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Just a bowl of rice


On hot, Thai island nights, when the sunset sprinkles mosquitoes through the pink clouds like pieces of confetti, the sounds of people are inescapable. Regardless of how far away they are, voices will linger in the heat and tempt you outside, even though it means falling mercy to the endless lines of bugs. When you lean into their call, hiking amidst the scratching weeds, your footsteps are not thunderous or monumental. They do not shake the soil or reverberate through the jungle. Instead, you hear the reactions of nature. The bending leaves and snapping sticks, making space for the feet of another human, guiding the human to more of their own.


Past the fields on the gravel road, rocks clatter against the metal of your bike and its wheels thrust against the paving. The continuous spinning of the wheel blends into that of a hundred others. Your ear catches the wheels of trucks, bikes and mopeds vibrating in unison, speeding and slowing with the flowing waves of traffic which direct you to your destination, as they do for many others. As the sun finally disappears, a thousand other lights flicker on, as if to say the world is asleep, but we are not, people shine their own little suns on each other.


When the market is near, the scent of noodles grows thick and grainy, the sound of them slurping and shaking sloppily, wet lumps squeaking against bowls and chopsticks. Spices seep into every pore. What good are thoughts here, when there is a ceaseless flow of new sensation calling to you? Your own mind is irrelevant here. Let it rest under the flashing street-food stalls. Let it feel gentle gusts break up hot sheets of humid air, wind painting your skin with peace. What good are thoughts when a bowl of rice is placed in your hands, vegetables sparkling like colourful gemstones, flavourful steam traversing the sky?


Breathe in, unable to distinguish each ingredient from the dish as a whole. There is no wheat, no vegetable, but rather a noodle and broth, elevated from what they once were. You are beyond the sum of your parts. Let the dish be an amalgamation of experiences, techniques and talents, passed down for generations and heavy with expectations. Let yourself be nothing more than a bowl of rice served at a noisy Thai market under the stars. Breathe. Enjoy.









Siren


Part I - The Future


Cuckoo.


A cuckoo’s song gets carried by the wind, tying heart-shaped knots around rows of silver birch trees. Each tree stands perfectly straight, firm soldiers plucked up by invisible strings from the sky. The white birch is spotted like an army under a rain of blood and tears, commanded to hold a losing position. Beside lies a mossy brook, the flow of its river trapped in the past. It has snowed for many years, water unable to resist the ceaseless, violent freeze. Beneath its surface is a false sense of calm in the stillness of ice, so convincingly silent that the war around becomes easy to forget. All is covered in eternal frost, which has eroded the rocks into smooth, conforming stones of equal height and width. It burned away the grass’ roots, so that the ground is a dotted mixture of black dirt and snow, patched like the hips of a cow. That is one of few semblances of life that still exist here, beside the trees, bare year-round. The ice does not allow for change, trapping the valley in the past eternally. The moss, the trees, they are long dead, but the freeze pretends that all is well, smoothing any cracks in its mirage with a white layer.


Today is a new day. Time is able to step forward for a forbidden moment. The song of the cuckoo has changed something, bringing light to the valley. The sun’s breath caresses the glazed water, and the curved top of a human head protrudes from the river, followed immediately by teeth. The figure is a woman, head covered in tangled hair and face red from the rushing blood after an eternity embedded in ice. The woman bites and chews her way through the surface, tearing at it like wild meat. She is sharp, forged of steel and immune to pain from enduring the battering of centuries of waves. Before, in a past where life was a goal and not a given, she would have felt the pain. She is different now, forced to become strong and immovable.


While stuck below, she had been in a trance. Between sleep and waking, she endured nightmares of the apocalypse on repeat. The cuckoo’s song broke through her jammed mind, shaking her out of the coma and imbuing a desire to be alive again. The weary spirit was summoned through hope of life’s new beginning, that the valley may be revived and begin to grow into the beauty it once had.


Using her hands to rip through glaciated plates, she pulls her heavy body from the water. It is not easy, even for the sturdy woman. Her legs haven’t fulfilled their purpose in a long time. They don’t remember how. So she swivels her hips and stomach, using her arms to throw herself from the water in a protest of life, that she has not yet been destroyed. She looks around, how many years have passed since the trees have sung? How long must she still wait before her tongue is strong enough to pronounce home again, before her ears learn to decode the tune of fellow humans?


Now she sits where the brook and the dirt meet, her numb hips scratched by dried-up flower stems. Everything is preserved as it was before, she realises. The mountains are here, the river and the valley. All, seldom for the moving wilderness and its sounds. The crickets don't chirp, they lie instead, numb in the dirt. Unable to decay and return to the Earth or awaken and sing again. Everything is hard and spiked now. Where flowerbeds lay and trees blossomed, instead twigs poke out like knives dug into the land and sky. They, too, have been made violent by the cold.


Deep in a dormant core whispers a lingering hope that she may stand on the warm surface again, feeling her bruises blister in a joy of pain, that she would cry, and another person could cry with her. The trees would shake at each powerful movement as the woman, an animal once more, would climb the thick branches with her aching arms. Soreness as the body’s message that it yet lives, this would suffice. All she wants is to feel something, even if it is unhappiness. She does not dare ask for laughter or joy as she has long forgotten it, forgotten how to be warmed by happiness. Instead, she waits for a feeling compatible with the frost, the cold environment. The absence of feeling has diluted her, numbness has chewed at her lungs, and she longs to sense a breathless rush again. So, she asks for hope from the wild, begs for a leaf to fall in the silent forest, that her numbness may cease and that she could learn to be free again.


Cuckoo.


The sound is heard once more. Her heart rushes to pump blood and adrenaline to each organ, understanding that the dream of life returning to her valley is real. She pushes herself through the dirt, legs limping behind her, breasts digging holes in the dirt as she propels the body forward, using the surge of strength that hope gifted her. Her torso bleeds from the tearing sticks, blood brown and dry as it struggles to flow. Her head darts around, scanning the trees and their dead branches for the silver-breasted cuckoo with its yellow beak. Faster, harder, she pushes herself forward, further now, through the aching pain which wakes the body. She remembers the familiar paths of the valley like outlines of her own veins, ready to uncover all the spaces where a bird might nest. Continuing forward, her body is alive and awake, and she smiles as her knees twitch and shake in glee. Electricity pulses through her, feet jerking and toes wiggling, suddenly imbuing her with enough force to push her entire body up. The woman gallops like a wild animal in the valley, generating wind flow from her rushing limbs and letting it catch onto her dark hair.


Cuckoo.


The sound is heard again while the woman uses her nails to scratch ice from the bark of a birch tree, trying to revive it so that it could enjoy the valley’s returning life with her. As the sound reverberates, she remembers her goal and sets off running in its direction


Cuckoo.


At the base of a mountain lies a slim entrance to a cave. The noise beckons her inside carefully.


Cuckoo.


The cave is dim and murky, wet mud squelching under her heavy feet. She listens for the fluttering of a cuckoo’s wings but receives only the song’s echo. Why would the cuckoo be here, in the darkness? Why does it not seek light, or to meet the valley and remind it of beautiful life?


Cuckoo.


Silence. Then, a thump is heard. The woman lays in the cave’s dirt, her body paralyzed. Her legs no longer work. Now, neither do her arms or head. She cannot remove herself from the cave, nor turn her neck away from the cuckoo. The only thing she can do is close her eyes.


A shriek is heard, the throat raw and frozen. It has not been used for a lifetime, and in this lifetime it will hear no response. It is now the woman’s own gasps and sobs that echo through the forest. The trees are still and watchful in the distance, curiously detached from the morbid scene. She has discovered the lie now, too late to avoid bleeding false hope, red blood gushing for a resistant minute before solidifying into ice. She no longer burned hot, unable to resist the freeze. She’d let her guard down, a human moment after years of resilience. The frost finally managed to reach her heart.


The cuckoo’s corpse is preserved by the frost, illuminated by a gentle ray of sun which had crawled into the cave. The body lacks the ugly appearance of old death, its eyes closed in acceptance as if it too, had predicted the coming apocalypse. Its song was a simple echo of the past, a trick of a foreign wind. It lies often, lacking regret, stealing memories and twisting songs of life into meaningless echoes. The woman is alone again in the valley. The barren trees do not shed a leaf in mourning for her. They simply have none left.


How long does it take for a dream to truly die?


Surely longer than the time it takes to bury one in the depths of the mind, and even that repression can stretch across lifetimes. It must be somewhere before the haunting thought of an alternate life draws its shadow over every moment. Before a person stands outside, staring at a horizon that has lost its colour, after realising it’s too late, but before fully processing the weight. Long after certain announcements of I can do this, longer still after the doubt of whether they ever could. It’s difficult to speak in absolutes when the illusion of something ahead still lingers, and perhaps that’s why they don’t notice that hope passed on until reaching out for a hand and finally seeing that it fled in their youth.


When everything changes, it doesn’t always happen quickly, nor dramatically. Sometimes the hurt isn’t a hot, lightning rage that zaps the body. Instead, it could be a constant drizzle, seeping through a leaky roof until an eventual realisation that the house hasn’t been dry or warm in years. Sometimes, it’s sitting in a quiet kitchen with a racing heartbeat, knowing that the plains and hills outside aren’t trembling in fear. It’s the understanding that the valley will forget you and learn to care for another, erasing a previously known and loved face from the history books, stories of people fading away.


If she knew her destiny, she might continue to lay by the hills, soaking in the comforting unknown for one, last, peaceful moment.


Now the woman is awake, truly. She never exited the water, never broke through the ice. Her hands were only powerful in her dreams. The only movement made now was the opening of mouth to scream, and her eyes to see the arctic water fill her mouth. Lungs cooled by the ice, she lets her dreams go, remembering a poem she’d read as a child.


An actor said his lines


But the camera wasn’t rolling.


The phone ceaselessly rings


Faded memories of a voice calling.


Tree stump stands strong


Never able to regrow.


Will you remember my world,


When it gets covered in snow?


Ash of bullets and bombs


Particles in the air


Infinite expressions of love,


Hidden,


No longer there.


I believe in yesterday.


I want to cherish its views.


But my grief is perpetual


As I don’t yet know what else


I will lose.









Part II - The Past


Someone calls my name, a calm, sweet melody undisturbed by the windless atmosphere. The reverberation of a familiar tongue, human buzzing my direction to reveal a word I hadn’t realised I’d forgotten. Unlike the buzzing of the bees, the human sound was new and unnatural. It was true, I had gotten far too used to nature, as my mother often complained.


Don’t swat the wasps! I would hiss in her direction as she darted around. They’re pollinators!


I am smaller, more colourful in my attire than she is, my hair adorning a flowing scarf decorated with dandelions which I had woven through it, as if the top of my head was a wild field, leaves sprouting in their chosen directions. A bee stops near me often, and I let it hover curiously without flinching. Once it assesses that I am, indeed, a fake flower, the bee flies away, its tiny wings thumping against the plump body.


My body, wingless unlike the bee but heavy nonetheless, now rests on the curved top of a hill. I had fallen asleep in the grass, thoughts and dreams washed away by the rush of a brook. Water flows around an uneven array of large, pointed rocks which shoot out of the waterbed in their excitement to be an inch closer to the sky. They too, had dreams of forming unshakeable mountains, so that neither water nor moss could settle over them. A tiny waterfall, only half a metre in height, trickles beside the rock formation. It sends a pattern of pulses, happy waves tickling the feet of singing frogs who passed the mossy brook on their way to a quieter, darker home sheltered by cattail fences and lily pad roofs.


I lift myself to a seated position now, hearing my mother, far away. As I rise, burying my fingers in damp grass, the frogs look at me nervously before hopping away. Distance distorts my mother’s call. I know the sound is my name by pure intuition, even though I cannot pick up the word by ear. I hide my understanding in the brook, pretending that the water had washed away the words, and that I hadn’t heard. I want to rest a moment longer, here in my valley where the river flows in perfect sync with the breeze, the same guiding force for the wings of birds and bees alike. The trustworthy wind, when it picks up again, will divert them to a better path than they would have chosen themselves, destiny altering their patterns of flight.


Just as the water shimmers a pale, blue colour, so does the sky, dotted with wispy clouds. I wonder if the birds in the distant sky ever recognise the paths formed by years of human and animal steps between hills and mountains, and the dips of the river which combine to form a portrait of mother nature herself. Could the birds, then, if they let the paths guide their eye, see the tiny flowers whose petals kiss wisps of grass when the wind ties them together? Would they know how the feet of ants pitter-patter against the dirt, how harvest mice rest in pillows of flowerbeds, or the weight of a raindrop on a hummingbird’s head? Perhaps better to ask the little lamb, his coat curling around his ears, letting a gust brush wool out of his eyes so that he may admire the stars at night. Does he know that I, too, share the night sky with him, with the bees and the bugs? Does he know of the birds that traverse the horizon, noting him as a white dot among the green valleys?


The same wind that calls them now summons me to return home. There awaits my mother, head tossed with dark, curly hair and questions about my future. In my dreams, her hands trace maps of the mountains in the grass, summoning them at will. Her every breath is powerful enough to generate a tsunami-causing wind, the fluttering eyelashes of her winking eye sending ripples across the water. Raising an arm, she splits the Earth and a crater forms. Men would throw pennies into it, reminding them of forbidden dreams. Between the sea and the endless hills, her love was carried on the dust of vast plains. Where she watered, fruit grew regardless of the season, for if she wished it would be an endless summer. Barrenness, loneliness, these were nightmares only surviving in the depths of a distant ocean, under ever-turbulent waters where rationality was diluted by salt. Smiling, she could predict the future. In my dreams, I grow tall enough to watch the migrating birds, strong enough to hold back my happiness from being swooped up on their travelling feathers. In my dreams to be a woman is to have the world at your fingertips, to feel it as a part of you and calm the trembling earth when it cries. In my dreams we are magnificent women, calling the sun from across the horizon to begin another day.


Letting these thoughts get carried by the passing clouds, I trot back to the house where my mother awaits.
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