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    Just as a snake sheds its skin, we must shed our past over and over again.
-The Buddha
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A Sinuous Discovery
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The wicker chair creaked on the porch as Idris Schopenhauer pulled his stomach in, forcing his shoulders back. He brought the pipe to his lips, inhaling, exhaling coils of smoke. Birds settled into their nests for the evening, their trilling interrupted by his cough. It was late spring, petals beautifying the concrete.

Maryja hung her head over the edge of the sink, shutting the drafty window. The kitchen made her thoughts stuffy, but her legs knew to carry her as her hands prepared dinner. She twisted her face towards her underarms. Like a horse or cur; meat, sinew, labor. Sweat dripped into her eyes. She squeezed them shut, everything bright again. 

The red-haired woman leaped up, sun-bleached book in her hands. A girl with a long mousy braid ran around her in circles, screaming with delight as the woman reached out to snatch her and missed. Rows of herbs tempered the heavy sweet of the lavender that barred their home from outside world. Insects swarmed the pond near the bower of the willow tree, its drooped white tendrils swaying. They sheltered Maryja as snakes rounded in the grass.

“'Do you not know that I am a woman? When I think, I must speak.'” The red-haired woman laughed. 

The two continued their happy play; Maryja watched in quiet contentment. When the act ended they retreated inside to the warm fire of the cottage, smoking thinly out over the garden. 

“Marija, come inside! Marija..."

"...Maryja!”

Opening her eyes, Maryja reemerged before the rising heat. With greasy hands she lifted the hem of her blue dress and scuffled onto the porch. She curtseyed, her eyes on Idris’s breast pocket, from which his Ministry pin proudly shone— fiery gem, sun of his universe. 

“Minister.” 

The cur smell returned, impatient bubbles of the boiling stew making the stovetop hiss. Maryja kept her place, not yet dismissed. 

A tall, gaunt Godfellow made his way up the steps. His sharp cheekbones and yellowish eyes contrasted sharply to Idris’s tan, paunchy frame and round head. The men grasped hands.

“Minister. Savior with you.” 

“With you, Fellow.”

Idris nodded at Maryja and she hurried inside.

“I loathe this time of year. All my senses—” Idris sneezed. “Is supper almost ready?” He marched into the dining room, shooting Maryja an aggravated look she pretended not to notice. 

“'The shameless women were turned by the Savior to heifers, to live out the rest of their days as dull beasts; but those with shame feared the Savior and were spared.'” said Alexei to the air, following closely behind.  

Maryja paid little attention to them, chopping two carrots and dumping them into the stew on the silver platter alongside the tea, bread, and butter. Dropping the knife into the soapy sink, her hair and face— browned, limp, moist— bore through the water at the audience below, awaiting her arrival. 

The Ministry’s stance was that woman was her body; that whatever she was worth was to be expressed through her body, inherently sin; her only hope of redemption, lifelong servitude as a Servile, of banal household chores and rearing children. But though Maryja had put her hands together and gone through the rituals, none of the teachings had ever really sunk in. 

With a soft whir her body had done what was demanded of it, allowing her to be with the plays from behind the white willow’s veil. 

“For the holiday party, we’ll need at least twenty. She's good at ordering the others around—”

Maryja set the tray on the table, Idris closely observing. 

“Fellow, ask the Savior’s forgiveness if it’s as bad as last week’s.”

Alexei bowed his head, his face nearly in his bowl like a cat lapping milk. “Dear Savior, ever watchful, make us worthy of your defense, and in your infinite wisdom, guide us through your grace into eternal bliss. Like children— from where we come and where we will return—we serve you. Amen.”

“Serve you amen.” As the prayer closed Idris slammed his fists, rattling the china. “Maryja! Don’t you remember what the Fellow likes to drink?”

“It’s a Virtue Day today, Minister. There’s no drinking permitted for Godfellows,” the Fellow sighed. 

“Dammit, really?” Idris looked to Maryja from the priest. “Well, get some for me then.”

Maryja turned but he pulled her back. “I can’t drink if the Fellow isn’t. Alexei, be lucky you suffer not a woman. Be so lucky.” He crossed his arms, sulking. 

When Alexei finished his supper the men retired to the study. Quivering from holding her laughter, Maryja rushed to her quarters in the basement, behind Idris’s wines and ferments of things she’d grown, now soaking bored and useless. Collapsing on the cold paneled floor she writhed in a fit of hysterics. 

A small sinuous thing, also browned, squeezed in through a gap in the wood. Sometimes worms entered through here, but she could tell this one was different, that it had some intention or direction the others did not. Maryja watched its focused wriggle, steering it closer, then away again. It soon evaded her, intriguing her with its cool intelligence. 

Maryja followed it across the basement until it slid under the crack of the locked door opposite her own. She remembered the way they moved— her laughter died. It was not a worm. 

When Maryja was a girl, the Ministry had condemned snakes as corrupters of women and proceeded to exterminate them. Most were burned in large, slithering piles, in the square of every city and town in the eastern and central parts of the Continent. For five months a thick layer of smoke weaved up the stratum, dulling the light, raining ashen flakes back down to earth. 

Heading to the park one afternoon, she found it decimated, men in black masks torching a mound of hisses, flames so high she thought they’d burn a hole through the sky and return to the sun. Enraptured, Marija jumped back, startled by three bigger girls from her panelák. Screaming with the righteous joy of their captors:

“Had! Had! Had!” ; 

shoving their straw dolls in her face, they hissed at her as they danced at the park’s edges, jumping over little bits of debris on fire, laughing harder as Marija ran home. Fat, hot tears stung her eyes and face more than the smoke. 

Returning later that night, black field against a black sky, she thought she saw something flitting across into a flat building nearby. It was impossible to tell. 
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The tinny bell atop the stairs whined for Maryja’s return. Shaking the sawdust from her hair she ascended to the porch with Idris’s after-supper tray. The Fellow had already left to groom and ready himself for the day’s final service in the Hall of the Savior. Worship songs ever simplified, the flock forgot all else in that cradling womb light, reflecting the blue godhead behind the Ministry. 

Back in his chair, Idris blew smoke into the ether, mindlessly scratching the hairs on his chin. Maryja kneeled. She bowed her head into her chest as she drew herself between his legs, her forehead inches from his groin. The stench of moist skin and cloth forced its way past her closed lips, filling her mouth. She breathed as little as possible through her nostrils, spine curled. The routine was always the same, every evening when Idris was done with his supper and had nothing left to do but stare out into the sunset.

At fifty-five, Idris was now an established gentleman, a high-ranking Minister of the Justice with two cars, his own house, and one remaining Servile. Most Ministers had at least three to five. Over the years Maryja watched them come and go; some dying in childbirth, the rest sent to lower-ranking men when they produced girls instead of boys. Being the bearer of his only son Maryja was Idris’s favorite, treating her with deference compared to the others. 

At times Maryja tried to win the affections
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