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Souta shoved a grape in her mouth, and her hands in her pockets as she leaned against the wooden door frame to watch the clouds forming over the hills.

A warm wind pushed an advance guard of black shadows racing across the land, reaching the house moments before it carried in the sound of birds and the smell of rain.

She sighed.

Some days, life was just so much the same that she longed to move away. To live in a different village, meet different people, and see different things.

Mother grunted from the back room, but Souta stayed still. She didn’t care what the old woman wanted. The old cow was the only thing holding her in this place.

One day she’d die, and Souta would be free to follow the wind to the ends of the earth, or wherever else she pleased.

The temptation to walk out the back of the house and climb the path up and over the hills was so strong she stepped over the sill.

But Mother yelled something, and the force of duty sent Souta to see what she wanted.

Mother is a strange word, isn’t it? At its most basic, it refers to the woman who gave birth to you or the woman who cares for you.

But Mother was neither of those things.

Souta’s birth parents were both dead, and someone somewhere had sent her to foster with Mother.

Who was happy to accept a small payment to cover Souta’s costs, but not spend any of it on her.

If anything, Souta was the giver of care, always had been.

Aside from cooking, cleaning and providing clean clothes, she’d been sent out into the fields of a neighbour to earn money almost as soon as she’d arrived.

None of which she was supposed to keep.

Though, of course, she’d managed to hide a coin here and there; a little something to save and spend on herself in some other place, at some time in the future.

She didn’t doubt that despite her long years of caring for Mother, there’d be nothing for her when the woman died.

Not even the right to live in this ramshackle shack. 

Souta knew she wasn’t pretty or clever, but she sure wasn’t stupid.

And some time couldn’t come soon enough.

When Souta arrived at Mother’s room, the old woman was lying stiff and contorted on her pallet on the floor.

Maybe she was right when she said you shouldn’t scowl in case the wind changed, and you stayed that way. 

“Mother,” Souta cried and rushed to the pallet to shake her. 

There was no response, so Souta attempted to unfold her, but the body was more rigid than the rickety table they ate off.

Souta put a finger under the woman’s nose, but couldn’t feel a whisper of breath. With the greatest of reluctance, she lay two fingers under the jaw, but couldn’t feel a pulse.

It seemed that some time had finally come.

And not being stupid, she knew the full blame for Mother’s death would be laid on her, whether by magic, or poison, or some other cause. 

The first few drops of rain pelted down on the roof, granting Souta a little time to prepare.

Not that she thought anyone would visit, but it wouldn’t hurt to get ready.

Or to make sure she was well away before anyone did.

First, she folded some clothes and all the cash she could find into a blanket.

As she was searching for the cash, she found some jewellery, so she folded that into the pack along with a kitchen knife and a basic sewing kit.

Added a large, tatty umbrella for shelter, and she was ready to be on her way.

Now.

While Souta knew Mother had died naturally, she needed to make sure anyone who found her that way wouldn’t need much convincing to think the same.

The wind and rain were starting to increase, lightning cracked, and thunder boomed shaking the house. A piece of tin from the roof creaked and groaned as the wind lifted and dropped it.

Rain slipped through the gap.

Was it possible the monsoon could pull the house down?

Was there anything she could do to encourage it?

Like open all the doors and windows to let the wind do its worse?

Or would it be better to open just the ones on the valley side in the hope they’d blow out the ones on the other?

While the rain was still heavy enough to cover the noise, she threw all the house’s contents around.

Partly to make the place look wind affected, and partly so there were plenty of loose items for the wind to play with.

Then, with the wind’s help, she threw the front door open so hard it caught and stuck.

And couldn’t be shut without a lot of effort.

Which she wasn’t going to make.

It was almost full dark when she picked up her pack to leave, through true night was still some hours away.

She opened the umbrella, pulled it close to her head and let the wind push her up the hill.

Walked for a while, and just before she reached the crest, she turned to look back.

A sheet of lightning illuminated the valley just long enough to see a tree fall onto the house, smashing it to pieces and start sliding down the hill into the valley.

She couldn’t believe her luck.

If the rain was still falling, it was more likely the village would assume she’d been cut into tiny pieces by the detritus and washed away. 

Regardless of what they thought, she was fairly confident they wouldn’t come looking for her, and that her life was just now beginning.

And a new life needed a new name.

«« • »»

Souta’s second piece of luck, though she didn’t realise that’s what it was, came on a day the wind changed as well.

Not long after she’d escaped the village.

She was walking down a road lined with tall trees in the rain. Her wet, squelching sandals provided a steady beat for the music of the rain falling on the surprisingly durable umbrella.

It was a warm day, and despite her wet feet, she felt unusually light and free.

She wasn’t entirely sure what she was feeling, but she thought it might be happiness.

And because she was puzzling through her feelings, she wasn’t really looking where she was going.

She only saw the old woman, sheltering under a tree on a pile of her possessions, because she was startled by a movement seen from the corner of her eye.

“Grandmother,” she called, “are you okay?”

The old woman laughed, “I’m well thank you. I’m just waiting for the rain to stop so I can go on my way.”

“Have you been waiting long?”

“I don’t know. You know how it is with these Summer storms.”

“Of course Grandmother. But you look tired, can I offer you something to eat and drink?”

“That’s very kind, but I assure you I’m fine.”

“I guess it’d be hard to get a fire going in this rain anyway.”

And at that very moment, the rain stopped falling on them, and they paused for a moment to watch the storm’s trailing edge travelling away from them.

The old woman sneezed.

“My goodness Grandmother,” said Souta, “you’re soaked, let me at least dry your hair.”

She unwrapped her pack, pulled out a clean sarong, and gently patted down the old woman’s head.  

“That’s much better, thank you,” she said before sneezing again.

“I heard there’s a Monastery away down the road that has a doctor, shall I take you there?”

“Ah yes, the Temple of Wind. I’ve heard of it, but I don’t think I need a doctor.

“Still it’s on my way, and I expect if we stop in, they’ll have some hot tea to share.”

The old woman stood and started collecting her things together until she looked like a shrivelled up old, and overburdened donkey.

“Grandmother, you can’t carry all that, let me take some for you.”

“No, no, there’s no need,” and tried unsuccessfully to stand up.

“I think you can see there is some need Grandmother. Please let me help.”

“All right then,” shesaid, and dropped every thing back to the ground. “Perhaps you could take the sewing machine box.”

Souta picked up the box.

“Perhaps that blue stripy bag as well.”

Souta picked up the bag.

“Could you manage the red bag do you think?”

Souta picked up the red bag.

“What about the white one?

And before too long, Souta was holding all the old woman’s things. Though it seemed to her, she was holding more than had been on the ground in the first place.

“That looks heavy child, will you be all right.”

Souta adjusted the load a little, “of course Grandmother, I don’t know how you managed all of this.”

And she really didn’t.

“Perhaps you’d let me carry your bag?”

It seemed a little ridiculous, but somehow necessary to surrender her small pack. 

“Thank you Grandmother, if you’re sure you can manage?”  

“I’ll be fine child.”

And somehow, Souta was too.

As Grandmother settled the pack on her shoulders, Souta felt as though an even greater load had been removed from her own.

“Then, shall we go Grandmother?”

The old woman nodded her assent and they started their journey along the road.

It wasn’t too much later they joined a throng of worshippers walking down the broad avenue to the temple.

Souta’s steps slowed as she tried to take them all in.

She’d never seen so many people in one place, more even than lived in the whole village.

The more she looked, the more she saw.

And the more she saw, the more afraid she became.

Who knew there were even that many people in the world?

Who was she to think she was anyone special?  

She didn’t realise she’d stopped walking until Grandmother patted her arm, “come along child, there’s room in this place for all, no matter how deserving.”

Souta shook herself and started walking again, this time ignoring the people and focusing on the beautiful, landscaped gardens and the sweet scent of the fiery orange flowers.

It would be wonderful to stay here. Maybe she’d enjoy working in the Monastery fields if she could look back at the gardens.

Or maybe they’d let her cultivate the flowers instead of the food.

Grandmother sneezed again.

Souta remembered that getting a doctor to see Grandmother was the reason they’d come there and started looking for something that would indicate where he was.

But Grandmother saw the tea house first and headed in that direction.

Souta could only follow.

They made themselves comfortable, sitting in the queue and settling their bags and boxes around them.

It didn’t take as long as Souta expected for the doctor to arrive, followed by a group of acolytes.

She was grateful she didn’t need to worry about that anymore.

He asked Grandmother some questions, looked in her eyes and felt her neck. Then he barked a word at the acolytes, and one broke away at a run.

And then he did the same to her, despite her protests that she was fine.

The doctor said some things about energy and balance she didn’t understand, but she thought he probably knew best, and let him look in her eyes and feel her neck as well.

He shouted a different word, and another acolyte ran off.

Not much
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