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A Ledger of Animals
Chapter 1 — The Warm World
The cage smelled of eucalyptus and something sweeter underneath it, the close warmth of bodies that trusted each other completely. Four of them in the nest — Flo pressed against Pip’s side, the two joeys balled together at the curve of her tail like dropped fruit, small and ridiculous and breathing.
Outside the cage the human house ticked and groaned in the heat. It did that at night — expanded all day under the sun until it couldn’t anymore and then spent the dark hours contracting, clicking back towards its original shape. Flo had listened to it so many times it had become a kind of clock. Third click from the roof joint meant an hour before dawn. The rattle of the old ceiling fan meant the night breeze had come up from the south. The house talked constantly if you knew the language and Flo knew every word of it.
He was awake. He was often awake while Pip slept — not from anxiety, not then, just from the steady alertness that lived in him like a pilot light, always on, always turning things over. He watched the ceiling through the cage bars and listened to the house cool and thought about nothing in particular.
There was only the one human now, and the one human was sleeping.
Flo didn’t know there had ever been a word for the other thing, the thing that was not sleeping. He had nothing to measure it against.
There had been two of them once. That was not a thinned first-memory, the way the very earliest things are thinned. He had held it whole for a long time and could still take it out and look at it. A second human — tall, and quick where Boss was slow, and of him somehow, the same shape run younger and harder. Flo had no word for what she was. He knew only that when the two of them went out, she went in front.
Then one morning Boss did not go out.
He did not go out that day and he did not go out the next, and somewhere in the middle of it he made a sound.
Flo knew every sound the house could make and had never heard that one. It came from the far room and it went on a long while, rising and stopping and rising again, and there was nothing in it he could use — no threat in it, no want in it, nothing plainly stated that a listening thing could answer. He had gone to the bars and put both hands on them and stayed there for the whole of it, all of both days, because it was the only thing available to do.
Then it stopped, and Boss came out, and there was one human in the house.
Nothing explained it. Nothing about the house said what had happened. There was simply one where there had been two, and fewer lamps on in the evening, and a door off the hall that stopped being opened.
Now there was the one. Boss, in Flo’s private wordless naming of him, though Flo would not have called it that, would not have called it anything; it was simply the shape the human made in the centre of everything.
Boss was old. Flo understood old the way an animal understands it, in the joints, the smell, the pace of things, and Boss had moved old, slept a great deal in the day, and sat for long hours by the window looking at the light go across the yard. And then, some time ago — Flo could not have said how long, time in the cage being a thing measured in clicks of the cooling house and not in days — Boss had sat down in his chair by the window and gone to sleep, and had not, since then, got up.
The yard held the last of what they had.
Out past the window where Boss sat there were the nets — great sagging squares of fine mesh strung up on frames, put there when the tap stopped giving, angled to take the night out of the air and run it down into drums. Boss had emptied them every morning of Flo’s remembering, in the grey before the heat, moving between them with the drum lid under one arm. He had not emptied them since he sat down. The drums had gone low and then green, and the mesh had started coming out of its frames on the southern side. That was one of the several ways the house was dying in front of Flo that he could see clearly and could do nothing about at all.
The going-out had stopped with her.
Flo did not connect the two at the time and connected them completely afterwards, which was the pattern for most of what he understood about that house. Before, there had been mornings when Boss packed the bag, and the two of them went, and Flo went as well — down in the chest pocket with his head out, which had been, for a long stretch of his life, simply what a morning was.
He had seen a great deal from that pocket. Roads with the shells of the roaring machines standing along them in rows, quiet, going brown at the seams. Buildings with their fronts open and their insides pulled out across the footpath. Small flying things over the houses, still working, that nobody looked up at anymore. He had understood almost none of it and had not needed to. He had understood that Boss went into places and came out with things, and that the tall quick one went in first, and that the world past the doors was very large and full of stopped machines.
After the two days, Boss did not pack the bag again.
On the shed roof there was the panel. Flo had never once thought about the panel. It was simply a flat blue thing on a roof, and it was the reason the fan still turned over his head at night and the one lamp in the hall still came on at dusk with nobody touching it.
He was sleeping still. That was what Flo told himself, and it was easier to tell himself in the dark than in the daylight.
But the smell had been getting worse. It had started faint, days ago, weeks — a wrongness under the eucalyptus he’d told himself was nothing — and it had grown, the way a stain grows, until it filled the whole house in the still hours and there was no telling himself it was nothing. His body knew what the smell was. His body had known for a while. His mind, which loved Boss, would not be told.
He could have described it, if there had been anyone to describe it to, and the describing would have been the worst part of it. It was not a bad smell the way the bin was bad, or the drain under the yard tap in summer. It was sweet. That was the thing nobody would have guessed and nobody ever tells you. It came in underneath the eucalyptus, thick, warm and faintly sweet, like fruit gone over in a shut room, and it got into the bedding, the bowl, the water, the fur on the back of his own neck.
It was the smell he had been sleeping in for days. Curled in a nest with three warm bodies, telling himself it was the nest.
And when Boss stopped getting up, the food stopped too. The bowl that the hands had filled every morning of Flo’s life had not been filled since Boss sat down in his chair. The water bottle still dripped, slow, from some last reserve in the wall, enough to keep them. But the food was gone, and there was no one to ask for it but a sleeping man who would not wake, and a family does not stop being hungry just because the hands have gone still.
He had stopped eating properly four days ago, and had not yet connected the two things. The bowl was empty, which explained some of it. But there had been a heel of dried apple wedged behind the water bottle since before Boss sat down, and Flo had gone to it twice and come away twice, because the smell in the house got into the apple, got into everything, and a mouth full of the sweet dry stuff with that underneath it was not a thing his body would do.
He slept badly too. Not from fear. From the way the smell moved. It was heavier in the low hours and thinner at midday, and his nose tracked it without his permission, the way a nose does, waking him at the wrong end of every night to tell him a thing he had already decided not to know.
Which was where the gap came in.
The gap was in the lower left corner of the cage, where the old wire had finally worked loose from the frame — a small dark mouth in the bars just wide enough for a glider to fold himself through. Boss, when his hands still worked, would have fixed it in a moment; Boss had fixed everything, once. He had not fixed this, and after he sat down in his chair the gap had stopped being a thing that needed fixing and become a thing that kept them alive. Flo had found it the second hungry night. He had pushed his nose at it, then his head, and then he was through, out into the dark room, the first time in his life he had gone anywhere on his own account — and he had been more frightened than hungry, then more hungry than frightened, and he had learnt, fast, the way he learnt everything, where the house kept its small living things. Moths against the dark windows. Spiders in the skirting. The beetles that came up through the floor in the heat. A glider can live on less than you’d think, and a clever one can find it, and Flo was nothing if not clever about staying alive.
He went out most nights now. Sometimes Pip came with him, the two of them slipping through the gap one after the other and working the dark room in the silent practised way they’d built between them — never far, never out of sight of the cage, never long enough to leave the joeys alone in the nest for more than it took to find a mouthful and bring it back. That was the rule they’d made without making it: one of them could forage but one of them stayed, or if both went, they went together and came back fast, because the joeys were the joeys and the world had already taken the hands and you did not leave the small ones alone in a world that took things.
It was not the warm world anymore. The warm world had been the bowl filled every morning, the hands always there, Boss at the window, the doors all shut against whatever was outside. This was the thing that came after — and the four of them held on in the middle of it the way bodies hold on, by warmth, habit and the refusal to be the first to admit the cold. They were alright. Flo told himself they were alright. They had water and they had the gap and they had each other, and until Boss woke, Flo would be the hands.
His hands. He thought of Boss’s hands, which had been the steadiest thing in his world, and had gone still in the chair by the window. He pushed the thought down and held to the other one, the older one, the one with no edge on it anywhere.
Flo’s earliest clear memory was of those hands.
He had been very small — small enough that the platform the humans had built, the one they called a lookout, had seemed an enormous height. Boss had stood at the cage with his hand held out flat, palm up, and on the palm a single seed, pale and round, a thing Flo wanted with the entire uncomplicated force of being young and hungry. And the distance between the platform and the hand had been, to a kit, a canyon.
“Come on then,” Boss had said. Low. Patient. The soft aww-sound the humans made at small things, which Pip held in such contempt, but underneath it something steadier. “Come on. I’ve got you.”
And Flo had jumped.
Not glided — he had been too small to glide, the membrane not yet anything but loose skin — just jumped, out into the canyon of air with nothing under him and nothing certain ahead, and the hands had closed around him, exactly where they said they would be, warm and dry and absolutely sure, and the seed had been there, and Flo had eaten it sitting in the cup of a human’s hands four times his height off the ground and had felt, for the first time in his short life, the specific safety of a caught thing.
They had played it many times after. It became a game with no purpose except itself — Boss’s hand held out, the small low come on then, and Flo launching off the platform or the bars or, later, gliding properly, the membrane snapping open into the small indoor distance, and the hands always there. Always. Flo had jumped a thousand times and the hands had never once not been there.
He thought about it sometimes at night, the way you think about a thing that is simply good — the held-out hand, the low come on then, the catch that was always there.
Pip had come from outside.
That was the other thing he took out and looked at, on the nights when the house was quiet enough to allow it. Boss had brought her home in the bag near the end of the going-out — a wild young glider off the floor of one of the opened buildings, thin as paper, half-dead, found in under a shelf among things nobody was ever coming back for. He had put her in the cage without ceremony, the way he did everything, and she had gone straight up into the highest corner of it and stayed there two days looking down at Flo with an expression he had eventually learnt to read as I have made a very poor decision and I intend to review it at length.
She had never once, in all the seasons since, admitted to being grateful about any part of it.
And she had never known Boss. Not the one who packed the bag. By the time she was well enough to notice him he was already most of the way to being the man in the chair by the window, and the joeys had never known anything else at all — to them the hands were a thing that filled a bowl, the way the sun was a thing that came up. Flo was the only one in that nest who had ever ridden in the pocket.
It was, he thought sometimes, a strange sort of alone to be, inside a warmth that complete.
Pip shifted against him. Made the small sound she made when she was dreaming — not quite a word, not quite a bark, something between the two that he had never heard her make in waking. He had a theory that she was more honest asleep than awake, that the careful competence she carried through the day dissolved in sleep and left something younger underneath. He had never told her this theory because she would have bitten him.
He was fairly sure she would have bitten him. Sixty percent.
One of the joeys — Bub, the smaller one, the one who had arrived in the world apparently determined to make everything as difficult as possible — uncurled in his sleep and kicked his sister in the face. His sister, Dot, absorbed this without waking, with the long-suffering patience she had been demonstrating since approximately the second week of her existence, and rearranged herself around the inconvenience.
Flo watched this and felt something he didn’t have a name for. Warmth wasn’t quite it. Warmth was what the nest was — the physical fact of shared heat. This was something else. Something that lived in the chest and had no edges. It was the same thing the hands had been, he thought. The same shape, grown larger. He had been caught, once, out of the air. Now he was one of the hands. Bub jumped at him in the daytime, off the lookout, off the water bottle, off anything high enough to make a game of, and Flo caught him, every time, and said the thing Boss said, the low I’ve got you, except in the way gliders say things, which is mostly not in sound at all.
He closed his eyes.
The ceiling fan rattled. South breeze. Still hours until dawn.
He slept.
What woke him wasn’t a sound. It was the absence of one.
The house had gone quiet in a way it didn’t go quiet — not the quiet of the small hours, not the settled silence after the last click of cooling iron. This was a held quiet. The quiet of something paying attention.
Flo was awake before he understood why, all the hairs along his gliding membrane standing without instruction. Pip was still. Too still — not sleeping still, listening still. He could feel the difference through the point where their sides touched.
He opened his eyes.
The cage was dark. The room was dark. But something had changed in the geometry of the darkness — there was a shape that hadn’t been there, low along the far wall, and it was moving with a patience that had nothing hurried in it, nothing that doubted its outcome.
Pip said his name. Once, very quietly.
Then the shape came through the gap.
Fast — nothing patient about it now, the patience all spent, the shape pouring through the lower-left corner of the bars and into the nest faster than anything that size had any right to move, the gap that fed them become the gap that let it in.
It took Dot.
It did not hunt for her or choose her. It came in along the line it had already decided on and its head arrived where the curl of joeys was and closed, and Dot made one sound, which was not a long sound, and then the rest of it came through the bars after the head — loop on loop of cool dry muscle unspooling into the nest, more of it than the nest could hold, more of it than the cage could hold.
Pip met it. She did not run — Flo saw that, and it went into him and stayed — she turned and put herself at the thing with her teeth bared, shrieking, the high tearing glider-shriek, her small jaws finding hide and closing on it and finding nothing under the hide that could be hurt.
Flo went in too. He did not decide to. He threw himself at the dark muscle alongside her, claws raking, teeth in the cool dry skin, shrieking with her — two small furious things against something that did not notice them. It was like fighting a wall that was slowly rearranging itself.
The coils came over Dot while they were biting it.
Not a crush. He saw it without understanding it — that an animal that size does not need to crush one Dot’s size, that the loops that came over her came over her only to hold, a grip and not a press, two turns of it settled across her with about as much effort as a hand closing.
She stopped moving under it quite quickly.
Then the head started.
It took a long time. That was the thing Flo had never been told and never afterwards managed to stop knowing: that it is not quick, that there is nothing violent in it at all once the holding is done, that the head simply begins and then goes on beginning, working forward in slow patient walking movements of the jaw, one side and then the other, and that the whole business proceeds at the speed of a thing with no reason to hurry and all night to do it in.
He and Pip stayed on it the entire time. Biting. Tearing at hide that did not tear. Shrieking into a room where nothing was coming.
He could still see Dot’s tail when the snake began to search again.
That was the part. The head was full, the head was busy, and the tongue still came out — out and back, out and back, reading the air over the nest for what else was warm in it — and Flo understood, in the way an animal understands a thing without a single word for any of it, that the night was not over. That it had not come in for one.
It found Pip.
She was still biting it when it took her.
And then the cage went over.
The whole world tipped — the bars swinging up where the floor should be, the water bottle tearing loose, the nest spilling — because there was too much weight of it in there now and it had all shifted at once towards the corner where Pip was, and the cage came off the stand and fell, and Flo fell with it, and the floor of the room came up and took him, and everything went white and loud and then nothing.
When the white went back to dark he was on the floorboards in the wreck of the tipped cage and he could not, for a moment, find which way was up. He got partway to his feet and his legs disagreed about the direction and folded him back down. He tried again. Stayed up, swaying, with his ears ringing and something wrong along his side.
He looked.
The shape was gone. The gap in the bars hung open on the dark room and the shape was gone back out through it the way it had come, heavier than it had come, slower than it had come, and done.
It had taken two. It had not taken three. He tried to make that mean something — some limit, some mercy, some rule — and it would not. The thing had been full, and being full was the whole of the reason any of it stopped.
Because Bub was still there.
He was on the boards a little way out from the wreck, past where the nest had spilled, in the open. Flo went to him at a run that his legs were not ready for, got down beside him and put both hands on him. He was warm, and he was not marked much, and he was not moving at all.
There was nothing on him a snake had done. That was what Flo could not get past. Bub had come out of the nest in the first seconds — gone over the side of it, or been knocked out of it by a loop of the thing arriving, or thrown clear when the cage went — and he had come down on the boards from the height a cage stands at. He had been the smallest of them, the most difficult, the one who never held still, and none of that had been any use to him at all.
He had not been eaten. He had not even been wanted. He had simply been in the room while it happened.
Flo said his name. Then he said it again, closer.
He put his face down against the small warm ridiculous body and stayed there while it stopped being warm, which did not take as long as it should have.
And on the floorboards, where the nest had spilled, there was blood.
Not much. A dark splash of it, black in the dark, soaked into the grain of the old wood and the shredded bedding. Flo looked at it and his mind did not hesitate for even a heartbeat over whose it was.
Flo barked.
It came out of him without his choosing it — the alarm-bark, the crab-bark, the sound a glider makes for danger, here, now, come, the sound that had always before brought the others’ heads up, brought Pip to his side, brought the family awake and together. He barked it into the empty room. He barked it at the open gap and the spilled nest and the dark. Nothing answered. So he barked again, louder, and again, the sound climbing with the thing rising in his chest that was not yet grief because grief comes after and this was still during — this was the pure animal wrongness, the world gone wrong in a way the body refuses before the mind will, and he barked into the wrong silence louder and louder as though loud enough would make it answer, as though the right volume would bring the heads up and the warmth back and undo the tipped cage and the open gap and the gone.
He called for Boss.
He could not help it. In the worst moment of his short life his whole reflex reached for the hands — for the come on then, for the catch that had never once not been there — and he turned his barking down the dark hall towards the one who fixed everything, the one whose arriving had always been the end of every bad thing.
Boss did not come.
Down the dark hall Boss sat in his chair by the window where he had sat for a long time now, and he did not wake, because he was past waking, and the smell of him filled the still house, and the one time it mattered more than all the thousand times together, the hands did not come, because the hands had gone still in the chair weeks ago and Flo had only let himself half-know it until now.
He barked into the silence with his family gone, and the whole shape of the thing his mind had been refusing came up through him at once. Boss was not sleeping. The smell was the smell his body had named long ago. There were no hands anymore and had not been for a while. The warm world had been ending by inches for weeks, and tonight, in one fast dark rush through a gap in the bars, it had finished.
The house was quiet.
Then it was quieter.
Then it was the kind of quiet that has no bottom.
Flo stood in the wreck of the tipped cage and the room was very large suddenly, all the space that four bodies and a nest had filled now just space, just air, just the dark and the open gap and the smell from down the hall.
Then he searched, and the searching was for the other two, and he knew before he started that it was for nothing.
He went out through the gap, across the boards, and did the room in strips, the way he and Pip had worked it on the good nights, nose down, every length of skirting, under the low shelf, behind the door that was never fully closed.
He found the drag. It went from the wreck across the boards to the hall in one long unbroken smear with no scuffs in it and nothing dropped along it, the mark of a thing that had gone out carrying everything inside itself and had not needed to stop or adjust or set anything down.
He followed it on his belly. It ran to the skirting where the wood had come away from the wall. The gap there went back into the dark under the house, and the dark under the house went everywhere. It was cold, and it smelled of dirt and old air and, under that, faintly, of them.
He put his head into it and barked.
Nothing came back except the sound of the house, which was not a sound anymore, only the shape of a space.
He went back and did the whole room again. He did it a third time. He looked in places nothing could have been — inside the fold of the curtain, under the bowl, in the drift of shredded paper in the corner where nothing bigger than a beetle would fit — and he knew while he was doing it that he was looking in places nothing could have been, and he went on looking in them, because the alternative was to stop.
There was nothing to find. There was never going to be anything to find. A thing like that does not tear and does not scatter and does not leave; it takes a thing whole and goes away with the whole of it inside, and that is why the room held nothing but that one dark splash.
Pip and Dot had been taken out of the world so completely that the world had not been left even the shape of where they had been.
He went back to the gap in the end and got up on the frame and found fur on the wire. Not much — a few grey hairs and one small tuft with the pale under-fur still in it, snagged where the old wire had worked loose and left its ends standing. Something with fur had gone out through that hole slowly enough to leave that behind, and had not gone out under its own power.
He put his nose against the wire.
He stood there for a long time.
At some point he looked down and saw that he was standing on a small twist of dried bark — the kind Bub liked to carry around, chew on, drop and carry around again, a game that had no beginning and no end and no purpose except the carrying. It had been knocked from the nest when the cage went over. It was lying a hand’s width from where Bub was lying.
He could not take Bub. He understood that without ever putting it to himself, the way you understand the weather.
He picked up the bark. He didn’t know why. He held it in both hands in the wreck of the warm world, and the house clicked once around him, a single contraction, and went still.
Chapter 2 — The Gap
(from the diary of the Third, of the Waterhold. flo doesnt tell this part. i have asked.)
gum says that when flo first came to the windmill he slept with his back to a wall every night he was there, and nobody said anything about it. gum says you dont. i asked why not and gum said because then he would have to stop.
He didn’t sleep again.
He sat in the wreck of it — the tipped cage, the spilled nest, the whole warm world turned over on the floorboards — in the spot furthest from the open gap, and watched the darkness thin. Grey first, then the flat pale gold of a dawn that has no interest in being subtle about it, the light coming under the curtains and moving across the floor inch by inch like something cautious.
When it reached the spilled nest he looked away.
He spent the early morning hours doing something that felt like thinking but was mostly just his mind moving from surface to surface without landing on anything. The water bottle, torn loose, dripping its last onto the boards. The small wooden platform the humans had built and called a lookout, as if there had ever been anywhere to look out to. The wheel that Pip had run on sometimes, not for exercise, just to run, just because running felt like something. The gap in the bars, hanging open now on the dark room, the way it had hung open since the shape went back through it.
He looked at the gap for a long time.
He knew the gap better than he knew anything. It had been his road out for weeks — the width of his body if he turned sideways and didn’t think too hard about the wire edge, the small dark door between the cage and the dark room he’d gone through a hundred times now, hungry, careful, always coming back. He had used it to keep them alive. The shape had used it to end them. Same gap. He looked at it and could not make the two facts sit together in his head, and gave up trying.
Beyond the gap: the room, which he knew. Beyond the room: a hallway, which he half-knew, the smell of it when he foraged near the hall’s mouth and never past it. Beyond the hallway: a door he’d seen the humans use, a door they always shut behind them, and beyond that —
He’d never gone beyond that on his own. Never followed the gap past the room, never crossed the hall to the door, because the foraging rule was never far, always back to the joeys. Beyond the door was where Boss used to go and come back from, less and less often near the end, and it had always seemed like an attribute of Boss, like his height or his slowness or his inexplicable devotion to the ceiling fan.
When Flo tried to think about beyond directly, his mind went strange. There was a feeling attached to it that he had no source for — a wrongness, a largeness, a sense that beyond was not a place you went on your own but a thing you were carried through, and kept from. He had felt it without words his whole life: that the cage was not the only thing keeping him in, that the house itself was a kind of larger cage, the windows always shut, the doors always closed and checked, Boss standing at the glass in the long afternoons looking out at the yard with an expression that was not longing and was not fear but was made of both. Boss had kept the doors shut. Boss had kept them all in, fed and watered and warm and in, with a fierceness that Flo had read as ordinary because it was the only thing he’d ever known.
The keeping-in had been a kind of love. What it had been keeping them in from he did not know — that was a shape with no content, a door he could not open even in his head.
The morning warmed. The light crossed the floor. The house stayed quiet in the specific way of a house with no one living moving in it. Down the hall Boss sat in his chair where he had sat for weeks, and Flo did not go and look, because he no longer needed to look. He had stopped, in the night, being able to tell himself the other thing. The smell had won the argument his mind had been losing for a long time. Boss was not going to wake. There were no hands. There was only the smell, and the open gap, and the spilled nest, and a small glider sitting in the wreck of everything with a twist of bark held against him.
He thought about waiting.
Not for Boss — he had given that up in the night, the long habit of Boss will come finally worn through. For most of his life Boss arriving had been the end of every bad thing. A loud night, a cold snap, a sickness — Boss arrived, the hands did their work, and the bad thing resolved. That had been the order of the world, and the order of the world was over, because the one who arrived was the one in the chair now, and he was not going to arrive ever again.
So waiting meant waiting for nothing. It meant sitting in the wreck of the cage, in the too-large room, until the water ran out or the shape came back or the slow thing that had taken Boss came for him too. There was no wrong here the hands could fix, because there were no hands. There was no warm world to hold onto, because the warm world had gone over with the cage. For the first time in Flo’s existence there was nothing to wait for, and sitting in the thin gold light he knew that if he stayed in this room with the empty nest and the smell he would break in a way he had a dim animal sense he could not afford to break — not yet, not while there was still a thing in him that wanted, against all of it, to keep being alive.
He looked at the corner of the nest for a while. At what wasn’t there.
Then he made the first real decision of his life, alone, with no hands to catch him: quietly, completely, and without telling anyone, because there was no one to tell.
He took the twist of dried bark and tucked it against his body, against the warmth he made himself, since there was no other warmth now to keep it. He crossed the cage floor, past the nest, not looking. He reached the gap in the lower left corner.
At the bars he stopped. Looked back once — not at the nest, he could not do that — but at the cage itself. The water bottle. The wheel. The lookout that looked out on nothing. The whole warm world, every dimension of it, the entire map of everywhere he had ever been. The hands had built this. The hands had meant it as a kindness and it had been a kindness, for his whole life it had been nothing but kindness, and it had also, in the end, not been enough to keep the dark out — because the dark had found the one gap, and there had been no hands left to keep it out, only an old man gone still in a chair and four small things holding on alone.
He thought, in the wordless way: come on then.
He said it to himself. Since there was no one else to say it. He held the bark and he thought come on then, I’ve got you, and he was the one saying it and the one being caught both, which is what you become when the hands are gone — you become the hands.
He went through the gap sideways, and the wire caught his membrane and didn’t catch it, and he was on the other side.
The room was enormous. He had seen it his whole life through bars and it was a different thing without them — not safer, not warmer, just more, more space than a small body knew what to do with, the furniture rearing up like landscape. He crossed it low and fast, hugging the cover, reading the lines of approach without knowing that was what he was doing, without yet having the words cover or approach, simply a frightened animal moving the way frightened animals move and finding, to his own faint surprise, that he was unusually good at it.
Halfway across he passed the wall, and on the wall the picture.
It had hung there his whole life. He had looked at it ten thousand times from the cage without ever once looking at it, the way you stop seeing whatever is always in the same place. Now, crossing under it close, he saw it.
It was Boss.
He knew that at once, the way you know a face you love even when the face is wrong — and this face was wrong, was younger, was before, the skin smooth, the back straight, the eyes doing something the old eyes by the window had long since stopped doing. The young Boss stood beside a machine. A great machine, two-wheeled, all dark metal and chrome, the kind of roaring shape Flo had only ever seen stopped along the roads from Boss’s pocket, and heard running only at a distance in the world’s last days. Boss had one hand on it the way you rest a hand on something that is yours. He wore a hard dark uniform, pressed and proud, and on the chest of it a small bright shape caught the light of whatever long-gone day this was — metal, shield-shaped, lettered. The letters had not faded in the picture the way they had on the signs along the roads, but Flo could no more read them here than there. M. ROC, and then the rest of it lost behind a glare of old light on glass, behind dust, behind the simple fact that Flo was a glider and the marks of giants were sealed to him forever.
He could not read the shield, or
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