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The Book of Days 

(c) 2007 Dominique Millette

Days Out of Water 

De Bono: Rock logic. Water logic. 
Water logic flows like a river. 

Rivers swell and flow into lakes. 
Lakes flow into oceans. 

Flow, like the river, effortless as a dream! 

Flow into the great ocean of Life! 

I close my eyes. River. Flow. Lake. Ocean... 

Flow, like the river, effortless as a dream, eludes me. 

Where is the great ocean of Life? 

Concentrate! 

River, river, flow, flow, flow...

I’m no river. I won’t get to the ocean. I smash against the logic of rocks. 

I must be a boat.

I close my eyes again. 
I see the boat on the river, struggling against rocks.

The boat scrapes and overturns. Its exclaiming occupants struggle to shore.

Destruction. Loss. A shaking of the head.

Around a fire, wrapped in blankets, the capsized tell their tale: a song, a story, 

a picture.

The song becomes a hit. The story wins a prize in a short story contest. The 

picture becomes a joke post-card.

The exclaiming occupants become rich and buy cottages on lakes.

Now they can go boating without any rapids.

They buy new boats made of fiberglass.

Now the boats won’t smash against anything
Days of Flotsam 

The wood of the first boat, caught in the river, washes up to distant shores.

A woman and a man walk on a stretch of deserted beach. 

They spy a piece of broken wood. They stop to reflect on its shape:

– It’s like a whale; no, a guitar; or rather, a bust of Socrates! 

– No. It’s more like a bust of Aesop: storyteller for all ages.
In a gallery, the work appears: 

A bust of Aesop, deserted on the shore, surrounded by the flotsam of modernity.

– The bust is a distorted, faded image of morality tales in human History, the artists say.

– How clever! the gallery-goers declare.

Newspapers hail the work of art:

– Go to the exhibition. Don’t miss this!

A man walks into the gallery. 

He peers at the bust of Aesop.

He can only think of one thing to say:

– Hey! That’s my boat!
Days of Feasting

A villa on the island of Samos, in Greece. 

At this time of the summer, springs and wells are dry throughout the land. Yet here, in the courtyard, a fountain decorated with the chariots of Poseidon spews out water.

Inside, on the floor of the great house, are ceramic mosaics of many colours, each a masterpiece costing thousands of drachmas. Here, the master of the house: Xanthus. There, his wife. The children. Around them all: mammals, birds and fish. Flowers. 

Today: 

A whirlwind of baskets, tapestries, furniture moved back and forth.

A slave stands before his master. Xanthus is impatient. Imperious:

– Aesop, trusted one! I need assistance on this day. The wisdom of your counsel is well-known. As you know, tonight this house receives the greatest men in Greece. Therefore, I bid you go to market, to choose the best of all things – that my guests may remember this night as the greatest feast they have ever known!

The slave Aesop bows his head. 

– Master, I will do as you command.
Night falls.

Many torches light the great household. The guests have arrived.

In comes the first course:

Tongue. Marinated. A great variety of tongue: beef, lamb, fox, fowl, peacock.

The guests are amused. 

In comes the second course:

Tongue. Boiled, this time. Well-spiced. A great variety, again.

The guests become restless.

In comes the third course:

Tongue. Cooked over an open flame. Tongue of beef, tongue of lamb...

Xanthus, enraged, sends back the dishes and summons his once-trusted slave:

– Aesop! What is the meaning of this ill-gotten farce? I bade you go to market, that you should choose the best of all things – yet now this! Only tongue, is it, you serve? Will you sicken all the greatest men in Greece? I will have your own tongue on a plate – and the head that goes with it – should you not answer me!

Aesop shakes his wise and knowing head.

– Master, you bade me choose the best of all things. Is not tongue the best of all things known? Does it not stir the soul, with strong words brave and great? Does it not comfort restless hearts, with lilting murmurs pouring forth in meditative contemplation? Does it not make us yearn for higher things and broader horizons yet than all those which we may already know? Does it not bring glad and wanted tidings, of those we cherish best? Does it not elicit love, that great elixir of the heart which binds all greater souls together? Does it not make us laugh, that mirth may teach us more than tears and sweep away the sorrows of our lives?

Grumbles:

– That a slave should presume to teach his betters! And this: a feast of nothing!

Smiles, also. The words of Aesop have a better effect on the ears of a mirthful guest, more even-tempered than his irritated fellows:

– The truest thing I hear: to make us laugh, my friend – though at the great expense of empty stomachs! These high-minded words of yours, issued from a silver tongue much finer than any of the tongues displayed as cooked and marinated here, comfort me little as I hunger for more substantial things than whispered air, however wise! May I propose a bargain, then?

Turning to the master of the house, the mirthful guest continues:

– Now that we know what is the best of all the things we may be served, bid your clever slave go fetch the worst!

Clever Aesop steps forth, smiling:

– Ah, but we have it here, already. I may serve it presently!

The guests, relieved, sit back and jest, to wait for more substantial things.

In comes the first course:

Tongue. Marinated. A great variety of tongue: beef, lamb, fowl, peacock...

Now even the mirthful guest expresses irritation:

– You test my patience, O too-clever one! And what is the lesson, here?

Aesop raises his wise and knowing head.

– You bade me fetch the worst of all things. Is not tongue the worst of all things known? Does it not stir us into war, with strong words rash and bold? Does it not induce a torpor into lively hearts, with seductive whispers cloaked as meditative contemplation? Does it not incite a wandering and scattering of forces, beyond those things and those horizons we may well already know – resulting in something which is broken as a consequence of its very reparation? Does it not bring the siren-calls of wanted tidings, to remind us of those we cherish best, thus neglecting our greater civic duties? Does it not elicit love, that poisoned arrow of the heart, which excites the mind away from reason? Does it not make us laugh, that mirth may bring us to mock the gods and all that may be holy, bowing to nothing – thus, inviting chaos and the loss of any hope for a wise and better life?

At these last words of Aesop, the mirthful guest grows serious. His stomach now forgotten, he turns to Xanthus again:

– My friend, you keep your promises! Here is, indeed, the greatest feast you could have given all the men assembled here: words to chew upon, such as to still the cravings of a starving man. I propose another bargain now, of which I will be guarantor: give this slave his freedom, that his wisdom may be known beyond your house. You have a treasure here, yet you should not keep it as a miser keeps his gold.

Clever Aesop raises yet again his wise and knowing head:

– My freedom, I hold dearer than the greatest house: though I have served my master well and hold him still in high esteem. Your gift would be most gratefully accepted. In return, I would do as I am bidden, that my words be known to all who care to hear them. Now, enough of tongues: silver, cooked or of any other kind. To still the cravings of a starving company, I have prepared another feast – one both more substantial than the whispered air and more varied than that which I have already displayed...

Long preserved, in a well-marinated tongue –
Aesop’s words remain as true now as when they were young.

Days of Speaking in Tongues
The splendours of Greece yield to the glory of Rome.

Rome falls in turn but leaves its words in many crags and crevices.

As Rome falls, the great imperial Latin tongue struggles to keep its original shape, like an aging matron in ever-tighter robes painting counterfeit youth on her corrugated countenance.

We must be pure! 

Roman schoolteachers everywhere frown and scurry to correct their charges:

vernaculus – non vernaclus !
barbarus – non barbar !
orbis – non orbs ! 

exter non extraneus 

tabula non tabla / mensa non mesa 

auctoritas non autoritas 

labsus non lapsus 

nobiscum non noscum / vobiscum non voscum 

Gaul. 

The sound of butterflies…

A new, impure, bastard tongue, full of life, emerges from a chrysalis of ever-changing consonants and vowels.
Centuries pass.

Gaul becomes France. France is the new Rome.

We must be pure!

French schoolteachers everywhere frown and scurry to correct their charges:
Boisson – non breuvage !
Broyer du noir – non avoir les bleus !
Draconien –  non drastique!
Admissible – non éligible!
Cheval – non joual !

La prise – non la plogue !

The sound of butterflies…

Days of Dreaming Temoudjin
Public school. 
Education is Very Important. We Now Have Our Own Schools. Schools in our own tongue.
Mon, ton, son/ ma, ta, sa/ nos, vos, leurs
Nos non noscum / Vos non voscum

Boy words and girl words, with matching adjectives, like matching hats or shoes or purses.
Even here, amongst those who speak the same tongue, the girl is different. 
She feels ugly and shy. 
She dreams of conquest as the leader of a Golden Horde. 

No one would laugh at Genghis Khan. He probably didn’t get beaten up so much by all the other kids, either. 

On the other hand, he did change his name. It was Temoudjin, at first. 
Maybe other kids made fun of him, once: 
Temoudjin, Temoudjin/ he’s too small and he’s too thin. He can’t fight, he’ll never win.

Eventually, young Temoudjin got mad and became a great conqueror at the center of the world, his DNA spreading across a tapestry of cultures from the steppes of Mongolia to the Adriatic Sea, his lineage a lake fed by many streams. His children: many bastards, full of life…
He changed his name and got rid of everyone who ever tortured him. 

Or maybe that’s just what the woman would like to do. At least sometimes.

Career orientation:

– World conquest? I’m afraid no one does that anymore. Even if you are willing to relocate to Central Asia. Or the steppes of Mongolia. Or the shores of the Adriatic Sea. That’s very commendable, but I don’t believe it’s quite sufficient.
Perhaps You Could Learn Something Useful, like Electronics or Mining Technology.
At home:

-–Genghis Khan? What about him? Stop your nonsense and help me with the dishes, for once!

The girl bets Genghis never had to do any dishes.

Then again, Genghis Khan never met her mother.

Days of Learning
Education is Very Important. 
The girl becomes a young woman and acquires a new best friend at school.

The new best friend is glamorous and interesting, like women in films and on television. She wears daring, fashionable clothes. She’s a few years older. She smokes, drinks, wears make-up, chases men and detests her father, a traditional man. 

She’s not like most of the other students, the ones who used to beat the girl up. They’ve only been to cottages, or on class tours of Greece and Egypt. They don’t know anything. They only speak two languages. The young woman’s new best friend can speak five of them and her family had to run from Khomeini, far away, in Iran, farther than Greece and Egypt.
Iran is one of the many places once ruled by the Mongols under Genghis Khan.
The young woman likes her new best friend better than math class. She learns a lot of things from her: Iranian slang, for instance. The young woman couldn’t find that in a book. Not even in the Metro Reference Library:

“I was so afraid that my shit turned to ice cream in my ass.”
“Shut up – Gomsho!”
The new best friend plans to run away from home. 

She shows a book: Si j’étais Dieu –- “If I Were God.” It’s sophisticated and irreverent, like her.

The young woman wants to be like that one day. 
She’s not like that now, she knows.
Days of the Hetaera

Iran shares a Northwestern border with Turkey. This land harboured the civilizations of Asia Minor.
Asia Minor is the home of Aspasia, mistress of the great Pericles, the greatest statesman in all of Athens.
Once in Athens, she is barbaros: a foreigner. Her motherland is the city of Miletus, Jewel of Asia Minor – once proud and great, its threescore merchant colonies the fecund fruit of questing, active minds. A city of commerce. Art. Philosophy. Of sacred and exotic books. Now, a faded empire.

Whispers: 
The great Pericles is under the thumb of a foreigner! Will we let barbaros take over the minds of our leaders?

Barbaros: there can be no sanctified marriage between the great Pericles and his beloved. Such is the law. Politics. The only satisfaction of a first, rejected wife. 

There are no leaders in the private rooms of the greatest household of Athens. The heart of a wise and knowing woman, exiled, rejected and forever branded a concubine, bleeds on the shoulders of her beloved: the great Pericles – here, a familiar soul of tangled limbs and shared embraces. 

A foreigner? Absurdity. 

Here is a man of feeling, with a wise and knowing heart:

– Do not heed those wounding words, my love. You are no barbaros to me.

Aspasia is a beautiful woman. Sensuous, charming...

Branded a whore. Hetaera:
An elegant, well-educated whore from a long line of elegant, well-educated whores, with the thirst of freedom on their lips, refugees from the domestic prisons which enslave Hellenic wives.
More whispers: 

The great Pericles is under the thumb of a whore! Whores, however wise and knowing,  can never lead the city-state of Athens.
To love a wise and faithful concubine – a man of greatness:

– Do not heed those wounding words, my love. You are no courtesan to me.

Aspasia studies Aesop and his wise fables, from a century ago. She admires him above all philosophers and strategists.
The shrewd advice of the outcaste Aspasia must only feed the Guardian class – a people of silver, watching over her mind of gold. A mind with a vision in an age of vision. A Golden Age in a city of gilded dreams.

Aspasia is accused of disrespect for the gods. 

Hubris: to overreach one’s station with deadly conceit.

Pericles defends her and has the charges defeated.
After much astute counsel from the woman they call a foreign whore, a single disastrous war casts a cloud of suspicion on her. Aspasia’s home, Miletus, complains of Samos, home of Aesop. Athens intervenes and overruns Samian soil at the price of heavy casualties.
The whore protects her homeland at our expense.

 There! What did we tell you?

 Days of Transformation
The woman meets her old best friend on a bus. It’s been five years since they saw each other last. 

She smiles and waves. 

The old best friend looks tired. Quiet. Different.

Her hair is short. She wears a modest blouse and a long, simple skirt. 
She works as a secretary now. She doesn’t go out much anymore. She still lives with her family. She doesn’t talk about her father anymore.
The woman doesn’t know what to say. 
The two exchange platitudes and wish each other well.

The woman goes home. 

She goes out. 
She smokes, drinks, wears make-up, chases men and detests her father now.

She’s not so ugly after all. That was a lie.

She’s original, a new-found bauble. 

So different! How unusual! Refreshing! 

The Ugly Duckling Who Turned Into a Swan:

You’re beautiful, you’re pretty, you’re brillant, I love you, love me back.

The woman doesn’t love anyone. She doesn’t want to. She is not so nice or sweet anymore. 

Je me souviens: I have a memory. 
She remembers how the same kind of boys who now find her beautiful once kicked her with their steel-toed boots on the baseball field at school.
Now it’s her turn to kick them and laugh in their faces, just like Genghis Khan: 

You’re pretty enough, I suppose, for a boy. You’ll do. 
Days of Collection

The bust of Aesop sits in the gallery, collecting dust. It collects more tales and creates new ones.

The artist has decided not to sell it to a private collection. 

One day, Aesop goes to a national museum. 

One by one, his tales escape and tell themselves. 

Days of Wonder

The puppet sat in the shop window. Bits of lace, gauze and ribbon adorned its harlequined back. 

An ironic painted smile lit its wooden face, sculpted decisively

Weathered by the dust and time of many roads.

A master puppeteer and his apprentice passed. 
The puppeteer’s apprentice pointed at the window:

– Look, it’s quite pretty!

– Pretty? No. It is unusual, answered the master as he entered the shop.

He examined and weighed the foundling thing.

The puppet yielded to the master’s hands.

– What stories it could tell, if it could speak! the master said.

– Yes. It was left here, you see, by a Romanichel

Who sculpted this creation with his own hands many years ago. 

It is one of a kind – no factory-made thing, answered the storekeeper.

The puppet had seen better days. 
Parts of it were broken, others delicate, with hand-made imperfections.

An intricate design to move and bring to life again.

The puppeteer’s apprentice, eager, wished to touch and play with it.
– Stay your hand awhile, the master warned.
Lifting his newfound confection, he swiveled its head with care.
Under the master’s hand, the puppet came to life again.
It spoke of dreams and wanderings

Weaving magic in the surrounding air.

It told a tale of spires and forgotten glens

Of queens and prophets, beggars, kings and rogues

Its legs and arms precise in tarantellas, sarabands.

The master, filled with wonder, bowed his head.

– I will take it, please.

He wrapped the puppet carefully and brought it home. He dusted off the tarnished clothes, adding new materials to the old, taking care to keep the pattern. He cleaned the wooden face, painting it anew in the original design.

Everywhere he went, the puppet spoke and wove a spell.

– What a spectacle. Such a puppet. Such an interesting design, the people said.

And they flocked to see the puppet dance and hear it speak
Days of Unfortunate Coincidence
One day, the woman is admitted to hospital. 

Her leg looks like it has a balloon under the surface.

The woman is isolated. Her leg is drained and cleaned. 

The oozing pus must be analyzed. 

What in the world is it?

Under the microscope, the swarming organisms come into focus. They look like clusters of grapes. 

The bacterial infection spread rapidly. It must be contained. 

It can be cured. There’s penicillin now.

The infection was a freak occurrence. A throwback. 

The woman gets intravenous penicillin for a week.

It all started with a scratch, the doctors explain. 

A scratch like a thousand scratches before it on exactly the same leg. Maybe on the same spot. Some scratches were a lot worse. Those ones didn’t get infected. Not like this.

The bacteria were waiting this time, looking for a host. They spotted the wound. 

The wound was minor, not as bad as others. It looked inviting, though. A Club Med for bacteria shaped like clusters of grapes.

An unfortunate coincidence.

The unfortunate coincidence leaves a scar six inches long, with many stiches.

The woman leaves hospital. 

The scar begins to heal. It’s smooth and pink. 

Nothing shows anymore. Not that much. It isn’t so bad, after all.

The woman continues her life. 

The balloon was only a freak occurrence. An unfortunate coincidence. 

One like a thousand others in the world.

Soon, the scar is completely healed, white and impenetrable. 

She goes to the cottage again. 

She’s happy now.

Everything is back to normal.

No one says anything about the scar. 

It isn’t polite.

Days of Bewilderness
The splendour of Athens has waned, its teachings buried, then dug up again. 

Pericles is dust in a long-neglected grave.
Aspasia wanders across the desert of many centuries, forgotten and ostracized, haunted by the blood of the disastrous war.

In her dreams, the ghost of her beloved Aesop rises in reproach at the destruction of his homeland.

It wasn’t me. I am not of the same mind as my people, Aspasia replies, entreating him to forgive a sin she did not commit.

But Aesop is a ghost and cannot hear her dreams.

Bewildered and tormented, Aspasia seeks counsel. She analyzes her childhood and blames her mother. She takes medecines. 

Nothing heals her pain. She feels more miserable than ever.

Finally, after another five hundred years, a wise man tells her what the matter is: she is farpotshket – broken worse as a result of the attempt at repair.

Days of Purity

– Let not the sins of the father be visisted upon the children, drones the priest in the pretty church on the rock.

What if the sin is the child, thinks the woman, as she watches from the back of the pews. A child born for reasons of purity. 

Purlaine. Pure wool. Like sheep.

The woman was bred by decree, a revenge of cradles. 

Education is Very Important. In school, she was told to be proud of her sheep-like blood. 

The revenge was a great success.

Nos racines! Our roots!

Now she must breed with her own kind, or her tongue will be lost to her children. 

It’s a tongue she loves to speak but strangely, it keeps her from speaking at times. 

Like Aesop’s tale of the jackdaw that wished to be mistaken for an Imperial eagle, the speakers of this tongue blindly overlook its bastard origins and wish to be mistaken for pure-blooded souls – even if the pure-blooded are fragile and fated to wither like a corpse entombed in a mausoleum. 
Purlaine. A band. Catchy songs and dances.
The woman claps her hands and smiles. She joins in the dance. She feels she belongs after wandering. For so long she was outcast, ugly and shy, not quite fitting anywhere, awkward. Now she’s accepted, a soldier, a warm body, a part of something bigger – she’s needed and wanted. Useful. Loved. Appreciated. Noticed. She matters, now. She’s recognized.

On the tip of a tongue.

Her tongue.

Days of Ambivalence
Ste-Catherine St-Laurent St-Marc
The woman falls in love with a man who speaks a different tongue. 

Traitor, say the portraits on the high school walls.
Traitor, say the names of the streets and the subway stops: Lionel-Groulx. Henri-Bourassa. Édouard-Montpetit.

The woman’s love is not as good as her mother’s and father’s, say the portraits, the signs and the monuments. 
It is not pure.

In the woman’s dreams, the man who speaks a different tongues rises in reproach against her.

It isn’t me. I am not of the same mind as my people, the woman replies, entreating him to forgive a sin she did not commit.

But she cannot forgive herself. 
The man who speaks a different tongue cannot hear her dreams.

And her own tongue will not let her speak. 

Days of Festering
One day, the balloon comes back. 

The woman must return to hospital.

The penicillin doesn’t work anymore. 

There was another infection underneath the first one. 

It was there a long time.

The other infection is in the shape of sticks. 

Emergency surgery. 

Part of the leg must be removed. 

The woman stays in hospital another month. 

This time, the unfortunate coincidence leaves a scar ten inches long and a misshapen leg.

Days of Farpotshket

The puppeteer’s apprentice stood by, waiting, yearning to take the puppet in his own hands.

The master, growing old, yielded the precious legacy.

Eagerly the puppeteer’s apprentice took his charge:

– I will take care of you! He crowed.

Bustling, he undertook his mission.

– You need much better clothes! 

These are so old and strange! Not like all the others now

He said –
And quickly tailored copies of modern colours and designs

Then, frowned again:

– You are quite ugly; not so pretty after all!

Here: I will paint you another face.

And so replaced the strange, ironic smile.

Half satisfied, yet not quite so, the puppeteer’s apprentice lifted his so long-awaited charge.

Clumsily, he yanked upon the silken strings:

– Dance for me!

The strings tangled, arranged in such a complicated way, slipping more than other puppets’ strings. The puppet slumped, its wooden eyes closing.

The apprentice stamped his feet, petulant with rage.

– You will not dance! You are no wonder to behold!

The puppet, lifeless, broken, cried.

– Do not cry at me! Shouted the apprentice

And kicked it twice, then twice again.

Outside the trailer, the audience waited.

– Where is the puppet-show? We wish to hear these wondrous tales and see the dances now.

The puppeteer’s apprentice quickly chose another toy.

– There! I have a better one! He cried.

But the new puppet, having no memory, told nothing and danced askew.

– That won’t do! Where is the first one? The audience cried.

The puppeteer’s apprentice answered:

–It is broken. It had too many cracks. I could not repair it anymore. 

Inside the trailer, the lifeless puppet slept.

Along came a dog that took the puppet in its jaws –
And, wandering, brought it far where no shops or puppeteers could see it.

In a hidden clearing

Days became weeks and months.

It rained, then snowed.

The newly-painted face was washed away.

The new designs and fabrics torn and tattered.

One day, a child and mother came.

–Look at the doll! The child exclaimed.

– No, don’t pick it up, my dear. It isn’t safe. You don’t know where it’s been. It’s broken and disfigured. We’d have to fix it up. There are so many other toys that you could have: New ones. Better ones, the mother said.

The child, distracted by a passing butterfly, quickly forgot what she had found.

The broken puppet sighed and dreamt its broken puppet dreams.

And there, in the hidden clearing

It may be dreaming still.

Days of Burning
The man with a different tongue whom the woman loves is Kurdish. He comes from Iran, like her best friend from her school-days. 
One day he invited her to a Newroz gathering. Newroz means “new day.” It’s his New Year, celebrated on March 21st.
At the party, the Kurdish women and girls wore long brightly coloured dresses and everyone danced in a line around the room.

Five men performed in a play on the stage. They spoke rapidly and very loudly. One sat on a high-backed chair and wore a flowing mantle made of felt with a plush lining. He had a big maroon construction-paper crown on his head. Another sported a straggly square black beard made of nylon fibres, tied around his head with a black string. He wore a sheepskin vest with black trousers and big sheepskin lined boots and waved a hammer at the man on the chair. The man on the chair fell down.
The crowd cheered. The woman applauded politely with everyone else. She had no idea what they were saying but thought the men on the stage were very expressive. They rolled their eyes and wiggled their eyebrows for dramatic effect.
The play tells the story of the blacksmith Kawa's victory over the Assyrian tyrant Dehak, explained the man with a different tongue.

Dehak was an evil king who killed Kurdish children and fed their brains to two snakes growing out of his shoulders. Everyone feared him and mourned their young.

One Newroz day, Kawa went to Dehak's palace with a multitude behind him. He outwitted the guards and grabbed Dehak by the neck. Kawa then struck the bad king on the head with a hammer and pulled him off his throne. 

A great fire was lit at the top of the mountain. The fire was a thanks to God for help in ridding all the Mesopotamian people of Dehak, and also a message to all these people to inform them of their freedom. 
When they saw the original flame, people lit a multitude of fires all over the land. 
The flames lit the night sky like a great lamp and cleansed the air of all evil. Finally all trace of Dehak was gone gone gone.
We must be pure.

Days of Coming Home
Finally, there is no longer any trace of infection. 

It’s gone, gone, gone.

The woman is discharged from hospital. 
She goes home.

Her friends throw a party.
– Welcome back!

The woman dances, clumsily, on a cane she rented from the hospital. She laughs at the jokes of everyone, even when they’re old.

Everything is funny. Everything is new again.
It feels just like the old days, when they would get together for drinks in the kitchen and talk for hours and go to each other’s exhibits, plays, book launches and concerts. She missed the warmth and belonging. She feels like she was gone for a while.
The woman is happy.

She’s home again.

It’s over now.

It’s over it’s over it’s over.

Days of Fatherhood
The woman’s father comes to visit. He brings food: meat, cheese, cake, fruit.

Only the best. Like always.

When she was little, the woman remembers that he scolded the chair she had tripped on.

He prays for her for nine days at the church. St-Martin-de-Porres. St-Jude. Holy-Mary-Mother-of-God. He lights many candles.

The saints look on with sightless eyes.

His love is pure. 

If he could, he would cut out his own leg and offer it to God and save his daughter. 

She knows.

Days of Challenge
From the greatness of Persia to the deserts of the Maghreb to the heart of the Dark Continent the tide of God swept the world. Cultural strands followed each other like feathers scattered in the wind, blown to many places.
Kawa the blacksmith moved into another legend, to a mud hut in a village in Africa, leaving his name behind. 
He worked with modesty, though everyone knew he was the best in the country.
One day the king summoned the blacksmith to the palace in the capital.

The blacksmith travelled for three days to get there. By the time he arrived, he was hungry, thirsty and tired. He couldn’t believe his eyes at what he saw, since most of his customers came to him. In the city were thousands of people everywhere. In the marketplace hung rows and rows of chickens, pots, pans, bowls, statues, vegetables…

The blacksmith forgot he was hungry and tired. His ears buzzed with the many voices around him.

Finally, he got to the palace. At the entrance were guards with spears. They scowled at him.

– What do you want? You look like a beggar! they said.

The blacksmith gulped with the little saliva he had left. 

– I’m the blacksmith that the king wanted to see. Would you tell him I’m here?

The guards laughed. 

– You? We’ll see about that!

One of them went inside to tell another guard to tell a minister to tell the king there was a man outside who said he was a blacksmith summoned to see him.

The blacksmith waited outside, sweating in the sun, uncomfortable but cowed by the city and the summons to the court. Meanwhile, the guard was looking right through him as though he were invisible.

Finally the other guard came back.

– Go! The king is waiting for you. He’s not happy – you’re very late! 

So the blacksmith went inside. 

Everywhere were lush woven fabrics and many other patterns. The chairs were made of ebony and lined with gold. 

The king sat on a throne covered in gold. His robes were purple with gold and silver thread woven into intricate designs. He waved a scepter at the blacksmith:

– There you are! So you’re the greatest blacksmith in the land, I’m told. All my courtiers tell me marvels about you.

The blacksmith bowed his head.

– I seek to work as best I can, he answered.

– Well, the king replied. I have a commission for you. If you succeed, I will shower you with gold. If you fail, you will die. I command you to make me an artificial man! I will thus have an immortal soldier to lead my army. This is urgent and of utmost importance!

The blacksmith trembled with dread.

– But that isn’t possible, Your Majesty!

The king thundered back in wrath: 

– You will make it possible! Your skill must save your life. Now go! You have work to do.

With quaking limbs and a heavy heart, the blacksmith went back to his village.

Days of Cleansing
The party at the woman’s house is finished. Everyone goes home.

Time to start again.

The woman can hardly walk now. 
She won’t go to the cottage anymore. 

She cleans the house with bleach. 

Again, the next day. 

Every day. 

Everything must be very clean, with no trace of any purulent things.
Clean as a whistle. 

Perfect.

The more she cleans, the more she sees another spot.

Then another. 

An ocean of spots. 
An army of spots, marching inexorably away from the soldiering efforts of the bottle of bleach.

The bleach leaves discolourations everywhere.

Still the woman cleans again.

Days of Counsel

In the village of the blacksmith lived a wise man. Many feared him, with his necklace made of what appeared to be shrunken human skulls and his unnamed potions for the most terrible ills. No one asked what they contained and no one ever found out. However, on several occasions, the potions worked and people seeking relief got better again. Those who died were deemed too sick to help by the time they got to the wise man’s hovel, which was far from the town and deep in the bush. No one knew why he lived so simply, since he charged dearly for his services. Yet, many times when there was famine or hardship in the village, grain or game would turn up mysteriously next to the most affected families’ huts. Many said that was where the wise man’s money went. 

The blacksmith, desperate, sought his counsel. The wise man listened carefully and nodded his head. 

– You must go back to the kind and tell him this…

The blacksmith headed back to the king’s palace. He was ushered in forthwith, since his commission was of an urgent kind.

– Your Majesty, he said. I need special ingredients to make an artificial man. I must have them or the man cannot be made.

– Ah. Ask and your wish shall be granted, answered the king.

– First, I need a thousand buckets of human tears. Then, I need a thousand tons of charcoal made from human hair, explained the blacksmith.

– Very well. You’ll have them!

And the king clapped his hands to summon the courtiers. 

The blacksmith went back to the village and waited.

Meanwhile, back at the palace, the king grew restless. After two weeks, there were only ten buckets of tears and barely half a ton of charcoal made from human hair. That wouldn’t do. 

He sent out minstrels to tell the saddest stories they could think of, to make the people weep. Still, there were only twenty buckets of tears – and the first ten had evaporated. The kind then sent out more guards to whip everyone in the land so they would cry twice as much. This only yielded thirty buckets of tears – and the first twenty had vanished in the air.

After forty days and forty nights the king summoned the blacksmith one last time.

– What you ask is impossible! I cannot get the ingredients you need!

The blacksmith lowered his head.

– Yes, he said. It is impossible.

The king grew thoughtful, then leaned back on his throne.

– Blacksmith! You are worth more as a clever man than as a skilled worker to me. I will give you a bag of gold – but you must come to my court and advise me on all matters!

At these words the blacksmith trembled, since he had sought the advice of a wise man to help him. However, he thought, he had nothing to lose, since his life was already paid for and would not have lasted otherwise. He straightened his back, looked into the eyes of the king, and said:

– As you wish. 

And, just as the astronomers and viziers did, the blacksmith lasted and prospered under the king – with a bit of help from the wise man, consulted on many forays back to the blacksmith’s home village.

Days of Rescue
Emptiness fills the rooms where the woman lives. Emptiness and the smell of bleach. 

One day, the woman drinks a bottle of bleach. Then another one.

A man knocks on the door. 

It’s the delivery man. Special package. A gift from an aunt.

The woman opens the door. 

She throws up all over the delivery man and the gift package.

The man takes her to hospital. 

He saves her life.

The man is a Great Rescuer.

Days of Reunion

Aspasia goes to the national museum. She sees the bust of Aesop.

She prays to the gods to bring life to her beloved, like Pygmalion for Galatea.
Aesop takes human form again. He reaches for Aspasia.

All is forgiven.
– You are not, I know, of those who delight in destroying the helpless: an ilk without gender, without borders, mind or god; an ilk unspeakable, with no particular tongue. 
No, it was not you.

Tenderness –
Aspasia feels without memories Aesop’s questing hands reverent upon her skin

His lips a rain of healing on her face

His arms a refuge
His heart a sanctuary to the ghost she had become.

– Your hair, my love, smells of sun, wind and summer earth. 
Sicut cervus desiderat at fonte aquarum

Anima mea ad te -

Non dulce est, pro patria, anima morere.

This is a world. Here is a garden.

His thrusting hips chase away the demons of remembrance.
No, it was not you.

Il y a longtemps que je t'aime, car j'ai toujours voulu t'aimer. Je t'aimais. Je t'aime. Je t'aurai donc aimé:
I loved you always

Et jamais plus je ne l'oublierai. Oui, je me souviens–- et longtemps je me souviendrai:
This will never be forgotten.

Days of Bitterness

The woman who drank the bleach is home, tidying.

Paper flutters out from a crowded file. A phone number. 

The number of the man who saved her life. 
He scrawled it on a piece of paper at the hospital before he left. 

The number is old and faded now.

She called him, afterwards. Once. They saw each other. 

– Talk to me, the Great Rescuer said. What’s wrong?

She talked about her leg and how it embarrassing it was. 

The Great Rescuer shook his head. 

– What an unfortunate coincidence! He said. It can’t be that bad. Show me!

She showed him the unfortunate coincidence.

The Great Rescuer was startled. 

He stared at the leg. His eyes got as big as saucers. 

He had an appointment, he said. He forgot. He had to go home. 

He left.

– Call me sometime. Or I’ll call you!

She called again.

Once, twice.

No answer. 

She left a message.

He didn’t return the call.

She wants to shake him by the shoulders. 

– Where are you now? You saved me. For what? 

Where is your sanctimonious pride of Great Rescuer now? 

But the man wouldn’t be home, probably.

She crumples the paper in her hand.

Garbage...
In her dreams, the woman rises in reproach against the Great Rescuer. But the Great Rescuer cannot pretend to not have seen the scar and misshapen leg. 
The woman feels guilty for the sin of being a monster, infected by something that was much worse than she thought. 

She does not know how to begin to heal from the shame. 

Days of Foundlings
One day, the woman goes to a clearing where she used to walk as a child. 
She feels broken. Disjointed. Her misshapen leg makes her limp.

There, she sees a discarded doll. She draws closer to take a better look.

The doll is a puppet. It looks very old. It has no face and its clothes are tattered.

The puppet is broken, but its remnants are still beautiful. Unusual. 

The woman is afraid of infection, but even more interested in her find.

She takes the puppet home, holding it away from her leg so it won’t touch her skin.
Once home, she mends it, cleans it carefully and makes new clothes for it of her own design. She decides not to give it a face. That way, the puppet will keep its mystery. It can also have many faces.
The woman sits her foundling on the mantle of the fireplace, in the middle of the living room. 

As the only ornament there, the puppet shines in its new clothes. It looks like a faceless star – glamourous and interesting. Sophisticated and irreverent.
It also looks mixed, thinks the woman, just like her: a blend of many bloods and cultures over many centuries. 

Except the puppet doesn’t have to pretend it has pure, sheep-like blood, or only fall in love with others like itself.
The woman lights a fire in the hearth. 

The fire is a message of thanks for the puppet. It also lets the puppet know that the evil tyrant who put it in the clearing will never come back and do that again.
Today is a new day – Newroz.

Days of Photographs
One day, the woman puts pictures on the mantle, on each side of the puppet. They are pictures of the woman’s grandfather – the father of her father, this time.

In one of the pictures, he stands beside his own, smiling father, who has a straggly square grey beard and round glasses and wears a three-piece suit. The son, slightly taller, wears a shirt without a tie, open at the collar. His pants stop at his ankles. He is wearing canvas sneakers with white rubber toes and big white laces. He has jet black hair combed at the side, a pencil mustache, high cheekbones, a square jaw and a square cleft chin. His dark eyes burn fiercely as he looks at the camera. 
In the other picture, he wears the thick coat of a lumberjack, suspenders and heavy boots. His arms are crossed. Next to him, The woman’s grandmother wears a long dress and a thick wool coat, her face impassive. She has grey hair, though she cradles an infant.

There’s snow on the ground. A cabin on the right.
Their faces are unreadable. They neither frown, nor smile.
Life is hard. They’re very poor. 

There’s not enough to feed the children, sometimes. Two of them died as babies.

The older ones are out of school after only six or seven years, to help the family.

They can barely read and write.

Education is Very Important. We Need Schools.

Schools for the children, so they can have a better life.

Not like here. 

Not like it is now.

Days of the Trickster

The woman slowly comes to life again. She wears special shoes now so she won’t limp as much. 

Here, in the place of her birth, where ancestral ghosts stay visible, the woman grasps a soil not all her own.
Here, in the place of her birth, she knows herself a barbaros –
Yet, tied to this land and its spirits born of rock and wind and tree

Spirits truer, here, than other, borrowed ones.

A sacrificial dance: 

A time for the chosen few, the righteous ones, to chase away collective demons of remembrance.
She sets up camp with another barbaros, Anglophone and earnest.

Look! A perfect fire-pit, right over here. Let’s light a fire to keep warm!...

Mistake! No bonfire! This is the Place of the Sacred Flame!
Would-be holy fools of otherness, such as the Trickster loves:

The Trickster is an Anishnaabe Mercury: a mischief-loving spirit, whose name must not be spoken until snow falls on the ground.

Together, they all raise the pine logs: women’s work, long ago. She must rope the logs, though she is barbaros. She is a woman with earth-energy. Ah!
Mistake. The teepee faces in the wrong direction. Laughter from the men: 

–The Trickster teaches us.

They drink from the cistern. They share tobacco: here, a sacred thing.

She says thank you.

She means it, for once.

The people of the Sundance go off in search of the sacred pine tree. 
She is barbaros. She stays in the arbour.
They come back with the tree. It looks about thirty feet high. The Dance begins.
The woman doesn’t know where to sit. She asks an elder. The elder shrugs. The woman can sit where she likes.

Ah – here... Some logs placed on the grass.

Mistake! This is the seat of those who play the Sacred Drums!
The Trickster likes the woman today. A lot.

Maybe she has a sign on her forehead and she can’t see it.

I think it’s time to go now: thinks the woman. Before I accidentally pull down the sacred pine.
Days of Return

The woman takes a holiday.
France. Here she is, in the land of her more or less recent biological ancestors.
She thinks. She can’t really be sure, despite the national obsession with genealogy. All families have secrets: forgotten children never claimed, save by gods of tricks and messages.

Here are the fabled streets of the books she read in school: Balzac, Hugo, Zola. 

The streets of films she saw in movie theatres and on Radio-Canada. 

Here: a guignol. Puppet show. 
Rascals. Rogues, these puppets are. Like the classic clowns of the commedia dell’arte. 
Like Scapin, in the work of Molière. 
They have faces, not like the puppet in the woman’s living-room on the fireplace mantle.

She sits and watches these familiar spirits from across the sea.

Here: a forest. There: a medieval town. 
Again she hears stories of spirits truer here than other, borrowed ones: elves, faeries, lougarou. Pagan rites at harvest-time, preserved despite religious prohibitions.

Bordeaux. Arcachon. 
She meets other familiar souls. Real ones, this time – not in books. They share a table and a glass. Trout in béarnaise with the best Bordeaux wine. Discussions of Descartes and Voltaire. 
Later, to visit the original places of the Romans, Greeks and Jews: all separate cultural strands of her otherness.

The land of her truest distant kin is the place of the Australopithecus, she ponders. 
One day, I will visit the place of the Australopithecus. We can have a really grand family reunion: all six billion of us, at last count.

One thing she wonders: where is the original land of the Proto-Proto-Indo-Europeans? The place where Finnish, Japanese, Latin, Sanskrit and Swahili may all have started from? She read about it in a magazine. It sounded like her introductory course in linguistic history: a relic of her Very Important Education. 

She is not using her Very Important Education to make any money because, so far, no one wants to pay her to talk about Proto-Proto-Indo-Europeans or anything else which is really interesting to her, even more than computers or math or... 

I’m Sorry, But You Are Overqualified. Perhaps You Could Learn Something Useful, like Electronics or Mining Technology.

Days of Heritage

An architectural heritage site is excavated near a mine. The engineers didn’t know: an unfortunate coincidence. Mine shaft construction must be halted indefinitely. Everything must remain as it is until the all precious artefacts are taken from the ground.
Glass bottles traded through construction-site fences. Valuable three thousand-year-old flint arrowheads. A decorated rock. With it, a legend of the Anishnaabe, told around fires now.
There once was a boy born to a father who wished for a great warrior son. Great warriors are useful and valuable. 
According to age-old custom, the medecine woman gave the boy his name: Sparrow.

The father was disappointed. What kind of warrior would have such a name? 
As the boy grew, he beat drums with his tiny hands and hollowed out animal bones to whistle through them. He listeneed with rapture at the sound of pebbles thrown together and jiggled between his hands.

The father shook his head. Music – such a useless thing, he muttered. 

He taught Sparrow to shoot arrows and wrestle with other boys, but his son’s arrows would fall short of the mark and the young boy would always lose to his opponents. Sparrow was lightning quick, though – he ran fast and evaded others easily, but he could not fight.

The father was ashamed and trained him harder. One day, it was time for Sparrow’s vision quest. Up to the mountain he went to fast for many days. The father waited. Five days passed. Still the son did not come home. Then, nine days had passed. The father worried. He went looking for his son. He found a sacred site but no sign of the boy. On the ground, the father found beads and sharp arrowheads, made of flint, good for a warrior. 

Still no sign of the boy. He came back to the sacred site. Perched on a nearby branch, a sparrow chattered. Grieving, the father cried out: Where is my son? Have you seen him? Sparrow answered: Yes, father, my spirit has come home. Take the beads and arrowheads. They belong to you. They will be the legacy you chose for me.

The father, weeping, fled with the precious artefacts.

Back in the village, he bade the drummers come, and the birds be given food. All night he listened to the song of drums and the twitters of the sparrows come to feast on proferred grain…
Days of Healing
An Anishnaabe health conference explains healing circles: a different kind of justice.

Those who have harmed face those they hurt. They repent, then offer restitution. Those who were harmed accept the restitution. 

The cycle is broken and healing begins.

In some cases, however, there is no restitution possible.

Days of Feathers in the Wind
There was a man in a village with a good rabbi. The man was jealous of this rabbi and his good name. He spread wicked rumours. The rabbi was a sinner, he said. He gave no details but rolled his eyes and wiggled his eyebrows for dramatic effect. 

The less he said, the more people listened, then invented their own stories. The people in the village soon looked askance at the rabbi and gossiped and gossiped again.

One day, during Yom Kippour, the man repented. He went to the rabbi and offered reparation:

– I will do anything you say. 

The rabbi gave him a pillow and told him to tear it open. The man complied, puzzled. 

– What do I do now? the man asked as the feathers flew everywhere. 

– Go pick up the feathers, one by one! 

The man wrung his hands.

– But this is impossible! he said.

The rabbi nodded.

– These feathers are the lies you told. They have spread in the wind and will not come back again. 

The repentant man bowed his head and cried. He left the rabbi’s house and never returned.

Days of Wandering
The man who had lied tried to live a better life and not hurt anyone again.

Over time, he grew bitter and sad. He no longer tried to speak to the rabbi he had slandered.

The man had many children. Whenever they did wrong he would sigh, wag his finger and tell them the story of the pillow with its many feathers.

One day, a child heard the story of the rabbi and the pillow for the first time. The child was very sad.

– I will get the feathers for you, Father. One by one!

The man shook his head and smiled wanly.

– You cannot, sweet one. The feathers have spread in the wind. Many years have passed. They are very, very far from the village now.

But the child knew no peace, and thought of the many feathers constantly. After school and sometimes in the morning, the child would look for the feathers and snatch up every one that could be found. However, he knew that was not enough.

One day, the child set forth at night from the village, to look for the other feathers. He wandered far and wide. In every village, the child would ask: Have you seen the feathers of a pillow, from my village long ago? And the child would tell the story of the rabbi and the lies his father told.

The adults would shake their heads and laugh.

– Foolish child. Go back to your schooling! Education is Very Important. You can never find those feathers now. The wind took them, long ago! You cannot save your father now. Live a good life, and this will be your own.

But the child would not listen. Every feather of a pillow that could be found went into a sack. The sack grew bigger and bigger and became a pillow by itself.

One day, the child was hungry and tired, having wandered many days without food, far from any village. He lay his head down on the sack of feathers, never woke up again and became a ghost.

Whenever the ghost appeared, it would ask the same question: Have you seen the feathers of a pillow, from my village long ago? And the ghost would tell the story of the rabbi and his father’s lies. 

But the people would be frightened and run away, and he never found all the feathers that had scattered in the wind.

Days of Warmth
– Are you trying to burn my house down?

The artisan is laughing. Good thing he has a sense of humour. The student is sliding out from behind the door, guilty as charged. Left his knife on the burner with hash on it, earlier that day. Turned the heat up a bit too high for the purpose.

Now everyone in the kitchen is razzing the kid. Pretty soon one of the wits at the table is putting together an Oscar-like statue: the Botchies, for all future blunders of a similar kind.

The statue is a creation of the artisan’s, who works as a smith at his own forge in addition to carving stone and wood and shaping pottery. He is a master of lost arts, feeling his vocation keeps beauty visible in the hasty neglect of the modern world.

The woman is attracted to him. With his three dimensional images he complements her world of speech and words and messages. 

It’s a world she knows she can share with him, and with these friends, but not with everyone.

Here, she feels at home. Not because of her sheep-like blood but because of her tongue and the warmth it gives when it speaks, freely.

She wishes there could be holographic subtitles over their heads so that all her other friends could come in and understand what they’re saying. But that only happens on television. 
Even there, the aliens don’t have subtitles over their heads. They just speak English.

Days of Counting to the End of the World
– The world comes to an end in only six months, on a Wednesday in December. Prepare yourself! says the tabloid headline at the grocery store.

The woman pays. She goes home. She’s forgotten something. Boxes. And labels. 
Everything must be in order, for the end of the world.

Here: the toys and games she had. 
Dust and yellowed ribbons. Days of beaches, woods and pavement-wounded knees.
In this box, the boys next door frown at her as she strides up to them to play racing-cars. 
– You don’t know the rules. You’re a girl, they aver, stoutly. 

She is ostracized. 

The girls next door frown at her as she give her Barbie a spaceship for Mars. 

– You can’t go to Mars. We’re playing house, they tell her.
In the corner, a box of clothing. 

A ten-year-old faded T-shirt: bought at a music festival, in France. 
Jeans, too tight now: worn with the faded shirt, in the places of the Anishnaabe. 

Old hiking boots: worn with the jeans and shirt, in the lands of the Romans, Greeks and Jews. 

A pastel skirt: for the land of the Australopithecus. 

A white linen blouse: kept for the site of the Proto-Proto-Indo-Europeans. 

In another box, many books: 

Theodore Sturgeon. Isaac Asimov. Zola, Dostoïevsky and Boris Vian. 
The woman imagines them in a discussion group:

– The human spirit is tempered by its suffering and transcends all pain into greatness of the heart! cries the Russian genius.

– Bah! There’s nothing noble about suffering. It stinks. Voilà tout! the French realist replies.

– But the stink of suffering makes an interesting sound, like a flower growing in the lungs and choking us! Perhaps we could stage this and sell hundreds of tickets! muses Boris, pataphysically.

– No need. The stink of suffering could be packaged and sold from dispensing machines. Like zyzygy, adds Theodore.

– Ah, but if everyone is a robot, no one will have to smell anything! Robots could suffer in our place. Or perhaps we could transfer all of our suffering onto microchips, Isaac says.

– But that would be the end of our humanity!  groans Dostoïevsky.

– Tant mieux! So much the better, Zola riposts.

Last – the box of work and promises:
Graduation photographs. Awards. Notes and plans and many things to do...

Ah, but the world comes to an end on a Wednesday in December.
Days of Sleep

One day, the ghost of the child whose father had lied crossed the sea and sat in a healing circle. But the ghost of the rabbi wasn’t there. Neither were the ghosts of the rabbi’s children.

The ghost of the child whose father lied went to a Sundance, but no one could see it. No one could pray for it. The ghost joined in the Sundance and danced four days and nights.

Finally, the ghost was tired. It went to sleep. It dreamt. 

The dreams were of a world where all the feathers scattered in every wind were gathered together as a happy group where every feather felt it belonged with the others. The reunion was a great relief for each feather, who thought it was lost and alone and would have to drift forever in the wind. Each feather was happy to come back home again in one single gathering with all the other feathers, however these had changed over their many years of wandering.

The dreams of the ghost escaped easily, because there was nothing to hold them in.  

They spread in the wind, like the feathers of a pillow. 

They spread to the four corners of the world, far from the Sundance, where the ghost lay dreaming still.

Days of Song
The ghost of the child whose father had lied woke up. The Sundance was over now.

On a branch in the arbour, a sparrow sang. It saw the ghost but stayed perched on its branch and twittered.
The ghost sat up and listened to the sparrow’s song. The song told the seasons and the joy of wind, blowing feathers in many directions. Some of the feathers went to Greece. Then, to France. From the land of the Gauls, the feathers blew across the ocean. They scattered across the continent, sang the sparrow. Those who plucked the feathers from the wind no longer remembered the village from where they had first drifted. 
Each feather whispered its lie, because no one with ears to hear could understand the secret language of the wind and how it changed everything it carried away.
The lies that the feathers told became stories. They acquired colours of their own, and sometimes the colours were beautiful. Though any two feathers could be the same, those who took them from the air used them to decorate many things: shawls, hats and roofs, but also knives, guns and gallows.
The ghost of the child whose father had lied sang back to the sparrow. It told its own journey across the sea. It sang thanks to the bird for telling where the feathers had gone. 

The ghost had time. Years. Decades. Centuries. Millennia.
It would gather the feathers back together once again. 
