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 The Night of The
Mothers

 


On the longest night of
the year, the women of Cré gather quietly, dressed in their festive
garments, whiter than snow, to walk the gentle hill towards the
Hearth of the Gemini, whose limestone walls glow ghostly in the
distance. They have no lights to guide them, other than those of
the stars and the moon, as they slowly join in long files, which in
turn join larger streams, which in turn join the main procession to
pass through the gate of the Hearth together, like confluences of
rivulets and rivers finding their way to the sea.

Nobody utters a single
sound, as it has been the tradition for thousands of years, and
with each year passing, the significance of this silence amplifies
and lends more decorum to the sacred ritual. It isn’t forbidden to
talk, there is no mention in the law that everything has to happen
in silence, but every woman and girl past the age of thirteen knows
and abides by this unspoken rule, as a measure of respect and pride
in their tradition.

Once past the gate the
group disperses to fill the large round hall at the center of the
Hearth, settling into their customary places, by family and by
rank, grandmothers, mothers and daughters, quietly sharing the
celebration of womanhood and the privilege of being allowed to bear
the gift of life.

The hall is completely
dark, but no one stumbles, or fails to find their place. For every
one of them, including the thirteen year old girls, for whom this
is the first time they are allowed to participate in the Night of
the Mothers, the Hearth’s great hall is as familiar as their own
homes. There isn’t a single person in Cré, man, woman or child, who
hadn’t spent time there during the warm months, because it is the
home of the Twins, and the Twins’ daily activities are the blood
and purpose of city life.

For those for whom this is
their first celebration the place feels different during the Night
of the Mothers, however, and a bit intimidating in its highly
ceremonial decor, because this is the first opportunity to
experience the hall in the Twins’ absence, devoid of the usual
laughter and chatter and playful chaos the two carry with them
everywhere they go. Their sunken beds, shallowly carved in the
stone floor and marking the center of the hall, are empty, their
edges strewn with mistletoe and ivy. The shape of the beds is
strange, two halves of the same circle, barely separated by a slab
of agate, so thin it is translucent, and whose bright orange, blue
and burned sienna hues provide startling contrast to the sparseness
of the room.

Almost thirty feet tall
and surrounded by slender columns, its vaulted ceilings stripped of
unnecessary details, the room is otherwise empty and every word
spoken in it reverberates in endless echoes and bounces about the
structure, rising higher and higher, until it reaches out to the
sky through the large oculus at the top of the central dome. The
opening seems small seen from below, on account of it being so high
up, but it is in fact the exact size of the circle that borders the
Twins’ beds in the center of the floor, and perfectly aligned with
them too, so that whatever sparse rays the starry night lets
through will all be shining down on their circular bed, connecting
it to the sky via a column of ethereal radiance.

As their eyes adjust to
the scant light, the women of the Cré start distinguishing the
activity that is unfolding around them, whose only indication is
the soft shuffling of feet. Right in front of them, on the other
side of the twin stone beds, the matrons of the High Council wait
for the clock tower to strike midnight, the hour when the
celebration of the winter solstice traditionally begins. At the
center of the group, the city matriarch waits patiently to preside
over the ceremony.

She is a dignified woman
whose hair is almost as white as the loose ceremonial scarf that
covers her head, an artful piece of needlework, the work of a
master creweler, embroidered with white silk and silver thread.
Nobody remembers how old the matriarch is, not even the women of
her generation, but her unwrinkled face looks ageless, almost like
it is carved in stone.

The clock strikes midnight
and the soft shuffling subsides, and every eye in the room turns
towards her.

With very measured
gestures she repeats the ritual of the lighting of the candle, the
same way she had done for many decades, and the soft flicker of the
candle flame, the only light in the room, casts a halo around her
features as she speaks the first words of the ceremony.

“Tonight we celebrate the
woman folk who had been graced with the gift of bearing life. This
is the longest night of the year, and yet our souls are filled with
light, hope and patient anticipation of life’s renewal. We are
grandmothers, mothers and daughters, who have joined together to
rejoice in the knowledge that those who have never known a mother
will return to us in the fullness of time, as they do every year.
Tonight we share the light, to remember that we are daughters of
women and mothers of women, we are of the same flesh, we are of the
same blood, and we are bound through the centuries to all those who
have come before us and all those who are yet to be.”

The little flicker of her
candle flame touches the wicks of the candles held by the matrons
to her left and to her right, and then their tiny flickers multiply
by tens and by hundreds as the warm glow disperses through the
crowd to form waves and streams of light, and it feels like all of
a sudden hundreds of faces appeared, framed by artfully embroidered
white scarves, faces young and old, placid and curious, poised and
fidgety, the celebrants of the feast.

“Each winter solstice the
Night of the Mothers is one and the same, forever reverberating
through time. The cradles of the Twins are still empty, but like
expectant mothers who await childbirth we have came to whisper to
them our wishes and prayers, knowing they will be granted in due
time. With reverence, we ask the matrons of the High Council to
start the procession.”

The restless flow of white
garments and candle lights accumulate towards the center of the
hall, as the members of each matrilinear line approach the center
of the Hearth together, to make wishes for the coming year and to
place white anemones in the shallow beds. Time seems to stop
flowing in the monotonous rhythm of their silent procession, and
only the growing mound of white flowers attests to its passing. As
the last woman approaches the circle, the first glow of the morning
perches on the horizon. The matriarch speaks again.

“We have gathered to
witness the longest night of the year together. We have seen the
first dawn of the year renewed. Let us now part so that we may
return to our homes, but let our hearts remain united by its
light.”

This was little Aifa’s
first grown-up celebration, and she walked clumsily on her way
home, wobbling behind her mother and grandmother, gazing with tired
eyes at the glow of the sunrise, still quiet, despite the fact that
after the ceremony was over, the unspoken custom of keeping silent
no longer applied. She was trying to take in as much of the meaning
of this event as she could, and had to admit that all the
preparation she did before it did not completely jive with the
experience itself. Her preparation had been more involved than
usual because she was to become a Caretaker, like her mother, and
her grandmother before her, and all of her female ancestors, going
so far back in time nobody in the family could remember when this
great honor was bestowed upon it. They were the keepers of the
Hearth, the many earthly mothers of the Twins, the immortal beings
who, in their long, endlessly repeating existence, had never known
a mother of their own.

Aifa had never been all
that good with children and worried endlessly about being made
responsible for the well-being of what one could call a pair of
demigods. The Twins were human, sure, if one could call human a
being which disappears without a trace each year at the beginning
of the dark season, only to reemerge, as a young child, when nature
comes back to life in spring. There were many legends regarding the
origin of the Twins, like there were many legends relating to every
holiday, feast and celebration in their symbolic year; legends and
traditions were the life blood of Cré’s society, the meaning of
life itself. Some believed the twins had descended from the sky,
others that they were the fruit of an enormous blue-green flower,
whose petals had subsequently scattered across the Earth to become
the oceans and the seas. Others swore the Twins were born fully
human, only to be subjected to an enchantment that made them relive
the same year. The truth is nobody really knew, and the shelves of
the anthropology section of the library were buckling under the
massive weight of Twin mythology, whose sheer volume of information
was daunting to all but the strongest of heart.

All of this symbolism was
somewhat lost on Aifa, despite her model upbringing; by the age of
thirteen any educated child was expected to know all the
intricacies of the Twin myths, but lore and legend didn’t make up
for the fact that, as far as she’d heard, the Twins were a pain to
take care of: they listened to no one, feared nothing and were
given to tantrums and fits. If one asked Aifa, if there was
anything worse than an entitled baby demigod, it must have been two
entitled baby demigods. Goodness gracious! Having to teach words,
and foods, and colors to a couple of eternal youths with the
emotional development of a three year old!

To make things worse, the
Twins were over six foot tall, or so she’d heard, and Aifa worried
about having to keep up with them. She was small and delicate, like
all the women in her family, and whatever strength she possessed
was more of spirit than of body.

She didn’t dare protest
her predetermined fate to serve as babysitter to the gods, anybody
would have been outraged if she dared complain about something
deemed to be such a great honor, and which had been automatically
bestowed upon her by the mere circumstances of her birth. Short of
the High Council, the Caretakers were the most respected members of
the community, and Aifa mumbled under her breath that without
doubt, this was due to the thankless and never ending nature of
their work. It is one thing to raise a child once, it is a
completely different thing to raise the same child again, and again
each year, starting over every spring with a new teaching of foods,
words and colors, like pushing the proverbial boulder back up the
hill.

Aifa’s grandmother didn’t
have much patience for the teen’s lack of mental discipline, which
she perceived to be a failure in her granddaughter’s upbringing,
but she secretly cheered the girl’s stubborn spirit, a great
quality for one to have if the success of one’s task bears on
perseverance.

“You’re so quiet,
granddaughter,” she commented, out of the blue, startling the
thoughtful teen. “Did you enjoy the ceremony?”

Aifa was buried so deep in
her philosophical musings, that the sound of her grandmother’s
voice made her jerk and she had to replay the question in her head
before responding.

“It was beautiful,
Doyenne,” Aifa replied, with the deference her grandmother’s
position entailed. The latter kept pushing.

“And yet not exactly what
you expected?”

Aifa didn’t know if it
would be appropriate to elaborate on her opinion, but since her
grandmother insisted, she gave it a good try.

“It’s not that, it’s
just…I expected it to be…I don’t know…” She hesitated again. “It’s
just that we all gathered at midnight, by candle light, to welcome
the year’s renewal. I didn’t expect it to be
so…traditional.”

Aifa’s grandmother started
laughing heartily.

“So, you expected it to be
more whimsical, magical, more like a fairy tale?”

“Maybe, a little bit,”
Aifa admitted. “I…I just thought I’d feel different after the
ceremony, that’s all.”

“There is no circumstance
on earth that will make you feel like anything other than what you
already are. The real magic, my dear child, the one that endures,
is the one born right inside your heart.”

 


 The Birth of Life
Itself

 


It was the week before the
feast of the Birth of Life, a time when the city of Cré was usually
bustling with activity. Everybody rushed to finish the preparations
for the feast, get the gifts wrapped, and most importantly, get
ready for the big social gathering that happened at the Hearth each
year to mark this event.

Aifa and her grandmother
had woken up very early that morning, to get to the market before
the sun was high up in the sky. They got out of their home at
sunrise, bundled in warm winter gear, and found their way to the
marketplace through the stone streets of Cré. They walked briskly
along narrow walkways, and through arched passageways, and up
flights of stairs, they walked so fast Aifa could barely keep up
with her grandmother, who had maintained herself in great shape,
despite her advanced age.

There were two reasons
that allowed this to happen. First, it was a matter of personal
pride for every man and woman in the city to take good care of both
their body and their mind: the body had to be healthy, tastefully
attired and always flawlessly groomed, and the mind had to be clear
of distasteful or dismaying thoughts. This was a moral imperative
for the elders in particular, since they were to set themselves as
examples for the younger generations. Nobody was ever sick in Cré,
the advancements of medicine had made ailments of the body a thing
of the past. Second, if somebody needed to get anywhere, they had
to walk there. The topography of the city did not allow for
roadwork accessible by any sort of vehicle. Between the stairs
going up the hill, and the passageways at times so narrow one could
only squeeze through them sideways, it was not easy to be out of
shape in this city and still be able to function.

“Keep up, granddaughter.
We don’t want to get there late, all the good stuff will be gone,”
the lady admonished, without turning her head. Her voice betrayed
no effort, as if the last three flights of stairs they had just
climbed were flat ground. Aifa picked up the pace to catch up with
her.

The streets already
started getting crowded, filled with the colors and scents of the
holiday. There were bakers, carrying their baskets full of still
warm bread on their backs, who rushed past them to sell their
merchandise door to door. There were silk fabric merchants,
praising the softness and delicacy of their fabrics to those who
stopped to admire them. There were artisans displaying their crafts
and perfumers dabbing scent on small cloth swatches. There were
coin minters, and sausage vendors, and farmers with bushels of
seasonal fruit, blending into a colorful crowd that moved through
the city like rivers through stone canyons.

Everything in Cré was made
of stone, because its architecture was meant to last forever. There
was no such thing as a temporary structure and most of the
dwellings were hundreds, if not thousands of years old.

“Thank goodness we’re
almost there,” Aifa’s grandmother said, engaging the last flight of
stairs that wrapped around an imposing building and exited
unexpectedly into the market square. “I told you we’d be late,
everybody’s already here.”

“What are we looking for,
doyenne?” Aifa asked.

“Fruit, cheese, greenery
for the wreaths. White silk thread for your holiday dress. I can’t
believe you’re still working on it, you’re going to be still sewing
on those last stitches as you’re walking into the
Hearth.”

The celebration of the
Birth of Life Itself was one of the many holidays during which the
city dwellers gave in to self-indulgence. The usual mores regarding
self-discipline and restraint went out the window, and were
temporarily replaced by sinfully hedonistic excess, mirth, and good
cheer driven by the strongest of spirits.

“Oh, dear! I almost forgot
the chestnut brandy. Your grandfather would never let me hear the
end of it”, Aifa’s grandmother mumbled, grabbing a couple of
bottles to add to her shopping basket, which was already almost
full and was getting quite heavy.

The market smelled of pine
needles, hot spiced tea and fruit pies, the usual blend of scents
that accompanied the winter holidays, and especially the feast of
the Birth of Life Itself, the day when the community celebrated the
Twins’ birthday. Of course, nobody knew when, or even if, the twins
had been born; entire philosophical schools spent centuries
debating their origin; some thought they had to be born in their
bodies at some point in time, others insisted that the two had just
been, forever, without beginning or end. That didn’t prevent the
good citizens of Cré from celebrating their birthday, which some of
the very old manuscripts in the library archives had placed at the
beginning of winter, with all the pageantry and excitement the
blessing event called for. If other holidays invited to
self-reflection and altruism, this one was a feast of pure joy and
child-like merriment, and it was so celebrated, no holds barred.
Grown men and women walked the crowded streets of Cré munching on
candy apples and praline chestnuts, fortified against the cold by
the strength of the hard cider in their cups. The city was filled
with evergreens, holiday decor, music and laughter during the giant
birthday party for the Twins.

The market square was
surrounded on three sides by the oldest buildings of Cré, and it
marked the old center of the city, the location of the first
settlement, which had remained its heart through the millennia of
its existence. The Hearth itself was there too, gracing the center
of one of the market’s long sides; during the large celebrations
the entire plaza became an extension of the ancient hall, a much
needed outlet for the overflow of people.

The fourth side of the
market, opposite the Hearth of the Gemini, was looking out to the
open waters over the old city wall, whose impenetrable
fortifications reached hundreds of feet down into the sea, and
whose foundation was constantly battered by its merciless waves.
The whole city harbor could be seen from there, not too far away,
with its ships moored by ropes covered in ice, and projecting a
forest of frozen masts and sails onto a somber sky.

Aifa loved the sea with a
passion quite difficult to understand for the average citizen of
Cré. Ever since its inception, the city had been conceived as a
shelter, a fortress against the whims and perils of the restless
waters, and with the exception of those who had made braving the
waves their life’s work, the populace simply ignored the presence
of the sea, comforted by the security of their indestructible haven
of stone.

“It runs into your blood,”
the grandmother commented as she watched Aifa gape at the rhythmic
movement of the waves, which to her sounded almost like a
heartbeat.

“What does,
doyenne?”

“The sea water,” the
grandmother smiled. “It runs in your blood. Mine too. Some of us
have been born to it.”

“Don’t you ever wonder
what’s out there, under the surface?” Aifa turned towards her
grandmother, eyes filled with wonder.

“There is wondering about
it,” the grandmother answered cryptically, “and then there is
knowing. Always strive for the knowing, granddaughter, and you
won’t have to search for the answers to your questions. The answers
will find you.”

“What is knowing,
doyenne?”

The grandmother didn’t
answer.

“Why do you think you are
drawn to the sea? Certainly nobody taught you to be curious about
it, our culture doesn’t have much interest in studying
it.”

“There is something out
there that calls out to me,” Aifa said, almost as if in a dream. “I
can’t explain why I feel this way, there is no rational explanation
to justify it, but I have no doubt there is something out there for
me. Something I should learn about.”

“The call of the sea,” the
grandmother replied thoughtfully. “You wouldn’t be the first to
hear it.”

“What do you know about
it, doyenne?”

“There are folk stories,
most of which have never been written down. Old wives’ tales say
the first settlers found two children with long flowing hair
running and playing on the beach early in spring, a boy and girl
who looked so much alike it wasn’t easy to tell them apart. The
only way to know for sure which one you were talking to was to look
into their eyes: the boy’s eyes were blue, the girl’s
green.”

“The Twins!” Aifa gasped.
“So, do some believe they have come from the sea?”

“Nobody said that, they
just said that the children were found on the beach.”

“And then? What happened
after that?” Aifa’s eyes widened.

“The villagers thought the
poor children were lost, and took them back to the city, where they
cared for them, fed them, clothed them, taught them their ways and
their laws. Legend says the children matured miraculously fast, and
by the end of fall they were all grown up, ready for their life to
begin. When the first snow fell, some swore on their lives they saw
the two disintegrate into a myriad tiny snowflakes that got carried
by the surf back out to sea. Whether that is true or not, it has
never been established, but the fact remains the villagers thought
the Twins were lost and mourned their passing. The whole village
loved them and people were inconsolable, and for three whole months
they kept looking for their beloved adopted children and praying
that wherever they were, the kindness of nature will keep them safe
from harm. Just when they had resigned themselves never to see them
again, the Twins returned, healthier and more beautiful than ever,
but with no memory of ever having known the villagers at all. So
the good people of Cré brought them back into the city, fed them,
clothed them and taught them their ways and their laws, and by the
time winter drew near, the two disappeared again.”

“So, how come there is no
mention of this in the library archives?”

“Anthropologists collected
and studied these oral traditions and found no evidence to attest
to their validity. They concluded the stories were just that,
stories.”

“So, how do we know that
their birthday is in winter?”

“I’m not sure there is
consensus about that either, but there is no harm in celebrating
their birth some time, is there?”

“But what if they just
materialized, out of nothing, the same way they
disappeared?”

“Ah, so you decided to
ascribe to that school of thought. There is no proof they are
anything other than fully human, you’ll see when they arrive. They
eat, they sleep, they feel joy and pain, just like the rest of
us.”

“Can they get hurt and
die?”

“For that year, yes. There
is evidence of several years when that happened. But they always
return healthy and unharmed the next spring.”

“What happened during
those years when they died, doyenne?” Aifa asked.

The grandmother hesitated
before answering, but because their society had based its entire
moral code on the pursuit of truth, she continued.

“It wasn’t good, child. It
felt like existence itself mourned their passing. There was famine,
and drought, and terrible storms, it felt as if the whole balance
of nature had been disrupted.”

“Is that why the High
Council decided to create the order of the Caretakers?”

“That’s right. You have
inherited a great honor. Just in case the Twins get on your last
nerve, as they undoubtedly will, always remember that you are not
babysitting two obnoxious youths with endless reserves of energy,
you are caring for the well-being of life itself.”

Aifa looked out to the
open waters, as if to search for that something that kept calling
out to her from under their dark surface. She couldn’t explain it,
and she didn’t dare mention it to her grandmother, but she just
knew the Twins were there, they were going there every winter, they
were going home.

The grandmother frowned,
almost imperceptibly, at the intense determination in her
granddaughter’s eyes.

“Don’t dwell too much on
fairy tales, granddaughter. If you were meant to be of the ocean,
you’d have been born a fish. I think learning our ways is more than
enough to occupy your time for the foreseeable future.”

“Ain’t that the
truth!” Aifa thought, dejected. The
education system of Cré started at the age of three and spanned
over two decades. There was so much to learn that it was virtually
impossible for a youngster to get a general education, and then
specialize, so varied knowledge paths split relatively early,
around the age of ten, in order to accommodate the sheer volume of
information relating to a specific vocation. The mere thought of
ten more years of it made Aifa tired.

“But what of the sea water
in my blood, doyenne?” she dared ask eventually.

“Oh,dear child! Don’t you
give credence to an old woman’s ramblings. I forget myself
sometimes,” the grandmother said, with her back turned, so that her
granddaughter couldn’t see her smile. “Use both straps for the
basket, dear, you need to keep your spine straight under the load,
and fix your apron, it looks like it’s hanging to the
side.”
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 The Blessing of the
Waters

 


Aifa had always asked
herself, ever since she was a little child, why would a community
decide to perform a ceremony that featured water during the time of
year when it was almost guaranteed to be frozen. Of course if she
asked her mother, she would have gotten hours of cross-referenced
instruction about the significance of the holiday, complete with
historical dates and the most important writings about
it.

It had to do with the
Twins, of course, everything in Cré had to do with the Twins, but
as far as the particular time of year, she couldn’t remember a
reason. To her family’s dismay, whose members were never satisfied
with the level of interest Aifa showed to her doctrinal studies,
she didn’t much care what the reason was, but that didn’t prevent
this holiday from being one of her favorites, because it involved
something very special indeed: a trip to the sea shore.

She didn’t mind the cold,
or the treacherous hike along the cliff side, made barely
practicable by snow and ice, she didn’t mind the ceremonial
carrying of water, and the religious imperative that no drop be
spilled. She saw this annual descent to the sea as a precious gift,
and she liked to keep this opinion to herself, for no
reason.

The Blessing of the Waters
brought everyone out to the shores, nobody would dream of missing
the joyful event and the field trip associated with it. Young and
old, as soon as the bells rang to mark sundown, filled their
ceremonial cups, used only for this day and no other, with water
from the fountains of their homes, and started their slow walk
towards the beach, to return the waters to the sea.

They held the ceremonial
vessel in the cupped palm of their right hand, as a reminder of
older times, when they had arrived tired and ragged to these rocky
shores, and knelt down by the sweet tasting mountain streams to
appease their thirst. In the left hand they carried the small
bundle of salt, the salt of the earth, to bless the fishing
nets.

“Don’t spill your water,
granddaughter, it is just not done!” Aifa’s grandmother
preemptively admonished; her words made the young girl sigh,
because she knew full well there was no way she was going to get
all the way to the shore with all her
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