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  FOREWORD

Lucas K. Law




My family loves to read newspapers, books and magazines, regardless of category or genre; reading, or rather, the quest for knowledge and information, must be etched in our genetic make-up. So, it isn’t a surprise that the public library was my favourite childhood haunt. I was constantly flooded by my over-active imagination; I chatted with my imaginary friends, making plans, dreaming ideas and telling stories.

And let’s not forget food, the cradle of my family’s gatherings and kitchen conversations, constant in motion throughout my life: for, through stories, our mother’s home-cooked meals offered a window into our past, present and future.

What do reading, imaginary playmates, and clan gatherings have in common to this book you are holding?

Family and friends, creativity and story.

All of us have special memories and favourite stories in our kin traditions, which we often share, even with strangers. But, for some of us, buried beneath those wonderful connections lurk secrets, fears and self-doubts. We wear masks to hide, shade or guard our shame and loneliness. Sometimes, we do it so well, even our loved ones have no clue about our misery, struggle and depression.

For some, family support provides enough strength to allow them to overcome their struggles and challenges in a positive way. Others are not as fortunate. They watch their lives crumble away, layer by layer, piece by piece.

Each of us has a story to tell. In the last few years, several of my relatives and friends have been struck with mental illness. I have seen their isolation, fear, confusion, job losses, insecurity, and anxiety. Mental illness continues to be burdened by stigma, and despite loving support, often those affected still have difficulty asking for help or talking about their experiences without feeling guilt and shame.

The idea for this anthology germinated as I was struck by the thinness of the line between mental health and mental illness. Mental illness can target any age group at any time. Mental illness can afflict a person for a period of time or become a life-long struggle. Mental illness can spring from many sources and manifest in many forms.

In this anthology, Julie E. Czerneda and nineteen authors come together to show their support for mental health through the written word. Susan and I are grateful for their Tales of the Underdogs and Outcasts, for the glimpses we are given into these fictional lives warn us not to underestimate the underdogs and outcasts: they have the resources to teach or save the world.

This book is for a special friend and fellow writer, Marilyn Lewis-Steer, who passed away on May 28, 2015, after a valiant battle with cancer. She gave me the inspiration and mental adjustment I needed to begin this work. I will always remember Marilyn for her kind words, her belief in lifelong education, her support for volunteerism—to pay forward and give back. To her, I needed . . . I wanted to say a final thank-you. This one is for you, Marilyn.

Please promote mental health and support your local charitable organizations. A portion of this anthology’s net revenue will go to support the Canadian Mental Health Association.

—Lucas K. Law, Calgary and Qualicum Beach, 2016


  INTRODUCTION

Julie E. Czerneda




Who are strangers?

People we don’t yet know. We spot them, cued to their difference from the familiar-to-us by their look, by how they walk or talk or dress. We prepare for each new encounter, for you never know—do you?—with strangers.

Strangers. The harried mother who spares a fleeting smile . . . the tattooed boarder who gallantly holds the door . . . the executive bickering with thin air . . . the teen moving to music only she can hear . . . the blue-faced football fan who weaves and waves to everyone around.

Strangers. The child who doesn’t meet your eye or smile back . . . the ancient who rocks and spits . . . the man who stalks by, swearing at passing cars . . . the huddled silent shape in a doorway, eyes fixed on air.

Strangers.

Our reaction, of course, depends on many things: the situation, our experience and expectations, how they seem to us at first glance. It’s instinctive and often necessary to make a snap judgment: ignore, avoid, or greet. We don’t come tagged with our inner truths. We can’t tell by looking if that angry-looking stranger is angry at us—

Or at something only she can see.

Scary either way, isn’t it? Such a disquieting awareness, that the mind can be ill. We know what to do about gashed skin or child’s fever. We can see for ourselves when a wound is healed or a child is over a flu. The mind though. It’s secretive, complex, powerful. When it’s sick, we flinch, not knowing what to do, unable to see. There’s nothing familiar to guide us.

Which is why stories like the ones gathered in this astonishing anthology are important. They put us inside the heads of strangers. They make us feel those inner truths. What is it like to be angry or afraid, to hear voices, to be unable to relate to another human being, to struggle and slip and struggle and wish—above all—to be understood. To strive when it’s our minds—not crippled limbs or other ills of the flesh—that betray and hobble us. To do our best when society, family, friends ignore or dismiss us.

To triumph, as in these stories, despite that terrible solitude. Or . . . because of it.

As with any encounter, there’s the chance you’ll meet a stranger here who proves familiar; maybe someone you already know. Maybe yourself.

If you do, toss away experience and expectation. Ignore the differences. Dismiss pity and any preconception of weakness.

Instead see the potential. Feel the passion.

For we are all strangers to one another, locked inside our minds, healthy or not quite. We’re each the unique sum of advantage, disadvantage, and living with both. As you read these imaginative, original stories, you’ll discover what matters most of all:

What we choose to be.

—Julie E. Czerneda, Severn, 2016

Author of The Clan Chronicles from DAW Books


  THE CULLING

Kelley Armstrong




We grew up with stories of how the Cullings saved us. Stories of the famines and the aftermath, a world that once grew grain and corn in abundance, the forests overrun with rabbits and deer, lakes and streams brimming with trout and salmon. How all that had come to an end, the water drying up and everything dying with the drought—the grain and the corn and the rabbits and the deer and the trout and the salmon. And us. Most of all, us.

Left with so few resources, it was not enough to simply ration food and water. Not enough to reduce birth rates. Not enough to refuse any measures to prevent death. We needed more. We needed the Cullings.

The Cullings removed surplus population by systematically rooting out “weakness.” At first, they targeted the old and infirm. When that was no longer enough, any physical disability could see one culled. Even something that did not impair one’s ability to work—like a disfiguring birthmark—was said to be enough, on the reasoning that there was a taint in the bloodline that might eventually lead to a more debilitating condition.

The population dropped, but so did the water supply, and with it, the food supply, and eventually more stringent measures were required. That’s when they began targeting anyone who was different, in body or in mind. If you kept too much to yourself, rejecting the companionship of others; if you were easily upset or made anxious or sad; if you occasionally saw or heard things that weren’t there . . . all were reasons to be culled. But the thing is, sometimes those conditions are easier to hide than a bad leg or a mark on your face. It just takes a little ingenuity and a family unwilling to let you go.
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“Who are you talking to, Marisol?” my mother says as she hurries into my room.

I motion to my open window, and to Enya, who had stopped to chat on her way to market. She says a quick hello to my mother and then a goodbye to me before carrying on down the village lane.

I murmur to my mother, “A real, living friend. You can see her, too, right?”

“I was just—”

“Checking, I know.” I put my arm around her shoulders. Having just passed my sixteenth birthday, I’m already an inch taller and making the most of it. “I have not had imaginary friends in many years, Momma.”

“I know. It’s just . . . I’ve heard you talking recently. When you’re alone.”

“I argue with myself. You know how I am—always spoiling for a fight. If no one’s around to give me one, I must make do.” I smack a kiss on her cheek. “I don’t hear voices, Momma. I’m not your sister. I have a little of what she did, but only a little, and I know how to hide it. I don’t talk about my imaginary friends, even if they’re long gone. I don’t let anyone see my wild pictures. I don’t tell anyone my even wilder stories. I am absolutely, incredibly, boringly normal.”

She makes a face at me.

“What?” I say. “It is boring. But I will fake it, for you and Papa.”

“For you, Mari. Our worries are for you, and yours should be, too.”

“But I don’t need to be worried, because I am very careful.”

“The Culling is coming.”

“As you have reminded me every day for the past month. I will be fine. I’ll even stop arguing with myself, though that means you’ll need to break up more fights between Dieter and me.”

“Your brother will happily argue with you if it keeps you safe.”

“It will.” I give her a one-armed hug. “I’ll be fine, Momma.”

Liar, the voice whispers in my ear. I squeeze my eyes shut, force it back and steer my mother from my room.
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I have heard whispers that the Culling will be worse this year. Rumours say one of our two wells is running dry. The man who started the talk was a runner, one of those who carted the wheeled barrels from the well. The council called him a liar and a traitor. Said he’d been paid by another town to sow dissent. They executed him in the village square. But that hasn’t stopped the rumours. If the well is drying up, this will indeed be a terrible Culling. And I must be prepared.

I do what I always do when I need a reminder. Because sometimes I do. There are nights and, yes, days, when the voice in my head says I shouldn’t be so careful. I shouldn’t need to be. That I should stand up and fight back. That I am a coward if I do not. But that is, I recognize, the sickness talking.

Fighting back is not an option. It absolutely is not, and it’s madness to think it could be. I must remember that my aunt was the same age as me when she was culled. I must not comfort myself with my parents’ insistence that my sickness is not as severe. Any defect—mental or physical—is cause for Culling.

I walk through the village square. At the far side is a wooden box, barely the height of an average person and even less wide. Inside is a man. He sits in the back corner, thin legs pulled in as he hums to himself. His hair is matted and filthy. His naked body reeks. We might not have the water to clean ourselves as we used to but we have adapted, and there is no excuse for this. No excuse other than that he does not care, is beyond caring, cannot even bring himself to let others run a damp rag over his skin.

He doesn’t just smell of old sweat. There’s the stench of urine and feces too. The notice beside his cage explains that he used to have a bucket, but it was taken away because the only use he made of it was to beat anyone who opened his door.

The man is here as a warning, lest we feel sympathy for something as harmless as talking to oneself. That was how his sickness started, the sign explains. As a boy who’d whispered to himself and then talked to himself and then shouted at himself, and others and the voices in his head.

This is you, that voice in my own head whispers. This is what you’ll become­—naked and stinking in a box.

I squeeze my eyes shut to silence it. It’s quiet most of the time, like the girl in the corner of the class who rarely speaks, and you can almost forget she’s there. Almost.

I come here to remind myself that she’s there—that voice, that sickness.

My parents say my aunt never hurt anyone, that her voices never commanded her to do anything worse than draw wild pictures, beautiful and haunting pictures that she’d sketch in charcoal on wood slabs, before scrubbing them clean to reuse. My parents kept the last one she did, before she was Culled, and sometimes I pull it out and lose myself in it, and I weep because I see so much in them. Because I understand them—the fancies and the dreams and the nightmares within them, equally horrifying and beautiful.

I come here to remind myself of what I must keep hidden. Of how hard I must work to hide it. For my sake. For my family’s sake.

Before I leave, I’ll whisper to him and slide food between the bars, and feel guilty as I do so, as if I’m treating him like an animal. But it is all I can do. Repayment for the lesson he provides.

“Marisol?” a voice says behind me, and I turn to see Enya, market basket over her arm. She covers her nose with her free hand. “What are you doing here?”

“Reminding myself,” I say.

Her brows rise. “Of what?”

“Of what the council protects us against. When the Culling comes, I will feel pity for those who only seem a little different and not at all dangerous. I’ll remind myself of that.” I point at the notice, which explains how he killed his entire family before being captured.

She nods. “It’s hard sometimes.” A wry smile. “Most times, I think, for anyone with a heart. But we must remember why it is done.”

I say, by rote, “For the protection of all. So that we may be healthy and safe, and may bear equally healthy children who will contribute all that they can.”

“Exactly,” she says and loops her arm through mine. “Let’s see if I can sell the rest of my wares, and we’ll buy a treat and forget about the Culling. It does not concern the likes of us.”

Oh, but it does, the voice whispers. It really does.

[image: wingbat]

The Culling begins with a physical examination. With my clothing off, two physicians inspect me from top to bottom. It doesn’t matter if I’ve been undergoing this since birth. It is done every year in case some physical deformity, like a curve of the spine, appears as we grow into adulthood.

Next come the mental tests. These used to stop when we reached puberty, the assumption being that if we were slow of mind, it would have appeared by then. Now they continue until we are twenty, looking for signs of other mental impairment, the kind they believe might come with a sickness like mine. I have no such problems, though, and I fly through the tests.

The final stage is the psychological examination. That’s the one I most fear. It’s the one everyone fears. If we are quick to anger or sadness or even joy, might it be considered a sign of impairment? If we display the behaviour they call “obsessive” or “compulsive” or if our pattern of thinking is deemed to be different from the norm, might that be enough? Even to be overly anxious about the testing itself could see us labeled unfit.

My parents, using the example of my aunt, have trained me how to answer these questions. How to give the “normal” responses. I take a light sleeping draught for three nights before, to ensure my worry doesn’t rob me of sleep. They feed me the best food available, a luxury even on their generous salaries. They give me half their rations of water. They brew teas meant to calm my nerves. In short, they do everything possible to ensure I am alert and happy and healthy and that nothing as small as being hungry and irritable might make the inquisitors take a closer look at me. I have always passed the tests with ease. As I do again this year.

I’m in the village hall with my brother, Dieter. No parents are present while the youth are being tested. It is allowed, but parents fear that even normal anxiety over their child’s results could be misconstrued. So they stay out. Dieter and I are at the table together, receiving our results.

“Marisol Perret,” the woman drones, not even looking up from her paper. “You have successfully passed this year’s tests, as has Dieter Perret.” She hands us two circles of paper. Both are yellow. “Please report to the next room to await further testing.”

I look at my yellow circle and then at Dieter. He frowns and says to the woman, “But we passed. Our tests should be complete; our circles are green.”

“There has been a change this year,” she says, making a note in her book. “Those with a family history of impairment will undergo additional screening. You may proceed to the next room.”

“But—” Dieter says.

She looks up sharply at that, cutting him short. “Do you wish to lodge a complaint, Dieter Perret?”

“No,” I say quickly. “He’s confused by the change, that’s all. No complaint, ma’am.”

She grunts, as if disappointed. A complaint is almost always accompanied by inexplicable test failure. I shoot Dieter a look. He mouths an apology, but worry clouds his eyes.

I lead him away and whisper, “I’ll be fine. I always am.”

Pure luck, the voice whispers. And it cannot hold.
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I sit across the table from the head inquisitor. I’ve never spoken to her before. I duck away whenever I see her coming in the streets. Now I keep asking myself what I’ve done to warrant her personal attention. Dieter is being tested by one of her underlings. But she came in especially for me.

I tell myself it’s our family history and, since I am older than Dieter, I am more likely to show signs of the illness our aunt suffered. A simple matter of probability. Not suspicion. But as I sit there, watching her scratch in a notebook, having not yet said a word to me, sweat dribbles down my face and the voice whispers, She knows.

There is a cup on the table. She brought it with her. I thought perhaps she was bringing water, a subtle reminder to me of the danger we face as a village. Or a reminder of who she is, that she can drink so freely.

Yet she has placed the cup closer to me. I know it is not a peace offering. Not intended to put me at ease. I stare at that cup, and a drop of my sweat falls onto the table.

“Marisol Perret,” she says finally, looking up. “Do you solemnly swear that all answers you have given in your previous interview are correct?”

I discreetly swallow before answering, so I don’t stammer. Another trick my parents have taught me. I look her in the eye and say, “Yes, I do.”

“Drink the contents of that cup, then, and we will be sure.”

“What?”

“We have obtained a potion used by other villages to ensure honesty in the Culling interviews. Of course, we cannot afford to use it for everyone. But when there is a family history, combined with irregular responses in the interview—”

“Irregular?” My voice squeaks, and I struggle to deepen it before saying, “Irregular how, ma’am? I was told that I passed.”

“Drink the contents of that cup, and I will re-conduct the interview.”

“But—”

“Are you objecting, Marisol Perret?”

“N-no.” Control, Mari. Get it under control. “I just . . . I don’t understand. I’m not yet eighteen and if there is a change to the proceedings, my parents ought to be notified before I—”

“Are you objecting?”

“No, I—”

“Are you challenging the prerogative of the council?”

“Never. I just . . . I just want to understand.”

“Drink the potion. Answer the questions. That’s all you need to understand.”

I hesitate just for a moment. She gets to her feet and calls to the guard posted behind her. “Please note that Marisol Perret has challenged the authority of this inquisitor and the Culling.”

“No!” I leap up. “I never said—” I grab for the cup to drink, but she snatches it before I can.

“This interview is at an end. In refusing to participate, Marisol Perret has proven that she has something to hide. On that basis, she will be Culled at midnight tomorrow.”

The guard strides forward and grabs me. I struggle as hard as I can, protesting that I didn’t argue, didn’t challenge her authority, that I’ll take the potion, answer her questions . . .

He drags me out the door. The inquisitor is already gone.

See? The voice whispers. You cannot win.
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I am to be Culled. Not because of my sickness, but because they need to Cull more people this year, and I am as good a candidate as any. It is almost ironic, that after years of hiding my sickness, it isn’t even that which damns me. It is a simple matter of logistics.

They need to reduce the population. My family has a history of sickness. I briefly questioned this new technique for revealing it. Anyone would have questioned it, feared it would reveal some hidden thread of sickness. We all worry about that in this world. We can’t help it. We analyze every thought and emotion for the signs that could see us Culled.

I remember when I first started showing symptoms. My mother had tried to calm my fears. We all show “signs,” she said, to some degree. We are sadder some days, more anxious on others. We have the occasional wild imagining. We may have a voice in our head that encourages us to do wrong or chides us when we do. It is a matter of scale. At the one end, yes, there are those like the man in the cage, where the sickness has eaten his mind. But they deserve care, not fear. And for the rest, like me, it is a matter of dealing with the symptoms as one would any minor ailment and allowing me to remain a productive member of society.

I don’t know if I believe her. I’ve seen the man in the cage, and heard the words of the council too many times. I feared his fate was, indeed, my future.

Yet it is not. My future is to be dragged into the desert beyond the village and executed before I can consume any more precious resources.

My future ends at midnight.

Unless . . .

“We’ve bought the exemption, Mari,” Dieter whispers outside my cell. He’s snuck in. No one can visit those waiting to be Culled, but there are ways. Just as there are ways to avoid execution. My family has paid—dearly, I’m sure.

An exemption.

That does not mean I will be allowed to stay. Only that my life will be spared. That I will be freed once I’m taken to the place of execution. Freed to die in a barren desert wasteland. Because that’s the only option, no matter how much desperate families convince themselves otherwise.

My family has paid for hope. And that’s why I won’t tell them to keep their money. However steep the cost, my mother still blames herself for not being able to scrape enough together when my aunt was Culled. My family needs that hope, to believe I have survived, found others who’ve been exiled, living like nomads in the desert. It is an impossible dream, but I owe it to them.

Once I’m freed, I’ll find a quick way to die. It may not be as merciful as the executioner’s axe, but it will grant me dignity. Choice.

I hug Dieter as best I can through the bars, and we both cry, but I tell him I’ll be fine. I’m resourceful and determined. My sickness is far from debilitating. So, I’ll be fine. Just fine. Better even, without the specter of the Culling hanging over me. I’ll miss them all, but in the end I’ll be better off.

Yes, the voice whispers. You will.
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We are taken into the desert at midnight. Taken far from the outer wall, so that no one traveling from the village in the days to come will stumble over our desiccated bodies. When we reach the spot, I see headless corpses stacked like cordwood, undisturbed from previous Cullings because there are no longer predators large enough to drag them away. The very sand around us is stained permanently red. Somewhere in that pile is my aunt. I turn away before I find myself searching for her.

The executioner works methodically. We are bound in a line, and he does not even free us from our ropes. We all kneel, still in that line, and he works his way down it. There are eleven of us. I know their names. Have spoken to them all before. In a village of two hundred, it is impossible not to have crossed paths. But here, we say nothing. We simply wait, resigned.

The executioner gets to the last three. I’m between the other two. The girl next in line will have an exemption. My family is well off; hers is wealthy. Sickness runs in it as well, the methodical sickness, with its obsessions and compulsions. I knew her in school, and had noticed those tendencies, but they were so slight they impaired her not at all. This year, that doesn’t matter. This year, she was Culled.

She will have an exemption, though. That means the last three of us do. That’s the logical way to do it, leave us for the end. Yet the executioner raises his axe and she lets out a cry, and I know she does have an exemption . . . and it doesn’t matter. It never mattered. Wasted hope.

The axe falls, severing the rope binding her to the string of new headless corpses for the pile. Then it rises again and cuts the one between us. Another cut separates me from the young man to my right. We rise, shaking off the rope as the executioner efficiently tosses the new corpses on top of the old. We remain unmoving as he wordlessly begins the long trek back to the village.

“We should stick together,” I say. “There’s a chance we can survive if we—”

They run, in separate directions, leaving me alone.

What did you expect? The voice whispers.
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I walk until I can’t. Then I sleep. I need to find an easy way to kill myself, but nothing presents itself in this endless desert. I won’t die of exposure. I just won’t—that’s a horrible way to go. Tomorrow I’ll figure out a solution, even if it means burying my head in the sand and suffocating. For now, I’m too exhausted to even try that.

I wake in the night to a hand on my shoulder, but as I jump up, I don’t panic. I think it’s one of the other exemptions. They’ve realized I’m right—that we might stand some chance of survival together. He or she has tracked me down, not difficult through the sand. I’m a little alarmed by how eagerly I rise, just as I am by how disappointed I’d been when they ran. I might tell myself I don’t hope to survive, but obviously I do. I cannot help it.

When I leap up, though, the face over my own is a weathered stranger’s. He squeezes my shoulder and says, “Be calm, child. We have a place for you. A proper place.”

A proper place.

You know what that means, the voice whispers.

An image of the man in the cage flashes through my mind. I’ve heard stories of this, of towns where they don’t merely display one of the “sickened” as an example but where they have an entire menagerie of them for entertainment.

A proper place.

“Come,” he says. “We’ll—”

I lash out. I hit him hard, a blow to the stomach, and he falls back in surprise. I scramble up only to see two other shadowy figures. One holds a blade that glints in the starlight. I run at the other, who seems unarmed, but she knocks me down, and says, “We’ll have to do it this way, then,” and presses a noxious-smelling cloth over my mouth and nose. I still fight, I fight so hard, but my struggles fade and I fall into night as the voice whispers, There is no escaping. You always knew that.

I wake several times, enough to realize I’m in a cart, but I’m so groggy I fall straight back to sleep, lulled against my will by the heaviness in my head and the rhythm of the cart wheels. When I am finally able to open my eyes more than a slit, I’m no longer in that jostling cart. I’m in a darkened room on a pile of blankets, my head cradled on a pillow.

I rise and blink. It’s a shelter of some kind, with fabric overhead. A tent? We’ve stopped to camp, then.

I blink to help my eyes adjust. Daylight seeps in through the fabric seams. The weathered man sits beside me. His eyes are closed, though. He’s fallen asleep at his post.

I creep from my bed, my gaze fixed on him. He doesn’t stir. I make it to the tent flap and push it open. Light floods in, and I’m blinking to adjust again. That’s when I hear voices—someone giving orders, someone talking, someone laughing. Voices from every direction.

I push my head out and see that I’m in a village. There are tents, like the one I’m in, but permanent buildings, too.

I curse under my breath. I’ve reached my destination. My proper place.

No matter. I can still escape. No one guards the door. I’ll move carefully and, if I’m spotted and recognized as a stranger, I’ll run. If I’m caught, I’ll fight hard enough that they’ll decide I’m not worth the effort and kill me. That will be better than any fate they have in store for me.

I slip along the tent. I can see people down the road. Two people walk and chat. A young woman hammers a board onto the side of a house a few doors down. A man heading toward her has some kind of device braced under his arm and his pant-leg hangs oddly, as if he’s missing part of his leg. I stare at that, but I presume it’s a recent injury and he’ll be Culled next time, though it seems strange they’d waste the medical care required to treat such an injury. They certainly don’t in my village. That keeps my attention and I walk out further than I intend.

Someone spots me—an older woman coming around the corner, talking to a man who seems distraught. She’s assuring him everything is fine. I stare at that, too. Public displays of emotion are unwise—they could be mistaken for sickness. Perhaps she is his mother, getting him quickly off the street before anyone notices. She gives me a smile as she goes by, but apparently she’s too caught up in her charge to notice I’m a stranger.

I look around. I can see a wall, like the one around our village, and I make my way toward it. As I do, a noise startles me, but it’s only a thin piece of wood banging lightly in the breeze, a notice nailed to a building. I can’t resist sidetracking to read it.

Village meeting next moon to discuss settlement at newly discovered spring.

Volunteer settlers may sign up for interviews at this time. Single, young tradespeople preferred but exceptions, as always, made for families.

A new spring? Our village found one years ago, but decided it was too far to transport water. Why had they not considered this—relocating people to start a new village? Perhaps that wasn’t possible and this was a trap—people would leave and never return, executed as a form of the Culling. Even as I think this, I know it doesn’t make sense.

I look around. I see the man with the walking device has stopped. He’s giving instructions to the young woman working on the building. She listens as he picks up a hammer and demonstrates, no more restricted by his impairment than I am by mine.

I look toward the distant wall and then back at what I can see of the village.

Is it possible this isn’t what I thought?

No, I cannot believe that. I want it too much. Hope is a dangerous thing.

I continue toward the wall. That’s when I see a picture on a building wall. A huge picture, taller than me. It’s not of anything, not a literal representation. I see trees and storm clouds and lightning bolts, and it is magical and wondrous and terrifying. It reminds me of my aunt’s picture, the one my parents hid. It reminds me of my own, too. Mine represented the maelstrom of my mind, the things I see in my head, equally wondrous and terrifying. And here they are, drawn large.

I’m seeing things. I must be. No one would show these things in public. No one would dare.

“Do you like it?” a voice asks behind me.

I turn to see my mother. It’s then that I’m sure I’m dreaming. Or lost in my sickness, finally pulled under by that ever-threatening tide.

But it’s not my mother. She’s too young, perhaps around her thirtieth year. This woman looks like her and yet is not her. She looks like me and yet is not me. She’s somewhere between the two and when I see her—really see her—a memory sparks deep in my mind.

“Hello, Marisol,” she says. “It’s been a long time.”

I open my mouth, but my voice catches, a sob coming out instead. My aunt reaches for me and pulls me into a hug and says, “You’re safe now,” and for the first time, the voice agrees.

Yes, now you’re safe.


  DALLAS’S BOOTH

Suzanne Church




Dallas and his equipment waited for someone to dash into his phone booth and place a call. Any call. Trucks and streetcars screamed by while he squinted down at the sweet neon glow shining through the booth’s plastic walls. The painted sheet metal roof had been defiled with a splat of white and green sludge—a Rorschach inkblot of defamation.

Damned birds.

He limped into the kitchen, channeling his rage into the knurled handle of his cane. His mother had presented him with the device when he’d still believed in the merits of physiotherapy. She’d found it at one of those conventions where people wore elf ears and talked in made-up languages. She declared it “cool.” Said it would reduce the embarrassment factor. Wrong.

He grabbed a broken bucket from under the kitchen sink and filled it to just below the crack. Slopping and sloshing with every step, he walked back and heaved the water through his second-story window at the roof of his booth.

Problem solved.

Abandoning the bucket, he headed for the only seat in his living room: his lime-green leather chair. A throne in a cluttered kingdom of electronics.

He flicked the “On” switch for the lipstick-cam and turned the dial left, then right, then left once more to adjust the contrast for the live-feed video image of his booth’s inner sanctum. Next, he activated the power bars for the computers, monitors, and the two banks of audio sensors and recording devices. Finally, he scanned the labyrinth of wires, particularly those leading to the parabolic microphone hidden behind the Twice-the-Bargain Pizza sign below his apartment.

All go.

Pleased, he removed the headphones from the chair’s arm and waited for a Toronto denizen too stingy to own a cell phone. Or too paranoid to use one.

After almost two hours, the equipment auto-activated. He licked his lips at the sound of a coin dropping.

“Hi, Mom. It’s me,” she said.

With a glance at the monitor, he savored the voice of the brunette repeat-customer he’d nicknamed “Becky”.

A pause, and she added, “He did it again.”

The microphone didn’t register the other side of the conversation. Tampering with a public phone was more illegal than Dallas’s other, lesser indiscretions.

He squirmed in his chair, thinking of Becky’s choices. Why call your mother, when you should call the cops?

Becky sniffled. She turned to face the hidden camera and the dark, swollen region around her eye conveyed her latest struggle. “On the face this time. He’s not trying to hide the bruises anymore.”

Dallas waited through another pause, as Becky’s mother probably insisted she leave the guy. He twisted the headphone cord between his fingers.

She turned her back on the camera and played with the coin-return slot. “I can’t. He went out for smokes and he’ll be right back. I needed to hear a friendly voice, that’s all.”

Another pause.

“He’d find me.” Becky sniffled. “He has people everywhere.”

Dallas wanted to shout out the window, “Leave him!”

Live-feed-Becky shook her head. “Mom . . . I love you. Gotta go.” She hung up.

The equipment recorded for five extra seconds as Becky opened the door and fled the booth into the humid summer air. Dallas grabbed his cane and walked to the window. He leaned back, in case she looked up, and watched her hurry around the corner.

He needed to catalogue the call into his “Becky” directory. Calling up the new file, he said to himself, “If the bastard ever uses my booth, I’ll kill him.”

He opened a digital photo of Becky he’d taken months earlier. In the profile shot, captured with a zoom lens, she wore a forlorn expression. He touched the computer monitor, yearning for the soft warmth of her skin. With closed eyes, he fantasized how he would brush her hair aside and place his hand under her chin. She would look into his eyes, helpless against his strength, and he would kiss her moist lips. Finally, her body would relax, safe in his arms.
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Dallas woke with a start, from a call in progress. He jammed on the headphones.

“I told you, two kilos.” The spiky-haired punk-of-a-dope-dealer Dallas had nicknamed “Bob” glared in the direction of the hidden camera.

Dallas scowled at live-feed-Bob.

“Early Friday.” Bob took a drag from his cigarette and then polluted the booth with his filthy habit. “Under the expressway. Put it in a duffel bag this time.”

After a pause, Bob slammed the receiver onto the cradle and stormed out of the booth.

“Be nice to my phone, dirt-bag.” Dallas sat in the dark, waiting for Bob to vacate the zone, before cataloguing the call. His stomach growled loud enough to wake the roaches.

“Better scurry or I’ll squish you,” he said to them as he entered the kitchen. He always opened the fridge without turning on the light so they wouldn’t do their worrisome flee-and-hide dance. He slid two cheese slices from the package and loaded a plate with crackers from the cupboard. Un-wrapping each slice carefully, he folded them twice to make four perfect squares—the filling for eight cracker-sandwiches. Then he coaxed cold water from the tap into his mug with the chipped rim.

Each mouthful felt like a piece of his childhood, the processed cheese an orange window into lazy Saturday mornings filled with cartoons and bad sitcoms. In those days, he could sit cross-legged, ride a bicycle, and frolic in a park without a second thought, lucky enough to live the invisible life afforded only to the healthy members of society.

Once he’d finished his snack, he rinsed his dishes and set them in the rusty drain tray. The stove clock read 2:25 a.m. on his way to the bedroom. Leaning his cane against the night table, he sat on the unmade bed. The sheets felt slimy against his skin as he rolled onto his back. “I’ll ask Mom to clean you more frequently,” he told them. The sheets remained unimpressed.

“How can Becky stay with that guy?” he asked the ceiling. “The next time she uses the booth, I’m going down there to talk some sense into her.”

Yeah, right, the ceiling jeered.

Because of his earlier nap, he couldn’t find sleep. Instead, he lay on the bed with his arms crossed over his chest, fantasizing himself into a hero’s shoes.
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When he rubbed the sleep from his eyes, the sunbeam had passed the foot of the bed to shine on the filthy wall. Stretching his stiff muscles, he stood and walked to the closet. The scrawny guy with the mangled leg glared from the mirror with disapproval.

Mom’s gonna be here soon. He grabbed his cut-off sweat pants from the pile on the floor and pulled them over his boxers. Yanking his last clean T-shirt from a hanger, he struggled to put it on with one hand while holding the cane with the other.

He skipped breakfast, choosing instead the lime-green chair. Mornings always dragged. Disasters requiring a payphone took time to develop. Through the window, a kid’s screaming tantrum mingled with the screech of streetcar wheels against metal tracks. Before long, Dallas heard the unmistakable three taps on the apartment door.

“Dallas? It’s Wednesday.”

He turned off the booth’s video feed, shuffled to the door, and said, “Hi, Mom.”

She hugged him. “You’re looking . . . well, I suppose. It’s good to see you, honey.” She picked up two bags of groceries and set them on the kitchen counter, leaving the door uncomfortably open. Dallas turned his back to the gaping doorway, anxiously waiting for her to bring the remainder of the supplies inside.

As she stowed the food in the kitchen, she yelled, “Drag the laundry bag to your room, would you? I’ll stow your clean clothes after this.”

“My leg’s bothering me, today.” The excuse sounded as weak as his self-esteem.

“Fine. I’ll get it.” She returned to the open door and hauled the big laundry bag through, catching dust bunnies as she dragged it along the floor. “I’ll run the vacuum around for you, too,” she added, as she closed the door with a reassuring thud.

“Thanks,” said Dallas, as much for the closed door as the offer to clean. “Don’t forget my sheets.”

“I’ve started stripping them already,” she called from his room. “Oh, and I bought cherry Pop-Tarts as your special treat this week.”

Dallas winced. “Cherry’s not my favorite. I’d rather you get blueberry.”

She scowled, standing in his living room with a handful of soiled sheets. “That’s the thanks I get for doing your shopping?”

“Sorry, Mom. Thanks, so much. For everything. Really.”

She disappeared into his room again. “Did you get that programming contract from that company? I noticed your computer’s running.”

“Yeah. But they won’t pay me until the work’s done. Could you lend me another hundred?”

“Transfer what you need.” She sighed with the disappointed tone that Dallas despised. “You know all of my account numbers.”

“Thanks.”

While she scurried around the apartment, tidying, vacuuming, and giving him the I’m-so-disappointed-in-you stare, Dallas sat at his computer and pretended to work. He counted to a hundred in his head, seven times, and reached sixty-three before she finished.

She stood by the door, waiting for him to see her off, and said, “Why don’t you go for a walk? It’s a beautiful day.”

“I don’t want to.”

“You can’t hide in here forever.”

“So you say.”

She held out a business card.

He stared at it. “What is it this time, Mom?”

Holding the card up so he could read the print, she said, “Lizzie’s daughter sees this therapist at the free clinic.”

“I hate shrinks.”

“She’s a counsellor, not a psychiatrist. No drugs, just a sounding board. Besides, the exercise would help your leg.”

“Nothing will help my fucking leg!”

“I’m sorry.” She rubbed at her eyes, clearly holding back tears. “I’m only trying to help.”

He bit his lip, crossed his arms over his chest, and said, “I’m sorry for losing my temper, Mom, but I need to get back to work.”

“Sure. Whatever.” Grabbing the full laundry bag, she added, “See you next week. I love you.”

“Love you, Mom.”

She closed the door behind her.

He squinted through the peephole, keeping his attention on her and avoiding the edge of ruin. She descended the stairs, traversing them as if her feet performed the easiest action in the world. Her ragged gray hair bobbed down with a rhythm of innocence, unaware of her peril. At any moment she could lose her balance, catch a toe in a rut, or fall headfirst over the side as the archaic railing collapsed under her grip. He opened the door and tried to say, “See you next week.” But the sight of the stairs brought forth a terror that gripped his throat. Only a squeak emerged.

As he locked the door, his surveillance equipment auto-activated. He hurried to luxuriate in the first call of the day.

“Russell, it’s me.” A new caller. After donning the headphones, Dallas studied the video-feed. The newbie had dark hair pulled into a pony tail, long bangs obscuring his eyes, and a stocky build, likely from work that required his hands not his brain. “I locked the keys in the car. Can you meet me at—”

Dallas tugged the headphones off with one hand and set them on the chair. No point listening to a one-timer. Returning to the kitchen, he retrieved the Pop-Tarts. He opened a two-pack, broke off half of the top one, and headed back to his chair. He checked the equipment and gazed at the artificial too-red-for-cherry filling between the ragged edges of pastry.

As he squeezed the edges of the tart together, the jam oozed out, dragging Dallas back in time.

He looked past the subway stairs, at the blood pooled between the jagged bones erupting from his mangled leg. People shouted while the train barreled into the station.

He shook his head, forcing his attention back to reality. His cell phone rang. He dropped the pastry and picked up the receiver. “Yeah?”

“This is an automated call from the—” He hung up, avoiding the marketing spiel. The oppressive silence of the booth lingered. Despite the traffic streaming past his window, he felt alone in the world.

Except for Becky. She needed to escape from her husband, Doug, as Dallas had nicknamed the unknown asshole. Doug likely drank too much and downloaded porn. Doug was probably too stupid to hold down a job. In Dallas’s mind, Doug watched hockey for the fights, smoked three packs a day with the milk money, and screwed prostitutes when he wasn’t beating the life out of Becky.

The tiny fragment of Dallas’s ego that believed he could man-up vicariously played out a scenario. Next time she makes a call, I’ll open the door and descend one stair at a time. Like Mom. Once I reach the bottom, I’ll glide through the front door and pretend to wait for the phone booth. When Becky cries, I’ll offer comfort. His heart pounded at the thought of holding her, being the man that she so desperately needed. The stairs, demons of deception, snickered at his plan.

He shoved on the headphones, unable to block the mockery. He took slow, deep breaths, trying to control his fear as he waited for the world to wander into proximity.
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A caller shouted, “How could you be stuck in Niagara Falls?”

Drug-dealer-Bob again. The ass-hat looked as though he hadn’t slept since Tuesday. Bob’s unknown partner-in-crime must have woven one hell of a long excuse on the other end of the call because the drug-dealer didn’t speak for three minutes.

“Get back here, quick. I need you for a Friday delivery.” The Bob on Dallas’s live-feed picked his nose and wiped it on the inside wall of the booth.

How the hell am I going to clean that off?

A pause.

“What about Saturday?” Bob picked his nose again.

If you wipe that on the glass, I’ll come down there, and . . . you bastard!

The other person must have imparted a heap of bad news. Bob made a fist, pacing back and forth and kicking the door of the booth. Finally, Bob slammed the receiver. The equipment caught off-the-phone expletives in the five seconds before shutting off.
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The sunbeam had already caressed the foot of Dallas’s squalid bed on Friday morning when his equipment auto-activated. Did I forget to turn it off last night? Dallas sprang for his cane. By the time he reached the lime-green chair, he could hear Becky’s sobs.

“He’s furious, Mom. I’m so scared. What should I do?”

Dallas screamed the thought, Leave him! in Becky’s direction.

Her mother must have said the same words, because Becky said, “I want to. I do. But he’ll come after me.”

Dallas took a long, deep, encouraging breath, grabbed his cane, and headed for the door. The key hung where it always did, dusty and unused on the nail beside the frame. He stuffed it in his pocket, opened the door, set the spring lock, and yanked the knob behind him. He leaned against the closed door, glaring at the stairs.

Only two flights of eight.

Sixteen slippery, steep, worn-down, ugly steps.

His mother managed the trip every Wednesday. He’d done it himself, countless times, before his accident. Before his leg morphed into a dark-alley freak-show.

He inhaled, gripped his cane, and took a guarded step toward the staircase. And then one more.

After three hard swallows, and one hyperventilating fit—during which he experienced the acrid stench of the neighbour’s curry—he forced his feet to move to the brink of the summit.

Looking down made his head spin, so he focused on the ceiling. The holes of peeling paint had grown bigger and more numerous than the last time he’d stood here. The remaining paint had faded from brown to gray.

He gripped the handrail. Remarkably, it felt solid in his hand and did not—as he’d expected—break free of the wall in a crumbling mess of rust and wood. He waited, motionless, staring at the pock-marked ceiling, remembering a time when he’d taken so many aspects of his life for granted.

Sixteen risers. Eight-and-eight repetitive movements of the feet, each bringing him closer to life outside of the roach-nest he called home. Anyone could do it. Except for Dallas, the broken cripple.

“Becky needs me,” he told the stairs.

They didn’t answer.

He moved his foot forward, bit his lip, closed his eyes, and pulled back in a panic. “I can’t!” The sound of his admission echoed off the empty walls, pounding him with humiliation. Turning on his heels, he pulled out his key, fiddled with the lock, and stumbled into his apartment. The deadbolt flipped with a satisfying clunk.

Safe. Defeated.

Once his pounding heart slowed, he shuffled to his lime-green chair. Searching through folders for comfort, he played Becky’s call.

“I’m going home, Mom.” A pause. “Only a small bag, with enough for a couple of days.”

“It’s about-fucking-time,” he said aloud to replay-Becky.
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Dallas spent the remainder of the day snacking on cherry Pop-Tarts and waiting for Becky to use his booth. To summon her mother for their freedom-ride. At two minutes after seven-thirty, his heart skipped a beat when she opened the booth’s door. Fresh blood drizzled down her chin from her split lip, the bruise over her eye now dwarfed by deep wounds all over her face.

“Mo?” She sounded as though she’d stuffed cotton in her mouth. “E roke my yaw.” She cried as she listened to her mother’s advice.

Dallas gripped his cane with a surge of newfound strength and deeper, more intentional resolve. With the key still in his pocket, he charged out the front door.

Outside, with the door behind him, his surety faltered. The precipice so close, so endless. With thoughts of that poor woman, crying, broken, waiting in his booth for someone to save her, he gritted his teeth and stepped down.

One.

He panted there, exhausted. Fifteen more. Three times five. My age on the night of my first hickey.

He raised his good leg and stepped down.

Two.

The only even prime. The surgical floor at the hospital. He remained upright, safe from the stairs’ games.

Moving another step down, he thought, Three.

The first odd prime. The number of pins in my leg. The grade I barely passed, the year my teacher kept me during recess to explain how Daddy’s heart had attacked and killed him.

Dallas gulped some much-needed oxygen into his lungs, and took another step down. Then another. Three more.

Safe on the landing.

“I’m halfway,” he told the stairs. Leaning on the windowsill, he celebrated the milestone while the sun beamed through the cracked window. He could still smell the neighbour’s curry from above, now mixed with hints of lemony-fresh laundry soap from below.

Eight more.

Two times four. Two cubed. The number of strangers who donated their blood for me.

He limped toward the crest’s precipice, clutching the railing. “You’re good. Do it. Now!” Before he chickened out, he descended the entire flight of eight steps without stopping.

Gasping for breath, from pride more than effort, or maybe fear, he stood in the vestibule, eyeing the mailboxes. His mother had the only key. Forget the mail, Becky’s in imminent danger.

He pushed the main door and faced the outside world. Fresh air. Smoggy air, in reality. Despite the exhaust fumes, he took a deep breath and held it for a long while.

Becky lingered in the booth. She turned her back on Dallas when she saw him staring at her, and covered her broken face with her hand. He limped to his booth and fumbled in his pocket, pretending to search for a coin. When the door opened, he looked up at her, and said, “Miss, I—”

Without making eye contact, or saying so much as a quick, “Hi,” she dashed across the street, slipping between a streetcar and a cube van, disappearing into the Quick-Stop Variety Store.

Dallas held the door to his booth with his right hand and his cane with his left. His moment with Becky had been nothing more than a microsecond of awkward failure. Standing, exposed and defenseless on the street corner, he ducked into his booth for protection, picked up the receiver, and returned it to the hook. Noticing Bob’s disgusting snot on the plastic wall, Dallas pulled a tissue from his pocket and tried to wipe the mess away. The flimsy thing only spread the goo into a bigger glob. With his thoughts on Becky, Dallas turned to leave his booth, and froze, standing face-to-face with Dope-Dealer-Bob.

“Are you going make a call, or what, dick-bag?”

“I, uh. . . .” He gripped his cane and started out of the booth, staring at his feet, mumbling, “Forgot the number.”

Bob shoved past and closed the door.

Dallas waited outside, listening.

“Tomorrow’s no good. I don’t have . . . fuck. I’ll call you back.” Bob hung up and stepped out of the phone booth, looking past Dallas as though a mangled freak could actually be invisible.

Dallas turned to follow Bob’s sightline. Becky stood frozen outside the variety store, staring at Bob.

“Get over here, bitch!”

She waited for a gap in the traffic and then hurried across the street, head down. She mustn’t have seen the looming minivan. Its grill grazed her shoe and she stumbled to the ground next to them, safe but startled.

“Beat it, cripple.” Bob shoved Dallas hard, sending him sprawling to the pavement.

“I yeeded shome. . . .” She reached into her bag and brought out a box of feminine protection products.

Bob slapped her across the cheek. Blood poured down her messed up chin. “Put it away. I hate girl-shit.” Bob-the-Drug-Dealer was, in reality, Doug-the-Husband. One and the same. A wife beater and a criminal. The bastard used the booth for his office. Doug grabbed Becky by the arm. “Come on.”

Still sprawled on the ground, Dallas crawled toward his cane. You’re not dragging her away, he thought. Not this time. Not ever.

A silver Buick with tinted windows pulled over to the curb beside the quarrelling couple. The power window, on the passenger side, hummed down revealing a woman driver alone in the car. The plump woman’s gray hair matched her wrinkled face, the creases so deep she looked as though she’d been carved out of clay. “Gwen!” she shouted from the car.

So that’s Becky’s real name.

“Get in the car.” Her mother sounded firm and frightened.

“Fuck you, old bitch.” Doug dragged Gwen away from the car.

Gwen dug in her heels, but Doug outweighed and out-muscled her. Dallas willed her to fight harder, kick the guy, do all that she could to get away, but she seemed to have given up. She looked like a broken doll being punished by the mean kid at recess.

As Doug hauled Gwen around the corner and into the quiet side street, her mom abandoned the Buick, leaving the door open and the engine running, to hurry after them. “Let her go. Right now!”

Gwen sobbed.

Dallas hobbled to his feet with the help of his cane. He couldn’t allow Gwen to move out of sight.

The commotion caught the attention of a young woman smoking a cigarette on her front porch. She yelled, “Hey, leave her alone or I’ll call the cops.”

Doug held up a hunting-style knife and yelled, “Mind your own fucking business, bitch.”

The smoker stubbed out her cigarette and disappeared inside.

Gwen’s mother yanked her daughter’s right arm, trying to wrench Gwen free. Doug held firm to the other arm.

Dallas lurched toward the conflict. A car sped past him, up the side street, honked the horn at the tug-of-war, and kept moving. Once Doug took Gwen home to the privacy of their apartment, her man would teach her the worst kind of lesson, ensuring Gwen never ran away again. Ever.

Doug kicked at Gwen’s mom, to force her to release her daughter’s arm. Gwen blocked him with her own body. The scene played out like a surreal crime drama.

A streetcar stopped and three passengers disembarked. They each stared at their cell phones, earbuds stuck deep, oblivious to the volatile situation unfolding a few feet away. Assured that no one would stop him, Doug punched the old woman in the chest, sending her flying.

“Awk,” mumbled Gwen.

Close now, Dallas saw a spark in her eye, a flare he’d never seen before on his live-feed. Gwen pounded at Doug, her fists and shoes an explosion of fury, hitting more air than man, as though she’d stored every ache in a jar, and now smashed the glass and everything inside it deep into the source of her anguish.

Dallas raised his cane with both hands, holding it like a hammer people used to ring-a-bell for a prize. With sweaty hands, he called up every ounce of frustration that he’d felt for Gwen, for her mother, but mostly for Doug. The cane arched, smashing into the back of Doug’s head.

He dropped. Dallas made contact again, screaming, “Damn you!” with such ferocity that spit flew from his mouth. For this blow, he used all of his contempt for every stair that had distanced him from the outside world.

Gwen and her mother stood motionless, watching. They stared at Dallas like a fiend and a champion, all stuffed into one crumpled package.

He smiled weakly, holding the bloody cane behind his back, ashamed of his brutality. “You’re safe now B . . . Gwen. You should go with your mother.” He pointed his head toward Doug. “I think he’s done.” Across the street, the smoker stood on her porch again, clapping.

“Ank ou.” Gwen reached out a hand to touch Dallas, changed her mind, and pulled it back.

“Hurry,” said Dallas. “He won’t hurt you anymore.”

The mom asked, “How do you know my daughter’s name?” The two women supported each other with a hug-hold.

He shrugged. “You called her by name.”

“What’s your name? No, on second thought, I think it’s best if we don’t know.” She guided her daughter toward the open car. Gwen climbed into the passenger seat of the Buick.

Dallas followed, waving goodbye. The car window hummed closed. He watched them disappear around the corner, and then returned to Doug, studying the man’s chest for movement. He lay still. Dallas wanted to say something profound, some hero-epitaph that would torment Doug on his way to hell, but he couldn’t put any meaningful words together.

He looked over at the smoker. She shouted, “Beat it. Before the cops come. I didn’t see jack shit.”

He grabbed the knob of his cane, his hand slipping on the blood. He thought about extracting a tissue from his pocket, but his hands had blood on them, too. He knelt down and wiped all of the mess onto Doug’s shirt. The red stain looked vivid and hyper-real against the stark white T-shirt. Blood red, not cherry red. Would Gwen, her mother, or the smoker snitch? Would the cops take one look at Gwen’s face and call it all justice?

No matter what, I saved her. She’s free.

And so am I.

His stomach growled. He searched Doug’s pockets, relieved him of his cash, and headed across the street to buy a box of blueberry Pop-Tarts.
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“Strangers Among Us . . . is impoftant, shifing a: much-néeded

spotlight on issues that ‘get faF too littleMditéntion. A woriderful
anthiology, one of the major SF&F bookéof the year. Bravo!”

—Robert ¥ Sawyen Hugo Award-winning
author of Quantum Night
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