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      When I was a child, my grandmother’s kitchen was the place to be. It smelled of ginger and garlic, heady herbs and the onions she was always chopping. It smelled of strong coffee and a hint of stale cigar smoke.

      Some days, it smelled of unwashed bodies and the reek of sweat.

      Good days, and bad days...all of the days centered on Grandmama’s cooking.

      But even that isn’t quite right. Her company? Maybe that’s what people came for?

      There was much I didn’t understand, at the time my cousins first disappeared.

      I couldn’t know, then, that the reputation my Grandmama had cultivated was like a Djinn’s blessing, fraught with peril.

      I would learn, as we all do. The flowers and rainbows we see as children harbor shadows we’re protected from, if we are in fact so lucky.

      There was also much I did understand. Grandmama was important. People went to her for advice, and many important people broke bread in her kitchen, one day or another. Someone was always visiting – even if it was just to read the independence journals, the ones Grandmama collected and kept on a tidy shelf behind the kitchen table. Or they would talk. And argue. Many an argument went on with me barely able to see the tabletop they all crowded round. Not that they were angry, not at each other at least.

      The talk was far too serious for me.

      Another thing I knew was that no matter why the people came, it was true my Grandmama was one of the greatest cooks to ever walk the earth.

      They called her Mother Mala – and she had owned a famous restaurant, back when the city was free.

      When I was twelve, they still called her Mother Mala, despite the Comondante taking her business near a decade before. In a way, Grandmama had moved the restaurant to the family home. Her kitchen.

      This was more important to me than all the heated talk that happened over the table, because even from a tender age, cooking excited me. When our guests roared approval at Mother Mala’s latest dessert, served after a hearty stew, I thought back to my part in that. The beets I painstakingly peeled, boiled, chopped. The careful measurements I’d been trained at since I paraded around at Grandmama’s feet at the age of three.

      We loved to eat in our house, and I loved to feed people.

      Under Grandmama’s tutelage, I fed the people who joined us in her kitchen. Right alongside her. I remember the swish of her apron against my hips, in those close quarters. The smell of yeast and hearty meat broth.

      Nearly every food smell reminds me of my Grandmama, and Mother Mala’s crowded kitchen.

      The people came, they loved my family, and I fed them. I preferred my place at the stove, endlessly adding and stirring, chopping and kneading.

      Their vigorous talk, I ignored.

      But there came a day when I finally began to take note of all my elders tried to shield me from.
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      A knock at the door woke me, and I eagerly scooted from beneath the worn but thick coverlet, and slid my feet into my even more worn house shoes. The wood floor was so cold on winter mornings.

      I ducked into Papa’s room and gave him a little shake on the shoulder, as I always did when I woke. Otherwise, he joked, he’d sleep the day away. You couldn’t help but laugh at that. My Papa had never slept in a day in his life, as far as I knew.

      “Morning, Papa,” I whispered. He stirred, and I was on my way.

      Downstairs, I heard voices. But Grandmama stopped me at the door to the kitchen. “Who’s here?” I yawned, making for the stove to start breakfast.

      She stood in my path. “Lili, please run to market. We have need of fresh eggs, milk, and fruit.”

      “Eggs?” I asked. “The chickens aren’t producing?”

      “Aye, they produce. Just not enough for the traffic in our house.” She grinned at me. Her eyes held an odd expression that didn’t jive with the smile.

      “Who is here?” I asked again.

      “Now, now. Don’t worry. Attend the market, and I’ll start the fire and the coffee. Taren is waiting downstairs for you.”

      The best way to get a person worrying was to say, “Don’t worry” and I certainly wasn’t immune. But Grandmama had asked me twice now to go to the market, and I wasn’t about to question again. I’d have to wait until my return to see who had visited.

      I jogged upstairs to dress fully, pleased that at least I’d get a few minutes with Taren. He was a year older than me, and judged the perfect escort. He was also my best friend.

      I braided my long dark hair and put on my veil. The new addition to my going-out garb was itchy and hot, but now that I was twelve and my breasts had come in, Grandmama wouldn’t hear a word against it. “For us it is a blessing,” she’d told me. “Anonymity is protection, of a sort.”

      So I wore it. I didn’t want to worry her further.

      Downstairs, Taren waited, flipping a silver coin. Not an official one; a coin from the old world. It was his attempt to be daring, and made me want to roll my eyes, but I refrained to protect his adolescent male ego, which I’d noticed getting fragile recently.

      He yawned at me. “Early, isn’t it?” he said, falling into step beside me.

      Papa said Noctua wasn’t what it used to be. Grandmama would just set her lips in a thin line when he said that, her silence speaking for her. Even a kid like me knew times had been hard since the Comandante split us off from the mainland.

      I hadn’t been out in a few days, but things hadn’t changed for the better in that time. All manner of trash was building up in Central City, a sign of the endless worker strikes and the punishment that followed as the Comandante cut off services.

      There wasn’t much traffic on the narrowing road. A couple of wandering feral dogs, slinking in the shadows, and a few older men leading donkeys. The animals messed in the streets and made things wholly unsanitary, but they were the only work animals folk had anymore. Somehow the donkeys thrived even in the dirty Central City of Noctua.
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