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Mythological logic goes something like this: A woman opens her cupboard to get a cup. The cup says, "Did you hear? Last night the knife ran away with the spoon?" 

If the story were to happen in the real world, the woman would scream, "Yikes! A talking cup!" In mythological logic, the woman says, "Really? I didn't even know they were dating."

That's what I love about mythology and folklore. It's not just that odd things happen, but that no one questions that odd things happen. It's a normal part of life. Sometimes cups talk. Sometimes rivers are made of blood. Sometimes giant scorpions guard the gates to the underworld. 

That's the logic that is behind "The City", which is not so much a location as a place of the imagination. City stories aren't about regular people turning a corner and finding themselves (much to their consternation and looking for answers as to how such a thing might happen) in the City. It's a place where everyone has always been. 

It is every city and no particular city. It is sprawling like Rio de Janeiro and it is as compressed as Hong Kong. It's divided by real rivers like the Nile and imagined rivers like the River of Blood.

All mythologies and all folklore live there because it a space of the imagination and because urban landscapes (even imagined ones) are full of mixes of peoples and ideas. Ordinary people live there for the same reason the fairly ordinary woman in the explanation above opened the cupboard. It's her kitchen. She wanted a cup.

Which is a long way of saying, these stories are a magical realism ride down the stream of consciousness highway, which is odd because you'd think a stream of consciousness would at least be a river. 

If you like stories where cups gossip, and shadows become water, and women become dragons, and dragons have tea, then great. Read on. 

If you prefer your stories with explanations as to why the cup is speaking, then this book might not be for you.

For people who like a little background on the mythology being referenced, I'm including a high-level explanation of what myths are being referenced before each short story.

​
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A Day at the Mall 
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Description: The dead rise. This makes it difficult to run a shop at the mall.

Source: Crosses characters from the "Epic of Gilgamesh" with a woman working in a shop at a mall.

Why?: This is the era of silly (or not) zombie stories, and I wanted to start with a normal woman opening the closet and finding not a talking cup, but a toothless zombie.
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​A Day at the Mall

Sumerian zombies were in the Westgate mall again. Well, in all fairness, the gates to the Sumerian underworld were only a half block away.

Illya wondered who'd pissed off Inanna, Sumerian goddess of love and war and apparently raising the dead when she was pissed off. This was the third time this year. 

lllya pulled the garment hook off the wall.

A moldering corpse struggled in the embrace of fuchsia wrap skirts on the seventy-five percent off rack. Illya sympathized, but that didn't mean he could try to devour the flesh of the customers currently slipping around him in search of deals in their size.

Illya wished them luck. There was a reason those clothes were seventy-five percent off. She pulled the corpse free of fuchsia. Poor thing immediately went for a gurgling baby in a Finding Nemo themed stroller.

Sometimes, she had to wonder why parents tempted fates that way and gently pushed the zombie out the front of the store and into the mall proper. There was a trick to herding zombies. Shove too hard and they fell over, and practically any force at all was too hard.

The corpse moaned, "Mahoa." Illya liked to think this meant brains in Sumerian, which Illya kept thinking she should take an adult education course in but hadn't quite got around to it.

She closed the door. The zombie smeared its dried-out face against the glass wall, streaking it with red mud and flakes of skin.

Frieda abandoned the cash register and tapped on the glass.

Illya said, "Don't!" but it was too late. The creature pounded on the glass with its frail arms. Just an envelope of skin over brittle bones. Illya glared at Frieda. "You know that just riles them up." Frieda shrugged, which was the problem with Frieda. She was a short timer. Whole lotta tomorrows, not a lotta right now.

A soft voice moused into Illya's ear. "Excuse me." Illya turned to look up and up at a Junoesque woman, who smiled shyly. "Could you let me into one of the changing rooms?" The sweater the woman was holding was the right color for her autumn complexion, but all wrong in style. The princess cut would make the poor woman's queenly lines look like a Chaldean lump worm from the Nether pits.

Illya cleaned the zombie flakes off the hook and smiled back. She said, "Certainly," paused should she, yes, she should, "and if you're looking for a sweater in that color, you might want to try one of these." She pointed with the newly cleaned hook at some empire line sweaters with green velvet trim hanging high up and splendid on the wall.

The autumn woman shrugged that she hated actually talking to people, it had taken a lot of nerve to ask to be let into the changing room, and she really wanted to say no to this pushy salesperson but couldn't bring herself to be impolite.

Illya hated to do it, but the princess sweater would be a crime against nature and fashion. The zombie flailing weakly against the glass seemed to agree. Although Illya knew in her heart of hearts that he really just wanted to eat the flesh of the living and didn't care how this autumn woman felt, with her wide, beautiful, brown eyes, like cow-eyed Juno herself, and silky, smooth, coffee skin that would make Isis all over weep with envy.

She hooked a sweater off the wall and pressed it on the poor defenseless autumn woman, determined that this poor woman see herself for the beautiful woman that she was. Illya swept her back into the depths of the shop and unlocked a changing room door with a mite of a jiggle and a jerk, because it always did stick.

A zombie, 3rd Dynasty by his armor, stumbled out of the changing room. The autumn woman jumped back with a little shriek. Illya pinned him against the wall with her hook and enunciated up to the front. "Frieda, why didn't you tell me you'd trapped a zombie in one of the changing rooms?"

"I trapped a zombie in one of the changing rooms," yelled Frieda. Even from here, Illya could see her eye roll, as if that was any sorta alright behavior. Well, Frieda was only sixteen. Half of anyone was a sullen pimple on society at that age. Illya'd worked retail for over thirty-years herself, but she hadn't forgotten what it had felt like to be a sullen pimple. People who went on and on about the glory years of pimpledom just made her shake her permed head, nether hells no.

But that didn't help the poor woman clutching her sweaters next to her. Illya said, "I'm so sorry about this. We don't normally get zombies on Tuesday."

The woman mumbled, "It's not your fault." She peered at the remnants of a sweater dress and four blouses in the changing room. "I... I," She seemed to gather her courage, "I heard on the radio that Inanna broke up with Ares again." Her mumble seemed to indicate that this was somehow her fault, and she should have known better than to dare shop when there were gods with broken hearts.

Frieda practically levitated over to the back. "Yeah, I heard on 'Gobsmacked Gods' that she caught him with three Valkyries." Frieda licked her lips. "They were en flagrante delicto. That means they were doing it." Frieda seemed to think that they wouldn't know that what with every newspaper in the City flashing en flagrante delicto in every other headline. For some reason, Latin was supposed to make sex classier. Didn't seem to work on the Romans though.

The autumn woman cringed back from Frieda, even though she had a good foot on Frieda.

Frieda jiggled in her shoes doing what she loved best. She said, "They said that Inanna went to her father, Sky-Father Anu, to ask him to let her unleash the Bull of Heaven, or she'd rip the doors off the gates of the underworld and let loose the dead to feast on the flesh of the living." Frieda rolled her eyes. "As if that was much of a threat. Anyway, I always did think she and Ares were totally wrong for each other. Good for a fling, but really, like shouldn't date like."

"Mmm... yeah. War gods," said the woman. Her slumping shoulders were clearly horrified that she'd started this conversation. She said, "Um... I heard that they got the fog alerts working. Um, Professor Piper fixed it so the um, Echidna's children go into the sea when there's a fog." She looked hopeful that this would start things in a new direction.

Frieda was wearing a Queen of Fucking Heaven t-shirt and nose ring. She was not going to be distracted by fog monster gossip. She launched into a monologue of the latest gossip about Inanna.

Illya opened the other changing room, which thankfully contained only a green paisley that would only look good on a certain type of waif, but people did like to try. "Here you go."

The woman scuttled into the changing room. Illya wondered if the woman was a Cancer, and adjusted a charm on the door that helped improve posture. Bad posture was half most womens' problems.

Illya slid the hook through the zombie's leather armor, around his collar bone, and guided him towards the door. He was a wriggly one, but like most dead people, not a lot of motor skills, and about as strong as a kitten. Illya got to the door and then ended up standing there like a fool. She cleared her throat.

Frieda, who'd headed back to the front, only to resume tapping on the glass, said, "What?!"

Illya gestured with her head towards the door. Frieda kept staring at her with that sullen pimple on society stare. Illya sighed. "Could you open the door? I don't want to let the other one back in."

Frieda sighed as if Illya was asking her to clean the Augean stables and hadn't that caused a stir with the environmentalists when Hercules flushed seven metric tons of raw sewage into the Alpheus River. But Illya was resolute. Handling two zombies and the door was just too much. She raised her eyebrows and Frieda sighed again.

Frieda opened the door and Illya pushed the zombie out into the mall.

Now there were two zombies plastered against the glass front wall. Illya was going to have to stock up on cleanser.

Illya got back to work. She re-hung the hook and tidied up the discount racks, which the customers and the zombie had gotten into a mite of a tangle. Frieda worked hard on making the zombies very irate.

The autumn woman crept forward and carefully placed the empire waist sweater on the counter. The princess was happily nowhere to be seen.

"I knew it would look good on you." She smiled at the autumn woman, who ducked her eyes and carefully pushed Mistress Visa forward. Illya glanced at her ID, which declared that the autumn woman, otherwise known as Gloria Mickleford, was 5'11, 38 years old and shaving thirty pounds off her driver's license, poor woman. Illya hoped the sweater made Gloria feel as beautiful as she was. She was pleased to see Gloria stand up a little straighter as Illya swiped the card and transferred ownership of the empire sweater with the green velvet trim through the swoop of a signature on a little bit of paper. Names had power. Everyone knew that, and Gloria should be glorious. 

Illya hoped one day Gloria would own every pound of pressure on the earth and stand tall. She increased her smile and said, "Here let me help you." Illya reclaimed the hook, opened the door for Gloria, and held back the zombies. Glorious autumn Gloria stepped out into the mall, already looking more of a queen and ruler of all she surveyed.

She felt a little glow when she saw Gloria step over a crawling legless zombie and stand in front of the shoe store across the way. A color perfect half boot in suede tempted Gloria from the window. Gloria went in.

Illya wished her luck and went back to tidying the store. There were sweaters to fold and pants to crease.

Next came helping an over eye-shadowed girl find a dress for her date on Friday night. It might not result in quite what she wanted but would certainly ensure the respect that she deserved. Illya organized a new shipment in circle skirts, which Illya thought were quite flattering and bound to make a woman happy when she twirled.

Then it was time for her lunch break.

If she'd known the dead were going to rise today, Illya'd of brought a bag lunch. Unfortunately, she'd been focused on her free coconut-lime-chicken-taco salad from the Casa Del Taco in the food court, and such a craving would not be denied. Not for the rise of the living dead. Not for fires in the hills or end of the world snow. Not for anything.

Illya got her pretty little beaded purse of holding from her locker in the back. Clocked out with a solid thump on the time clock. Put on her blue hat with a blue feather, because there wasn't an outfit ever that didn't look a mite better with a perky hat.

Frieda said, "You know you can't take the hook. It belongs to the store."

Illya smiled. "Hadn't planned on it." She pulled her policeman's baton out of her pretty little purse of holding. They were both blue to match her dress and hat. She swished the baton in the air. "See you after lunch." Illya ducked out the door and walked briskly through the zombies.

The mall was in a sad state of disrepair. There was a Sumerian gnawing on the bronze haunch of a centaur statue in the wishing fountain. She was mewling sadly as she gummed the metal. Illya didn't know why she always went for the centaur, but she always did. Always left bits of herself in the fountain, poor dear.

She did the avoid the reaching zombie dance. Wouldn't do to let them pile up on her. She loved this dress and its twirly circle skirt.

Bout halfway to the escalator, she stopped at the comfy massage chairs, where there was an elderly fella, a regular midday walker from the assisted living facility up the way, sitting in a leather chair for a snooze. His wide brimmed hat was on the next chair getting crushed. His old liver colored coonhound was lying on the floor snoozing too. There were about six zombies nuzzling him, but the old fella didn't so much as break a snore. She pushed the zombies back and shook the old fella by the shoulder. "Sir, Sir!" She shook him some more.

He blinked at her. "Wha-aha?"

Illya beat back a zombie with her baton. She said, "You don't want to be sleeping here right now. The dead have risen from the abyss."

The old fella, not bad looking and quite trim, if clearly a sound sleeper, looked around. He laughed, "My brothers always did say I could sleep through the End of the World. Thank you, my dear." He bowed like a gentleman, and she was pleased to see he was prepared with his own metal wand hanging off a key chain hooked to his suspendered pants. He put on his wide brimmed hat; she did like a man in a hat. He said, "Here now, since you've done me such a good turn, let me escort you to your destination."

"Oh, I'm on my lunch break. I'm just heading upstairs to the food court for a salad." Illya wasn't about to go into why this was the best salad in the whole world and could well be the real reason the Greek's invaded Troy. If the salad had come from Troy that is. Then Illya was forced to get a little rough with a particularly frisky zombie. They should get moving soon. There were more zombies shuffling in from the automatic open and close front doors, which some fool had left on.

The old fella smiled like that wasn't so much important and he walked her to the escalator, and then said his goodbyes, not wishing to press his attentions and all that, but perhaps he'd see her around. He tipped his hat to her, "Name's Papa Legba. May I have yours?" He could and she gave it. He tipped his hat again and clapped his hand to his leg for his coonhound.

Illya twirled a little and went up the escalator, which some other fool had left on. Though, come to think of it, probably was the same fool. Standard mall security procedures were to turn off the escalators when the dead rose since the poor things simply couldn't handle stairs.

She eyed a couple of sullen pimpled teens standing by the top of the escalators. They were armed with baseball bats and giggling. Couple of tricksters the day they were born if she knew the type and she should. She'd been married to one once. Back when the world was young and dinosaurs ruled the earth and made a good deal better cappuccino than was currently available, or at least that's what sullen pimples thought. Well, not the part about the cappuccino.

One of them made as if to swing his bat at her, but she tilted her baton over one shoulder and looked him in the eye to indicate that if they wanted to claim that they'd mistaken this jaunty blue hatted woman for a Sumerian zombie, they were gravely mistaken to do so.

They backed off with some very boring curses that made her long to give them a slice of soap and a dictionary, but she wasn't their mama.

She walked by gawkers leaning over the railing throwing gum and paper airplanes down at the walking dead. Solid chain of them, but if that's how they wanted to spend their time, fine with her. Best salad in the world was waiting for her. Practically calling her name.

Illya made her way to the food court, which was empty except for several packs and prides of assorted teenagers in various states of preppy, Goth and sullen.

One pack was kicking around a zombie head. She wasn't their mama to teach them manners, so she didn't go over and tell them to cut it out.

Instead, she went to the counter for the Casa Del Taco. She said, speaking slowly, "Neihhou, Chan Siu Ming. And how you are you this fine day?"

Chan Siu Ming sparkled a smile at her. "Néih hóu, Ms. Illya. Not bad. Zombies always pull a good after school crowd. Lotsa nachos." He grinned and patted his liquid cholesterol fake cheese machine, currently gleaming in pride of place beneath an equally gleaming plastic statue of the Queen Mother of the West. But fake cheese was not the salad that could launch a thousand chips. He said, "How are you doing?"

Illya was about to answer, when there was a wolf whistle behind her.

Chan muttered something in Cantonese, which had not been covered in the adult education classes she'd taken last summer.

Illya turned just in time to see a naked red cap streak down the walkway.

"Nice cap," she said.

"Nice ass," said Chan.

"Chan!" Illya rounded her eyes at Chan.

Chan shrugged. "If he's flashing, I'm looking."

She shrugged that this made some sense. Chan said, "Lemme get your lime and coconut, mix it all up." He bustled back to whisper into the gleaming silver space that fed into the kitchen. In seconds, a green and white cardboard box perfectly placed in the center of a red tray appeared.

Illya slid forward a yellow Casa Del Taco card, stamped and ready for her free meal.

Chan collected her card. Illya collected her salad with a happy smile.

She sat at a table away from the packs and prides and gratefully sank into a hard plastic chair. After hours on her feet, it was good to sit, no matter how comfortable her shoes. She wiped her hands with a hand-wipe guaranteed to kill 99% of all bacteria and prevent vampirism, zombieism, wolfarism, and several other isms. She opened the lid to her salad and gazed at the gleaming lettuce, at the beautiful coconut and lime and chicken. She speared a leaf and ate. Sheer crispy lime-coconut-chicken-taco delight.

She pulled her book, "The Passion of Flowers" by Blodeuwedd out of her purse of holding. She ate and read, and it was good. Perfect really.

She was just getting to the sexy part where the bumble bee tenderly brushed her soft feet across a honeysuckle's sticky stamen, when a zombie head rolled against her feet.

"Hey Lady!" said a sullen pimple boy, separating from his pack.

Illya looked down at the battered zombie head, currently gnawing at her shoe. Illya looked at her watch. It was about time to go back anyway. She marked her place in her book, reached under the table and carefully picked up the head. Poor thing's forehead was dented on one side.

She eyed the pack sourly. She put the head in her purse of holding, which, although quite small and delicate, could contain a small army. Not that she'd be able to carry a small army, but they would fit and yet remain stylishly covered in blue beads that changed color depending on how you held the purse.

The sullen pimple boy said, "Hey, that's our head."

Illya picked up her baton and walked away from him, tray held high. She returned the tray to the smiling Chan. The pack called curses after her that indicated that their mamas shoulda used more soap and a dictionary when raising them.

She passed a pride of Goths, their jackets decorated in all manner of dictionary words, who almost sort of smiled approval at her, so all hope was not lost for the world. Except, she supposed, for the Goths.

Illya went down the escalator. At the bottom, there was a zombie trying to crawl up its downward roll. Poor thing moaned and slipped as the metal kept shoving her back.

She did the zombie shuffle dance over the living dead. She smartly pushed back the hopeful zombies clustered around the bottom of the escalator and flipped the hidden escalator switch to off. Leastwise that way they'd stop getting slapped in the face.

There were more dead now. It was harder to shove her way through all those reaching arms and bodies. Like pushing through a forest of fragile paper dragons.

There were hardly any shoppers left. Just packs and prides of teenagers waving machetes and baseball bats. Illya tried to ignore the mewling of the zombies. Nothing much she could do, except hope help came soon.

She went back into the store. She put away her purse and hat, and clocked back in. Got back to work. She folded. She tidied. She organized.

Frieda restlessly bounced around the store. Tapped the window. Got the zombies all riled up and moaning against the glass.

Frieda sighed. When Illya kept refolding shirts, Frieda sighed again. She tapped on the window some more. Then she said, "It's dead here. We should close up."

Illya said, "If you want to clock out, go ahead." She could do without the sighs.

Frieda stared at Illya, seeming to want something. Illya didn't give it, whatever it was. Frieda went into the back. There was a sharp sound of a timecard being punched. Frieda came back out, artful pink machete clutched in her pink nailed hand. Frieda said, defensively as if Illya was judging her, "It's just in case I'm attacked."

Illya said, "Hmmm."

Frieda harrumphed. "You're not the boss of me." She opened the door a crack and called out to a passing pride, "Hey, Candice, wait up." Frieda dashed out the door, scattering zombies in her path.

Illya sighed. She went to get some gloves and detergent to clean out the changing room.

There weren't many more customers. A desperate woman looking for a Bitch Goddess interview suit. Illya steered her away from a red three piece, totally wrong for her complexion, and into a nice steel magnolia outfit that brought out the metal in her eyes and spine.

A repeat customer shoved her way through the undead hordes. It was her mother-in-law's birthday. Today. This was a tricky one as Illya had never met said mother-in-law. But a nice necklace was selected to at least their satisfaction, and now the woman had a death defying story to tell, as she shoved her way out, plastic bag in hand.

Three more zombies got in over the afternoon. Illya sighed, rounded them up, and put them into a changing room. The clock ticked round and somewhere outside the sun set. Didn't matter so much in the store, where the florescent lights stayed bright, and the piped music played on. Then it was time to lock up.

Illya closed out the cash register. Not a great day, but not as bad as some. There were far worse things that could wander the mall. Just last month, before that Pied Piper fella got the alarms working, she'd been trapped in the mall during a three-day fog alert with not a customer in sight. Zombies were a sight easier to manage. 

She was just about to leave a note for Margie on the morning shift, when someone knocked on the front glass door.

Gilgamesh stood in the door. He held a fishing pole with a brain on the end and wore a t-shirt that said, "Gilgamesh and his Dead Friend Enkidu! Immortality is our business!" With some sort of rotting smiley face.

While she looked at his shirt, Gilgamesh gave her the elevator eye once over and stroked his oiled beard. He perved, "Got any customers or are you all alone in here?" and winked at her.

Enkidu moaned and bopped his friend on the head, perhaps to indicate that they couldn't afford yet another sexual harassment suit and certainly not any restraining orders if they were going to keep rounding up the lost dead.

Illya looked at dead Enkidu's shirt. Seemed like immortality was also his business. She said, "Thought you didn't get paid for doing this."

Enkidu moaned and Gilgamesh chuckled, which Illya took to mean that Gilgamesh had made the shirts in his garage as his idea of a joke and Enkidu was humoring him.

Illya nodded. Sometimes friendship was like that. She said, "I've got three zombies in here." She unlocked a changing room, opened it with a jiggle and a jerk.

Enkidu put the three zombies on a pipe lead and mumbled to her as he headed with his charges out the door.

She said, "You have a good evening too." Then she remembered. "Oh, wait." She ran and got her purse. She carefully pulled out the fragile zombie head. Poor thing. Its temple wasn't but half caved in. She said, "I hope you'll be able to find the body."

"Yeah, babe, no problem." Gilgamesh winked at her and took the head.

Enkidu bopped Gilgamesh's head as he walked by. Gilgamesh chuckled and winked at her again but started off before Enkidu started to wrestle with him.

Sometimes, Illya wondered if maybe Enkidu wasn't a mite sweet on her, and this was Gilgamesh's fool way of getting his dead friend to ask her out, or it could just be that he was a mite of a perve. Hard to tell.

Gilgamesh yelled out, "Come on everyone. Let's go home. Brains for the worthy." He carefully put the head in a sack over his shoulder and waved his brain pole. "Old dead for new. Old dead for new." He laughed to himself. Enkidu mumbled something that might have meant "He means well." It also could have been a Sumerian curse. Illya really oughta take that class. Course, she could also get Enkidu a set of dentures for whatever winter holiday it was that Sumerians celebrated. 

She did appreciate them volunteering their time like this.

Illya finished closing and clocking out. She lowered the metal doors down over the glass front wall, which would just have to be cleaned tomorrow. She walked briskly through the gleaming empty mall. The zombies were all gone. Heading home to their underworld following a brain on a stick.

She crossed the vast parking lot that surrounded Westgate mall. She had her baton in hand, just in case, but all she heard was the distant bellow of the Bull of Heaven. Sounded like Sky-Father Anu had caved to his little girl, and tomorrow there would be enormous potholes in the parking lot to mirror the holes in the Inanna's heart.

Poor thing. Illya pushed thoughts of Inanna aside as she perched on an itty-bitty bus seat designed to keep homeless souls from sleeping on it, and which made it practically impossible for people waiting for the bus to sit.

She sat anyway, tapped her baton against her shoes to the sound of the passing cars, and waited for her bus to carry her home.​
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Waiting

Description: Hades waits for the return of spring.

Source: From the Greek Eleusinian mysteries. The kidnapping of Kore/Persephone, the Greek goddess of the spring, by Hades, Greek god of the underworld. The story is from Hades point of view.

Why?: I was reading Dante's Inferno (Canto 7) and for some reason Hades kidnapping Persephone sprang full blown into my head pretty much as you see it.

~~~
[image: image]


​Waiting

It is quiet here. I am alone.

Away from the sweet sighs of souls remembering their time under the sun.

I know nothing of living under the sun. I have always lived in the dark.

I have known little of warmth, or laughter, or light. I suppose that is why I took her, laughing in that field. But we are not there yet.

I have always done my duty. I have always done what is right and just. I have never chased after nymphs so that they had to become a tree or a reed to escape me. I have never been capricious. I do my job. I weigh the hearts of those that my nephew brings me.

By the weight of their deeds, I judge them. Oh, I have my Judges: Minos, Rhadamnthus and Aeacus. But the final responsibility is mine.

I create the punishments for the guilty. That is easy really. People create their own Tartarus. I do my best to weave the Elysian fields. That is harder. What do I know of Paradise?

My father ate me when I was a minute old. Not for me a mother's trick. Switching a baby for a rock.

I think he knew. I mean, how could he not? A baby tastes nothing like a rock. Or least, so I imagine, never having had a child, much less eaten one.

But I think father knew that mother had spirited Zeus away. I think that he knew that no matter what he did, we were meant to be. Not that that stopped him from eating us. One by one. Just as nothing could stop us from springing from his newly opened stomach, fully grown.

Odd to think I spent my childhood in my father's stomach. Perhaps that is why I rule the underworld and not the sky.

Then again the others were right there with me and it did not seem to change them. I hear that excuse a great deal. My father or my mother did not love me. The gods made me do it. I am not responsible. But that is not how I judge the dead and that is not how I am.

I could not be my brother Poseidon, lord of the seas. Everything always changing. A hundred wives, a thousand children. I need the earth. I need the steadiness of soil. I need the simplicity of the dark. I just had not realized how much I longed for the light, shining in her hair.

Where to begin? At the beginning, I suppose. But it is already too late for that. The middle then.

I had been looking for something for some time. I did not know I was looking. I would visit my brother, Zeus, on Olympus and watch the other gods pull away from me. It is not that I am ugly. Unlike poor Hephaestus, I am not lamed or crippled. But as they say, black hair, black eyes, black heart.

It is just that I do not smile much. My humors are odd. I do not laugh or dance. I do not play a musical instrument, much less invent them.

That is why I do not visit the other gods much. Why I never saw her before that day.

When I visit other gods, it is other lords of underworlds. We are not so much solitary by nature as the others make us so. I had been visiting Hel's kingdom of Helheim, the Norse underworld of the inglorious dead on the occasion of her birthday. It was cold and damp. Baron Samedi and I sat next to one another at the great table. We watched ice form. The music that she played was that of sorrow and loss. The sound of it tugged at my soul. We gods of the dead with our desolate houses of dust. It was such that the conversation turned to nothing. Even little Ereshkigal gave way to tears over her ice cream.

I left the celebration replete with my full measure of melancholy.

The sun was hot and bright and high. The dirt smelled rich and full, pregnant. The earth of my land never smells like that. I am told there were many women in that field, the sirens, her handmaidens. Apparently, they were singing. I did not notice.

She was away from the others, random blobs of women in white chitons. She ran across the field. She skipped really. There were flowers everywhere. 

Her skin was sun kissed. I think you call it that. It shimmered with pollen and all the gold of the earth. Except the gold of the earth is mine. And she was not.

She ran towards me, or so it seemed. She ran towards the river really. She stopped to smell the flowers. Narcissus transformed for her pleasure.

I knew that all I had to do was take her, like all the other gods are forever doing. Everyone is doing it. That makes it right, right? It was as if a madness had seized me. 

As if I would accept that sort of reasoning from any mortal who came before me.

But I was not thinking about that. I was watching her let the mud ooze between her toes. Feet that had never worn shoes. I watched her smell her flowers. I watched her revel in my nephew's light. As I reveled in her light. Watching her watch the world through eyes green for growing things.

I grabbed her. It was easy as that.

I drove forward with my golden chariot and my fine black horses. I reached over and picked her right up.

Her skin was so soft. Would it be wrong to compare it to a peach? Clichéd, I know and nevertheless true.

She did not even have time to scream before the earth, my earth, the one that lies beneath nature, swallowed us up.

We drove away from the sun.

She trembled in my arms. I tried to smile reassuringly at her. That is hard to do when you have just kidnapped someone that you do not quite know what to do with. Zeus would have known. Poseidon. Apollo. Pan. They are always doing that sort of thing. But as I have mentioned, I am not the sort to play those sorts of games. You only break things.

We came to the Acheron, the river of woe. No wonder no one wants to come to my realm.

A little water splashed as I drove across the river. I do not need the boatman. I could see Charon's face as we crossed. He was surprised. Why not? I never bring women home.

She jerked as the water hit her face. She spoke. Her voice was low and soft and what did my goddess of the spring say, "Take me back."

Even though I was just beginning to realize just what I had done, all I could do was shake my head. There was nothing that I could think to say.

We went past the gates adamantine. We went over the plains. We came to the gates of my home. My dog came to greet me, us. He has three heads and three times the drool. He is just a great puppy really. He jumped on the side of the chariot. It swayed under his weight. He is quite large.

She stiffened a little. So, my first words to my lady were, "Do not worry, he will not hurt you." To my dog, "No boy. Down. Cerberus. No." Because he is mine and a good boy, he stopped.

I let go of her then. Where was she going to go? She pulled away from me. Looked me straight in the eye. Why did I ever think green was a soft color? Rocks can be green too. "Why have you brought me here?" and then a little lower. "Take me back. My mother will be worrying."

I did not have the words for what I wanted. It was too bald. Too stupid. Better to preserve the fantasy for a little bit. So instead, I was cryptic, "Follow me. I have something to show you." I started towards my gate. She did not follow. I gestured. "Come on."

One perfect brow arched. "I'm not your dog."

"No, he is too heavy to carry." For some reason, I smiled. I said I have an odd humor. I also said I do not smile much, but she brings out my smiles.

"True," she said. She walked in front of me as if she were going to lead me into my own house. "Well." She cocked her head to one side. She was almost half my size. I smiled some more. I probably looked like an idiot.

The gate opened to my touch. My house knows me. I led her down the great hall. Past the throne room where I weigh the souls of the dead. Past the portrait room with its pictures of my brothers and sisters. Past the portrait of my mother, and, yes, my father. We went down into the black tower's stairwell. Each room lighting as I entered. Each room darkening as I left.

We came to the door at the bottom of the stairs. The door opened at my touch. We stepped into the room and the walls lit with the light of a thousand candles reflecting on my treasures.

I am a god of the under earth. I am a god of wealth and gold and jewels. I have a great deal of treasure.

I took her through my treasury. We went past cups and rings. We went past scepters and crowns. We went past things of gold and silver and bone, for I am a god of dead things too. Up a small dais to where I keep my best things.

My helmet of invisibility, a gift from my nephew, Hephaestus. A braided ring, made from my mother's black hair. My crystal through which I can see all the world, above or below.

We stood there in the heart of my country, my city, my palace, my home. My heart.

"I am Hades." I said. It seemed like a good place to begin. She just stood there. So alive. So warm. "I rule an underworld of the dead." She just stood there looking at me straight in the eyes. She was waiting. No wonder. I was not making much sense. Perhaps, I should just get to it, I thought. I was not actually thinking much.

"Be my Queen and all that I have, all that you see will be yours." As soon as I said it, I wished the words back. Too late. All wrong. Too quick.

She kept looking at me. She was so small and resolute. "No," and then, "Take me back now."

Part of me knew that that was that. Story over. Part of me thought, "Here she is in the center of my power and not afraid."

I thought, "Yes, of course. Forget I mentioned it." What I said, was "No. Be my Queen. Rule at my side."

She took a step back. "You don't even know my name. You know nothing about me."

"True. What is your name?" I tried not to sound desperate. Pathetic. Insane. Too late.

"No. You can't make me give you anything of me. Now take me back." Her hands clenched into fists. I think that she was more worried than she was letting on. But she did not stop looking at me in the eyes. There are not many who can. Who will.

"There are no secrets from the dead you know." She just shook her head. "Follow me then." And when she hesitated, "You are still smaller than my dog."

She sighed and followed me.

I took her back up the stairs. You do not think that I took her home do you? No, of course not.

My mind was on fire for her. I say my mind because that is the way that I am. If it only took beauty to win me, then dead Helen would be my Queen.

I led her up to the top of the tower, to my room. As always, the door opened at my touch. She stepped through the door and stopped. I think it was the bed that got her attention. It got my attention. Definitely the bed.

Again that resolute look. "I'll fight you. I won't give in."

"No." I said and I left the room. I asked the door to lock. It almost did not know how.

I went down to my stables. I pondered things that I could have said and done. Unsaid and undone. Too late.

The straw made me think of her hair. If I were a proper god like Zeus or Poseidon, I felt that I would have been lying tangled in that hair right then. Of course, if I were a proper god, I would have already married one of my sisters and by that time have had numerous nymph and mortal and immortal concubines.

I laid down in the straw. It smelled of growing things. It made me think of her. I slept a little.

Around midnight, Charon brought her to me. Wet and dripping. Cold. She shivered. I gave her my cloak.

She had tied my sheets together and made a rope. Climbed out of my window. And since Charon has the only boat, she tried to swim the river of woe. She made it halfway. Halfway, not far enough. She would not have drowned. Gods cannot drown really. But there are things at the bottom of the river. She was lucky that Charon saw her and brought her dripping to my stable.

Hair flat around her head in clumps. Eyes red from the river. White and shivering in my cloak. Needless to say she was beautiful. As I have mentioned, I am strange.

I am also, not one for words. I nodded my thanks to Charon and took her back to my room. This time, I locked the windows and went back to my stable.

Now I should explain that I do have spare rooms. But they would have been a little too close to her room. My room. Anyway, the stable was nice. Warm. Full of horses and Cerberus, who loves me, wheezing through three mouths.

The next morning, I went to her room. She was trying to pry open the window with my fruit knife. Then she tried to stab me. But it was my knife, and it knew me. The knife jerked up and she lost her balance, hard. She glared up at me from the floor.

"Are you done?" I asked.

"For now." She said. I held out my hand to her. She did not take it. She stood up on her own.

"Follow me then," and this time she did not argue. A step. Maybe. I knew that I was deluded. I did not care. We walked to the stables and then out one of the gates to my chariot.

"I don't suppose you are taking me home?" she asked. I looked at her. "Didn't think so."

I drove out across the wide waste lands. Across meadows asphodel and out onto the Elysian fields. There the souls of the good wandered through yellow fields of wheat grass and late blooming flowers. The trees were red and gold. Occasionally a leaf would shiver from a tree and drift to earth. The air was full of sighs. The sky whirled with the glowing mist that is the roof of the underworld.

I took her by the hand. Her hand in mine. 

I pulled her down from the chariot and into the field. I said, "These are the Elysian fields." I waved at the people, the trees, the grass. "Be my Queen and wander through your fields with the souls of the good."

She looked around. "Your flowers have no color. The grass is dead. The trees are going to sleep. My mother could do it better."

Which meant her mother was a goddess of nature. "Show me how I am doing it wrong. Show me, show the deserving dead what Paradise should look like."

She looked at me for a moment. Looked at the quiet murmuring dead. She rubbed her cheek with one hand. She knelt and picked up a bit of dirt. Let it fall through her fingers. Kissed one of the flowers.

I wished I were a flower. But I have never had much skill at that sort of metamorphosis.

She was ignoring me.

She ran her fingers across the tops of the grass. A quick twist of her hand in the air and I could only watch as the color spread out from her in a wave. New grass grew amid the old. Pushing it away. Flowers grew lush and abundant. Even the trees bloomed white and pink and green. The air smelled full of life.

"It is beautiful," I said.

"It's still not right," she said. "There's no sun in the sky. Just a sort of mist." She held her arms out into the light. It was pale on her skin. "Growing things need the sun." 

She looked me in the eyes. "I need the sun." She shook her head. "Let me go. My mother can't make it spring without me."

"Be my Queen and make it spring here."

"No, they've lived their lives. I need to be with the living. In the light."

I considered offering to make the sky brighter, but that seemed like a bad idea. We stood in my fields, her fields now and we walked a bit. We did not speak or laugh. We just walked. I daydreamed that she was my Queen. That we might kiss among the flowers. Wend grass through her hair. Dust our skin with pollen.

We came to the river Lethe, the river of forgetting, where the souls gather on the banks, waiting.

The trees there were still in winter. She had only performed a little magic, and this is the center of my forest. The center of what this place is. What I am.

Every now and then, one of the souls would step into the river. Duck under the cold icy water and as they rose again, with a long sigh, they would dissolve into the stream.

"What are they doing?" she asked. She sounded horrified. I wondered if she had ever seen ice or snow.

"They are going into the river Lethe to forget. That way they can be reborn. Clean. The ones that wait are not ready yet."

"So the dead don't stay dead."

"Nothing stays the same. No one has to stay. No one has to come. Souls want order. Judgment. An afterlife. Even the souls in Tartarus can leave when they are finished with it."

She smiled sadly. "So, the only prisoner here is me," and she went back to the chariot and would not walk anymore.

We went back to my house of gates and walls and spires. We stood in the courtyard and I looked down at her. Her chiton was very dirty now. I wanted, I wanted many things. But I wanted her to have the best. I took her to my storeroom, less grand than my treasury, but still large.

One end was full of cloth. Wool and linen. Silk from woven by Chin maidens of mist. Linen loomed by Egyptians. Colors solid and patterned. "Pick whatever you would like."

She shook her head, "You can't buy me with a bit of cloth."

"No, but your chiton is the worse for your dip in my river."

"But the chiton is mine." I remember how I felt when she said that. Like a needle in the heart.

I had my servants lay a great feast in my banquet room. All of my guests assembled. I always have guests. People always want something from the dead.

I sat at the head of my table with Springtime - I had taken to calling her that - at my side. I offered her the sweetest of wines, the savoriest of fruits. But she would not eat a thing from my table. She knew that if she ate my food, she would have to stay.

Now, I wish that at this point in the story that I could say that I only kept her for three days or seven or nine. That I soon let her go. But I did not. Every day I took her with me as I did my work. Every day I asked her to be my Queen. And every day she would look me straight in the eyes and say, "No," and "Take me home."

She ran away. Got lost in the Elysian fields. Singed herself in the river of fire. Grew wild roses in Tartarus to punish the carnal malefactors, who let their appetites sway their reason. Would not tell me her name. Refused all of my gifts. She took off her beauty and put it in a box. I did not know women could do that, but they can. She thought it would matter, but it did not.

I loved the way she moved. The way she would rub her cheek with one hand when she was thinking. I loved the way she talked. The way her mind worked. Because she could not not talk. She would try. She would sit silent and resolute at my table. Walk quiet at my side. She would see something that interested or amused her. And she would ask questions or make comments. She would forget herself and then we would talk, sometimes for hours. Sometimes, she would begin to laugh and then she would remember. Be quiet and resolute again.

I loved every minute of every moment that I spent with her. Which was part of the problem. Because I knew it was wrong. How could I not. And yet, I did not let her go.

My servants fell in love with her also. She made every room that she was in more beautiful by being there. Although my servants were mine and would not, could not, say anything, they looked at me reproachfully for making Springtime sad.

I took to wandering the halls of my home at night. I wore my helm of invisibility. I did not want to be seen. I asked the rooms to remain dark as I walked. And because my house loved her too, I think it understood.

I could not sleep for more than a few hours at a time. My face grew gaunt. You would have thought that I was the prisoner. But I was not and I knew it.

After a while, even the dead began to reproach me with their looks. They would come before me, starved and pale because Springtime's mother had taken the life from the world. Would not make the crops grow or the animals fecund. She wept rain and hail and snow. The people were dying as mortals will when there is nothing to eat and the North wind is allowed to go where he wants.

I told myself that it was not my fault. That I was not killing the world. That it was her mother's choice to abandon her job. That I was doing my job.

Sometimes, I would gaze in my crystal and watch the wind blow on a world that had never known winter, only spring and summer.

It became harder and harder to judge the dead. How could I judge them when I knew myself to be guilty? How could I help the souls in Tartarus purge themselves, when I could not help myself? I could have helped myself. I did not want to.

Time passed. I knew that soon, let it be tomorrow, not today, that someday I would have to let her go.

The day came when my nephew, Hermes, came to see me. Trickster when he was a day old. The only one who visits me because he brings the souls of the dead to my kingdom.

This was not a visit. That day he had a message from my brother. The message said that Zeus, King of the Gods, Ruler of Olympus, Lord of the Sky and Air, Thunderbolt had decreed that I should release Persephone - her name was Persephone - his daughter by Demeter.

Or what, I wondered? He will throw thunderbolts at the dirt. He could not reach me in my home. Perhaps, he would not invite me to the family dinners that he had not invited me to before? Go to war with me? I had my own armies, and my defenses were and are vast. I knew where the Titans were kept and I lived closer to them than he did.

For a moment, I imagined myself at the head of an army storming the gates of fair sunlit Olympus.

For a moment I imagined, then I looked in my nephew's eyes. My nephew who always smiles was not smiling. I knew that I would not. In the end, even mad men must be true to their natures.

I told him to wait in the room that I keep ready for him. For my house has many rooms and many guests. People always want things from the dead.

That night I had a simple table set in a room that overlooks my garden. On it were simple foods: bread, cheese, water, seeds, and fruit.

I had her brought to me in her gray chiton that was once white. Her beauty in a box. Her cheeks pale for lack of the sun. We ate in silence. Rather, I ate and she watched. For she would never eat anything from my table. Never take any gift that I tried to give her.

I looked at her. Memorizing her face, as if I could ever forget her. All the water in the Lethe would not be enough.

The food was like lead in my stomach. I stopped eating, gathered my courage and began.

I wish I could remember what it is that I said, but I cannot. The words tumbled out, one after the other. Burning my throat and eyes.

I apologized.

Not because I wanted her forgiveness, though I needed it in my bones, but because that is what the person that I am had to do. What is right. Just. Because it belonged to her, like her freedom, like her green eyes.

My own black eyes were full and hot, but I did not take them off of her face. I gave her the ring, braided from my mother's hair. Not to wear as my Queen or wife, but because I wanted her to have it as a remembrance of her time beneath the earth. I hoped that because it was my mother's and not mine, that she would take it when she left.

She held it in her hand. Turned it over and over. Looking at it. She rubbed her cheek with one hand, thinking.

She put the ring on her index finger. It was dark on her hand. She let that hand drift through the bowl of seeds, around the lid of the flask of water, over the rough surface of the bread. She picked up a pomegranate and cut it open with my fruit knife. She picked out six seeds. She looked me in the eyes and she ate them. One. Two. Three. Four. Five. Six.

Now I am not a quick thinker. I am slow and deliberate as the earth. You will have to forgive me if I say that I did not quite understand what she had done. She smiled at me, a little watery because she was also crying and all I could think was that she had smiled at me.

She shook her head and said, "Idiot." She came around the table and pulled me down. She kissed me. Butterfly kisses on my eyes. Pomegranate kisses on my mouth.

I am afraid at that point, I could not think at all.

Sometime later, we stopped. We were sitting. I do not remember sitting. She was in my lap. Her arms around my neck. A couple of strands of her long golden hair were caught in the wool of my tunic. I let them go.

She put her hands on either side my head and said, "Now you know that I have to leave. The world above is dying without me. It needs the spring. And I couldn't be me if I didn't do what's right."

I nodded. If this was it, it was certainly more than I deserved.

She laughed at me, the imp. "Don't be so solemn, lord of the dead. I'll come back. When the world has had its spring and summer, when I have seen my mother, then the world can have its fall and winter too."

I did not really believe her. No one wants to come back, but I said, "When you return, Charon will ferry you to me. The doors will open at your touch. The lights will come on when you come into the room. And when, you leave, the lights will go out again."

She cried a little more at that and we said a great many silly things like sweet, and love you, and forever. Then she got up and she cut off a lock of her hair with the fruit knife. I took her down the stairs to where Hermes was waiting. I did not watch her leave. I went down to my treasury, the heart of my kingdom and, wove her hair into a ring.

I wait, as I wait every year. I can weigh the souls of the dead with an easy heart again because I know myself.

I wear her ring on my finger and I sit in the dark and I wait.

I do not seek her out in Olympus for those are not the terms that I try to live by. I do not put on my helm of invisibility and seek her out. The light is too harsh and bright. It hurts my eyes. It would not be the right thing to do.

Instead I wait, as my kingdom waits. For the sound of her quick footsteps on the stair. For the golden flash of her hair. For the warm smell of her skin. For the soft feel of her touch. For the return of spring.

​
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In Whose Savage Heart

[image: image]


Description: The goddess of nature searches for her missing daughter. A woman mourns her dead son. A mediation on winter and springtime. 

Source: From the Greek Eleusinian mysteries. The kidnapping of Kore/Persephone, the Greek goddess of the spring, by Hades, Greek god of the underworld. The story is from Demeter's point of view. Includes triggers for non-consensual sex.

Why?: Having written "Waiting", I wanted to work my way through different perspectives on the same events. Here I wanted to balance Demeter's divinely immense desperation at the kidnapping of her child with the quieter story of a "normal" person mourning her missing son.
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​In Whose Savage Heart

​Eva

She swept the red plastic broom across green linoleum squares. They each had a happy yellow daisy in the middle.

When the balls of dust had been pushed into the little red plastic dustpan, Eva filled her yellow bucket in the bathtub. It didn't fit so good in the sink.

She filled it good and hot with suds. Then she mopped the floor with a rag mop. It was made of cotton shreds from an old frayed dress that she'd torn up for the task.

When the floor sparkled, she pulled out the old vacuum. It was heavy and hard to move, but it was what she had and she liked the extension. She could push it back into the dusty spaces and clean all the cobwebs out.

She didn't want a speck of dirt showing when her Joe came home.

His bed was already made with clean fresh sheets. She'd used the fabric softener he liked. Her boy was coming home.

Most young men wouldn't want to come home to their mama's house when they came home from the sea. But her Joe did.

He'd bound up the little rickety stairs three steps at a time. Throw open the door and give her a hug. She'd breathe in and smell the salt in his hair.

Then she'd make him his favorite dinner of spaghetti with a little yellow mustard in the red sauce.

When he got home.

Now she waited. Apartment sparkling and fresh. Pot of water on the stove, ready to get boiling when her boy walked in the door.

She stood in her little living room. She didn't want to mess anything up. So she made herself a cup of tea and went out onto the narrow balcony.

She had a view of Mount Parnassus through a crack between the buildings. It was a sliver of green past the bricks and the cement. It was pretty, but she had her own green here in little pots—herbs and flowers—and vines hung down from the balcony above. She had a little purple plastic feeder with seeds for the sparrows. It was almost empty. She'd have to fill it again. She also had a little glass nectar feeder for the hummingbirds. Joe had bought it for her in a market far away.

She sat on her balcony and listened to the sounds of the City. Cars on their way home from work, honking their horns to say here I am. Sirens calling out that someone was hurt, but help was coming. A million voices all chattering the end of the day, yelling hello and goodbye.

She heard footsteps pounding up the stairs and her heart caught like a blue-green hummingbird, but the steps went on by. They went to someone else's door.

She swallowed some tea, going cool in her hands.

Waited for her boy to come home.

Then the sun set. Then the one or two stars that could push their way down past the City's lights came out. Then the phone rang, and she knew. Heavy steps that had been so light, knot in her throat as she picked up the phone and heard what the man on the other end had to say.

​Demeter

When they told her, she did not believe them.

Her heart squeezed tight, like a hand had reached in. A calloused hand that squeezed her heart like a stone. White acid flashed through her gut. The whole world pulsed white and then red. A roar of rising wind in her ears. Screaming clouds that tore her apart.

She would not fall. She swayed in her own hurricane's blast.

That's how she knew it was true. Her Kore, her little baby, her sweet duckling had disappeared. Gone in an instant.

Demeter yelled at the Sirens, she didn't know what. Questions scraped and rattled around
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