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			The Tree of Light – Ceridwen Dovey

			

			Birds, butterflies, and rats were gone. Grass and leaves had withered. Flowers had turned into memories. Streets and buildings were deserted. Everyone had gone to the moon.

			Tomi Ungerer, Nonstop

			

			[Moon]

			Moonfolk, I have called you to pause in your important work and gather here, inside the trunk of the last living tree on the Moon.

			I know that you do not want to be still. That each of you is thinking only of the tasks that remain to be done, the ceaseless work that we must all perform for every waking moment to keep ourselves alive.

			We are Moonfolk, adapted to this ruthless place. We 
do not tell stories of the past or anticipate any future. We do not have rituals that waste time or energy. Our people have learnt to live entirely in the present: to focus only on what must be done so that we may subsist in this settlement. We have been raised to believe that letting our minds stray towards anything other than our immediate needs is to seek out death.

			Storytelling was one of the great luxuries of the Earthkind, our long-ago ancestors. It is unthinkable to us that they could have paused in their work simply to tell invented tales. We believe that these frivolous activities must have distracted them from what was happening right in front of their eyes: the desertification of their planet. We are appalled that while their world was ending, they still believed that telling stories might have a purpose.

			I am twelve years old, an elder and leader of this community. I have not had a childhood. None of us has. We do not complain. We survive.

			But I have gathered you here, on this last day of the year 3099, because I need to tell you that we have lost our way.

			We spend our short lives down here in these dark tunnels, heads down, working. We do not let ourselves dream of a return to the place from whence our ancestors came. Yet this rejection of Earth – the way we do not let our gaze fall upon it even for a moment, that we consider it a curse of the highest magnitude to glimpse it rising in our sky – has made us blind to another possible future.

			I know this because the last tree on the Moon, the one in which we now sit, has been speaking to me. I call her Grandmother Tree, and I have come to love her deeply.

			You may decide I am mad. You may send me to be locked up with the blind Moonrabbits, who do not leave their cages beneath the Moonsurface until we are ready to eat them. I know the risks I am taking in telling the truth. Give me the gift of your time and attention, let me speak these stories, and then I will submit to your collective decision, even to your punishment.

			Grandmother Tree has chosen me to hear her message and to transmit it to you, not as a set of technical instructions to follow, but as a set of stories that may be our salvation.

			She has been alive for thousands of years. She is the only living bridge between the old Earthkind and our Moonkind, the only being who knows what it is to be both of the Earth and of the Moon.

			And now she is dying. Grandmother Tree does not have long. I do not have long. We have never had long enough. Sit. Listen. Breathe out, as she breathes in.

			[Earth]

			It is the girl’s birthday. Today, she turns twelve.

			Her mother, when she was still alive, used to tell the story of how the girl was meant to be born on New Year’s Eve, in the middle of the wonderful chaos of the Desert City’s celebrations. But she arrived early, on one of the quiet days of anticipation leading up to the last day of the year 2087.

			This was not a tale that the girl’s father ever told, once her mother was gone. He did not mark the girl’s birthday. She was a burden to him, and he hated her for reminding him of his wife and took out that hatred on her, which is why she ran away. She is a survivor, and makes no apology for it.

			Now she lives secretly in the basement of the Moonscraper, the tallest building in the Desert City – so tall that its spire is said by the city people to tickle the Moon’s belly. At nightfall she pulls the cover off a ventilation shaft at street level, and crawls up steeply within it before dropping into the basement. Down here, the pipes and generators and air conditioners click and clang comfortingly all night. During the day, she cannot be in the basement for fear of being discovered, so she takes her cheap electric candles out to the city streets and sells them to passers-by.

			On a good day, she will sell enough to get something to eat and buy a new batch of candles from the trash dealer at the tip, who recycles old things the city people have thrown away. They throw everything away. The trash dealer, an elderly woman, fixes the candles and sells them to the girl at a markdown so she can sell them again on the street. ‘I wish I could do more to help you,’ the woman always says as she hands over the basket of repaired candles and a loaf of bread. ‘But I am just hanging on myself.’

			Once it is dark, the girl returns to the basement to sleep next to the steam radiator. The Desert City’s nights are cold in winter. There is a small wild rabbit who lives in the basement too, that sometimes sleeps curled against her back. Like her, the rabbit is fiercely independent. She does not feed it – it fends for itself just fine. She has not even named it. To depend on another creature is dangerous. She and the rabbit both know this. 

			What the girl lacks in material comforts, she makes up for through her imagination.

			Mostly what she imagines is that she lives on the top floor of the Moonscraper, just like a girl her own age whom she watches entering and leaving the building with her family. She has seen this other girl – her shadow-self – press the button on the lifts to go to the very highest floor. This shadow-self wears beautiful clothes, and her black hair is long and glossy, and her parents hold her hand and smile.

			On the morning of the girl’s birthday, she wakes and moves closer to the warm metal of the radiator. The rabbit wakes, twitches its nose, and moves closer to the warmth of the girl.

			The girl can imagine so clearly a vision of her shadow-self, opening gifts sitting on her bed, so high above the city. A new dress, new shoes with a heel. A kitten that fits into her palm; blankets woven from spiderwebs and silk. What else? A cake. A pineapple upside-down cake, the fruit rings on top when her shadow-self’s mother flips the cake out of its tin. With twelve slim electric candles poked through the warm crumb, one for each year of her life.

			The girl stirs and gathers her basket. If she can sell all her candles today, maybe she can do something special for her birthday. She could beg the trash dealer to break the law and sell her a token – an exit pass to leave the city’s gates and go out into the red sand desert beyond the city’s high walls.

			She has never left the Desert City. You need a token to leave and a token to be allowed back in. A basket of candles will only buy her a single token, a one-way pass out of the gates. It is a thrilling thought. She has heard that out there, in the desert, far from the city’s bell jar of light, you can see the stars. That the Moon is not a wisp of a shadow that passes like a ghost in the sky, unnoticed by anyone, but a coin of bright white light.

			And she has heard rumours of the last of the baobab trees that still survive, half a day’s walk from the wall. It is said that there is fresh honeycomb in their highest branches, from the last honeybees on Earth.

			[Moon]

			I know you do not want to hear these stories of the Earthkind. I can sense you shifting impatiently.

			Stay a little while longer. Listen. Grandmother Tree has told me that stories, for our ancestors, were not only idle entertainment. They held clues, and keys. 

			The Earthkind, she says, used to make matches from her family members’ woody trunks, and strike them into flame to light fireworks, releasing each one before their fingertips burned. The fireworks would fizz and burst into the sky, making fountains of fire so high up they seemed closer to our Moon than to Earth.

			This was when the Earthkind were still filled with hope for the future, when fireworks were a celebration of excess and plenty, of burning everything up to make room for the new.

			

			On the Moon, we cannot light matches to make fire. We live in the dark, in tubes and tunnels created by ancient lunar lava. We are cold all the time. We make our peace with it.

			Can you hear that? Grandmother Tree’s thick caudex creaks around us as she shifts in the Moon’s regolith. She was brought here long before any of us was born, and still her cells resist this place. Sometimes we make peace with the wrong things. 

			I once asked her if the Earthkind made matches out of her relatives just to light their fireworks. ‘No,’ she said, her trunk rumbling with amusement. ‘They made matches to light fires for all kinds of things, some noble, some not. It is hard for you Moonkind to understand that not everything needs to be in service to survival. On Earth, people developed some rituals devoted only to joy.’

			‘This was their downfall!’ I declared.

			‘Yes and no,’ Grandmother Tree replied. ‘They used matches to light candles stuck into cakes, for no other reason than to celebrate their continued existence each and every year. They used matches to light bonfires for nothing but the pleasure of sitting next to the flames.’

			But like you, my Moonkind, I was not open at first to hearing Grandmother Tree redeeming the Earthkind. I resented that she has never stopped being homesick for Earth.

			‘They always told their best stories by firelight,’ she said wistfully.

			‘But they woodchipped your family into matches!’ I said, outraged. 

			She shifted and groaned. ‘Yes. My distant family – the white pines, aspens, poplars. Only when there were no other trees left on Earth did they turn to the baobabs. But we baobabs lived in the great deserts of Earth for a reason. We stored water in our own bodies, swelling with it, saving it for the future. We were built to endure extreme heat, extreme hardship. And when they came for us, the last trees on Earth, they stopped at the bottom of our enormous trunks in awe.’

			‘That is when they decided to take your resilient Treekind with them to the Moon?’

			‘Yes. They found a way to dig us out, to bring us here. But so many Treekind died. My mother, father, sisters, aunts. My brothers, uncles, grandfather. My cousins, my friends. Nieces and nephews. My children.’

			I breathed out. She breathed in.

			‘I have failed my Treekind,’ she said. ‘And I have failed all of you.’

			Only Grandmother Tree’s tiny branches stick out of the Moon’s soil. Her body is buried in the regolith that surrounds her trunk. Her Moonsummer leaves have been burnt off by the Sun’s heat, even beneath the protective capsule the Earthkind built for her so long ago. Her roots far below seek out the Moon’s dwindling cache of water-ice.

			She is dying a slow death, a trial of fire and ice. Here in her belly, we use her body for shelter and warmth, inhaling the oxygen she exhales. We collect the carbon dioxide we breathe out and offer it to her. It is not much. It has never been enough. She has given so much more than she takes.

			[Earth]

			The girl sits outside the Moonscraper’s entrance, her basket filled with meagre candle offerings.

			She sees that her shadow-self is going shopping with a group of friends, and smells their clean hair and perfumed clothes as they pass. She decides to follow them at a distance.

			They stop first at a cafe. The girl does not know what has possessed her, but she stands outside and presses her face right up to the glass so that she can watch them inside, chatting and laughing, plaiting each other’s hair, swapping trinkets. Nobody notices her. The wealthy and the poor of the Desert City long ago settled on a truce, that they would live side by side but pretend that the other kind was invisible.

			The girls eat and drink, then leave the cafe, walking towards the train station. She follows, weaving between the throngs of people out shopping for the day, carrying bags and packages, eyes gleaming and glazed, the lights of the advertising billboards reflected back in their pupils. It is the time of year that the city people are overwhelmed by a thirst for new things, and the lights are on all day and night so that the people can keep shopping.

			At the station, she slips in behind the girls onto the train without scanning a fare.

			As the train emerges from the tunnel onto the tracks above the Desert City, it strikes her as a place so vast that even in one lifetime, she would not be able to see all its networks of streets. The tall buildings are packed so tightly together, the sunlight does not reach into the narrow canyons between. The city people do not need sunlight; they have electric lights. They have boundless energy from sources nobody likes to talk about.

			

			She almost does not notice the girls getting off the train. They weave through the crowds close to the city square, until they reach the Tree of Light.

			It is a huge tree made of quartz crystal rooted in a marble plaza, decorated with thousands of tiny bulbs to be switched on in a few days’ time, at the stroke of midnight. To mark the start of the new year, fireworks will explode above the city, and the next batch of rockets will be sent to the Moon. The city people have come so far. Long ago, they worshipped trees and burned fires for sacrifice, but in this brightly lit moment they worship quartz, the same hard white mineral at the beating heart of the technologies that power the Desert City. 

			She realises the Moonscraper girl is standing right in front of her. Their eyes meet.

			‘How much for the whole basket?’ her shadow-self asks, pointing to the candles.

			‘An exit token from the city,’ the girl replies. 

			Her shadow-self hands her the token and takes the basket. She’s about to walk away, to be whisked into the surrounding streets by her friends, when she turns back. ‘You might need this,’ she says, handing the girl a single candle from the basket. ‘It gets dark out there.’ 

			And then she is gone.

			The girl wastes no time making her way to the city gates. The guard there looks at her with a raised eyebrow, taking in her bare feet and unwashed clothes, her hair cut short with a blunt pair of scissors the trash dealer had loaned her.

			‘Are you sure you want to leave, child?’ he asks her. ‘You have a token to return?’

			She nods, holds her breath as he scans the token. It beeps and flashes; he will let her through. ‘Once the sun is gone, it is cold in the desert,’ he says. ‘Here, take this.’ He gives her his own scarf.

			She winds it around her neck, and steps outside the city’s boundary gate. 

			It is dusk, and most of the citizens who choose to leave the city do not go on foot. Nobody sees her as she shrinks away from the vehicles waiting to take them on rides through the desert and towards the sea that is now so warm and salty they say a person can walk on it as if on a solid surface.

			She treks across the red sand under cover of the falling darkness. There is nobody else out there. It is wonderfully quiet. As she gets further from the city and its light-drenched alpenglow, she sees that the rumours were true. She can – very faintly – glimpse the stars.

			She keeps walking and walking, and late in the night she reaches the grove of baobabs, their fat trunks silhouetted against the sky. At the base of one of the enormous trees she sits down to rest. She did not think to bring water. 
A mistake. She is thirsty, and has not eaten all day.

			No matter – she is here. She winds the guard’s scarf more tightly around her neck and readies herself to climb up to where the natural beehives must be hidden between the little branches that sprout out the top of the baobab’s trunk. This part is easy. This part, she has prepared for by climbing up the basement ventilation shaft for years.

			It is lovely to feel the bark beneath her toes and fingers. Footholds in the hollows of the trunk, handholds in the woody knobs. Elated, she breathes in the cold desert air and climbs.

			

			[Moon]

			Like Grandmother Tree’s transplanted family, we Moonkind die easily. We make our peace with it. There are not enough of us but we do not mourn what is lost – it is forbidden. We pick up our tools and secure the present as best we can.



OEBPS/image/Concise_Compendium_cover_1.png
Ceridwen Dovey,
Ursula Dubosarsky %

. o : From the Slingsby production
+ Jennifer Mills





OEBPS/font/Herbik-Regular.otf


OEBPS/image/1.png
Ceridwen Dovey,
Ursula Dubosarsky *

. o : From the Slingsby production
+ Jennifer Mills





OEBPS/font/Herbik-Italic.otf


OEBPS/font/Herbik-Medium.otf


OEBPS/font/RecollectionText-Regular.otf


