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Ship in a Bottle

by Hyakunichisou 13 (百日草 十三)

1888

“Look, Edgerton left his coat,” said one clerk, pulling it from the hook in the convenient modern closet the new building’s architects had included in the office.

The other snorted. “I doubt he’ll be coming back for it, after that exit.”

“It’s good enough cloth.” The first rubbed the dense boiled wool between thumb and fingers.

“To hear him tell it, he could buy a hundred coats tomorrow and never feel a dent.”

“Hmm. It’ll never fit me.” The clerk glanced over. “It’ll never fit you.”

“Yes, yes, I am short, thank you for reminding me. Why is Edgerton’s abandoned coat any concern of yours?”

“We binned thirty years of flotsam and jetsam when we moved. Why do we have to immediately start cluttering the new place up?” The clerk stretched out a long arm and dropped the coat on the farthest hook at the back of the closet. “If it’s still here in the spring, I’ll bundle it up for the church rummage sale. Don’t let me forget.”

1916

“That’s not mine. Mine has a velvet collar.”

“Flash,” muttered his friend, putting the coat back on its hook. “I think this is Jenkins’s, isn’t it?”

“Is it? I don’t remember him in it. It looks a little old-fashioned, don’t you think?”

“Jenkins wasn’t a natty dresser. Isn’t, I mean. And when he comes back, he’ll want it.”

They were both silent for a moment, thinking about those who would never be coming back.

“You’re right, best leave it,” the first said. “This yours?”

“Finally. Come on. It’s chop night, and I don’t want to be late; it’s the only recognizable dinner my landlady serves all week.”

1954

“It must be Mr. Simpson’s,” she said. “It’s about his size.”

“Freddy? Aww, he’d never wear an old sack like that.”

“You’re going to be in such trouble if he ever hears you call him that. Anyway, I meant his father.” She ran her palm down the thick black sleeve.

“Mustn’t throw it out, then. I’m sure we’ve cleared enough space. Let’s get one of the boys to move the boxes in. I’m dying for a cigarette.”

1976

“Shhh.”

She giggled. “You shhhh.”

He pressed her against soft cloth. “Would you like it,” he whispered, “if we did it right here? Against Mr. Arnold Get-Me-Some-Coffee-Hon Dane’s good winter coat?”

“Oh,” she said, and reached for him in the darkness.

Now

Alex staggered forward and gratefully dropped the box onto the surface of the desk.

“What’s in that one?” Cheryl asked.

He flipped open a flap of the lid. “Some kind of paper.” It had green and white stripes, and holes in the sides.

Cheryl clicked her tongue. “Blue box it. How much more to go?”

“I think that was about it.” Alex ducked back into the closet. Oh, right, that coat. He lifted it off its hook. It felt good and solid over his arm, a weight equal to any Toronto winter. He backed out of the closet door. “Do you know whose this is?”

She shrugged, tossing an unopened box of Sharpies into her tote bag. “Probably left behind by some hipster douchebag consultant.”

He laid it out over the back of one of their twelve-hundred-dollar ergonomic chairs. Dark, straight-cut, classic, the kind of coat that made him think of black-and-white movies, silk scarves and leather gloves. Judging by the shoulders, it might actually fit him. “Is it okay if I take it?”

A handful of cello-wrapped Post-its followed the Sharpies. “Take anything that isn’t nailed down, I couldn’t care less. In fact, if you see something you like that is nailed down, go get a goddamn pry bar. It’s all going to be condos in a year anyway.”

Cheryl was bitter. Cheryl’d been banking on stock options and early retirement, and what she’d gotten was two weeks’ notice and a bagful of stolen office supplies.

That was what came of having expectations.

Alex slid the coat on and stretched his arms out. The sleeves were a little long, but it felt good. Substantial.

“Okay, that’s it for me,” Cheryl said, hefting the bag over her shoulder. The phone on her desk rang. She gave it an incredulous eye. “See you in the unemployment line.”

“Yeah, take care.”

The coat was a little heavy for September, even if they were having the fall’s first cold snap, but wearing it would be less trouble than carrying it. Alex gathered his windbreaker and bag.

At the door to the offices he paused and looked over the bags of trash, the denuded cubicle walls, the shredder with a few festive curls of paper hanging over its edge. There hadn’t actually been much to the job, making it the best eighteen months of his working life–ordering sushi for catered meetings and pigging out on the leftovers, flirting madly with hot graphic designer Matthew, taking two hours in the afternoons to pick up his boss’s dry cleaning, dicking around on the internet. He’d always known it wouldn’t last.

Well, it was back to the coffee shop mines for him.

But he was walking away with a well-padded bank account, eligibility for EI for the first time in his life, a backpack full of Moleskine rip-offs customized with the company’s exceedingly cool logo, and a pretty decent winter coat. Best of all, Cheryl aside, there had been almost no drama: no firing, no quitting, just the quiet sale and gutting of an internet startup that had been barely more than imaginary to begin with. He could have done way worse.

~*~

The way the coat brushed against his calves made him swagger a little as he walked, and he stuck his hands into the side pockets on pure movie-montage-fuelled instinct. They were deep enough that his hands didn’t fill them. That made him wonder whether there might be something at the bottom of those pockets, say, some forgotten wallet or a lost iPhone with a reward attached, and he broke his stride to pat himself down. Nothing in the side pockets. Nothing in the right-hand breast pocket; nothing in the left.

He almost missed the last pocket, a little slit in the lining, just the size for a key or, he supposed, a pocket watch. He poked one finger inside, and his fingertip met cool, smooth glass.

He stepped off the sidewalk and stopped entirely to tease it out. It was a small, clear bottle, the length of his palm. There was a cork stuck fast in the neck, and a tightly rolled, age-browned scrap of paper inside.

Cool.

Somewhere in his cutlery drawer there was a corkscrew that had followed him home from some waitstaff job or other. The instant he kicked his door shut, he threw the coat and his bag over the back of the couch with one hand and rummaged in the drawer with the other, a maneuver made possible by the fact that his kitchen was two masonite cupboards, a sink, and about six inches’ worth of countertop glued against one wall of his bachelor apartment. The cork wasn’t thick, and he ended up pretty much destroying it getting it out of the way.

He upended the bottle and shook the paper out into his hand.

It wasn’t a roll of paper after all. It was…a twig?

Something happened.

He blinked. The world shivered and dipped, like when he’d had that weird reaction to that tropical nut trail mix that one time.

Something…dropped? Landed? Appeared, on the scuffed parquet of his floor. A man. On hands and knees, breathing hard. Naked.

The man’s hands tightened into fists. “Ten years!” he gasped. “You fool, did I not say but ten–”

He flung his head up. Under its cherrywood hue, his skin had a sallow tinge. His eyes were frantic, black pupils nearly eclipsing irises like backlit spring maple leaves.

“Have you any idea what you,” he panted, “you nearly–I nearly–”

He took a long, shuddering breath, and seemed to see Alex for the first time.

“You…are not he,” he said uncertainly.

“I’m guessing not,” Alex said.

The man sat back on his heels. “Is this the year of your lord eighteen hundred and ninety-eight?”

“Nope.”

The man rubbed his arms as if to comfort himself and looked around the shabby apartment. “Well,” he said, and wearily pushed cinnamon hair out of his eyes, “fuck me green.”

~*~

Alex dumped vegetarian chili out of the can into the smaller of his two pots and set it on his hotplate.

“This fastening is baffling,” the man said, frowning down at the zipper on the hoodie Alex had given him.

“Okay, just a sec.” Alex gave the chili a stir, and walked the three steps over to where the man sat on the arm of the couch. He demonstrated, zipping the hoodie up over the Keep calm and chill out T-shirt he’d gotten for volunteering at that meditation thing in the park last summer.

“We do not fashion from metal on my world,” the man said, rather defensively, Alex thought. His accent, though mild, was precise and faintly clipped, like Oxbridge through Stuttgart with a detour via Delhi.

“No big deal,” Alex said. He went back to stir the chili again, because the hotplate didn’t offer much of a middle ground between “lukewarm” and “carbonized.”

The man followed him and sniffed over the pot. “Do you eat beasts on your world?” he asked.

“Well, I don’t.”

“At least you are a civilized people.” That was under his breath. “However, I fear that your dead foodstuffs will not fully restore me.”

Alex looked at the chili, which wasn’t an aesthetic dish in any event and now looked markedly less appetizing for having been described as dead. “So when you said you needed sustenance, what did you mean?”

The man went to the larger window and peered upwards through the grimy glass. “Does your sun’s light reach this abode?”

“Sure. For about twelve minutes, about half an hour ago.”

He shook his head. “After so much time, my reserves are gravely depleted. How close is the nearest nourishing ground?”

“That depends. What does one look like?”

“What does–oh. Yes. I forgot that animals cannot nourish themselves directly. It must be such an inconvenience.”

“You looked like you needed something fast,” Alex said, letting the man’s slightly patronizing tone pass.

“Yes. I thank you.” The man looked abashed, and gave him a strained half-smile. “It will be a green place where all are welcome.”

Alex turned the dial on the hotplate to Off. “Let’s go.”

~*~

The blue titanium wall of Frank Gehry’s art gallery addition loomed above them like a stage set of a summer sky. Alex had begun to lead the man into the park proper, but his guest had stopped on the western edge, in a patch of orange-tinted sunlight, and begun pulling off his socks and shoes. “This will suffice. We have little time before your sun sets.”

“If you’re going barefoot you might want to watch where you step,” Alex said.

The man looked down at the cool grass. “Do hooligans despoil your public nourishing grounds?”

“…Yes,” Alex said, considering and discarding a long explanation about syringes and broken bottles and inconsiderate dog owners and the lack of public washrooms downtown.

He clicked his tongue. “People are everywhere the same. Very well, I will remain in this spot.” Foregoing the zipper, he took hold of the hem of the hoodie and pulled it over his head. His hands, Alex noticed, were shaking. Then he grabbed the bottom of the T-shirt and divested himself of it as well. He pushed both articles of clothing towards Alex, who took them by reflex, and his hands fell to the drawstring of his baggy yoga pants.

“Whoa,” Alex said. “Okay, stop there.”

The man looked at him curiously. “I have said I will remain here.”

“Yeah, better remain in your pants, too.”

“But–” The man made a face. “Very well. It is not ideal, but I will have what I can now.” He dug his toes into the grass and lifted his reddish-brown arms to the fading sunlight. His eyes closed.

Alex glanced around. On the tail end of rush hour on a cool late September weeknight, there were still people walking home through the park, or heading down to Queen Street to grab dinner. On the other hand, this was downtown Toronto; a reasonably attractive shirtless guy could jump up and down and shoot a rainbow laser show from the top of his head, and most people would shrug and walk on past.

Not being “most people” himself, Alex turned back for a discreet eyeful and–

Wait, what?

He stared until the sun dropped below the line of buildings across the street. His visitor sighed, lowered his arms, and opened his eyes.

“Was that what you needed?” asked Alex.

“It was but a tidbit,” the man said, “and your soil is packed hard and laced with unpleasant contaminants, but there is nothing for it but to wait until your sun rises again.”

Alex handed him his clothes. “So, about you turning green…”

The man’s head popped through the neck of the T-shirt. “Receptors are tender. We have evolved–you understand evolution, I take it?–to protect them when not collecting nourishment.”

Alex thought about that for a second, and decided to just keep rolling with this thing.

They crossed the street. Alex stopped at the line of newspaper boxes to pick up a copy of the city’s free lefty weekly. It often had ads for medical study participants; a few years ago he’d scored a month’s rent in one admittedly dismal weekend by not sleeping for thirty-nine hours straight.

“You have much green in your city,” the man said, looking up and smiling faintly as they passed under century-old ash and chestnut trees on the way back to Alex’s apartment.

“Yeah, it’s not too bad,” Alex said. “Look, what’s your name? I’m Alex, by the way.”

“It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance, most generous Alex. You may call me…” He gazed into the overhead branches. “Names are complex to translate. To those I work with, I am…Instinctual Middle Redleaf? Is that acceptable in your tongue?”

“How about just Redleaf?” Which sounded like someone’s World of Warcraft name, but elf, alien, whatever.

“That will do.”

Mrs. Yeung, who had the first-floor apartment in the house, was sitting out under the porch light with her Sing Tao Daily and her post-dinner cup of “tea.” Alex waved to her as they went in, and she raised an arthritis-stiff hand at him in return.

“I thought perhaps you had the responsibility for this abode. But do you live communally?” Redleaf asked as they mounted the creaking stairs.

“In this city? I’m never going to afford to own,” Alex said. “But it’s cool. I don’t need the hassle.”

“I admit I have always hoped to be the caretaker of my own grant of grounds,” Redleaf said wistfully. “But the pursuit of scientific knowledge is not as lucrative as it would be in a better world.”

In the apartment, Alex filled his small kettle with water and plugged it in. Long discussions always went better with a pot of tea.

When he turned around, Redleaf was yawning. “I must rest. Where shall I sleep?”

“Sleep? It’s not even eight o’clock.”

“Ah, I see. You are nocturnal?”

“No, I–okay. You can have the couch. Tomorrow, I’d like to ask you some things.”

“Of course.” Redleaf put a hand on Alex’s arm. His fingers were room temperature. “I am grateful to you, Alex. An unexpected thing has happened, and without you it might have gone much worse for me. I will be happy to satisfy your curiosity when I have recovered.”

“It’s cool. It’s not the first time someone’s surfed my couch,” Alex said, and went to get his spare blanket out of the apartment’s single closet.

~*~

He woke with a sparking surge of adrenaline to a pounding on his door.

“Alex! Friend Alex, are you awake?”

“Nnnnrrg,” Alex said to the empty apartment, and rolled off his futon to shuffle to the door in his boxers and turn the knob.

“Your door closed behind me, and I lack the cellular pattern to open it.” Redleaf pushed into the apartment. “Come greet this glorious morning!”

Alex blinked at him. Redleaf’s skin was a deeper cerise shade than it had been, and had lost its dullness; he looked sleek, almost polished. His eyes had darkened to the green of orchid leaves.

“So I guess you got breakfast?” Alex said, yawning.

“It was marvelous! Your sun is strong, and your generous neighbour of the name of Ho granted me access to his grounds. He is a most gifted steward. It was a feast! I feel I am myself again.”

Mr. Ho had been supplying the neighbourhood with bitter melon, pak choy, and tomatoes from his corner lot for a quarter of a century, and the soil in his garden was like crumbled chocolate cake. On occasion it had made Alex’s mouth water.

Alex refilled the kettle and fumbled with tea leaves and strainer. “I guess you don’t drink tea?”

“Water would be welcome.”

Alex scratched his scalp. One of the many benefits of not having to go to work was not having to wake up in time to go to work, but it looked like the universe had alternate plans for him today. “I’m going to take a shower. Don’t touch that thing, it’ll turn off on its own.”

Hot water and peppermint soap worked together to bring him fully awake, and through long if reluctant practice, he was back in the kitchen just as the water was coming to a rolling boil. Four minutes later, he was sitting on the couch with a mug of lavishly honeyed tea and a bowl of dry Cheerios. He put his feet up on the low coffee table, tipping a half-knit chemo cap and a book on making vegan cheese over onto the floor to make room. Redleaf sat on the other end, cross-legged to face him, his hands wrapped around a mug of plain warm water.

“So,” Alex said.

“I was injured after my ship ran aground on your world’s gravity, which was stronger than I had expected it to be. I paid one of your people gold to guard me while I healed in a pocket dimension, but he betrayed and abandoned me and I nearly perished there,” Redleaf said.

“…Huh,” Alex said.

“My poor, brave ship did not survive, but I planted another from her seed. She must be well past maturity now, and I must harvest and shape her in order to return to my world.”

“Well, okay, then.” Alex turned a Cheerio on its side and broke it between his molars. “Okay. Interesting.”

“Do you have further questions?”

“I can think of a few, yeah.” Alex took a slurp of hot tea, and looked at Redleaf’s glossy hands against the blue Starry Night mug. “First thing, why aren’t you, like, an octopus or a nasturtium or a cloud of glitter or something? Why are you a guy?”

Redleaf let out a snicker. “A nasturtium?”

“You know what I mean.”

“I do. As it happens, wherever in the universe there are sentient species, this is the shape we take. Even on worlds where it seems anomalous, which are many. It is one of the great mysteries.” His lips twitched. “Nasturtium!”

Which brought Alex to his second question. “How can we understand each other? Did you study English before you came?”

“Your tongue? No, no. I grafted a translation bud long since.” He paused, the mug cradled in front of him. “Is our communication unclear?”

“It’s…a little idiosyncratic. Nothing to worry about,” Alex reassured him. “Did you actually say you were in another dimension?”

“Of a sort. I created a pocket in which to heal while I waited for my ship’s new generation to grow.”

“So, uh, why were you naked?”

Redleaf stiffened a little. “I had more than enough to do transporting only myself and could take nothing with me. As I say, my ship was injured. Plenty of travellers cannot do the calculations manually.”

“Relax, no judgement here.” He regarded Redleaf’s new glow. “But you were there longer than you planned?”

“Much longer. I fear I was pushing the limits of my endurance. It was supposed to last a mere ten of your years. I left the token that brought me back to you in the hands of a Trust.” He pressed his lips together. “Never would I have imagined that he would break faith with me. A Trust!”

“What’s a Trust?”

Redleaf stared at him. “Has the tradition died out? Become degraded? That would at least go some way to explaining the situation.”

“I’ve never heard of anything like that.”

Redleaf tilted his head at Alex. “How did you come into possession of my token?”

“It was in this old coat someone left at my–wait. Wait.” Alex squeezed his eyes shut and envisioned the antique wood panelling and frosted-glass doors of his soon-to-be-condoized former workplace. The chipped gold curve painted on the main office entrance, words passed so often they had become invisible to him: Simpson Trust Co. Ltd. “It was a trust company?”

“Yes, as I have said, a Trust.”

“Really different thing, I’m guessing. So you just walked in and…gave the first guy you saw a bottle and a handful of gold?”

“Trust was written on the door!” Redleaf said. “I explained my need to the young man behind the barrier. He seemed sober and accommodating. Who would dare impersonate a Trust? There is no reason I should not have relied on him!”

“Yeah, exactly how much gold did you give him?”

“It is always difficult to judge the local markets, and I was short on time. Perhaps five hundred grams?”

Alex crunched a Cheerio contemplatively. Yeah, he could see it: Crazy guy with a twig in a bottle and a bagful of gold, check. Random low-level employee, check. Somebody making a quick decision and skipping town with the proceeds, check.

Redleaf’s mug clattered against the coffee table as he set it down. His hand was over his mouth. “He did abandon me.”

“Looks like it,” Alex said apologetically.

“He abandoned me to my death.” His complexion had gone dull.

“Not to your death. Hey. You’re safe. Totally safe. Breathe,” Alex ordered as Redleaf swayed where he sat.

“I–I knew the journey to your world would be perilous, but–” Redleaf swallowed. “To have come so close to death due to another’s negligence….” His jaw tightened. “That perfidious wretch.”

“There’s always gotta be one,” Alex agreed.

Redleaf stood. “I am sorry, Alex, I will answer any more questions you have later, but now I must go to my ship. I must see her.”

“Yeah, no problem. So did you…bury it or something?”

“I planted her, yes.”

Alex rubbed the back of his neck. “Um, yeah. So, you buried something, what, a hundred and twenty-five years ago…I don’t want to freak you out, but Toronto’s changed kind of a lot in that time. How are you even going to find, um, her?” If it still exists. There wasn’t a lot of downtown that hadn’t been excavated deeply for highrises since the fifties. On the other hand, if anyone had ever found an alien spaceship buried under the city, he was pretty sure he would have heard about it.

“Ah, now this I am certain of. I planted her near a landmark I knew would endure, your highest institution of learning. ”

What year had he said, eighteen-ninety-something? U of T had to be that old, right? “Okay, I think I know where that is.”

“Is it near?”

“Yeah, we can walk there.”

“Very good! Let us go at once.”

Standing up, Alex crammed the last handful of Cheerios into his mouth, and chased them with a cooling swig of tea.

“I am not keeping you from your employment, am I?” asked Redleaf, as if it had just occurred to him.

“Me? Nah, my last gig just ended yesterday. I’ve got time.”

Redleaf watched him shove his bare feet into laceless Keds. “What work do you do?”
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