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About a year or so after my father died, I stole his ashes off the 
mantle of the old woman’s fireplace and spread them beneath the 
old willow tree that still grew in the backyard where the garden 
used to be. It had been his garden, and he had cared for it with great 
enthusiasm. It was a cool, shady place, devoid of any vegetation save 
for the tree, and the grayish dirt stayed wet and soft throughout the 
summer months. The roots of the willow were as big as sewer pipes, 
twisted, gnarled, and knobby, pushing out of the soil like the backs 
of ancient serpents rising from the earth. At the base of the trunk 
was a group of large roots that had split the ground and created a 
wet, shallow pit, at whose bottom crawled earth worms and other 
insects amongst the lattice of smaller roots. In this hole, I put my 
father’s ashes. Within this hole, Herbert grew.

Herbert 
by Trent Hudley
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I don’t know what Herbert was, actually. Was he a thing of 
wood trying to resemble a man, or a man trying to reassemble 
himself through wood? Either way, he was neither, not wholly. 
He grew out of the roots of the willow. His skin was hard; it was 
wood, gnarled, knotty, and twisted like the roots of the tree. It was 
mottled with the green growth of new moss, and bugs crawled in 
and out of small holes in his flesh, including his mouth, nose, and 
ears. He was positioned in a fetal posture. The right side of his 
face grew from a large root and was only half formed. The growth 
pattern caused his head to twist on his neck at a grotesque angle, 
as if it had taken a rather brutal blow that had enmeshed it in the 
big root. His limbs were emaciated and bony. His left arm was 
attached to and grew from his chest, and only the thin, woody 
fingers of that hand could move. The right arm, long and skeletal, 
moved freely, and he crawled and grasped at the ground with it, 
as if he were trying to free himself from the earth. The left leg 
was unformed, and the right protruded from another large root. 
Its bony, arch-like knee ascended then descended, forming a calf 
that grew straight back into the root, devoid of a foot. He looked 
a creature of pain. 

Herbert was not my father. It was a form that resembled my 
father. The detail in the face, the color of the eyes, an expression 
now and then—it pleased me to imagine my father was somehow 
present, but he was not. That there could have been a spark of my 
father’s consciousness trapped in that contorted, wooden form is 
too much to bear. 

I didn’t discover Herbert. The old woman called me over to the 
house one day because there were strange sounds coming from the 
old garden at night. 
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“What is it?” the old woman called from the top floor window 
of the house.

At first I thought that in dim light the shadow of the tree was 
affecting my eyes, the gnarled, twisted human figure being a trick 
of the dark. Then it moved. The right hand grasped my shoe. I 
yelled, stumbled backwards, and fell. In a panic, I tried to right 
myself, but the soft, gray dirt seemed to suck me in. The more I 
struggled, the more I dug myself into the wet earth. Then the crea-
ture made a sound. It’s a hard sound to describe: an utterance, an 
amalgamation of the sounds of a mispronounced foreign word, a 
wheeze, a gagging, and a whimpering. That’s the best I can do. But 
there was something inside it that calmed and halted me. It was 
sadness. Original sadness, deep, cavernous, ancient, and honest. It 
resonated through every cell of my body. It immobilized me. I sat 
staring at the twisted, wooden thing, the arm stretching, struggling 
to grasp something as if the creature were trying to escape. Then 
it opened its eyes. It had human eyes, and I recognized them even 
though I didn’t want to. The hand grasped and struggled, and the 
creature’s sound reverberated in my chest, and I reached out for the 
hand and held it tight and drew it close to my body and kissed it 
and wept. 

“What is it?” the old woman yelled. 
“Nothing. A bird,” I said. “An injured bird caught in the branch-

es. I set it free.” 
I couldn’t see her face in the shadow of the window, but she 

stood there, not moving, staring down at me for a long moment.
“You’re lying,” she said. “I know what it is. I know what exactly 

what it is. Dear God in heaven, I know what it is,” she yelled 
through tears.
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a

I don’t know why I named the creature Herbert. It just fit. I 
liked to sit with him for hours. After the first day, I would sneak 
in the garden at night so the old woman wouldn’t see me. At first 
I just stared into the dark until my eyes adjusted and I could make 
out his shadowed face. I looked at him, and he looked back and 
made sounds. I placed a hand on his mouth and tried to hush him, 
but he babbled on, often releasing what sounded like a laugh. And 
she would hear. 

“Shut up you idiot!” she would yell. “Shut up. Why won’t you 
die? Why won’t you just go away!”

He would be silent for a moment. His eyes wide, staring into 
mine and then he would start again. 

“I know you’re there too. Go home! Leave it alone. Let the 
goddamn thing die.”

I would have to stifle myself, wanting to yell back at her to leave 
us alone.

“I hate it. Let it die, dammit. Let it die. Oh God, please let it 
die.”

After Herbert came, I changed. I began to notice things, to 
realize things, to see things, to understand things. Things that had 
always been present but which I had not had the capability of no-
ticing. I began to notice shadows that passed through the house, 
to hear voices, whispers, low moanings—not ghosts or dead things, 
but representative things, autonomous things that inhabited the 
structure of the house, the beams, the joist, the columns and ties, the 
foundation. They permeated the earth the house was built upon. Or 
maybe the earth permeated all that was upon it. I am not certain on 
that account. I was only aware of the weight, the weight of all of it.
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Eventually I tired of having to sneak into the garden at night. 
I visited him during the day, and though that house was rampant 
with life unlived, I would stop inside and try to converse with the 
old woman, but to no avail. The venom of her litanies and threats 
of suicide became tiresome. There was no conversation, only a 
monologue of self-pity and vulgar accusations against Herbert and 
his part in the misery of her life. She never spoke at me directly, 
only by implication, as if she communicated with some invisible 
agent of mercy who listened to her unending woes.

“Nobody lives like this. Nobody! I’m completely alone. No one 
cares if I’m sick, no one worries about if I’m comfortable. No one 
worries about how the sound of his voice drives me crazy. Twenty-
four hours a day nothing but nonsense comes from that thing’s 
mouth. I have no one. I don’t care. I don’t care about a goddamn 
thing. I don’t care about a damn person. I’ve got no help. I bear this 
pain alone. I should just kill the damn thing and myself. Burn the 
whole damn house and yard down. Then everyone would be happy. 
I’ll die alone. Absolutely and completely alone. No one cares.”

Most of the time I listened for a while, silently wondering how 
my presence added to her pain. I wondered, in silent guilt, if I 
could alleviate it by being a better man somehow. But at other 
times I knew she was right. 

I quit visiting the house, instead going straight to the garden to 
sit with Herbert. I enjoyed spending time with him. I would hold 
his stiff, woody hand, soft with the overgrowth of moss, and have 
strange, incomprehensible conversations that meant everything to 
me. Sometimes he stared up at me with his human eyes for long 
moments, as if he knew me or had found in his ancient, arbo-
real memory something recognizable about my presence. Other 
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times I stared into those eyes and saw pain: a life encased in an 
immovable body, moments of flashing clarity and understanding, 
and I too wondered why he would just not die. Why must life be 
so tenacious? What was Herbert’s point? He clung on in agony, 
without comprehension, without hope, without form, without lan-
guage, without potential, but life would not let him go. It pumped 
through his sad, contorted body. It continued only to continue 
because that is what life does. Death was kind to Herbert when it 
came.

The old woman would not let anyone into the house anymore. 
Neighbors used to bring her flowers and cookies, and she had a 
niece who would bring her meals once and a while. But as she quit 
answering the door and the calls, people quit coming and calling. 
She stared out at the world from behind her plastic blinds, angry 
and distrustful. When I visited Herbert, she yelled at us from the 
upstairs window.

“Shut that thing up. I’ve paid my dues. I’ll never be free from it. 
I hate it. Why won’t it die. Give me some peace, God. Please take 
one of us. Me preferably, but do it soon, Lord.”

Once, with all the strength in my body, I forced my head around 
to look at the old woman. Her face was contorted, a mass of flesh. 
Behind her I saw a hooded figure, its features shadowed. It laid its 
hand upon her shoulder, leaned forward and whispered in her ear. 
The hooded figure was not death, for death’s face holds no cruelty. 
I don’t think she could see the figure, or perhaps it had just been 
there too long to still be visible. But through the window, it seemed 
as if she turned, leaned back into the figure and rested her head 
upon its shoulder. With her eyes full of tears, she nestled her head 
onto its chest. I thought I felt pity. But no, it was the realization 
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that I could do nothing for her and the knowledge that, even if I 
could, I didn’t know if I wanted to. Herbert babbled something. I 
held his hand and looked at him. He seemed to be crying. 

I believe I was born to her. In another lifetime, in another place. 
But years of agony and despair dissolve recognition and dilute 
blood. I now remember only the old woman in the window.

One day a policeman came to my door and asked if I knew 
the old woman that lived at the house. I nodded. He told me that 
he was sad to inform me but that an old oak in the backyard had 
caught fire and fallen on the house, which had then burned down 
with the old woman inside. I nodded, thanked him for his service, 
and closed the door. On the way back to the couch, to continue the 
book I was reading, I stopped in the middle of the room and wept. 
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Ear-piercing shrieks rattled the ceiling. Even before it dawned 
on me that Akari was bawling, I’d sat up in bed almost automatically.

As I slipped out of bed, a sharp pain in my abdomen seized me. 
I placed my hand there by reflex, and the life inside me shifted its 
position in response.

I glanced at the clock. Almost midnight. Only a couple of hours 
since she’d last cried. She might be hungry.

While my mind wandered, the wailing in the nursery subsided. 
I slowly lowered myself onto the bed as nocturnal stillness spread 
through the bedroom. It’s not my job to attend her when she cries at 
night, I told myself and closed my eyes.

Akari cried seven times before daybreak. I jolted out of my sleep 
each time, but I refused to go to the nursery and check on her.

Becoming a Mother 
by Mahiro Saeki, Translated by Toshiya Kamei
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“Good morning, Hiroka-san.” Maki greeted me in her usual, 
monotonous tone. “Please accept my apologies for disturbing your 
sleep numerous times.” She knew I’d failed to catch some shuteye.

“It’s not your fault, Maki. But she’s been bawling so hard lately. 
She used to sleep through the night. What gives?”

Cradling Akari in her left arm, Maki fed her crushed apple. 
Akari repeatedly banged on the dining table with her right hand.

“She is only eight months old. It is only natural that she cries at 
night. As she grows older, she will gradually develop the ability to 
distinguish between herself and the world.”

Programmed as a nanny, Maki looked outwardly like a wom-
an in her twenties. Yet she possessed an exceptional amount of 
knowledge about child rearing. If she were a human mother, she 
wouldn’t look so serene at the breakfast table after having been 
repeatedly awakened through the night.

“I did some research online. Breast milk gets digested fast, so 
some breastfed babies awaken frequently,” I said. “Why don’t we 
increase her formula at night?” I suggested.

Maki shook her head.
“Newborn babies often awaken because of an empty stomach,” 

she began, “but an eight-month-old cries in response to stimuli such 
as slight discomforts and small noises. I feed her formula, but she 
prefers breast milk. Please do not worry about me. I am tireless.”

My motherly duties included taking turns with Maki to keep 
Akari happy during the day, breastfeeding her according to her 
needs, and holding Akari while Maki was busy with putting away 
Akari’s bath set and changing diapers. Also, since I was pregnant 
with her baby brother, I needed to spend the remaining months of 
my pregnancy as stress-free as possible.
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“You have a regular check-up scheduled this afternoon,” Maki 
reminded me. “Would you like me to drive you to the station?”

“Don’t bother.” I waved her off. “The sun is too strong for Akari 
to go out.” 

Maki was a typical humanoid robot. She rattled off factual tid-
bits in a mechanical tone, yet she was nearly incapable of having an 
emotion-filled conversation in varied intonations. In my opinion, 
an android nanny could certainly use a more human-like program, 
but as Maki herself told me, “It is more effective to bring up an 
infant in her difficult phases in a matter-of-fact manner. Please 
do not worry—the education and interpersonal communication 
applications will be updated as Akari grows.”

a

Hardly any pregnant woman brings her infant child with her 
to her regular check-ups. The advent of artificial intelligence has 
brought about android nannies, and the government now provides 
subsidies for such androids. Most of us leave our kids in their care.

A mechanical nanny comes equipped with a sensor that detects 
a baby’s smallest cry, a CPU with childcare information updated 
through a cloud service, and a body that never tires of carrying a 
baby, as long as the battery remains charged. It comes with the 
ability to scan a child’s body and get in touch with an appropriate 
hospital in case of emergency, and research has shown that having 
an android nanny reduces infant mortality rates. 

Since preparedness is the building block of emergency man-
agement, Maki’s childcare philosophy—bringing up an infant in a 
matter-of-fact manner—certainly made sense. If a mother is men-
tally prepared and maintains her calm, it helps an android nanny 
respond to emergency in a timely manner. That is a proven fact.
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a

“See here? It’s his spine,” my OBGYN said. She pointed to the 
ultrasound screen, and wrote down the fetus’s measurements in my 
maternity record book. “This is the head. Right now he’s in breech 
presentation, but there’s nothing to worry about. Some babies don’t 
turn head-down until late in the last trimester. If you would prefer 
a C-section, please fill in a surgical consent form.”

“How would a C-section affect my next pregnancy?”
“Well, once your uterus is cut open, I recommend you get a 

replacement,” my OBGYN said. “High-quality artificial wombs 
aren’t my specialty, but you should look into it.”

I saved the ultrasound images in my maternity record book and 
left the clinic. As I was six months into my pregnancy, it was still 
too early to worry about a C-section. Still, if I needed to have my 
womb replaced, I might as well get ready.

On the way home, I stopped by a baby store and purchased cookies 
for eight-month olds. Something Maki had told me stayed with 
me—Akari was at the age when she was sensitive to any stimulus.

a

“Look, Akari. Smells like pumpkin. Yummy.” I tried to get her 
attention with the cookies, but to no avail.

While recharging her battery, Maki kept an eye on Akari.
“What’s wrong, sweetie? Look. Mommy’s here.” It was my turn 

to play with her.
No matter how hard I tried to cajole her, Akari never looked toward 

me. She remained in Maki’s arms, her face buried in the android’s chest.
“Ah, Hiroka-san, you shouldn’t.” As Maki stopped me, Akari be-

gan bawling. I pulled away my hand by reflex. Akari grabbed Maki’s 
blouse sleeve until her fingers turned white.
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“What’s the matter? Why are you upset?” Confused, I caressed 
Akari’s back, but she showed no signs of calming down.

“She feels shy around new faces,” Maki said matter-of-factly.
“Shy? What do you mean?” I asked. Her mechanical tone got 

on my nerves.
“At about seven months, your infant develops self-awareness 

and becomes aware of others.” She flaunted her encyclopedic 
knowledge. “Such behavior simply represents a normal phase of 
development.”

I don’t care whether or not it’s normal. I’m not some stranger! I’m the 
one who gave birth to her! She can’t be shy around me!

“What does she have against me? She wants me to breastfeed 
her every day. How ungrateful!”

“I thaw your frozen breast milk in the refrigerator and give it to 
her at night. I am spending more time with her than anyone else, 
so it is only natural that she is attached to me.”

Maki wrapped her arms around Akari and repeatedly tapped on 
her buttocks. Akari gradually calmed down.

“Excuse me. You may not understand how I feel, but I’m her 
mother. You’re just a nanny!”

“Hiroka-san, that is no different from your being her birth 
mother,” she uttered, totally devoid of human feeling. Her 
words pierced my heart.

“Cut it out! Give her back to me!”
“Please do not misunderstand the nature of our relationship. 

You are not the one who hired me. I am under no obligation 
to listen to you, Hiroko-san. Akari is currently emotionally 
unstable. It would be advisable that I keep her in my arms until 
she calms down.”
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She brought up her employment contract! How dare she? She 
made my blood boil with rage. She might mean no harm, but still 
she hurt my pride.

Seeing my response, Maki hesitated. She looked down and then 
looked up again.

“Please accept my apologies. I should not have said that. 
Please understand that I had no intention of provoking a quar-
rel with you.”

Calmness returned to the living room.
“When Akari’s father returns from overseas, I will ask him to 

change your program.”
“I’ll leave it up to his decision.”
Akari had stopped crying. She nodded off in the android’s arms.

a

Ear-piercing shrieks rattled the ceiling again. It was Akari. 
She’d woken me twice already, but it didn’t bother me at all.

When I opened the nursery door, Maki was about to leave 
Akari’s crib.

“Are you going to change her diaper?”
“I have just changed it. I will fetch milk in the refrigerator 

because she seems hungry. Please get some rest, Hiroka-san. It is 
late.”

She turned down my offer to help, but I didn’t feel like abandon-
ing Akari while she bawled. I still felt stung by her rejection earlier 
that afternoon. As Akari twisted herself in the crib, I reached down 
and picked her up. She bawled harder.

“Maki, don’t worry. I’ve got some milk left. I’ll breastfeed her here.”
I held a cushion and sat on the sofa. When I unbuttoned the 

front of my pajamas, Akari sought my milk right away.
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“Hiroka-san, I appreciate your initiative, but you must not get 
up this late. That is why I am here.” Maki brought me a blanket 
and covered my belly. Akari’s baby brother stirred inside me.

“You’re not prohibited from working with me, are you? I want 
to do whatever I can. It’s maternal instinct.”

“Maternal instinct?”
Maki frowned as if she had trouble understanding my words. 

Despite her facial expression, she looked uncannily beautiful. Her fa-
cial features had been designed in the proportions of the golden ratio.

“Maternal instinct. Don’t you understand it?”
“Well, we android nannies are programmed to have an emotion 

resembling maternal instinct. So it will be more accurate to say we 
know it rather than understand it.”

Where does maternal instinct come from? When does a human 
become a parent?

I adored Akari and felt love and attachment for her baby brother 
in my womb. I couldn’t believe Maki felt love for Akari. I was the 
one who’d given birth to her. Since that was the case, why did she 
cover me with a blanket? Did she feel protective toward an unborn 
child in someone else’s womb? Like a father who deeply loves the 
new life in his partner’s body?

Akari’s body felt warm against my skin. Her weight had tripled 
since birth. Her brownish hair was fluffy and soft. Her skin, with its 
rapidly dividing and multiplying cells, was as smooth as silk.

“What’s the essence of being a mother? Maki, what do you think?”
Maki usually replied right away, but she fell silent now.
“Spit it out, Maki. I won’t bite your head off.”
“The length of time one spends with the infant,” she finally an-

swered after some hesitation.
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She didn’t meet my eyes. Her gaze was fixed on Akari in my arms.
“You say that you are her birth mother, that I am merely her 

nanny,” Maki began without changing her flat tone. “But I beg to 
differ. Thanks to the advent of science, there are various forms of sur-
rogacy. New technology has made it possible to create reproductive 
cells from induced pluripotent stem cells. Anyone can be a parent 
nowadays. It does not matter who gave her life. The one who brings 
her up can be a parent, regardless of her biological relationship to 
the infant.”

She was more talkative than usual, but she sounded unemotion-
al as always. Even so, I sensed her steely determination. Was her 
programmed maternal instinct at work?

“So do you consider yourself her mother rather than her nanny?”
Maki looked me in the eye for the first time. Her artificial eyes 

shone in the gloom.
“Just as you do, I consider Akari my daughter when I look after 

her.”
Her choice of words was mechanical as always.
Going through pregnancy, labor, and delivery throws off your 

hormones completely. Childcare stress that is ignored or handled 
incorrectly can lead to serious problems, such as postpartum depres-
sion. Division of responsibilities between pregnancy and childcare 
can avoid such risks. It seemed contradictory to find her words 
lacking humanity while I was a willing participant in this division.

“Hiroka-san, she’s ready to go to bed.”
Maki gently took Akari from my arms and placed her in the crib.
“Can you tell?”
“It’s easy once you get used to it. Just watch her face.”
As Maki caressed Akari’s belly, the baby soon fell asleep.
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As Maki perfected her childcare function, my maternal instinct 
was increasingly threatened. It was like a sandcastle slowly eroding 
as the tide washes in.

a

Akari bawled harder than ever when I was around.
“Hiroka-san, please leave everything to me. From now on, I will 

look after her during the day as well.”
 As Akari struggled to escape from my grasp and bawled, Maki 

butt in.
“If we let her sleep for a long time during the day, she will cry 

harder at night,” she said with an automatic frown. “Today she 
has a temperature, and her defense is down. So I would rather her 
sleep at night. RS virus is prevalent now.”

“Don’t be egoistic,” I said, not hiding my frustration. “We’ve 
been taking our turns. I may not have the authority to order you 
around, but you’ve got no right to oppose me either.”

I protested, hugging Akari tighter. The smell of sweat and milk 
reached my nose. Who else can protect this baby? I’m the one who gave 
birth to her!

“Hiroka-san, please take care of yourself for the sake of the fe-
tus,” she said forcefully. “Not just for the sake of Akari. Remember 
you have a new life growing inside you. Please leave Akari to me 
and get some rest.”

Maki stared at Akari as she struggled in my grasp. Is her ex-
pression programmed, too? Is it intended to make me hate myself and 
surrender the baby to her?

“Hiroka-san, please pass her to me.” Maki reached out her 
hands and inserted herself between Akari and me.

“Stop! Leave us alone!”
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Maki seemed taken aback for a moment, but grabbed Akari and 
ripped her away from me. Held in Maki’s arms, Akari gazed at her 
through teary eyes. Maki looked back. 

My instinct told me that Maki was going to replace me as 
Akari’s mother.

“My precious Akari! Such a good girl!”
As Maki gently tapped her back, Akari’s bawling subsided 

gradually. Her sobs resonated through the living room for a while, 
then stopped.

Maki’s electric circuit comprised electron tubes, relays, and 
switches. In a nutshell, she was a piece of complex machinery. 
Even worse, this fake girl lacked any human warmth. Even so, 
Akari depended on her. She preferred her android nanny over 
her birth mother.

I’d never expected to be rejected this way. I was losing my flesh 
and blood to a piece of machine. I’d carried her for nine months, 
felt her kick inside me, and heard her first cry when she was born. 
I was seized with dizziness and crouched down.

“Hiroka-san, you’re bleeding!” Maki’s scream pierced above my 
head. Her words were now more emotionally tinged than before.

My thin skirt was smeared with blood.
Bleeding during the second trimester should raise a red flag. 

My pulse and blood pressure were stable. No signs indicated my 
water had broken.

I chose reason over emotion and asked Maki to help me call my 
OBGYN.

a

Two days later, Akari’s father returned from overseas and visited 
me in the hospital.
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“The baby is fine.” My doctor came to my bedside and rattled 
away to Akari’s father and Maki. “She bled little. Our technician 
treated her and stopped the bleeding. It’s threatened premature 
labor. The uterus is a fragile organ, after all. Even if it’s sturdily 
constructed, she needs to take it easy.”

“Hiroka, you’ve overworked this time,” Akari’s father said. 
“Thanks for taking care of Hiroka, Maki. You’ve gone far beyond 
your responsibilities as a nanny.”

“Please don’t worry, sir,” Maki began in a flat tone. “I’m natu-
rally responsible for Akari’s baby brother, so it’s within the scope 
of my job.”

As always, Akari slept peacefully inside Maki’s arms.
“Long time no see, sleeping beauty.” Akari’s father guffawed, his 

mouth agape, showing a dimple only in his left cheek. Such im-
perfections didn’t exist in androids, but his asymmetrical smile was 
proof of his real humanness.

“Hiroka-san is a bit unstable emotionally.” Maki lowered her voice. 
“As she tends to prioritize Akari over the fetus, she keeps interfering 
with my duty. Her maternal instinct toward Akari is set too strong.”

“Akari is shy around new faces. She cries a lot when she sees me,” 
I offered a rebuttal in a hurry. “She’ll grow up shy around her own 
mother.”

“Is that so?” Akari’s father asked. “Is she shy around her own 
mother?” He smiled, baring his teeth, as if nothing were amiss.

Then the door flung open, and a woman came in.
“Akari, look who’s here!” she sing-songed, jolting Akari out of 

her half-asleep state.
She walked straight up to Maki and snatched Akari away from 

her. Maki didn’t resist.
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Akari gazed at the woman holding her, broke into a smile, and 
rubbed her cheek against the woman’s chest, as if led by her genes.

“See? She recognizes her own mother, even after a long ab-
sence,” Akari’s father said.

I felt the blood drain from my body. Of course, that wasn’t 
possible. My program was running correctly.

“What do you mean?” the woman asked her husband.
“Hiroka said Akari is shy around new faces,” he answered. “She 

was shocked that Akari cried so much. Maki thinks that Hiroka 
has her maternal instinct set too high.” Akari’s father made a face 
as if telling a joke.

“Is that so, Hiroka?” the woman said. “You should bring it down 
a notch until Akari’s brother is born.”

Akari’s biological mother’s words brought back my obedient 
instinct.

“I set her sensitivity to an artistic level in order to give the fetus 
prenatal education,” she added to the doctor before turning back 
to me. “But from now on, you should focus on your pregnancy.”

As Akari’s mother had ordered at the start of the pregnancy, I had 
kept my emotional level at its maximum. Because of this, Maki had 
exceeded me in efficiency and logical reasoning ability as an android. 
My program had made me as close to being human as was possible.

“Certainly, ma’am,” I said with a slight bow. “I’ll alter my program. 
Should I follow Maki’s lead regarding decisions on Akari’s childcare?” 

“Yes, please,” she answered. “I gave you authority over Maki until 
now. But you’re responsible for giving birth to Hikaru, so please 
focus on that. All right?” Her cheeks turned pink.

“My wife’s already decided on the baby’s name.” Her husband 
laughed, embarrassed. “But ‘Hikaru’ sounds nice, right?”
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The husband and wife flashed serene smiles and placed their 
hands on my belly. The fetus rolled inside me as if in response.

“Oh, he’s turned head-down just now,” I said. “Now you don’t 
have to worry about a C-section.”

“Really? That’s great news,” Akari’s mother said with a smile. “I 
want you to carry one more baby, so I want the doctor to conserve 
your body as much as possible. My husband and I are so grateful 
to you, Hiroka.”

She placed her hand on my shoulder. Her hand was slightly 
warmer than mine or Maki’s.

Hospitals can also grow babies in artificial uteri, under strict 
supervision, greatly reducing the risks before delivery. But even 
so, numerous couples still prefer android surrogates. Perhaps hu-
mans prefer to see the whole process—pregnancy, delivery, and 
childcare—firsthand. Humans created me as an ideal mother, as 
if procreation were a sacred ritual. Breastmilk processed from the 
biological mother’s blood was even stored inside my body, giving 
me the ability to breastfeed a baby. 

Akari’s mother handed Akari back to Maki, as if she were 
already tired of holding her.

Unlike young birds that visually imprint on their parents, hu-
man babies don’t become attached to the first moving object they 
see. Then, how does a baby recognize her mother?

Like Akari’s mother, many humans might answer that a baby 
is bound to her mother by love. We androids understand such a 
sensation, but that’s not an answer we would come up with.

Unlike us, humans are imperfect. So they keep a distance from 
their offspring. Unlike us, they have what’s real. Yet they use our 
fake bodies and programs to care for their children. At first glance, 
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their foolish actions go against the laws of nature. Still, love jus-
tifies everything. That’s what human mothers believe blindly. Is it 
authentic maternal instinct?

Maki believes “the length of time one spends with the infant” 
defines the mother. As they are born defenseless, human babies 
can’t survive in the wild without their parents’ protection. Then, 
what makes us want to protect Akari? Is it something Akari has 
inside her? If Maki has it internally, that may be maternal instinct.

Do our genes seal our fate? Or do our actions make us parents?
By the nineteenth or twentieth week of gestation, a fetus 

develops a sense of hearing and can detect sound. She becomes 
accustomed to the sound of the mother’s heartbeat from inside the 
womb, and she will find similar sounds comforting after birth. In 
other words, it is the oldest memory she will retain. Akari listened 
to my heartbeat while I carried her inside me. Then how can any-
one say I’m not her mother?

Who is Akrari’s real mother? This question may not be as rele-
vant as the next one: who plays the role of the mother for her? We 
androids are artificially programmed to have maternal instinct. I 
don’t care if that’s not an authentic emotion. Sometimes a coun-
terfeit is indistinguishable from the genuine article. Moreover, 
human mothers’ maternal instincts are merely emotions that their 
god has programmed in them.

I dedicate myself to the newly overwritten program.
“Hikaru, Hikaru, Hikaru, Hikaru.”
I adore my baby so much I could tear up just thinking about 

him. I repeat his name several times to engrave it in my memory.
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I
When I moved to England for graduate school, I started 

sculpting again. For years I’d laid aside my tools and pottery wheel, 
focusing instead on the dry, academic jargons of art theory and 
history. I’d been an early modern art major, and instead of making 
sculptures I’d studied them: gargoyles, altars that housed relics of 
medieval saints, wooden carvings of Germanic priests—statues 
that moved, bled and wept.

Because I could not afford marble or stone, I worked with softer 
materials, like beeswax, copper, clay, buttery slabs of wood. I sawed 
hunks from fallen ash and walnut trees and dug clay from the 
riverside cliffs near my apartment complex. During the day I went 
to class, often with the stuff caked deep beneath my nail beds and 

After Ovid 
by Eliza Browning
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splattered up and down my arms, and I stayed up late to keep 
working. I made busts of squirrels, of my high school friends, of the 
homeless man who rooted in the trash bins behind the university 
library. I made honeycombs out of beeswax and lit them aflame. 
I melted crayons into candles and candles into crayons. I nicked 
my fingers and burned myself on droplets of metal until my hands 
were covered in tiny, round scars. 

My dissertation was on moulages—wax casts of female bodies 
made for anatomical purposes, displayed in operating theaters and 
museums. The sculptures’ wax faces were serene, lifeless. They had 
full, curving limbs, pearl necklaces to hide the slit at their throats, 
glass eyeballs, and real hair. Their stomachs and chests were open 
to show the organs nestled within. Doctors posed these anatomi-
cal Venuses on silk and velvet; they were at the mercy of the men 
who created and studied them. I examined the dual purposes of 
these models, how they straddled the boundaries between art and 
science, educational and the erotic.

In eighteenth-century Florence, the ecstatic was a mystical 
experience between a woman and her God. Women achieved tran-
scendence through absorption into the Holy Spirit, losing them-
selves into the all-encompassing providence. Icons of female saints 
and martyrs filled churches with expressions of pleasure. St. Teresa, 
whom I first saw in the Santa Maria della Vittoria in Rome, gasps 
in the marmoreal ecstasy Bernini carved for her, the metaphorical 
penetration of God’s love hanging literally and expectantly above 
her as a piercing arrow borne by an angel. Looking into Teresa’s 
marble gaze, her heavily lidded eyes and pursed mouth, it struck 
me that the pleasure was not hers at all, but rather God’s—just 
another man. 
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a

II
On the first day of my senior year of college, my best friend 

and I got drunk and laid in her bed. The wind shook the branches 
outside as she pulled on her nicotine pen, letting the smoke stream 
out her nose. Our legs brushed. My hair stood up and I pretended 
not to notice. She told me about the boy she had been in love with 
that summer on the Cape, showed me a picture on her phone—his 
dark eyes and curly hair. It hadn’t worked. He’d been two years 
younger and had a girlfriend back home. “At least I told him how 
I felt,” she said. She fell asleep, and I walked home through the 
rain and wind. 

That was the last time I’d been in bed with anyone, romantic or 
otherwise. At university I cycled between class, work, the library, 
and the flat, with little change in routine. I took long train trips to 
France and Italy, visiting the Laurentian Library and the blackened 
ruins of Notre Dame. I walked through galleries with my student 
I.D. and ate plastic-wrapped sandwiches on park benches. I made 
gravestone rubbings and taught myself Latin on my phone. I 
haunted the clearance sections of secondhand bookshops, all those 
dusty old ghosts.

One night I read a story about a statue of the Virgin Mary in 
a New Mexico church. A few years ago, Our Lady of Guadalupe 
had begun weeping chrism, a sacred mix of perfumed oil. People 
came from all over to pray and confess. The cause of the tears, the 
article said, was still under investigation.

The next day, I read a news article about a truck driver in Florida 
who’d been fined for putting a plastic mannequin in the passenger 
seat. He did this so he could drive in the highway carpool lane. 
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a

III
I wouldn’t have thought of making a statue if, one night, I 

hadn’t gone to a university production of George Bernard Shaw’s 
Pygmalion. Onstage, Professor Henry Higgins dressed and un-
dressed Eliza Doolittle like a china doll, mocked her Cockney 
street accent. The play was a social comedy, a critique of Edwardian 
class struggle. I hadn’t seen it before—I only knew the original, in 
Book 10 of Ovid’s Metamorphoses. Pygmalion was a sculptor who 
carved a beautiful woman out of ivory. Over time, he fell in love 
with the statue, not daring to admit his desire. On Aphrodite’s 
festival day, Pygmalion made an offering, wishing for a bride with 
the same appearance as the sculpture. When he returned home, he 
kissed the statue and found that the lips were warm. The ivory had 
turned to living flesh. Ovid married the ivory girl, and they had a 
daughter, Paphos.

My date turned to me afterward. She had a linen dress and 
green earrings that glittered in the low light. We’d met earlier that 
evening, for antipasto and arugula salad in the university café. 
“What did you think?” she asked.

I opened my mouth and closed it again. I couldn’t speak.
In the lightly fallen snow, we walked to the darkened and hushed 

art museum. We peered through the Gothic stained-glass window 
at the plaster casts within. They were frozen in the dim light, arms 
arranged above their heads: Venus de Milo, Athena, Hercules. All 
were silent, ash-white like the limbs of trees. 

“When these casts were made,” I said, “none of the original 
statues had fig leaves. They were added later, in the 1890s, for the 
female drawing students. It was thought more proper.”
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My date put her arm through mine. “They look like ghosts. Or 
the people who died at Pompeii.”

a

IV
I knew of other stories, of course, besides Pygmalion. In the 

last scene of Shakespeare’s The Winter’s Tale, a statue of the dead 
Queen Hermione springs to life, and she lives again, overjoying 
her daughter Perdita and her husband, the king. But The Winter’s 
Tale always bothered me—the king, too sullen and unrepentant 
to believe that his wife could be faithful, abandons his newborn 
daughter to the waves.

For class that night, I read about a statue by Juan Martínez 
Montañés, The Virgin of the Immaculate Conception. In 17th cen-
tury Spain, a new realism had emerged: intense, naturalistic, and 
gory. This vivid depiction of Christ and the saints was intended 
to revitalize the power of the Catholic Church. The sculptures 
were first carved in wood and then polychromed (painted in many 
colors). Stars encircled the Virgin’s head in a halo; her robes were 
trimmed in gold paint. The sculpture reminded me of the hushed 
interiors of foreign cathedrals. Amor sacro e amor profano, sacred 
and profane love. I fell asleep with the snow drifting against the 
windowsill.

That night I tumbled into a half-dream world of images, 
flashing before my eyes like slides on a projector: St. Catherine 
on the wheel, Joan of Arc burning at the stake, blood soaking 
flower-strewn streets, church bells. Water wheels. Witch balls. 
Gallows. Bodies in a plague pit. The saints we studied in class, 
their stern eyes peering down from over the folds of their robes. 
Joan again. I had always liked her, the nineteen-year-old martyr. 
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Her cropped hair. Her calloused hands. Then another face, floating 
up as if from underwater: half-closed eyes, curved lips, death-pale 
skin. A dead girl just like Ophelia. 

When I woke up I went to fetch my tools. I knew what I had 
to do.

My statue had arms, legs, and a face made of earthen river clay. 
She had shells for fingernails, glass pebbles for eyes. I colored her 
lips with ochre and decorated her seagrass hair with dried flowers 
and ivy. Her clothes I wove myself, out of magazine scraps, yarn 
from old sweaters (“jumpers,” the Brits called them), cloth torn 
from aprons and hand towels, whatever was at hand. I named her 
Magdalene.

a

V
For the first few days Magdalene floated around the apartment, 

silent as a ghost, watching me as I went about my daily routine: 
washing dishes, folding laundry, making my paltry dinners. On the 
second night I offered some to her, and she gulped it down with-
out breaking eye contact, a pie’s stewed berries dripping over her 
lips. She watched me as I translated Anglo-Saxon for my research, 
peeled potatoes, boiled strawberries for jam, burned sage to waft 
bad smells out from the kitchen.

During that time, I cared for Magdalene as if she were my child. 
In the evenings we played chess and then I bathed her, a task that, 
with her stiff arms and hands, she could not complete herself. The 
clay did not soften in the water but stayed as hard as if it had 
been fired in a kiln. As always, Magdalene said nothing when I 
shampooed the knotted strands of her hair, even when the suds 
rose up to her eyes and stained lips.
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I sometimes wondered if Magdalene, my Magdalene, was a 
saint or something else entirely. I did not believe in divinity, except 
for the nougat-like cake, which my grandmother had made and 
served at Christmas long ago. My father, a lapsed minister, had 
gone to Divinity School at Yale and told me it was the easiest 
college to get into, which seemed to me faintly suspicious on 
more than count. Had I crafted a saint? Had I played God? But if 
Magdalene was not a saint, she might be a monster, I thought with 
the same dawning recognition I imagined Victor Frankenstein 
must have felt.

Still, at night I started tucking Magdalene in on the other side 
of my bed to keep her warm. If someone came over, which was 
rarely, I pretended I had a friend who was sick and must not be 
disturbed. On her one-month birthday, I made her a cake with 
buttercream frosting and strawberries, and the two of us finished 
the entire dessert in one sitting. It was then I noticed Magdalene 
growing voracious: bites taken out of cheese left in the fridge, 
slabs of frozen meat mysteriously disappearing. I never caught her 
in the act, but the day I found a breadcrumb trail leading from 
the kitchen to the bedroom I lectured her about it. She listened 
placidly, her round eyes wide, and then returned to sitting in the 
chair by the window, where I found her waiting for me every day 
when I got home.

a

VI
On Christmas Eve, I took her to church with me. It was the 

first time I’d been since childhood, and I lingered in the vestibule, 
unsure, as Magdalene stood next to me, her face obscured by a 
thick, woolen scarf. During the carols, as the voices mounted 
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higher, I covered her gloved hand with my own, as if to anchor 
myself to earth.

When the service was over and the transept dark, I took 
Magdalene up to the altar with me, to light a candle for my parents 
and grandparents. I struck a match, touching the tip to the wick, 
and watched it dissolve into flame. When I turned, she was gone. 
Or not gone but simply no longer there, dust motes floating in a 
column where she had once been.

“Magdalene?” I said.
Something rustled above, a dark and shapeless mass tucked into 

the corner behind the organ. I remembered the story of Christina 
the Astonishing, the saint who at her own funeral had flown out of 
her coffin and levitated in the rafters of her small church, shocking 
the priest and neighbors who had come to say their goodbyes.

“Magdalene?” 
“Ariadne,” she answered, which was my name.
I stopped. From the rafters, laughter echoed down like the 

pealing of bells. I stayed for a few minutes, peering up into the 
darkness, before turning and leaving the room.
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A sickly smell haunted the Prado de San Sebastián, a memory 
of the searing and popping of flesh. It clung to the air—as if the 
soul could never quite be purged, could only be twisted, melted, 
or changed. The quemadero, the wooden platform upon which the 
condemned had been burned, was now a pile of ash, hitched up by 
the breeze to freckle the sky over Seville.

The previous evening, a woman wearing a conical hat and 
sanbenito—a shroud of sackcloth on which little, embroidered 
devils danced and caroused—had been led to the square and 
tied to that platform. Unrepentant, she was denied the mercy 
of the garrotte, still alive when the flames scurried at her heels. 
Crowds gathered, gossiping, nibbling pastries; children wriggled 
for a better vantage. Pomanders were pressed to noses: the scent 

The Burned 
by Adam Slavny
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of cinnamon, rose, and cloves a sweet relief from the foulness 
spitting from the stakes.

The harshest of punishments, thought Tomás de Torquemada. 
But, as he always reminded the impenitent on their walk to the 
platform, there were hotter, fiercer fires than these. 

a

Tomás sat in the dim chamber of the Castle of San Jorge, his 
slippered feet planted so firmly on the floor that they might have 
sent roots snaking through the stone slabs. A tall and sturdy man, 
he had a severe gaze on which guilty eyes could land only feeble, 
glancing blows. He himself was descended from Jewish converts, 
though this lineage was well hidden beneath the Friar’s cap, the 
black Dominican habit, and the broad, austere face.

 “You are the maid of the de Lorca household, is that right?” he 
asked the girl sitting before him. What is left of it. She nodded. Or 
she might have only quaked.

“Your name?”
“Elena.”
“Elena.”
His face was motionless even in speech, perfectly at rest. “As 

you know, María de Lorca was convicted of heresy and relaxed to 
the secular arm. I am here to investigate the rest of her household. 
Tell me what happened on Friday. In the afternoon, before the 
Sabbath.”

Elena coughed at the word, as if it had thickened the air or 
lodged in her throat. “I did the washing, swept the steps, and 
cleaned the bedrooms,” she said, breathing quickly between words.

“Did you find anything suspicious?”
“Señor?”
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“Anything written in Hebraic script, for example.”
“No, señor.”
The Jews were not foolish enough to leave such evidence 

lying around. They were a cunning breed—that much Tomás 
granted them, though not cunning enough to misdirect the 
Holy Inquisition. Religious conversion was a diaphanous veil: it 
admitted the light of God, but at the same time illuminated the 
sin beneath.

“What did you prepare for supper that evening?” Tomás pressed. 
“Stew.”
A reluctance to elaborate. “And what did you cook in the stew?”
She stiffened, a kind of uncomprehending alertness on her 

face. She looked like an animal menaced in the darkness. “Beans, 
chickpeas, vegetables, beef.” 

Tomás narrowed his eyes, his focus, his entire being: “Adafina.”
Elena nodded, winced.
“You took it to a baker’s oven to cook overnight.” He didn’t wait 

for her to answer; his suspicion had already hardened to a familiar 
shape. The conversos were slow cooking their food to avoid working 
on Saturday. Keeping the Sabbath: keeping it, clutching it, har-
bouring it. More new Christians lapsed, more conversos tempted 
by the Judaizers.

Elena whimpered, a small, mousy sound that bounced awk-
wardly off the stone corridors of the castle. When Tomás gave her 
a quizzical look, she reluctantly continued: “She scared me, señor.”

“Who?”
“The burned woman. In the cellar.”
Tomás paused to take the measure of her. Was she lying? No: 

terror had chased all falsehood from her tongue. More likely her 
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senses were warped by fright, or else some sorcery was stirring in 
the Marrano homes of Seville. 

“She came here yesterday evening and ransacked our supplies, 
burned them on a bed of hay. That’s how I discovered her, burning 
them and . . . sitting in the flames herself.”

“If this is blasphemy, child . . .” Tomás admonished, but gently.
Tears ambushed her. Her neck quivered.
“I dared not step into the cellars after that, so I took the stew to 

the baker’s oven,” she said, voice faltering, broken-winged. “Señor 
de Lorca knew nothing of it. He is still in grief. For his wife’s 
soul, I mean. He is a good Christian, I swear it. It is my fault. I 
was scared of the burned woman.” An inner barrier breached, she 
poured forth: “I confess to this! I confess! Please, Inquisitor de 
Torquemada, reconcile me!”

Tomás ignored her pleading. “This burned woman. What did 
she look like?”

Something squirmed in Elena: a dreadful memory. “She had no 
hair. She wore a black sack that smelt of ash. Her face was like . . . 
like animal fat, turned to liquid and left to harden.”

“Did you recognise her?”
She shuddered in response.
“Who was she?”
Hesitation. “My mistress. Señora de Lorca.”

a

After María de Lorca there were others, burned men and wom-
en appearing all over Seville. According to witnesses, they limped 
through the streets with slow, bemoaning mouths, sneaking back 
to their old homes, finding them confiscated to the Crown. They 
overran the Jewish quarter, shouting hoarsely, harassing windows 



38 | Welkin: A Magazine of the Fantastic

with stones and mud. They dipped into the river Guadalquivir to 
cool their seething flesh. The rubbish heap outside the Inquisition 
court (where the Marrano remains had been unceremoniously 
dumped) was empty, as if the bones had stood up and reassembled 
themselves into mockeries of the holy human form. 

Tomás urgently conferred with the Council of the Suprema. 
Word was spreading throughout Castile and Aragon; soon it 
would reach Isabella and Ferdinand, then the Pope. The monastery 
erupted with its most fervent theological discussion since the pa-
pal bull was petitioned. Initially, Tomás assumed the heretics had 
returned to judaize, but as more reports flowed in, the behaviour 
of the burned seemed ever stranger, more erratic. Some of them 
sought the company of Jews, some conversos, still others kept to 
themselves. Some, like de Lorca, were bent on mischief, while oth-
ers were more peaceable, showing no interest in the people with 
whom they once conspired. 

One thing was certain though: the burned were not welcomed 
anywhere, neither in the Jewish quarter nor the converso districts. 
Instead, they holed up in the streets and alleys in between, in 
shadowy spaces amongst the twitching rats. They built dwellings 
from what remained of the quemadero. They dragged scorched 
logs and cinder through the city, leaving streaks of charcoal-black 
on the cobblestones, which furtive children probed and followed 
until their panic-stricken mothers called them back. 

a

Tomás ordered María de Lorca to be retried, with witchcraft 
added to the list of charges. He watched her stand before the 
court—again—an inscrutable expression on her fire-wizened 
face. Her clothes and body had churned into a single, fibrous skin, 
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so that Tomás could not tell whether she was naked or not. She 
seemed to seep into the stone floor of the court, rubbery and limp 
as if her flesh could neither stay on her bones nor be pulled from 
them.

Throughout the trial, de Lorca said nothing. Neither did she 
blink, nor twitch, nor scratch her whipped-up flesh. She remained 
as motionless as Tomás, statuesque, a perverse monument that 
could not be torn down. And all the while she looked at him—and 
smiled. It was a slight, deep-set smile, widening by tiny fractions.

“Judaizing, occult practice, witchcraft,” intoned the fiscal, but de 
Lorca offered nothing to the gentlemen of the court, their faces as 
grey and granite as the walls of their monastery. Silence was deemed 
incriminating enough, and she was sent to the torture chamber, 
where a cloth was stuffed into her mouth and water poured over 
her head from a jar. But her legs did not kick and spasm, and her 
body was still as a dozing child’s. The water trickled through her 
and pooled on the floor as if she had become a permeable being, 
dribbling and spilling, unable to hold anything in.

After two sessions of torment: no confession, no words. 
De Lorca was taken back to the Prado de San Sebastián, to 

be burned again; Tomás watched as she disappeared once more 
beneath the vaulting flames. At first the crowds cheered, wracked 
by penitence themselves, celebrating the Inquisition and its long, 
clawing reach. Even in death a heretic could not escape judg-
ment—especially in death.

But then came the smell. It started as the usual sick-sweet 
mingling of the awful and the delightful, a perfect olfactory com-
pliment to the raucous, crowd-pleasing auto-da-fé. Then it became 
something new, something black and putrid, which started to clear 
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spectators from the square. The stench grew and grew, drifting 
through the city, whiffing through alleyways and marketplaces, 
settling wraithlike over the placid river. People returned to their 
houses, slammed their doors and shutters closed. Children rejected 
their dinners, vomited into buckets. Perfumers worked giddily 
through the night.

While the fire emptied the streets of Seville, behind closed doors 
rumour spread its own irrepressible flame. It was said de Lorca had 
prepared a special stew, made from pig excrement and anal blood 
preserved from the annual convulsions that Easter caused her. It 
was said she’d consumed it, on the advice of scheming rabbis, the 
night before her execution, so her body would pollute the city.

Tomás, however, was too distracted to investigate the rumours. 
He could think only about the way de Lorca had stared at him. 
Not at the cowled executioner, the sour-faced grandees, or the 
jovial crowds—him. That stare was probing, accusatory. But it was 
not the pious probing of the fiscal—this was the wry defiance of 
the rogue, the child realising her father’s shadow wasn’t quite as 
long, or as dark, as she thought. 

a

The road to Cadiz was a nimbus of dust beneath a blue sim-
plicity of sky. Fractious donkeys plodded with heads bowed; pots 
and pans and holy books were twined to rickety carts—a wobbling 
memory of a past life. Most of the exiles were on foot, trudging 
toward the great mouth of the sea, which would either inflate their 
sails or swallow them up.

Tomás watched the procession from the saddle, his posture as 
stiff as the sinewy Arab filly on which he sat. He was flanked by 
his horsemen and the obligatory crowd that had come to watch 
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the spectacle unfold. After years of work, petitioning the Catholic 
monarchs and drawing up the Alhambra Decree, the Jews were 
finally leaving. At first Ferdinand had been reluctant to expel them, 
fretting over the royal coffers, the stacks of usury deeds that rooted 
the homes of the Jewish quarter to Spanish soil. But, as Tomás 
had counselled, with every loss comes opportunity: the property 
confiscated, or sold in a frantic bid to convert, would fill the hole 
left by Jewish money. And, of course, the deeds themselves had 
been taken and burned. Would the debts return too? Tomás won-
dered dryly. Signed and singed, deformed and demanding their due?

The burned marched alongside the Jews, several thousand of 
them shuffling along, their faces set to the prickling horizon. The 
latest debate in the Council of the Suprema was whether the edict 
of expulsion applied to them. Were they still Jews or no? The ques-
tion excited the finest minds throughout the order. Admittedly, 
the burned confounded expectation, behaving neither as Jews nor 
Christians, but despite this enigma there was one conclusion that 
could not be resisted: the uncertainty itself was a threat to the in-
tegrity of Spain. Armed with this argumentation, Tomás had little 
trouble convincing Ferdinand and Isabella that they must leave. 

As Tomás watched the caravan inch toward the coast, he was 
astonished to hear what sounded like song, hoarse and guttural, 
drifting through the still air. He could not make out any words. He 
trotted his horse closer to the train to identify the singer. He soon 
realised it was one of the burned, warbling through a crumpled 
throat. Though the sound came to him across a sun-baked road, 
two holy fires and so many days of silence . . . somehow, he knew 
the voice.

María de Lorca, the twice burned. 
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De Lorca’s lipless smile was there waiting for him. The smell, 
too, the same one still plaguing Seville, spread about her as she 
sang, seemingly carried by the sound itself.

Tomás approached her. “Suddenly you are as garrulous as an old 
drunk,” he said disdainfully. “Of what do you sing?”

De Lorca’s smile widened. The inside of her mouth resembled 
the aftermath of a forest fire: tongue a bed of ash, teeth blackened 
stumps. “Of hotter, fiercer fires,” she replied. 

That smile was an accusation, Tomás knew, but articulated into 
no complaint, invoking no law.

“You too are of converso blood,” de Lorca observed. Did her 
nasal cavity twitch, as if she had smelt something? Or was that a 
false impression created by her mutilation?

“That is no secret,” Tomás replied tersely. His Judaism was 
many generations removed, an infirmity from which his bloodline 
had long convalesced. De Lorca broadened her smile at this—or 
attempted to; on her featureless face it split into fragments, fell 
through gaps.

“Why have you returned? A deformed Jew.”
Now a laugh. “Not a Jew. So much worse than that.” 
Tomás had thought the fire peeled away the veneer of conver-

sion, exposing the Jew underneath. Now he was not so sure. Now 
he wondered if the fire burned all the way through, licking at some 
hidden centre, metamorphosising it.

As if in reply to these thoughts, de Lorca said: “And what if you 
stepped into the fire? What part of you would burn?”

Tomás felt pride swell in him. He would atone for that later, 
but for now: “I am prior of the monastery at Santa Cruz, confessor 
and advisor to Queen Isabella, grand inquisitor of the Holy Office 
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for the Propagation of the Faith. I am fully devoted to God. And 
you could have been, too. I could have been your saviour rather 
than your executioner, if you had allowed it. You were given every 
chance to be reconciled.”

“Was I?”
“You could have come forward to confess during the period 

of grace. You could have resisted the corruption of the Judaizers, 
stayed loyal to the faith. You could have lived as a Catholic rather 
than lapsing into heresy.”

“A matter of belief,” de Lorca said, laughter mounting. 
“Precisely.” Tomás raised his voice over de Lorca’s writhing 

mockery. “A matter of belief.” 
“And the smell that makes you pinch your nose and turn away 

in disgust? Is that the smell of belief, burning?” More laughter.
The insolence became unbearable (or was it the smell?). Tomás 

dug his heels into the flanks of his horse. “Spain is well rid of the 
Marranos,” he said with cool finality.

“We are not Marranos,” de Lorca called after him. “We are not 
Catholics, true, but neither are we Jews. See how the Jews do not 
walk with us. We form our own train.”

It was true. Tomás saw rabbis herding Jewish families away 
from the burned, apparently as suspicious of them as the Spanish 
townsfolk were. The burned formed their own line, their own 
crooked arrow pointing towards the borders.

“It does not disappear,” de Lorca sang.
“What does not disappear?”
“It merely changes. It becomes a pall of smoke. A stink over the 

streets. Or this.” She raised a finger and traced the ridges of her 
face, the deadened skin still living.
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a

The inquisition would redouble its work under his aegis, Tomás 
resolved as he rode back toward Seville. The Muslims of Granada 
would be forced to choose between Christianity and expulsion. 
The Protestants, the blasphemers, the witches, all would meet the 
sharp edge of the inquisition as it cut and severed and sorted Spain 
into finer filaments, casting off the loose threads.

Many miles before he reached the city walls he was met by that 
familiar, rancid smell. It was more pungent than ever, making him 
gag and recoil, causing his senses to burrow back inside him. It 
had spread. No longer confined to the Jews or conversos, or even 
Seville, it seeped throughout the kingdom, east and west and south 
and north, drifting over hot, Andalusian farmland, riding high on 
coastal winds, peeking over the Sierra Morena and into the valleys 
beyond.

When Tomás slept that night, in the silence and solitude of the 
monastery, the smell soaked through to his dreams, and he awoke 
with foulness in his nostrils, on the tip of his tongue. He closed the 
shutters, ruffled blankets beneath the doors, flagellated—all to no 
avail. The smell seemed to come from the inside out, from the soil, 
the streets, the walls and cellars, the flesh, his flesh, the mothers 
and fathers, from every ancestor who’d dripped poison into the 
holy fountain, from the many crossing lines stretching back and 
back that could never be unravelled. It pierced prayer, the smell. 
The ultimate sacrilege, that the body should have this power. The 
bent, oily body overshadowing the soul, imprinting it, the body 
constantly changing, deforming and being deformed. How could 
immaculacy keep pace with that?
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Destiny
The New Year is heralded by wild and dramatic festivities: 

champagne toasts, fireworks, dancing, singing, and whistling. The 
people fill their champagne glasses to the brim with values and 
hopes, and they drink deep to the joy that the New Year can and 
should bring. They reflect and remember the previous year’s feats 
and failures as they resolve themselves and look forward to the 
promise of a new start, a new year, a new outlook. 

The most active-minded and celebrated holiday in the world 
has lost its meaning and lustre—that is as far as it relates to Sipho 
Mbongolo’s life. Over the years he has taken stock and planned 
new courses of action, but all that has been unrewarding and frus-
trating. A life of losses and misses. That is the reality he sees. Even 

The Immigrant 
by Ndaba Sibanda
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his weary gait and stance are evidence of his failures, so deeply 
have his conditions pervaded his thoughts and beliefs: has his 
slouch made his poverty, or his poverty his slouch, he wonders.

He has lost track of most of his childhood friends. He no 
longer knows where they vanished to. Did they disappear into 
the country’s exodus crisis? Like quite a lot of his contemporaries 
and compatriots, maybe they migrated to the U.K., South Africa, 
Botswana, Namibia, U.S.—you name it. Any livable land, even 
a war-torn one, seems to be habitable, for that matter. All are 
in search of greener pastures. Do people not say there is a little 
Zimbabwe camouflaged in some parts of the U.K.? He knows it is 
a mirage beckoning him there, let alone becoming a British citizen. 
He always comforts himself: We can’t all be British. He wonders 
without end why people fought frantically against his country’s 
biased system, only to follow their enemies in the U.K. He is 
conflicted, but he is not confused by the country’s socio-economic 
chaos. The ideals of the liberation war are lost on its perpetrators. 
“Independence” is like a fairytale he’d once heard of. It is a lost 
cause too. 

He wants to stay aware of time, but a sense of hopelessness 
has imprisoned him, like someone who binges on alcohol day and 
night. He has lost track of time; he has lost sense of time. He is 
oblivious to passing time, for time waits for no man. He is worried, 
for no man lives twice. Unschooled, unknown, and untravelled, 
what odds and opportunities does he have? What does the future 
hold for him? What is in store for him? 

It is on the eve of the New Year that Sipho Mbongolo sets 
out on a journey to Bulawayo. As far as he is concerned, heeding 
Mzwakhe’s call could be synonymous with a bold walk into his 
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destiny. His cousin, Mzwakhe, has invited him to the big city, 
affectionately known as the City of Kings and Queens, to try out 
his luck in a bid to eke out a better living. Indeed, the New Year is a 
time for reflections and resolutions, a moment to recommit oneself 
to the causes and ideals one holds dear. For Sipho Mbongolo, a 
youthful, bucolic citizen, that moment of happiness, positivity, and 
celebration in his corruption-ravaged country has sadly become a 
mere transition from one day to the next. It is something he finds 
hard to hold so much significance for. Time. He has lost sense 
of time. Yet time is a reminder that the clock is uninterruptedly 
going tick-tock, that life is not stagnant, and that it’s too short to 
be unlived and unnoticed. He is merely existing, and time seems 
to overlook his existence. Is time, like everything else, not felt and 
appreciated by those who live? 

a

If Bulawayo is where his call of destiny is expected to manifest 
itself, or to be unlocked, or to be walked into, then once again time 
has made a mockery of his hopes and efforts, at least for a period 
of six months’ wandering, wondering, and languishing before he 
bumps into Lady Mumba. In his heart, he is on the verge of going 
back to the rural areas when the unexpected happens. 

a

Monday
Lady Mumba won’t look Sipho in the eye. “How old are you?” 

Though it is not dark, the pupils of her eyes have been acting up, 
growing in size as if to provide her a clearer vision of the rustic 
man. 

“I’m t-twenty-f-five,” Sipho responds in a rather shaky, strained 
voice. 
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“You’re a man. Relax. What skills and experience do you have?”
“I can look at goats, cows, donkeys, cheap—I mean sh-sheep.”
“Okay, you’re good at looking after beasts. I wish I had a farm.”
“What? Beasts! Bad things? No, I can’t!” His astonishment is 

palpable and protesting.
“Livestock. Domestic animals. That’s what I’m talking about.” 

Lady Mumba titters. 
“Sorry, sorry very much. I understand now.” 
This afternoon Lady Mumba is heavily hunched on an expensive- 

looking, fine-looking, gold-coated garden chair. Her huge back 
is jiggling and wiggling as if itchy, or as if baulking at something 
bumpy or spikey. How could such a magnificent chair be needle-like as 
well? Sipho wonders, thinking of his father’s stool that had been 
forbidden for children, treated as if it were spear-shaped. Actually, 
he’d been told of that chair, No other ass, big or small, ever rested on it, 
not even the rude asses of tired or fussy visitors and relatives. 

 “Sipho, with whom do you live in Old Magwegwe?” So short 
are Lady Mumba’s lacey shorts that Sipho’s eyes are magnetically 
riveted to where her enormous legs are joined together in a union 
of fat and flesh. The sight drives Sipho’s poor heart into a series of 
emotional jerks. She still cannot look at him directly, but as if that 
emotional unrest is not enough distress for Sipho, she launches 
light and frisky kicks onto his lap, and his chest in turn vibrates 
breathlessly as the hormones really run riot. He drowns deeper and 
deeper in a pool of emotive and explosive agitation. 

“Ah . . . ah . . . Madam Mumba, I sit with my small father, my 
small mother, and their children: Makhi, Mzwakhe, and Sethekeli.”

“Sipho, please call me Mona or Monalisa. Are your cousins 
friendly to you; do you get along well?”
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Sipho’s bloodshot eyes roll in their sockets, as if all they seek in 
this tempting world is to flee.

“They have the stubbornness of a black millipede—largely 
Sethekeli, who has no shame to say she cannot be under a man. She 
has a mouth, and I always protect her when her brothers want to 
beat her. But she thanks me by counting for me: hey I eat too much, 
hey I finish everything she gives, hey this, hey that. She has a tongue 
too. That’s why I don’t tell her my secrets: because her chest was 
kicked by a zebra. She sees me quiet and thinks I have no liver to tell 
her not talk bad about me.”

Madam Mumba cannot help laughing hysterically. “She has a 
mouth! A big mouth! A tongue? Well, she critises you baselessly. But 
what does a person who ‘has a liver’ do? We all have a liver, don’t we?”

“No, some people don’t have a liver. Those who don’t have the 
encouragement to tell you have a mistake. I have a liver. Even if I see 
a lion, I don’t urinate with fear. I face it like uShaka!”

“You mean ‘courage’! I see, but what do you mean your cousin 
‘counts for you’? You cannot count money?”

“No, I can. She counts for me. Uyangibalela ukudla. She says to 
people I eat too much of her father’s food. She forgets tomorrow is 
yesterday.” Tomorrow is yesterday. Time moves on. You can laugh 
at someone else’s abject poverty today, but when you are in need in 
future, you may turn to the same person for help.

Lady Mumba’s ribs are itching from a bursting of laughter. She 
steadies herself, before tapping Sipho in a playfully hooking and 
tickling manner between his legs. The rustical man draws away, 
batting his eye. He gasps, looks askance—much to the amusement 
of the teaser. She picks up a glass of wine and ungracefully some 
splashes out, dropping on her fatty neck. 



Æestival MMXXI, I.i | 51 

“Sipho, you talk of your uncle, aunt, and cousins; where is your 
biological father? Ehmm. But before you respond to that question, 
please towel the spilt wine on my neck with your tongue.” Sipho’s 
yellow-tainted teeth are bared. If he were swimming, one would be 
forgiven for thinking that he were on the verge of drowning, for he 
is practically gasping for breath.

“My bio-o-ological father, he died five years old while the maize 
was kicking and the pumpkins were vomiting in the fields.” His 
face is a little gloomy. He adds, “It was the disappearance of luck, 
as elders say. He, my father, didn’t like a person who doesn’t hear. 
His stomach was running him, running him . . .”

“Sipho, my goodness, you’re such a fascinating literal translator. 
Your parlance is what is sometimes referred to as Ndenglish. I 
guess that even if you cannot give me a blow-by-blow account of 
how your father died five years ago, you’re basically saying he died 
while the maize plants and pumpkins were blooming, or tasselling. 
Is that so?”

The reply is phrased like a question. 
“Yes—madam. No—Mona. Yes, is that so, shuwa. M-Mona, I 

mean, he was going outside fast-fast. He was carrying heavy.”
Lady Mumba tells him that life is a journey and a lesson on 

which trials and tribulations can be transformed into triumphs, 
brokenness into blessings. She concludes, “I believe in elevating 
and motivating others. Some people look for the rays of light 
instead of becoming the sunlight themselves.” 

Sipho is enthused.
Outside, out of sight, she walks around, sneakily sprinkling salt 

all over the yard. 
Time tears on.
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a

Wednesday Night
His bladder threatens to split apart with sudden violence if 

Sipho does not respond to the call of nature right away. To end 
up wetting the bed would be like a crime. How would he live with 
himself ? He slips out of the double bed and blazes towards the 
door, hitting against the frame and cursing, “Demedi!” Common 
sense orders him to put on the lights. The lights uncover one 
thing: he is wearing a tattered undergarment, but he does not 
care a dot because he is alone. He slips into a pair of purple 
trousers and races into the toilet. Inside the beautifully painted, 
small room, he feels for the zip like an inept, butter-fingered 
fellow.

“Demedi! Where is the damn zip?” The zip—it is the other way 
round, at the back! He struggles with the waistline, hitches the 
trousers down, but no, the urine is irrepressible. Tremulously, he 
navigates his irritated human hosepipe to face the toilet pan—but 
the urinary stream just sprays and is hard to aim! It is already 
too little too fast. There is a desperate whirlwind inside him. It is 
spurting out, making the floor messy and cloudy. The short bursts 
of the coloured, watery waste have made an emergency landing on 
an exclusive imported tapestry. 

The mess looks him in the eye as if saying: I’m having the last 
laugh in my bubble bath. He glares at it. At his hosepipe too. It 
looks innocent, stress-free, calm and collected now. He calms 
down after having relieved himself. Like an efficient scrub-man, 
he fetches the scrubbing cloth, sorts out his mess, and sighs the 
sigh of a fireman who has stumbled and fumbled before putting 
out a raging fire. He walks along the passage.
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At Madam Mumba’s door, he hears vocal noises. Sipho won-
ders, Mumba dreaming aloud? Is she soliquising? He places an 
ear on the lockset.

“I care for you.”
(An inaudible sound.)
“Yes, I confess I was going out with that minister, but . . .”
(An inaudible sound.)
“Please, let’s not dwell on that issue. You killed him out of 

jealousy, now you suspect I am going out with that . . .” 
(An inaudible sound.)
“I won’t shut up! I don’t have a crush on him. He is just my . . . 

eh . . .”
(An inaudible sound.)
Sipho says to himself, I am convinced that Lady Mumba is 

arguing with a boyfriend. Hmm, so she has a boyfriend after all. 
Anyway, she is only human.

Once in bed, he recalls how he ended up here. How last Saturday 
he met Lady Mumba in a salt queue, his speechless admiration for 
her high-class car. How a naked man burst into the queue and 
started fondling the backside of a plump woman, who upon dis-
covering the presence of the mentally challenged man, took to her 
heels like her body was a mere feather. How they talked about the 
incident and the endless queues, ending up discussing the sad state 
of the economy, and how Lady Mumba was prepared to dig him 
out of his financial mess by offering him a job as her bodyguard. 
How they later weaved their way through the bustling crowd into 
her gleaming car. How she said to him, “There will come a time 
when you will protect me in every way possible. When that time 
comes, both of us will happy. I will be happy. You will be happy.”
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Then on Monday, at what appeared like a billionaire’s evening 
party, how at the Mumba residence, men and women who drove the 
latest and most expensive cars, spoke on the trendiest of cell phones, 
and wore immaculate designer suits converged, wined, and dined. 
They swayed in an English way and even sneezed in English—or 
so it seemed to Sipho. He remembers one silly man with an el-
ephantine neck who gave him a glass of wine, and when he told 
him that he was a teetotaler and a member of the Zionist Bakhonzi 
Beqiniso Church, the man with a heavy neck called him a stupid, 
rustic pumpkin who did not know that heaven is on Earth.

He also has a vivid picture of a lady who told him squarely, “I love 
you boy. I’ve gold and silver. Gold is my first name. Fun my second. 
Body-licious my surname. What more can a soul want? Those who 
have had the privilege and pleasure of rubbing shoulders with me 
have confessed that I uniquely nurture a soul’s heart and body, as 
if the earth’s axis is on my palm. Run away from this portly pig, 
Mumba. I would pay you more, give you my everything, boy. Just 
bring your freaking fresh figure to my place, boy. My body oozes 
love and more love for you. Your body, oh boy, I feel like licking 
you up like a chocolate bar. Please make me feel like a girl again?”

He remembers his response, telling this forward woman he’d 
already made marriage proposal to someone:

“I appeared for my wife some time ago. The go-between asked 
for a fire. I paid the open-the-mouth money. I will pay the suitor-
be-known money. Sorry, besides in my culture, a woman does not 
smoke or point a man.”

The smoking, swaying, and over-embellished woman unleashed 
F-prefixed obscenities at him. She called him the most unintel-
ligent, rural, backward cat she had ever seen, before reeling away 
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and canoodling a man who could easily have been her youngest 
grandson.

a

He is now half-asleep. He hears some patting sounds from a 
distance, but finally he drifts into sleep. He has a grandparent of a 
nightmare.

a

Thursday Morning
Sipho is feasting his eyes on the furnishings in the living room. 

He is gazing in awe at the fittings: an exotic Lalique crystal coffee 
table, with its high quality and gorgeously detailed designs. His eyes 
fall on an end table, lamps, a chair, an ottoman, a neat bookshelf, 
and a T.V. and stereo system. The couches in the spacious room 
are enclosed in a pigmented leather that speaks of durability and 
resistance to soiling. The air has a chocolate-like taste and floral 
aroma. Lady Mumba and Sipho are savoring the exotic Ethiopian 
coffee. 

“That picture on the wall was taken some years back when I was 
in the U.K. Isn’t it beautiful, Sipho?” 

“It’s beautiful, Lady—sorry, Mona. So you lived in the U.K.?”
“For ten years. That’s where I met some of the party attendees.” 
Sipho hops into a different subject.
“Madam, methinks there is a witch here?”
“What?” His boss grimaces, looking him in the eye, perhaps for 

the first time.
Sipho takes a mouthful of the coffee, as if he is unconscious of 

a tonal change. 
“Methinks there’s a witch who’s doing rounds and sounds here. 

I hear them in the night.”
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“Sipho, get this clear: I hired a bodyguard, not a witch-hunter.”
“Sorry, madam, but I’m made to see in my dreams as a Zionist—”
“Antiquated nonsense! Whether you’re a Zionist or whatnot, I 

don’t bloody care a whit. Stick to your job description or else.”
Maybe this subject is a no-go area. That is it. Madam Mumba is 

angry now. She is a flooded river. Maybe it is my fault? Maybe her 
boyfriend made her angry? Is he not loving? In Ndebele we say she 
is so angry she can swallow up a chameleon. Imagine the anger of a 
chameleon that has projected its long tongue. He too probably drives a 
stunning car. He must be one of the billionaires who were at the party. 
Maybe he too returned from the U.K.? These billionaires, they will tell 
you they were once broke before they became billionaires! 

These people have expensive things. They have lots and lots of mon-
ey. If everlasting life could be bought, I think Lady Mumba and her 
billionaire friends would have bought it. People usually say life is not 
fair. However, I think the fairness of life is in that we breathe the same 
air, that we live and die no matter whether we are wealthy beyond 
description or poor in a sorry way. I think the difference is that people 
who have money enjoy because their lives are soft-soft, yet ours are hard 
like a rock. 

Do they know the troubles of life? Life is harsh. These people live in 
their own world. A soft world that shines because of gold and silver. 
Most of them have soft bodies; they eat soft things, do soft jobs, shake 
with their soft hands, and sit on soft chairs. Who does not want to live 
in that world? I think these people have a good living. Poverty is a far-
off thing to them. They probably do not know how it feels like to go for a 
day without a meal. I know it. It is my daily bread. I hum a little song 
or whistle, even if I walk into my crammed, small, dark bedroom. Once 
I get there, I sleep on the hard floor on my empty stomach and sometimes 
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dream big dreams, dreams about having good things, soft things, peace, 
only to wake up and hear my stomach making funny sounds, complain-
ing about emptiness, emptiness, and emptiness. I think their stomachs 
complain of too much different food, too much food, and too much food. 
Or maybe not. Their stomachs are used to it. That Monday evening, 
I ate many things with different colours, and my stomach, instead of 
celebrating, started behaving as if it had thunderstorms inside. My 
stomach made me shy because it was crying and crying in the presence of 
visitors. I am happy no one mentioned it.

Lady Mumba is dazzling in her dress. She shows him where to 
find food whenever he feels the pangs of hunger. After whispering, 
“Take care, I’II be back soon,” she drives away. 

a

Friday Evening
He has been searching for it high and low for almost five 

minutes to no avail. Has the T.V. remote control developed legs? 
He has no shred of doubt that an hour ago it was on the coffee 
table. His T.V. control remote skills have improved vastly since he 
came to Lady Mumba’s residence. Tuesday was the day she taught 
him how to use a remote control, as well as how to start a car 
and a laptop. Lady Mumba has been kind and sometimes full of 
mischief and fun. Last Tuesday, did her right hand not stray all 
the way to the chubbiness and warmness of his lap when she was 
showing him how to operate the remote control? Did she not pat 
and pinch him on his waist? In the absence of a remote control, 
he gives up on watching T.V., but momentarily he dozes, trying 
to fight sleep off until he finally drifts into a slumber. On several 
occasions Sipho has slept through the noises and disruptions 
of stray dogs and donkeys in his dark hut in the village. He has 
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always been regarded as a heavy sleeper by his family members 
in the countryside, but here, in this rhythm of weird footsteps, 
echoing screeches of windows, scratchings of doors, howls of door 
fulcrums, and flippings of pages of books, his deep sleep deserts 
him and scurries for cover too. 

a

7:55 p.m.
“Lady Mumba—sorry, Mona, are you back?” 
Dozily, he looks around the room, but it is dark. Who has turned 

off the lights? Is Lady Mumba playing games? he wonders. Wait a 
minute. The orchestra of noises and goings-on dazes him. He feels 
unusually exhausted and uneasy. Daze and dizziness dance and 
conspire to hold him captive. He does not think it would be a 
good idea to stand up and make his way into his bedroom. He 
feels too shaky and too petrified to make a move. He wishes he 
had a blanket to bury and shrink his entire body under. If some 
mindless mosquito or louse were to nibble into him, he would not 
flinch. No body movement. No sound. If only he could be motion-
less—no yawning, no sneezing, no coughing, no burping—maybe 
the fear-provoking noises would subside. However, on the sofa his 
body betrays him because he cringes, yawns, sweats, sneezes, and 
freezes. His body talks, twists, and toots.

Like an ostrich burying its head in the sand, he grabs three sofa 
cushions in a bid to shutter himself under them, but one slides 
away from him in the process. For what seems like an eternity, he 
tosses and turns on the sofa. Sleep is elusive. A fugitive. Now and 
then he kicks, lurches under a confused pile of interwoven sheets. 
It is hunger or the heat? Or the cold air? Is it by virtue of the odd 
commotion? Is this a haunted house? Whose ghost? My dreams gave me 
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an idea that there is something strange here. It is a ghost. I remember 
the conversation I overheard on Wednesday. Lady Mumba said, “You 
killed him out of jealousy, now you suspect I am going out with that . . .” 
This is perhaps the ghost of her former boyfriend. Yes. I’m no Shaka; if a 
hole were to open up, I would melt into it in no time. 

a

9:55 pm
Giddy, startled, and stuck, Sipho wishes the curtains could 

close on his nightmarish experiences. Nothing lasts. Happy times. 
Mourning times. Bad or good dreams. Any party will eventually 
come to an end. Good days never last, so neither should these bad 
moments. As if his prayers are being heeded and answered at that 
very moment, miraculously the lights come on, and the rhythm 
of footsteps echoing from the roof, the screeching of windows, 
scratching of doors, howling of door fulcrums, and turning over 
of pages of books all cease. He regains a little measure of physical, 
mental, and emotional stability, though drowsiness continues to 
take a toll on him. Obviously, he is relieved. 

a

10:00 pm
Rats make noises while rolling nuts. Nonvocal noises. Rats and 

mice usually find refuge in lofts or ceiling cavities as they gnaw 
at electric cabling and other materials. Such interference with 
electric cabling can result in fires. Now no sounds reverberate and 
rumble on the roof. No rolling ball noises. Maybe the noises were 
caused by small nocturnal creatures. Maybe there was no power, he 
imagines. He prays that he does not spend a wakeful night. Sleep 
has made his eyelids as heavy as lead. His eyes are so sleepy that it 
is a challenge to keep them open. Nonetheless, he catches sight of 
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the T.V. remote control. Dreamlike. It is back where he had left it! 
No, that is something. He wants to take a closer look at the remote 
control before laboring his way to his bedroom. Perhaps because 
he has been lying on the sofa for too or has some inflammation of 
the muscles, he finds it a bit difficult to get up from the sofa. 

a

10:05 pm
Suddenly there is a high shriek of hinges and a sound as if some-

one has hit the main door with their knuckles. Maybe the person 
outside does not know that the doorbell is not broken. As if the night 
has not been difficult, distressful, and wearisome enough, Sipho’s 
eyes fall on a small, terrifying gremlin, like a little humanoid bear. 
If he is drunk with sleepiness, he speedily sobers. The sight of it 
makes his hair stand on end. It has slithered into the room with 
neither a key nor a yanking open of the door. It seems like a dream. 
If it is a dream, something in the deep, dusky recess of his soul, 
he wants to be able to get out of it sooner than later. The glowing 
bloodshot eyes do not make matters better by their torching and 
torturing his mind. The sight of the hairy creature stabs his heart 
into palpitations, confusions, and tensions. 

a

10:10 pm
Sipho studies the dwarf, with its radiant red eyes and long claws. 

It is approximately one metre in height. Its face would push both 
children and adults into freaked, dreamlike screams. It is attired in 
a wrap made of leopard skin and a necklet of beads, little stones, 
feathers, and other strange bits and pieces. Around its waist there 
is a small bag. Sipho wonders what could be inside that pouch. 
Maybe a knife? It is in possession of a knobkerrie, too. This is 
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the dreaded tikoloshe, concludes Sipho. A thought capers into his 
head. Let me alert neighbors. A child who does not cry risks dying 
whilst strapped to the back of its mother, so goes the wise Ndebele 
proverb. 

a

10:20 pm
Sipho is like a badly injured, lily-livered soldier, who though 

has had a tortuous and agonising journey, nevertheless is ready to 
soldier on, to summon strength and escape. He is not prepared to 
be kept prisoner for eternity by a creature rooted next to the main 
door, a creature that has not said what it wants. He straightens up, 
tries to open up his mouth to scream himself into a tizzy, but the 
tikoloshe is equal to the task. It swings at him in a flash and lands 
on his left shoulder. He can feel something heavy dangling there. 
Does it have a heavy, long tail? Maybe it is an arm? He can feel its 
head too. Nearly, it is a head the size of a huge water pumpkin. Its 
nose is a weird, snake-like sniffer, yet its ears are leaf-like in form. 
It attempts to slam him with the club, and he sees the knobkerrie 
hovering over his head, missing it by a few, lucky, anxious centime-
tres before it plummets.

a

With its long, emaciated legs and long claws, it tries to push 
and pin him down. Sipho rolls over the sofa, seeking to repel 
the creature with his tired arms. The human and gremlin wrestle 
and wheeze, call and curse. It clenches its teeth together tightly 
because of its anger and ego. The gritted teeth are all set to bite 
and chew off his right ear, as the hairy goblin’s head is thrust on 
his body. Swiftly, it leaps up like a possessed mortal, before its 
sharp curved nails wedge into his neck, throttling him in the 
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process. He winces. Like a defeated wrestler in the ring, Sipho 
is gasping, bleeding, pleading on the floor. The goblin lets out a 
throated chuckle. 

a

Saturday Midnight
“People believe we, ze tikoloshes, are malevolent myfical elves 

of short statue zat pride in choking ze life out of zem! Well, you 
can see zat if one humbles oneself, like you did after regaining 
consciousness, we chat, we bear no malice, we make peace. We 
bury ze club!”

“Yes. Thank you, sir. I’m glad that your knobkerrie didn’t smash 
my head into pulp”. 

The hobgoblin sneezes, sending out a yellowish, smallish, and 
circular fluid across the room. It patters on the ceiling. The little 
thing has jagged teeth. From a distance one could mistake it for a 
boy, not a grown man. Its skin is mottled and leathery. From their 
chat Sipho discovers some facts about the creature. For example, 
it is always a male, it has a single buttock, and it is known to be 
covered in hair or scales. It has hairy legs and feet. It is constantly 
barefoot. It is usually naked, but sometimes it wears a cloak. It 
wraps itself in the skin of a leopard or baboon when it is chilly. It 
speaks with a lisp. Its red eyes are capable of seeing well both in the 
dark and during the day. It does not have a tail. Sipho imagines, 
How is it be possible that women can be attracted to such an ugly 
thing? Fine, it has strong, bony, and sharp fingers, and it is stout 
in build with a potbelly, but the face is very unpleasant, the skin 
shocking. 

“You are at liberty to ask anyfing about me.” The tikoloshe’s 
words cut into Sipho’s thoughts. 
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“You’re stuck . . . no, stocky in build with a potbelly. What do 
you drink?”

“Sorghum beer and sour milk”.
 “Is it true that you like moving into sleeping people’s rooms 

and causing problems?”
“We can be visible and invisible at will. You can call us half-spirit, 

half-human. Hence, we derive pleasure from creeping into sleeping 
people’s houses and scaring ze hell out of kids!” 

It laughs out proudly and loudly. Its childlike voice is peppered 
with a swishing streak.

“There is a thought, rather a belief, that you are used for seduc-
ing women?”

“We’ve a mystic way of making women fall for us. A little charm. 
I had a girlfriend who also worked for Mumba. ’Cause I’m a blast 
furnace in bed, ze maid left in a state of panic. But mefinks she was 
already pregnant! ’Cause I’m a sharp shooter! I’m a red-hot iron. 
We’ve no match when it comes to sexual prowess. Shen . . . how 
can I put it? Shen, Mumba had no choice but to hook up wif me. 
Needless to say Mumba and I are an item. I’m a jealous, lascivious, 
and dangerous man. So very jealous zat you don’t mess wif our 
relationship, by hook or crook, day or night, and live to see anozer 
day. Forget it!”

As if flaunting its weaponry, it paces around the room, carrying 
a manhood so long that it is slung over its own shoulder. Sipho is 
dumbstruck. What a sizable scrotum!

“Do you know the whereabouts of Lady Mumba?” 
“I’m disappointed wif Lady Mumba. She won’t get away wif it. 

I brought her all ze fortune she possesses and parades. Now she 
wants to get rid of me. Zat day she served me wif salty relish, yet 
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she knows zat we’re allergic to salt. She’s spreading salt all over. I 
read ze mind. I visit ze sea. She forgets zat. Now she has left for 
Chiredzi, to seek a muthi man who will wipe me off ze face of ze 
earf. If my memory serves right, only one man of God has ever 
managed to kick me out of a house. Overwhelmed by his powerful 
prayers, I ran for dear life.

“Ze sangoma sinks zey can ward off a malicious spirit, exorcise 
ze area wif salt, charms, oil, and what-have-you? It’s game on. Zis 
is set to be a battlefield. A titanic battle looms large. Bring it on. Ze 
sangoma must come over here prepared to put up a perfect fight, 
or else zey will faint, fall sick, or die. How narrow-minded! Kill 
me? Never! I killed her meddling minister boyfriend. I will kill her 
too if she continues running madly like a nervous fool trying to 
castrate a burly bull wif her bare teef !”

“How did you make Mumba reach?”
“Rich, you mean? I loot. Yes banks, factories, stores, mining 

concerns, you name zem—I raid.”
a

Saturday 4:30 a.m.
Sipho cannot believe that in spite of his fears, trials, and 

weariness, he has been firing questions at the creature for so long 
and learning so much about it. He remembers the words of Lady 
Mumba: “There will come a time when you will protect me in 
every way possible. When that time comes, both of us will happy. I 
will be happy. You will be happy.” He recalls that she added rather 
softly, “I hope you won’t mind looking after me in my room when 
I ask you to, especially when l fall sick. Sipho, would that be a 
problem?” He’d been thrown speechless, tempted by a tenderness 
he now saw was never there. I will ask one more question and 
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avoid thinking about what Lady Mumba said, or else this creature 
will read my mind, and I’ll get into trouble again.

He wonders how much trouble Lady Mumba is in with this 
creature. “Madam Mumba will point the house where there is 
beer?” he asks, in his country colloquialism.

“Yes, zat woman will taste my wrath. They don’t call me 
Ntokoloshe for noffing”. 

The dwarf disappears into Lady Mumba’s bedroom, before 
emerging a short while later with a container. 

“Listen, it’s time for you to strike gold. Now take zis and disap-
pear. Don’t ever come back here. You did not talk wif me. You did 
not see me, is zat right? You disclose, you’re dead. Zat me!”

Sipho cannot believe it. A suitcase filled to the brim with crisp 
notes! U.S. dollars. He walks past the colourful, computerised gate. 
With a trembling joy, he hurries on, his horizon characterised 
by the diminishing grandeur of the house and the snowballing 
mysteries inside. Let the soft lady solve her problems with her own 
soft hands. He could make his own future.
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He takes three of his friends and his mom’s car out to a lake 
they’d never heard of before the summer started. His mom bakes 
hash brownies, which they were told to not eat coming or going 
but only when they were safely at the campsite, and his dad buys 
them snacks they can eat on the way.

Milo and Anthony and Derrick and Jim.
Milo has the car and the cool mom. Anthony looks up sweat 

lodges and pagan rituals. Derrick has an aunt who slips them 
a mickey of vodka without telling them she’d poured half out 
to cut it with water. Jim is supposed to bring the porn, but he’s 
been relying on the Internet for so long that he forgot he can’t 
buy magazines at the adult entertainment store, and he was too 
embarrassed to go back after he’d gotten kicked out. Each of 

Rutstuck 
by Laura DeHaan
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them is secretly relieved, because who wants to wank off in front 
of his friends?

So they pile into Milo’s mom’s car, each of them newly minted 
from his third year of high school and ready to bend the rules in a 
moderate and slightly geeky way.

Their sweat lodge is a joke, a log propped against a tree with a 
tarp over it, and they smear their faces with charcoal, symbol upon 
symbol until the lines smudge into one dark mask and Derrick 
utters the word “blackface.” Embarrassed and self-conscious, they 
hurriedly knock over the log and scrub their faces. Jim mentions 
the size of his penis, and Milo breaks out the hash brownies.

It’s around the third brownie that Anthony starts carving the 
Sheila into a birch tree.

Milo squints at the bulging, vacant eyes, the weird little smile, 
the hands pulling the vagina wide open like a garbage bag. “What 
the hell is that?” he says.

“It’s a sheela na gig,” says Anthony, pronouncing it as he’s seen 
it written. “They’re Irish.”

“Sheilas are Australian,” says Derrick, the languages expert.
Milo finds both hard to believe. The only Irish and Australian 

girls he knows are pretty. “But what’s it do?”
Jim snickers. “Seems pretty obvious.”
“No, no, it’s not like that.” Anthony scrapes the thin white bark 

out of the figure’s vagina. “They don’t, I dunno, do anything. They’re 
just kind of around. Like graffiti that says, ‘Kilroy was here.’ Or like 
postcards.”

“Postcards?” Derrick says dubiously.
Anthony shrugs. “Ask the Internet. I didn’t make it up.”
Jim suddenly giggles. “Carve one lower down.”
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“What for?”
Jim makes some hand motions. Anthony groans. “Carve one 

yourself.”
“I know a joke,” Derrick announces.
Anthony passes his hunting knife to Jim, who starts nicking the 

birch bark.
“Guy goes to a brothel,” says Derrick. “He’s broke. Asks the boss 

what he can get for five bucks. The boss says, ‘For five bucks you 
can fuck a hole in the wall. But I like you, so I’ll get you something 
special.’ Boss takes him to an empty room. The guy says, ‘Where’s 
the hole?’ Boss says, ‘I got you a virgin.’”

Milo and Derrick laugh. Jim, tongue sticking out, works on his 
Sheila. Anthony says, “I don’t get it.”

“It’s Romanian,” says Derrick.
“Oh,” says Anthony and laughs too.
The vodka doesn’t taste like anything. None of them remark 

on this. The boys know exactly this much about vodka: it’s not 
supposed to taste like anything, right? That was the point of vodka. 
The hash brownies are mostly gone. Milo’s mom cut them up and 
put them into a Tupperware and didn’t tell them she’d kept half.

Jim’s Sheila looks even more distorted than Anthony’s. He’s 
tried inserting giant breasts into the mix and they billow out on 
either side of the gaping vulva. The attempted addition of lips just 
leaves her face as two froggy eyes and a series of slashes below.

“Hot, right?” says Jim.
“Give me that,” says Derrick.
His is higher than Jim’s, but noticeably lower than Anthony’s.
“You’re doing it wrong,” says Anthony. “It’s supposed to be 

ninety percent pussy.”
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“Then what am I supposed to kiss?” says Derrick.
“We’re not gonna kiss ‘em,” says Jim and mimes jerking off. 

“We’re gonna do some splash damage.”
Jim’s sickly smile make Milo’s stomach turn. Who would actu-

ally want to do that?
But at different times of the night, exactly that happens. 
“Did you do it?” the guys ask Milo.
“Gross,” he says. “No,” he says.
But he’d taken a very long time to shit in the middle of the 

night. And he’d brought a flashlight, of course.
And the hunting knife.

a

They wake up early the next morning to hike to another camp-
site, even with the hangovers. It means a farther walk back to the 
car tomorrow too. Nobody complains.

They do bring the empty vodka bottle with them because it’s 
courtesy to leave a clean campsite.

Derrick tries mashing dried leaves into his Sheila, but the 
stickiness has long since dried and the leaves fall off, leaving her 
grinning and exposed.

“Maybe if we scrape ’em off with your knife?” says Jim.
“This knife would never be clean enough after that,” says Anthony.

a

They offer the rest of the brownies to another group of campers 
who immediately, with deep distrust and resentment, stuff them 
into the bottom of their food sack and toss them out with the rest 
of their refuse.

The boys are pulled over on the highway for being young and 
male. They accept this as their penance, and Milo is glad the officer 
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is female, because no way, no way is he tempted to confess the 
weekend to her.

“Drive safe,” she says, friendly and already forgetting their faces. 
If they died on the way back, she would never know.

a

Fifteen years later, Milo has his own car, though he still lives 
with his parents. Other camping trips have come and gone. You 
can’t stop living because of one stupid thing you did in your teens.

Milo is going back, and he’s going back alone. Derrick broke 
the rule of never dating a friend’s ex and dropped out of Milo’s 
circle after high school. Anthony married a Catholic and has six 
kids, by way of one, twins, triplets. He says he’ll have a weekend to 
himself when Hell freezes over. Jim killed himself a few years ago, 
over a girl who knew she could do better than him.

Milo is going back, and he’s going back alone. Because it was 
one stupid thing he did in his teens. Because you leave a clean 
campsite.

Because he hasn’t had a hard-on since.
a

The GPS leads him down highways, through towns, past his-
torical monuments and sights of interest. It deftly directs him to 
alternate routes when a road is washed out, denying him even an 
hour’s diversion (which could have become two hours’ procrasti-
nation, which could have become a motel and indoor plumbing 
for the night, with the option to change his mind in the morning).

The park is well known and well tended, and he even tried to 
make an advanced reservation for the same campsite, although it 
turns out that specific one has been out of use for a decade. “Which 
happens,” said the receptionist. “We cycle through to make sure 
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we aren’t constantly running roughshod over the same section of 
Mother Nature.” 

Milo parks the car, trudges to the check-in centre, signs in, and 
pays his camping fee. “Just you?” says the receptionist.

“Just me,” says Milo.
“Travelling light, huh?”
He doesn’t know what to say to that, so he laughs and quickly 

escapes. Later, the receptionist will accidentally smear whiteout 
over his name and won’t have any idea who he was.

Milo puts one sneaker-clad foot on the packed dirt trail. So far 
so good. But once he crosses the boundary between civilization 
and the wilds, he knows he’s fucked. It’s not just the campsites that 
have changed, but the paths leading to them have as well. Milo has 
vague memories of a blackened tree—a “blasted oak,” as Anthony 
put it—but not its whereabouts. He remembers it took them about 
five hours to walk to the first campsite, which might be a help, but 
there had been four of them with tents and sleeping bags, and he’s 
alone with a water bottle he forgot to fill.

Milo wavers.
He could always go to therapy instead. It wouldn’t be cheap, but 

it would be better than hacking through wasp nests and ant hills 
and spider webs and poison ivy and there is a woman up ahead, a 
skinny, greyish figure leaning against a birch tree.

I could smack my head and pretend I’ve forgotten something, Milo 
thinks, but already his embarrassment drags him forward.

He plans to stride past with as much confidence as he can mus-
ter. He doesn’t even look at her. Head bent determinedly down, 
he brushes past her with a mumbled nothing and has an excellent 
view of her very shapely foot as it darts out and—
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Thwump, he’s teeth-down on the forest floor, blood already 
filling his mouth. “Ow tha fuggin hell?” he spurts. In that second 
of collision, there was the tiny, terrible sound of his tongue being 
pierced by his side teeth, a gristly sound accompanied by a vibra-
tion travelling down his throat to the mysterious place where his 
tongue originates. It really hurts. “Wha you do tha fo?”

On the ground, he sticks out his tongue to assess the damage. 
He never knew his tongue had a pulse before. He touches the 
wound with a fingertip and realises belatedly that it’s dusty with 
dirt. He stands and wipes his hands off on his shorts. His tongue 
retreats to be rinsed with saliva and he spits out a mouthful of mud 
and blood. That hurts too.

He feels for his water bottle, but it’s flown off into the bushes 
somewhere. “Ja see where my boddle went?” he asks, and there’s no 
reply and he is alone.

A myriad of feelings jostle each other—anger, for his pain; 
relief, that he doesn’t have to retaliate; confusion, in general—but a 
giggle draws his attention from his bottle. Anger’s at the forefront 
now, that some random weirdo would be happy about his bleeding 
everywhere, and he sees the shapely foot again.

She’s behind a tree, and at first Milo thinks she’s trying to not 
be seen, but the foot rises off the ground and makes a circle in the 
air, rises higher and makes another circle. All he can see of her is 
this foot following patterns, patterns that make him forget the 
growing amount of blood in his mouth, because now there’s a calf 
attached to the foot and a very nice calf it is.

He has no idea how she’s balancing there, behind the tree, but 
a hand, a forearm, an elbow (even her elbow was a good-looking 
elbow) join the leg, more leg now than anyone’s ever seen before, 
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her hand caressing the leg, and Milo is aware, for the first time in 
over a decade, that he has a penis and his penis is feeling fine.

Her hand is almost at her crotch, smoothing the skin at her hip, 
flicking the softly jiggling flesh, and her hand disappears behind 
the tree.

Milo’s drooling now. His shirt’s a streaky mess. His own hands 
wrench his belt open, dip under shorts and underwear. He barely 
remembers that this was the person who made him fall. Shut up, 
his brain advises, it could be anyone behind that tree.

Her elbow flexes outward; she must be doing something crazy 
with herself back there—

Then—
—he’s not sure what he’s seeing.
Her forearm swings outwards. She’s got something in her hand 

which is attached to her crotch. It’s stretchy and pinkish and 
brownish, and the outside is fuzzy, and it—keeps—getting—lon-
ger. Her arm is fully extended now and the thing in her hands is 
shiny and taut and—

—she lets it go.
It swings down in a lazy arc, goes behind the tree, and pendu-

lums back into sight. Milo’s lost the rhythm, his dick is shrinking, 
he can’t keep a grip—that thing can’t possibly be—

Her face pops out and his testicles shoot up so high he feels 
them clack together.

She’s old. Limbs that young can’t belong to a face that old. But 
it’s not the wrinkles that make his testes retract and his penis 
retreat snail-like into his body. It’s the bizarre look on her face. 
Her eyes are bulging out of their sockets, and she’s got the grin of 
someone not all there—of an infant, or the senile.
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She skips out from behind the tree, flouncing her trailing labia. 
Her breasts are small like two lumps of rice pudding, the nipples 
colourless. Milo wants very much to become a tree, a rock, some-
thing without sexuality. He wants someone to walk by and ask him 
if he’s okay. At the very least he’d like to zip up his pants.

None of that happens. Instead she takes her labia in both hands 
and sweeps the skin around his legs. It feels like a dog’s tongue, 
slick and muscular, and it yanks him off his feet, cradles him in-
stead of letting him crash to the ground. It smells like old wood 
and wet concrete.

She lifts her leg over her labia so she’s dragging him behind her, 
wrapped up neck to knees. Milo can still feel the bumps and lumps 
of tree roots and loose rocks as he’s snuggled inside her lips. It’s 
very warm. He struggles without enthusiasm, feeling very much 
like he did when the highway patrol officer pulled him over all 
those years ago. Someone has seen his failings and is taking steps 
to correct them. He wonders if she’ll carve his likeness into a tree. 
He wonders if she’ll allow him to leave.

If she’ll a—
If Sheila—
He wishes his mom were here.

a

The Sheila moves in a straight line. Any time the forest gets too 
thick or a boulder blocks the way, she stuffs the offending impedi-
ment up her vagina. Milo is long past caring about the plausibility 
and watches with a vacant semi-smile which grows no more vacant 
or less smiley when she, at seemingly random intervals, removes 
the debris from herself and tosses it away. There’s something inside 
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him that murmurs, Leave nothing but footprints; take nothing but 
photographs. But it doesn’t hold the weight it used to.

Thick clusters of ferns scrape his nose. His lower legs are badly 
bruised from crashing into so much nature. Still, it doesn’t bother 
him any more than does his hunger or his thirst or his wherabouts 
or his fate.

At last she stops walking. That seems okay too.
They’ve stopped before a boulder, the sort that looks like it’s fall-

en off a distant mountain and rolled a long way, its features having 
been smoothed until it looks as fake as a botoxed face. There’s a 
person spread across the boulder too, but a patch of stringy weeds 
tickles Milo’s eyes, and he can’t make out the details.

The Sheila readjusts her legs and unrolls Milo from her flesh 
with a flick. Milo flops onto his back and considers the sky through 
the tangle of trees. It looks nice. He smiles vacantly.

She takes him by the wrists and drags him closer to the rock. 
Their eyes meet briefly, touch without recognition. She picks him 
up by the hair and lifts him one-handed over her head, pressing 
him against the boulder to make a match with the body beside 
him.

The other guy’s in a pretty bad way. A thick plaster of dried-up, 
yellowish custard is smeared over his hair and wrists and some of 
his torso. The clothes have long rotted away. A fuzzy moss crawls 
over the remaining flesh and gives the shrunken face a beard it 
could never grow in life. Milo feels the wet slap of the custard 
against his head and he can’t help but grin like an idiot. “Derriiick!”

There shouldn’t still be eyeballs in that moss-covered body, but 
there they are: big and bulging and stupidly delighted. Derrick’s 



76 | Welkin: A Magazine of the Fantastic

lips have pulled back against his gums, but a vacant smile lingers. 
His mouth moves soundlessly in greeting.

It’s nice knowing he’s not alone in this. Milo grins at the Sheila, 
who grins back. There’s enough paste sticking Milo’s head to the 
boulder now, and he hangs by the roots of his hair while the Sheila 
uses both hands to dip into and around her vagina. She scoops out 
the smegma and slaps it against his shoulders, arranging his arms 
and legs, and affixes them just so until he’s as pretty as a postcard.

At last the Sheila steps back and abruptly raises her arms like a 
gymnast at the end of a routine. The little smile doesn’t flicker as 
she studies her contribution, doesn’t fade as her arms drop and she 
wanders away. Milo watches her until she moves out of his direct 
line of sight and he forgets that Derrick is beside him.

It’s nice on the rock. Everything else fades to insignificance 
as his skin slips from his muscles and his muscles pucker up on 
his bones. It’s like an accomplishment. Milo feels pretty proud of 
himself, himself as the message that he was here, and he fears the 
day when someone might come by and cut him down.
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