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“Feltman’s postapocalyptic setting is … a backdrop to a taut, unflinching portrayal of a difficult father-child relationship with high stakes that extend well beyond their home. Feltman excels at ratcheting up tension ... Strong postapocalyptic worldbuilding supports a gripping family drama.”
From Kirkus Reviews

 


“Feltman builds an exceptional, fully fleshed-out world … mixing underground unrest, family volatility, and bold steps toward reclaiming the surface. There are some fantastic subplots … an unexpected backstory and brilliant texture. The writing is tight … explodes spectacularly alongside the eruption of violence, with an undeniable charge that keeps the reader fully invested ... Very highly recommended”


 Five Stars from Readers’ Favorite


 


"Susan Greenberg Feltman’s world-building is exceptional, seamlessly blending the remnants of a once-thriving massive city with the challenges of life underground."


 Five Stars from Amy's Bookshelf Reviews
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  "The words of the prophets are written on the subway walls ...” - Simon and Garfunkel, Sound of Silence


“If you really think that the environment is less important than the economy, try holding your breath while you count your money.”



– Guy McPherson


“We do not inherit the earth from our ancestors. We borrow it from our children.”



– Native American Proverb


“If you don’t act against climate change, then no matter how much money you leave for your children, it’ll not even cover their healthcare bills, due to living in an unhealthy planet.”



– Abhijit Naskar


“Nobody made a greater mistake than he who did nothing because he could do only a little.”



– Edmund Burke




“We don’t have to engage in grand, heroic actions to participate in change. Small acts, when multiplied by millions of people, can transform the world.”



– Howard Zinn




“Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed citizens can change the world. Indeed, it is the only thing that ever has.”



– Margaret Mead




"Global warming threatens us with nothing less than extinction.  It is happening now, in slow motion, right in front of us. How sad that by the time we took climate change seriously, it was already too late." - Susan Greenberg Feltman 






   




PRELUDE




As the Waters Rise, published in 2025, is a work of speculative fiction. It is the third book in the Starlight and Ashes Trilogy. The first book, Never See the Sun Again, was published in 2021. The second book, Starlight, Shadows and Tears, was published in 2023. 


In the year 2085 AD, a massive hurricane swept across New York City.  The East River on one side and the Hudson River on the other side rose up and flooded across downtown Manhattan.  The ocean, whipped to a frenzy by the howling wind, added its mighty power to the storm, causing widespread damage.  When the storm abated, the retreating ocean pulled damaged skyscrapers back out to sea, indiscriminately drowning thousands of people.


In the end, only about 7,000 people survived, mostly by hiding in the subway during the storm. 


Weeks turned into months.  Despite pleas for help, no government agencies responded.  FEMA was bankrupt, and the administration, strongly conservative, was in no hurry to rebuild a Democratic stronghold.


Soon there were temporary lean-to shelters set up, to give families some semblance of privacy. Later, more permanent structures appeared. With each generation, the Colony became more and more permanent. After several generations, it was widely accepted that humans should stay underground.  The outside world was considered to be too dangerous, and hostile to human life.




Malcolm “Manny” Stewart, now in his mid-thirties, has reached the pinnacle of his career. As Police Commissioner for the Colony of New York, he is a powerful man whose word is law. Manny knows from the geologists’ reports that a large earthquake could be coming soon, but no one seems concerned.  He continues to push City Council for an emergency evacuation plan in case of an earthquake or flood, but meets with stubborn resistance at every turn.


At home, things are not going smoothly.  His second marriage has proven to be something of a disappointment, and his adolescent son, Zach, is difficult and defiant.


Although Manny’s father Patrick Stewart has been dead for many years, he continues to cast a long shadow. As Manny struggles with his rebellious son, the memories of his own childhood rise up to haunt him. While trying to juggle problems at home with the business of running the Colony and keeping everyone safe, Manny is horrified to discover that a long-resolved issue is about to come undone, in a very public way.




Chapter 1.


THE PRINCIPAL SETTLED 

himself uneasily into his desk chair, dreading the conversation he was about to have. He glanced one last time at the troublesome youngster staring out the window in his office, thirteen-year-old Zachary Stewart. Clearing his throat as he opened up his padlet, he hologrammed Zach’s father, Malcolm “Manny” Stewart, the Commissioner of Police for the Colony of New York.


“Commissioner, it’s Principal Pham, from the middle school,” he began. “I apologize, but I need you to come down to the school. There has been an incident.”


“An incident?” Manny replied, not bothering to hide his impatience. “I’m a busy man, Principal Pham. Why don’t you text my wife, she’ll come.”


“Mrs. Stewart is already on her way, Commissioner,” the principal replied respectfully. “This is a delicate matter, one that I will only discuss in person. We are careful to preserve our students’ privacy.”


Manny paused a moment to convey his displeasure, then replied coldly, “I’ll be there in an hour. That’s the best I can do.”


“Very well then,” replied the principal reluctantly. “We will wait here for you.”


Manny hung up and quickly hologrammed Tyler Watkins, his lawyer. Tyler was Manny’s personal attorney, and had been his late father’s attorney during his tenure as Chief of Police. At Manny’s request, Tyler’s firm also did work for the Colony.


Tyler’s secretary, a stout, elderly purple-haired woman in her mid-fifties, answered the hologram. Her ghostly six-inch-tall figure stood on Manny’s desktop. 


“Can I help you, Commissioner?” she asked politely, patting her upswept hairdo into place. “Mr. Watkins is in a meeting.”


“Then get him out of his meeting!” Manny growled. “Tell him I need him now!  There’s an emergency.”


A heartbeat later, Tyler’s miniature hologram image stood on his desk. “What’s going on?” he asked. At that moment, Manny greatly appreciated his lawyer’s awkward inability to make small talk.


“Zach’s principal called and asked me to come down to the middle school. He called Marya, too; she’s already on her way,” Manny explained. “I don’t know what happened, but it can’t be good if he needs both parents. I want you to come with me, you or one of your senior people.”


“I’ll meet you there, Manny,” Tyler said, and hung up.


Manny walked quickly, careful of his sciatica. His son’s school was located underneath the old Rockefeller Center, at the 50th Street stop, in what had once been a promenade filled with little shops and restaurants. There was no other way to get to the school; walking was the only option for getting around, for himself and everyone else in the Colony. He arrived at the school just in time to see Tyler coming from the opposite direction.


“Manny!” Tyler said, out of breath. “A word, before we go in.” 


The two men paused by the school entrance. “Whatever Zach’s done, it must be fairly serious,” said Tyler. “I suggest you let me do the talking. I’ll take my cues from you, of course, but I think I can best protect Zach if -”


“Fine,” said Manny curtly. He pressed the palm scanner by the door, and the two men were allowed in. The principal’s office was at the end of the corridor.


“Well? What’s he done this time?” demanded Manny, eyeing Zach, who was skulking by the window, avoiding looking at his father.


“Commissioner, thank you for coming,” the principal said politely, bowing low to Manny, right hand on his left shoulder. He turned to Tyler. “And this is?”


“My lawyer, Tyler Watkins,” Manny said brusquely. He nodded to Marya, already seated in front of the desk. The principal rose and pulled an extra chair around for Tyler. 


“Now that we’re all here,” the principal said, “I can tell you what happened this morning. It was most unfortunate, most unfortunate!”  Principal Pham closed his office door before returning to his desk. 


“A young lady, a classmate, barely thirteen years old. She was in the hall when classes were changing, on the stairs. Zach pushed her up against the wall and kissed her!  He kissed her, on the mouth!  A thirteen-year-old girl!”  


The principal stopped to catch his breath. When he spoke, it was in a near-whisper. “Not only that, Commissioner, Mrs. Stewart, he had his hands beneath her shirt.”  Such demonstrative behavior was shockingly indecent. It was utterly unacceptable for two adolescents to engage in any kind of sexual activity, let alone in public.


“Did you see this happen?” asked Tyler.


The principal replied, “No, but I have hall monitors who -”


“Is there surveillance footage of the stairwell?” asked Tyler.


“Usually, but the camera is being replaced in that stairwell. It should have been done weeks ago, but -”


“Are there witnesses?” pursued Tyler. Marya looked questioningly at Manny, who pressed his lips together.


“Yes, but you will need their parents’ consent to question them,” said the principal reluctantly, frowning at the notion.


Tyler glanced at Manny, who nodded almost imperceptibly. “Then I suggest that you speak to this girl’s family, Principal Pham, and make it very clear to them that their daughter has sexually assaulted a minor child, and that such behavior is not only abhorrent; it is illegal. We trust our schools to keep our children safe. The Stewarts have every right to sue this girl, her family, the school, and you personally, Principal Pham. Look what my young client has had to endure!  A public spectacle!  His reputation is ruined, his innocence has been taken from him!  That cannot be reversed.”


“It wasn’t like that,” protested Zach. “She didn’t attack me or anything.”


“Shut up, Zach,” Manny snapped, glaring at him. 


“Zach will be back in school tomorrow morning,” Tyler continued firmly, “and the Commissioner expects the girl to be expelled by then. We will have a restraining order against the girl by the end of today. If the Stewarts hear even an iota of grumbling about the incident, if Zach is made to feel uncomfortable in any way, then we will see you in court.”


The principal, clearly taken aback, took a moment to gather his thoughts.


“As you know, this isn’t the first time Zach has been sent to my office,” he said, perspiration appearing across his forehead. “He doesn’t pay attention in class, doesn’t do his homework. His behavior has only grown more and more disruptive, and there have been several incidents of bullying. We’ve tried working with Zach, not only myself, but also his teacher and the guidance counselor. As you can see, he shows no remorse at all.”


Manny waited a moment before he prompted, “And?”


“I believe we’ve done everything we can for your son. Perhaps Zach would be more comfortable elsewhere,” the principal suggested hopefully. “There are boarding schools that have a higher ratio of teachers to students, where the environment is more conducive to discipline and proper behavior.”  


Manny stood up, glaring angrily at him. He placed his palms on the principal’s desk and leaned over closer towards him. “What did you say to me?” he asked slowly, his tone unmistakably menacing. 


The principal swallowed hard. He had known this meeting wasn’t going to be easy, but with the Police Commissioner glowering down at him, he found it hard to think of what to say.


Without turning his head, Manny barked, “Tyler. Take Marya and Zach and wait for me in the hall.”  Principal Pham frowned as he watched Zach leave his office, uncomfortably aware that he had lost control of the situation.


“Principal,” Manny said, as soon as Zach was out of hearing, “my son is perfectly happy here. Next year will be his last year in middle school. If you’re unable to handle a mere boy, then perhaps you might be more comfortable elsewhere.”


“I am responsible for the safety of all of our young people, not just your son,” the principal protested, folding trembling hands firmly across his stomach.


“Then I suggest that you learn to manage this situation,” Manny snapped, his face dark with rage. Without bowing or saying goodbye, he turned and walked out of the office, leaving the spluttering principal with much to say, but no one to say it to.


Once they had left the school building, Manny took Zach’s arm and asked angrily, “What’s gotten into you, Zach? What were you thinking?!” 


“Dad, it wasn’t my fault!” Zach protested. “I was just minding my own business, walking to class, and she was there walking down the stairs!  She grabbed me!”


“Grabbed you?” asked Tyler, taking notes on his padlet. A padlet, the ubiquitous electronic device which every citizen of the Colony was required to carry at all times, was both cellphone and tablet. 


“Yeah, and started kissing me!” explained Zach. “I hardly know her!”


“Did you put your hands under her shirt?” asked Tyler, still taking notes. 


“NO!” responded Zach, his face reddening. “She sort of put them there.”


“Under her shirt,” repeated Manny flatly, his disbelief showing. “In a crowded stairwell. As classes were changing.” 


Tyler said, “Manny, I think now I’ve got everything I need. If they give Zach any trouble, let me know.”  He bowed to him and Marya, then turned to walk back to his office. 


Manny let go of Zach’s arm. “You and I need to have a talk, young man,” he said, his mouth set in a grim line. “It’s time you learn how the world works.”


“Dad!” protested Zach, turning beet red. “I already know all about that.”


“No, not that!” Manny said. “Did it occur to you that this young lady may have been trying to entrap you?”


“Entrap him?” repeated Marya. “Manny, they’re children!” 


“They’re not that young any more, Marya, look at him!  He’s got hair on his lip and his voice is changing,” replied Manny, gesturing at his son, whose utter embarrassment might have been comical, in other circumstances. 


“Zach comes from a rich family,” explained Manny. “I’m guessing this girl doesn’t. Most likely her parents encouraged her to stage this little encounter, get him to touch her, so they could make it into something it wasn’t, and claim that Zach molested her.”


Zach was so surprised that he actually stopped walking. “She was trying to frame me?” he asked. “I thought she was just glad to see me.”


“You really need to listen to me on this one, Zach,” Manny said. “She’s trying to take advantage of you. Unfortunately, this is something you’ll have to guard against.”


The edges of Manny’s padlet lit up scarlet, pulsing to show an incoming urgent personal text. He opened it and laughed humorlessly. “That didn’t take long,” he said. “Listen to this, it’s from the girl’s father,” he said, reading the text out loud:


 


Commissioner, we need to talk in person about an urgent matter that happened today at the middle school. Please let me know when we can meet. J. Perez


 


Manny texted back:


 


Talk to my lawyer, Tyler Watkins, at Watkins, Obama & Kinziger. M. Stewart, Police Commissioner for the Colony of New York


 


Manny snapped his padlet shut and rolled it up, stuffing it into his pocket. 


“Would we really sue the girl for attacking Zach?” asked Marya.


“We will, if her family goes after us saying Zach attacked the girl,” replied Manny. “I’ve seen this kind of thing before. A minor can be prosecuted for attacking another minor.”  


“So it’s over?” Zach asked hopefully.


“Let’s hope so,” Manny replied sternly. “I’m not entirely convinced that you didn’t have some role in this, young man. Did you kiss her back?”


Zach looked confused. It had all happened so fast. 


Marya placed her hand on Manny’s arm. “Manny. Please. I’m sure that Zach didn’t mean to do anything wrong. He was just so surprised, he didn’t know what to do,” she said. “After all, what would you have done at his age?” 


I’d have kissed her back and asked questions later, he thought. Aloud, he said, “He knows better, we raised him better than this.” 


They walked the rest of the way home in silence. 


Manny and Zach, walking side by side, made an unlikely pair. Zach was already as tall as his father, but there the resemblance ended. With his mother’s bright red curly hair and alabaster white skin, he was a stark contrast to his father, who had unremarkable brown eyes and straight dark brown hair.


Home at last, Manny waved his palm over the Scentsor at the front door, which swung open. He turned to Zach and said, “Go to your room, young man!  And try and behave yourself from now on, OK? That could just as easily have been you, expelled and disgraced, instead of her.”


Zach disappeared up the stairs and into his room, slamming the door with a bang. 


“Why do you always have to be so stern with him?” demanded Marya. “It’s entirely possible that he didn’t do anything wrong.”  She turned to go upstairs.


Manny grabbed her wrist, forcing her around to face him. “Don’t you ever question my authority in front of my son like that,” he said angrily. “We need to present a united front, the two of us.”


“Your son? You mean our son, don’t you?” she retorted, green eyes blazing. Marya, who was Manny’s second wife, was actually Zach’s aunt. Her older sister Naztazya had been Manny’s first wife. Naztazya was Zach’s biological mother, dying tragically in a fire when Zach was five years old. 


“Let go of my arm!” Marya exclaimed. She struggled and pulled, but he only tightened his grip, his angry face inches from hers. “Owww, Manny, you’re hurting me!” she protested. 


“I’m sorry,” he replied, abruptly letting go of her arm. “I don’t mean to hurt you. But you have to listen to me on this. He’ll just try and play one of us against the other, if we disagree.”


“Isn’t that what kids do?” she countered. “Play one parent against the other?”


“I wouldn’t know,” he retorted pointedly. Manny had lost his mother when he was seven years old; he had no brothers or sisters. She should have remembered that about me, he thought resentfully. Naztazya would never have said that.


 




Chapter 2.


AFTER DINNER, MANNY  and Marya went into the study to finish their conversation about Zach. “Somehow, we have to find a way to get through to him,” Manny said, closing the study door.


“I agree, we can’t just let this go,” Marya said. “But please, let’s not crush his spirit, either. He’s still only a child.”


I know what my old man would have done, Manny thought grimly. Patrick Stewart, Chief of Police, had never been reticent about punishing his little boy. He had only gotten more physically abusive as Manny got older, until one day, Patrick dislocated Manny’s shoulder when he was “disciplining” him. Manny had fallen down the stairs and landed unconscious at the bottom, where his best friend Julio found him and took him to the infirmary. Manny had gone afterwards to live with Julio.


“He’s grounded for two weeks, and no padlet when he’s home,” Manny said firmly. “I’ll talk to him.” 


“No, Manny, that’s too much!” protested Marya. “One week is plenty. And let me talk to him.”


“I said I’ll do it!” Manny snapped. “It’s time he realizes that he has to behave.”


“You’re so hard on him, Manny!  Please, let me. I know I can get through to him,” Marya pleaded.


“All you do is coddle him!” he retorted. “You’ll talk and talk, and he’ll agree to whatever you say, and nothing will change.”


“You’ll never change his behavior by being so strict,” she warned, shaking her head. “We need to show him that we love him, but that we don’t approve of the way he’s acting.”


“How’s that working so far?” Manny asked sardonically.


Marya sighed. They’d had this conversation before, too many times. “At least promise me you’ll spend more time with him, not just punish him and then disappear until the next time he acts up.”


“OK, I promise,” he conceded. It was an easy promise, one he had little intention of keeping.


At the office, Manny’s word was law. But he had learned to give in to Marya whenever possible, when it came to raising Zach. It wasn’t that he thought she was right; it just made Marya easier to deal with. If he didn’t make at least some kind of concession to her, he knew there would be another argument coming soon.


Manny went upstairs to Zach’s bedroom. He opened the door to find Zach sitting on the bed, padlet in hand. The room was transformed into an ancient smoke-filled battlefield complete with warriors dressed in armor, shields up and swords swinging. “Turn it off, Zach,” he said sternly.


Zach barely acknowledged him. “Not now,” he said shortly, fingers moving across his gamer board.


Manny moved forward and grabbed the gamer board out of Zach’s hands, turning off the game. 


Zach howled with outrage. “Dad!  I’ll lose my points!  Give it back!!”  The room slowly dissolved back into a bedroom, warriors fading away.


“You’re grounded for one week. No going out, no screen time except for homework. Do you understand?” Manny said. “And no video games.”


“No video games!  Dad!!” Zach protested.


“Do your homework,” Manny warned. “If I find you playing video games or watching SuperFlix, you’ll be sorry.”


 


~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~


 


The Stewart mansion was quiet and dark. Julio and Anna Suarez, Manny's foster brother and his wife, had gone to sleep; a single light shone at the far end of the long hallway from their daughter Julie’s room as she finished writing a paper for grad school. Julio, Anna and Julie  lived in the spacious Stewart mansion along with Manny, Marya and Zach. Extended families often shared a home in the Colony, as much from custom as from necessity. 


Down the hall in the master bedroom, Manny and Marya were getting ready for bed. Manny dropped his sweatpants and tee shirt on the floor by the bed, pulling down the quilt and settling in against the headboard. Marya came out of the bathroom, the fragrance of her mother-in-law’s homemade hand cream drifting into the room.


“Marya, I’m so sorry I grabbed your arm,” Manny began. As he knew from conversations with his Deputy Commissioner and best friend David Wu, women like an apology. Manny and Dave, friends from their earliest days at the Police Academy, used to pass the time on nighttime stakeouts by having long conversations about women. If there’s a fight, tell her you’re sorry, Dave had advised. Tell her you can’t live without her, and you don’t know what came over you. Whatever you do, don’t rehash what happened. No, stick to emotions. They love it when you talk about emotions.


“I don’t know what came over me, Marya,” he added smoothly. “You’re everything to me, you and Zach. I would never hurt you.”


Marya brightened visibly, sitting down on the bed next to Manny. “You scared me, Manny,” she said simply, her eyes beseeching him.


He took her hand in his and turned it to kiss her palm. “I’m so sorry,” he repeated. He was surprised to see that there were bruises encircling her wrist. He pushed back her sleeve. Her forearm also was bruised, five little dark blue splotches, one for each of his fingers. 


“Marya, please forgive me,” he said, making a mental note that he must remember how easily she bruised. Slowly he tried to draw her closer, hoping to gauge her mood. She turned towards him, her hand brushing the hair back from her face.


The smallest of sounds from across the hall interrupted them. “Did you hear that?” he asked Marya.


“What?” she replied. “I didn’t hear anything.”


Manny was already up and across the room, pulling open the door very quietly. Sure enough, there was a light coming from beneath the door to Zach’s room. Moving silently across the hall in his bare feet, Manny yanked open Zach’s door to find him intently playing his video game with the sound turned off, the bedroom a smoldering scene filled with silent, gory wounded. 


Grabbing the padlet out of Zach’s hands, he said, “Did I not say ‘no video games,’ young man?!”


“Give that back!” protested Zach. He added quickly, “I need it for my homework.”


“You should have finished your homework hours ago. You can have your padlet back in the morning,” Manny said. “I’ll leave it for you in the kitchen.”  He sat down on the bed holding the padlet, searching for the video game. Ignoring Zach’s desperate attempts to persuade him otherwise, Manny deleted the game.


“What are you doing?!  I’ll lose all my points!  Dad, that’s not fair!” Zach implored.


“I warned you, Zach! You’re now grounded for two weeks, not one,” Manny said angrily. He knew, as all parents know, that he had to win this battle. “And if I catch you trying to cheat, you’ll be sorry.”


Manny left Zach’s bedroom, closing the door behind him. Then, instead of returning to his bedroom, he stole quietly down the stairs.


Manny had grown up in the Stewart mansion. Even now, as a middle-aged man of thirty-five, he knew every creaky floorboard and could still move silently up and down the stairs. He sat down in the dark kitchen at the end of the long table, placing Zach’s padlet squarely in front of him, and waited.


With the patience and discipline of a veteran detective, Manny sat without moving or making a sound for nearly twenty minutes. Then Zach’s bedroom door swung open, and he came tiptoeing down the stairs and into the kitchen, snapping on the light. 


“Dad!  I-I thought you went to bed!” he exclaimed with dismay. 


“What are you doing downstairs at this hour?” Manny demanded.


Zach hung his head. For once, he had nothing to say. His eyes went to his padlet, lying on the table.


“Don’t even think about it, Zach,” Manny said, shaking his head. “Go back to bed!” He watched as his defeated youngster returned to his bedroom.


“What did you say to him?” asked Marya, as Manny slid into bed next to her. 


“I told him to go back to bed,” said Manny. “He’ll behave now, I’m sure.”


Marya chuckled. “We’ll see about that,” she said. “Anna says he’s very smart. Apparently, he’s a natural with computers, just understands programming  intuitively. I bet he’s got backups somewhere.”


“He may have backups,” said Manny, “but I’ve blocked him from downloading the game, so a backup of his account isn’t going to do him any good.”


“If only we could get Zach to apply himself,” Marya said. “The hard part is to find something that engages his interest. Remember when he played that trick on Julie, when he was ten? Anna told me all about it.”  


“Yeah, I remember,” Manny said. The two were silent, thinking about the “trick” that Zach had played on his cousin. At ten years old, Zach had locked Julie out of her school, banking and SoshMedia accounts, all because she had taken his notebook to school by mistake. 


Julio and Anna had been livid. Why didn’t you just ask her to return the notebook? Manny had asked Zach at the time. I wanted to show her what happens if she messes with me, Zach had explained.


“It’s hard to find something that really motivates him. Nobody can get Zach to do anything except Zach,” remarked Manny dismissively. He yawned. 


Silence filled the bedroom as the night settled around them. Marya’s fingers tentatively began to play with the little hairs on Manny’s bare chest.


Manny smiled to himself. His wife only did that when she wanted something. He waited.


“Manny,” Marya said hesitantly, “I’ve been thinking. I want to go see Madame Elayna. You know, the Seer.”


“Madame Elayna!” he repeated, surprised. “I didn’t know you believed in fortune tellers. Are you serious?”


“Yes, and I want you to come with me,” she replied.


Madame Elayna was the Colony’s most successful fortune teller. In an age where scientific research was largely stalled, people often turned to whatever was available to give them a sense of control over their lives. Many prominent citizens and celebrities swore by Madame Elayna’s predictions. 


But not everyone was a fan. As Commissioner, Manny had access to the Colony’s police records. He knew that Madame Elayna had been born Elaine Rebecca Holmes. She had a rap sheet filled with petty crimes like shoplifting and forgery. 


After a stint in jail, she had turned to acting to make a living, renaming herself Elayne Patricia Brazille. Ms. Brazille’s acting career was cut short when she was arrested for stealing and reselling costumes, and was sentenced to six months in prison. When she was released, she reinvented herself once again, this time as a fortune teller named Madame Elayna, adding the title “Seer” to her resume. 


“You mean you want her to tell you whether you’ll have another baby?” Manny said softly. 


“Yes,” she answered, falling silent.


“OK,” he said reluctantly to his wife, “although I seriously doubt whether she knows anything.”  When Marya did not reply, he added, “But, yeah. Go ahead and make an appointment.”


“Thank you, Manny!” She gave him a grateful kiss. “You’ll go in too, right? So she can tell your fortune?”


“We’ll see,” he said vaguely, wondering what he had gotten himself into.


 




Chapter 3. 


MADAME ELAYNA'S ESTABLISHMENT 

was a tiny little cubbyhole above a Latin takeout restaurant, up two flights of an ancient metal spiral staircase. There were two rooms, a waiting area in the front, and a private room in the back where Madame would bring her clients, one at a time. 


The dimly lit waiting area was too warm, filled with cloying incense. Fringed scarves were draped over the two Zolar lamps, casting a lurid reddish glow. The private room, partitioned from the waiting room by a hanging curtain of beads, was shrouded in darkness. 


Madame Elayna was an elderly woman in her mid-fifties, an age when many people had already retired. Her face was caked with makeup. She certainly plays the part well, Manny thought, as she came forward to greet them. A long, full skirt swirled around her ankles as she pulled her sequined shawl close. Tiny bells tinkled from her bracelets as she bowed first to Manny, and then to Marya. 


“Greetings!  Good health and prosperity to you, Commissioner, Madame!” she said softly, bowing low with her right hand on her left shoulder, in the Colony’s traditional greeting. Manny murmured something in response, offering the briefest possible polite bow.


“I’ll go first,” he offered. He followed Madame Elayna into the back room, as she pulled aside the curtain of hanging beads with a dramatic flourish.


The back room was quite dark, lit only by a single candle, an item that was illegal in the Colony due to the risk of fire. Manny recognized the brand; it was his family’s trading company that imported it from the Colony of Philadelphia. 


Decades earlier, Manny’s father Patrick Stewart had been intrigued by a teenager’s prize-winning science project, a battery that could be recharged with artificial light and that could run her father’s bakery mixer for many hours. If it could run an industrial mixer, mused Patrick, what else could it do?


After much trial and error, Patrick found a single rusted out, ancient train that would run, albeit very slowly, using the battery. One day he boldly took the train all the way to the end of the tracks, discovering the flourishing Colony of Philadelphia at the other end, and the black market was born. The illegal venture had grown exponentially each year, making the family fabulously wealthy. Many of the black market’s biggest investors came from within the police community and the Mayor’s office.


Dutifully, Manny sat down at the tiny table across from Madame Elayna, trying not to react as she took his hand. While physical contact with anyone except medical personnel or a family member was forbidden, as much from cultural norms as from concerns about infection, there were exceptions, distasteful though they might be.


“I see many obstacles, Commissioner,” she intoned, long black hair keeping her face in shadow as she bent over his outstretched hand. “What is dear to your heart will never be.”  Madame Elayna frowned. “Your wife, your children,” she said, her voice trailing off. 


Neither of them spoke. Manny suspected that she was waiting for him to offer some information that would give her a clue as to what to say next. He kept silent.


Madame moved closer to his hand. “A single candle lights a thousand flames, Commissioner, and yet you will not live to see it,” she warned, her finger tracing a delicate line down his palm. Her breath was warm and moist against his skin.


“That’s enough,” he exclaimed in disgust, pulling his hand free from her grasp, wiping it against his pants. Her words were conveniently vague and general. Besides, if she had bothered to research her clients before today’s appointment, she would have known that they only had one child. He stood up.


“I’ll send my wife in,” he said abruptly. He returned to the outer room, where Marya was waiting.


Marya entered the inner room and sat down across the tiny table, extending her hand. Madame Elayna searched Marya’s palm closely for a long time. Finally, she said quietly, “You have troubles, Matrushka.”    


“Yes,” replied Marya, barely daring to breathe.


“You seek assurance,” continued Madame, her voice guarded.


“I need to know – I mean, is it permitted to ask …” She swallowed hard, her voice trailing off uncertainly. Marya began to tremble.


“Hush,” said Madame Elayna, the way a mother would comfort a child. “Let me see.”  There was another long pause as she studied both of Marya’s palms. 


Suddenly, she looked up, hooded eyes intent on Marya’s face. She said excitedly, “I see for you, in time, a great blessing.”  Marya burst into tears. 


“She will know,” Madame intoned, her voice rising. Abruptly, she stood. “In the blackness of the tomb, it will be. When others hide and weep, she will be strong.”  And with that, Madame Elayna abruptly let go of Marya’s hands and collapsed into her chair, breathing unevenly, her face gaunt and exhausted.


Manny had heard enough. He’d gone along with the visit because Marya wanted it, but he wasn’t going to condone any more of this superstitious nonsense. He strode into the private room and took Marya firmly by the elbow. 


“We’re leaving,” he said, pulling her up from her seat. Madame Elayna said nothing, as her two prominent clients left her establishment.


“Manny, you won’t believe what she said to me,” Marya said in a hushed voice, as they slowly navigated their way down the metal spiral staircase.


“I heard it all, Sweetheart. She knew what you wanted to hear,” he cautioned. “Think about what she said.”


“I am thinking about it, Manny,” Marya responded. “She was confident that I’ll have another child.”  


Manny sighed. “Marya, please,” he said. “You need to be realistic. Psychics are right about half the time.”


“She’s not a psychic, Manny!  She’s a Seer,” Marya protested indignantly. 


And a much better actress than I gave her credit for, Manny thought ruefully.


Marya had been twenty years old when Manny married her eight years earlier. One of five sisters, she dearly wanted a large family. But months turned into years, and she did not conceive. It was a problem throughout the Colony. The birth rate was falling, the rate of miscarriages steadily climbing. Doctors and scientists had theories, but no proof as to why it was happening.


A year ago, after they had all but given up, suddenly Marya was pregnant. She was twenty-seven years old, an age when most women had already finished having babies. Usually, women married after graduating from high school or grad school and had their children in their early twenties. Women went through menopause in their mid-thirties. 


The household held its collective breath until the first months had passed, and breathed a sigh of relief when her belly began to show. She glowed, her happiness a lovely thing to behold. 


Manny often would come home from work to find her in the nursery across the hall from their bedroom, sitting in the rocking chair by the window, hands folded tenderly across her belly, singing softly to her unborn child. Marya had a lovely singing voice, clear as a flute.


“That’s nice, Marya. What is that?” Manny asked one evening, standing in the doorway. “It sounds familiar.”


“It’s just an old nursery rhyme that my mother used to sing to us when we were little,” Marya replied dreamily. “It’s The Song the Flowers Sing.”


“I thought I recognized it!  Naz used to sing it to Zach, when he was little,” Manny said.




Marya was in her sixth month of pregnancy when something went horribly wrong. Manny woke up to find her standing next to the bed, gripping the back of the velvet chair that had been his mother’s, eyes squeezed shut, breathing hard through her teeth. Manny hologrammed the midwife, who arrived very quickly. Leaving the two women alone in the bedroom, Manny fled downstairs, sitting in the front parlor with Julio, his foster brother.


Hours dragged past, dread twisting tendrils around his heart. What if something was wrong with the baby? What if something happened to Marya? He couldn’t bear to lose another wife.


The midwife appeared in the front parlor doorway, wiping blood from her bare forearms onto a white linen towel. “Commissioner. I’m so sorry,” she said. “I did everything I could. The baby was stillborn.”


The baby was … what? Manny tried to arrange his thoughts, which seemed to have stopped working. 


“And Marya?” asked Julio. “How is she?”


“Physically, she’s fine,” the midwife said. “You can see her now.”  


Marya was lying in bed, staring up at the ceiling. Her face was whiter than the white pillowcase as she turned towards Manny, her glassy green eyes blank and empty. He knelt by the bed and held her hand, but she seemed to be in some kind of shock. After a moment, he slid into bed next to her and held her close, stroking her hair, speaking softly to her. Moments passed. Finally, she buried her face against his shoulder and burst into tears, long, shuddering sobs that echoed throughout the house.


For several months afterwards, Marya had shown little interest in anything, moving around the house like an exhausted wraith, rarely going out. It was only lately that her spirits had begun to lift.


“How about something to eat?” Manny asked. “There’s a good Chinese place, Chung’s, not far from here.”  Then he stopped.


“Wait, I forgot to pay her. Stay here, I’ll be right back.”  Manny climbed back up the spiral staircase, impatiently ignoring the warning ache in his left leg where his sciatica lurked, and knocked on the door, entering Madame Elayna’s waiting room.


“I forgot to pay you, I’m sorry,” he said. There was no response. “Madame?” he said, pushing aside the curtain of beads to the inner room.


Madame Elayna was kneeling on the floor, hands clasped together on the chair seat in front of her, eyes closed, lips moving, tears streaming down her uplifted face. She seemed completely unaware of Manny’s presence. Hairs rising on the back of his neck, Manny backed out of the room, swiping the implanted bank chip in his wrist over the processor by the door as he quickly exited the waiting room. She’s just a crazy old bat, she doesn’t know anything, he reassured himself. Still, it was unnerving.


“Everything OK?” asked Marya, as Manny came slowly down the stairs, denying the gathering pain shooting down his left leg. 


“Fine,” he said brusquely, ignoring Marya’s inquisitive look. He decided not to mention what he had just seen in Madame Elayna’s establishment. “I took the stairs too quickly, that’s all.”  They walked together in silence, Manny trying not to limp, each alone with his or her thoughts.


The restaurant was nearly empty. Manny eased himself carefully into his chair. A few moments passed.


“You seem more like yourself lately,” he ventured cautiously. 


“I’ve been feeling better,” she said. “It’s good to get out and do things.”


“That’s good,” he replied. They ordered food and settled in to wait. Marya shifted her gaze to the doorway, watching the passersby. Manny studied his hands.


“What’s Zach up to, now that he’s grounded?” Manny asked, for something to say. 


“I’ve got him cleaning out all the closets and trimming the bushes out front,” Marya replied.


“I hope he makes some friends when school starts in the fall,” Manny remarked. Zach didn’t have any friends. No one came over after school, and he was always at home alone upstairs in his room, playing his video games. Manny remembered his own childhood, after he met Julio. They had been inseparable, as close as brothers.


“I agree, we need to encourage that,” Marya said. She makes a wonderful stepmother, Manny thought for the thousandth time. Marya truly loved Zach, and wanted what was best for him. “He spends too much time alone in his room. I’m not even sure what he does in there. He always seems to be working on something.”


“Just as long as he’s not playing video games on his padlet, after I doubled his punishment,” Manny said. 


“He wouldn’t outright defy you like that, Manny,” said Marya, looking up as the waiter bot rolled towards the table with their food. “He’s only thirteen.” 


 




Chapter 4.


EARLY THE NEXT morning, Manny opened his eyes to see Marya already awake, sitting up and watching him. “Hey, Sleepyhead,” she greeted him, bending over to kiss him. She stretched her arms above her head, long red hair rippling over her shoulders. “I’ve been thinking. Maybe I should go shopping, get some new clothes.”


“Good idea,” he agreed. “Take Zach with you. He can help carry things.”  


This was a welcome development. It had been ages since Marya had proposed a shopping trip. Shopping would keep Zach busy, too, while he was grounded. Manny smiled to himself, imagining his son’s dismay. Clothes shopping with his mother on a Saturday morning was the last thing Zach would want to do.


Downstairs in the kitchen, the family was eating breakfast. Zach’s cousin Julie was standing at the counter holding two slices of toast folded together. Her waist-length hair was bundled up inside a prim “modesta,” a simple white cotton pleated cap with a shoulder-length ribbon, pink to match her dress, hanging down on either side. It was all the rage with the younger women. She looked very pretty in it, and Manny told her so.


“Thanks, Uncle Manny!” she replied, surprised. She looks just like her Aunt Naz when she smiles, he thought with a sudden pang. Naztazya, Manny’s first wife and childhood sweetheart, had been a little younger than Julie when Manny fell in love with her. 


Naztazya had been a year younger than Anna, Julie’s mother; the two sisters had been very close, living together in the Stewart mansion, sharing household and child-rearing responsibilities. Naz had been like a second mother to Julie.


“Where’s Zach?” Anna asked. “Is he up yet?”


“I haven’t seen him,” Manny replied. “You’re right, he should be up by now.”  He sipped his coffee. “I’ll check on him as soon as I finish this.”


Julie sang out, “Bye, Mom, Uncle Manny,” pushing her padlet into her purse as she strode through the front door, on her way to a friend’s house. 


“I’d better go, too,” said Anna. “I’ve got lots to catch up on before Monday. See you tonight, Manny.”  She picked up her coffee cup and shuffled down the hall in her bathrobe and fuzzy slippers to her at-home office. Originally a maid’s room off the kitchen, the space was small, but very convenient. Anna, a gifted computer analyst, was a senior supervisor at the Jonathan King Institute for Computer Sciences. Like most professionals, she worked from home to conserve office space, going in to the office only when she was needed.


Alone in the kitchen, Manny finished his coffee and glanced at the time. Somehow, he was already running late. He went upstairs to find Zach.


With his hand on Zach’s bedroom doorknob, he paused. He could hear the unmistakable sound of music, the volume turned down very low. 


Now that he was grounded, Zach had been handing over his padlet to his parents each night before bed. It was still safely stored in Manny’s bedroom closet; he’d checked on it earlier, as he got dressed. So where was this music coming from? 


Manny pulled open the door.


There was Zach, sitting on his bed in his pajamas, holding a padlet in his hand, intently watching a music video projected onto his wall. 


“Dad!  I thought you left!” Zach exclaimed as he shoved the padlet beneath the blankets.


“Give me that!” Manny demanded, reaching over and retrieving the padlet. “Where did you get this??”


“It’s mine!  Give it back!” Zach exclaimed indignantly. 


“It is not yours, it should have been turned in when you got your new padlet!”  Manny replied, shocked at this flagrant disregard for the rules. “I warned you, Zach. I said if you didn’t behave, you’d be sorry,” Manny said sternly.


He eyed his son with distaste. “No more screen time for another week, except for homework!  And no allowance, either. Have I made myself clear?”


“Yes, sir,” said Zach, regretfully eyeing the padlet. 


Manny also was eyeing the padlet. “How’d you do it, Zach? I blocked your account so you couldn’t play this game!”


“You mean the parental dashboard?” asked Zach scornfully. “I just disabled it, it wasn’t even hard. A child could do it!”


“Get dressed and go downstairs,” Manny snapped. “You can have breakfast with your mother and help her with her shopping. Then I want you to clean up your room, sort all of this … stuff,” he said, motioning to the pile of things on the floor by the window. “And for goodness’ sake, Zach, behave yourself!”


Zach mumbled something which Manny charitably took to be acquiescence. 


Manny made an effort to control his impatience. Be a good father, he admonished himself. Teach him, don’t just punish him. “Zach, what did you think was going to happen, when you started using that padlet?”


“I didn’t think. I just … it’s pretty boring, that’s all,” Zach said dejectedly, his defiance gone. Somehow, he looked smaller, sitting there in his pajamas, a reminder of the little boy he had been.


“There are consequences to things, Zach. Think ahead next time,” Manny said gruffly. He reached over and touched Zach’s shoulder. “I’ll see you tonight.”


 


~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~


 


“Good morning, Commissioner,” said Agnes Delgado, his secretary. When Edith, the unit’s secretary, retired a few years earlier, Manny had promoted his previous unit’s secretary to work for himself and the Deputy Commissioner. “Tea?”


“Yes, thanks, Agnes,” Manny replied gratefully, hanging up his coat on a hook in the ceiling-high and extremely narrow coat closet in his office. He used Mr. Grabby, the ubiquitous long-handled tool with a grabbing mechanism on the end, to place his hat on the “hat shelf,” the narrow little shelf at the very top, up near the ceiling. 


The Commissioner’s office was one of only a few offices with its own private closet. The office was simply enormous, with a table and six chairs for impromptu meetings, a visitor’s chair, and a huge, ancient wooden desk with many drawers. The desk was a one-person desk, unlike every other desk in the police complex. All other desks had two places for people to work, placed diagonally for easy sharing.


David Wu, Manny’s Deputy Commissioner and closest friend, had the office across from his. Manny and Dave had known each other since the Academy, and had come up together, first as street cops, then as detectives, and eventually, in their present jobs. 


“Morning, Dave,” Manny called out, looking into his friend’s office. Teacup in hand, Manny stopped in the doorway to gauge whether Dave was too busy for their usual early morning chat. Dave waved to Manny, but continued talking to three miniature ghostly figures standing on his desktop, holograming from the Mayor’s office about the budget.


Once settled behind his desk, Manny began to sift through the day’s mail. A neat stack of correspondence awaited his attention. Sipping his tea, he reached for the first item.


The report detailed a proposed redesign of the Colony’s padlets. Manny skimmed the text, barely glancing at the sketch of the new prototype. Interesting, but why do they need me? he thought impatiently. Too much of his time was taken up with issues that had nothing to do with police work; he’d have to speak to Nigel, his aide, about prioritizing his inbox.


The next memorandum concerned the long-abandoned subway cars, located at the northern-most end of the Colony.


When the Colony was first formed, all of the subway cars had been driven as far north as they could go, where they were chained together permanently. After the power to the third rail was turned off, the subway tracks were filled in using crushed concrete and stones gleaned from the ruined buildings above ground, to create more living space.


It didn’t take long before the Colony’s homeless population (nicknamed “Baggers” because in the earliest days of the Colony, they slept in sleeping bags on the hard concrete platforms) realized that the empty subway cars made wonderful free housing. Subway cars became cherished family “possessions,” passed down by squatters from one generation to the next. Eventually, though, the subway cars had become rusted out and unsafe. Many of the chains holding them in place had broken apart with age.


“I don’t see what difference it really makes,” Manny said to Dave later that morning, seated comfortably in Dave’s office at the diagonal end of his desk. Manny and Dave had worked together at a diagonal desk for years, when they were detectives working in the same unit. It amused them both to continue that habit now. 


“Seems like old times,” Dave had said, the first time Manny came into his office and sat down at the opposite corner of his desk, to which Manny had replied, “Yeah, but our offices are so much nicer.”


“If the tracks are filled in right up to the last car, then what’s the difference if the chains are broken or missing?” Manny said pragmatically. “There’s no point in repairing them. The cars can’t move. There’s nowhere for them to go.”


“I agree,” replied Dave. “What about repairing the inside of the cars, though? You know, where the floors have broken through?”


“I don’t think we need to worry about that either,” Manny replied. “Technically, no one should be living in the subway cars anyway. They don’t own them, and the Colony doesn’t maintain them. Once the floors have rusted out and the cars become unlivable, the homeless population will have to find someplace else to live. But that’s a problem for another day.”  He yawned.


“With your leave, Boss, I have a unit meeting to supervise,” Dave said. “Wanna come?”
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