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Introduction

The following manuscript was found under the floorboards of an attic room in a bedsit in Stockholm in 1996. The proprietor of the bedsit, being possessed of no small amount of insight—or perhaps a greater than usual amount of self-importance—donated the manuscript to the Statens Historiska Museum.

At the time, the museum did not pay much attention to the manuscript, as it seemed to them to be a highly implausible personal memoir that held no cultural or historical significance–at least none that could be verified. Its author made bold claims but did not provide sufficient details to corroborate them. It wasn’t until a staff member by chance learned about the body found with the manuscript that the museum began to take the work seriously.

Whom that body belonged to changed the significance of the manuscript.

The woman in question had been living under a false name for more than twenty years, so uncovering her identity took some time. Eventually, through dental records, it was determined that she was none other than Dr. Miriam Gregory.

Dr. Gregory was a prominent psychologist during her lifetime, and her work contributed to the better implementation of some of the foundational tenets of the New Society. Her understanding of how to examine and manipulate the human mind was truly staggering, and the impact her work had on the world is impossible to quantify. She was reported missing in 1975 by her wife, Teresa Moyo, after she failed to come home from work. Teresa died in 1982, so we have not been able to verify those parts of the manuscript that deal with their relationship.

Since the discovery of the author’s body, the manuscript has come under intense scrutiny from a range of sources—including the central government of Western Europe and numerous academic institutions—questioning its veracity if not its very authenticity. There was much debate about the wisdom of making the document public, considering the many unverifiable claims and the outright misinformation it contains. Ultimately the Societal Council decided it was best left unpublished.

We at the Yuriatin Press disagree. While we appreciate the dangers of certain texts, we are opposed to censorship, and we have dedicated ourselves to finding and publishing those documents the Society has seen fit to hide. If you’re seeing this, it is because you are familiar with our work and our ethos and have passed through our vetting process. You can be trusted to approach this material responsibly.

Dr. Gregory’s manuscript did, however, pose a conundrum for us, given its unreliable bent. Some suggested that we publish only the sections that were able to pass unscathed through our fact-checking process, or that we simply release a summary of the book’s claims rather than the entire text.

After much discussion, we decided to publish the manuscript as it was written. At least, almost as written. Dr. Gregory sometimes wrote using a typewriter, but large parts were written out by hand. There are places in which the author’s writing becomes illegible or otherwise unintelligible, and a few pages that appeared to be out of order. We have edited these sections for clarity, based on what we believe to be her intent. We have noted where any text has been altered.

We have also provided additional information to add context to some of the author’s statements. This ranges from correcting historical facts she has related erroneously, omitted, or even made up entirely, to including contradicting accounts of some of the personal elements of her story. We did our best to locate and interview people who knew the author while she was alive, in order to verify as much of the manuscript as possible.

Of course, when alternate versions of events are reported by different people, it can be hard to distinguish whose version is closest to the truth. We felt that, having advised readers of the conflicting accounts, they could be left to draw their own conclusions.

Most notably, perhaps, we have not been able to confirm the existence, let alone the practices, of the institute Dr. Gregory describes. We did manage to track down one or two personal accounts by people who claimed to have spent time there, but they were far from credible and gave few details. In an interview with a fringe magazine, for example, a musician claimed to have served time in a closed facility somewhere near Providence, Rhode Island. A patient undergoing psychiatric care in Berlin asserted that they knew of a covert North American hospital. We were unable to verify these claims, so while they did alter our own perception of the text, we felt it would be unethical to include details of them. At this stage, they are little more than rumor.

We have refrained from editing the manuscript other than the small adjustments noted. Readers should be prepared to encounter the following text as a largely unaltered, highly unreliable personal account of a life. Dr. Gregory has taken no pains to be consistent stylistically or even factually. She writes at times with clarity and intention but often lets herself slip into stream of consciousness. It appears that the writing took place over the course of some years, with bursts of activity followed by long stretches of rest or disinterest. All of this makes for somewhat confusing reading at times, but we have endeavored to bring clarity where we can.

As the author is now dead, and due to the lack of firm corroborating evidence for her story, we are somewhat reluctant even to label this text a memoir. Perhaps it is simply fiction, set against the backdrop of reality.

We leave it to the reader to judge.




Part One: The End




One

I WAS BORN INTO THE APOCALYPSE.

It’s probably unhelpful to throw around a word like “apocalypse,” and to be honest I couldn’t tell you whether it’s even apt.

It looks like an apocalypse from here. Or from now. From a distance, it looks like the world ended. Maybe it did.

But—and I suspect that this isn’t something people like to admit; I’ve seen a lot of people who lived through that time not admitting this—it didn’t feel like an apocalypse.

It just felt like life.

For the most part anyway. I’m sure there were moments, you know, I’m sure there were times when the constant presence of catastrophe shook my bones, but for the most part it went unnoticed. Familiar. Like a nearby train that passes every day.

Moments pass. And it’s hard to focus on the chaos about you—war and disease for miles around—when what’s in front of you is so close.

I grew up at the end of the world, and all that mattered was what was for dinner.

The generations who did not experience the Great Reckoning think of it as a cataclysm with a clear beginning and end, like a curtain opening and closing on a forty-year-long epic tragedy. But the end of the world comes with neither whimper nor bang. It unfurls its blossoms slowly, majestically, one moist black petal at a time.

When I was an infant, the Reckoning was merely a war,1 born of allies and treaties, of minor uprisings leading to fists pounding podiums across continents. The war was messy and sprawling, having nothing to do with land or resources or acquisition. It was driven by nationalist identity crises and temper tantrums. It was waged by vast families with hurt feelings and destructive weapons, standing under flags.

I was born into war, and I grew up in something much, much worse.

People tend to look at events of mass eradication as if they’re simple. Finite. A pandemic kills a hundred thousand. An earthquake kills five thousand. And then it’s done. We tend not to look too closely, so we miss the fact that disease, wars, and storms linger long after they’re gone.

The tornado passes, and you are unscathed. Only you die weeks later because of dehydration, malnutrition. You fall ill and seek assistance, but what medical facilities remain are overwhelmed by those with missing limbs or shattered bones.

The idea of an apocalypse is a comfort, because it makes death seem like something we can all experience together, in a single moment, a colorful firework burst. But mostly death is something you keep to yourself. In reality, the apocalypse is most likely to be you, alone in a room with the flu.

I have known death all my life. I fear it, of course. But it is familiar. Death is a stray dog I have taken in and fed—not because I love it but because I don’t want it biting me out of hunger.

I HAD A FAMILY ONCE. These days no one has families, so when I tell people about mine, it is all they want to talk about. That and what the war was like, I suppose. I can’t help them, though. At this distance, all I remember of my family is their deaths.

“Miri, did you love your family no matter what?” is one question people ask me. “Even if you didn’t like your family, did you still care for and protect them?” is another. “Is it true that families are tribes, and tribalism is inherently violent?” is another.2

Honestly, I do not know. It has been decades since my family was alive. I am sure I felt something for them, but I can only recall for you my experiences. I remember being with my family. I remember huddling under the broken lumber of our home, hiding from German soldiers. Or maybe they were English. Maybe they were French. They were men with guns. That’s all that really matters.

I remember foraging in open fields, crouching in tall grass, my mother slapping my mouth if I spoke too loudly. I remember entering our neighbors’ home through a shattered window after learning they had all succumbed to illness. I remember eating their food and wearing their clothes and reading their books. I remember the books were mostly medical journals. I remember my father forbidding us from speaking to anyone. I remember hiding, mostly in silence.

I remember remembering them over and over again.

How many times can you filter a memory before it’s really just a fiction? How can you tell how many times your memories have been filtered?

A strange thing to consider when you’ve sat down to write out your own memories. What is the point of doing this if memory is so unreliable? But there is a point. I have to tell someone. I have to—not confess, exactly, because confession doesn’t require action. And I need someone to take action.

I have wanted to get the truth out for years. I have tried once or twice. Not as hard as I should have. I don’t have much time left, so I suppose I’m using the time I have to write out the truth so that someone can read it and do something. But I’m selfish and I want to be understood, so I’m starting here. At the beginning. With my earliest memories. I’m starting here so I can trace the entire path that led to my greatest accomplishment. My greatest crime.

Maybe none of this is relevant, but it’s mine to tell, and there’s no one to stop me telling it however I want.

So. This is what happened. This is everything I remember happening. And you can judge me if you like. But, whoever reads this—I have left pain in this world. Someone needs to fix it.

I HAD A SISTER ONCE. Her name was Elizabeth. My parents were named Keith and Ewa. I do not remember loving them or being loved by them. I remember being disciplined and fed and taught. So in that way I remember familial love.

My father knew how to grow things from the earth, even after the earth was poisoned. My mother knew how to manipulate things into other things, into whatever you needed. She could craft a tent out of sofa upholstery; she could make a bed out of gathered heather and shopping bags.

I’m sure they could do more than that, of course. I’m sure they had more to them—but time reduces memories to their least complex forms. “What do you remember about your parents, Miriam?” I remember they grew things. I remember they made things. I remember they made us survive. For a while.

Elizabeth and I used to play together. She had a doll that I wanted. I had a doll too, but I had played with it too hard. It was battered and broken and barely a doll anymore. My sister kept her doll perfect, protecting it from dirt and rough play. She cleaned its face and restitched loose threads along its body.

Sometimes she would hold her doll out to me, as if to let me take it, but at the last minute she would snatch it away and run off on her long fast legs, the doll held tightly to her chest, laughing at me as I tried to keep up with her.

I remember crying as I ran after her, gasping for air, my cheeks red in the cold, my legs aching. I remember going inside and curling into a pile of blankets—I guess we didn’t have heat that year—and watching my mother cook dinner. I remember, I think, my sister coming inside and sitting beside me. I remember her reading me a story and then braiding my hair. I remember her giving me some of her meat at dinner.

It plays like a film in my head; it plays like it happened all in one day. Maybe it didn’t happen at all. It doesn’t really matter.

One day Elizabeth got sick. Hundreds of thousands of people got sick then,3 and my sister was one of them. We took her to a hospital, and there weren’t any beds, so she lay on a mattress on the floor and she died.

Sadness took over me, I presume. I remember a period of inactivity, but I do not exactly remember the sadness that caused this. Perhaps those feelings evaporated under the heat of time.

I got Elizabeth’s doll after all, but I do not remember playing with it. I was selfish, to be sure, but I was raised in the apocalypse, and selfishness helps you survive. I was my only concern. If my parents could grow food and make shelter and keep me occupied with games, that was helpful to me.

I remember moving somewhere else after my sister died. I don’t remember why. I suppose the fighting came too close.4

I remember the new place was broken. The war had been through and left nothing behind. Nothing but battered houses and empty people.

My father made a garden there—as he made a garden everywhere. He worked in the earth with his hands, and the earth delivered life to him.

And eventually, it turned out, death. My father cut his fingers on shrapnel left behind in the poisoned soil. A deep scratch that bled for days. He bandaged it and went on working, but we saw dark veins like oak limbs grow across his hand and up his forearm. During his sleep, he gasped and clutched his breast. My mother and I burned his body in accordance with the new laws.5

I remember being alone with my mother, and I remember holding her. She had lost her husband and her oldest daughter, and she cried most days. She could not cook anymore, and neither of us could grow vegetables as well or as consistently as my father had been able to. She stopped crafting, and she seemed to find contentment in her sorrow. Something like contentment. Despair, maybe.

I held her whenever she felt sad, and soon, I was holding her every night. Mourning was her escape, her reason not to do anything. She regressed toward infancy, and she turned me into her mother. We were alone together for long enough for it to feel normal.

In all this war, she was the only one of my family to die through violence—although the war didn’t kill her, not directly. She was outside our home, praying to a god she had either recently discovered or invented altogether, when a man approached her and asked for food. She said she could not spare any food. He asked for money, and she said she had no money. He asked for shelter, but my mother grew upset at being so needed. She was the one with needs. She no longer knew how to give, and she told him to leave.

This man was a desperate man, one of the many. Someone who had seen horrible things happen to those he loved and who, like my mother, was too broken to help himself. Bereft of anyone to help him, he was also too broken to grieve his terrible circumstances. All he had left was rage. He struck her, and she fell. She did not cry out, because she was confused. He hit her again and kicked her. And eventually she did not cry out because she was unconscious.6

I remember their deaths. If memory is ever true, that is how my family died.

Keith. Ewa. Elizabeth.

I did not say their names again for a long time.

WHAT I DON’T REMEMBER IS how it felt to be alone. I don’t remember my first moment of being just me, just Miri, all alone. I remember disciplining myself, feeding myself, and teaching myself.

I think I was only twelve, though—maybe younger, eleven maybe or ten—so I must have been afraid. Where should I sleep? How should I get food? How do I protect myself from those who have nothing left but rage?

There were still shops operating at that point, I think, but how would I get money? My parents had never seemed to use money, but they must have traded something. Their skills, perhaps. Things they had grown or made. They had taught me to do those things, but I couldn’t do them as well. I couldn’t do them as quickly.

I don’t know how long I tried to survive like this. Tried to survive like my family, without my family to survive with. I don’t know how long I tried to use their tools to keep my own life going.

Probably not long. Well, no amount of time seems long to me now.

Sometimes you get to the point where surviving takes so much work that you begin to ask yourself if it’s worth it. Or you would, if you had the energy.

I’m not talking about depression, really, though I suppose there are similarities. I mean simply that sometimes, for some people, the amount of labor it takes to accrue the supplies you need to live through a day outweighs the value of the day itself. You spend each day working, striving, fighting to live—only to wake up faced with another day you have to survive.

Can we blame a person for trying to lessen that burden? For trying to redress the imbalance? For trying to make sure that the labor is worth it?

I suspect there’s one child in a million who wouldn’t end up doing what I did to survive, in the end. If you’re alone at that age, if you have to look out for yourself, if you’re in the middle of a war and there’s no one around to care for lone children, you go a bit feral. You have to.

Manners are for peace. A conscience is for peace.

It started small, of course, it started cowardly. A stolen loaf of bread. A lie told to claim shelter. Promises broken. The gullible manipulated. I got better at it. It got easier—both practically and morally. I found weapons. I grew bold. Ruthless.

Sometimes in war it comes down to you or someone else, and both of you are innocent. Or neither of you are. It’s the same thing, really.

The world was ending, so what good were values? What good was neighborly sentiment?

You’re probably shocked, reading this. I’m not even telling you details, and you’re probably judging me. “It’s in times of strife that our true goodness can shine through,” you’re probably thinking. I’ve heard people say that. Countless times I’ve heard that said by youngsters who have never seen so much as a backyard brawl.

By idiots.

Whether you’re on the battlefield or in the aftermath, no one comes out of a war with their hands clean. Not a war like that. You do the best you can, and the only morality you have to cling to is the knowledge that you didn’t choose to be there. A set of powerful men, who never even knew you existed, put you there. And why? For power? For a bit more land they’d likely never even walk over?

My sins, if I have sins, can be cast at their feet—at least in part.

Those men and their nations destroyed the world. All I did was survive it.




Two

I SAW A GIRL THIS MORNING WHO LOOKED LIKE MY MOTHER. IT’S strange—I haven’t thought about my mother in decades, but after I wrote about her, she appeared before me. Part of me wanted to speak to her, this girl who seemed like my mother, but I didn’t know what I would say. That I turned out to be so much more than she expected of me? And so much less? That I’m sorry I spent the better part of sixty years barely acknowledging her existence? That I don’t remember exactly when she died?

Of course, it doesn’t matter at all what I would say to my mother if I saw her again, because I didn’t. It was just a girl with the same copper hair.

Anyway. Irrelevant. I have more important things to tell you.

I’ve read a textbook or two over the years that claimed to be able to tell students what the Great Reckoning was like, but I didn’t recognize my own life there. Not at all.

Maybe it’s because they were written for schoolchildren. Maybe it’s because, when it’s written down, when it’s rendered into academic abstraction, history doesn’t really bear much resemblance to real life. How could it?

History is full of dates and numbers, statistics, major events. A history textbook is a telescope’s view of the universe. You can tell stars from planets from comets, but to understand the colors of rocks, the presence of water, the tiniest frisson of life is impossible.

You could read that a pandemic broke out in 1917.1 You could note and remember how many millions it killed. You could read accounts of the chaos the disease caused in medical centers and learn that, in truth, we can’t calculate how many people died of that illness, because so many of them never made it to a medical center at all. No textbook ever told the story of a girl named Miriam coveting a doll named Marguerite owned by a sick sister named Elizabeth.

If one army flings shells of gas at another, you could estimate how many are killed in that attack—but could you measure how many innocents were killed years later, when they stumbled across an unexploded shell? The impact of the Reckoning is inexpressible in mere words.

How many people buried their own dead, leaving no evidence? How many people were born and lived with no official record of their existence, only to die without ever being counted?

At a certain point, who is even left to make the tally?

History books try to clean this up, to a certain extent. Or they try to pretend it was clean all along.

I had seen a body burned on a pyre and sent out into the ocean. I had not known the person, but my mother told me he was a soldier. I had seen dozens of dead who were not counted, let alone ever removed for burial or cremation. The decomposing dead contributed to the disease. Death itself is a virus.

But what else was anyone supposed to do? Belief in an apocalypse is the belief that a greater power, a predetermined fate, has been set in motion. Once you believe that the end of the world has begun, you are complicit in its destruction.

Sometimes I wonder about the men who started our war. Those men who, from the safety of their offices in Europe and America and later eastern Asia, sent the young men of their countries out onto the battlefield to die. Who watched from on high as the fighting grew worse, who saw it spread and pushed it further. Who, somehow, were surprised when the war came back to them in the form of swarming riots. Leader after leader sent armies crawling across muddy fields, thousands of miles in all directions, and then were surprised when one came into their homes, tracking dirt across the carpet.

The assassinations that followed uprisings must have placated the oppressed, but someone had to fill the void of the dead leaders. And we all learned that the uniform one wears is more powerful than any moral dogma.

As for me, I was alone in the world. My family was gone, and there was no one left to care that my family was gone. There was no one to turn to, no authorities to take up my care.

So I did what everyone does, every single day. I woke up. I fed myself. I ran from trouble. I fell asleep. And then I did it again. I stole what I needed from wherever I could find it, I slept in whatever shelter I could get into.

That part was easy. There were plenty of empty houses.

I DON’T KNOW HOW LONG I lived like this. A week. A year. It doesn’t matter. There was a point when it changed, and I do remember that.

I found a house in a city that wasn’t really a city anymore. Swaths of it were completely razed; much of the rest was abandoned. There were clusters of people around, isolated from each other. It was a sequence of villages, really, within one sprawling, gutted town.2

There was a farm a few minutes from the house I was squatting in, and I was hungry. I climbed over the fence and dug up some potatoes and carrots, and gathered handfuls of greens. But I guess I was more desperate than cautious, and someone saw me.

I heard a yell and ducked behind some tall tomato plants, shoving what I’d gathered into my bag. Given the robust condition of their gardens, there was no question that the farmers were armed, so I ran. After a few moments, I heard gunshots but did not turn to see how close they were.

I ran without looking until I found myself in a neighborhood that appeared to be completely empty. I found a house with an open window and slipped inside, ducking down and listening to see if I was still being chased. There was silence.

Eventually I stood and peered outside to double-check, but it was getting dark and no one was there. I decided I might as well stay where I was for a while, at least for the night, so I washed off a couple of the carrots and some of the greens, sat at the dining-room table, and began to eat.

I don’t know why I used to do that. I was living like a rat, scampering about in search of food. I would grab bread or apples and run, find an empty house, and sit at the dining-room table to eat. As if I was still a person, still a member of a family.

I don’t know why. I would like to know why. Is it strange that even now, after all these years, I don’t fully understand who I was as a child? I suppose I don’t really know who I am even now, as an adult. As an old person.

Anyway.

I ate my scavenged meal and went to see if this was somewhere I could stay. Finding shelter was always easy, but finding a place to sleep inside that shelter was another story. You never knew when you were going to find a bed with a body in it. You never knew how long it might have been there. A lot of people had been sick, and often there were no hospitals for them to die in.

Looking for a bed was risky.

The house was small—a tiny shingled hut, really—behind and perpendicular to a row of tenements along the main street. It was out of immediate sight, which could indicate either that it had long been coveted by scavengers for its privacy, or that it was private enough to not have been discovered. I stepped tentatively into each room, bracing myself for the stench of strangers, but there was nothing to find. No one to find.

The rooms were all tidy, the beds were all made. There wasn’t even that much dust, considering the circumstances.

I picked the biggest bed, obviously. Is it strange that I don’t want to be judged for that? I’ve done a lot of things I could be judged harshly for, but I don’t want anyone to think I was wrong for sleeping in the biggest bed I could find.

I fell asleep quickly. I always did in those days. I slept soundly and fully while mortar shells fell across the world. It’s peace that’s kept me awake. I slept while the world was destroyed; I lie awake now that it’s rebuilt.

But as quickly as I fell asleep, I was awakened—suddenly, sharply, with a resounding slap to my face. I woke up breathing hard, terrified, to find my bed surrounded.

“Who are you?” I heard someone say. “What are you doing in our house?”

There were eight or nine girls standing around the bed. They were around my age, some of them much younger.

I told them I’d thought the house was empty, and I offered to share the food I had left, which is as effective a method of crowd control as any. Plus, I was not armed.

Three of them held me down while two more asked who I was with.

“No one,” I repeated to half a dozen variations of this question.

“Where are you from?” asked one girl, the shortest of the group, but before I could answer, I heard two girls whispering from the back.

“Quiet,” the shortest girl ordered. “Take her food.”

The girls took my satchel and rummaged through it, pulling out apples and spinach and even a half-eaten loaf of bread I’d taken from one of the wealthier, more fortified areas of town.

They shared and devoured all I had in nearly the same time it took them to pull it from my bag.

“You’re alone,” the shortest girl said. She didn’t intone it like a question.

“Yes,” I said. “My family is dead.”

The girl seemed to relax. There was a long silence. I could still hear chewing, as a girl in the back of the room ate the last piece of the apple core.

“Am I free to go?”

“Yes, but you don’t have to,” the short girl said. “But if you stay, that’s not your bed.”

We moved to the kitchen. Its cupboard doors gaped open, revealing sacks of grains and piles of fruit, not stored neatly like a family’s pantry but with the haphazard density of a squirrel’s buried stash. In the corner there was a wood-burning stove, and in the center of the room was a table. Pails of what looked to be fresh water lined the walls.

A couple of the other girls sat me down and started grilling me. Where was I from, how did I find their house, had I taken any of their stuff, that kind of thing. They asked a lot of questions before they considered letting me ask some of my own, but eventually what started as an interrogation became something more like conversation. How did your mother die? What’s the most disgusting body you’ve found?

I learned that they had all lost families, although two of the girls were cousins. I learned names: the girl who first spoke to me, the shortest of the group, was Margot. Margot was the de facto leader of the group. I don’t think it occurred to anyone to mind this; it felt natural. She was loud and caustic, with long thick hair that seemed to sway slightly even without a breeze.

And Naija, who had traveled further than anyone else to get there. She was tall and quiet. At first I thought that was because she didn’t speak the language well, but I was wrong. She spoke five languages, I think, at least five fluently. She would stand in a corner, not speaking but taking everything in.

The gang was what you might expect to happen when the world ends, and no one is left to look after the children. They had found each other, helped each other, banded together into an awkward unit. They had found a house that looked empty, that was surrounded by other empty houses, that they could keep coming back to without anyone knowing they were there.

It’s basic evolution. Your chances of survival are stronger when you’re part of a group; we all know this instinctively. We may not like it but we know it. You’re more likely to live if you’re part of a group—and here I am now, alone and dying.

The girls didn’t exactly welcome me with open arms at first. That’s evolution as well. Outsiders are dangerous. They can’t be trusted. If the group is to be safe, you have to protect it as much as it protects you.

They never asked me to join them, but they said I could stay for a few nights. It was cold that night, and a storm was looming; they wouldn’t push me out into it. So I stayed for a few days. For a few days I helped scavenge food, I mended torn clothes, I joined in with their games.

Then, just when I’d told them I would move on, snow started to fall.

I thought at the time that I was an outsider moving in on an existing group, a finite and complete unit. But now that I understand more about the world, more about how people work, I realize I was just one in a sequence. Every single one of those girls was once a loner who stumbled across the group, who was treated with caution but allowed to stay. I don’t really know how it happened with any of the others. Is that strange? Have I just forgotten or did I never bother to ask?

Well.

For me it was a snowstorm that lasted two days and left snow in piles for weeks. That’s all it took to make me part of the gang. Obviously there were no street cleaners, no one to shovel the drifts aside, no one to salt the roads so they were safe to walk on.

By the time roaming the streets alone seemed safe again, the idea of my leaving had disappeared.

I don’t know if that’s beautiful or sad. That you can find a family—for a while—by simply being thrown together temporarily and coming out the other side, not bonded necessarily but committed.

Or maybe it’s just evolution again. You’re stronger in a group. The group is stronger, the larger it is. We are all just trying to survive.




Three

I HAVE BEEN TRYING, FOR THE LAST SEVERAL DAYS, TO REMEMBER more details about this small segment of my life. It’s hazy—it shifts and changes, and I can’t be sure of it. Perhaps because this time was so short and so much in flux. I’ll tell you what I remember, and I’m sorry it isn’t much. Things will get more certain as we go along.

I don’t think I was naive enough to think the gang could become a stand-in for a family. Perhaps that’s why this is all so indistinct to me. I didn’t believe it was permanent. No one was naive enough for that, not in those days. Naivete is a luxury.

So I was never under the illusion that I had a family again, after I found the gang. I would have been an idiot to feel that way. But it’s difficult to spend all your time with a group of people and not become a little too comfortable with the situation.

Comfort is dangerous. It is the illusion that nothing will ever change even when things are changing constantly, right in front of you. And this personal conservatism is seductive.

Everything about our group was always in flux. We rarely stayed in the same place for long—we’d move on after a couple of weeks, a month maybe, trying to avoid being tracked by militias, army recruiters, or police. We sought out reliable sources of food and orbited them for as long as they stayed reliable. Which sometimes wasn’t long.

Food was the focus; clothing and shelter came second. Food was hard. Clothing and shelter were easy. So our priorities often went sideways.

We had a routine, of sorts, although it seems odd to call it that now. A routine today means coffee at 8:30 every morning while you read the paper, lunch at the same deli at 1:00. No part of struggling to survive a barren, war-torn world looks like a routine when you compare it to that.

But in its own way, it was.

We would find a new place to stay, and Naija would spend a day or two outfitting it with candles, cooking equipment, and beds made of rags, towels, and scraps of clothing she stole from nearby homes. I say “stole,” but many of these homes were abandoned, or at least unburdened by living bodies who would take umbrage with her stealing a few necessities.

Some of the girls felt like this was a wasted effort—at best, the houses we stayed in were irredeemably dirty, and we knew we’d only be there for a few weeks. But Naija persisted, corralling anyone who was willing to join her cause.

We would dust and clean as well as we could. I would mend curtains and bedspreads, doing my best to make them feel cheerful, making my best approximation of “homelike.” I could not sew as well as my mother, of course, but I managed to patch things together.

When she found homes that housed human remains, Naija wouldn’t allow anyone else to handle the bodies—she would do that herself. She would wrap them carefully in whatever blankets we could spare, bundle them into a wheelbarrow, if she could find one, and take them away.

I asked her about what she did with them, but she never told me. All she would say is “They are human beings,” giving me a strange look, as if I was wrong even to ask the question.

I assume she buried them. I don’t know where. There were cemeteries, of course, but they tended to be full and unkempt.

Wherever she took them and whatever ceremony she used to observe their passing is lost now, with her. But the process was weighty, important, and extraordinarily personal to her—she wouldn’t allow any cleaning to start until she’d finished. Looking back now, I wonder . . . If I had shown more interest in and sympathy for the corpses of the Reckoning, demonstrated even a modicum of understanding of spiritual rites, maybe Naija would have welcomed my help. But she was the only one willing to even look at a body for long, let alone touch it, and the disinterest of the rest of the group put her off inviting us to assist.

After the bodies were gone, there was the smell to deal with, as well as the need to destroy whatever bedclothes or furniture they had been found in. We all helped with that. We couldn’t burn those things, as we wanted to draw as little attention as possible, so we threw them into a river or barn or any other nearby structure.

This too became routine. It only takes a few times before expunging corpses from their homes becomes ordinary.

Although—you know, I think that was only ever true for some of us. I don’t think it ever really was that way for Naija. I remember now, she would be even quieter than usual for a couple of days, every time we moved. And Margot made it clear that the rest of us were to leave her alone when this happened.

Not all the girls were adept at picking up on other people’s moods. Maybe that’s to be expected. Maybe moods are a luxury. Or maybe they were just insensitive kids.

Whatever the reason, Margot and I often ended up running some kind of interference to protect Naija from the rest of the gang during those early days after a move. We never acknowledged what we were doing, and I don’t know if Naija ever knew the lengths we went to.

I’m sorry. I’m suddenly struggling with this. With Naija. I haven’t thought about her in so long, and somehow it’s only just hitting me that she lived through the Reckoning too. Or maybe she didn’t.

I wonder what she did with her life, if she survived. I wonder if she was happy. Despite what she did to us later, I hope she was happy.

AFTER I HAD JOINED THE gang—I can’t remember how long after, probably not very long—one of the girls left. I don’t remember her name, but I remember she had long, wild, blond hair. At least, I think she did. I think she’s the one that left first. I don’t know.

It’s not important.

She got recruited, I think. One of them got recruited at some point. There were still some efforts being made to recruit people into the army. None of us really knew what the war was about—probably by that point it was about nothing.1 Probably it was about nothing from the beginning.

But every so often, some recruiter who was traveling around what was left of the country would spot us and come talk to us. To those of us who looked old enough and well enough.

We always listened because they always had food, but none of it really made sense. None of the things they told us had anything to do with our reality.

The recruiters each had vaguely threatening smiles as they wooed us with fresh water and chocolate. We were—or at least I was—keenly aware of the game being played, and I knew that in war there was no safety, no protection by or from authority. If a member of the army wanted to arrest us or even shoot us, they could, without repercussions.

But then one of the girls—I think, I’m almost sure it was the one with the long, tangled, blond hair—joined up. I was devastated. For a moment. For me it was the breaking up of our group, and the group was the only reason I felt safe. But of course she wasn’t the first to go. Far from it. Girls left almost as often as they arrived—she was just the first for me.

I was devastated for a moment, but then I saw that no one else was devastated, and now I don’t even remember her name.

I learned to deal with the constant flux of the group, girls joining and leaving, revolving around the nexus that was Naija, Margot, and me.

Because we were the nexus. Somehow, even as young as we were, we had realized that if we wanted security in the gang, we needed to have order. And to have order, we needed to be unassailable. We had to appear calm and confident; we had to be trustworthy and authoritative.

But everyone needs an outlet. If we had to be perfect to the rest of the girls, we had to be imperfect with each other. We had to let ourselves bend and breathe with each other, in order to be immovable to everyone else.

We would take days together, apart from the group. Tell the rest that we had to do some kind of crucial reconnaissance, scout out a possible new food source, spy on another group to see if we should be afraid of them. But really we were just getting away. Going to the nearest wild place we could find—woods, rivers, lakes—to be wild ourselves.

It’s not accurate, but I see those days in permanent twilight. The sun hanging low, sending golden beams through long grass. Like some kind of saccharine coming-of-age movie, the kind that’s full of slow shots of some teenager’s eyelashes, hesitant kisses, and an ending that leaves everything ultimately unresolved.

Some kind of intolerable nonsense like that.

There’s a particular color palette to films like that. The look of nostalgia. Maybe that’s how we all remember our adolescence—whether we grew up peacefully, surrounded by meadows, with competent adults having a care for our future, or alone in broken cities as war raged all over the globe.

Maybe that’s beautiful.

The world was in chaos, but I still got to have long, aimless days. I got to have first kisses. First more-than-kisses.

I got to have a little taste of a sweet, tender innocence that, when you look back at that time as a whole, seems entirely absent from the world.2

So that’s nice.

I don’t know how long this continued. A year? I don’t think much longer than a year, but a year feels eternal when you are young. The three of us, surrounded by an ever-changing circle of half-formed girls who looked to us for leadership, even though we were in exactly the same position as them.

We traded what we could for what we needed from the people around us. There was one in particular. A gruff, broken man who somehow always seemed to have fresh meat and bread, and who wanted nothing from us but to talk.

He never asked us anything that would make us uneasy. He didn’t want to know our names; he didn’t want to know where we were living. All he wanted was stories.

He would tell us his own tales of what he’d seen as he walked the world, and ask us for our own in return.

He had an accent we couldn’t place,3 and a store of unfamiliar fairy tales that delighted us. We liked to think we were independent. We liked to think we didn’t need or want anyone else, but we flocked to him like birds desperate for a scrap of bread.

I think we just loved knowing an adult who wanted to listen to us. We told him everything we could remember. Everything we could imagine. And he drank it all in as if we were telling him the secrets of the universe.

Naija spoke more to him than she did to almost anyone else. I think she was drawn to him because he had also come from so far away. Not in the same direction, of course, but he reminded her that the world was bigger than the collection of towns and cities near us. He reminded her that she’d had a home somewhere else. Somewhere wildly different from where she now found herself.

We would come across him every few months. Somehow, no matter where we moved, we would find him again and tell him stories we’d collected in the meantime.

There are stories I struggle to recount now—it seems so fantastic that such things could have happened—but back then they were bright and alive and real.

Like the cult we stumbled upon that believed this really was the end of the world—that it had been planned by a group of divine beings thousands of years ago, and that the only way to survive the cataclysm was to journey to the deep, frozen north and pledge allegiance to the beings—who would then take the faithful to paradise while the rest of us burned.

Four of the girls left us for that group.

There was the group that claimed they were building an unassailable city, using plans given to their leader in a divine vision, where they would wait in safety until the fighting stopped. Two girls went with them.

There were guerrilla groups determined to disrupt all military activity on all sides, wherever they could find it.

There were dozens of reasons to leave our little cluster, and eventually everyone did.

Because one day the army came. Not some recruiter—a commander, with a battalion.

They came for us. We were traitors, they said; we’d been trading secrets. We’d been colluding with spies.

I don’t know where Margot went when this happened. She was there when they came down our street. She was beside me at the window when we saw them appear. But by the time they were at the door, she was gone.

The commander questioned all of us, one by one. Some of the girls he dismissed when he was done with them, letting them wander back out into the street to find their own way. Me he questioned over and over again, but I didn’t understand what he was talking about.

He didn’t believe me. “I know you’re lying,” he said. “You deliberately traded information about military movements to a known spy. Your Indian friend told us everything. She told us it was all you.”

I never saw Naija again.




Four

I KNOW HOW LONG I SPENT IN PRISON. OF COURSE I KNOW HOW long I spent in prison. It’s an odd thing, but when time has ceased to matter almost everywhere else, in prison it remains scrupulously marked.

So I know that I entered prison on the twenty-first of March, 1922. And I know that I left prison on the fourteenth of September, 1925.

I believe that means I was twelve or maybe thirteen when I was arrested. I was so young.

I was . . .

When I picture myself in prison I picture—well, myself. My adult self. Why didn’t I realize how young I was?

Why didn’t I realize I was a child?

I HAD TO STOP FOR a while after writing that last. I had to stop, and it took me a few days to start again. I’m trying to keep my emotions in check while I do this. I’m trying to keep a clear head, to make sure that I give an accurate account, but sometimes it’s difficult.

The memories are difficult.

Anyway.

I was imprisoned from 1922 to 1925. I wasn’t sentenced to that length of time—in fact, I wasn’t sentenced to anything. Trials were a luxury the world couldn’t afford1—I had been marked as a troublemaker and put somewhere out of the way. That was all that mattered.

The government’s priority2 was, of course, the war effort. I’m not sure if there was conscription3 of female soldiers at this point, but those women who were of suitable age and ability were deployed to more important areas. They were nurses, they were mechanics, they were farmers. Prison guards were important only if they were overseeing POW camps—the rest of us were overseen by whoever was left.

So the guards tended to be elderly. That didn’t exactly make them pushovers—they knew what they were doing and more than one had a genuine cruel streak. But most of them could be easily outrun, which made breaking the rules for something you wanted a reasonable bet.

There was also not a lot of money to spare for the upkeep of the prison, and it was in a bad state of disrepair. There were loose windows and broken doors, enough that if you wanted to get out of the building, you could find a way without too much trouble. It was still risky, of course; there were guards on surveillance, and whatever other shortfalls the prison had in terms of equipment, it did manage to keep them well armed. So you could get out of the building fine, but that didn’t mean you’d get away without being shot.

Still, occasionally someone would try. I don’t really know why. The prison had a roof. It had heating and freshly laundered clothes and hot showers—if not consistently, at least more often than the outside world.

It had regular meals. It had a doctor and a dentist. It had a library. What was there in the outside world at that point that could make up for the loss of all that?

As soon as I arrived, I had two rotten teeth removed and three fillings put in. I was given inoculations I should have had years earlier. I was given medication for the asthma that troubled me from time to time.

On top of all this, I was learning new things for the first time I could remember, and nothing could have stopped me. There were so many books to read—there were schoolbooks, instruction manuals, reports of psychological studies. Novels.

I read them all.

I read everything I could get my hands on, whether it interested me or not. It was the most peaceful existence I’d known.

For a while.

And then I met Elsa.

ELSA HAD BEEN WATCHING ME, she said.

“Watching me?” I said. “Why?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “I was interested.”

“In what?”

Elsa was fascinating. She held her head at a slight angle, looking up at me from under her lashes, a small smile always playing across her lips. She seemed to me somehow slightly out of focus with the world around her, but like everything she saw was completely clear. It was intoxicating.

“You read a lot,” she said. “I mean, you really read a lot. You read all the time.”

“I like to read,” I said.

She leaned in a little, her eyes glinting. “Why?” she said.

“I don’t know.”

“Yes, you do,” she said, “if you think about it.”

I tried to think about it, but it was a bit distracting to have her staring at me.

“I don’t know why,” I said again. “I just like it.”

“But think about it,” she said. “Close your eyes and let the thought come.”

“Why do you even care?”

“Just try, please. I want to know.”

I sighed and closed my eyes. I could feel her face close to mine, but I tried to ignore it. I breathed. In. And out. And after a moment I began to speak.

“I think it makes me feel quiet,” I said. “Relaxed. Like I’m not here. Like I’m not in prison. Not in a war.”

“You feel peaceful? When you read?”

“Yeah. More peaceful than I do any other time, anyway.”

At this, a real smile spread across her face, slowly, broadly.

“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said. “I can show you.”

She led me through the prison, across a recreation room and down a corridor, around corners and through doors, until I had no idea where we were. I was nervous. We were expected to be at our own cells by five each evening, as there was an inspection before dinner. I worried that I’d wind up alone somewhere with no idea of the way back.

Eventually we came to a battered-looking door. It had an imposing lock, but the lock was rusty and brittle and, as it soon became clear, not functional. Elsa gave it a shake, and it slipped from its moorings, dangling off the door by one screw. She pushed the door open, and I felt damp air across my face. I could see a stretch of concrete and then the prison wall. We were outside. Through one of the rotted outer doors that led to the possibility of freedom and the risk of death.

“No,” I murmured instinctively, drawing back from the door.

“It’s okay,” Elsa said. “We won’t go far enough for them to see us. And even if we did—I mean, look.”

She had a point. The day was misty and damp. Anyone would struggle to see us in our gray prison uniforms against the gray stone through the gray air.

She stepped through the door, and after a moment I followed her. She turned immediately to the left and moved along the side of the building. It felt foolish to follow her, but still, I did. A little way along the wall there was a patch of ground where the concrete was cracked and covered with moss. She turned to face me before sitting down, settling in cross-legged on the ground, and directed me to sit across from her.

“Do you come here a lot?” I asked.

“Hmm,” she said, “sometimes. I don’t really need to anymore; it will work for me wherever I am, but I thought it would be helpful for you.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’ve never shown this to anyone,” she said. “I don’t know why, but I want to show it to you.”

“Show me what?”

“You said reading gives you peace. This will give you more.”

She said that she could help me find peace beyond anything I’d ever thought of—peace that would survive fire and knives, let alone a damp patch of ground.

Years later, I tested her theory. She was right.

I didn’t quite get there that day, though.

I sat across from her, as she had told me. I unfocused my eyes but I didn’t close them. I didn’t breathe so much as I let the air around me go where it would, the dampness of it filling my lungs until they felt like a pair of lakes. My heart rate slowed. And I let her introduce me to her kind of peace.

She didn’t have a name for what this was, but after a while I started calling it the Watercolor Quiet. It was—it is—both serene and colorful. A soft drip to stain the mind, gentle shades absorbed into the consciousness. Like painting over your thoughts with what you wish them to be, instead of accepting what they actually are.

The Watercolor Quiet begins with eyes closed. There is breath, then speech. What is said is unimportant, as long as it is an interrogation of memory, of experience, of self. Each interrogation digs beneath the one before, until language dissolves into a hum, and words burst into colors. And in your mind, you can reshape and change the colors into anything. Inside the Watercolor Quiet, you are alone and active, and your world is full of light and thought. The name is deceptive, really, but honest too. It is not a state of calmness, but intense energy. It is like the ocean on a still day—smooth on the surface but with a universe of life and action underneath. It looks like inaction but it’s anything but.

And I did feel peace. It was like finding a secret corner of the brain, a magical spell, a missing piece of space-time. I felt like I floated, a little bit. Just not quite enough to forget how cold and wet I was.

I started going to that patch of moss with Elsa every day, whatever the weather.

Snow. Thunderstorms. Blazing sunshine.

It felt like nothing else mattered. The world was burning around us, but it couldn’t touch us.

We believed it couldn’t touch us.

I believed it couldn’t touch us.

I’VE SAID THAT I KNOW exactly how long I was in prison, and that is true. But I only know this because I know the dates. I don’t remember the time passing. I’m not always sure when things happened. It seems reasonable to assume that they were relatively spread out over the years, but they feel like they’re piled on top of each other.

I suppose it doesn’t matter. I suppose prison doesn’t matter.

At some point after Elsa started teaching me—maybe it was a year later, maybe it was the next day—Helen intruded into our lives.

It was simple at first. Childish. I suppose everything we did was childish, really. We were children, after all.

The first thing—at least the first thing I noticed, the first thing I remember noticing—happened as we were walking to the cafeteria for lunch. A couple of other kids were walking in the other direction, and one of them walked into Elsa. Nothing too serious, just a shoulder banging up against another shoulder, but when I turned to look, the girl’s face was twisted into a scowl.

“Watch where you’re going, spacehead,” she said.

Elsa didn’t say anything, just smiled slightly. That seemed to make things worse.

“What are you leering at?” the girl said. Then, after another moment of silence, “Empty-headed loser.”

She glanced at me and gave another scowl before turning and continuing down the corridor.

“Are you okay?” I asked Elsa after she was gone.

“Oh, yes,” she said. “That’s just Helen. She came here on the same day as me. We were friends.”

“What happened?”

Elsa looked puzzled. “Nothing happened. Time passed. I haven’t spoken to her in a while.”

“Why is she so mad at you?”

“I’m sure it’s nothing,” Elsa said. “She’s probably just having a bad day.”

Helen must have had a lot of bad days.

After that, I noticed her a lot. Sometimes it was nothing, or almost nothing. I would spot her staring at Elsa and me from across the room, something hidden and brutal in her eyes. Or that’s how it seems to me now, but hindsight is half projection.

Sometimes she was more confrontational. Once she upended Elsa’s tray as we were walking to our table in the cafeteria. A book I’d told Elsa to read went missing from her cell and turned up two days later, ripped to shreds. At some point, Elsa got a black eye and wouldn’t tell me where it came from.

And Helen was never alone. She had a set of cronies, acolytes even, although perhaps that sounds too grandiose, who were always a few steps behind her whenever she did anything particularly aggressive. She must have relied on their support a fair bit—whenever she was on her own, her attacks were reduced to glares and whispered insults.

“Shouldn’t you do something?” I asked Elsa, after a while. “Shouldn’t you fight back?”

She looked at me, a little puzzled. “Why?” she said. “What would it accomplish? Helen’s feelings aren’t my responsibility.”

“But she’s hurting you,” I said.

“No one can hurt me,” she said. “Only I am responsible for my own pain.”

I should have done more myself. You will probably think that I should have done more myself. But I was so young. Still a child. And though I’d had to learn to take care of myself, I still looked to others to lead me. When I could find someone who would, that is.

I was deferring responsibility, I suppose, but isn’t it the right of a child to defer responsibility? I didn’t think of it in those terms at the time, naturally. Mostly I was distracted. Helen was worrying when she was there—at least, she was to me—but most of the time she wasn’t. Elsa didn’t want to talk about her, and I wanted to talk to Elsa.

Is it strange to have been so happy in prison? I had never known anyone who made me feel the way she did. It was like the world had been askew, slightly tilted on its axis, and she set it at its right angle.

It wasn’t romantic—that’s not how we related to each other—but it was more than mere friendship. It was kinship, perhaps. She simply understood things in a way that made them make more sense to me. She made me look at myself differently, see myself differently.4 So I don’t remember loving my family, but I remember loving Elsa.

I thought for a moment I had found someone who would see me through. I wonder if things would have been better if she had.
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