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Shard


Up until the first time I saw a woman alone, I was only pretending to be a barbarian.

My family has had this place on the ocean since the sixties. They ran a boys’ camp out of it but now it’s just a summer home and they rent it out to whomever wants a week or two of serenity on the coast of Maine. The all-American grass goes out a ways past the house till the yard abruptly drops off into what probably has some fancy geological name but we just call it the rocks. It’s safe as long as you watch your step— safer, I think, for a kid, since we can clamber and don’t fall as far. The cliffiest rocks wear the tide like pants. You can find sea glass and iridescent shells out there but it’s no stocked aquarium or anything, just little crabs, snails, barnacles, and mussels, and I suppose I’m grateful for that.

To hang out on a real beach with sand you have to “walk the rocks”, we call it, though it’s plenty of climbing and jumping, too, and the tide’s got to be low enough to give you space to work with. Head southeast—that’s the left side of the dock— and follow the coast for half a mile. Maine’s got a coastline longer than California because it dips in and out so much; the beach is less than a quarter mile from the house through the woods as the crow flies but people own that.

When I found the shard I’d been old enough and strong enough to walk the rocks on my own for quite some time but the important thing was I was old enough to be allowed and old enough to have the kinds of problems a boy needs to solve out in nature in silence and solitude rather than by frolicking with his family. At the southern tip of the little nothing peninsula that’s the way to the beach, about halfway through the trek, is where I found it, sticking up from some lumpy rocks as water washed around it.

It stood out because it was so black it looked fake, like computer graphics. I went and lifted it out of its special notch it had gotten stuck in with both hands. It was roughly shield-shaped but not symmetrical; if it had been, I would’ve gotten upset. My instinct said it was more stone than glass, but again I’m no geologist. Sea glass is red or green or brown or clear weathered to white, because bottles are. But this thing was smooth, shiny— and reflective.

I held it up to my face like the devil’s wife’s hand mirror and the woman looked back. I just about jumped out of my sneakers and fell backward— a bump of my head on the rocks could’ve ended it all right there. Could you imagine? Head over heels.

She was beautiful, but you know that if you would’ve bet a million bucks on that you would’ve won a dollar. She was too melancholy to spark instant excitement in me, though, especially because she looked about twenty and I as a rule I don’t fantasize about older women because it’s not realistic that they would reciprocate. White woman, long dark hair, serious bones, and green eyes, I thought, but it was hard to tell because either the shard itself washed out the colors or she was located in some grim void that was wheezing out life. I thought, this is exactly the kind of girl who would get stuck in a black shard.

I held her up to the sunlight and improvised some experiments to run. She wasn’t a picture, a crazy piece of art— she was a reflection of my own gaze. And moving! Not much. Blinks, the gentle ebb and flow of breaths. Never opened her lips more than a crack. Not a video, or a looping animation. Just stoic vigilance, like she was following the command, “Stay here and watch carefully.” More like a window, then?

“Hello?” I said, feeling stupid, and grateful no one else was around. There was no response or reaction. I knocked on her face like a door.

I pulled her in close and kissed her right on the lips. Nothing— excepted I started to sweat more.

This girl didn’t notice me at all. Naturally, I became obsessed with her. Right away I turned around and went back to the house— a common occurrence if, say, I found a lost buoy to wash and hang in my room back home and wanted to make sure it was secured.

I held her against my chest like a child as I walked up the lawn. Dad and Morgan were playing ladderball out back and bickering about the rules so I smuggled her in no problem but Mom was in the kitchen working on pulled pork for the slow cooker and she asked what did I have there and I said a cool rock.

The internet had no easy ride to this seaside sanctuary in Maine because Dave and Rob gave Uncle Darrell hell about 5G networks and the cancer and mind control they cause, never mind the question of why someone would go to the trouble of hacking someone’s brain only to give them cancer; they just about came to blows. But reason prevailed and so I was indoors on the internet on a beautiful day by the ocean and that’s how I learned that if anyone finds a black rock on the beach, they have a burning need for the rest of the internet to assure them it’s obsidian. I get it. It’s seductively creepy, like a rock but wrong. Native Mesoamericans studded wooden bats with it because durability be damned, you could lop someone’s head right off. In a game I play about a bunch of monsters there’s one based on obsidian and it hits like a sharp truck but shatters itself at any physical blow and taming it for your own use feels like living life on the edge.

Again though I like to think I have a solid head on my shoulders— more than my cousins, anyway, and not between the ears, I mean that the attachments at the neck are up to specifications— and even if it takes my mind a while to arrive somewhere, it at least arrives where it was supposed to go, and I knew that she was neither obsidian nor coal nor glass. I could have asked the internet about her specifically and included a picture but I figured the armchair experts would argue and I’d just fall in with whomever told me what I wanted to hear, or if they could see her face in there they’d delete my post as a hoax, or if they couldn’t see her they wouldn’t have the right information for me anyway.

I went up to my room, put her the bottom of my suitcase, took her back out, propped her against the bed and stared at her. Everyone surely thought I was reading a book. They wouldn’t have cared because I’m pretty jacked for a kid and don’t have a problem being outside like a lot of kids these days do. That started when these idiots on the school bus were picking on me for reading a book with a shirtless man on the cover. I remember the exact story: this barbarian was detained to testify as a witness to a crime; the court was picking on him and he couldn’t understand why, so he just killed the judge and ran away to become a pirate and joined a naked lady pirate who probably didn’t look so great without sunscreen, but it was just a fantasy. What happened with me and those kids is not important— I mean, I didn’t beat them up, as I was too skinny. That barbarian was certainly chaotic but I at least wanted the choice he had. Over the summer I helped Grandpa with a lot of stuff outside— a lot!— and when I went back to school it seemed I was free to read whatever I wanted. I have been for a few years now.

That side of me worried the woman was in trouble. Imprisoned somewhere? Maybe in the shard itself. But if I smashed it apart and nothing happened or it killed her, she’d be gone forever. If I smashed it apart and she emerged, then I’d have a stranger in our vacation home! So I couldn’t smash it without knowing more.
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