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			“To read Brenda Cooper’s work is to experience the natural world in your bones: sea, sky, river, forest, and the miraculous creatures that inhabit our land and waters. Despite the beauty of the surroundings, Cooper respects her readers enough not to serve up easy answers to the ecological perils we humans have created. Her stories grapple with the consequences through various lenses—personal to political to technical to magical—as her characters come to terms with our impact on the planet.”

			     	—Tara Campbell, author of City of Dancing Gargoyles 

 

 

			“When Mothers Dream is a beautiful, colorful, exhilarating, and terrifying collection. These stories and poems are infused with the energy of the divine feminine, and solidly based on its wisdom. Cooper is one of our best short story writers, and it’s a rare treat to see hard science fiction handled with such an artistic touch.”

			      	—Louisa Morgan, author of The Age of Witches

 

 

			“Brenda Cooper’s When Mother’s Dream is a must read book. This often poetic, compassionately prophetic collection of stories shows us our possible futures measured by the breadth and depth of a mother’s love. It haunts me like the best of our genre’s work.”

			     	—Ken Scholes, author of the Psalms of Isaak series
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			This is a time for the power of women. It’s the time for our soft power, our brilliant intellect, our anger, our political power. It is time for our family power. After I set out to collect my most recent work about climate and biodiversity, I realized my stories and poems on this topic are almost all about women. It’s fitting. To find to a future where we can thrive, we need to grow up. When I watch us wrestle with each other on social media or in the news, or even in the halls of power, I am reminded of schoolyard bullies and high school cliches. If only, I think, if only we cared enough to give each other love and empathy. Women can help with this. The many faces of the feminine include power and mystery and advice, afternoon tea and cookies, and hope. Women can help us grow up. 

			This collection is not just for women. A world filled with only women would not be as beautiful as a world with all the myriad expressions of family and gender that enjoy the world today. These stories do center on women, on mothers and daughters and grandmothers. But they are written for all of us. I am a woman, and here, I’m exploring what women can bring to the future. 

			In other ways, these stories are quite diverse. 

			I’m a futurist; I know that there are many possibilities. Some are good, some are perhaps less hopeful. Some possible futures exclude others. 

			I am a technologist, and so there are stories in here about using technology to solve problems. 

			I’m a poet. I snuck in a few poems. 

			There are rather a lot of stories and poems about Orcas. I live in the Pacific Northwest, and we have a heartbreaking story: three pods of beautiful, local, Southern Resident Killer Whales live in our waters. They are struggling to stay alive. As I write this, a mother orca, Tahlequah, carries a dead baby for the second time, her mourning either consuming her or meant for us to see. Who is to say? These whales do not have enough food. Whale watching boats fill their immediate area with sound that blocks their ability to find prey and even to speak to each other. An entire generation is missing; babies were taken to water parks to jump over ropes for money. The few fantasy stories I’ve included here are about these whales. It might take magic to save them. 

			The cover image is a perfect artistic rendering of the feminine call of the wild. It was not commissioned for this book. I found the picture online and it stopped me cold. So I found the artist, Rachel Byler, who gives money to help save the whales and creates art that depicts whales of all kinds (and much more). Consider obtaining a piece of her art. 

			Even though I included hope, these stories do not pull their punches. There will be pain and heartbreak, guilt and damage between now and whatever future we choose to create. Some hard emotions crept into these stories. Of necessity.

			I hope you enjoy this work.

 

			—Brenda Cooper







 

 

 

			ICE-FREE FUTURE
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			In a white-linen restaurant, summer sun fought through a shade-screen.

			A friend lifted his iced tea and told me he was speaking to a fellow

			futurist who told him some words, right there in the middle of normal sentence:

 

			Now that we have committed to an ice-free future 

 

			Now, on this perfect day in a normal spring when snow falls on the

			glacial tops of Mt. Rainier and frosts the Olympic range, in this time

			we keep setting and resetting treaties about climate in motion, making

			stuttering progress as the world remains beautiful and the birds sing.

 

			We—Germans, Americans, Chinese, Mexicans, South Africans, Indians,

			Brazilians—the people of the developed and developing world, the only ones

			with the means to stop or even slow the melt, we sit here

			in a shady outdoor patio and eat sage-lemon flan and talk of words.

 

			I choose to buy clothes—manicures—steaks—and trips I do not need. Surely there 

			will be more tomorrow, even though each flight across the sea commits

			the bears and butterflies, the sedge-grass and the mosquitos to go with us

			(they who gain nothing from our travel or our heating or our decorating)

 

			to an ice-free, stop and hear that, ice-free future. That’s the new phrase. Three 

			words that will bury medical waste dumps under the ocean. Images fit to cut

			away land and return it to the sea, to paint white mountaintops brown, to

			kill our weak and young with novel diseases. The words that change it all.

 

			Future, a time we are moving toward, a time we will arrive at and live in, 

			a time when this ice-free phrase has changed everything we know. We will

			decorate our souls with guilt and small triumphs, we will adapt to higher

			waters and drier land, to fire and thirst, and 

			                                                                                we alone will make all the ice.







 

 

 

			SOLASALGIA MEETS THE ALPS
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			July 26, 2053, 10am Seattle. 

 

			Good morning, Mom.” Lia mumbles this, sprawled across the kitchen bench in a boneless pose. She gazes at her feet. “Where are you going this time?”

			I keep my voice light. “To where the air is thin and clear, and water runs uphill.”

			Her face turns to me, sadness making her appear older than her 22 years. “Are you reading science fiction again?” She shuts her eyes, thinking. “Uphill? No pollution? Underground?” Then she’s certain. “You’re going underground.” Her eyes open, wide and blue. The dregs of yesterday’s mascara stain her cheeks. “To look at empty aquifers?”

			“There are as many aquifers with too much water in them as there are without enough,” I respond, automatically countering her overstatement. “Switzerland.”

			Lia stands up, taller than me by almost a foot and yet thinner, her height a gift of her long-dead dad. “You love your safe geography.” Her tone makes the words sharp little darts meant to shred hope. She hates hope. Before I can reply, she stumbles toward our shared bathroom, clutching her tea to her chest like a lifeline.

			“Remember to feed the cat,” I say, then, “I’ll call.” I call often when I travel. We have each other, and Buster, the orange tabby. I have my job. There’s not much else, not yet. Neither Lia nor I know anyone in Seattle. Not well, anyway. We moved here from Cleveland three months ago, and I’ve been gone two of the three months. 

			She leaves the door open and calls down the narrow hallway. “What time zone?”

			“Central European. I’ll be nine hours before you.”

			“So, call in your morning.”

			“Yes, your highness.” I am laughing. That’s how we get through our days. She laughs to hide fear and bitterness. I laugh to conceal how much I fret about her, and for her. I hate leaving. But I am a climate reporter and a futurist, and my job keeps me sane. It helps me give people hope, feel like I’m adding more than I’m taking from the world. The young and depressed, like Lia, are hard to reach. If only I had help with her. If only I were a better parent. If wishes were stars.

			I drain my coffee cup—tea doesn’t do it for me—strap on a face filter, pick up my suitcase and backpack, and step out into the toxic air of Seattle’s wildfire season. A month of skies the hue of sockeye salmon has me second-guessing our decision to move here.

			Eighteen hours later, I land in Geneva and suck in a lungful of clear air. Here I am, ready to witness to the world. The client (I have many; this one a power company) will use what I see to plan investments and tell big stories—or small fictions.

 

			My hotel room is hot, the thermostat locked by the front desk. Opening the window doesn’t help. The rich, Swiss coffee has barely hit my blood as I brace myself and tap my phone. Lia answers my call with a flat “Hello, Mom.” She’s outside; I hear wind and the buzz of a crowd. Lia’s camera points away from her, streetlights illuminating the sienna fog of wildfire haze.

			“Hi, Sweetie. Here’s Geneva.” I turn my head so that the camera in my glasses displays the busy street five stories below, the sharp-angled red roofs, a sliver of blue Lake Geneva. “I’m only here for a day, so this is our chance to see it.” Then I switch to the phone camera and show my sleepy face, hoping she’ll do the same.

			She doesn’t.

			“Are you okay?”

			“Sure.”

			So, no. I swallow guilt. She’s a young adult. She’ll starve if I stay home and do nothing. Besides, who knows whether my staying home would help her broken soul? She has been depressed since puberty. So have many of her friends. Her generation seems to split between angry activists and children who can’t hold up the weight of the world they inherited. “Geneva is one of the cleanest cities in Europe.”

			Lia pans her phone over to a trash can overflowing with food wrappers and compostable cups.

			I wince but keep my voice cheerful. “I’m going to see a giant water battery and a restored glacier.”

			“Will you also tour the damage from the floods last summer?”

			She’s been doing her research. I wonder if 22-year-old women in Geneva are as depressed as my daughter. They call it solastalgia. Grief over the state of the world, the climate, the loss of species, the plastic pollution. All the hard problems. She hates it when I offer her hope, looks at me as if I were lying to her. I’m running out of ideas.

			As if my unvoiced thought has sparked some curiosity, she asks, “What’s a water battery?”

			“You know how hydropower works, right? Flowing water spins turbines, which then generate electricity, like the brakes in our EV.”

			“Mmmmmm . . .” she says, her camera still focused on the trash. A symbol of the hell she believes the world has gone to?

			I ignore the view she’s given me. “OK, well during windy, sunny weeks the grid gets too much power, but during dark, still months there’s often too little, right?”

			“I did graduate high school.”

			I smile, hoping Lia can see my face even if I can’t see hers. “At Nant de Drance, they’ve hollowed out the heart of one of the Alps and dug tunnels that connect the cavern to a high Alpine reservoir and to a big lake down in the valley. When there’s excess energy, pumps inside the mountain lift water from the lake up to the reservoir. Then the next time the grid is short of energy, they release water from the Alpine dam, and it falls back down to the lake, spinning turbines and making power along the way.”

			She’s quiet. I take a breath and ask, “See? Like a battery—but as powerful as a big nuclear plant. And it doesn’t need anything precious dug out of the ground. No strip mining. No exploitation.”

			“Okay, you win.” I hear a faint smile in her voice. Her camera flips back to the smoke hanging over Puget Sound. “Got any ideas to clean up the air?”

			“From wildfire smoke? Quit starting fires.” My response is flippant, but she laughs, finally. Not a single comment on the Swiss scheme to help stabilize their grid.

			Then again, it’s not exactly news. My client is looking into building a water battery in and on Mount Rainier. With snowpack dwindling, they can charge farmers and cities premium prices for summer water releases. Seasonal water arbitrage, as industry analysts call it, is now the fastest growing profit center for private utilities that serve mountain states.

			“Look, Mom,” Lia mutters, the laugh gone. “I’ve got to go. There’s a show at the Neptune starting in a few minutes.”

			She loves live music. I need to meet my minder for the day, anyway. Here in Geneva, it will be all business and putting a good face on everything. Tomorrow, the Mont-Blanc express to Canton Valais and the Alps. “I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”

			Her screen is already dark.

			Worry weakens my knees, and I sink into the soft, gray chair by the window. Our children have been infected with our fears. My mother worked for a plastics company. I may have inherited her guilt, and then passed it on. I take a deep breath and stand, reminding myself that I can bear this, and even if hope isn’t inherited, it can grow and spread. Even to Lia. Most importantly, to Lia.

			My driver calls up the hallway. “Doctor Bear? Dr. Pauline Bear?”

			“Coming,” I call out. 

 

			Lia’s call four days later is so early it startles me. I’m out of bed, coffee brewing, running warm wash water. My heart beats a worry-tone. “Are you okay?”

			“There’s a storm coming.” Her voice sounds tight, strained.

			I turn the water off and sit down. Her camera displays a screen with a red warning ribbon and white words I can’t read. “What kind?”

			“A windstorm. In fire season. I don’t how I’ll breathe.”

			I make sure my camera points at me, shows me smiling reassurance. “We have air filters.”

			Her voice quavers. “I can’t stand breathing dead trees.”

			I feel a stab of guilt for being in the still-beautiful Alps while she is there. Seattle is doing well compared to places like India and Mexico. But July through October keep getting hotter and drier and browner. Dying trees are tinder. There is nothing good to say about the trees. “I saw the Nant de Drance plant yesterday. It’s impressive.”

			“I got your pictures. Didn’t the tram frighten you?”

			“No. It was steep, but there were ibex, standing on a sheer cliff. Exotic and magnificent. I missed getting them with my camera, sorry.” I take a breath, seeing the ibex again. Four feet close together hugging a rugged rock, curved horns, wide eyes. “And the scale of the plant . . . really amazing. The two tunnels span 17 kilometers and are wide enough to hold a highway. The cavern for the turbines is as long as a football stadium—”

			“Mom!” Lia cuts me off. “Good for the Swiss. But there aren’t enough mountains to water the whole world, and it’s hot and miserable here.”

			“We have mountains. Rainier and Baker, Adams. I’m going up into the Alps with an ice engineer who restores glaciers. Floka Lagman. We’re starting on her farm. I may not be able to call. We’ll see.”

			“I can’t breathe, Mom.”

			Damn it. “You can, sweetheart. Just don’t panic. Go find someone to help. Take some air filters to the homeless shelter.”

			Her camera turns off. I can hear her breathe, in and out. In and out. A little fast but not panting. She isn’t having a panic attack—not yet. I close my eyes and repeat myself. “Go help someone.”

			If I were her, I would detest me. But what else can I do? I can’t join her despair, or even feed it. “I’ll call you when I can. Tell you about Floka then. I hear she has dogs.” Lia loves dogs. “I’ll send you a video of her border collies. And the mountains. I hear everything is in bloom.”

			“Okay. I’m going back to breathing dead trees.”

			“Pray for them.”

			Laughter, finally. “I will.”

			I laugh with her, bitter and sweet and just a little desperate. But we laugh. 

 

			Outside my tent, cross-legged on a flat boulder, the air smells of water, grass, and damp rocks. I can’t remember the last time I shivered. It’s cold in August.

			Lia answers on the first ring, maybe the first half-ring. “Hello.”

			Just hearing her voice makes me smile. “Hi. How’s your air?”

			“Better. The windstorm. Remember? Yours?”

			“So clear I can see peaks in France.” I angle my camera toward the black-faced sheep in the high meadow near me, and the collie, which is nothing more than a still, dark head with one white ear peeking up above the grass.

			“Oh! That’s so pretty.“

			“It is.” I have to admit this pasture in front of me—alpage, Floka calls it—so steeply sloped and utterly green, punctuated with yellow buttercups and pink Himalayan balsam, is even prettier than the Olympic mountains near Seattle. I want to hold on to this place, this moment, carry it with me like a shield. If only Lia were here, could see and feel and smell this . . .

			“Tell me about your day?” Lia asks.

			I heave a deep sigh, trying to think of how to start. “Right now, we’re on a common grazing area that’s way up at 6,200 feet, but early this morning, we took a helicopter up to 9,000 feet, where they make temporary glaciers.”

			“Doesn’t it take millennia to make glaciers? Or at least decades?”

			“Yes.” I stand up, stretch, pan the camera across the wild hay fields sloping above us. “We landed near a crevasse about a third of the way up. Floka introduced me to the Minister of Climate, a Dr. Rutger, who has been working on saving and growing glaciers for years. He’s famous. Ancient, too. He was here in the twenties when the Himalayan monks came to show them their techniques for building ice stupas—artificial ice hills they make in India.

			In front of me, the dog, Tess, circles and stops 10 meters closer to me, tucking two sheep back into the fold.

			“Himalayan Monks?” Her voice is almost drowned out by the sheep.

			“They helped Dr. Rutger learn what parts of the glaciers to cover. You can’t cover the whole thing, you know.”

			“I thought Floka makes glaciers.”

			“More like conserves them? They spread tarps that reflect the sun away. They kind of look like emergency blankets—remember the ones we used last winter? When the windstorm blew the power out?”

			“I used them day before yesterday.”

			“Oh.” I should have asked about the windstorm. “Well, it’s very cold up there and we have to wear special gloves and shoes with spikes that stick to ice. There are places you can walk under the cover and see the new ice and the old ice.”

			“How do you tell which is which?”

			“The new ice is clean. The artificial sleet builds up the ice in cold pockets—ravines and remnant glaciers and shaded spots below bluffs. Then the covers help them stay colder so that ice doesn’t start melting until most of the snowpack is gone.”

			“What happens downstream? To the plants and animals that don’t get the water?”

			I sigh. Lia, always looking for the sour apple. “Look around here. It’s green because they’ve done this right above us. Some of the ice I walked on yesterday is only a year old. Meltwater streams last until late summer, like they did before the mountains got so warm. Without the extra months of water, these meadows would die.”

			“So, who suffers?”

			I try not to sound offended. “Who says anyone suffers?”

			“Aren’t you supposed to be the great searcher after truth?”

			“Maybe the truth is that something works.” I don’t like my tone of voice. She is getting to me, the way only kids can get to parents.

			“Prove it.”

			I’m tempted to just hang up on her. But even when she’s hard to love, I love her. So instead of hanging up or saying the wrong thing, I make my voice deliberately light. “I’ll call you back.”

			It takes me half an hour to find Floka on the alpage. A few hundred feet of elevation above the tents, she is walking through summer-dry grass still green-gold at the bottom, tangled with flowers. Black-necked and red goats surround her, grazing, hemmed in by three guard dogs. One of her granddaughters, a girl of maybe seven, is with Floka’s six-foot tall grandson. They glance at me as I approach but quickly return their focus to the goats.

			I’m a little in awe of Floka, who looks like a blonde supermodel in braids. She is strong enough to climb mountains all day, sweet enough to be loved by goats and grandchildren, and a successful scientist. I come up behind her and clear my throat, “Will you help me?”

			Maybe she hears the desperation I’m trying to hide. She cocks her head, as if listening to the soft, cool wind. Then she and the grandson exchange glances. She shrugs. “Sure. I was going to come down to you at lunch anyway.”

			She sounds philosophical rather than frustrated, and I start to tell her about Lia. “My daughter is angry. She’s trying to find the parts that don’t work, the reasons we can’t possibly win.”

			Floka smiles. “We will all die.”

			This answer shocks me into a stumble. I scramble down the steep slope and slide 15 feet, and almost a lot more. Floka puts a hand up and laughs, loud and sweet. “I wasn’t suggesting you die today.”

			“No!” I laugh, too, as I struggle up. We go more slowly the rest of the way, Floka herding me as if I were one of her sheep. We talk of cutting the highest, steepest hay. She ends on a positive note. “Winter is sometimes worse now. Storms and floods. But it’s shorter. So, we don’t need to store as much hay.”

			Floka steps inside a warming hut on the slope. “Let’s stop here and talk to your daughter. It’s out of the wind.”

			“Thank you.” Relief that she will help makes my knees weak.

			“I have a son who refused to have any children because he thinks we are killing the planet.”

			I feel a sudden kinship with her, relief that I am not alone, and the sadness for her, for me, for our children. I breathe the feeling away.

			Inside, the weathered wood hut, we rest on a stone bench next to a shelf of dust-covered jars. It’s almost 11:30 p.m. in Seattle. Nevertheless, Lia picks up right away and shows her face. She has combed her hair. The cat is snuggled on her lap.

			We do introductions. When I ask Floka to tell her story, she has an elevator version ready. “My mother left a business career to farm, and I left the farm to become a scientist. I took a month off every year to help with the herding.” She smiles. “And to escape stress. Now two of my children run the farm, and I oversee the glacier work from here. I visit each project once a month, whenever weather allows flight.” She pauses a second, waiting for Lia to ask a question, and then continues when she doesn’t. “We make snow starting in late October, or as soon as it gets cold enough. Our robots pack it down through the early winter. I feed the goats during the worst months. In spring, robots help us blanket the lowest parts of the snow fields. When there is too much rain, we pump excess water up to the reservoir and high lakes during the day. Then at night, we spray very cold water from those stores onto the ice, and it freezes. So now the high places we graze in summer get watered.”

			Lia’s brows are drawn together. “So, you do all this to water your farm?”

			“No.” Floka shakes her head and takes a deep breath. “The alpage is commons. We chose glaciers based on how easy they are to make snow for, or to cover.” Her smile shows fine wrinkles I hadn’t noticed from a distance. “Even the Swiss cannot climb every mountain with machines. We also chose places near people who need water. In two cases, we moved people to the right places.”

			To my secret relief, Lia is polite as she asks, “What does all that engineering do to the environment?” 

			Floka smiles. It is a question she has heard before. “We direct water’s path. Where it goes,” she gestures toward the steep, grassy slope just above us. I make sure Lia can see it well. “We are able to maintain some of what we had. Not everything. There is heat and fire to contend with. But trees and people and animals can all drink, and that is necessary for life. But we also cost some places below the glaciers some water. They would have lost it anyway, but maybe not for decades. Those are drier now, and some are dying.” She glances down, frowns briefly, and returns a calm gaze to the screen. “We are being good engineers, Lia, but even when the only engineer was nature, there was death. Water is life and death.”

			Lia. “Death by lack of?”

			Floka purses her lips, takes another deep breath. “Last year, overhanging ice on two glaciers broke off and fell into snow fields, triggering avalanches. One of the avalanches destroyed a farm. Another one killed a group of schoolchildren hiking on the French side of this mountain range.”

			Lia does not look as shocked as I feel, but she has an edge in her voice. “Were you engineering those glaciers?”

			Ouch. I watch Floka’s face. Her jaw has tightened, but her expression remains pleasant, her voice even. “Not my project, but it could have been. I oversaw the investigation. There were small mistakes made.”

			Lia scratches the cat, who stretches languidly in response. “So, why do you do it? Pretend to be a god?”

			“We had the power to destroy the climate. Accidental gods. Bad gods.” She glances down at the sheep and dog below us. “We did this, and my sheep cannot undo it.”

			We all fall silent for a moment. Above us, a vulture circles high over something. It makes me shiver, although it is also beautiful. I watch it to avoid looking at the screen or staring too hard at Floka’s face. Will this help?

			Lia asks, “How do you know you aren’t making it worse?”

			“Because people I serve can drink water. And we had twenty-seven lambs this year.” Floka turns to face me, a question in her gaze.

			I hesitate, then nod. I can’t speak right now. I’m sure I’d say the wrong thing. I make a go-on gesture with my fingers, and Floka asks Lia, “What is your purpose? What higher objective do you serve?”

			There is a long silence, and I think maybe something damp glistens on my daughter’s round cheeks. She keeps her gaze on Floka. “My mom serves truth. Maybe I should start with that.”

			“What would that mean?”

			More silence. “Maybe it’s not all bad.”

			“Maybe not,” Floka says.

			I close my eyes to hide sudden tears, let my breath out in a long, silent sigh. And then the conversation moves on to smoke in Seattle, and I learn that Lia can see stars for the first time in a week.






 

 

 

			IN THEIR GARDEN
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			I’m running back through the desiccated woods, going too fast to keep the sticks and branches that have fallen from the trees from cracking under my weight. My skin and mouth are dry. The afternoon sun has sucked all the water from me, and I haven’t stopped to drink. The sole of my right boot is thin enough a stone bumps the ball of my foot, and I want to swear, but I keep going even though I don’t hear anyone behind me. Not anymore.

			I realize I haven’t for a while; I got away again. I saw ten friendly travelers this time before I met one who meant me trouble. I know better than to go out alone, and if I get back in one piece, Kelley is gonna kill me. 

			It’s not far now, I can see the wall rise like a cracked egg, dirty white with gray, the top edges jagged.

			I trip over a log, going down sharp on my right knee and catch myself on my hands, scraping the pads of my palm. I can see the black soil line from the fire ten years ago, the one that saved us from burning up when everything else around caught fire. The dry trees around me are saplings that tried to grow back and made it for three or four years before they died of thirst. They’re as tall as me.

			My breath breaks the silence, and I sound like a rabbit before a thin coyote kills it, scared and breathing too hard. I make myself slow down, try to remember what Oskar taught me. Breathe through your nose. Breathe deep in your belly, so you can feel it going out and in. 

			Slowly. 

			S l o w l y.

			I’m getting there. A hot breeze blows back my hair and helps me feel better.

			“Paulie.”

			I hate it when Kelley calls me that. My name’s Paulette. I hate it that she moves so quiet and I’m so loud and clumsy. 

			She extends her left hand but doesn’t help me up. There’s dirt ground into the creases of her hand and stuck under her nails, and it smells wetter and stronger than the dry, cracked earth under my hands. A year or two ago, I would have apologized first, but I manage not to do that this time. I’m almost as tall as her now, and I can look down on the graying dark hair she’s pulled back and tied with a strip of bark, as if we didn’t have anything better. She holds her taser in her right hand, a black oblong that she protects as if it means her life. She leaves it out as we walk back, swinging in her hand, the arc of its movement precise.

			My knee is bleeding, but we both ignore that.

			Between here and the wall, all the dead woods have been cleared, and we walk on gray and green grass, stuff Kelley had us plant in the moat of cleared ground around our walled garden. The grass thrives out here in spite of the dry, thirsty ground. I don’t like to admit it, but she picked well; the spiky, low growth has been alive for two years now, and it creeps back into the forest as we clear it further away.

			She doesn’t say anything, but I make up her feelings and words in my head anyway. The walls are safe. You aren’t old enough to leave them yet; you might bring people here. You might get hurt, or raped, and die all by yourself. There’s men that would take you in and make you trade your body for water and food. It only takes three days without water. If she was lecturing me instead of staring off, lost in her head, she’d look down at that point and see I have a small canteen clipped to my belt, one of the old ones where the metal’s all banged up. Well, maybe you’d live a week. She’d look disgusted. We have all the people we can water now. You might get lost and not come back, and then what? We’d lose all the training we spent on you. 

			The biggest problem with a lecture in your head is you can’t fight it. Kelley knows that, and it makes me even madder at her, but it’s not like I’m going to be able to explain to the others why I picked a fight with someone who doesn’t say anything to me. The other problem is that she’s right. I shouldn’t want to argue with her in the first place. But I hate that we live like the world isn’t all screwed up when it really is, or maybe we’re living like it is all screwed up, and it’s starting to not be so bad. That’s what I’m beginning to believe. Whichever it is, I’ll never amount to anything if I stay inside my whole life and work on little things that don’t matter with little people who will die behind a wall. The wet, verdant world we live in is a bubble, and I want the real world.

			Right before we get to the wall, she turns and looks at me. I expect her to be yelling angry, but what I see in her dark blue eyes is just sadness. 

			I wonder which one of her plants died this time. 

			I’m sorry she’s sad, but I don’t tell her that; I can’t show weakness.

			The door in the wall is big enough for an army and there’s a whiter spot in the wall where Kelley’s old boss, James, ripped the sign off in the second year of the first drought, and also the second year after I was born. The door opens to let us in, and the two of us are much smaller than an army even though there’s a war between us. 

			Inside, it smells like home and it smells like jail. Like dirt and water and frogs, and faintly, of flowers. Later, in the summer, it will smell more like flowers, but the spring is showier than it is smelly. We pass magenta azaleas whose bloom is just starting to wilt, and in spite of myself I smile when I see three bees on the one plant. Kelley and Oskar both taught me to see the little things, and I can’t help but watch out for the plants.

			I stop smiling when I notice that the Board of Directors is waiting. All of them. They’re sitting in their formal place, on benches in a circle under the sign that used to be above the doors. “Oregon Botanical Gardens.” The Board has run us since the first years of climate collapse, and the half who are still the original members are gray and wrinkled.

			There’s four Board members, and Kelley makes five. She says, “Paulie, please sit,” and gestures to the hot seat—the one for people who are in trouble. I’ve been here before. The Board’s all as old as Kelley; they all remember the world I only see in movies, and they all remember my dad, who’s dead now, and they all remember they’re the ones who made all the rules and I’m the girl who keeps breaking them.

			 I wait for them to ask me questions.

			They don’t. Kelley clears her throat, and keeps her chin up and her voice is as sad as her eyes. “Paulie, we’ve done everything we know how to do to keep you in here. I can’t keep putting us at risk by letting you in and out the door. I’ve told it not to open for you anymore. So if you sneak out again, you will never be allowed back in.”

			She can’t mean it. She’s the one had the most hand in raising me, teaching me. I’m her hope for the future. She wouldn’t kick me out.

			Tim and Li are the two old men of the Board. Li nods, telling me he supports Kelley. Tim is impassive, but he would miss me. We play chess sometimes in the hour between dawn and the breakfast. Sometimes I win, and he likes that. He would never kick me out.

			Kay and Shell are the two women on the Board. They’re both stone-faced, too, but they might mean it. They’re scarier than Tim and Li.

			Kelley holds my eyes, and she still looks sad. Usually when she’s getting me in trouble she just looks frustrated. “Do you understand?” 

			“Yes.”

			“Tell me what will happen if you leave again without permission.”

			“The door will not let me back in.”

			“And we will not let you back in,” she adds. 	

			Maybe she does mean it. Now her eyes are all wet, even though she isn’t really crying yet. Kelley isn’t done. I know because no one is moving, and I feel like they’re all watching me, probably because they are. Kelley says, “Just so you don’t do anything rash, you’re confined to the Japanese Garden for a week. Report to Oskar in ten minutes.”

			She does mean this, except maybe the ten minutes part.

			I nod at them all and walk away, keeping my head up. I hate it that they’ve made me feel small again. In my room, I sweep my journal and two changes of clothes into an old bag, and I brush my hair and my teeth, and put those brushes in the bag, too. I sit on the bed and wait, determined not to be early or even on time.

			But Oskar doesn’t notice. I walk in the glass box and close the outer door, wait a moment, then open the inner door. I wonder if these doors are now locked electronically, too, but I don’t test them to find out how strict my sentence is. I am inside walls, some glass, and under a plastic sheet roof. The air is heavy with water, although cool. Oskar is nowhere to be seen. When it was finished, the Japanese garden was billed as one of the largest on the west coast. The designers wanted the roof to keep the delicate pines from drowning. It does. But most days, it holds in moisture. 

			I negotiate the stepping-stone path, walking through pillows of pearlwort. The cinnamon fern that lines the right wall still has some tender, brownish fiddleheads so I pick them. Maybe it’s a form of penance. 

			The very first of the wisteria blooms are showing purple. Oskar is on the other side of the flowers, between me and the waterfall. 

			He doesn’t turn around for the space of two breaths. He’s squatting, bent over, clipping the leaves of a Japanese holly. He is a small man, his skin pallid from the damp air he lives in, his long red hair caught back in a braid that falls down a freckled, white back. The top of his braid is gray. He is only wearing shorts; he likes to garden as naked as the Board will let him. Even his feet are bare. I have always suspected that at night, he goes out with his flashlight and gardens more naked than that. Even though he is almost sixty years old, I think I would garden beside him, with my nipples exposed to the cool night air.

			He wouldn’t let me, of course. They all treat me like glass.

			He stands up and turns toward me. Even though the light is starting to gray to dusk, I can see that his eyes look like Kelley’s did. “Why do you run away?”

			I lean back against the big cedar column that holds up the wisteria arbor, breathing in the sweet air. “Why don’t you ever leave this garden?”

			I’ve never asked him this. Instead of looking startled, he smiles. “Because I am saving the world.” He is lying. He is, at best, saving a tiny part of the world that I can walk across in five minutes. Everyone here thinks small. I hold out my hand, the one with the fiddleheads in it, and he takes them and says, “See?”

			I don’t see at all.

			He leads me to the kitchen, which is the only room here with walls that aren’t made of waxed paper or bamboo. When we get in, he hands me back the fiddleheads, and I wash them in a bowl full of water and then pour the water into a bin so it can go into the waterfall, where it will be scrubbed clean by the filter plants.

			We have everything ready, but before we start to cook, Oskar takes me up to the top of the rock wall that the center of the stroll garden, and we look out toward the ocean. It’s too far away to see or hear, but the sun will set over it. He has made a hole in the roof by overlapping the layers of water-capturing plastic so we can see the sunset directly. There are enough clouds to catch the gold and orange a little, but most of the last rays leak up like spilled paint and fade into the blackening sky.

			I try to decide whether or not I can use the hole in the roof to climb out of.

			After the color starts to fade, there is a hole in time between night and day. Oskar speaks quietly. “I answered you. Will you answer me?”

			So that’s what he has been waiting for. I guess when you are sixty you have a lot of patience. “We live in a bubble.”

			He laughs and pokes the plastic, which he can just barely reach from up here. It answers him by rippling, as if it were upside-down water. 

			I frown. “We do!” I wave my hand at all the roads and people we can’t see from here. “In the real world out there, people are travelling and learning and meeting each other. They’re struggling. They’re taking back the world. This time . . .” I haven’t really told anyone about this trip yet—I mean, no one had asked. Should I? “I walked the interstate and talked to people on it. Like always. I have my escape routes. They work.”

			He cocks an eyebrow at me but doesn’t say anything.

			“Eugene’s coming back. There’s five thousand people there now—they dug a well deep enough for water and they think they can irrigate. I met two families who were on their way there.”

			He clears his throat. “A year ago, you told me it had all gone to desert. Not even any grass.”

			“That’s what I heard. But this time I heard different.” I paused. “I don’t know anything. How could I?” 

			When he doesn’t say anything else, I just keep talking. “A band of singing priests went through last night. They saw five jet airplanes in a day over Portland.”

			He can’t say anything to that. We saw a plane fly over the gardens a few weeks ago, and everybody came out and watched. We hadn’t been able to hear its engines, and Kelley had told me it was shaped different that the old jets. What Oskar does say is, “They don’t have the right plants. That’s what I’m saving for your generation. The bamboo and the bearberry, the astilbe and the peony.” He says the names of plants like a prayer, and I imagine him naming the others in his head. The wisteria and the wild fuchsia, the fiddlehead and the mountain fern . . .

			“I know what you’re saving. You keep telling me about it.” It’s an old story, how we’re saving the genome of the native plants in case the weather ever goes native again. “It’s good. I’m glad you’re saving it. But that’s your dream.”

			He pretends not to notice my tone of voice. “What your travelers see is the Mediterranean weeds that killed the right plants in California when Father Serra brought them on his donkey. Now that it’s warm enough, dry enough, they come here and invade Oregon like they invaded California a long time ago.” His face wears a stubborn look that makes him more handsome, wiping some of the wrinkles away with anger. He starts down the rock face as all of the colors of the garden began to fade, and I hear him tell me, “It is your duty to the planet to help.”

			I sit on the stone until stars swim above the plastic roof, diffused by the beads of water that start gathering there as the evening cools. After my eyes adjust enough to the dark, I come carefully to ground and Oskar and I share cinnamon fern fiddleheads and cattail roots and some jerky from a thin bobcat that had the good grace to jump into our garden before it died of starvation and fed us.

			That night, I lie in my bed, separated from Oskar by waxy paper and bamboo, and listen to the roof crinkle in the wind. I’m too young to save the lives of doomed plants for a people that might be doomed, too. The world has changed, and we’ll all die if we try to stand still in its current. We have to adapt to the new climate and the new ways, or die here in Oskar’s Japanese stroll garden, walking the stone paths until there’s not enough water left for the wisteria.

			They’ve taught me the things I need to know to help, and now they want to keep me in a box. But I don’t hate them. Oskar’s breathing gets even and deep, and it’s a comfort.

			But not enough. I toss and turn. I can’t sleep. I pack my things in a blanket roll I can swing over my shoulder. I write Oskar and Kelley a note. I tell them I love them and I’m going to go save the world, and I’m sorry they won’t ever let me back in.

			I find Kelley waiting by the door, a thin stick of a shadow that only moves when I open the door, like she’s been waiting for that one moment. I’m caught.

			Oskar comes up behind me.

			He leans forward and gives me a hug and he whispers in my ear. He says, “Good luck.”

			I blink at them both, stupid with surprise.

			He says, “Me and Kelley both knew you’d go. It’s time. The Board told us to keep you, because we need young backs and young eyes. But you don’t need us. Go find out what they fly those planes with and where they go.”

			I feel like, thick in the throat and watery. I say, “I’ll come back someday.”

			He says, “If you take long enough, we’ll even let you back in.”

			I go before we all cry and wake the Board up. The stars look clearer out beyond the wall, and the moat of grass muffles my footsteps. 
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