss where I was sitting so Heiko was behind me. With her wide-toothed comb and water she tried to be gentle as she pulled and picked her way through the tangles.

“We’re going to see someone,” she said. “CeCe wants you to look better.”

“Who? What kind of person?”

“You know I don’t know that,” she said.

“That hurts.” I pulled away, my neck tight.

“If we had some kind of oil,” Heiko said, “something to smooth this.”

“Do you want me to braid your hair?” I said. “After?”

“I like it high around my head,” she said. “It protects me.”

Before long CeCe returned with dandelion greens and boletes, some stinging nettles and more thimbleberries.

“That looks better,” she said, leaning close to look at me.

We started a fire, began to eat.

The coals of the fire settling, their glow shrouded by branches we propped up.

“Is it someone from before?” I said. “From Makeshift?”

“Who?”

“The person, the one you said.”

“No,” CeCe said.

“It’s a person like us?”

“This is why I’m bringing you,” she said, her voice ending the conversation, “so you can help me decide.”

Before long we three were pressed together, tight in the shelter, I in the middle with CeCe’s feet on one side of my head, Heiko’s on the other. This did not feel as safe as being in the trees or in the wolverine den underground.

No sound of the sea.

I could see moonlight, through the wall of sticks and leaves, shadows slipping among themselves. Was something there?

I waited and watched.

Shadows leapt.

I listened to the breathing of my sleeping sisters.
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We three awakened, the ground shaking beneath us.

Tangled, tight and hot in that space and only the small door to get out, we three crawling to it, forcing our way through as still a squalling rumble in the air and a trembling, a crashing deep in the earth.

Over each other, loose from each other on our hands and knees. It didn’t feel safe to stand. We bent our necks to look up through the trees’ branches. The clear gray sky.

CeCe was kneeling, her palms unfolded to feel the air.

“What?” Heiko said.

“CeCe,” I said. “Tell us.”

When CeCe stood, Heiko and I stood, our arms out for balance. She unzipped the pack around her middle and told us to get our ponchos on, to follow her, to stay close.

Back and forth through the hidden snares. The crashing shivered the air so the world looked torn. We leaned into each other, we held on to the swaying trees we passed so we would stay on our feet. A whisper of the poncho, close against my ear, loose around me, around my sisters.

We leapt a trickle of stream, we climbed a slope. We blended into the forest, three faces floating in the air.

Ahead, the treetops swung, tilted, fell away past where we might see, and again the ground trembled. A great storm swept through the trees but no storm, no wind.

A clatter, a clanging.

The air around us chopped.

“Here.” CeCe gestured for us to get down, to crawl beneath the brush.

The fabric of the poncho snagged branches above me and the fabric beneath me made it hard to crawl until I pulled my knees loose. We three crawled to the top, hidden beneath, until we could look down over all that was happening.

The trees fell one by one, and in clusters.

“Pull your hoods up,” CeCe said. “Cover as much of your face as you can. Heiko, tight around your spectacles, so they don’t flash.”

“Machines,” Heiko said.

I saw, then. Machines, with long necks and squat bodies. Metal, all yellow and orange, squares of glass shining. They twisted, their bodies could spin, and they didn’t have legs or wheels, they had long metal treads that clawed and tore at the ground.

“They’re powered by the sun?” I said.

“Their bodies burn poisons,” CeCe said. “They drink them, burn them up. You can smell it, taste the air.”

Smoke everywhere, so very sharp in my eyes. I had never heard so many terrible sounds all together, all at once. My body wanted to crawl back to run and I was still caught there watching. Down came the trees, shaking and leaning and cracking. One fell with its top pointing at us and a wave came through the ground, dust in the air, everything hazy and shaken.

And then pieces of the machines’ bodies bent outward and from them leapt smaller shapes, the shapes of people—also yellow, their movements awkward and jerky, their arms and legs heavy, their heads yellow, smooth and shiny, their faces mostly covered by fur and round bumps over where their ears might be. These smaller machines worked inside the bigger ones.

Another tree came down. Another. Branches, sticks, pieces of birds’ nests crashing and drifting all through the air.

These machine people, did they have hands? At the ends of their arms a screaming that cut and spun sharp into trees—wood chips kicked up bright into the smoke, the sun trying to shine down. Branches cut off a tree, the tree cut into shorter sections.

The crashing, a kind of shouting.

Long-necked machines with pincers for faces grabbed the pieces of tree, lifted and stacked them. Metal chains snaked along the ground tearing up every single plant.

“What if they saw us?” I said. “Can they hear us?”

“They can’t hear anything,” CeCe said. “If they see us, they’ll try to capture us.”

Heiko, Heiko no longer beside me. When I turned that way, CeCe noticed, too.

Quickly we slid back, under the bushes. We stood, the ground beneath us still unpredictable and shivering. We turned in every direction. CeCe’s voice came low and sharp.

“Heiko? Where are you? We need to go, we need to get going.”

We searched back the way we’d come, trying to see over the thick brush, between and around the swaying trees. We checked behind ourselves to be certain the machines weren’t following.

The forest floor shifted. I almost stepped on Heiko, where she’d been hiding. The hood of her poncho flipped back, her dark face looking up at us.

“This is not how it was,” she said.

“Quickly,” CeCe said, pulling her from the ground.

We followed her back through the snares, snatched up our packs. Rushing. CeCe didn’t bother to cover the door to her shelter, to scatter the ashes, to hide anything—we were never coming back here, that was clear. The machines would take it over, tear it all apart as they advanced.

We walked. Still in our ponchos, their slither the only close sound. Without talking, space between us; we were walking together and we were also walking separately.

Even when the ground was steady it felt the same as stepping into the bottom of a boat.

Even when I could no longer hear or feel the machines I felt that quaking and trembling inside me.
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That day of walking long and hot.

CeCe unable to hurry, stopping to rest ahead of us. Her mood in the air all around her—we didn’t want to be close, to catch up. The route we were taking longer because of the machines, having to avoid them, and it didn’t appear that CeCe had ever been in these places where we were now.

A good shelter in a bad location is a bad shelter, and a bad shelter in a good location is the same. We three knew this, had been taught by our parents.

At last we stopped, each collecting branches and debris to sleep under, separate shelters—the heat pressed all around onto us, and no rain.

Too tired to build a fire, to forage, we sat leaning against tree trunks, chewing salmon jerky.

“Why were the machines wrecking the trees?” I said.

“It’s their habit,” CeCe said. “They keep doing it and doing it since it’s the only thing they know. They were built to and trained to wreck anything natural.”

“By foreigners?” I said.

“Yes,” CeCe said. “And they do it for shelter, as well. They build houses for themselves with the wood, to keep out the rain, so they won’t rust.”

“Won’t they run down?” I said.

“Yes,” CeCe said. “They can last a long time, not forever.”

Rays of sun, tiny insects snarled in that warmth.

“If the machines keep going,” I said, “might they cross the water? Might they reach Makeshift?”

“Not for a long time,” she said, “if they ever could.”

None of us had many words to say, after that. We crawled into our shelters and waited for sleep. Before long I could hear CeCe’s breathing, thick and even, her shape darker inside the shadowed cage she’d made.

In the night I heard a shifting, a scuffing, and suddenly Heiko close, bending back branches and sticks, sliding in tight to me. She was crying, the skin of her face wet.

“I keep thinking of Sigrid,” she said, whispering. “If she can’t find me, if we’re not there.”

“She’ll wait for you.”

“She’s looking for me,” Heiko said, “probably sniffing everywhere, trying to know how long since we left, what direction we traveled.”

We paused, waited in the silence. Was CeCe awake, was she listening? In that hot sharp space still the ground did not feel steady beneath me. It trembled and surged.

“Will we ever go back?” I said.

“I don’t know,” Heiko said.

“Are you afraid?”

“Yes,” she said.

That night Heiko and I soothed each other the way we once did with the wolverine kittens—to tame them up we made sure every day to stroke every kitten fifty times on both sides of their faces.
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With the light I heard my sisters rustling; through the sticks around me I saw them stand and stretch.

“Hei-Hei, Ari,” CeCe said. “Take apart your shelters, all the pieces. This way. Yes.”

I crawled out, my shelter on my back collapsing around me.

A blackberry vine snarled in Heiko’s hair.

CeCe tilted her face to the sky. She bent down with her hands flat on the ground, then stood again, glancing at us to say it was time to start moving again.

“I wish we were back in Makeshift,” I said. “That we’d go back.”

CeCe sat down beside me, her rough hand on my arm. “I know that,” she said. “Of course I know that. I’d like to go back to Makeshift, too. First we have things we need to find out.”

“A person,” I said.

“Yes.” She stood, reached out her hand, pulled me to my feet.

Our breathing, our footsteps. The bushes all around us so very spare, sparse, no berries to pick or eat.

“Where are all the birds?” Heiko said. “There’s nothing, here. Silent.”

“At least we can’t hear the machines,” I said.

We walked. Before long the sky was lighter ahead of us and the forest ended—a place where the trees stopped and their shadows were cut by the brightness of the sun. I waited; I didn’t want to step out of the shadows.

And still I followed my sisters, the tall golden grass slipping dry around our legs with a sound of wind until we came to a place where the ground became so very hard and dark and perfectly flat, stretching in both directions. This dark smooth stone hot under my feet—I stepped back. Heiko bent down to touch it.

“A road!” Her voice pitched high, startled. “I didn’t know there were still roads.”

“They last a long time,” CeCe said.

“It’s safe?” I said, and they both laughed at me.

They were standing right on top of it and I stood in the grass, careful.

“Now,” CeCe said. She’d taken out her water bottle and with it she wet a cloth and stepped closer to Heiko. She began rubbing at the skin of Heiko’s face.

“What are you doing?” Heiko was twisting her neck away.

“Have to get you cleaned up.”

“You’re wasting water. We’re almost out.”

“Before long we’ll be able to get all the water we need,” CeCe said.

She wiped my face clean, the cloth around the back of my neck. She studied my face, held my chin, turned my head to one side, then the other.

“Now your clothes,” she said. “Put on the good clothes you brought. Hurry. And your shoes.”

Out in the sun beside the road stripping out of our clothes and putting on clothes that we had never worn. My skin, my body in the sun, I stumbled in the nervousness, the dress sliding down over my head. I struggled—Heiko helped me tie the strings of my shoes. Standing, I leaned, trying to balance.

“Okay,” CeCe said, squinting down one length where the road unrolled itself.

Far away, a blur, a blot, a dark shadow rising and growing. Something approaching.

It shone in the sun, wavered in the heat. A ship, a tall vehicle with windows shining. I had seen a photograph of one; I did not expect their quickness.

CeCe was out waving a red blouse over her head and the vehicle made a heavy sound as it slowed, as it hunched over a little and rolled to a stop. Close, it stretched longer. Above the window, the number 73.

A door near the front slapped open and CeCe turned to look at us.

Heiko stood in the tall grass, halfway between where CeCe waved and where I stood—I had run away back into the shadows of the trees.

“Hurry!” CeCe shouted. “Don’t be afraid. We need to get inside, to go where we’re going.”
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The side of the long silver vehicle dented, the air around us black smoke and chemicals so very thick in my nose. We coughed. Above us in the square windows here and there faces, almost-human faces, staring out and down at us.

“Don’t look back at them,” Heiko said. “Don’t look in their eyes.”

CeCe had stepped up into where the door had slapped open and now she stood on the black ridged stairs talking. Talking to what appeared as a man with a beard on his face, reddish. His voice loud, impatient, his body too large for the seat; a circle pressed into his belly. That is the way a vehicle is piloted, and the creature what is known as a driver.

CeCe was giving him something, unfolding papers from her pack. Money—this is how money works. Then she turned to us and on her face a blue cloth square that covered her mouth and nose. She held the same blue squares out to us.

Heiko helped me with mine, the strings that stretched around my ears.

“Hurry up!” the driver shouted, his voice sudden and gasping, loud. “Get in. This isn’t a regular stop, even.”

We followed CeCe, past him, the door slapping closed behind us. We started down the middle between the chairs.

I counted seven others in that vehicle that is named a bus. These others looked up at us as we walked, as we stumbled when it jolted and began to move. I was holding on to Heiko, on to the hem of her blouse.

CeCe pointed to the chairs, told us where to sit, showed us how to put our backpacks on the metal shelves, sat down across from us.

Right around me: the chair was made of something rubbery, with stitches along the edge that weren’t true stitches. Straps and buckles. My knees tight against the chair in front of us.

Out the window, have I ever traveled so fast? The world on every side slipped around us, trees ripped past, tall golden grass blurring. I couldn’t track it, how I was moving and everything suddenly behind me as we bounded forward. My feet not on the ground and even through the soles of my shoes and the floor I could feel the hard road torn away beneath us.

“Ari, are you okay?” Heiko said.

“I don’t know,” I said.

“Close your eyes. Breathe.”

I tried to slow myself, to not be frightened. Heiko’s hand in mine. Voices? The blue square on my nose and mouth not cloth, a kind of paper.

Eyes open. We sat in the back, no one behind us. Faces flashed when others turned to look at us, then turned away. They didn’t know who we were, why we were there. Why were we there? I didn’t know; they didn’t know. They appeared as people, old people, and it had been so very long since I’d seen a wrinkled face, or white hair, or the spots on a hand—one lady’s hand resting on the edge of her chair. The closest man, two chairs away, I could only see the top of his head, his gray hair thin and wispy; I could see his scalp through it, dark marks and bumps on his skin there, his hairs trembling as the bus rushed on.

These beings failing, infected or broken or rusting from the inside.

Heiko’s spectacles fogged and she took them off, polished them on her blouse. Across from us, CeCe too distant to talk to without raising our voices. She was digging through her pack.

“Why are we wearing these?” I said, touching my face.

“The masks?”

“This is a mask?”

“Another kind,” Heiko said. “These protect us from the air, so we don’t breathe in the sickness.”

“None of the others are,” I said.

“They’re not like us.”

I felt eyes on me as I pulled my dress up a little over my face. I could see the smooth skin of my belly down there, inside.

“What are you doing?” Heiko said.

“I keep thinking I recognize a person,” I said. “That some of these are people from before, from Makeshift.”

“We just haven’t seen many faces,” she said. “Not for a long time.” Softer, she said, “And this—I didn’t even know they still had buses.”

She showed me how to twist a small round knob above us so cool air rushed at us, and the small table that folded down. Faces flashed in the sides of my eyes, faces looking back. I didn’t look at their eyes. In the pocket in front of me, a magazine shone with photographs of people. I touched those smooth faces.

My feet on the floor, even through my shoes I could feel the road slipping beneath us and a hum so that when I closed my eyes I was almost asleep and not quite asleep, caught between.

“Look,” Heiko said, her hand on my arm.

CeCe was combing her hair, looking at her reflection in the window beside her, just the faint shape of her with the trees in the sun, a blur of green. In her hand a glinting, a mirror that she unfolded. With a pencil she drew around her eyes.

“Stay with me,” Heiko said, her mouth close to my ear. “We’ll stay together, we won’t come apart. Remember. Whatever happens.”

CeCe took a glass bottle, very small, from her pack and began to brush—the top of the bottle had a tiny brush attached—red paint onto her fingernails.

Before long, one of the beings with white hair came down the space between the chairs. Appearing as an old woman, she held on to the back of each chair with rings on her old crooked fingers. Keeping her balance. Wrinkles all over her face, a kind of smile as she came close.

“Hello, there.” Her voice thin, creaky. “Where you girls headed?”

“Home,” CeCe said.

“You’re friends? You were way out in the wilds?” She gestured behind us, to show she’d seen where we’d gotten on.

“Sisters,” I said, the mask scratching and muffling me.

“We went on a little visit,” CeCe said. “That’s all.” The way she said it and the way she turned away showed us not to say anything more, to look out our own window, and showed that the conversation was over.

The fingers with the rings grasped my chair right beside my head, then the body passed along, the white hair trembling in the wind from the knobs. I turned my head only a little, saw a door in the back part of the bus open, then close, and she was gone.

“It’s a little room, back there,” Heiko said.

Before long she showed me—the round metal chair with a hole in it that is named a toilet, the button to push so water washed out.

“Do I sit down or can I stand up?” I said.

“Whichever way you want,” she said, closing the door so I was alone.

I stood, holding the skirt of my dress under my arm, aiming my penis into the bowl, trying not to lose my balance. I pushed the button so the water washed it all away.

Sitting with Heiko again, the clouded sky slipped past on every side. No other vehicles on the road. Trees, stretches where trees had been cut down, round stumps shining. A white shelter all alone with its roof caved in. Fences made to keep things out or keep things in even though nothing was moving, no one or no animals, only the bus going and going with us inside.

My legs suddenly kicked, my hands jerking clawed in front of me.

Heiko laughed. “You falling asleep?” she said. “I forget how it does that when you’re in a vehicle sitting still and rolling.”

CeCe had folded down the table in front of her and rested her head on it, her black hair covering her face and hanging down toward the floor. The sun behind the trees, low on the horizon as it would be all day and shadowy inside the bus, my shoulder against Heiko’s as she folded up the bar between us so our bodies leaned together. I felt her cold hands inside my dress against the skin of my belly to warm them and I must have fallen asleep because then CeCe was reaching across to shake my shoulder. She was standing and telling us to make sure we had all our things.

Now out the windows it was darker and far ahead the dark shapes of these large towers known as buildings and another kind of light, a glow from the ground up into the sky.

“What is that?” I said.

“A city,” Heiko said, “or at least a kind of town.”

Before long we passed a broken building, tall with empty black windows. Out in the fields, fires burned here and there, a vehicle in flames beside the road. The bus kept on, its lights pressed out ahead of us through it all.

“Get ready to go,” CeCe said, leaning against me how she was standing beside us, leaning over our chairs. “We’re almost there.”

Every time we passed something on fire, the flames reflected in the glass of Heiko’s spectacles.
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“Follow me,” CeCe said, and we stood, gathered our things, and made certain that we left nothing behind.

The bus had stopped moving. The door opened in front and we walked toward it, the faces tilting up on the beings as we passed and then those same faces in the windows and sliding away.

The red lights of the bus grew faint, around a corner, gone.

I saw CeCe pull her mask down under her chin so I did, too, ready to breathe. The air not cool, not sweet. Thick and burned, mostly dark around us. I could see the lighter palms of Heiko’s hands, her fingers twisted on themselves, nervous.

“This,” she said, “this isn’t how it was at all. So much is broken.”

We stood in a wide black road with smaller vehicles resting here and there. Bent metal trees at the edge, some with lanterns shining down.

Fires, farther away against the night. Voices shouting and we couldn’t see anyone.

CeCe already walking away from us, her arm jerking back impatiently. The moon wasn’t anywhere and CeCe was heading toward the tall lighted windows of a building with a red-and-white circle on it. TARGET, it said. There were other words on other buildings, and those are the names of the stores inside. Even if some of the letters were dark, those words broken. MOVIES, FOOD COU , OLIVE GARD . We stumbled, shoes on our feet slapping the hard ground.

At the glass door CeCe stood waiting for something to happen. At last Heiko stepped past, pushed the door open, and we three stepped inside.

So much light, so many colors. I stumbled, I closed my eyes for a moment, opened them slow. It looked the same as the magazines in the wrack bunkers, all the new clothing.

I touched a pale pink dress and left a mark, my hand dirty. Up high on the walls giant smiling photographs of people, happy, wearing the same clothes as those all around us.

Near us, two beings, looking at plastic boxes, not noticing us. Other beings in red vests, arranging items on shelves.

“What’s that sound in the air?” I said.

“It’s music,” Heiko said. “Musical instruments.”

“Where?”

“No one’s playing them.”

“Playing what?”

“It’s machines, Ari. It’s too much to explain.”

“Try,” I said.

“Not now, Ari.”

“What’s the buzzing behind everything?”

“The lights,” she said. “The lanterns. Up there? They have a vibration.”

Above, high on the walls, the giant children ran through photographs of green grass, playing. The mirror we walked past, I’d never seen one that could hold a whole person, and who we saw should have been outside in the trees, in Makeshift, not here in this wide indoor space with the hard floor and brightness.

We stopped, we looked at ourselves, each other. In the mirror, Heiko, dark and slim, her round hair higher and I even taller, my dress rumpled and too short, hair on my legs. Blue squares on our faces.

Where had CeCe gone?

Heiko pointed, CeCe ranging ahead looking for something in particular, finding her way, knowing what she sought. After her, we went between shelves—to one side all the shelves empty except for dust and a thick blue rope stretched across them so it was impossible to walk in that direction.

“Where are we?” I said to Heiko. “What is this?”

We caught up, close to where CeCe stood. She was watching a being, what appeared as a tall, thin young man in a red vest, stacking items on a shelf. On his belt a machine in a leather holder; he took the machine out, pressed it to the boxes and items. A snapping sound.

He had a shine in his ear, a gold earring, and thin black hair pulled back in a short ponytail that stuck straight out from the back of his head. Tall, with pale sharp elbows that cut back as he faced away from us. At last he slowed, he felt CeCe behind him, watching. He turned, his annoyed expression coming apart into happy surprise.

“Cecelia!” he said, reaching out—I moved to stop him and Heiko’s arm held me—and then hugging her and CeCe hugged him back. “Damn,” he said, “you’ve gotten so fat! Wait, I like it, I mean, I like it.”

Now they were no longer holding on to each other. His dark beard grew only on his neck, not his cheeks. His small round belly pressed against the buttons of his red vest. On his vest a square of plastic read RICKY.

“Wait, was it today?” he said. “Tomorrow I thought it was, I was expecting.”

“Yes.” CeCe’s lips painted so very red. Her black hair shone beneath the buzzing lights. “I said tomorrow or today.”

It was then Ricky noticed us, Heiko and me standing off to one side.

“Oh, wow.” His eyes blinked as he turned his head to look more carefully at each of us.

“These are my sisters,” CeCe said. “Heiko. Ari.”

“Hello,” he said, reaching toward us, one hand in the air and then pulled back.

“This is Ricky,” CeCe said.

Just then a being appearing as a woman in a red vest, with spectacles and curly hair, came around the shelves and looked at us with her serious face.

“You can’t have your packs with you while you’re shopping,” she said. Her voice felt pinched, sharp on us. “You have to leave them at the front counter.”

Ricky turned quickly to face her. “Jesus, Gina!” he said. “They’re obviously with me, obviously my friends. Jesus! Go stock whatever cosmetics they managed to send us.”

Once she was gone, he turned back to us.

“Nice fanny packs, though!” He let out a high-pitched laugh, his large teeth showing. “And you all, you smell like a campfire!”

His voice so very quick, it sounded the same as a person’s voice. I understood that he meant our survival packs, and I noticed then that CeCe wasn’t wearing hers anymore. Heiko and I looked at and sniffed at ourselves and the air became silent, uncomfortable. Ricky was nervous, I could see, then, uncertain; he tilted his face back and turned it from side to side so his ponytail brushed along the back of his neck. That appeared to calm him.

“So, so, so,” he said, clapping his hands suddenly together. “What’s the plan? What’s the plan? You’re all coming over to my place? And why all masked up?”

“I guess so,” CeCe said. “If that’s all right.”

“Of course!” Ricky was unbuttoning his vest. “Oh, wait! You hungry?”

“Yes,” CeCe said.

He brushed past, around us. “Hold on, hold on—got some frozen stuff in the break room, I think.”

He went through a door in the wall, leaving we three in a silence. I wanted, what I wanted was to go back outside, and the tall wide windows only reflected the bright clothing around us. And outside I knew so very dark and mechanical and broken, the air thick and smoky, not the outside with the trees and tall grass, the air sweet and the sea below stretching out and out.

“All along,” Heiko said to CeCe. “All along this is where you’ve been coming, this, this is what you never told us.”

CeCe only stood there with her feet in shoes, set wide on that smooth floor, her hands pressed together in front of her, her broad face shining.

“Are we not three sisters?” she said. “Why are you not trusting me, now? This is when I need you.”

“This is the person?” I said.

The door swung open. Ricky was with us again, his arms full of things I understood before long were food.

“I mean, it’s totally fine,” he said, “hardly expired, just can’t sell it. Can you carry this? Here, this way—” He opened a door I hadn’t seen, led us along a passageway, through another door, into the night.

Outside, I held Heiko’s hand. CeCe walked ahead of us, with Ricky. In his hand what is known as a flashlight, mostly pointed down so its bright circle slid back and forth along the street as he swung his arm.

Fires, streets away, between buildings. Voices screaming where we couldn’t see anyone and couldn’t understand the words.

Under my arm, a cold round kind of food that is named a pizza, that was frozen.

“I don’t understand what is happening,” I said to Heiko.

“It’s not really understandable,” she said.

We passed dark vehicles, cars, nothing moving. Only once a bus, on a nearby street, clattering, its lights leaping ahead and then we couldn’t see or hear it.

Ricky bounced as he walked, his head higher, then lower. He glanced back at us, and Heiko and I walked faster, close enough to hear what he was saying.

“It’s just,” he said. “Cecelia—I’m not disappointed, that’s not it, the wrong word.”

“You appear to feel something is wrong,” she said.

“I’m just a little surprised,” he said. “You, what you said, I thought, I don’t even know what I thought, expected, and here you bring this black girl and this weird skeleton-looking dude in the dress.”

“They’re my sisters.”

“Okay,” he said. “Okay, okay. I get it. It’s just an adjustment for me.”

We turned a corner and the moon appeared. The stars appeared to be different stars than those in Makeshift. And then looking down from the top of a building above us, pale faces. There and pulled back away, disappeared.

“Did you see them?” I said, pointing.

“What?” Heiko said. “No, no one.”

Ricky glanced back at our voices, saw we were close.

“Stay together, now,” he said. “It’s not that safe out here, not at all, not this late. My place is just around that corner.”
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I learned many new words, the names of things I’d never encountered. Sometimes I’d read the words before and hadn’t seen or touched the thing that it was attached to, so hadn’t truly understood.

•Cheese is a soft food that can be made of a cow’s milk or even the milk of other animals that produce milk. A cow is an animal similar to a horse, with horns. Not as fast a runner, and people don’t ride on the backs of cows as they once did on horses.

•An overpass is a bridge over a road instead of over water.

•A streetlight is a lantern on a metal tree—some roads are known as streets.

•An escalator is a staircase of metal that is also a machine, and climbs itself.

•A flashlight is a kind of torch with a lantern and mirror on one end, to be held in a hand.

•A refrigerator is a machine that uses electricity to keep food cold, so the food won’t spoil. Part of it is a colder compartment, named a freezer, that can make food become frozen.

Anyone reading these words might or might not know all of them, all of this. Walking along the dark street holding Heiko’s hand, I did not.




[image: image]

23

A key is a small metal tool, jagged on one end, that slides into and opens a door. Ricky had many keys together on a shining ring. We stood behind him in the dark listening to their sound as he fit one key into a door of a tall building. He scraped the door open so we might step through, inside.

Inside even darker. We bumped into each other, our breathing echoing around us.

“Here.”

The beam of Ricky’s flashlight cut up the stairs that twisted back and forth. We climbed and climbed, dirty rags and broken wood and metal kicked underfoot, the light slicing up on the wall so a few painted letters flashed, words impossible to read.

“What is this?” Heiko said. “Where?”

“Don’t worry,” CeCe said, and we could tell that she’d been here before.

The air so very thick and hot; breathing it strangled in my throat. I held Heiko’s hand as we climbed.

At last another door, opened by Ricky, a pale light in that new space without stairs.

“Stay here.” His flashlight jostled and slid away, into the darkness, then returned. “Okay,” he said. All clear. It’s okay. Everything’s fine.”

Between walls through a narrow space we followed.

At another door, keys again. CeCe held the flashlight and once the door was open Ricky took the flashlight and went in first, to check that no one hid inside, that everything was safe.

This was Ricky’s apartment, where he lived. In a moment we were all through the door into lights shining, wires stretching across the ceiling and walls, ragged holes in the walls, wires twisting together at their ends. So many things, all at once, the brightness. A table, chairs that were all different—metal and wood, held together by more twisted wires.

Doors to other rooms. A white cylinder that heated water, a refrigerator that CeCe was opening, its wide door.

“I’ll get these pizzas going,” Ricky said. “Slow down, there, Cecelia.”

“My sisters are hungry,” she said. “There’s hardly anything in here!” She clattered a pan. In her hand, white eggs larger than any I’d seen.

Heiko and I noticed CeCe’s face, bare, and so we took off our masks and zipped them into our survival packs.

“Make yourselves at home,” Ricky said. “Isn’t that what I’m supposed to say?”

After a moment we slid our arms through the straps, let our packs drop to lean together on the floor. Heiko and I stood watching beside a long chair that is known as a couch. Above it on the wall hung a shining picture, a wide paper of a golden beetle with a sharp bent tail that said LOVE AT FIRST STING and also drawn on the wider wall what I realized must be a horse, the black outline of a horse perhaps as large as an actual horse that people can ride. Only this horse had a kind of sword sticking out of its forehead, sharp at the ceiling.

DANGER ZONE said words above the window and I stepped closer and looked out: the street far below, dark and empty; across that space another building that was not so tall and on its rooftop movements, shapes in the moonlight, scrambling out of my sight and into shadows.

“Look,” I said, pointing. “Look there.”

“Those kids,” Ricky said. “Oh, yeah. They’ve been living up there for a while—it’s safer, at night.”

“Can they reach us?”

“No,” he said. “They’re all the way over there, and anyway they’re afraid of everyone, everything.” He twisted his earring with one hand, slapping his other hand on his leg. “Okay, Jesus! I got some blankets here, somewhere. I never really had guests before. Except Cecelia, I mean.”

When Ricky took off his boots he wasn’t quite as tall and he walked more smoothly. I saw then that one of his boots was missing a heel. His pale big toe poked through a hole in his sock.

“Does anyone else live here, in this building?” Heiko said.

“Right now?” he said. “I don’t know. Sometimes. I haven’t seen anyone in a while.”

CeCe had the freezer door open. “This is the good kind of ice cream?”

“You chose it,” he said. “Must be.”

She already had three plates out, forks. The smell of the eggs cooking and then scraped out for us, so very hot.

“What kind of bird?” I said.

“Chickens,” she said.

“I remember these kind of eggs,” Heiko said, yellow slick on her chin.

Ricky opened the metal door of what is an oven, waved his hand inside, heat rising up. He pulled the clear plastic from the round pizzas, slid them inside, shut the door.

CeCe said she was going to take a shower and showed us that small room that was a bathroom and the toilet and how warm water flowed from the wall. She started pulling off her clothes. Taking a shower is an inside way to bathe.

Back in the main room Ricky looked at Heiko and me and we looked at him. I reached out and touched the black of the horse’s tail and it darkened my fingers.

“Charcoal,” Ricky said. “I did it myself, that unicorn. I want to do more art, you know, eventually, get back into it, if I can.”

Out the window, the moonlight shone on the pale empty rooftop across the street.

“Sit down, you two,” Ricky said. “Stay awhile.” He laughed his laugh again.

“That’s a horse?” I said. “What did you name it?”

“A unicorn?” he said.

“It’s a horse with a horn,” Heiko said. “That’s all.”

“Well,” Ricky said. “Basically, yeah.”

“Ari,” Heiko said. “Ari’s only used to talking to us, not all the things out here.”

“I can talk,” I said.

“New people kind of weird me out, too,” Ricky said. “I mean, I get it.”

His pale toe poked up, bent. Black hairs on his arms. Longer whiskers above his top lip.

“Have you seen one?” I said.

“Seen one what?” he said.

“A horse.”

“A horse?” he said. “When I was little, I did. Now, I don’t know where they’d be, if they’re totally extinct or what.”

Across from where we stood, a box with glass on one side and two metal rods on top. That is a television, and I didn’t know what it might do.

“Well,” Ricky said, hunching his shoulders, letting them drop, “this is kind of weird. I don’t mean it to be weird. Maybe it has to be weird?”

“Weird?” I said.

He laughed his laugh. “I know, I keep saying weird. That makes things weird, Cecelia says.”

“How long have you known her?” Heiko said. “How did you meet her?”

“Cecelia? Oh, almost a couple years, at least.” Ricky walked back and forth across the room as he talked to us, tilting his head to brush his ponytail across the back of his neck, the bump on the front of his neck going up and down. “I was in high school still, we still had schools and all that going on, so it must have been two years ago? I remember it was at a party in a broken-down house out in the burned fields.”

“She was at a party?” Heiko said.

“Well she wasn’t partying hard or anything,” he said. “She was there.” Then he looked past Heiko, at me. “You, what are you writing?”

“Ari’s just keeping track,” Heiko said.

“Keep telling,” I said.

“Okay, then—that’s a little weird.” He laughed at the word, at himself for saying it again. “Anyway, I saw her at the party and I knew there was something different about her. Way she was dressed, how she was kind of watchful. She didn’t like me, or pretended she didn’t.” He paused, scratched at the top of his foot with the toes of the other. “No one liked me, really, back then. And then no one seemed to know her or where she was from or went to school with her, so that made me more curious.”

Standing beside the bathroom door, Ricky opened it a little, peeked in, and the sound of splashing water came out before he closed the door again.

“Cecelia came around,” he said. “She came around on liking me, I guess. She could see maybe that I didn’t belong, either—also, I had a notebook where I showed her some of my art that she liked and everything, so that was part of it. And she told me finally a little about where she came from and that was interesting to me, like it could be a better place, one that might last, where I could be and, I don’t know, make my art and everything?”

He paused, looking at us knowing he’d said something wrong or too much and he wanted to say the right thing.

“It’s an island, right?” he said.

Heiko’s head was tilted back, and I looked up at all the dark cracks above, strips of the ceiling peeling away and hanging down.

“I know about it,” Ricky said. “It’s fine to tell me.”

“What else did she say?” Heiko still not looking at him.

“It’s far away from everything,” he said. “And people there, it’s a group that works together, in harmony with nature and all that. I mean, finding new ways to live, like the way all the parents share the kids, how you don’t even know who your parents are and you’re all brothers and sisters, how everything’s shared.”

“We don’t really have parents,” I said.

“Exactly,” he said.

“Ari,” Heiko said.

“How many people are there?” he said. “Living there, I mean, all together?”

“Enough,” Heiko said. “There’s plenty.”

It was then I noticed the books, a little tower of books stacked against the wall. I kneeled down so I might read their names: White Fang, Wuthering Heights, Knots Knots Knots, The Illustrated Man, Electrical Wiring for You.

When the door of the bathroom opened, steam came out and CeCe stepped through it. Her slick wet hair twisted on her head and she wore a pink robe. She smelled of sweet chemicals, the way she’d smelled after other forays. Standing there, she glanced around at all of us to feel how things were, if we were friendly together or if we were quarreling.

“I’m clean,” she said. “I’m hungry.”

“Great!” Ricky clapped his hands again, waved them over the table. “We’re just about good to go.”

I watched Heiko observing CeCe, then Ricky, trying to determine what would happen; she turned her attention from one to the other. CeCe tightening her robe. Ricky smiling nervously, his eyes switching between us three. He leapt to open the oven to take out the pizzas, hot so he dropped them quickly on the table.

“Careful,” CeCe said to me. “The cheese will burn the top of your mouth.”
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•Noodles are a hard square to eat that grows soft in boiling water. This is also known as ramen.

•A television is a colored box where moving photographs of people talking and dancing might be seen.

•A movie is also moving photographs, larger, shone on a white wall. A flashlight and television together.

•A library is a house for books.

•In the wolf game if your hands are cold you can put them under the clothing of a person you catch. That’s when you say “I wolf you.”

•A helicopter is a ship that floats on the sky, with a chopping sword atop it, lifting it from the ground.

•A train is a stretch of connected buses that rolls on long metal strips known as tracks. The person who steers a train is named a conductor.
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We ate and ate. The pizza so very salty with all its different parts together, and the water from the spout that is named a faucet did not taste clean.

We learned that cheese is made from a cow’s milk, and that ice cream is another food made from a cow’s milk. Ice cream is very cold and sweet, colored green with brown pieces of frozen candy that is chocolate, also from a cow’s milk. Heiko could not stop eating it.

“Did you read all those books?” I said, turning toward Ricky.

“Which books?”

“Stacked there.”

“Most of them,” he said. “I plan to.”

“I can read,” I said.

“I’m sure you can.”

“CeCe and Heiko can’t,” I said. “I’m the only one.”

“Really?” Ricky looked to one sister, then the other.

“Yes,” Heiko said. “That’s true.”

“You know that about me,” CeCe said. “I told you that.” She stepped away, over to the window.

“I can take you to the library, if you want,” Ricky said to me. “It’s abandoned; still, I know how to get in—it’s pretty safe. The books are still in there, shelves and shelves. Dusty, is all.”

CeCe turned, a noise in her throat. And suddenly a crackling sound and the lights blinked before everything became dark. I felt Heiko’s hand on my arm, holding us together, and someone crashing around the room.

In a moment the lights flickered on and showed Ricky standing on the couch with thick, black rubber gloves on his hands, twisting wires together.

“Happens sometimes,” he said, stepping down. “Sorry.”

CeCe moved our packs against the wall since Ricky had tripped over them in the darkness.

“Did either of you want to take a shower?” she said.

“No, we don’t,” Heiko said.

“It’s getting late, anyway,” CeCe said. “Everyone’s tired. Tomorrow, so many decisions to make.”

Ricky started showing us things—how to turn off the lights, the blankets and pillows for Heiko and me. That’s when he switched on the television and the picture inside it bent and wavered. A man’s twisted face talking without making a sound. Ricky moved the metal rods on top and the picture became clearer.

“All the shows are so old,” he said. “There’s not really any new shows anymore; you probably know that, right?”

“Shows?” I said.

He laughed his laugh again. “I guess it’s all new to you, if you never even ate pizza or seen ice cream.”

“I know how it works,” Heiko said. She turned a knob and the picture changed so women were moving their small bodies with the same movements as each other. She turned another knob and smooth shouts came from their mouths.

This is what is known as singing and dancing. Music is an arrangement of sound. It can be saved in different ways and listened to at another time than when it is first made.

“We’ll be in here, if you need me,” CeCe said.

She took Ricky’s hand and led him into the doorway of the room where his bed must have been. They closed that door, Heiko and I left behind with the television.

“Sit here,” she said. “Here, under the blanket.”

She explained music to me, the dancing. She showed me how to move my arms as the women were moving theirs.

“Where are they, these people?” I said. “Are they people?”

“Far away, and in the before world.”

“Before how?”

“The same as how a photograph works, only moving, and with music.”

“Was there ever music at Makeshift?” I said.

“No,” Heiko said. “The conductor said no music, no singing, no dancing. We had the birds, she said. All our relations to sing to us.”

“Are there birds in this place, where we are now?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “I haven’t seen or heard any, so maybe they’re all gone from here.”

“They have music instead,” I said.

Before long we could hear Ricky and CeCe, their voices through the door. Not words, sounds. Uncomfortable sounds, though we could tell they weren’t quarreling.

All Heiko and I could do was turn the television louder. My chest pressed; I could not breathe. Walls in every direction so I could not see a horizon, could not know if something was approaching.

“Why did he say I was a weird skeleton?” I said.

“He just meant you were thin.”

“Is CeCe coming back out here?”

“I doubt it,” Heiko said. “You want to go ask her?”

“No.”

The words in the singing on the television all about the sunny side, the sunny side. Heiko stood and turned out the lights and slid under the blankets again, the television flickering with no heat, no smell of smoke. We tried not to listen to CeCe, to Ricky, the sounds from the other room. Our shoulders pressed tight together as we tried not to listen.

“Is this where we’ll live now?” I said.

Heiko’s spectacles caught the light of the television, bright colors.

“I don’t think so.” She put her hand in mine. “Here, hold me tight. Both arms. Hold me really, really tight. There. As tight as you can.”

I smelled the smoke in her hair, the sweat on her neck.

“It’s that I’m surprised,” she said, after a moment. “I didn’t think there would still be so much, so many people out here.”

“Only they’re not real people,” I said. “Not people like we are.”

“No, not like us,” she said.

The sounds from the other room had gone quiet. CeCe did not return.

Heiko and I still touching, holding each other more loosely, now. On the television, no more singing and dancing. A human-looking creature wrestled a lizard as large as a person.

Shouting outside then and I stood and stepped to the window. I could only see a flashlight, its beam jerking and sliding along the walls below, and footsteps, dark figures chasing one another. And then they were gone and it was silent again.

Across the space above the street, the pale empty rooftop in the moonlight.

“What will we do?” I said. “Really.”

“Sleep, if you can.”

Heiko lifted the blanket so I might slide back under.
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Heiko’s hand over my mouth, I awakened. Colors—lines, rectangles of colors—shone on the television.

The door of the room where CeCe had gone with Ricky closed, no kinds of sounds at all coming from behind it. In the dim, colored light I watched Heiko open CeCe’s pack. She took out the papers that are money and folded them and put them in her own pack.

She held her pack in one hand, her shoes in the other. The shadowed shape of her in the doorway, waiting; she would leave me there, leave without me if I didn’t follow.

Once we were outside the apartment we put on our shoes and at last found the door that led to the stairs.

“What are we doing?” I said.

“Quiet.”

Back and forth, down down down. We went slow; we had no flashlight. Still not talking until we reached the bottom and were out the door.

It snicked closed behind us so it would not open without a key.

“What about CeCe?” I said.

Above, no faces looking over the edge of the rooftop, no faces in the windows. Faint stars.

“We have to stay together,” she said.

“We three.”

“She’s with Ricky, and he only needs her, not us. This way, now.” She pointed into the darkness.

“Wait,” I said, and Heiko did not wait.

She walked away from me, not looking back.

I had no other way to go except after her.

We started down the dark street. Around motionless vehicles, metal and plastic pieces of broken things. Behind us voices and we walked faster at the sound of them. Our packs not quiet enough with their bottles and metal cups attached.

Ahead, a bridge, an overpass, black shadows beneath it. I slowed and Heiko did not and I followed, caught up. A round flash, to the side, a flashlight switched on and off and on and off to get our attention.

“Girls,” a voice said. “Here, here.”

A hunched-over figure, thick and low, the whites of eyes in the dark. Closer, it appeared as the shape of a person, a hand gesturing.

“I was told you were coming,” the voice said. “Don’t run. It’s safe, here. I’m a person you can trust.”

A hand on my arm, and I was suddenly following through a hole in a metal fence, past shadowy tents.

“Ari!” Heiko said, a whispered hiss, and then had to come after.

An animal leapt up taller than me, growled and snarled, jerked onto its hind legs by a chain around its neck, not quite reaching us. We hurried past, following the figure, unable to turn back where the animal growled and waited.

Low voices, faces peering from tents. The being we followed pulled back a tarp and inside a fire and that was where we were to go, a place for us in the night.

“Who are you?” the being said. “You’re not who I thought you were supposed to be—not the ones described. I see that, now.”

“We’re sisters,” Heiko said. “We need a safe place, for a little while. We’re just a little far from home.”

This being’s name was Maria, we learned; she appeared as a woman, perhaps quite old.

“You aren’t the right girls,” she said. “I don’t think so. We’ll just see what we can do with you.”

She boiled water in a metal pail over the fire and made us the noodle soup that is known as ramen. Her body—she had cut holes in heavy blankets and fit them over her head, ponchos, many blankets on top of each other so they changed her shape, so her hands were surprising, coming out from underneath.

Maria appeared to fall asleep once she fed us, her head tilting forward so we could no longer see her face. The blankets around her neck were stacked thick so they held her chin.

“Was that a wolf?” I said. “A tiger?”

“A wolf, I think.”

“We never had them at Makeshift?” I said.

“Not even dogs,” she said.

“Dogs?”

“Once people tamed wolves and they became something named dogs, not anymore—they started turning back to wolves.”

“Wolves?” Maria startled awake. “Yes, you could say wolves are making a comeback.”

Smoke stung my eyes when she turned and tossed splintered pieces of wood on the fire. The tarp slapped in the dark opening where we had entered.

“Where are your people?” Maria said.

“Far away,” Heiko said.

“Seems like you need someone to take care of you.”

“No,” Heiko said. “When it’s light, we’ll be going.”

We watched the fire. The night not so cold, even if Maria wore all those blankets; perhaps the fire was to keep us safe.

“I like the looks of you,” Maria said. “You’ll do quite well, I suspect. We’re lucky to have found each other.” She kicked at the fire, pushing a log into the flames. “You two, you two—once the sun rises, I can find a place, I can take you. First I need to check on something, talk to someone.”

She staggered, once on her feet, her legs tight, then went out away from us. In a moment we couldn’t hear her footsteps.

“If someone says you can trust them,” Heiko said, “you should never trust them.”

“I didn’t know that.”

“Now you know.”

“Weren’t we taught to trust each other?”

“That was on Makeshift,” Heiko said.

A silence. The tarp slapped gently in the wind.

“Is that sound your stomach or mine?” she said.

“I can’t tell. Mine hurts.”

“Mine, too,” she said. “Can you run, do you think?”

“Run?”

“We have to go now, before she comes back. She’ll bring others, tell others that we’re here, that she’s captured us.”

“What will they do?”

“Nothing we’d like,” Heiko said, standing and holding back the tarp. “Look, the sky is lighter already. Let’s go. Quiet.”

“What about the wolf?”

“I’ll try to talk to him; if he doesn’t listen, I’ll throw this handful of ashes in his eyes, and then we’ll run.”
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Away from Maria, away from the overpass, away from the wolf. The tall buildings darker than the sky and we could not see the sun.

We two sisters on the street, no one else. We walked quickly—where were we walking? It felt impossible that we might find our way back, that we might know a direction.

Around us no trees, no plants or bushes, nothing growing. The air sharp, burnt in my throat. Hazy yellow, shadows faint. The sun pale enough that we might look at it.

Heiko was making a sound with her lips—not words, a humming.

“Is that the music from the television?” I said.

“Oh,” she said. “Probably. I didn’t even know I was doing that.”

Before long, I had to stop walking.

“My stomach,” I said.

“I know,” Heiko said.

We took turns, in a narrow space between two buildings, one of us out in the street and the other squatting with the brick wall against our back. What came out of our bodies was liquid and kept coming, and was foul.

“There’s nothing to wipe with,” Heiko said.

I dug around in my pockets, my pack. I pulled out the blue mask that CeCe had given me.

“Do we need these?” I said.

“No.” When Heiko was done, she said, “That’s one way others will recognize us, know we don’t belong.”

“What would they do?”

“If they catch us?” she said. “They collect people.”

The sun sliced between buildings, our black shadows sharp ahead of us as we walked. We’d walked into the day, into a space known as a parking lot that stretched and stretched, colored vehicles here and there. Smaller vehicles, known as cars, though different than the cars that make up a train.

None of these cars moved; some had no wheels at all. We walked around the wide building that held many shops—this is named a shopping mall.

“I need to rest,” Heiko said. “To sleep. Maybe one of us can sleep, and the other watch out? We can’t know what to do, feeling this way, we can’t make any decisions or know where to go.”

“Where?” I said.

“We need rest to know,” she said. “That’s what I’m saying, Ari.”

“I mean where to sleep.”

I felt eyes on me and nowhere could I see a shape or figure with eyes. Heiko spun, feeling it, too. Her hair, crushed down on one side and I tried to reach out, to rake it up together.

She stepped close to a red car and pulled on a handle. The side of the car opened. Inside, a pile of blankets, a pair of shoes, cans of food, some with labels. We stepped closer.

“This might be safe,” she said.

Suddenly the shoes kicked, feet inside them, and a red face looked out, a cross voice shouting.

We turned, we began to run. Around us, then, motion, heads and faces popping up in the windows of all the cars, looking out at us, voices rising.

Heiko pointed ahead to a tall building, a stacked tower with dark shadows between its levels. When we reached those shadows, we looked back. Figures and shapes stood beside the vehicles, more doors open. No one followed us.

“Here,” Heiko said. “We need to climb higher to see around us, to see where we are.”

We walked up a slope, a street that twisted into a spiral above our heads. In some places there were openings, parking lots in the air, vehicles and tents in the shadows, faces looking out as we climbed up and around.

“I’m thirsty,” I said. “My stomach still hurts.”

“Mine—” Heiko suddenly reared back and her voice was caught up and she jerked forward and made a strange sound, and spat, her face in her arm, what is known as a sneeze. And then we began walking again, climbing to the very top, where the street beneath us was cracked and broken, full of holes where we could see tents below. No cars, no tents up there. The sun shone down and carefully we walked to the edge.

The city, all around and below us. Buildings everywhere, in all directions, and CeCe was inside one of them. Some buildings shone, some had their tops broken off, some were collapsed into piles of bricks. Some had been on fire, their walls blackened and wrecked. At the edges of the city, far away, the buildings became smaller and smaller, sparser, and perhaps some faraway shapes might have been trees.

No water, anywhere, no sea.

Long black stretches of burned-out world. Black smoke in the distance. Fires.

“This is not anywhere we should be,” I said. “And we shouldn’t be apart from CeCe.”

“Ari,” Heiko said. “Stop. Yes, we shouldn’t be here; yes, we have to escape it. I know that. And I’m so tired and I don’t feel right and CeCe, CeCe hasn’t told us everything. CeCe was going to make decisions we wouldn’t like.”

“She’s the conductor,” I said. “And you made the decision to leave her.”

“Look around at where we are. This is where she brought us. There was no other decision to make.”

“We might talk to her,” I said. “See—”

“Even if we could find her,” Heiko said, “she wouldn’t listen. We can’t control what CeCe will do.”

We were silent, standing there in the hazy sun, looking over the city.

“Look.” Heiko pointed, and it was what I came to understand is known as a helicopter, high in the clouds, glinting in the sun.

I swung around my pack, unzipped it, took out my binoculars.

Something fell out of the helicopter and in a moment down below the ground leapt up, and flames, and fire all around the collapsing buildings. Small figures scuttled, scrambling away from the fires. I could not tell if the helicopter caused or was trying to quench the flames.

“Jesus!” I said.

“Don’t say that.”

“Why not?”

Heiko put her hand softly on the back of my neck.

“We’re safe,” she said. “It’s far away.”
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After the helicopter, the fires below, we two turned and walked back down the spiral and around and around. Instead of all the way to the bottom we went through one opening, under the shadows, past tents and broken vehicles with figures inside. Heiko opened a door, and then we stepped inside the shopping mall.

We needed a toilet if we might find one, and water to drink. I recognized the sounds around us as music, sent into the air by machines. NAILS said one sign; SHOE OUTLET; CANADIAN GIFTS; PIZZA. We did not want more pizza.

Many stores not open, dark or their windows crossed by metal and inside only the smooth shapes of bodies that are named mannequins, that are for displaying clothing. One store had televisions stacked up, all the different pictures—two people kissing, a boat on the sea, one with crowds in matching blouses kicking at a round ball.

We were walking high along a railing and down below more shops, and figures.

Heiko led me down a metal staircase that is named an escalator, where the stairs are supposed to move and carry you. Another broken thing a fountain at the bottom, all dried up with a pipe sticking through the cracked tiles.

A different kind of fountain, not broken, was for drinking. A small fountain. Heiko showed me, she leaned her mouth into the arc of water to drink, swallowing, some water sliding down her neck; I tried, and coughed and coughed. Finally we filled up our water bottles so I might drink that way.

“Do we need the tablets?” I said. “To make it safe?”

“I don’t know,” she said.

We put in the tablets. The water turned yellow, more sour.

Before long we found a bathroom where everything was broken. Still we sat on the toilets, Heiko’s feet in their shoes where I could see them beneath the half wall. I heard that she was having the same trouble with her stomach as I was with mine, the smell foul.

Out in the shopping mall again we found the food court and all around it plates with left-behind pieces of food that Heiko collected, that she set on a small table with chairs attached.

“French fries, a chicken nugget, a burrito. That’s a piece of a cinnamon roll. It’s sweet.”

“Will it hurt us?” I said. “I can’t eat anything, now.”

“I just wanted to show you,” she said.

Faces, here and there, glancing toward us.

“What kind of people are these, then?” I said.

“It’s hard to know for certain,” she said. “If they’re wearing clothes, if they’re not injured or threatened.”

Eyes on me. I heard laughter. These creatures appeared as children, watching us, hiding a little. It made me remember the sound when there were many children at Makeshift, all of us friends.

Only these creatures did not try to be our friends. They moved closer, laughing at us, throwing little pieces of paper and food.

“Don’t look at them,” Heiko said.

They moved closer. One ran from the rest, tore at the hem of my dress, ran away waving a strip of fabric. Another leapt forward, tried to touch Heiko’s hair.

When she stood, I stood. Our packs on our backs, our hands free. We were walking away and these children beings followed us—five or six of them, all shorter than me—as we walked away, and they were saying a word behind us that I didn’t know.

“Weirdos,” they said. “Weirdos, weirdos, weirdos.”

At once Heiko spun toward them and they all leapt back. They had metal in their ears, in their faces, and we saw then that they were afraid of us and they saw that we knew they were afraid. Their faces changed and they scattered from each other, some on their hands and knees, their bodies suddenly jerking away until they were all out of our sight.

Heiko and I stood there together.

“Okay,” she said, pointing ahead. “I see where we should go, now, where we might sleep.”
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Heiko asked which movie was the longest and bought our tickets with the money she took from CeCe.

The large room so very dark and slanted. Lines of soft chairs attached to the floor and the parts we sat on folded up and down. Only one being, appearing as a gray-haired man wearing spectacles, sat in that space. Behind and above us, in the chairs slanting up.

“Why did they say weirdos?” I said.

“Because we’re different.”

“Because we’re human?”

“Yes,” Heiko said.

A sound, and the heavy fabric in the front of the room pulled apart, and a beam of light shone overhead. This is a movie, much larger than television.

We took off our shoes. We took off our jackets and put them over our fronts as blankets. Our packs beside us; they had their own chairs.

At first everything so very white, the sky bluish white and the ground all white snow. A wailing cry rose up, made by a wolf—three wolves against the snow, and then more wolves rushing in, friendly to the one shape of a person in the middle of them. In this world the wolves pulled sleds for the people, along and through the ice and snow.

Voice then, voices I couldn’t understand, and words at the bottom of the picture: “I can only sing this song to someone who understands it.”

The words people spoke in the movie not our words; before long I understood how the words at the bottom said the same thing in our words as the voices were saying in theirs.

“I can read them to you,” I said to Heiko.

“No,” she said. “You can tell me after, if you don’t sleep, if you want to tell me. We should sleep, now.”

Behind us, the old being made a noise at us, a rush of air through his lips and teeth. I looked back and he was standing, moving higher up in the chairs away from us, sitting down again. The white snow shone in the glass of his spectacles, two round glowing eyes.

Heiko had taken off her spectacles, her face against my shoulder. She wasn’t watching the movie.

In the movie, the people had long black hair shining as CeCe’s shines, and lovely how the women sometimes braided it in two braids that looped down under their ears and then pulled back to join behind their heads. These people, their eyes also the same shape as CeCe’s eyes. Against the bright snow they protected their eyes with spectacles made of metal spoons sideways with thin slits cut in to see through. A man put water in his mouth and spat it on the runners of his sled, slicked them frozen. The women had blue lines on their faces—whiskers and lines drawn down straight beneath their mouths.

A woman says to a man, “If you need help, I’ll call you in my heart,” and he rides away with his long whip beside a sled pulled by wolves.

Inside the ice house they burn oil and the flames shine in the slickness beneath a baby’s nose.

Heiko asleep, not watching.

The figures made of light in that wide room so very flat, and if the picture was of their face their faces might be as tall or taller than a person. These people, they were from the before world, another time, a world of snow. Now these people might be dead or they might be older, alive somewhere. Real people from before, kept and sent out on a stream of light.

I could recognize the people in the movie as truly human beings not only by how they looked and moved, how they ate meat and other food—it was also how they were together, how they liked to play with one another. They played a wolf game where the person named as the wolf said, “I’m hungry for human skin,” and then chased the others.

In that world, no trees or plants. Only sky and snow. Sometimes the sea along a flat beach of pale stones. Mostly snow and ice.

One of the brothers became the wolf in the game and chased a girl, a young woman through the snow. When he caught her, he took his hand from its mitten and slid it up under the girl’s suit of furs and said, “I wolf you.”

This became the brother’s wife and before long he took a second wife as well who tried to trick everyone. This second wife tried to get some others to kill her husband with spears through the tent and he escaped. Only he had no clothes and ran across the ice with them chasing. He splashed through melted sections of ice near the sea and stumbled and fell and ran and ran. His penis flapped up and down as he ran.

Still Heiko slept.

Did I sleep? When I looked behind us the old being was gone, and I saw a window high above in the wall, there, and a round circle of light, a beam tightened down from the snow and the people of the movie, tighter and tighter and colder. Something in that window held the whole lives of those people.

Heiko and I, we two alone in the room with the past people made of light. Only now what these people were doing and saying they had done and said before, so before long I came to understand that I had fallen asleep and the movie had come to the end and started again. I knew what would happen after this—even though the brother had just escaped and was healing his feet I knew he would go back and find his wives and with his knife cut the fancy clothes from his second wife and she would run away crying. I knew he would roll on the snow with his first wife and say, “How I wanted to see you!” and she would put her hand under his fur jacket and say, “I wolf you. You’re my very own wolf.”

Again the people in the movie were waiting, standing in the snow. They looked out and could see the wolves pulling the sled and the brother returning toward them and they did not know what would happen with the wives.

I did know, even as the wives rushed out to greet him.
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All at once Heiko jerked awake, sat up straight. She threw her jacket from her body, onto the chairs in front of us. She bent over, began tying her shoes.

“We have to go,” she said. “We can’t stay in this place or we’ll never be able to leave.”

The bottoms of our chairs folded up when we stood, and the light cast above touched the tops of our heads. No one else in that large dark room and as we walked closer our dark shadows pressed against the people in the story—still cooking meat in their houses of ice with the wolves and sleds waiting always outside.

We two went along the front, down a dark hallway, and then Heiko leaned with her shoulder against a door, EXIT shining green above it.

The brightness stunned us for a moment; the sun felt impossible, after being surrounded by all that snow and ice.

“There,” Heiko said, pointing to a small glass hut, open on one side. “See, the bus is coming. Hurry, Ari.”

A dented silver bus swung around the corner, closer.

“What does it say?” Heiko said. “On the front?”

“What?” I said.

“The word above the window, is it the same?”

“The word?” I said. “The same?”

“The same as the bus we rode, before.”

The bus had almost reached us before I understood.

“No,” I said. “This one says fifty-eight. That one said seventy-three.”

Heiko folded back, sat down on the bench inside the glass hut. The bus kept on past us without stopping.

“We’ll wait for the right one,” she said.

“Will it come here?” I said. “You’re falling asleep?”

“Yes.” Her eyes were already closed.

“Your skin is so very hot,” I said, touching her cheek.

“I feel cold,” she said. “Watch. Watch for the right bus.”

I stood. I waited.

Nearby, a yellow vehicle with no wheels. A head, a face showed in the window for a moment, looking at us, then ducked down hidden again.

The sun hot on me. I took off my pack, my jacket, and set them on the bench beside Heiko.

Before long a group of beings approached. They pointed at us, they were talking to each other, too distant to hear their words. One, in the shape of a man in a blue vest and black hat, came closer.

“Is your friend all right?” he said to me.

“I don’t trust you,” I said.

“Do you need help?”

“She’s out of energy,” I said. “She is gathering it now, from the sun. Please leave us alone. Please don’t come any closer.”

“Okay, okay, okay,” he said, stepping back. “Just asking.”

I knew that more creatures would come, that somewhere they gathered to capture and collect us.

“Heiko,” I said. “Can you run?”

“Wait for the right bus,” she said, voice slow, eyes still closed.

About when I was going to try to get her standing, to help her walk, I heard the bus, I saw the number above its wide window: 73.

Quickly I found the money in Heiko’s pack.

I heard the doors slap open behind me.

“Heiko!” I helped her up, gathered our things.

This driver appeared as a woman, her hair pulled back, dark spectacles on her face.

Heiko and I climbed the steps, we knew how a bus worked. I gave the driver the money and she looked at it, made a frustrated noise her throat, then gave some money back.

Only a few beings sat in the chairs in front. We passed between them without looking at their faces, into their eyes.
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The bus stopped less often as the buildings grew sparser, as the burned houses and blackened vehicles slid by in the windows.

Heiko’s eyelids slowly closed, jerked open, yellow in the whites of her eyes. My face hot, a prickle along the inside skin of my arms. My throat tightened. My feet hot in those tight shoes. And then my nose, my face, and I turned my head not knowing, hands up as I sneezed and fought it trying to stop and sneezed again.

Out the windows, broken buildings, burned fields. One jagged tree scraped at the sky.

Heiko’s eyes closed, her mouth open, her body bent forward. I began to shiver and also I began sweating, damp along my scalp beneath my hair. I unzipped my pack and in the bottom I found a strip, a scrap of something—jerky, salmon jerky all the way from Makeshift. I held it tight in my hand to warm it, to soften it.

How many times did the bus stop and let others off, others climb on? Every one blurry and tired, all looked old. Wrinkled faces glanced back, unsteady legs not bringing them close.

Out the window someone in the field, watching us pass. A line of beings, watching. No, no—only the posts of a broken fence left behind with nothing between them.

Heiko had folded down her little table, her sleeping face resting there, her mouth open and her cheek slick.

Faces around, above me. Shining black braids in loops beneath the ears of these women. These women whose faces were marked with ink, lines of bluish black whiskers on their cheeks, straight lines beneath their mouths that were speaking to me in words I could not understand.

What was that in my hand? Salmon jerky. I put it in my mouth and chewed. The taste of Makeshift, all at once.

Waves echoing in the hollows of the refuge, salt in the air.

A great halibut on the night line, dragged from the sea by many hands—flipping from one flat side to the other, back and forth, slapping parents off their feet to the stones of the beach.

Wolverine kittens fighting the air as they fell through it.

My sisters swimming in the cove with the plankton running, the sea a green-blue glow, a flicker when the waves twisted to strike the shore. The stars, the blue-black sky. The sea shone around my sisters, bright blue, some green, their paths lit—the color hung and stayed and they crossed each other’s paths. The stars above not as bright as my sisters in the sea.

Then Heiko lifting my head, sliding something soft beneath. My teeth chattered. She opened a water bottle and tilted it up, making me drink.

“It’s a fever,” she said.

I didn’t see her leave and she was gone. All the time the bus still moving. On and on.

This one too had a toilet and I barely made it in time, the floor of the bus the bottom of a boat, swaying beneath my feet. I sat, I held the door closed. Hot liquid poured out of me and wouldn’t stop. Stopped, started again, my stomach clenched. A mirror of metal bent my face. My skin melted. My ears shorn off. My eyes smeared.

Back in my seat, my dress all twisted.

Heiko slept.

The charred black ground slid by.

I shivered with heat. My teeth chattered. Nothing settled or stayed.

I heard laughter, children. Had they followed us, here, to be unfriendly?

Dark waters all around us, the bus a kind of ship, the depths beneath us, waves and waves.

“You’ll be all right.”

On the horizon, a skinny kind of wolf. Pulling a sled? Sliding away.

I opened my eyes and the world outside all darkness, stars.

I opened my eyes and the sky had grown light.

I opened my eyes into clouds and shadows.

Heiko, her eyes glassy. Might she see, was she seeing what I saw? I couldn’t speak, couldn’t ask her.
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Heiko’s voice, rising.

I startled awake.

She stood at the front of the bus, arguing with the driver. Other beings joined in, shouting. Heiko’s voice rose, ending that conversation.

A squeal and lurch. I almost fell from my seat. The bus no longer moving.

Heiko rushed to me. “Ari, gather everything. We’re getting off. Yes. Hurry.”

Faces turned away as we passed. I no longer shivered, the sweat dry and tight along my neck as I stepped down outside again with my sister, the door closed behind us.

Heat from the black road, straight through my shoes. Eyes above in the windows of the bus, all the beings inside sliding away, faces smaller and smaller.

Heiko gulped from her water bottle, hair smashed down on one side, arms trembling.

“You feel better?” I said.

“Better than I did.”

A burnt black field to one side of us. On the other, trees, some of their trunks blackened. Heiko’s face shone hot, worried. Her hand flat above her eyes against the sun and then she took her hand down. She turned and began walking along the road.

My legs unsteady, my head light and hollow. We both wore our emergency packs again.

The road bent away from the trees and Heiko kept walking straight, off the road, down a slope and then climbing an incline. Before long we were walking between metal train tracks, shiny and straight, stepping on the wooden stripes between that held them together.

Still the trees on one side, the dark cool shadows beneath them.

A tremble, a shiver, a low hum from the tracks on either side. We turned.

Behind us, nothing.

We slid down the gravel slope, to the edge of the trees, hiding ourselves.

Before we could see anything first came a roar, a clacking in the air and then the train—a bright red part in front that is known as the engine with dark smoke rising from its chimney, and behind the engine all sliding by slowly a blue train car, a bus with square windows. And in every window the head of what appeared to be a person, all with short hair and not moving at all, not turning those heads to look out. Perhaps they were asleep or not alive or not real, traveling.

Three blue cars, all the same, all full of the same beings. Following: a long attached flat vehicle with metal pipes stretched atop it, tied down, and last a square yellow car with walls that had holes and appeared to hold some kind of animals. Through the holes I could see fur and here and there an eye, staring out. Horns or antlers jutting out the top.

And then the back of the train slipping away, the metal noises fading, the ground beneath us calm again.

Heiko stood from behind a stump and began climbing the slope, toward the tracks. And then she changed her mind and turned to face me, walking past the other way, deeper into the shadows, under trees that were green.

“Why did we get off here?” I said. “How will we find our way?”

“Before, the sun was on our right side as we walked.” She pointed. “Now we’ll keep it on our left. If we get lost, we get lost.”

Heiko bent down, untied her shoes, and threw them away into the bushes. I did the same, the earth beneath my bare feet.

Before long we climbed an incline, along the edge of a cliff, then down again into the trees, under the safety of their shadows.

Along a creek bed we gathered lemon balm and mint, to settle our stomachs, and yarrow that Heiko said would slow the fever. The yarrow so bitter, hard to swallow, the mint easing that bitterness.

A shower, a heavier rain sifting through the branches above. We took out our ponchos, their slick sound around us as we kept moving.

“Look!” I slowed, pointing up into the night sky, at the stars. “There’s Anna’s Belt, the Frying Pan—we must be close to Makeshift, all the same combinations.”

“The stars haven’t changed,” Heiko said. “We didn’t travel far enough to reach a new sky.”
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Morning. Our ponchos spread over us, we awakened. We had been too hot, too tired to make a shelter and instead had stretched out on a bed of moss.

Heiko crawled to me, pressed her forehead against mine. Our eyes close, straight into each other’s.

“Our fevers broke,” she said.

“What does that mean?”

“That the sickness has passed out of us,” she said. “That it’s time to keep walking.”

Before long we were underway.

On and on through the trees, the sun to our left, casting long shadows. Heiko tilted her face upward, calling to the birds who called back, darting from branch to branch, all our relations.

“We didn’t see a parade,” I said.

“No,” Heiko said, her voice soft. “There weren’t any parades.”

The air around us heating up. The thicket narrowed so we couldn’t walk beside each other. Heiko went first; I followed.

“Are we lost?” I said.

“We’re somewhere between lost and knowing where we’re going.”

“How far will we walk?”

“Until we reach the sea,” Heiko said. “Then we’ll know.”

So very carefully we moved beneath those trees, aware that a trap or snare might be anywhere we stepped, anywhere around us.

“We’ll know what?” I said.

“If we’re close to Makeshift or somewhere else, or even to a place where other people live.”

“Might there be such a place?” I said.

“I don’t know,” she said.

“Are there other people?”

“Somewhere, maybe.”

“Was Ricky a person?”

“Enough,” Heiko said. “All I meant was that maybe Makeshift wasn’t the only place people went to be safe.”

She stopped, then, turned with one hand up and the other pointing.

Off to the right, in a clearing, a small broken man made of stones. An inuksuk.

We kneeled close, we touched the stones, the faint lichen growing on them. We tried to tell which way he was pointing us, if we’d been traveling the right direction.

“He’s showing us the way to Makeshift?” I said.

“It’s possible,” she said.

“Should we listen to him?” I said. “Should we go in this direction?”

“We already were,” Heiko said.

We two walked across the clearing, between the trees. Alone and not alone. Our black shadows slid along the ground then leapt up straight upon tree trunks, another sudden person there and gone.

We didn’t talk about CeCe, didn’t mention her name as we walked, and we didn’t have to. We were both thinking of her, missing her, feeling somewhere between lost and finding our way.
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The rain returned, the light fading away between the tree trunks, the slow dusk.

We found shelter, a low cave we shared with a family of bats, the rough ceiling not tall enough for us to stand.

We gathered fiddleheads and thimbleberries, started a fire in the rain.

“If we find a place that’s not Makeshift,” I said, “where people live, will we stay there?”

“If we want to,” Heiko said.

I watched the fire and didn’t say what I was thinking because I knew she knew it: if we lived somewhere else, no one returning to Makeshift would be able to find us.

“If we find a place,” I said, “a place where other people lived all together, and you might stay there or you might live in a place with only me—which would you choose?”

“I’d have a choice?”

“I’m asking.”

“The two of us,” she said. “I think us, only.”

“Me, too.”

When the fire turned to ashes we stretched out in the cave. We were quiet for a time. Above our heads, the bats unclasped their claws from the ceiling, loosed themselves into the night. One by one from the edge, unraveling until they had all departed and above us was only stone.

Rain in waves on the leaves. Wet shadows from the moon.

Slowly I slipped my hand under Heiko’s blouse, pressed flat against the skin of her belly.

“I wolf you,” I said.

“What?”

“You’re my very own wolf.”

“What are you talking about, Ari?”

“From the movie?” I said. “The game they played?”

“I was asleep. I don’t remember that part, weirdo.”

“Weirdo,” I said, and we both laughed.

The scent of rain, the wet ashes not far from the mouth of the cave. The rain turning to storm, rushing in the trees.

“If we live in a different place,” I said, “will it be on the sea?”

“The two of us?”

“Yes.”

“We’ll have to fish, yes, and trust the sea to bring what we need.”

“We might have a library,” I said.

“What?”

“If I was able to collect enough books, to keep them in a place together. And we would have music; we might sing songs.”

“And dance,” Heiko said.

“No one would have been there before,” I said, “no one could find us. We might have a shelter, a house, and a table, a parrot.”

“We couldn’t have a parrot.”

“We’ll decide everything,” I said, “me and you. There won’t be the rules people made before.”

“It will still be us,” she said. “Still Makeshift.”

Heiko rolled over, her back to me; I knew she wanted me to hold her, close, tight, and I did.

“We’ll find some kind of bird you can teach,” I said.

“A raven can learn to talk.”

“Is that a kind of bird?”

“A black bird, yes. A big one. I haven’t seen one in a long time.”

Heiko’s voice, softer and softer, slowing.

She slept.

Awake, I listened for the sea and I heard only the rain.
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I opened my eyes and the rain had stopped.

Heiko slept, pressed against me. Close above our heads the bats had returned, now shifting their grasping claws to nestle close together, to crawl over each other, to fit in tight. One bent its neck to look down at me; it had heard my rustling movements, wondered what I was doing there.

Smoke in my nose. The fire lit. I rolled onto my stomach, peered out from the cave, the gray morning.

A figure sat by the fire, rounded and hunched beneath a blanket, not moving, holding a thin stick over the flames, the coals.

“You haven’t forgotten me?” CeCe said, glancing toward the cave.

Tangled still in my poncho I crawled out, arms around her, face close. Her cheeks smudged with ash, her braids half-undone.

“You left me,” she said. “I didn’t believe you’d ever do that.”

“We were so sick,” I said. “We didn’t know what to do.”

“Luckily you were easy to track.”

CeCe had speared banana slugs on the stick; when the slime burned off, hissing in the coals, she gutted them and held her hand out to me. In silence, we chewed, swallowed.

Behind us, then, Heiko sitting up, bats shrieking at her head.

“Where’s Ricky?” she said, her voice a sharp way I’d never heard it sound, a way she’d never talked to CeCe before.

“Hei-Hei, wait—”

“You didn’t bring him along?” Heiko said. “Where is he?”

CeCe threw a twig into the fire, not looking at Heiko. “He didn’t come with me.”

The coals brightened, breathed, dimmed again. Morning light pale through the trees.

“You’re not taking us back there,” Heiko said.

“Back where?” CeCe said.

“To the city.”

“Am I asking that?” CeCe said. “I’m not asking that.”

Heiko turned away, no longer facing us; she began angrily jerking at her poncho, folding it.

The rain dripping from the mouth of the cave. The dark trees in the wind.

“You dressed us up and took us to Ricky,” Heiko said. “To see if he’d like us.”

“That’s not true,” CeCe said. “Not correct. I wanted you all—I needed you to meet him, both of you. I wanted that so we’d know if he might ever come to Makeshift—”

“To Makeshift?” Heiko said.

“Yes.”

“To live there?” I said.

“He has nowhere to go,” CeCe said.

“You were ashamed of us,” Heiko said. “You were choosing him.”

“Heiko!” CeCe’s voice rose and then fell softer and she was crying; before the foray I’d never seen or heard her cry. “Look at me,” she said. “The choices I made, where I am, here with you.”

“Please,” I said. “Please please please.”

“It was only that he wasn’t ready,” CeCe said. “No one was ready.” She tilted her face up toward the sky, silent for a moment, her eyes closed. “We didn’t know what would happen—we had to foray to find out.”

“You had a plan,” Heiko said. “You were conducting us. You didn’t tell us.”

“I said you had to see. I told you what I could.”

“You didn’t,” Heiko said. “You didn’t even tell us about the baby.”

“I was going to.”

“You didn’t.”

“I thought you’d be able to tell.”

“What baby?” I said.

“The one inside her,” Heiko said. “She never even told us.”

A gust of wind shook rain from the branches above.

“Let’s find our way back.” Standing, CeCe stepped away from the fire. She stared into the sky, touched the trees’ bark with the palms of her hands. She picked up a handful of dirt and sniffed it, touched it with the sharp tip of her tongue.

“You’ve been going in the wrong direction,” she said. “Still, a roundabout way might be better. Safer.”

We set to gathering our things, quenching the fire. I dragged my pack from the cave; the ceiling of bats rippled, settled.

Before long we began walking. CeCe, then me, then Heiko. Between us three a tightness and still a relief to be together. I could tell that even Heiko, the angriest of us, felt this as we followed CeCe, who moved so slowly; perhaps she did not know or could not find the way, or perhaps she simply could not move more quickly, carrying this baby inside her.

Long silences, the sky growing lighter, the slip of branches along our bodies, snapping back.

Another inuksuk, almost invisible amid a thicket.

I could sometimes see CeCe’s shoulders shaking; that’s how I knew she was crying as we walked.
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The following morning we passed another inuksuk, this one appearing as the one from the first day, the day we left Makeshift. The cap of green moss loose on its head.

Hungry we walked, our shadows slanting along the ground, slicing back across the tree trunks.

Salt in the air before we could see anything, and before long flashes between the trees, light on the water and then the sound.

We three running. We burst stumbling out of the trees, onto the white stones of the beach.

We didn’t speak.

We looked across that expanse of water—torn by currents with rocks and snags sticking up—to Makeshift, its dark trees with their pull on us.

Turning, we scanned up and down the beach.

We could not see, could not find the canoe.

“Are we even close to where we left it?” Heiko said.

“Yes.” CeCe pointed at a place where lightning had stricken a tree.

I slashed at the bushes with a long stick. I searched up into the thicket.

Heiko waded in the shallows, up past her knees, turned to get a better angle on the shoreline.

CeCe piled up stones, read their shadows, knocked them down. She broke small twigs and dropped them to the wind, tried to see if the way they fell had anything to tell us.

At last tired I sat on the beach and dug through my pack knowing it held nothing, no more jerky or anything to eat and still hoping. I did take out my binoculars; I slid their one round eye across the dark twisted water, to the other beach. Before long I saw the canoe, blending into the trees, a sharp shadow against those distant stones. And even the paddle, its pale shape leaning against a tree.

My sisters came running when I shouted. They also looked and saw. Here we were and across the water Makeshift.

“We might make a raft,” Heiko said. “Only the current might take us out to sea.”

“One of us will have to swim,” CeCe said, after a moment. “Bring the canoe back across to the others.”

“Too far,” I said.

“I’m the strongest swimmer,” CeCe said.

“Not now, CeCe—now you’re not the strongest. It’s a long way. And the currents.” Heiko already taking off her skirt, her blouse, handing me her spectacles.

We didn’t speak. She touched my head, the top of my head where I sat. She touched CeCe’s shoulder as she stepped past, into the shallows.

Heiko, her long legs and her back, darker than the water. And then we could only see her round head, the kick of her feet, her arms reaching ahead—one, then the other.

She swam straight out and along a shivered edge the current caught her and angled her sideways. Still swimming away from us and also sliding downstream, toward the sea.

CeCe’s lips were moving with no sound. I reached out, held her hand. Heiko, slipping away from us.

“She’ll make it,” CeCe said through that silence. “She has to.”

There was nothing for us to do. Wait and watch and hope.

“I thought we had to,” she said. “I don’t know.”

Out on the water, Heiko had not stopped, was not halfway across. We walked down the beach to be closer to her as the current pulled and pulled her faster sideways.

“Is the baby coming before long?” I said.

“I think so, yes. I don’t know.”

CeCe crouched there and picked up small stones, clattered them down toward the water. I didn’t know what to say about the baby, so I joined her; I tried to hit the stones she threw with stones of my own.

“Where is she?” CeCe said.

Binoculars to my eyes, I couldn’t find Heiko. Water, water, water. And then I saw her body, caught on a snag of logs and branches, halfway across. She was holding on, there, I saw. She wasn’t struggling. She was resting and felt my eyes on her and raised one hand to wave before letting go, before setting out again toward the opposite shore.

We stood together, watching Heiko, our shoulders touching, CeCe’s body thick and mine slender.

Before long we could see Heiko crawling, then standing in the shallows.

The thin dark shape of her against the white stones of the beach.

She walked to the canoe, turning it over and dragging it to the water again.

She began paddling, angling up against the current.

“It has to be Henrik,” I said.

“Henrik?” CeCe said.

“Who took the canoe. He’ll be waiting for us.”

“Someone took it,” CeCe said, shading her eyes. “Once we get across, we’ll find out who it is.”

Silent again, we watched Heiko approach. The canoe pointed this way, then that; her spectacles still in my hand. The blade of the paddle flashed when it caught the sunlight.

Before long her bare arms and shoulders, her face and her smile.
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A step, two.

Holding still to listen: the wind in the trees, the rush of the sea in our ears. We approached carefully, silently.

“This way,” CeCe said.

Heiko and I followed. Our hands swinging brushed against each other and we clasped them tight.

The birds, the trees, salt in the air.

CeCe held up her hand and we stopped; she lowered it and we walked again. She switched her head back and forth, seeking someone who might be watching us, and still she paused less often now as we moved away from a world we didn’t know and toward one we did.

Ferns tickled our bare legs. Spiderwebs torn, edges waving silent in our wake. My voice wanted to shout for Henrik and I knew I should not, before we knew what else had changed, who else might be alerted.

We skirted a tiger trap, CeCe pointing to warn, its cover of twigs almost invisible against the floor of the forest. Stepping over the line of one hidden snare, ducking under another.

Ahead, the sea in long, glistening troughs.

I climbed the ladder to the sleeping platform—everything as we left it.

Heiko ran to check all the hidden entrances to the wolverines’ den, found them undisturbed.

We were taking off our foray clothes and kicking them away from us.

The smell of this air.

We jostled each other, bare shoulders touching. Here we were, stepping over the white stones, crossing the round center of the medicine wheel.

“Stay close,” CeCe said. “Don’t stray.”

Down the path along the cliff, each step and stone beneath our bare feet in the place they’d always been, guiding us to the beach.

Seaweed twisted and snarled; a faded buoy at the end of a frayed rope; a torn and tangled fishing net.

“Tide’s rising,” CeCe said, pointing to the dark mouth of the refuge.

I shivered. Heiko pulled the fishing net up high beyond the water’s reach, to repair. We hurried after CeCe, wading through the shallows, bending low so the stone above brushed the tops of our heads.

Darkness opened all around us.

CeCe’s feet slapped as she climbed out. She lit a lantern; her shadow shivered, bent tall along the stone ceiling.

We climbed up, splashing, the light on the whale skull, the hanging life jackets. Our breathing echoed. The cans reflected silver from their shelves.

CeCe swung the lantern and the light did not reflect in the side of our metal boat—the space beside the wooden raft empty, our boat gone.

“Henrik took it,” I said. “It had to be Henrik.”

“Or the tides,” CeCe said. “If someone failed to tie it fast.”

She led us deeper into the refuge, the shadows. She set the lantern down close to turn the metal numbers of a lock. The door of a tall box swinging open.

She took out a rifle, long and thin. A belt of bullets glinted against the darkness.

“We’ll need to check everywhere,” she said. “Everywhere someone might be hiding. And all the traps and snares. Hurry.”

The gap between the sea and the top of the refuge’s mouth was thin, a narrowing line of light, the tide rising. We waded out, we crawled.

Barely above the surface of the water, CeCe held the rifle.
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We three spread out as we traveled through Makeshift, we kept each other in sight. Down across the tide pools—foraging as we went—and up along the cliffside paths.

CeCe carried the rifle, its narrow tip pointed at the ground, swinging back and forth, suddenly up if she heard something, if she saw a movement she didn’t expect.

She paused to rest, her breathing heavy. We waited along the creek bed, gathered watercress and nettles until she was ready, and then we moved again into the trees. Each of our three faces turned this way and that, hands cupped around our ears to funnel the sounds, so we might not be surprised.

We came out of the trees near the inuksuk, the shipwrecks below, then continued down the slope where the wrack bunkers are hidden. The door I slid aside had dirt, plants growing atop it. I squinted into the darkness, light seeping: racks of drying salmon, undisturbed. I slid the door back across, rushed to catch up with Heiko, with CeCe inspecting the woven covers of tiger traps—the pits below, the leaves and earth scattered on top—and the buried lines of snares, attached to heavy springs foraged from the shipwrecks, the saplings bent to snap.

“No one, no one, no one,” CeCe said.

“Still, someone,” I said. “Someone paddled the canoe across, someone took our boat from the refuge.”

“If it was the same person,” CeCe said. “Or only one person.”

“Henrik,” I said. “Who else would it be?”

On we went through the burned-out shelters of Makeshift, all empty, no sign of anyone.

Dusk gathered as we returned to the medicine wheel, as we rushed to light the fire.

The hunger that we’d forgotten returned all at once.

Before long we three sat around the metal stove, facing the sea, the long dusk glowing in the swells. We ate stew of moon snails, nettles, and chanterelles; we passed a pot back and forth, a spoon in each of our hands.

I sat behind CeCe, braiding her black hair. The sun hidden behind the trees.

“I thought maybe Sigrid would be here,” Heiko said. “That’s what I was hoping.”

“A person is different than a vixen,” I said.

“I didn’t say they were the same. Are you cross, Ari?”

“No.”

“You sound cross.”

“Because you keep asking if I’m cross.”

“Sisters,” CeCe said. “Don’t quarrel.”

“I was just thinking of Henrik,” I said. “And I can be cross if I’m cross. I can quarrel if I need to quarrel.”

“So we’re quarreling?” Heiko said.

“That was the quarrel,” I said.

In the silence, CeCe reached to touch her hair with her fingers. I’d tied up the tips so they hung in round loops below her ears.

“This is the way the ladies in the story did it,” I said, “with lines on their faces, living in their houses of ice.”

“Who?” CeCe said.

“In a movie,” Heiko said. “We saw a movie. On the foray.”

“A movie,” CeCe said. “My sisters at a movie.”

“It was a safe place to sleep,” Heiko said.

The stew finished, we filled the pot with water and drank the water down.

Heiko crawled forward, opened the stove door, and put sticks inside. Cinders rose, burned out above our heads. We fell silent, and I moved around, the three of us facing each other; the stove’s orange window of flames, the fire warm on the soles of my feet.

CeCe leaned back, pulled up her blouse. Her smooth, rounded belly with a new dark line stretching down from her navel; her skin shone in the firelight, warming the person inside her.

“I see something,” Heiko said, then, pointing out to the sea.

She stood and we followed her. We three waited, our talking behind us.

After a time the sea was torn, a disturbance in the surface, needles appearing and disappearing, sewing thread across fabric. Five black shapes, sharp needles. Six, seven.

“Orca,” CeCe said.

The light fading, I lifted my binoculars and drew their sharp shapes close. Their black sides, their round white markings that are not their eyes, fins straight or bent over, tails slapping and slipping away.

There, gone, there, gone, there, gone again.

I turned my head, trying to guess where they’d surface.




39

[image: image]

Since our return we three are waiting. We will become four when the baby arrives.

CeCe can no longer climb the rope ladder; she sleeps in the wolverine den. Heiko stays there, also, to be ready to help. She’s forgiven CeCe, or isn’t cross with her—they’ve come to one mind, and I am glad, even if I’m left alone on the sleeping platform in the trees.

I am to listen for alarms, to watch for anyone who might approach.

Last night, the sleeping platform rose and fell in the wind, leaping, a raft amid the waves of the sea. Alone, I closed my eyes and the wind and waves filled my ears; inside myself I saw the wolf on the chain lunging forward, machine-men cutting down trees as they come toward our trees, fires everywhere burning everything and the creatures that appeared as children, the naked man running on the ice, escaping. I saw the refrigerator, the oven door falling open, the frozen pizza, and the ramen soup boiling over the flames. The women inside their ice houses with dark lines drawn on their faces, straight lines down their chins. I saw Ricky with his earring and scant ponytail, the graceful unicorn he drew on his wall, his head rising and falling as he walked in his broken boots.

A whistle, below, and I opened my eyes, peeked over the edge.

Heiko.

I uncoiled and dropped the rope ladder over.

The gentle sway of the platform as she climbed closer and closer.

And then her hair, her wide eyes, her flashing teeth, and she was crawling across to me.

“I needed to get out of the den,” she said, “to breathe the air for a little while. CeCe’s sleeping.”

We rested on our backs with our shoulders touching. Her ankle, the side of her bare leg against mine. Lifting my hand, I held it there in the darkness above her body, then set it gently down, flat on her stomach. I felt her body rise, fill with her breath, then slipped my hand under her blouse, against her skin.

“I wolf you,” I said. “You’re my very own wolf.”

Heiko pulled my hand away, set it back on the bearskin. “Not this, not now.”

“I’m hungry for human skin,” I said.

“Stop playing.”

“Weirdo.”

“No,” she said.

“What’s the matter?”

“Nothing.”

“Something.”

Our shoulders not pressed into each other, our legs no longer touching.

“When you swam across to get the canoe,” I said, “I couldn’t see you for a little while, I lost you. I thought you were gone.”

“I wasn’t,” she said.

“Still,” I said, “I felt that. I felt how that would feel.”

“I’m not gone,” she said. “I’m here. And it’s that we have to pay attention to what’s happening right now.”

“We’re here right now.”

“Everything’s going to change when the baby comes,” she said.

“I know things will change,” I said. “They’ve changed. They’re changing.”

“We have to be ready, to come to one mind.”

“That’s what CeCe would say.”

“Are you trying to quarrel?”

“I’m trying to feel how this feels,” I said.

“I know,” she said. “I’m trying, too.”

I listened to the wind, the branches around us, feeling Heiko close and distant.

“When the baby comes,” I said. “Will it be a person?”

“What?”

“The baby will be a person, like us?”

“I think so. Of course it will.” Heiko rolled away from me, sat up. “I shouldn’t have left CeCe this long.”

She went down the ladder, the rope creaking, the platform swaying; then everything settling, silent, still.

As I coiled the ropes I watched her slip in and out of the shadows.
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I waited for Heiko to return, the following nights on the sleeping platform. She did not.

Days passed, and I always had work to do. I cooked the meals and washed the dishes. When everything was put away, I set the night lines, out into the black water.

Last night, as I climbed the path from the cove, CeCe’s voice sharp through the night. In pain, surprise.

I raced up the path, around the medicine wheel, toward the wolverine den.

I slid around that corner. On hands and knees I rolled the cover across and crawled through the mouth, down the tight slope as the walls opened. Fish oil smoke in the air mixed with the smell of metal. Blood.

In the flickering lantern light, CeCe stretched on a bed, a bloody nest—so very swollen and sweating, her black hair slick and flat, teeth bared.

She shrieked, the sound rolling past me, through the tunnel, and into the night.

She held Heiko’s hand, Heiko with her other hand rubbing CeCe’s stomach with a wet cloth, her breasts and thighs. CeCe rolling, writhing on her side. I stood still, no closer. CeCe pulling herself onto her hands and knees, eyes wide and white, seeing and not seeing me.

Did I even turn around? I was scrambling, flickering light and blood still in my eyes as I crawled into the clean cold air, the gray light of the wind.

Did I run away? No—or I did, and then returned. I stayed close.

All the air of Makeshift felt it, the long grass trembling, trees bent, the sea tightening around us, currents and waves in every direction at once surging against themselves. The birds in the sky sailed ragged circles, colliding, their songs broken, interrupted. When the birds settled, it was only for moments. Searching and searching, they rose.

“Ari,” Heiko said, her face looking out the hole in the ground. “You can come in, you can help.”

“I’m here,” I said. “I’m fine, here.”

She climbed out of the den and I could see she held something, wrapped in a bundle of bloody cloths. No sounds coming from the den behind her.

“It’s dead?” I said. “CeCe?”

“What? No. It’s still all happening, trying to happen.”

Heiko dropped the cloths and they fell empty, unwrapped by the wind. There was more blood on her hands, her pale dress.

CeCe’s cries again, echoing from the tunnel.

“Take these—bury them, burn them, something.”

I carried the cloths away, I burned them carefully, the smoke blown invisible in the wind.

When I had finished, when I wet the ashes, I circled back to the den. At the mouth, faint voices again, Heiko trying to soothe CeCe.

I sat still on the edge of the cliff with my knees bent up and my arms wrapped around them. The sea below so dark, twisting and surging. I could not see into it. Still I knew the fish held steady and together beneath the surface. The eels unknotted and shook themselves straight in the current. The crabs scuttled sideways with their claws held high.

“Ari,” Heiko said, behind me. “Come, now. Come here. I need you.”

Down that flickering tunnel, the air thick. CeCe quiet now, a blanket over her. Where was the baby? Still inside her. Closer, the glint of scissors with blood on their blades, shining knives lined up on a cloth.

“One more,” Heiko was saying. “Push. Rest, then again.”

CeCe’s eyes open. She wasn’t seeing us. The sounds from her mouth weren’t words or even sounds I’d ever heard a person make.

“Ari, did you hear me?” Heiko said, her hand on my shoulder.

“What?” I said.

“Hold the baby.”

I saw it then, its cross face, a shadow of an old person’s face. It jerked its legs, arms, fingers wide; Heiko wrapped it tight. It was squalling—had it been squalling? I’d never heard that sound. It quieted when I held it against me.

CeCe’s thick breathing, her teeth gritted together another sound.

“There, good.” Heiko was at the end of the bed, between CeCe’s legs. She lifted and held out a bloody octopus-looking piece.

“The placenta,” she said.

“I don’t want to eat it,” CeCe said, her words in panting breaths.

“You don’t have to,” Heiko said. “I don’t think you need to.” She was washing CeCe, cleaning her. She was pulling up the blanket.

The baby, its skin covered in white grease, caught in the folds. Hairy, black hairs on its shoulders when the wrapping slipped. Its face, terrible little grimaces. I felt the weight of it. I held the baby. Was I crying? I didn’t know how to feel.

“Look at how beautiful he is.” Heiko wiped grease from the folds of one ear.

CeCe wasn’t looking, her face turned away from us.

“Can it hear us?” I said.

“I think so.”

CeCe slept or appeared to sleep. Her breathing gentler, her body rose and fell.

“We three are all the baby’s mothers,” Heiko said.

The baby in my arms could do nothing on its own. Helpless, covered in blood and grease, hairy and wrinkled, its heartbeat pulsing in its soft head.
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And so we are four and I am one, often alone.

Our parents taught us that activity keeps the mind from negative thoughts. I have very many things to do.

Days I collect seaweed, hang it to dry.

I pull up the fishing lines, the nets, clean the fish. The meals I cook, I eat alone. Heiko comes and takes the food away, takes it to CeCe in the wolverine den. I wash all the pots and dishes.

When I circle to check the snares and traps I wear my poncho with its pattern of sticks and leaves. Always ready to pull the hood over my head and face, to flatten my body against the ground.

I tether myself to the shore, a line from the roots that jut out from the cliff; I float out in my life jacket to harvest the crabs from the traps, scanning the sea for our small metal boat, for Henrik.

Henrik, I remember how he walked on his hands, feet in the air, his black hair in his eyes. Henrik said awareness was the most important skill, and relaxation close behind. The one thing to be avoided is panic. A person can’t be aware if they aren’t relaxed.

Today I went alone along the edge of Makeshift.

Trails forked. Sunlight caught the thin line of a snare for a moment. Wind in the branches above.

At the burial ground I undid the metal hasp, pulled the cover back: the plastic inside dented, the small glass windows broken in shards, the red needles torn out, gone. All the wires cut and loose, frayed, the TALK button nowhere to be seen.

I closed the cover, fastened the metal hasp.

Soft green moss beneath my feet.

Black shadows leapt and slid over the burial ground.
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Thick smoke across the sea, on the far horizon, unwinding from itself. The sky blue again.

I stepped out of the shadows, into the morning sunlight, the tall grass. Heiko sat at the medicine wheel, the baby asleep on a blanket at her feet.

She looked up. “Did you collect enough stinging nettles? And I said to gather some hemlock bark, some alder bark?”

She spoke so fast, impatient, that I couldn’t answer or begin to tell her anything.

“And the devil’s club root, where it grows along the stream?”

“It’s thorny, there,” I said.

“Ari,” she said, “CeCe needs it.”

“I will.” I sat down across the medicine wheel, the flat surface of the white stone warm beneath my hands. “Of course I will do it all, everything.”

“You’re cross?” Heiko said.

“I’m fine.”

“You sound cross.”

“I’m fine.”

“CeCe’s still in the den,” Heiko said. “She’s getting better. She will. Would you come see her? That might help.”

“If I can,” I said. “If I gather the devil’s club root in time.”

The baby began crying, kicking his legs, his arms tense and hands slapping. Heiko pulled her orange flowered dress over her head, her nipples leaking milk onto her dark belly. Picking the baby up, she rocked him a little, helped him begin to nurse.

“Remember how we talked about our house?” I said.

“Our house?” she said.

“The one we’d live in, with the table and the music, the library and the bird?”

“We talked about that,” she said, after a moment, “when it was only us two, to make ourselves feel better. Before. Now we’re here.”

“Still,” I said.

Heiko looked down at the baby. “Easy, there.” She switched him over to her other nipple. “Look how pretty he is. Did I tell you his name is Rogers?”

“Rogers?”

“Yes,” she said. “I don’t know where CeCe found that.”

I glanced away, down along the cliff, the inuksuk just visible.

The sea rose and fell, the horizon empty.

“I keep thinking I’ll see our boat,” I said. “Hoping. Henrik might be out there.”

The baby spat up, and Heiko unwrapped him, set him down; she found a cloth to wipe him and herself. The baby’s smooth body—the hair had come off his shoulders and his face was paler, smoother than before; his toes, his penis, his pale flat nipples. His fingers twitched to claws, his eyes tight. Rogers.

“He moves the way a bird does,” I said. “Or a machine—not a little person.”

“He’s just a baby, Ari. You haven’t seen a baby for a long time. None of us have. This is how babies are.” Heiko picked him up. “Hold him for me?”

“Why?”

“Just for a little while.”

“Can’t CeCe watch him?”

“I can’t leave her alone with him right now.”

“I should gather that devil’s club root.”

“Ari, please. He needs me all the time. I just need a moment to breathe. He’ll sleep again, now that he’s been fed.”

She held him out, and I took him, his solid weight in my arms, his sour smell. His eyes not exactly a color, his tuft of black hair.

Heiko picked her flowered dress from the ground and stepped close to the cliff’s edge. She slipped her dress over her head and it slid down to cover her body.
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Today I walked the cliff, stood beside the inuksuk.

The tide rushed in, the waves and currents making the shipwrecks appear to move. The straight lines of the rails, the sharp bows, the bent propellers, the ragged holes where water had rushed in, where fish now swam. Painted names—Resolute or Sea Legs or Patriot—and numbers on the sides worn faint and half-covered by lichen and seaweed.

Down I walked along the cliff, past the wrack bunkers, into the shadows.

Ahead, beneath the trees, a startling round blackness shone against the green moss. My breath caught up—the covering of the tiger trap torn, broken, the pit a black circle stretching down.

Silent on my bare feet, closer, careful with my breathing.

When I leaned, when I first peeked over the edge, I saw only the dirt walls of the pit, the sharpened sticks in those walls, pointing down. My eyes traveled on the faint light, filtering to the bottom, to a darker shadow, a shape, the shape of a person spread flat on their stomach, motionless. Red boots, denim pants, a blue-plaid blouse. A kind of bag, a pack rested beside the body.

I was uncertain if I saw the gentle movement of breathing or if my own breathing made the body appear to rise and fall.

Long, tangled grayish hair, thick. A body appearing as a woman, asleep or resting or dead.

I found a twig and dropped it down; it landed in the gray hair.

No reaction, no movement.

The second twig, slightly larger, fell on the plaid blouse, between the body’s shoulders.

Nothing.

I found a pebble, small and solid in my hand, and tossed it down, bouncing off the back of the body’s leg.

A sudden shift, a groan.

I leapt back from the edge of the pit.

“Is someone there?”

The voice hoarse, raspy. A woman’s voice? It called out as I retreated, as I hurried to the wrack bunkers.

“Hello? Hello? Help me!”

I opened a hidden door, searching through boxes until I found the thin plastic girl’s face, holes for my eyes to look through, an elastic string across the back.

I stretched the string, the face pressed over my face, and I crept back toward the pit. I peered over quickly, stepped back out of view. The woman standing, now. Her dirty face tilted, squinting against the light.

“Hello? Someone? Oh, thank God, thank goodness. Hello?”

I stepped forward, trying to see through the face’s eyes.

“I’d almost given up,” she said. “Two nights, calling and calling. No food, no water.”

My bare toes held the dirt at the edge of the pit.

“Speak. Can you speak?”

I heard my breathing, hot inside the plastic.

“Who are you?” she said. “You’re from Makeshift?”

I saw then that her arm hung limp; I also saw that the sleeve of her blouse’s other arm was empty, tied in a knot.

“Is it not still Makeshift?” she said. “Show me your face. You’re what, a kid? Can you just find someone to help?”

Taking the canteen from my hip, I tightened the cap and dropped it; it landed beside her, a puff of dust at her feet.

She sat, held the canteen between her knees, and untwisted the cap—first trying with her hand, groaning in pain, then using her teeth. When she drank, the water that slipped out ran white stripes through the dirt on her neck.

When she’d finished drinking, she said, “Is Anna still the conductor? Bring her. Tell her it’s Marinda, that I’ve come back.”

I could not remember if there had or hadn’t been a parent with one arm, before the foreigners came. The name Marinda, I could not feel if I remembered it.

Bending, I tried to fix the trap’s cover, pull some broken pieces together; I dragged it back across the opening.

“Tell the others,” she said. “Bring them. Bring others. Hurry.”

I stepped away, took off the plastic face—wind cool on my skin—and hung it on a bush. I glanced back one time: the trap looked almost as it always did, and now not empty.

I ran.

Ran the slanted path through the snares, vines whipping around me, birds calling their warnings.

Skirted old Makeshift, quickly past the burial ground, the side trail opening, the white stones of the medicine wheel ahead.

Ready to shout my sisters’ names, my ragged breathing everywhere, and when I slowed and recovered my breath I did not call. I could not see my sisters waiting; they were not waiting for me, eager to hear what I had to tell them.

Closer I heard muffled laughter, their buried voices. I rolled a stump away, uncovering an air hole to the wolverine den.

The baby’s shrieking, then Heiko’s calming voice.

Bending down, I could see the flickering light of a lantern. Shadows. The baby silent now, and Heiko’s voice, so very cheerful and quick, high-pitched. A soft laughter. They weren’t thinking of me at all.

I straightened. I rolled the stump back across, tight in the opening. Still I heard that laughter and so I stepped away, far enough until I heard only the wind and waves.
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I awakened in the treetops the following morning, everyone else asleep in the wolverine den.

Once I’d climbed down, I gathered some food and coiled a length of thick rope. I started back along the cliff toward the shipwrecks, the tiger trap.

The plastic face peered out from the bushes, watching my approach. I unhooked it, put it over my own face again.

When I slid the broken cover across, Marinda stood from where she’d been sitting. She looked up at me.

“Where are the others?” she said. “Did you tell Anna?”

“No.”

“You’re talking, at least,” she said. “Who did you tell I’m here?”

“No one,” I said.

I tied my bundle to the end of the rope and lowered it down. In it, salmon jerky and thimbleberries, another bottle of water. When it reached the bottom, the rope gone slack, Marinda took hold and gave it a hard pull so I almost lost my balance and toppled in.

I let go.

The rope slithered down, the heavy knot on the end straight into her upturned face.

“Shit!” she said, her hand over her eye, hunched in on herself, the loose rope twisted and tangled all around her. “Shit shit shit.”

“I didn’t mean to,” I said. “You pulled on the rope.”

“Could you just bring Anna?” she said, after a moment. “She’s still here, isn’t she?”

“I’m thinking what to do,” I said.

“I don’t understand what there is to think about. I’m Marinda, not some kind of foreigner. You’d just leave me here in the bottom of this pit?”

“I’m still thinking,” I said.

“You’re worried about what? Infection? Put me in the quarantine enclosure—that would be more comfortable.”

When I didn’t answer, she began to untie the bundle with her hand, her teeth. I watched her eat. She chewed, swallowed, shook her head. Her body began to tremble; she appeared to be crying; after a moment, I realized that she was laughing.

“I made it all the way back, and here I am.” She held the water bottle between her knees, loosened the cap, drank. “At the bottom of a hole, captive to a kid in a snow-white mask.”

She stood, took three steps, turned, and took three more steps, the scribbles of rope tangling her feet. She kicked herself free, walked a tight circle around the bottom of the pit.

“I can help you,” she said. “I know so much about this place.”

“You’re the one who broke the box,” I said.

“The box?”

“The talking box in the burial ground. The radio,” I said, remembering the name.

“The radio, the burial ground?” She coughed out another laugh. “This right here is as far as I got. I never even crossed back into Makeshift.”

“You took our canoe?” I said.

“What canoe?”

“To get across, from the mainland to here.”

She began eating again, her arm so very thin. She drank from the canteen. I glanced away: the tide low, surf breaking over the reef, the shipwrecks.

“I had a boat, a little blue boat,” she said. “It was hard to steer—I almost missed the tip of the island, almost got swept out to sea. And then I was so happy to be back, I was so tired, and I walked right into this trap.”

I shifted my feet and a sheet of dirt slid into the pit, sifting down.

“You must have been so small,” she said. “I can’t quite remember you—you must have been here, before I left. One of the little boys from that time.”

“I’m not a boy,” I said. “I’m a sister. Also a brother.”

“You’re both?”

“I’m me,” I said. “That’s all.”

Standing, I gathered ivy, tore grapevines loose.

“However you are,” she said, “whoever you are—I understand; I’m not cross with you for being careful, I want you to know that. We have no quarrel.”

I began to weave the vines over sticks, tied the broken section together so the trap’s cover was whole again.

“At least let me see the sky,” she said.

I left the tiger trap uncovered behind me as I turned and climbed past the inuksuk, heading toward all my tasks and chores of the day.
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Another night, and morning again.

At the stone beach, I tied a line to the roots that stuck out from the cliff, the other end to my life jacket. The waves stretched toward my feet.

Far out on the sea, on the broad swells, a glimpse of something I could not understand.

A shape, half-submerged, long and slender. A boat? No. Not our metal boat.

A body? A dead porpoise or shark? I had left my binoculars on the sleeping platform.

The swells rose, fell, hid the floating thing away and showed it again, finally slipped it beyond where I could see. I stood too low, not high on the cliff, everywhere the sea glinting greenish blue. Above the waves, a cormorant soared, and I tried to picture what it might see: either a log drifting or a person or shark, our metal boat half-submerged in the currents.

Wading in, trailing my rope behind me, checking that its knots were tight to the cliff.

I like being tethered in the gentle waves. Lifting me, setting me down. That moment when my feet come loose from the bottom. I kicked and splashed my way toward the crab traps.

The traps have wooden floats that you wouldn’t notice if you didn’t know them. The traps need a jerk of the line; then they slice up from the bottom. Some crabs already dead, still fresh. The live ones I know how to grab as they fight back, even in the waves, my hand quick. I slid the crabs into my mesh bag and they fought it and each other, they tried to pinch me through the knots.

Rising on a swell I looked up, then, and saw a figure on the cliff near the burned buildings of old Makeshift. It moved in an unnatural way, long arms dragging, legs slow and then leaping, lurching. I saw only glimpses. Was it a human person? It hunched around, disappearing and reappearing in the trees.

I splashed into the shallows, stumbling, crabs swinging in the bag, their claws sticking through. The knock of their shells as I dropped them on the stones, as I scanned the cliff.

Nothing, nothing, nothing.

The crabs tried to pull the bag in all directions, scuttling it this way and that. Furious, their eyes on stalks.

I fought free of my life jacket, gathered my things, pulled the poncho over my head, slippery around me as I hurried up along the cliff.

I heard a crashing ahead, in the underbrush.

Something, someone.

Closer, I dropped to the ground with my poncho spread flat around me, then stood again and continued, one hand cupping my ear.

I reached the place where the figure had been and found only broken, flattened golden grass.

A sound then, behind me. Sticks cracking in the trees, beyond the burned remains of the shelters. I wheeled silently around, finding cover as I went, as I scurried beneath the trees.

What I saw was CeCe and unlike CeCe. I was hidden close; she didn’t see me though I saw her. She’d burned her hair, all the hair on one side of her head gone, the other side loose. Eyes staring. She wore a dark sweater so large the body a dress and the arms dragging, the cuffs picking up twigs and leaves, her hands hidden.

She passed me and I followed. Before long we approached the dark green grass of the burial ground, under tattered clothes in the branches above, and on down the narrow path toward the medicine wheel.

I didn’t call out, I didn’t say her name, and suddenly she turned her head and looked straight at me, her expression no expression.

“CeCe,” I said. “It’s Ari.”

“Crabs,” she said, pointing at the bag I held, claws sticking through its mesh.

She was surfacing from inside her own body, rocking back and forth from foot to foot.

“I like your sweater,” I said.

It had a train knit on the front, a train with a round smiling face.

“We were fine before.” She twisted her body and the long arms of the sweater lifted, settled on the ground again. “A mistake. If we three were the last three, that would have been enough.”

“We’re fine now,” I said. “We’re his mothers. We’ll take care of him.”

“Even if he grows up, he’ll be alone,” she said. “All alone, once we’re gone.”

We’d begun walking circles, I don’t know how or why, winding around the inside of the medicine wheel. She went one direction, I the other.

“You’ve seen his face,” she said. “The baby’s face is Ricky’s face. It’ll always remind me.”

We kept walking toward and then away from each other, close and then farther away.

“Ricky was kind,” I said. “He was kind to you and to us, and he could read. He gave us the food. I liked him.”

“I liked him, too,” she said.

“He appeared as a person,” I said.

We turned at the same time and began walking circles in the opposite direction.

“Yes,” she said. “He was kind, Ricky. And he liked to draw. He could draw anything.”

CeCe sat down on a wide white stone then and I slowed, standing at a distance.

“Are you afraid of me?” She touched the side of her head. “Did I burn off my hair?”

“Only half of it,” I said.

“Useless,” she said.

I sat beside her, the edges of our bodies pressed together.

“All I want,” she said, “all I want is to be a sister.”

“You are a sister,” I said.

She reached out, touched the hairs on my upper lip. “You’re growing a mustache, Ari?”

“I don’t know,” I said.

CeCe rested her head on my shoulder. She smelled of smoke, ashes. Sitting up straight again, she combed my hair with her fingers, then began to braid it to her hair, the side she hadn’t burned away. Our heads connected.

“Everyone should be a sister,” I said. “No one, no one should be what they don’t want to be. No one should be alone.”

Before long Heiko came out of the wolverine den, the sleeping baby in her arms. She stepped into the medicine wheel and sat on the ground in front of us, leaning back against CeCe’s legs.

Now Rogers began his wailing.

“He’s hungry,” Heiko said. “And I have no milk left.”

She passed Rogers to CeCe, who was lifting the front of her sweater. The braid between us came loose.

The baby tried to latch on, Heiko guiding and instructing CeCe.

“He’s biting me.”

“You get used to it—at least he doesn’t have teeth.”

The baby settled, we three watching the smooth skin of his face, the persistence of his suckling. Before long he was asleep again.

Quiet.

We three looked out over the sea, together, the feeling of not being apart.

Only the lapping waves, echoing below.

“I need your help,” I said.
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I led my sisters along the edge of the cliff. Everything so very quiet and clear, the sea calm, the black smoke of distant fires on the horizon.

Past the inuksuk, down the slope toward the wrack bunkers.

“The trap,” Heiko said, pointing. “The cover.”

“A bear?” CeCe shifted the baby to her other hip as she walked.

“No, not a bear,” I said.

We three looked over the edge. Marinda stretched out at the bottom of the pit, the rope now unsnarled, coiled beside her, her arm bent under her head. She stirred when our shadows, when the light, shifted over her. She rolled onto her side, sat. She bent her neck, squinted up at us.

“I brought my sisters,” I said.

She looked at each of us in turn; her mouth moved and no words came out. Her eye swollen, the skin around it bruised from where the knot had struck her.

“Ari,” Heiko said.

“This,” CeCe said. “Wait.” She reached out and took hold of my dress. She pulled me back from the trap, led us away. We sat near the wrack bunkers. CeCe lay Rogers down on the soft green moss, his eyes staring up at the sky.

“That’s Marinda,” she said.

“How is she here?” Heiko said.

“She said she had a boat,” I said.

Out over the sea, the wind rose, whitecaps on the waves. Marinda’s voice called faintly from the mouth of the pit:

“You know me. You can’t leave me down here. You remember.”

CeCe stood and we followed her back, standing on the edge, looking over.

“I remember,” Marinda said, dirt on her face. “I recognize you, I remember teaching you. Cecelia, is that your baby?”

“We’re all the mothers,” I said.

“Of course, of course,” Marinda said. “Aren’t you happy to see me, Heiko-chan?”

“What happened to you?” CeCe said. “How did you escape?”

“Escape? I haven’t escaped.”

“No, before—when the foreigners came, you escaped.”

“The foreigners?” Marinda squinted up, shading her eyes with her dirty hand.

“When you left Makeshift.”

“When I left Makeshift,” she said, “it was low tide and everyone was harvesting mussels. There weren’t any foreigners—nothing like that.”

We three looked at each other; we came to one mind without speaking.

With long posts we pried out the sharpened stakes in the walls of the pit. Marinda pressed herself to the opposite side as the stakes came loose and rattled down in waves of dirt.

We searched for and collected ropes from the wrack bunkers. We tied two, then three thick ropes together. We doubled the rope around a tree, tripled it. We tied a slipknot to the other end and lowered it so Marinda might loop it under her one arm, beneath the crook of where her other arm had been.

As we three pulled we could not see her. We heard her feet kicking the sides, dirt sifting and slapping. We heard her groaning as our bare feet slid. At last her dirty, bruised face appeared over the edge, her mouth twisted. One last pull and she slid out over and we fell on top of each other, our hands stinging.

Slowly we stood. Carefully we approached Marinda.

Her eyes closed. She was breathing fast, her body trembling. Up close, so many wrinkles on her face. Scabs. Dirt in her matted gray hair, dried blood in her ear.

She opened her eyes and we three took a step back. CeCe retrieved Rogers from the ground.

Marinda rolled over, she sat herself up. She scooted around a little into the sun, so she might face the sea.

“I’m one of you,” she said. “I was one of your parents; I’m one of your mothers.” She tried to stand, fell back to the ground. “Will you just take me to the others?”

We helped Marinda to her feet. Unsteady, she could not walk far without help, without resting. Her body all bones and sinew. She smelled sour, rotten. We helped her. Heiko on one side, I on the other. CeCe carrying Rogers.

Under the trees, through the underbrush. We came to the place where the path skirts the burial ground, all the humped-up earth.

“So many,” Marinda said, her voice a whisper. “So many, so many, so many.”

Under the shadows, we came to the burned-out shelters of old Makeshift.

Tears cut lines down the dirt in Marinda’s face. She shook loose from us, staggering into the ashes, from shelter to shelter. Her lips moving, naming names, making no sound. She fell, pulled herself to her knees, her feet. Dirt shook from her hair. She shuffled through, her fingers black with ash and touching every door, her shoulders trembling as she wept.

“Where is everyone? Where, where?”

She looked in every direction and then at us.

“This is all of you?” she said. “You poor, poor children.”
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That first evening, Marinda went silent.

Still, she allowed us to lead her to the pool where the stream widens. She let us take off her clothing; she allowed us to bathe her.

Her body smaller than ours, wrinkled and scarred, the nub of her arm not as soft.

Dirt, blood washed away.

With our whalebone comb she untangled her gray hair; we watched as she braided it one-handed; a wet braid in front of each shoulder, darkening the blue dress we’d found for her at the burial ground.

I felt her watching me as I bent fiddleheads into the pot, as I pulled whelk from their shells and began to pound them flat.

We ate, we drank spruce-needle tea, not speaking. Marinda held still, face motionless, her eyes shifting to watch us, measuring what had changed.

Bats sliced around and around, overhead. Insects in the air.

An owl somewhere, calling.

A slithering in the ferns, then the sudden darting shape of Sigrid, her swooping tail, sharp ears.

“I knew you’d come back!” Heiko grasped the vixen’s sharp snout and gently shook it. A chittering rising back and forth between them.

Sigrid slimmer and more ragged. Her tail sparser. One ear torn. Her low, happy whine, the friendly growl deep in her throat as she took the strip of whelk from Heiko’s hand and held it down with her forepaws, tore it apart with her sharp teeth.
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Days went by. Marinda grew stronger.

She wandered Makeshift, searched, bent to dig through piles of broken tools and ashes. She looked up at the sky, motionless, remembering.

I watched from a distance; I felt her sad, awkward movements in my own body.

She ate with us, still silent. Her eyes slipped between our faces, following our conversations.

That first night she slept in the wolverine den; after that she built a shelter of branches and bark over the burned-out place where her shelter had been in old Makeshift. Inside, she fashioned a bed of dried grass and moss.

Her new shelter blends into the ground, the forest. It could not easily be seen by a ship on the sea or even a helicopter flying overhead. I know where to look; I can see it from the sleeping platform, can watch her shuffling back and forth.

This morning she was sitting on a stump outside her shelter. I climbed down the rope ladder, walked the narrow path, the scent of ashes in my nose.

Closer, I saw her splintered fingernails, the scabs along her ear, the bump on her forehead from falling into the trap, her swollen eye. Her gray hair in one braid wrapped around her head.

“Did you know a boy named Henrik?” I said.

Marinda smiled and then winced, her hand up to her face at the pain. Her voice came slow and faint:

“Henrik,” she said. “Yes.”

I sat on the ground beside her, my legs out straight. Now that she had spoken, I wanted her to keep speaking. I waited out the silence. A line of black ants streamed across the top of my foot.

Softly, she spoke again: “Henrik was one of the last little ones who could read.”

“He taught me,” I said.

“I’m glad.”

“He left, too,” I said. “The foreigners didn’t get him.”

Marinda glanced down at me, then all around at the burnt shelters. A charred whale bone jutted from a splintered wall; it had once been part of the long crib that held the babies.

“One time,” she said. “One time after a shipwreck, a person, a body was visible from the cliff for days, down on the bottom of the sea—rolling back and forth in a little trough, caught in the currents where the crabs and fish ate from it. We just watched as that body became ragged, we found it entertaining—we checked day by day until it fell apart and the whiteness of the bones showed.”

“A foreigner,” I said. “Or not a human person.”

“However we wanted to explain it,” she said, “it all caused something wrong in us.”

The day windy, dark; rows of black waves tore across the sea. Gulls raised their shrieking voices, fought over scraps of fish.

“We started with the radio, everything, calling the ships,” she said. “They changed us, the shipwrecks. That’s why I left—I couldn’t stay, the way things were turning.”

“And still you came back,” I said.

“I couldn’t find anyone I knew.” She tightened her lips, almost a smile. “My family—their houses empty, burned, all the insides torn out of the walls. The fires and the wars, the floods, the air I couldn’t breathe—every direction, people who wanted to hurt me.”

“That’s when that happened?” I said.

“My arm? Someday I might tell you that story. Not now.”

“I’m sorry.”

“It’s nothing you did,” she said. “Still, you need to know—out there, there’s really nothing left, hardly anything. You have no idea how it is.”

“We just came back from out there,” I said. “We were on a foray.”

Standing, I stepped through the tall grass to the edge of the cliff. Below, Heiko and CeCe were taking turns, one gathering mussels and the other holding the baby.

Heiko looked up and saw me. She waved.
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Today Marinda said she felt strong enough to walk to the tip of the island, to lead us where we hoped her blue boat waited. CeCe stayed behind; the boat might not hold all of us, and she wished to rest.

I carried my life jacket on my back, Rogers swaddled to my chest. Past the inuksuk, the wrack bunkers. Quietly, carefully we skirted the tiger trap that once held Marinda, that is covered over again, waiting.

“These birds!” Marinda turned her head, she waved her hand all around. “So amazing to hear them, to smell this air—”

The path we took so very overgrown and not easy to follow. We walked beyond where we could see or smell the sea.

My hand brushed Heiko’s and she clasped back and for a time we moved that way, arms swinging together, Rogers warm against me, the front of my dress all dried spit and milk. He shifted, half asleep, and turned his head to put his other cheek against my chest. His lips nursed at the air.

We walked.

Salt in our noses, once again.

The sea, reflecting through the spaces between the trees. Rogers awakening, staring up at my face with eyes shining, his chin slick.

When he began crying, I unfastened his swaddling. Heiko undid her blouse to feed him and I took out some food for us, as well.

“We’re almost there,” Marinda said.

We walked.

Before long the white stones of the beach, the sea stretching out.

At the tree line, under vines, Marinda’s hidden boat.

“I found it at an old shellfish farm,” she said, “along the canals. Abandoned buildings, all empty, skeletons of animals in the corral.”

The blue boat longer than our lost metal boat and not much wider. Pointed at both ends, a bench far up in the front and another in the middle for the person rowing. One oar scratched and splintered along the blade and the other—the one Marinda had not used—all solid and smooth.

We climbed into the blue boat. Heiko fit the oars into the oarlocks and began to row.

The wind behind us and the current beneath us pushing as we slipped around the tip of the island, back toward Makeshift. In the front Marinda; she undid her braids and her gray hair hung down along her shoulders, blown back from her face by the wind. I sat in the back, felt the water through the boat’s bottom; Rogers on my lap, his neck still not strong enough to hold his head steady.

“Look at the baby watch the sea,” I said.

“Babies breathe liquid all those months,” Marinda said, “before they come out into the air. We’ll have to teach him to swim before he forgets.”

“I never learned to swim,” I said.

“No? We can teach you at the same time.”

The sun bright, easy. Heiko leaned forward, dug the oars in, leaned back, pulled them through; her spectacles reflected the sky, the sea, the sky. The sea so clear, the white sand below, the black shadow of the boat slipping along beneath us. Smaller shadows, too, those of fish—easier to see than the fish themselves.

Rogers rocked asleep as we swept along the edge of the island. A field of kelp, grown up thick to the surface; its strands snared and wrapped around the oars—a dark cloud of candlefish shot out into the shallows.

I took a turn rowing. The boat crooked and pointing to the shore and then out to sea before I learned the rhythm to keep it straight.

Before long the familiar shape of the inuksuk on the cliff, inviting us in. I lifted the oars and held them high above the water; we spun to one side, drifting smoothly across, above the wrecks.

The broken ships loomed deep beneath us, pale and hulking, and then those scattered across the reef—low tide, it felt the bottom of our boat might scrape their jagged edges as we slipped through—with their numbers and letters shivering in the currents, their sharp and shrouded bows, the ragged blackness where they had been torn open.

“How long has it been?” Marinda said, staring down into the water.

“Has what been?” Heiko said.

“Since there’s been a shipwreck.”

“Not since all the parents were here,” I said. “It doesn’t happen, now.”

“I’m glad,” Marinda said. “It’s better that way.”

I rowed again, out from under the inuksuk, leaving the ships behind.

When I grew tired, Heiko took the oars. And when we came around the last outcropping, we saw CeCe, standing on the white stones of the medicine wheel, waving.

Marinda leaned to peer over the front of the boat, to find the gap in the reef. She shouted, directing Heiko, who faced back toward me. Only I watched CeCe rushing down toward us, her dark shape against the pale cliff.

Across the beach she came—her face shining and her smile. She splashed through the shallows, reaching out for Rogers, taking him from me.

“Oh, I missed this boy,” she said. “And I need him to nurse.”

CeCe had shaved the side of her head close, where her hair had been burnt; the other side braided and looped around her ear, the fashion of the women in the movie in the ice. I climbed from the boat and followed her up the beach and sat beside her.

The baby hungry, suckling with his eyes closed; I reached out and straightened the tuft of his hair.

“I like this day,” I said.

CeCe leaned against me. The warmth of her shoulder, her skin pressed to mine. We watched Heiko and Marinda as they pulled the boat through the shallows, to the refuge.

“We’ve finally returned from the foray,” she said. “That’s how it feels.”

“It’s different, too.”

“Yes. Of course it is.”

When Rogers finished nursing, CeCe turned his body so he faced the sea. A twitch of his arms, a small cry in his throat.

Gulls circled overhead; cormorants dove sleekly, black into the green waves.

Before long Heiko and Marinda emerged from the dark mouth of the refuge, laughing together as they approached.

“Here we all are,” I said.

Heiko took Rogers from CeCe and splashed away, into the shallows.

Holding him under the arms, she swung him so his small feet kicked the waves and his happy shrieks echoed all along the cliff.
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