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Praise for Nothing Without Us Too

“This is why books like Nothing Without Us Too are so important. Stories featuring disabled characters that are written by disabled authors themselves are inherently stories of transformation and the new—because they come from people who’ve had to view the world in different ways in order to get by, to survive, to thrive in ways that only we know how. Disabled authors don’t just ‘fix’ disability in their stories—they go about fixing, as it were, the entire world.”

Amanda Leduc, author of Disfigured: On Fairy Tales, Disability, and Making Space, and The Centaur’s Wife

“Sometimes joyful, sometimes tragic, always beautiful: the stories in Nothing Without Us Too are a reflection of the disabled community and the unique—yet still universal—experiences that make us who we are.”

Jennifer Lee Rossman, disability advocate and co-editor of Mighty: An anthology of disabled superheroes

“As a voracious and chronically ill reader, I so rarely get to see myself reflected in books the way I do in Nothing Without Us Too. It’s so refreshing to see a group of disabled authors across a diversity of genres tell our stories with empathy, understanding, and creativity.”

Nicole Zelniker, author of Letters I'll Never Send and Until We Fall

Reading Nothing Without Us Too was like looking into a large diamond, filled with all kinds of different facets. This incredible collection contains stories about disabled people written by those who have actual lived experience. When reading this collection, I recognized pieces of myself and learned about the true power of the human spirit. Each story can stand on its own, but together, this collection is a diamond that shines so brilliantly.

Jamieson Wolf, Author of Little Yellow Magnet and Beyond the Stone

“From the first story involving a uniquely relatable sensory hell, to stories critiquing the medical industrial complex, this lush collection was very hard to put down. In fact, I was reading it so many times and just enjoying it that I put all other books to the side just to live in these stories again. There are multiple disabilities showcased here, but the power isn't just that Disabled people are on the page. The power comes from stories that show people what living with a disability is truly like, through our own eyes.”

Robert Kingett, co-editor of Artificial Divide

“From neurodivergent accidental vampire slayers to Lady Macbeth with a tic, from queer magic to magical Watchers, the disabled protagonists in Nothing Without Us Too navigate real and speculative worlds with stories of crip agency, humour, and feisty finesse. A worthy sequel and companion piece to the first anthology, Nothing Without Us.”

Dorothy Ellen Palmer, disability activist, author of Kerfuffle: A Novel that Speak Spoof to Power, and winner of the Helen Henderson Award for Disability Journalism

__________________________

Praise for Nothing Without Us

“Disabled or not, [Nothing Without Us] is important for everyone to experience.”

Tori McNeely, Ottawa Life Magazine

“This book is good. It’s great, in the sense that, at least, for me, I rarely see.”

Robert Kingett, NewCity Lit

“A month after I read the collection, the story elements that still linger with me describe certain social and physical experiences of Othering, and aspects of defiant identity formation, that will resonate with many, disabled or not.”

Cherie Pyne, Montreal Review of Books

“An important and significant book.”

R. Graeme Cameron, Amazing Stories
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To Melissa Mead (1967-2022),

thank you for your story and all the stories

you brought forth into the world.

And to every author in this work and our readers:

You have encouraged us a second time

by letting us know that protagonists

like these must take their place in publishing.
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Content Note
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The stories in this book aren’t always pretty or neatly wrapped with a bow on top. Even when in fantastical settings, the feelings and experiences of the characters can be relatable to many of us.

Nothing Without Us Too continues in the spirit of Nothing Without Us, featuring a collection of short fiction that stars protagonists and has characters who are disabled, d/Deaf or hard-of-hearing, Blind or visually impaired, neurodivergent, and/or who have chronic conditions, and/or who manage mental illness. 

Sometimes the content includes themes of self-harm, suicidal ideation or suicide, institutional/medical mistreatment, complex trauma, and the spectrum of ableism (from internalized to externalized narratives). Because our authors are from diverse backgrounds, Nothing Without Us Too’s content also has themes of sexuality, financial inaccessibility, queerphobia and transphobia, and exclusion. Some stories include profanity or coarse language because that also reflects how we might express ourselves.

We wanted to give you, our readers and listeners, a heads-up, so that you can be prepared for what’s in the coming pages. We are also including specific content notes before each story, as an extra measure for you to read and listen with care.

And one more thing:

Just like in Nothing Without Us, this anthology does not contain any inspiration porn. Only a massive serving of amazing.
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From the Editors
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A funny thing happened on the way to the last anthology...

People were asking when we planned to publish another collection, just before Nothing Without Us was released. At that time, we were both exhausted from nine months of intensive work on that project, and our first thoughts were: Can we haz a rest?

But the notion never left our minds. Neither of us expected what was going to happen after Nothing Without Us went out into the world. First, we got a message from a billionty-times Prix Aurora Award winner and academic Derek Newman-Stille that they would include the anthology as part of their syllabus in a disabilities studies course they’d teach at Trent University. We were gobsmacked. Then in spring of 2020, Nothing Without Us was nominated for a Prix Aurora Award in the Best Related Work category. We might have made Scooby-Doo inquiry sounds at that; we can’t recall.

And so, in early 2020, our pitch was accepted by Renaissance for a second anthology, to be released in 2022. This is the part where, looking back, we don’t know whether to laugh or cry. The pandemic. The constant barrage of eugenics-based messages about how folks like us who are disabled or immunocompromised... only our lives were in danger. It had been made abundantly clear to many of us that we didn’t matter to a whole lot of people. It wasn’t new thinking, but it had gone next level. In the middle of this hellscape, should we have even thought about doing another anthology?

That would be yes. We felt more than ever it was important to boost the works of the creatives in our community.

And this time, we wanted to showcase authors who were not in the last collection. The point of these anthologies is to boost the works of authors who are disabled, d/Deaf or hard-of-hearing, Blind or visually impaired, neurodivergent, Spoonie, and/or who manage mental illness. One of the best things about these projects is discovering authors we might not have previously read! 

We chose the word Too in the title instead of the number two because it’s such a mood right now. Kind of like, “Hey, remember us? Nothing without us, too, folks!” We also wanted to include representation that wasn’t in the first anthology because these folks are part of our community as well. We feel both anthologies together offer many points of view and lived experiences, so for us, they are a set, a combined collection, if you will.

We hope you get as much out of Nothing Without Us Too as we did. We thank everyone who submitted to us, because creating art at a time like this is an act of resilience, advocacy, and resistance. We understand that. We really do.
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Foreword
BY Amanda Leduc
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The first disabled characters I ever encountered in fiction were Mary Lennox and Colin Craven. Mary and Colin, for those who may not know, were two of the child protagonists in Frances Hodgson Burnett’s 1911 children’s novel, The Secret Garden. In the book, Mary, who is known as a disagreeable, “sickly” child, comes to live at the country house of her cousin, Colin Craven. Colin is also painted as sickly and unwell, the product of a father who is himself disabled. Over the course of a period of time in the country garden, however, both children are shown to embrace the “flush” of health and find themselves bettered, more agreeable and cured by the end—a narrative that spoke, at the time, to Victorian ideals of the magic countryside and what fresh air might do for a person. 

It was only one narrative in one particular genre, but many of the disabled narratives that I encountered in story from that point on—if indeed I encountered them at all—tended to follow a similar pattern to The Secret Garden. That is: someone might present as disabled at the beginning of a story, but by the end of it, whether through good weather or science or plain old-fashioned magic, they found themselves cured. Even some of the more disability-friendly (shall we say) narratives that exist in mainstream media today—think Star Trek, and a certain beloved Geordi La Forge—tend to pivot on how disability fits in to a society that isn’t built for it. Over and over again, we are shown disabled characters who are forced to adapt to a world that doesn’t want them, whether through assimilating, through finding the hallowed disability cure, or through technological innovation that allows the disabled person to approximate being non-disabled. (Geordi, as much as I love him—and I really, really do!—fits into this latter category. There’s so much that could be done with his visor, and so much that is left unexplored!)

I didn’t pay attention to the shape of these narratives for a long time, but once I did, I saw them everywhere. I especially saw—and continue to see them—in speculative fiction.

Because here’s a reality about so much of the speculative literature we know: speculate it may, but when it comes to disability, so much of that speculation often comes up short. How often do we encounter dystopian narratives where the disabled person nobly sacrifices themselves so that their non-disabled counterparts can thrive? How often do the stories that we encounter in science fiction treat disability as some kind of problem to be solved through technology—or, indeed, outright eugenics—instead of situating disability within the kind of creative, generative lens that it deserves? 

Spoiler alert: this happens all of the time. All of the time. You’d think that speculative fiction, of all genres, would leave room to lift us beyond the bounds of the world that we know. Sometimes it does. But more often than not, the speculative narratives we so often see only speculate so much when it comes to disability. Here, it would seem, is where imagination comes to an end. 

This is why books like Nothing Without Us Too are so important. Stories featuring disabled characters that are written by disabled authors themselves are inherently stories of transformation and the new—because they come from people who’ve had to view the world in different ways in order to get by, to survive, to thrive in ways that only we know how. Disabled authors don’t just “fix” disability in their stories—they go about fixing, as it were, the entire world. The entire universe. Imagining what else might be possible if all of the shapes and structures and confines of the non-disabled world are interrogated right from the beginning.

Have you ever thought, for example, how the traditional tale of the vampire might be turned on its head with the introduction of a neurodivergent protagonist? Meg Candelaria has, and the hilarious result—“Saving the World at the Bat Outta Heck Mart”—is right here in this book. Or have you pondered the truly terrifying implications of what might happen when corporations take advantage of depression—even more than they do already? Check out what Erin Rockfort has to say in “Lament of the Lotus Eater.” Wondering how we can, in these difficult days and sadly-by-now-very-precedented times, reach toward a softer world together? Read “Cool Dudes and Santas,” by Anita Haas, and remember: everything is possible if we take the time to pay attention and care. 

It's all here, in this book: worlds brimming with possibility and innovation in ways that I’d wager even those who consider themselves experienced in the realm of imagination have seldom explored. Not all of the stories in here are speculative fiction, per se—but then again, all fiction is speculation on some level. Every story in here is a way of reaching forward to a different, better world—one where we as disabled people claim the power, over and over, in telling and imagining our own stories. One where we show the world that yes, change is possible, and yes, sometimes that change is all the better when it re-shapes and recasts the world—and the stories that we tell about it—in ways that no one anticipated.

Well, not no one, of course. We, as disabled authors, have anticipated these changes and this vast universe of opportunity for a long time. So come—read on, and let these authors show you too. 

~ Amanda Leduc, author of Disfigured: On Fairy Tales, Disability, and Making Space, and The Centaur’s Wife
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Tour of the Facilities
Sienna Tristen
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CN: Mentions of multiple sensory triggers

Good morning, bienvenue, and welcome to Sensory Hell! The lights are itchy white on purpose and will remain so for the duration of your stay. Please remove your shoes before we go any further: every stray crumb and split hair is designed to lodge in your skin and stick there, no matter how you sweep the floorboards.

We offer complimentary hair clips; feel free to bind your hair up in braids or buns now, because the minute scritch of its suddenly straggly ends will be bothering you all day. We do not offer complimentary headphones, so I hope you packed your own; we’re told our ambiance (the mean scrape of the washer-dryers, the buzz saws teething on pines, the chorus of colicky babes on Floor Three, and dogs-dogs-dogs-dogs-dogs) isn’t for everyone!

Our state-of-the-art kitchens are designed to feel gummy regardless of the type of vinegar you scrub them with. Feeling like ordering room service instead? Excellent! Our menu is chock full of meals that are too spicy, too salty, too sickly-sweet, too grainy, too surprising, or just too much for your raw-nerved palate. BYOB (bring your own bread)!

Our suites come equipped with the latest in HVAC technology. Despite what you now set your thermostat to, you’re guaranteed to feel both too hot and too cold at the same time. The filters churn out particulate matter into the air at a constant rate, so you can be sure to get that something-is-crawling-on-me sensation up to ten times a minute.

Many guests come for our world-class spa, located just through those doors. Our facial treatments, in particular, are worth the extra spend for that coveted face-too-tight-and-yet-somehow-too-gooey feel. If you’re looking for a livelier experience, this week’s nightly entertainment includes a five-act production of the neighbours arguing in increasingly aggressive tones, a concert of that dripping noise coming from an unknown source, and our favourite Tuesday trivia game: Guess the Smell Pervading This Entire Room. Last week’s answer was “the putrefaction of all living things”—and I can’t spoil it for you, but I’ve heard a rumour this week’s answer will involve perfume. Exciting!

Have questions? Feeling overwhelmed? Our staff has been specially trained to answer your queries too quickly and too loudly. If you’re lucky, some may throw in conflicting information as a bonus—if you’re really lucky, some may even chastise you for not looking them in the eye while they answer.

And here’s your room: carpet freshly crumbed, refrigerator calibrated to hum at several distracting frequencies, everything slightly off-angle from everything else for maximum spatial awkwardness. Don’t try to move the furniture, it’s bolted down that way. Looking at your reservation, I see you’ll be with us for the next one to four days? If you join our frequent traveler program, you can get the fifth night free, alongside other perks like upgraded tap water (from metallic to straight-up chemical) and access to the VIP lounge. No pressure, but our records indicate that you do come here a lot. Might be worth it.

Well, I’ll let you start unpacking. Do feel free to ring for extra bath towels if these ones aren’t abrasive enough. On behalf of all of us at Sensory Hell, I hope you enjoy your stay!
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Saving the World 
at the Bat Outta Heck Mart
Meg Candelaria
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CN: Predatory behaviour (but not from the living)

It was so late in the night as to be early morning when he walked in. You know who I mean—that customer. The one who... well, I’d better start at the beginning, or the whole thing will simply make no sense at all.

I work—or I guess I should say I “worked” since now I’m probably—but I’m doing it again, aren’t I? Getting off track. I work at Bat Outta Heck on Route 2. My sister hates my working there. She says that convenience stores attract robbers, and I’m going to get killed some day. Well, I might get killed some day (Who can say they’re guaranteed not to get shot at work?), but mostly what these shops attract are people who want beer or diapers at 3:00 a.m. Really. There’ve been studies to prove it and everything. That’s why the beer and diapers are always at the back of the store: so people will be tempted to buy other things as they pass them on their way to the beer and diapers. Anyway, whether I’m going to get shot or not, I need a job, and who else is going to hire me? 

Right. Back to the topic at hand. I’d been working there for almost three years without any worse problems than boredom, poverty, and a couple of complaints that I don’t smile enough, when he came in. It had been a pretty dull night up until then. He was my first customer in an hour and 11 minutes. I was sitting there re-reading Lord of the Rings and thinking about how Sauron had made a mistake with the human rings.

No, really. There was the one ring and then the three and the seven—all prime numbers. Prime numbers relate only to one and themselves, so they would be easy for the One Ring to control. But nine, now. Nine is also related to three, referring back to the Elves’ rings. It is also three squared, linking it to two, a number with almost as much power as one. So you see, it’s clear he should have gone with five or eleven rings for mortals. I was flirting with the idea of writing a fanfic story where the 6th (2x3) or maybe the 8th (2 cubed) rider broke free and saved the world, maybe with the help of the elves... when I realized that I’d get sued if I pursued this any further and abandoned the whole idea. 

That was the point at which he walked in. Who was he? Just some guy. What did he look like? Um... male? How did he act? Well...

[image: ""]

I am Goethe von Verhütungsmittel. Your kind know of my kind, but only slightly. Your limited minds could never understand us as we truly are. We are your darkest fantasy, your deepest and most shameful desire, your wildest dream, your worst nightmare. For too long, we have simply played with you, lurking in the shadows, and coming out only occasionally, to enjoy your bodies, tap your dreams, feed on your blood. I tire of the game. Tonight, I begin my quest to conquer your world.

My conquest must, of necessity, start slowly. I lost much to an unexpected chance a few decades ago. My plans were perfect, but fate was against me, and they failed. For a time, of necessity, I slept. Now, I wake again. My looks, intelligence, charisma, and natural modesty are unimpaired, but I lack the wealth and privilege I will need to succeed. No matter. I can obtain more easily enough, though I will have to start small. Wealth breeds wealth, and I must have a seed. Now, where to find that seed?

My eyes fall on a small convenience store. It is alone, far from any other establishments, and empty, but for the young woman at the counter. Yes, she would do nicely for a start. She wears thick glasses and has a thick book in front of her. She looks shy, lonely, and awkward. So much the better: it will make her all the easier to control.

I could, of course, simply make her give me the money from her cash register and leave, but that would be so anti-climactic. I wanted more from my first conquest. I’d make her tell me everything about her life, about life in the early 21st century. I will find the weaknesses, the “holes” in society that would allow me to slip in and take over. All societies have them, and I am an expert at penetrating those secret places and satisfying that dark need. I will be their leader. They will love me even as I drain their children of their last drop of blood and make rugs of their skin. People will beg me to take their money, their children, their possessions, their lives. It will be simple. But I need that knowledge of where to start and the money to initiate my plans. A simple bit of embezzlement from my minion-to-be’s employer will provide a start and from there, well, we’ll see what my new knowledge tells me. It is easy to make money among humans: they are so anxious to make money themselves, especially at the expense of their neighbours, that they hardly even realize when you steal their last dime, as long as you promise that tomorrow they will have the last dime belonging to their neighbours.

Conquering the woman would, of course, be simplicity itself: I am, truly, every woman’s dream and, yes, every man’s too. One look in my eyes, and they are mine forever. No one can ever satisfy them again. My expression, when I so choose, can be that of purest desire. A person looking at me when I take on this expression sees naught but their own deepest lusts, brought to the surface and mirrored on another. It is a thing no human can resist. 

There is one little drawback. The most desirable thing in the world to any being is attention. In order to draw my victim to me, I must focus my attention—all my attention—on them. I lose track of time, of place, of everything but the person I wish to have. No matter. Not even the most hardened demon hunter can resist my appeal, much less some naïve little waif like this girl. I’ll have her under my control in seconds, plenty of time to pop back to my safe spot in the cemetery well before dawn. The plan is utterly foolproof.

I consider my plans for her and smile. “Oh, my first victim, my first accomplice, my first beneficiary, you have no idea what honour and delights are in store for you,” I say aloud, though only to myself.

[image: ""]

The customer didn’t go straight to the back to find the beer and diapers like I expected. Instead, he came up to the counter. 

I wondered if maybe this was finally the robber my sister had been warning me about these past few months, but he didn’t pull a gun or make a threat or anything. He just kind of stood there, looking at me. He must want help with something and that meant I had to do the customer service thing. I ran down the checklist: Make eye contact. Check. Smile. Check. Say, “Welcome to Bat Outta Heck, may I help you?” in a bright and friendly manner. Check. Well, at least said. Not sure my manner was properly bright and friendly, but at least I got it said. Wait for the customer to state his or her needs and help them in a friendly and courteous manner. Um... that was a problem. He never did state his needs.

So, I just stood there, looking at him, trying to figure out what that peculiar expression on his face was. It was an awkward moment. I was sure a neurotypical would have figured out what he wanted right away and that he was thinking about how clueless I was to not be able to work out what he wanted by his look, but honestly, I had no idea at all. I figured he’d eventually break down and tell me in words, instead of with body language, what he wanted. That’s what usually happened.

Why didn’t I ask? I don’t know. I had it in my head that it would be rude to ask. I get these ideas about social rules sometimes that are just not at all right. Like the time I was convinced it would be unutterably rude to comment on how nice my coworker’s new hairstyle looked. I still feel bad about that one—she thought I hated her new haircut, and I never did actually explain to her... but I’m off the subject, aren’t I? The bottom line is, I just stood there, smiling and looking at him looking at me, waiting for him to make the next move.

[image: ""]

Ah, my lovely. You did not expect me, did you? I knew by your shy smile and your would-be bold gaze that you want me badly, even before I made the move that will make you my slave forever. No doubt you are flattered, overwhelmed that someone as handsome, sexy, and obviously important as I would look at you this way. You need not feel that way, my dear. I will cherish you as the owner of the world’s ugliest dog cherishes his pet. Time has stopped for me while I gaze into your eyes, making your mind, will, and soul my own, but I know that no more than seconds can possibly have passed. Plenty of time to enjoy my conquest and deal with the filthy monetary side of things before dawn. 

[image: ""]

The thing is, he never did make the next move. He just stood there, looking at me. So, there I was, staring at a stranger, convinced I had to let him speak first. It was uncomfortable having to look at someone’s face that long, but what could I do? It’s a trap. You’re supposed to make eye contact, but not hold eye contact indefinitely because that becomes staring. Okay, fine, but how do you look away? If you look down, you’re being shy. If you look sideways, you’re shifty. If you look up, you’re rolling your eyes sarcastically. There’s literally nothing that can be done at that point that is polite. Normally, the person will say something like, “Give me a pack of cigs,” or something, and I’ll be able to use turning and getting them their whatsit as an excuse to look away without causing offense. This guy, though, he just stood there and looked at me. It was the oddest look, too. I would have liked to consult my notes about what human expressions meant, but, well, that would be breaking eye contact, and I couldn’t figure out how to do so without being rude, so that was a no-go. I just kept looking at him, he just kept looking at me.

We stayed that way until dawn when I’m afraid he suddenly turned into a pile of dust. I felt kind of bad about that. I mean, I’m still not sure what he wanted, but I’m pretty sure it wasn’t to turn into a pile of dust, so I guess I failed my customer service role. Or maybe my player failed her customer service roll. 

That was a joke. I was pretending I was a character in a role-playing game, and I didn’t get it right because my player rolled a... oh, I don’t have to explain? Okay.

What happened next? I swept the dust up, of course. I couldn’t just leave it there. That would be untidy, and my manager told me to always tidy up after my shift.

Do I know what he was? Well, I do now. I mean, he turned into a pile of dust at dawn. That’s pretty clear, especially what with you coming in so dramatically, all swirling black cape and sharpened stake just now. 

I saved the world? Oh, good! I suppose I still lost my job, though. Behaving in a manner that causes your customers to turn into a pile of dust has got to be bad customer service. 

Work with you? Sure, why not? I mean, I’m not sure what I can do for you, but... Oh, I see. That was what his look meant. It’s irresistible to most people? Really? 

Neurotypicals are strange.
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Pulling Futures, Plucking Thyme
Avi Silver
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CN: Ableist term, aftermath of a manic episode

You wake up. The light is delicate across the bridge of your nose, and a smile flutters in the apples of your cheeks. You open your eyes to the thought that the world is a bone at last set properly, and you think this moment a miracle. You taste futures, futures bathed in loveliness—the opaque made obvious by your confidence alone, and your heart sparks radiance, no, radiation that creeps and crawls like a vine, and you feel perfect, you feel good, you know all at once that each breath is destined and your life is so present and it is such a hungry thing in your hands—

No—no, that’s wrong, isn’t it?

You wake up. You realize that something is terribly wrong. It is a subtle thing at first, a change in the quality of the air. Humidity settles on your skin, weighting flesh to bone. You pull yourself to sitting, and your ears ache with the wobbly sine wave of a string being loosed on a cello. It had been so close to snapping, you don’t know how you missed that, you’re usually so—

No. That’s not quite right, either. Sorry, let me try that again, just one more time—

I wake up. My embodiment settles down like a veil. I recognize myself in the persistent ache in my right shoulder, the way my hair smells of thyme. I wiggle my toes, ground myself in familiar callouses. I wake up, and I am myself, and this isn’t the kind of information that should escape someone so easily. Least of all me.

My days are spent tending the garden of truth, pruning and preening and singing small realities into existence. Water into a ring, a jar into a beehive. I do this work for others upon request in exchange for new materials—it’s exactly the life I dreamed of as a child, to be some strange witch in the woods. Practitioners call it pulling, a small science not unlike alchemy, but I see no harm in calling it magic. My eyes are trained toward the matter most willing to be malleable, my fingers are practiced in the art of coaxing. Curious, delicate.

Though it’s hard to believe, given the great gouge that has been scraped into the wall of my living room. My handiwork.

“Oh,” I rasp. My dear cob home has nursed many wounds in the past, become pockmarked by loss over these many months. Its walls cradle the ashes of what I can no longer hold myself; a father, a friend, two sweet familiars. But this is something different. A wound.

“You were trying to pull a new reality.” My mentor’s voice rings clear as brass, unbothered by the sound constraints. I wince against the clarity. “Before you start worrying, your poor Zee is fine. Out for a walk. I’d say he’s more than earned it.”

“Zee—” His name knocks the breath out of me, shock going sour.

“What did I just say about worrying?” My mentor crouches beside me, pushing back my hair. It is wild and dirty, and a stroke of their fingers releases the free strands, transforms them into a sprig of juniper. “Scared him, mostly. You were pulling all sorts of things in. Broken bowls, small guitars, half a tire. I think you knocked yourself out around the time you started tugging on a waterfall. Very impressive.”

“It wouldn’t have worked,” I say, tongue heavy with the obvious.

“No. It wouldn’t have.”

My mentor tucks the juniper behind my ear with a sympathetic smile, condescending from anyone but them. I open and close my fists, tagging weight in my knuckles. I do not know how my body summoned the strength for such perfect foolishness; it is easy to destroy oneself trying to create beyond one’s own capacity.

The first step in pulling realities: build a basket. Greet the cosmos with courage and humility and weave yourself a limitation. Pull nothing larger than can fit inside this vessel, or else feel the consequences on your own material self.

My basket is currently lying on its side, battered and soaking wet. I have the sense that I must have stopped using it early on, for it to even be in one piece. Behind me, I hear my mentor puttering about in the kitchen, and I press my face into my knees. My lower back aches from where I pulled of my own adrenaline. My muscles tremor from where I pulled of my own fascia. I feel the absence of my blood’s own iron, and beneath it, the sour memory of a euphoria I remember distinctly but cannot understand. I cannot understand this piece of myself that I knew before to be truth.

“If you’d indulge me, dear one, I would encourage you not to be so hard on yourself,” my mentor says. They pass me a copper cup, and the water inside smells fresh as dew. I drink it down eagerly, and discover I am still capable of quieter embarrassments when it sloshes on my shirt. “It happens to our type, from time to time. And you’ve always been... visionary. Ambitious.”

“Crazy.” The word is venom on my tongue. I let it burn there, as though it could teach me a lesson. “I’m crazy.”

“If you like the word, why not?” My mentor has never been terribly willing to indulge my self-pity. I am all out of the energy to be angry, and so I say nothing else, watching them examine the destroyed wall of my living room. “Make it personal, if you’d like. But there’s a bit of inevitability to it as well. Who here has ever been happy changing things one basket at a time? Who hasn’t gotten in over their head?” Their voice is wry and tender, guarded and raw. I soften with it.

“I don’t know if I was in my head at all,” I murmur. “It felt different this time. Bigger. Usually it’s just an idea, just a couple of days, but this...” The memory is dreamlike, though it cannot have been from more than a few hours ago. The bliss, the confidence. The lack of humility and the burning screaming want. The faith. And though I recognize the bearer of this feeling as myself, I cannot for the life of me remember how I got there.

“It was longer than a few days,” my mentor confirms, gently.

“I didn’t even notice. I didn’t even notice. Did anyone else? Did— ” I see his face then, so clearly in my mind. The crease of his brow with every smile, the caution in his voice. The way his eyes kept flickering so warily to my hands. My shoulders drop. “Zee.”

My mentor nods. “He called for me a week ago. I arrived late last night.”

The shame of being the last to know is hollow. I dip my little finger in the water, flavouring it with mint. It makes me shudder in relief, to watch myself pull safely. “I don’t know how I ever believed I could pull...” I gesture to the wall, unable to gaze on it directly. “I know better.”

“You do.”

My first successful pull came from a pile of rusted nails. My mentor had requested only a pinch of thyme for their bread, but the first bud filled me with such delight that I ended up with an armful, roots and all. The basket had overflowed, and I had needed to sleep off the exertion for the rest of the afternoon, curled up like a cat on their old wool rug.

“It’s a novice’s mistake,” I insist. “I don’t know why I tried this now, I don’t know why this happened—”

My mentor’s scoff is a chisel to soapstone, and I don’t need to look at them to feel the way their awareness spreads to all the empty spaces in my home. The pock marks, the pockets; ashes and absences, peppering the walls like dried honeycomb. All the places I dug out my grief as clay. A father, a friend, two sweet familiars.

“I’m too old,” I say softly. “I thought this would get easier as I got older.”

“Every year is another endurance, small one.”

The words are lullaby and resignation. I am not reassured, but I see no other option than to accept them as they are. I press my palms to my eyes. “I don’t even know what I was trying to make.”

“Now that is the question, isn’t it?” my mentor asks, nearly cheerfully. “It was entirely incoherent. A few clean sentiments, a sharp outline here and there. But mostly a lesson in the destructive nature of untempered ambition. Bravo, student mine.”

Despite myself, I choke out a laugh. “Well, as long as I’ve made you proud.”

“Of course you have.”

The sentiment is so unbelievable that I hardly hear it at first—how does one process words cloaked in such thick impossibility? Even still, despite my earlier grievance, I am made a child by my wanting, and I force my ear steady.

“Don’t get me wrong, it was a mess. A mess, and dangerous, and you certainly gave us all a scare for the books. But whatever it was that you wanted, you must have wanted it very badly.” They look at me; their gaze is storm’s-eye certain. “After so much loss, it is a sacred thing, to still know how to want.”

Truth unsticks me from my shame. I turn to face the gouge, rocked with the desire to learn precisely what it is that I wanted.

It is an ugly thing I have done to my wall. Claw marks and palm prints, surfaces bubbled up like a cancer, collapsed like a landslide, a scab half-ripped. I flex my fingers as I stand, place them gently upon my work. There are ideas in this clay, barely formed before their abrupt yank into reality. There are novels and looms, vengeance and watering cans. Futures, futures; none of them mine. When once more I sink my fingers into the body of my home, I do not pull a single atom. Instead, I dig.

The cob comes out in satisfying clumps, fistfuls of supple earth, softened by
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