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      For my father, Terrance John Ball.

      I couldn’t have done it without you

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Love is the Roar of a Chainsaw, Cutting Flesh in the Night

          

        

      

    

    
      The whole thing kicked off as a joke—you know how these things go.

      One of you says, “let’s start a zombie survival kit,” and the other goes, “brilliant, we totally need to do that,” and before you notice it six months have flashed by and you’re treating the idea with deadly seriousness. Zombie apocalypse preps this habit now, the beating heart of your relationship. It binds you together in ways far stronger than saying “I love you” ever will. That’s how everything started between me and Nat, a goofy comment made the first night we moved in together.

      And it’s not all bad, having a weird thing as a couple. The kit got us through the messy first weeks as we figured out how to cohabitate. That rough patch when you discover that one partner snores louder than any lumberjack, and the other partner’s okay with accumulating pile of festering dishes by the sink, even though the dishwasher is right there underneath, empty and ready to load.

      Cohabitation gets tricky, is what I’m saying. Finding an equilibrium took work in those early days, after Nat and I moved in. But every time we doubted our capacity to go the long haul, we’d remember the kit and the joy of planning and accumulating gear. We’d remember why we loved each other and the doubts faded away.

      

      We kicked our prep off by obtaining the usual basics, right off the CDC website: a few liters of purified water for each of us; sixteen tins of baked beans in ham sauce. Sanitation supplies: bleach and soap. A utility knife and duct tape, spare batteries for the maglite. We stored everything in two plastic crates, stacked beside the garage door. Easily found, in case of emergency. Habit and routine.

      The kit became a private in-joke, but we always figured… one day, maybe? Not that we expected the walking dead, you understand, but a fire or an earthquake or something. One day, we’ll be glad we built up our supplies. One day, it would come in handy.

      

      Nat deployed the zombie survival kit as a talking point with strangers. She kept showing it off to visitors, seeing how they’d react. If they started lecturing us, banging on about zombies not being real, Nat took them off the list of friends we hung out with regularly. They were not our kind of people.

      Even better, the kit made shopping for presents easy. When Christmas arrived, Nat gave me a vintage Swiss army knife and a twenty-pack of glow sticks. I found her a personal water filter and two packs of weatherproof matches. We did everything as a joke at first, but jokes become tradition faster than you’d imagine. Every holiday became another opportunity. Every birthday, another thing added: signal flares; a repelling kit; four weeks’ training at a wilderness survival camp, preparing for the collapse of civilization and the days when ransacking supermarket aisles were no longer practical.

      Then, on the day I turned thirty-six, Nat brought out the chainsaw. Twenty-five CCs of cutting power, a full complement of chipper teeth to help maintain the edge. A magnificent bit of gear, carefully selected and lovingly given.

      Naturally, I made a stupid joke.  The kit was our thing, and the goofiness of it bound Nat and I together. We didn’t take it seriously, that wasn’t the point. And for all a chainsaw had the weight of tradition,  I’d grown used to extrapolating outwards, working through the just-in-cases of each new addition.

      So I voiced the first question that popped into my head: “What happens when the fuel runs out? You might have gone for something manual, yeah?”

      

      We’d fought, me and Nat, but chainsaw debate got ugly. Three days of point, and counter-point, before we hit an impasse. Then I apologized for being a jerk. Nat agreed to quit sleeping on the couch and come back to our bed.

      Life returned to normal for a while.

      And I figured we’d declared a truce, swear to fucking god. So I bought an axe for Nat’s birthday and wrote  “no fuel needed” on the card. A joke. Just being cute. Laughing about our silly thing.

      Nat didn’t see the humour.

      

      It’s been three weeks since Nat walked out. And, wow, you’ve got to admire the timing. The woman you love leaves and the dead rise from their graves. Nothing beats the apocalypse for kicking a man while he’s down, you know?

      I broke out the kit the moment I saw the news footage and thought, Fuck me, that’s a zombie. Loaded things into the car and prepared to flee the city. We’d talked about it dozen times when putting together contingency plans. The first step is getting out of urban centers. Put distance between you and the dense population. Cities are full of walking snacks, rapidly becoming walking threats after the dead snack on them. It’s zombie 101, man. Everybody knows it. Haul your ass, find an isolated place to hold up, preferably fortified.

      But there’s a difference between the smart thing and making the right choice. Pragmatism’s an ugly way to live, and I figured Nat knows the kit is here. This glorious stash of gear we built together for just this circumstance. Nat’s got to realize I won’t leave without her, even if she’s pissed at me.

      So I wait, all kitted up for the end of the world, doing my best to discourage the zombies. Me, the axe, the goddamn chainsaw Nat gifted me on my thirty-sixth birthday. The cutting teeth go through dead flesh and bone so easy, like chewing through soft liquorish.

      The chainsaw hasn’t run out of fuel yet. Three weeks, still going strong.

      I doubt I’ll get to apologize, but I won’t stop waiting for the chance. Sitting here, praying that I’ll see Nat soon. That we’ll finally use our zombie emergency kit to live happily ever after.

      For now, I’ll express my love with the chainsaw’s whine until Nat finds her way home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            One Last First Date Before The End Of The World

          

        

      

    

    
      When their night started, Logan worked to a simple plan: dinner; coffee; a short drive home. His date acknowledging this whole thing was a mistake, better-if-we-stay-friends, etcetera. Logan retreating to the share house on Talbot Street, settling in for a beer and debrief. His flatmate, Donna, telling Logan, “I told you so.” Logan’s date would forget him and go on with her life, and they would never speak again.

      Instead, Logan’s escorting Stina Herne along Currumbin Beach. Hitting the estuary and clambering onto the rocks. He figures the night is going well. The beach is a two-hour drive from the Thai restaurant, a fond memory from Logan’s childhood mentioned over tom kha gai. A place Stina Herne suggested they visit right after he paid for the meal.

      “It’s a long drive,” Logan said. “We’d arrive back late.”

      “I’ve got time,” Stina Herne said. That seemed like a good sign.

      

      Currumbin Beach doesn’t match Logan’s memories. It used to be an open space, an unobstructed walk from car park to sand to water, all lit up by the moon overhead. Now spinifex and banksia smother the dunes, fences obscuring paths and view alike. The beach is brisk and damp and full of murder-alley gloom. Tainted with an undertone that’s more than salt spray and seaweed. Old bait, maybe? Or fish guts, discarded and left to rot after a fisherman sliced and scaled their catch?

      Logan keeps returning to the same four words: cold, wet, dark, and frightening. Figures that combination for a fatality on the date front. The dark, alone, could be romantic. The cold and wet, less so. The threat of being murdered kills everything stone done.

      “Sorry,” Logan says.

      “For what?”

      “For this. Currumbin wasn’t like this, back when I lived here.”

      “It’s fine.”

      “Perhaps.” Logan rubs both hands together, glares at the murky waves rolling in. “The whole place is more feral than I remembered.”

      “Okay.”

      “I’m… embarrassed. I dragged you down here, promising something…”

      Stina considers the ocean and the gloomy sky. “Relax,” she says. “This is cool.”

      Logan doesn’t relax, but he shuts up, at least. Knows it for the right play, despite his gut insisting otherwise. The stories he told over dinner focused on the beach in his memory: lights shining all the way to Surfers Paradise; the pleasure of climbing the Rock as a kid while his father went out to surf; nights spent there with dates throughout his teens, making out in the salt spray.

      Now Logan’s facing things forgotten about: the rocks gleam in the moonlight, the wind is cruel as a predator’s tooth. The uneven surface isn’t much fun to walk on and they’re already damp.

      He’s weighed down by the sand in his sneakers. Logan can taste the sea on every breath.

      

      Currumbin Rock is a chunk of black argillite. A relic left behind as the waves devoured the shoreline, pushing the cliffs further and further way from the ocean shore. Transformed the towering heights into a stunted hill tucked beyond the parks and resorts and surf clubs, a place to get a decent view if you’ve got the money.

      The Rock and the estuary didn’t soften with age. Sharp edges and sharper angles. The Rock like a spear-tip aimed inland. Its slope is steep, but he climbed it as a kid. Went up, quick and easy, and perched on the apex. King of the World, no worries to plague him.

      Except that Logan was younger. Lighter and fearless with youth. Now Logan pulls his jacket close, skin tightening as the frigid wind rips past. He looks up the slope, sixteen feet high, and pictures them slipping off.

      “We’d break our necks getting up there,” he says.

      His date shrugs. “I’m game.”

      “You sure?”

      Stina Herne puts both hands on the Rock, searching for handholds. “You raved about the view, yeah?”

      “I did,” Logan says. “The beach is just… not how I remembered it.”

      Stina Herne looks back and flashes a grin that softens the anxiety roiling through Logan’s stomach. He fell hard for that smile before anything, when they first met at the café. His brain linking up the details in the seconds that followed: incredible grin plus silver hair plus raven tattooed on her left shoulder. Tall and pale and dangerously pretty. Logan going from stranger to smitten in record time. His flatmate Donna standing right beside him, putting two and two together. Delivering her immediate warning: “Don’t date the goth chicks, buddy. No way you’ll keep up with her.”

      Logan ignored that advice. Nutted up and asked Stina out cold, before his nerve failed and common sense overruled his desire.

      Now, on the beach, Logan figures Donna is right. His fingers are numb, just from walking out across the sand, and he doesn’t want to climb a great chunk of damp argillite in the dark. But she’s already going up, searching for fresh handholds, the toes of her boots digging into the pitted surface.

      “Come on,” Stina says, and Logan follows. The stone is coarse beneath his fingers, like a calcified sponge. The wind slices past them and the sea roars, but the moon is full and bright, and he can identify a route up well enough. His pulse hammers, but they make it up and they huddle just shy of the tip. Young lovers perched side-by-side, exposed to the cruel gusts and bluster coming in across the water. The Surfers Paradise lights are pretty, but the darkness out over the surf is as beautiful.

      “This isn’t so bad,” Stina Herne says, but her shoulders tremble and she’s breathing warmth into numb fingers.

      “A-huh.” Logan’s contemplating the fall again. Or, truth be told, he’s mulling over the landing, and the breaking, and the bleeding, and the pain. Oh god, so much pain before death.

      “Why did this place matter to you?” Stina rubs her hands and breathes on them again. “Why here? What’s the attraction?”

      Logan sucks in a deep breath. Exhales, quietly. “We came out here as kids. Me and my parents. They told me the lights were fairy land.”

      Stina Herne peers into the distance, frowning. “Fairies are fond of neon?”

      “I was seven. They were my mum and dad.”

      “Ah,” Stina says, and grins. “So you were a trusting kid.”

      “I guess.”

      “A trusting adult, too,” she says.

      “How so?”

      “Well… I mean, here we are,” Stina says, “two hour’s drive from dinner. You’re climbing rocks in the dark beside a woman you don’t know. I could be crazy, up here. I could push you off and roll your corpse into the sea and walk off while you bled and water filled your lungs. Nobody would ever figure what truly happened, would they?”

      She says it with poise and calm, as if such things were probable. Logan grips the Rock a little tighter, digs his sneakers against the pitted stone. “I guess not,” he says.

      Stina Herne nods once, for emphasis.  “See, trusting.”

      “Okay.” Logan sucks in a short, nervous breath and says, “So… are you planning on doing that?”

      Stina tilts her head back and smiles up at the moon. “No more than you are,” she says.

      “Cool.”

      They settle in there, on the Rock. Listen to each other breathe. It’s so cold, their exhalations plume. Logan’s hands are raw from the climb. They ache beneath their numbness.

      “Besides,” Stina says, breaking the stillness, “the same is true for me. This could be the moment you reveal you’re all kinds of homicidal. I’m taking a risk with you, as much as you’re taking one being up here with me.”

      More, Logan’s subconscious whispers, but he doesn’t say it out loud. It’s a thought inspired by bad assumptions, old gender roles and toxic thinking. You’re not automatically secure just because you’re a dude. Play it careful. Play it safe.

      Logan wishes he could kiss her, despite the conversation, but the moment doesn’t seem right yet. Instead, he says, “I’ve got no plans to kill you, either.”

      Stina Herne adopts a smile that would do the Mona Lisa proud. “Wouldn’t matter if you did.”

      It’s not the response Logan expected. “No?”

      “Not at all,” Stina Herne says, the words so terribly certain. Logan’s guts clench in panic as he wonders if Donna was right.

      “You want to die or something?”

      “No,” Stina says, “it’s just—”

      She reigns in the explanation. Takes a long, slow breath.

      “Look,” Stina says, “I know how this sounds, but the world’s destined to end.”

      “No shit?”

      “No shit,” she says. “It will end real soon.”

      “We talking decades? Years?”

      “Weeks. Maybe even days.”

      “Yeah,” Logan says. “That’s coming up fast.”

      He can’t dredge up anything else to say. What’s the play when your date predicts the apocalypse? How do you respond and stay polite? He considers the advice Donna gave him before he left, all the in-case-of-emergency scenarios for when he fucked this up. Her predictions seemed comprehensive, but they did not include doomsday prophecies while freezing to death on a chunk of argillite by the sea.

      “Well,” he says. “That sucks. I’d hoped this date was going okay.”

      “It is what it is,” Stina says, and she takes Logan’s hand in hers. Leans her shoulder against his side. Her presence warm and exciting against the cold wind. The closeness triggers a fresh jolt of adrenaline, sets Logan’s heart pounding. He’s conscious of every inhalation, senses every panicked heartbeat echoing through his chest.

      “So how’s it going to happen? This apocalypse coming our way?”

      “My grandfather will eat the moon.” Stina closes her eyes, rests her head against his shoulder. “Well, not my grandfather, he’s more the great-great-great etcetera etcetera kind of deal. My real grandfather is long dead. Cancer, right before he turned a hundred and twenty-two.”

      “Sounds like he did okay,” Logan says.

      “Yeah. I guess. It’s a good run.”

      “Sounds like great-great-great etcetera etcetera is doing okay as too.”

      Logan assumes that he’s playing along, being part of the joke. Then Stina says: “He is. Comes with the territory, when you’re an immortal wolf.”

      Donna will piss herself laughing about this. The moment Logan gets home and tells her, Donna will piss her pants. She’ll cackle so loud their neighbours wake up, before she taunts Logan with “I told you so.”

      “Your grandfather’s a wolf?”

      Stina’s breath catches. “Well, the wolf.”

      “The wolf,” Logan repeats, confused.

      “You don’t believe me?”

      “No,” he says. “It’s just—”

      “It’s cool. I wouldn’t accept this the first time, either.”

      “Okay.”

      “But…”

      “But?”

      “But,” Stina says the word firmly, so Logan can hear the underline. She lets the pause linger, then carries on, “My grandfather really is a wolf. He’s Fenrir, the wolf begat by Loki, Wrecker of Havoc throughout the nine worlds.”

      Stina’s eyes are still closed and her voice is low, reciting the words as a litany. “Brother of the World Serpent and Hel, Queen of the Underworld. Fettered by chains forged by the dwarves, captured by the gods at the cost of the Tyr’s left hand. Harbinger of Ragnarök, when he’s unfettered. Kicks off the end of everything.”

      She said it naturally, put it out there. Like it was no big deal.

      “Wow,” Logan says. “Unfettered?”

      “It means he’s free.”

      “I know what it means. Never heard it used in conversation.”

      “Well, I’m using it now,” Stina says. “My grandfather’s free and soon he’ll be devouring things. He’ll start with the moon, then the sun, then the sky. And when he’s done, the Fimbulwinter will begin and the last twilight will overtake all.”

      “That’s… highly specific,” Logan says.

      “A vague prophecy does nobody any good. Ambiguity gives people the room to insert their own message, and important shit gets lost. Some folks concentrate on the wrong thing, and next thing you get doomsday preppers and whackjobs and cults.”

      Logan runs through the implications. “If you’re right, doomsday prep isn’t such a bad call, yeah?”

      “It won’t help. Not with the winter that’s coming, and everything that follows.”

      Logan says nothing, groping for words. Still half-hoping Stina’s joking.

      “I don’t think you believe me,” Stina Herne says for the second time.

      Logan goes to lie, to tell her she’s wrong, but the words lodge in his throat. He remembers Donna’s advice, when in doubt, go with the truth. “Well, it’s a lot to process, isn’t it? End of the world. Disappearing moon. The woman I hoped to kiss tonight being descended from an immortal wolf.”

      Stina looks up at him and smiles.

      “Besides, if we assume the apocalypse thing is true,” Logan says, “why on earth say yes to a first date? What’s the point, if we’re all going to die?”

      Stina’s teeth are very sharp and it’s very bleak up there, in the wind. “Just because the end is coming, doesn’t mean we shouldn’t live.”

      “Right.” Logan swallows his nerves and says, “We should get down, yeah?”

      “Not yet,” Stina says. “But soon, okay?”

      “The view’s not that good.”

      “But the company is.”

      “Oh.” The blushing warmth creeps up Logan’s neck, and the cold wind makes it seem worse.

      Stina’s amused by that. “You said you planned on kissing me?”

      “Hoped,” Logan says. “I hoped to kiss you.”

      “Well, do that,” Stina says. “Make hope a reality.”

      “Up here? We’ll fall.”

      “That’s part of the fun, yeah?” Stina eases back, lying flat along the slope. Pale skin glowing in the moonlight, silver hair tugged by the wind. “Besides, it doesn’t matter, right? Falling off, hurting ourselves, breaking our necks.”

      “Because your grandfather's coming?"

      "Yes," Stina Herne says, serene and deadly certain. "This won't seem cold, soon, compared to the Fimblewinter. Best we enjoy ourselves, for as long as we can."

      She waits, and he thinks she's so very like the moon, that blend of pale flesh and darkness that hides so very much. Logan shifts on the Rock, some part of him conscious of falling even as he positions himself to make out.

      Logan presses his lips against Stina Herne's, the trembling warmth of her beneath him. Hears Donna's questions tumbling through his mind: are you really going to do this? You're really willing to kiss this woman? After everything she just said?

      Yes.

      Yes?

      Yes.

      Yes, it seems he is.

      

      They don't fall off the Rock while making out, and Logan's grateful for that. When they don't push each other off to die on the estuary rocks, that pleases him too. He climbs down first and helps Stina back to terra firma. They return to the car, Stina's fingers entwined with his, Stina's shoulder brushing against his arm. They get into his beat-up Volvo and start the long drive home, the stereo turned down,  a buzz of noise and the hiss of the tape and Logan's thoughts all about her instead of the highway. Logan doesn't think about what's coming next. He doesn't know, doesn't care. Figures it's easier to play along, fall into whatever he's falling into, regardless of where he lands.

      He takes her home. They kiss goodnight. First, in the car. Again, at the door. She does not ask him in. Logan's grateful for that too. If Stina Herne suggested going in, Logan would go. He guesses he's not ready for that. Better to wait, figure this out. Enjoy the courting, as Donna says, before things starting getting real.

      So, Logan drives home. Lets himself in, very quietly. Ignores Donna, in the other room, playing Xbox and drinking beer. Sneaks past and shuts his bedroom door, pulls off his sneakers and his jacket and his jeans. He crawls into bed and nestles into the covers. Logan's lips feel like they belong to someone else. He closes his eyes. Too wired to sleep.

      The end of the world is coming. He repeats that idea, over and over, replays all the details: immortal wolves and Fimblewinter. Googles, reads Wikipedia entries. Takes in all the myths and legends until his eyes are hurting. Logan wonders if he should text her, figures it's too soon.

      Instead, he picks up his phone and opens the calendar. Puts a note there, for next year: on this date, we kissed for the very first time. Just in case Stina's wrong. Just in case he needs it, in years to come, if things turn out the way Logan's hoping. When first kisses mean less than the accretion of time. When first dates mean less than the days and the months and the years spent together afterward, but remembering the day it started feels like something you ought to do.

      Just in case she's wrong, and the world keeps spinning.

      Then Logan puts the phone down. He breathes in cold air and exhales.

      The night is very dark. The Xbox explosions out in the lounge room seem very far away, and very unimportant. Computer games are a bad way to pass the time, if the Fimbulwinter proves to be real.

      Logan shuts his eyes and remembers that kiss, and he knows there's no sleep coming.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Place Beyond The Brambles

          

        

      

    

    
      When last I saw you, my sweet, my love, you’d shrunk to the size of Grandma’s thimble, plucked from the porch by the bees of the forest. We heard your cries, your wild shrieks of delight, as they carried you to the place beyond the southern brambles. Listened, after, to the silence that followed, to the empty fields and the dark shadows beneath the trees where no bee remained to hum its evening song.

      You’ve been gone a five-month, and Grandma does not know your name anymore, nor does Jordy or Cousin Ferdinand or our dear, sweet Claudette. Whatever magic was used to shrink you, to make your final exit possible, stole all memories of you from those you once deemed as close as family.

      But I still recall everything about you, my love, just as I remember your delighted squeal upon being taken aloft, just as I can summon the tiny hymn of joy on your lips as you fled to the place where I cannot follow. I know the contours of your face, burned into my mind on the first day we met, when you emerged from the forest in your dress of black and gold, and we conversed for hours and days on end, talked until you kissed me and declared that we would be lovers.

      You tasted of honey that day, my love: so sweet; so sultry; so wild.

      

      For those who prefer the technical term, you were taken by Aspis mellifera, the common honey bee. The Latin fascinated you, the first time you encountered it. You had me trace its genus in my books, explain the origins of the word. Aspis: bee. Melli: honey. Ferre: to bear.  A designation proposed by Carolus Linnaeus in the eighteenth century, who later realized his mistake and tried to correct it.

      In that respect, my sweet, my love, he is a smarter man than I.

      People ignored his calls to use mellificia—maker of honey—in place of his first attempt. They did not care that it was inaccurate after growing used to the first nomenclature. Others did not fret about incorrect designations, nor comprehend the need to correct such an insignificant error.

      Sometimes, in your heart, you understand things to be true, even if they are also wrong.

      

      When we married, my sweet, my love, you carved a slice of our wedding cake and took it to the brambles. You left it there, that the bees would learn of your happiness, and spread news of it through the world.

      We held our reception in the barn, danced across the dusty wooden floor and ate of the feast Cousin Ferdinand prepared, served on those great trestle tables laden with cakes and roast meats and pies. We did not own those tables, my love. Ferdinand acquired them from generous neighbors, much as he brought in the food and drink by calling upon those who owed him favors.

      People thought highly of my family once, leastwise around these parts.

      

      We had oft discussed what it must be like in the place beyond the brambles. I suspected you of being a bee-wife, right from the beginning, even though you promised otherwise. We each told Claudette different tales about the kingdom of the hives. In mine, the bees inhabited a golden land, serving the Queen with a slavish devotion. Beyond the brambles there were rivers of honey and flower-covered hills, vast swathes of clover where the bees could rejoice and play.

      In your stories, the land beyond the bramble was merely another bee-hive. Bigger. Grander. More impressive. You saw no need to personify, held no truck with suggesting magic as an idyllic force in their lives.

      “Why should the bees conform to your human desires?” you asked me. “Must you make strange things so familiar before you can appreciate their beauty?”

      

      I call Claudette our daughter, but I know this child is not truly mine. No get of a bee-wife’s womb will ever belong to their father.

      Claudette shares your hair, your smile, your face. She shares your penchant for walking the fields, letting the bees gather around her. She shares your knack for speaking to the swarms, coaxing them into a conversation.

      Occasionally the bees sting her, but Claudette doesn’t cry out.

      The bees are hers, as they’d once been yours, and I fear they will take her as well.

      

      I am not a foolish man, my love. I knew, when we married, that it would be forever.

      The men of our village accept brides from the forest. Nettle brides and fox brides and daughters of the elm and the willow and the river. They are often beautiful, always enchanting, and none have ever stayed for long. They come, they marry, they bear us children, and then the trees reclaim them.

      We do not speak of it, not in the open, but it’s common knowledge such things happen. When you disappeared, oh my love, people came to our door to pay their respect. The delivered foods—frozen blocks of casserole to defrost and microwave—and said nothing about your origins.

      “Be pleased you’ve got your daughter,” they told me. “Claudette, she is a bonnie girl.”

      I ask about you, to prompt some lingering recollections, but their memories are fading, or faded and gone.

      This, too, I expected, given who you were.

      

      I make lists of the things I no longer recall: your name; our first words on the day we met; the exact and specific color of your eyes on the evening of the summer storms.

      That thing you told me, that morning. The one before you went away.

      

      I make lists of the things I remember still:  we can measure the average life of a worker bee in months. Weeks sometimes, in colder climbs, where winters are long and cruel. The average life-span of the Queen gets measured in years, often four, but sporadically longer.

      I never learned your age, my love. We did not celebrate birthdays in our house.

      I do not know if you’re alive or dead, although I keep hoping for one or the other.

      

      I spend the evenings on our back deck, my love, watching the brambles and the forest and the stars. I drink beer and write these letters, never quite sure where to send them, and I pretend that somewhere out there you can yet hear me and remember us as we were.

      Some nights, when the sky is clear, Jordy comes out to join me. He is older—his brown skin worn to leather—and haunted by the same look that I recognize in the mirror now. He sits with me a while, and brings me a fresh beer, and the earthy scent of the field is replaced by the lilac of Jordy’s hair tonic and the mint of the gum he chews.

      Jordy married a fox-wife, I think. I do not recall her exactly.

      “The hardest part,” he tells me, “is getting used to memories that no-one else has. Treasuring them, ‘cause they need to be treasured, without assuming that you’ve gone mad. You loved her most, so you remember. That’s the husband’s burden.”

      And I would ask about his wife, if it would not pain him, for I’ve asked about her many times and I cannot keep her name straight in my head. There is something about her, as there is something about you, my love, that makes it difficult for those who weren’t lovers to recall her.

      

      Once, while very, very drunk, Jordy offered some darker advice.

      “The hardest part isn’t that everyone else has forgotten her,” he said. “It’s the dread, one day, that you’ll find another man who remembers every detail.”

      I never asked him about this statement. I’ve never had the stomach. I cannot remember the woman he speaks of, so any comfort I offer is platitudes and conjecture.

      But the fear of it sticks, like a knife to my gut. I can endure much, knowing I must endure it, but the thought you might have loved another wounds me beyond all measure.

      

      I picture you there now, my sweet, my love, in the place beyond the brambles. Often I picture it, in my mind’s eye, a reminder of you and where you’ve gone. A reminder that, yes, you are most likely happy, certainly happier than I could make you in this worn down house, on the border between the fields and the forest and the thorns.

      I imagine you on a throne, my love, because I would not care to see you otherwise. This way, at least, I can pretend your departure is as much about duty as anything else. I console myself with a greater good, even if it is one I cannot understand.

      I imagine you on your throne in a dress of gold and black and green, ruling your apiary subjects with kind words and a smile that soothes the soul like honey in hot tea.  I picture your court with its busy rulers and its stiff, unyielding guards.

      In my mind’s eye, my love, my beloved, my only, I can see the rolling fields filled with clover. I can see the vast and endless hills covered in wildflowers.

      

      This is the story I tell our daughter when she asks after her mother. You would not like it, my sweet, my love, but it comforts her more than science and truth. It comforts her more than tales of hives.

      At least, it does for now.
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