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Vera Design
  A Piece of Icelandic Saga

      TAKE A PIECE OF THE ICELANDIC SAGA HOME WITH YOU

 e design is classy, based on traditional symbols and has roots in Icelandic history.

Vera Design was established on the foundation of a jewellery line by Guðbjartur Þorleifsson, who has 
designed a large variety of jewellery in the last 70 years. His design has roots in Icelandic history and 
Vera Design’s team is proud to build on his tradition.

We aim to design timeless and unique pieces of jewelry that can be passed down through generations.

Vera Design’s jewellery is sold in 24 stores in Iceland and one in the Faroe Islands and on 

their website www.veradesign.is from where it is shipped worldwide.
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Editorial 

The Heat Is On

T
he summer of 2024 has been 
relentless. As temperatures 
climb into the triple digits 
across much of the globe, the 
heat is not just a physical sen-

sation; it is a harbinger of more profound 
and pervasive changes. Scientists have long 
warned us that climate change would bring 
more intense and frequent heatwaves, and 
now we are living in that reality. The heat 
is on, quite literally, and the environmental 
crisis mirrors an equally scorching political 
climate that threatens to engulf the world.

In cities from Phoenix to Paris, people 
are grappling with unprecedented heat. 
Air conditioning units hum tirelessly, wa-
ter supplies dwindle, and infrastructure 
strains under the pressure. Wildfires rage 
with newfound ferocity, and the once pre-
dictable rhythms of nature are thrown into 
disarray. This oppressive heat, a direct con-
sequence of our failure to address climate 
change, serves as a metaphor for the incen-
diary political atmosphere that has taken 
hold globally.

Consider the war between Russia and 
Ukraine. What began as a geopolitical 
conflict has spiraled into a full-scale war, 
drawing in neighboring countries and 
threatening global stability. The resulting 
humanitarian crisis and the economic rip-
ples are reminiscent of a forest fire that, 
once started, cannot be easily contained. 
Each diplomatic misstep is like a gust of 
wind, fanning the flames higher and hotter.

Meanwhile, the decades-long conflict 
between Israel and Palestine has erupted 
once more with renewed intensity. Bomb-
ings, ground assaults, and the loss of ci-
vilian lives play out against a backdrop of 
deep-seated historical grievances and polit-
ical failures. This conflict is not unlike the 
scorching heatwaves: predictable in their 
recurrence, yet devastating each time they 
arrive. The world watches, much as it does 
with the wildfires, with a mix of horror and 
helplessness, knowing that the root causes 
are complex and the solutions, elusive.

In Europe, the rise of ultra right-wing 
parties adds another layer to this global fe-
ver. Fueled by fears of immigration, eco-
nomic uncertainty, and a desire to return to 
an idealized past, these parties capitalize on 
the same sort of shortsighted thinking that 
has driven environmental degradation. The 
political rhetoric is as heated as the summer 
sun, sparking divisions and threatening the 
unity of the European Union. This trend to-
wards nationalism and isolationism mirrors 
the refusal to cooperate globally on climate 
initiatives, each country choosing short-
term gains over long-term stability.

Across the Atlantic, the United States is 
in the throes of a fierce presidential race. 

The political climate is as blistering as 
the Mojave Desert, with candidates from 
all sides stoking the fires of division and 
discontent. The battle for the soul of Amer-
ica is being fought in a crucible of parti-
san rhetoric, misinformation, and social 
media-fueled outrage. The polarized elec-
torate reflects the broader global tensions, 
each side entrenched and unwilling to 
budge, much like the stubborn high-pres-
sure systems that trap heat and smog over 
cities.

Just as the physical heatwaves necessi-
tate urgent action to mitigate their impact, 
so too does the political climate demand 
immediate and thoughtful responses. Ad-
dressing climate change requires a global 

effort, with countries setting aside differ-
ences to work towards a common goal. 
Similarly, resolving international conflicts 
and political divisions requires diplomacy, 
empathy, and a willingness to see beyond 
immediate gains.

The heat is on in every conceivable way. 
The sweltering temperatures we endure to-
day are not merely an inconvenience but a 
stark symptom and potent symbol of the 
broader crisis that looms over us. As we 
navigate these treacherous and uncertain 
times, it becomes increasingly clear that 
the solutions to our environmental and po-
litical problems are deeply interconnect-
ed. The physical heat waves that blister 
our landscapes are mirrored by the fiery 
political rhetoric and conflicts that scorch 
our global community. Addressing climate 
change necessitates more than just techno-
logical innovation or environmental reg-
ulation; it requires us to tackle the heated 
divisions and ideological rifts that threaten 
to consume our societies.

To cool the physical world, we must si-
multaneously strive to temper the escalating 
tensions that define our political and social 
landscapes. The wildfires raging through 
forests and the floods devastating commu-
nities are not isolated events but are intrin-
sically linked to the political upheavals and 
social unrest that dominate headlines. Our 
approach to these crises must be holistic, 
recognizing that environmental sustainabil-
ity and political stability are two sides of the 
same coin. Only through a collective effort, 
where nations set aside their differences 
and work towards a shared vision of a sus-
tainable and peaceful future, can we hope 
to find respite from the scorching reality 
we face. This shared sense of purpose must 
drive us forward, fostering cooperation and 
understanding on an unprecedented scale. It 
is through this unity and common goal that 
we can begin to cool both the literal and 
figurative temperatures, ensuring a livable 
planet and a harmonious global community 
for future generations. ☐ L.H.

“To cool the physical 

world, we must simulta-

neously strive to temper 

the escalating tensions 

that define our political 

and social landscapes.”
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Literature

Folklore Reimagined
Modern Literature’s Mythological Roots

Eleanor Jiménez

ues, fears, and aspirations of the people, 
serving as a mirror to the societal psyche.

As societies transitioned from oral to 
written traditions, many of these myths 
and folktales were recorded, preserving 
them for posterity and allowing them to 
spread across cultures and epochs. The 
Roman poet Ovid’s “Metamorphoses,” for 
instance, is a compilation of mythological 
tales that has infl uenced Western literature 
profoundly. In the medieval period, folk-
lore and mythology continued to play a 

pivotal role, often merging with Christian 
narratives, as seen in the legends of saints 
and the Arthurian myths.

Enlightenment
With the advent of the Enlightenment and 
the rise of scientifi c thinking, the role of 
mythology and folklore began to shift. 
These stories were increasingly seen not 
as literal truths but as cultural artifacts 
that could provide insight into the human 
condition and societal structures. This 
period also marked the beginning of a 
more systematic collection and study of 
myths and folklore, with scholars like 
the Brothers Grimm and Andrew Lang 
compiling volumes of folktales that have 
since become literary classics.

In the 19th and 20th centuries, the Ro-
mantic movement reignited interest in 
folklore and mythology, emphasizing the 
emotional and spiritual aspects of these 
narratives. Romantic poets like William 
Blake and Samuel Taylor Coleridge drew 

inspiration from mythological themes, ex-
ploring the mystical and the sublime in 
their works. This period also saw the emer-
gence of modern mythology, where new 
narratives were created, often infl uenced 
by the technological and social changes of 
the time.

T
hroughout the ages, mythol-
ogy and folklore have been 
fundamental to storytelling, 
acting as vessels for cultural 
transmission and exploring the 

depths of human experience. These narra-
tives, which often delve into themes such 
as morality, identity, and the supernatu-
ral, have been preserved and passed down 
across generations, adapting to the needs 
and contexts of different eras. In modern 
literature, authors frequently draw upon 
these ancient stories, reinterpreting and 
reimagining them to address contem-
porary issues and resonate with cur-
rent audiences. This essay explores the 
infl uence of mythology and folklore in 
modern literature, examining how these 
elements are used to enhance narrative 
depth, explore complex themes, and 
connect with readers across different 
cultures and eras.

Historical Context
The roots of mythology and folklore are 
deeply embedded in the earliest forms 
of human storytelling, serving as fun-
damental frameworks through which 
ancient societies understood and nav-
igated the world around them. Mythol-
ogies were often developed to explain 
the origins of the universe, the workings 
of nature, and the complex dynamics of 
human existence. These stories were in-
tegral to the cultural and religious life of 
communities, providing a shared narra-
tive that helped to unify and preserve col-
lective identities.

In ancient civilizations, myths were not 
merely stories but were often regarded as 
sacred truths, deeply intertwined with re-
ligious practices and societal norms. For 
instance, Greek mythology, with its pan-

theon of gods and epic tales, was central 
to Greek culture, infl uencing everything 
from daily rituals to artistic expressions. 
Similarly, the epics of Homer, such as “The 
Iliad” and “The Odyssey,” are not only lit-
erary masterpieces but also crucial sources 
of moral and historical understanding for 
the Greeks.

Folklore and Mythology
Folklore, on the other hand, encompasses 
the traditional beliefs, customs, and stories 

of a community, passed down orally 
through generations. Unlike mythologies, 
which often have a more structured narra-
tive and religious connotations, folklore is 
more fl uid and encompasses a wide range 
of tales, including fables, fairy tales, and 
legends. These stories often refl ect the val-



6 The Mantelpiece August 2024

Mythology and Folklore as 
Literary Devices

Beyond their thematic signifi cance, my-
thology and folklore serve as powerful lit-
erary devices in modern literature. Authors 
use these elements to create allegories, 
deepen symbolism, and enhance narrative 
complexity. The use of mythical creatures, 
archetypal characters, and fantastical set-
tings allows writers to explore abstract con-
cepts and societal issues in a metaphorical 
way.

For instance, the use of the hero’s journey 
archetype, as discussed by Joseph Camp-
bell, is prevalent in modern storytelling. 
This narrative structure, which involves 
a hero’s departure, initiation, and return, 
can be seen in countless works, from epic 
fantasy novels to contemporary dramas. It 
serves as a framework through which au-
thors can explore personal and collective 
growth, the challenges of change, and the 

nature of heroism.

Case Studies
To illustrate the infl uence of mythology 
and folklore in modern literature, one can 
look at specifi c works and authors who 
have masterfully integrated these elements 
into their narratives.

Neil Gaiman’s “American Gods”
Neil Gaiman’s “American Gods” is a com-
pelling blend of ancient mythology and 
modern storytelling. The novel features 

Contemporary Literature
The 20th century brought a more critical 
and analytical approach to mythology and 
folklore, with the development of fi elds 
such as anthropology, psychology, and lit-
erary criticism. Scholars like Carl Jung and 
Joseph Campbell explored the psychologi-
cal and archetypal aspects of myths, while 
others examined their sociocultural func-
tions and narrative structures.

In contemporary literature, mythology 
and folklore continue to be a vibrant source 
of inspiration. Modern authors frequently 
reinterpret these ancient stories, infusing 
them with new meanings and perspectives 
to address contemporary themes and con-
cerns. This ongoing dialogue between the 
past and present highlights the enduring 
power of these traditional narratives and 
their ability to adapt to the changing con-
texts of human society.

Thus, the historical context of mytholo-
gy and folklore reveals a rich tapestry of 
narrative evolution, showcasing how these 
stories have shaped and been shaped by 
the cultures that preserve them. As founda-
tional elements of human storytelling, they 
continue to infl uence modern literature, 
providing a lens through which we can ex-
plore timeless human themes and contem-
porary issues.

Thematic Exploration
One of the most compelling aspects of my-
thology and folklore in modern literature 
is their exploration of timeless themes, 

such as identity and transformation. For 
instance, Neil Gaiman’s “American Gods” 
weaves a tapestry of ancient gods and 
modern deities, exploring how these beings 
adapt and survive in contemporary Amer-
ica. The narrative delves into issues of 
identity, belief, and cultural change, using 
mythological fi gures to symbolize broader 
societal transformations.

Similarly, Madeline Miller’s “Circe” 
reinterprets the story of the minor Greek 
goddess, transforming her from a periph-
eral character in Homeric epics into a pro-
tagonist grappling with issues of identity, 
power, and self-determination. By giving 
voice to traditionally marginalized charac-
ters, modern retellings like “Circe” offer 
fresh perspectives on ancient myths, high-
lighting their relevance to contemporary 
discussions on gender and autonomy.

Another prevalent theme in mytholo-
gy and folklore is the dichotomy between 
good and evil, often portrayed through 
epic battles and moral dilemmas. Mod-
ern works such as Rick Riordan’s “Percy 
Jackson” series and J.K. Rowling’s “Har-
ry Potter” series reinterpret these arche-
typal confl icts within contemporary set-
tings. These narratives not only entertain 
but also provide frameworks for readers 
to navigate their own moral and ethical 
landscapes, refl ecting the enduring power 
of mythological storytelling to infl uence 
personal and cultural identity.

Cultural Signifi cance
Mythology and folklore are deeply inter-
twined with cultural identity, often em-
bodying the values, beliefs, and historical 
experiences of a community. Modern liter-
ature frequently blends diverse mytholog-
ical traditions, creating narratives that re-
fl ect the complexities of globalized cultural 
identities. For example, Salman Rushdie’s 
“The Satanic Verses” draws on Islamic my-
thology, infusing the narrative with magi-
cal realism to explore themes of migration, 
identity, and cultural dislocation. Similarly, 
Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni’s “The Palace 
of Illusions” offers a feminist retelling of 
the Indian epic “Mahabharata,” reimag-
ining the story from the perspective of 
Draupadi, a key female fi gure.

These works not only preserve and cel-
ebrate cultural heritage but also critically 
engage with it, challenging traditional nar-
ratives and offering new interpretations. In 
doing so, they contribute to a broader dia-
logue on multiculturalism and the fl uidity 
of cultural identities in the modern world.
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imagination. Rushdie uses this fantastical 
framework to address issues of censorship, 
freedom of speech, and the importance of 
narrative in shaping reality.

These examples illustrate how modern 
authors utilize mythology and folklore not 
only to enrich their narratives but also to 
engage with contemporary issues. By rein-
terpreting these ancient stories, they offer 
new insights into human nature and soci-
ety, demonstrating the timeless relevance 
and adaptability of these traditional tales in 
modern literature.

Conclusion
In conclusion, mythology and folklore 
continue to exert a profound infl uence on 
modern literature, providing rich narra-
tive frameworks and exploring enduring 
themes. These ancient stories resonate with 
contemporary audiences because they ad-
dress universal human experiences and 
emotions, from the search for identity to the 
struggle between good and evil. As mod-
ern authors reinterpret and reinvent these 
narratives, they not only preserve cultural 
heritage but also challenge and expand our 
understanding of these timeless tales. In an 
increasingly globalized world, the blending 
and adaptation of mythological traditions 
refl ect the dynamic and evolving nature of 
cultural identity, demonstrating the endur-
ing relevance of mythology and folklore in 
literature.  ☐

gods and mythological fi gures from vari-
ous cultures who struggle to maintain their 
relevance in contemporary America, a land 
dominated by new deities representing 
modern obsessions like technology, me-
dia, and consumerism. Gaiman uses these 
mythological characters to explore themes 
of belief, cultural change, and the identi-
ty crisis of a society caught between the 
past and the present. The character of Mr. 
Wednesday, an incarnation of the Norse 
god Odin, exemplifi es the old gods’ strug-
gle for survival, while new gods like Media 
and Technical Boy embody modern soci-
ety’s shifting values and priorities.

Madeline Miller’s “The Song of 
Achilles” and “Circe”

Madeline Miller’s works, including “The 
Song of Achilles” and “Circe,” offer fresh 
perspectives on classical Greek myths. 
“The Song of Achilles” reimagines “The 
Iliad” from the viewpoint of Patroclus, ex-
ploring his deep bond with Achilles. Miller 
humanizes these legendary fi gures, delving 
into themes of love, destiny, and the human 
consequences of war. This retelling brings 
a new emotional depth to the myth, making 
it accessible and resonant for contemporary 
readers.

In “Circe,” Miller gives voice to the 
titular character, a minor goddess and en-

chantress from Homer’s “Odyssey.” 
The novel explores Circe’s journey 
from a marginalized fi gure in divine 
society to a powerful and self-reliant 
woman, examining themes of isolation, 
transformation, and empowerment. By 
focusing on Circe’s perspective, Miller 
not only revitalizes a well-known myth 
but also critiques and reinterprets tradi-
tional gender roles within mythology.

Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s 
“Purple Hibiscus”

Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s “Purple 
Hibiscus” incorporates elements of 
Igbo folklore and spirituality. The nov-
el tells the story of a young girl, Kam-
bili, growing up in Nigeria under the 
strict rule of her authoritarian father. 
Throughout the narrative, Igbo cul-
tural traditions, including folklore and 
beliefs, are juxtaposed against Western 
infl uences, highlighting the protago-
nist’s internal confl ict and the broad-
er theme of cultural identity. Adichie 
uses these traditional elements to ex-
plore themes of oppression, freedom, 
and the search for personal and cultur-

al identity.

Margaret Atwood’s 
“The Penelopiad”

Margaret Atwood’s “The Penelopiad” 
offers a feminist retelling of Homer’s 
“Odyssey,” focusing on Penelope and her 
maids. Atwood reimagines the events of 
the epic from Penelope’s perspective, pro-
viding a voice to her and the twelve maids 
who were hanged upon Odysseus’s return. 
This novel critiques the patriarchal values 
inherent in the original myth and explores 
themes of power, gender, and justice. 
Through Penelope’s narration, Atwood ad-
dresses the silencing of women’s voices in 
classical literature, challenging readers to 
reconsider the traditional narratives.

Salman Rushdie’s “Haroun and the 
Sea of Stories”

Salman Rushdie’s “Haroun and the Sea of 
Stories” is a modern fairy tale that draws 
heavily on folklore and mythology. The 
novel tells the story of Haroun, a young 
boy who embarks on a fantastical journey 
to restore his father’s storytelling abilities. 
The narrative incorporates elements from 
various mythological and folkloric tradi-
tions, blending them into a rich tapestry 
that explores the power of storytelling and 
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T
he sounds wouldn’t cease to berate me. It was my 
fi rst night back at the writer’s residence in months, 
and the elements outside relentlessly assaulted my 
senses. Rain and wind danced outside my fragile 
window, threatening to burst it open. The other 

writers weren’t scheduled to arrive until the end of the week. I 
took it upon myself to come beforehand, hoping to spend some 
time alone, but I overestimated my initial enthusiasm. 

“What a cold welcome.”
In my absence, I’d grown much more accustomed to inner-city 

life, where I’d had much success with my writing career. My 
hometown of Stromwood wasn’t tiny, but these backwoods were 
far from the city center. It wasn’t until recently that I even consid-
ered coming back, especially after the incident here. I wondered 
how the others would greet me when they arrived. Even though I 
wasn’t there when it happened, I knew some of them blamed me. I 
didn’t see any of them rushing to help either. 

Your mind is tense from the struggles of the day. Find an outlet. 
In truth, I’d been longing to write something all day. I had sev-

eral ideas I planned to explore, and I always feared waiting too 
long before starting. As a result, I never stopped writing until I 
was satisfi ed that I had exhausted my inspiration. But I urgently 

Fiction

In the Margins
Christian Barragan

needed sleep. As much as I tried, I could not drown out nature’s 
wailing. I lamented choosing this room, right next to his, but I 
knew everyone would expect me to stay here. We’re creatures of 
habit, and I had always used this room. I doubted anyone had even 
opened his door since the incident, and I wasn’t about to. But why 
should it matter that I’m next to his room? It’s not like that’s where 
it happened. 

The sunroom was my spot of preference for writing. It was 
secluded enough for privacy but also offered a picturesque view 
of the property. It featured a typewriter and numerous charming 
anachronisms. I preferred the intimacy of typing on actual paper 
for a fi rst draft. After typing for as long as I could, I’d denote in 
the margins anything I should cut out or otherwise change. This 
process made it much easier to not waste time with mediocre ideas 
or characters. 

You can’t sleep like this. 
I squeezed the pillow against my face, but the sounds only grew 

more intense. My phone rang, jolting me out of my stupor. 
“I’ll just leave it.” 
Ring.
“Surely a wrong number.”
Ring!
“Leave me alone!”
RING!
I fi nally got up, throwing the sheets off my cold body. I grabbed 

my phone from the nightstand and raised it to my face. No one. 
No indication I had received a call. I put it down, but the ringing 
didn’t stop. I couldn’t tell if the sound was real or just a product 
of my fatigue. 

Writing will make you feel better. Empty your mind.
I led myself out of my room and shut the door behind me. I felt 

a pang of embarrassment as the ancient hinges creaked in agony, 
even though I knew no one else was in the house. 

Ring!
Ring…
…ring…
The awful continuous ringing grew softer as I moved down the 

hallway. 
“I had nothing to do with that anyway....” 
I ran several ideas through my head as I neared the sunroom, 

hoping to keep myself busy. Of course, at this hour there would 
likely be nothing but darkness there. He also preferred that spot, 
but I doubt we were ever in there at the same time. It hardly sur-
prised me that this was where he chose to do it. Apparently, the 
owners had cleaned the scene before anyone else arrived. It took 
some light remodeling, but not even a stain remained. 

I turned the knob and pushed the beckoning door open. 
I was wrong about the darkness. The moonlight illuminated the 

space fairly well. I immediately recognized the typewriter on the 

Illustration: Elena / Adobe Stock
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Poetry

Wood Ducks at the 
Lost Lagoon

Mark Strohschein

Vancouver

Hidden in their prized alcove,

their unlikely oasis

of unlocked marsh water,

two dozen wood ducks,

chiseled, majestic cluckers,

diving headfi rst, fl apping,

swimming, nuzzling, feeding—

as if performing unprovoked

in a natural zoo exhibit. 

Why this marshland 

spared of winter’s

entombment while its

mother lagoon slumbers?

It is moments like this that

one engenders a kind of faith—

to just accept the mystery

of life for what it is—

to relish the inexplicable. 

So let’s beat wings 

fanning frigid air,

so alive, so alive,

not questioning 

the impossibility

of now, web feet

trolling below

swirling servile

wakes of water,

so unbelievably free. 

desk as the one I used to use. The windows refl ected the brilliance 
of the moon into my face as I swayed under the doorframe. In front 
of the desk stood a tall, pale fi gure staring at me with unclosing 
eyes. Incisions of various sizes lined its haggard coating. I froze. 

Why didn’t you ever answer? 
The apparition curled its unusually long arms. It was only then 

that I noticed a small knife lodged in the creature’s wrist. The bony 
hand below the blade twitched as a thick dark fl uid ran down its 
body onto the fl oor. It was a pitiful sight. I rubbed my eyes, but the 
fi gure remained. I knew I had to be hallucinating. What was I think-
ing coming here this late? 

All my desire to write suddenly vanished. The only important 
thing was to get some sleep. I could just save my writing for the 
morning when I’d feel better. 

I wasn’t one of your stories to forget about. 
“This isn’t real. You’re not here.” 
I carefully backed out of the sunroom and closed the door. I shiv-

ered, trying to get the image of those familiar uncanny eyes out of 
my mind. There was no point in turning on the lights in the hallway, 
I’d have to walk back to turn them off. 

I felt my way through the corridor, almost slipping on a red paste 
trailing by my room. I nearly made it to my door when I picked up a 
faint glimmer of light. It wasn’t coming from my room but from his. 
The hinges of the open door creaked as it swayed from the amassing 
breeze. The moonlight subtly brightened the inside of his room. It 
was barely enough to distinguish the apparition sitting at the edge 
of the bed. It peered at me with a wide, mournful expression.  

You knew exactly what was going on.
I anxiously anticipated going back to my room. 
You chose to have nothing to do with it. 
I reached toward his door and swung it shut. What transpired in 

this room was none of my business. 
I entered my room and plopped onto the bed.
Ring. 
“Not again…”
Ring!
RING!
“Shut up!”
RING!
Lightning struck just behind the house, fi lling my room with a 

hot white fl ash. For the split second before the light departed, I 
could see the apparition glowering at me from the front of my bed. 
Dark fl uid from the creature’s injury dripped onto the bed frame.

I squeezed my pillow against the sides of my head, hoping to 
drown out the rest of the world. 

Aren’t you going to answer?
I kicked at my bed sheets in desperation, knocking over the 

nightstand and my phone with it. A cold sweat overtook me. My 
pounding heart threatened to lunge out of my chest. I thought I’d 
go insane if I spent one more minute awake. My body tensed as the 
vitality of my muscles diminished with every convulsion. Finally, 
I conceded. 

The storm outside had ceased. I sat up. Nothing threatening re-
mained in my presence, though the room was nearly pitch-black. 
Slowly, my breath steadied and my heart calmed. I rested my head 
on the damp pillow and savored the newfound silence. I waited for 
the last of my mental haze to dissipate so I could fi nally get some 
sleep. I opened my eyes again when I heard the steady sound of 
something dripping near my bed. 

Ring!  ☐
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Fiction

River Man  
Andrew Rucker Jones

W
hen Eteri emerged 
from the university’s 
examination room, 
Soso waited for her 
under the Communist 

hammer and sickle on the wall. The 
concrete building’s dim halls eased the 
muggy, Mediterranean heat, yet sweat 
circled his armpits and dotted his shirt 
across his chest. He smiled as though 
smiling embarrassed him, but his presence 
calmed Eteri after an hour before a row of 
bespectacled, bald-pated professors sitting 
in judgment over her thesis. He stood a 
full head taller than her, and she drew his 
shoulders in around her when—always in 
private—he held her. Eteri extended her 
hands now, and he took them with a glance 
down the empty corridor.

“I know. I’m tired now. Will you walk 
me to the beach?”

“Yes. Yes. Of course.”
They left the university, nearly 

abandoned at this hour, and waded into the 
weak currents of pedestrians to and from 
the beach. They ambled past clod-like, 
concrete hulks of Communist housing near 
the university toward older buildings with 
ivy stuccowork climbing the walls.

Eteri held her head high and caught men 
gazing at her from where they sat in cafés 
or huddled, shirtless, in clusters and spat 
sunfl ower seed shells into white-brown 
heaps on the pavement. It amused her Soso 
never noticed the men’s attention, but Soso 
clasped his hands behind him and watched 
the ground as he walked, undeterred as a 
river. As far as she knew, he had asked her 

“Eteri,” he said. He always addressed 
her fi rst, as if she might not hear him 
otherwise. “How was it? Did you pass?”

“Be patient, Soso. I’ll know next week.”
Soso rocked from heel to toe and back, 

his gaze strafi ng the hall again. “They will 
pass you. They must. If they are honest 
men, they must.”

She touched his cheek, smooth from 
his twice-daily shaving, and he met her 
eyes again. He would be a stern father, 
but a warm grandfather, if she took him. 
Her neighbor Jamali had undergone the 
transition when his fi rst grandson was 
born. It was not a transformation so much 
as a sloughing, when awareness of one’s 
own mortality scoured off the barnacles of 
parental anxiety.

“Eteri. I leave soon.”
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out the fi rst time he had laid eyes on her 
and had never stolen a thing in his life, be 
it an apple or a look at a woman.

“Eteri. I will have to join the Communist 
Party. My station demands it.”

The rush of the surf carried over low 
roofs and around busy corners. A ship blew 
its horn, long and deep.

“I’m reading Marx, but—” he leaned in, 
“—his ideas are impractical. I’ve thought 
and thought, but I can’t agree.”

“You don’t have to.”
Soso grunted. “Then how am I to join 

the Party?”
“It’s a white lie, Soso. You must.”
“Eh.” He fl icked both hands away from 

himself and frowned.
They reached the boardwalk at the edge 

of the Black Sea. She stopped before him 
and took his hands. “You are a student of 
the mariner’s academy. You can think of 
that as a kind of membership. Do you take 
every class the academy offers?”

“No, no. Of course not. There are classes 
for large ships and small ship, for dry 
freight and wet freight—”

“You take what you need and leave the 
rest.” She squeezed his thick hands. “Do 
you see, my love?”

Soso grunted again. “But I will be 
completely your husband if you will have 
me.”

His hands were moist in hers, and she 
wanted to drop them. “I need time alone. 
I’ll give you my answer this evening, Soso.”

He nodded, bounced her hands, then let 
go and bustled off up the street alone.

She removed her shoes at the edge of 
the boardwalk, placed a foot on the hot 
stones, and transferred her weight. She 
had grown up here in Batumi, and her feet 
were well used to the stone beach, but the 
months sitting, reading, writing for her 
Master’s thesis had softened her soles. The 
blunt edges of stones half as big as her foot 
pressed into her tendons.

She picked her way to the edge of the 
surf, slipping, balancing, grimacing. At 
least she didn’t have to wend through 
throngs of beachgoers this far from the 
city’s center. Lounge chair rental, popcorn 
vendors, and shoreline children’s rides 
drew most people farther in.

She hitched up her dress and waded in to 
her knees. The warm, ebbing tide frothed 
around her and sucked at her calves.

A freight ship of the kind Soso would 
someday captain inched toward a skyline 
hazy with wet heat. Even now, its contours 
were cottoned and liminal, the kind of 

As if making up for his reticence on 
their fi rst date that nearly sank his chance 
at today’s meeting, this man whose nose 
resembled a bent aubergine burst with talk 
about his plans. Soso hailed from a village 
an hour’s bus ride from Batumi, and when 
she discovered he was studying to be a 
sailor, she thought him a mountain rube 
who longed to see the world. She listened 
out of politeness.

“Eteri. I’m learning English on my own. 
I read little things—articles on maritime 
law, instruction manuals—to improve. 
Yesterday, I read emergency procedures 
with a dictionary here—” he placed his 
left palm on the napkin next to his plate, 
“—and my vocabulary journal here—” he 
rested the tines of his fork to the right of his 
plate. “Ninety minutes for three pages. I’m 
getting faster.” He stuffed fried eggplant 
with walnut sauce into his mouth and 
chewed with the same alacrity he spoke 
and dreamed.

“Do Soviet sailors need English?” She 
sipped her honeyed black tea and held the 
cup in both hands for warmth. And to have 
a buffer between them.

Soso twisted his hand in a “not so much” 
gesture. “But a captain must know more.”

“Captain?” Eteri’s teacup clinked against 
its saucer as she replaced it. “Doesn’t that 
require longer at the academy? Can you 
afford it?”

His six younger siblings, he explained, 
had sacrifi ced their plans to pay for the 
mariner’s academy in Moscow. “Once I 
have money, I will help them.”

Eteri lifted an eyebrow at his lofty surety 
and caressed the rim of her teacup with a 
fi nger, around and around, considering 
where to rest her hand. “So, you will be the 
rich captain for the family?”

Soso laughed, an abrupt and rare 
sound that swiftly fl ed before his habitual 
intensity. “Not overnight. But it’s only 
work, Eteri. It’s only work.”

“And intelligence, I think.”
Soso shrugged and bit off a piece of 

cheese bread. He seemed constantly in 
motion, but now his left hand lay palm 
up on his napkin. Though that was not 
an invitation, this young man’s humble 
ambition reached out to her as surely as 
if Soso had stretched his hand across the 
table. Eteri placed her fi ngers in the curl of 
his palm. He looked up from his plate and 
swallowed his food with diffi culty.

“Soso, the sea is dangerous. The ocean 
more so.”

“Water is always dangerous.” He gazed 

gray that was more not-seeing than seeing. 
When they were little, Eteri’s older sister 
Ciala had once called a distant, indistinct 
ship like this one a “ghost ship.” She had 
claimed the sailors piloted the ship through 
the haze and out of existence. She continued 
to act spooked until Eteri demanded to 
leave. On the way home, Ciala pointed to a 
crumpled and craggy old woman shuffl ing 
along as if she might not reach the end of 
the street and said, “There’s the wife of a 
ghost ship sailor who never returned.” Eteri 
felt unmoored between recognizing the lies 
and being terrifi ed by Ciala’s convincing 
playacting. The world did not resettle into 
sharp focus until the girls were home and 
Ciala threw an ordinary tantrum about liver 
for dinner.

Down the boardwalk, a dark-skinned 
woman with stringy arms and legs carried 
a tattered burlap sack and called, “Konfetti! 
Konfetti!” as she walked. A policeman 
eyed the gypsy, but she ignored him—he 
was not a customer. A short, broad-faced 
man approached her with his son, who 
hopped and pulled on the man’s arm. 
Money changed hands, and the boy came 
away a fi stful of hard candies richer.

Eteri hobbled to the surf’s edge and sat 
on the drying rocks. The man and his son 
stepped surefooted across the beach. When 
they were only meters from her, the boy 
unwrapped a candy and popped it in his 
mouth. He held the plastic wrapper up to 
his father.

The man fl icked a fi nger toward the 
Black Sea. “Throw it out there. The sea 
swallows everything.”

When the waves washed over the boy’s 
sandals, he opened his fi st. The wrapper 
fl uttered and twisted through the short 
space to the beach where the wave had just 
been. He turned to his father and pointed 
at it.

“Wait,” the man said.
The next wave tumbled in and lifted 

the wrapper off the rock. When the water 
retreated like the train of a bridal gown 
down the aisle, toward where the summer 
sun gilded the sea, the wrapper clung to it 
and sped off.

The February sea washed in thick, 
gray, and sluggish, like mercury. The 

restaurant jutted out over the sea, and Soso 
had chosen a table along a wall of windows. 
Warm as the room was, Eteri pulled her 
shawl tighter around her shoulders. The 
scant other patrons huddled over their cups 
and plates with glacial lethargy.
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over her shoulder and related how a boy 
had drowned at a family picnic at the river 
in his village. It was a swift river, and 
strong, with water so clear, one could see 
the bottom, and Soso had grown up beside 
it. That day, the boy had jumped from high 
rocks into the shallows and injured his 
head. He surfaced facedown fi fty meters 
downstream. Three cousins and an uncle 
chased him, but they were no match for the 
river’s speed. Two kilometers away, they 
found the boy dead on a sandbar.

The muted waves under the restaurant 
rushed in and gurgled out, hiding and 
uncovering the beach stones by turns. “But 
they still found the boy, Soso.”

Eteri scrambled across the stones and 
plunged into the surf toward the 

receding plastic wrapper that spun atop 
the water. This, she was determined, this 
and Soso the sea would not swallow. She 
lunged but fell short. The water wasn’t 
deep, so she pushed herself to her feet. She 
could still catch the wrapper. She waded 
farther, stretching toward the thin plastic, 
and the tide dragged her dress ahead of 
her. A fi ngertip brushed it. Her hand curled 
around it.

The wrapper slipped free between her 
closing fi ngers. The seabed dropped off 
beneath her, and she went under.

She opened her eyes to the stinging 
water. The sun spangled off fl oating sand 
grains like dust motes. The world around 
her was brown and turned opaque an arm’s 
length distant. A slice of light refl ected off 
plastic, twisted, and faded. Eteri closed her 
eyes.

She surfaced facing the shore, where 
the man stood knee-deep in the waves, 
poised to jump. Eteri kicked despite the 
waterlogged dress that twisted around her 
legs and pulled her down. In a few strokes, 
her feet discovered fi rm ground. Even then, 
the receding tide fought her every step. The 
man relaxed his stance once Eteri sloshed 
breathless to shore, but his face reddened 
and he bellowed about her insanity as if 
someone might blame him otherwise.

Eteri retrieved her shoes and hobbled 
to a palm tree beyond the beach. The man 
hesitated, then collected his son and walked 
back the way he had come. She sat, back 
to the trunk, and curled around her knees, 
her eyes watching overtop her arms while 
her heavy breaths blew back into her face. 
One silver side of the freight ship near the 
horizon fl ashed through the haze as the 
refuse in the water had, a twinkling in the 

Her route home passed her sister’s 
house. Maybe one of Ciala’s looser dresses 
could relieve Eteri of her wet one.

Ciala’s large, cream-colored dog greeted 
her fi rst. He bounded around her twice 
before letting her scratch him behind the 
ears while his tongue lolled out and he 
panted. “Kusa, kusa, kusa!” she called to 
the long-haired shepherd dog lounging in 
the shade of the porch. He stayed put.

Nodari came around the side of the 
broad, two-story house in mud-caked 
galoshes and strode across the lawn. Eteri 
was unsurprised to see him there. He was 
perpetually attending to some thing or 
another around the property or else sitting 
on the porch, enjoying a watermelon and 
the dogs. He had the means to do that. 
She submitted to a kiss on both cheeks 
for her sister’s sake. He always smelled 
of cigarette smoke and aftershave, and his 
cheeks were gaunt and stubbly.

“Eteri, what happened to you? Come in 
and dry off.” He laid a spindly hand on her 
shoulder.

“Is my sister here?” He was a nice enough 
man, and he was wealthy and infl uential in 
city politics—the kind of suitor her father 
would fi nd for her—but she couldn’t see 
Nodari’s face without seeing Ciala’s next 
to it, eyes wide, mouth agape in a short 
scream before he had shoved her in a car 
and raced away.

“She took Mzia to the beach. Come, put 
something of hers on. I insist.”

“I go my own way without coercion, 
thank you all the same.”

Nodari dropped his hand and sighed like 
the sea rushing in. “That still? She’s always 
loved me, you know. I just made her admit 
it.”

“Being abducted didn’t give her much 
chance to refuse your marriage proposal.”

“It’s … just an old tradition. If she had 
refused long enough, I would have let her 
go.”

“Did she know that?”
He brought a fi g from a tree near the 

gate. “Here. Let’s make peace. We are 
brother and sister.”

There was no compost heap nearby for 
the peels, no bush to toss them under, and 
Nodari didn’t take them from her, so she 
held them. The red-purple insides of the fi g 
tasted sweet, and the tiny seeds crunched 
between her teeth.

Nodari pointed at the patch on Soso’s 
jacket. “Swapping clothes, I see. Going to 
marry him?”

She swallowed the last bite of fi g. “No.”

vastness. She swallowed the scent of wet 
cotton and salt while her breaths became 
sobs and tears mingled with the seawater 
on her cheeks.

After a while, she calmed herself, wiped 
her nose on the hem of her dress, and 
leaned against the trunk.

Her family was respected in the city. 
There would be no lack of suitors: 
academics, bankers, politicians, even 
writers. Her father would know good 
candidates.

She pulled her shoes over her wet feet 
and stood. As she walked into the city, a 
trail of waterdrops on asphalt dogged her 
heels. Her dress clung to her body, which 
garnered more lascivious stares.

Soso shared an apartment with three 
other students, but it was he who answered 
at once when she rang, and he raced down 
three fl ights of stairs before she reached the 
fi rst landing.

“Eteri! What happened?” He scanned the 
barren, concrete stairwell as if expecting to 
fi nd a burst water pipe or a towel. “I have a 
jacket upstairs. Come. Come up, Eteri.” He 
took her elbow and tried to lead her. She 
disengaged herself.

“Soso—”
“I’ll bring it.” He leapt up the stairs two 

at a time, and in a moment, he was back, 
slightly winded. He wrapped her in a thin 
jacket bearing a patch from the mariner’s 
academy. “Look, it matches,” he said of 
the navy blue jacket over the pastel blue 
dress. “We are a good match, Eteri. Will 
you marry me?”

She shivered in the sunless stairwell. 
“No, I’ll not marry someone who is never 
there. Who maybe someday disappears and 
leaves me wondering what happened and if 
he is truly gone. The ocean does not return 
its victims as your river does, Soso.”

His face fl ushed. He looked at her feet 
and clasped his hands behind him. “I 
can … I can study something else. Get a 
different job…”

“Your siblings gave you everything, and 
they need you.”

Soso’s shoulders slumped, and he 
nodded.

“You will fi nd someone. You’re a good 
man.” She patted his arm and removed the 
jacket.

Soso waved his hand. “Keep it, keep it. 
It’s yours.”

She descended and looked back as the 
door closed behind her. He stood on the 
landing, where he rubbed his nose and 
sniffed.
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Poetry

Lessons from the Past
Oisin Breen

I see imprints of what might have been, 

And their shapes, they linger so.

I see tall men in long coats, 

Hunched, stick to hand

Always admonishing, 

Yet theirs is the foreboding clock-

Drooping fearfulness of the maw.

I see shapes of memories, too,

Rendered into presences,

Even of the Morrígan, 

Who once on a shoulder perched,

Remembering eight kings, 

Each named Conchobar – 

 Abradruad, her favourite,

 from whose red lashes, 

 when they fell, a family line, 

 nine generations on, 

 would bring the pairing 

 of Cumhall and a daughter, 

 nearly burnt, she the child

 who later birthed 

 the twice-named salmon-tongue –

And the shapes, 

They also bring memories

 of tended hives,

     cricket song, 

     and peace –

     the peace of the dead, 

     of the dying, 

     and the soon to die.

“Just as well. He’s village stock. 
Wouldn’t fi t in with your family or mine.” 
Nodari walked toward the house, and Eteri 
took the moment to drop her fi g peels. She 
had accepted the fruit, but that did not mean 
she accepted his peace. Still, she was well-
bred, so the peels landed inconspicuously 
in a thick tuft of grass.

Nodari turned on a spigot at the side of 
the house. The water babbled clear through 
a shallow trough of worn concrete in the 
ground to a storm drain at the road. She 
rinsed her hands of fi g juice and splashed 
her face to remove the sea salt.

She cupped her hands in the water for a 
swallow before taking leave of her brother-
in-law, but the water fl ushed brown at that 
moment. Nodari was rinsing the mud from 
his galoshes. Shaking her hands off didn’t 
help; they remained tainted with dirt.

“I’m building a carp pond out back for a 
little income on the side,” Nodari said. “If it 
works, I’ll bring you and your parents a fi sh 
every now and again. Just, you know…” 
he winked over his shoulder, “don’t tell the 
Party.” The spigot squeaked as he killed 
the water, leaving muddy sediment in the 
trough. Her skin felt gritty and sticky, and 
she wished for a dip in clean, swift water.

“I expect every Party member has 
secrets,” Eteri replied. The Party would 
soon have one man, though, whose honesty 
ran as clear as the river he came from. In 
that moment, she ached for Soso as if she 
had thrown him to the ocean’s quicksand 
waves herself. She wanted him back. She 
must have him back. It would be this way 
each time he sailed; longing would be 
her consort for months, and uncertainty 
would shadow her around town, through 
her home, and into her bed. But she would 
always be able to see where he stood, where 
they stood. Their love would run clean and 
clear.

“Now that you’re free,” Nodari said, 
“I have a handsome friend of infl uence if 
you—”

“I don’t think the family needs another 
of those,” Eteri said and walked to the gate, 
leaving Nodari alone on his lawn, with his 
muddy carp pool hiding behind the house.

The sun hovered cautiously just over 
the rooftops as if they might be hotter to 
the touch than it was. The trip to Soso’s 
river was not short, but if she hurried to 
his apartment, they might still swim before 
dark. Soon, she would see him off to 
Moscow, and she would be there when he 
returned. She would always be there when 
he returned. If he returned.   ☐
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‘Their bodies were curiously marked with the 
Þ gures of men, dogs, Þ shes and birds upon 
every part of them; so that every man was a 
moving landscape.’

George Hamilton, Pandora’s surgeon, 1791

T
he whole scene was a moving 
landscape, directly under us, 
just over two hundred years 
after Captain Edwards had 
arrived on the HMS Pandora. 

He had been looking for the Bounty. We 
would fi nd another. 

The pilot of our Britten-Norman banked 
off the huge cloud he had found over six 
hundred kilometers north of the rest of Fiji, 
and sliced down into it sideways, like he 
was cutting a grey souffl é. Nothing could 

long undulating patch of grass, between 
the mountains and the ocean. Hardly more 
than a lawn bowling pitch anywhere else, 
here it was the airstrip, beside which a tiny 
remote paradise was waving all its arms.

Our journey had started in the dark cold 
depths of our Vancouver Island winter. I 
was looking for a small diversion, on our 
annual southern migration to New Zealand. 
There was a need to be practical because 
any excursion off the cheaper routes would 
carry penalty, in money, or time, or both. 
But this one looked to be the prize- an 
incredibly remote Polynesian Island in a 
Melanesian ocean, serviced by a new once 
weekly fl ight from Nandi, without too 
many hiccoughs or other gaseous threats to 
existence. 

have prepared us for the magnifi cence that 
opened below, with the dispersal of the last 
gasping mists.

A fringing reef, barely holding back the 
eternal explosions of rabid frothing foam 
and every blue in the refl ected cosmos, 
encircled every green in nature. On the 
edge of both creations were the most 
spectacular beaches in the Southern Sea. 
Captain Edwards had called it Grenville 
Island. Two hundred years earlier, it was 
named Tuamoco by de Quiros, before 
he went on to establish his doomed New 
Jerusalem in Vanuatu. 

But that was less important for the 
moment. We had reestablished level fl ight 
and were lining up on the dumbbell-shaped 
island’s only rectangular open space, a 

Travel

Fara Way - Rotuma
Lawrence Winkler

Photos: Lawrence Winkler
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I went online. There was no accommo-
dation. To visit, one needed an invitation 
from a local family, with whom one would 
stay. I went deeper, and looked up whom 
I might be able to contact to arrange such 
an indulgence. Somehow, in the deepest 
recesses of my desktop, I found a man 
who had originally come from there and 
had actually settled here. I looked him 
up in my local directory. Sosefo Avaiki. I 
dialed his number.

“Hello.” Said the voice. 
“Hello.” I said back, and introduced 

myself, and told him that I wanted to visit 
his island. Long pause.

“Why?” He asked. 
“I hear it’s a special place.” I said. 

Longer pause. 
“When do you want to go?” He asked. 

I told him. 
“That’s during Fara.” He said.
“Fara?” I asked.
“Fara.” He said. “No sleep.” He said 

he’d get back to me. A month later he 
called and told me it was all set. The 
family would meet us at the airstrip, and 
the fl ights had been approved.

“No sleep.” He added.
Six months later, Robyn and I 

approached the Sunfl ower Airlines desk 
in Nandi and were issued boarding passes 
for the once weekly fl ight to paradise. The 
plane was double-booked, which meant 
that half the king-sized Polynesians in the 
transit lounge would not be getting home 
for Christmas- at least not on this fl ight, 
despite being in possession of a valid 
ticket. The only other way was the once-a-
month boat from Suva, a two day voyage 
that departed from the other side of Viti 
Levu. Robyn and I were lucky, perhaps we 
weighed less than others, on the scales they 
suspended us on, before issuing our cards.

From the air was the remnant of a 
massive volcano with many smaller cones, 
eight miles long and less than three wide, 
sixteen square miles of a larger eastern 
part, connected to a western peninsula 
by the low narrow Motusa isthmus, a 
few hundred feet across. The legend 
of its formation had come with Raho, 
who brought two baskets of earth from 
Samoa, and marked his creation with 
a coconut leaf, tied around a fesi tree. 
His rival’s arrival came in the form of a 
Samoan chief named Tokainiua, who 
tied a drier coconut leaf around the same 
tree, claiming that he had been there fi rst 
because his leaf was more dehydrated. 
Raho became so angry that he tore up 

“These are my three daughters.” She 
said. And everyone felt like it was a 
homecoming, for the fi rst time. We all piled 
in the back of the pickup, and the driver, 
a friend of the family, took off ahead of 
us. We bounced along the soft white coral 
sand road, in and out of potholes, towards 
Motusa village, near the narrow isthmus. 
There were seven districts on Rotuma, 
and Motusa was in Itu’ti’u. We came 
through another croton hedge, to a simple 
concrete house with an iron roof, and a 
full clothesline that went on forever, under 
the fl ame trees and coconut palms and 
breadfruit. 

Julie’s husband, John, was smiling as 
well, as he had laid out two big sharks out 
front, and was preparing to fi let them, for 
our dinner. The fl ies were everywhere, 
and crazy. I didn’t realize until later, that it 
wasn’t just the sharks. Most of the biomass 
of Rotuma was fl ies. 

Julie and her family had constructed two 
new tiny white shacks, with white vinyl 
siding and powder blue doors. She opened 
one and invited us to put our packs inside. 
There was a sponge mattress on a linoleum 
fl oor. In a corner was a box covered with 
a lava-lava, on which sat a big yellow 

chunks of the island, creating the smaller 
islands of Hafl iua, Hatana, and Uea. Its 
original inhabitants had come from wither 
Melanesia or Micronesia, followed by 
Samoan and Tongan invasions just after de 
Quiros went by. The colonization is called 
the ‘Westward Polynesian Backwash,’ but 
there were also stories about a Chinese 
Junk that had also left a cargo of DNA in 
its wake, the Tikopians, who plundered 
the place, and the Niueans, who tried to 
introduce cannibalism, but were rebuffed.

We landed where the trees weren’t, 
braking clumsily as we passed all the 
waving arms.

“Welcome to Rotuma.” Said the big 
frizzy-haired Fijian stewardess. And we 
were. In spades. 

Down the stairs and just beyond the stone 
tiki and the long variegated croton hedge 
and the coconut palms, was a single white 
Nissen pickup, a ponytail, and the biggest 
smile in the Southern Sea. She wore a blue 
shirt and a fl oral lava-lava, and nothing on 
her feet.

“Are you Robyn and Wink?” She asked. 
The odds were rhetorical.

“Are you Julie?” Robyn asked. She 
beamed.

Collecting breadfruit on Rotuma
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bouquet of fl owers. On the only shelf was 
a bird of paradise. A pair of bare wires 
projected through the concrete, above the 
treated New Zealand pine paneling. Julie 
handed us two cold green coconuts. It was 
ecstasy.

We asked if we could go for a walk 
down the beach. I thought it was a polite 
formality, and it never occurred to me that, 
in an island culture so remote and isolated, 
the idea of separating awhile from your 
family, real or adopted, might ever be 
interpreted as antisocial behavior. But, for a 
brief movement, I saw a sag in Julie’s smile, 
before it came on again, twice as bright.

“Of course.” She said. “My daughters 
will go with you.” And six brown feet led 
the way, six white soles spraying six small 
plumes of whiter sand in front of us, as we 
bolted for the water.

We didn’t get very far. The girls watched 
Robyn and I wade into the lagoon, but they 
wouldn’t swim themselves. Apparently, 
they didn’t know how. In it or on it, the 
Rotumans had long since turned their backs 
on the sea. Most of the fi sh they ate was out 
of a tin because, outside the thin reef were 
hundreds of miles of raging water, and 
only two or three seaworthy boats, whose 

rice and a’ana taro, and watermelon and 
mangos. The fl ies were having their own 
festival on top of everything.

“Picnic.” Was all one large Pickwickian 
Polynesian could muster, between puffs on 
a cigarette. Between the heat and the fl ies 
and the scenery, we didn’t have much of an 
appetite, but it would have been impolite 
to refuse. We stayed long enough to show 
our interest and gratitude, and returned to 
Julie’s, in time for dinner. The inside of 
the house had Western furniture, but it was 
cooler on the pandanus mats. Julie brought 
out the shark and the palusami (my favorite) 
and the fekei coconut milk and tapioca and 
taro pudding, while the girls used their 
pandanus fans to cool our heads and keep 
away the fl ies. At sundown, there was a 
change of guard, when the mosquitoes 
took over. We had a quick shower, before 
the water supply was cut off, as it was 
every night, to allow the reserves to refi ll. 
Robyn and I felt momentarily refreshed, 
until we emerged from the shower, to as 
much heat and humidity as there would be 
every day. Except perhaps for that golden 
half an hour, just before sunrise, when it 
cooled off just enough to allow your sweat 
glands reserves to refi ll. 

outboards could consume a week’s wage in 
petrol in less than an hour.

We rejoined the girls and continued 
towards the smoke. Young boys were eating 
mangos and throwing a rugby ball around, 
in the water. Beside them, some older ones 
played volleyball. But the smoke was a 
bit further, on the far side of the plaited-
palm thatched roof, that appeared to be an 
outdoor kitchen.

“Picnic.” Said one of the girls. “For Av 
mane’a.”

“What’s Av mane’a?” Robyn asked.
“Time to play.” She said, explaining 

that Av mane’a was the hybrid traditional 
Rotuman and Christian harvest festival, 
the hottest season of the year, beginning 
in December and ending in mid-January. 
Time is spent on picnics, harvest festivals, 
kava drinking, playing cards, chatting, and 
going Fara. “Nobody works hard now; 
they take it easy.”

Everyone in the picnic scene we entered 
was taking it easy, especially the biggest 
ones, lounging half asleep on pandanus 
mats in the shade. The only movement 
in the heat was that of the food, which 
migrated to us, in huge portions of tuna and 
poat kau corned beef, cooked noodles and 

‘Fara’ Celebrations, a traditional Rotuman cultural and social event, occurring in the summertime festival of “av’ manea”.
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We said goodnight to Julie and the rest of 
our new family and retired to the confi ned 
comfort of our tiny square shack. We 
lasted on the sponge mattress for less than 
fi ve minutes, before rolling onto the only 
slighter cooler linoleum. The atmosphere 
was only marginally more breathable 
than that on Venus, and there would be no 
chance for Venus, in this atmosphere.

“Robyn?” It was Julie.
“Yes, Julie?” Said Robyn.
“Would you like a fan?” I watched the 

tension fall away from Robyn’s grim 
perspiring face, replaced with the ecstatic 
delight she was anticipating, in having 
some moving air. I looked up at the two 
bare wires, protruding from the concrete, 
and thanked whoever had put them there.

“That would be wonderful.” She said. 
And Julie, true to her word, handed Robyn 
a fan. A spade-shaped, tightly woven 
pandanus fan. I watched her face drop, as 
she thanked Julie, and began the repetitive 
wrist motion that would accompany her 
through the next week, even when she was 
asleep. I would watch, transfi xed, as Robyn 
became Rotuman, able to fan herself 
continuously, while comatose. In the 
ultimate paradise of heat and fl ies, it was a 

hurricane lamps and fl ashlights. Sitting 
and swaying on a sea of pandanus mats, 
was an entire village from the other side 
of the island, shoes on the grass around 
them. The women had fl ower garlands in 
their hair and te fui around their necks, and 
waved their fans and rolled their torsos in 
time to the music.  The singing sounded 
Hawaiian, if the Hawaiian had been 
crossed with Finnish and Tongan, pushed 
back into their throats, and projected out in 
lyrical explosions. The enthusiasm of the 
younger children would roar into hollers 
or shouts. I saw Julie and the girls, moving 
stooped among the musicians, sprinkling 
them on the heads and shoulders with nau 
te perfume, or talcum powder, or both. At 
other houses we would get stick deodorant 
or Vaseline. Villagers of all ages got up to 
dance around the main body of minstrels. 
Men asked a woman to dance with a bug-
eyed warrior stance, bending their knees 
and throwing an occasional leg sideways 
into the air. The women asked a man to 
dance more modestly, by bowing their 
heads and throwing their arms forward in 
supplication or running a discrete hand up 
his back. And the men postured, and the 
women undulated, and it was all very sexual 

primary habitat adaptation but an essential 
survival skill.

“Robyn?” It was Julie again.
“Yes Julie?” Said Robyn.
“You know tonight is the fi rst night of 

Fara.” She said.
“Fara?” Robyn Asked.
“Fara.” Said Julie. “So much fun.” And 

she was gone. And then, for an hour or so, 
so were we.

My eyes were just beginning to wobble, 
and then I heard it, just once.

Strummummummummummumm.

*         *        *

“Was that a ukulele?” Asked Robyn, 
from under her fan.

“I think so.” I said. But I was wrong.
It was fi ve ukuleles, two guitars, a drum, 

and thirty voices, which cracked open the 
still softness of the tropical night, with 
a thunderous chorus of slow rhythmic 
clapping, and three-part harmony. 

There was a knock on the window.
“Robyn? Wink?” It was Julie. “It’s Fara 

time.” 
We threw on our clothes quickly and 

opened our powder blue door onto a 
landscape of faces, illuminated with 

Saint Michael Roman Catholic Church 
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and innocent and ridiculously romantic at 
the same time, and everyone was laughing 
and smiling and clapping, and rapturously 
happy, in tempo and in tune with the full 
moon, and the rest of the night sky and the 
crashing ocean just beyond. Everybody 
smiled like Julie smiled, and Robyn and I 
were exhilarated by all the excitement. We 
felt alive.

Between songs, the dancers, which 
would often make up almost half the 
travelling roundtrip Fara troupe, would 
sit down again, before the next ukulele 
strum and single voice would begin a new 
round of celebration. The songs were all 
about love and religion, unattainable or 
impossible, alone or in combination. Later 
in our stay, we would come to know why.

They partied for almost half an hour, 
before the dancers sat down among the rest 
of the band, and Julie and her daughters, 
and her husband, brought out refreshments, 
of watermelon and bananas and pineapples 
and biscuits, and more sprinkling of 
powder and perfume. As the days went by, 
Robyn and I learned to recognize when this 
particular Fara group was about to leave, 
by the Noa‘ia noa‘ia song they would sing 
last, as a thank you to the hosts whose sleep 
they had interrupted.

But this wouldn’t be the end of the 
formalities. The Fara troupe leader would 
express his thanks for the gifts.

And Julie’s family would thank them 
back.

After a few more personal exchanges 
and jokes, the Fara group went off to the 
next house on their itinerary, Robyn and 
I thanked Julie and the family for the 
wonderful entertainment and went back to 
our linoleum slumber.

Or so we thought. In our dreams.
My eyes were beginning to wobble, and 

then I heard it, just once. 
Strummummummummummumm.
A hurricane lamp fl ickered into life 

outside our window, faster than we did 
inside.

“Robyn? Wink?” It was Julie. “Fara 
time.” It was still hot and muggy, and my 
muscles ached from the dancing and the 
fatigue, but I told myself that this was, after 
all, why we had come, and roused Robyn, 
to tell her the same. 

It was an even larger group this time. 
The word was out. All over Rotuma, at 
different houses each night, every night for 
a month, impromptu singing and dancing 
celebrations would burst into fl ame. The 
only difference for us was that because we 

were extra special guests, it would happen 
at the same house every night. No sleep. 
The foreboding words of Sefo rang in my 
ear. But then the entire night rang into 
melodious song and smiles, and it didn’t 
matter at all. We were only in Rotuma 
for week. Compared to other things we 
survived that long, Fara fatigue would still 
be more fun.

The tradition had evolved from the 
manea’ hune’ele beach parties of old, where 
young people would picnic at the beach 
from late afternoon through the night, 
singing and dancing and courting. Here 
they could spend time with prospective 

partners, away from the suffocating 
tight knit social regulation of the strong 
Rotuman family and community pressures 
of collective conformity.

But then came the missionaries and the 
powerful church doctrine they represented. 
Manea’ hune’ele was decreed to be 
immoral and licentious, and the escapades 
and potential loss of virginity that might 
occur, unacceptable. But a compromise 
was needed, to still allow some form 
of courtship to occur. The Methodists 
found a method to combine fl irting with 
supervision, and the custom of ‘going Fara’ 
superseded the past trysts on the beach 

Foundation stone at Rotuma airstrip
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that had occurred before Jesus arrived and 
spoiled all their fun. The fun was given a 
more precise purpose. The fl irting was now 
the search for a life partner. The young 
boys were told not to ‘play for nothing.’ 
If unsuccessful they were mocked as 
someone who ‘compresses horse manure,’ 
a’pat Þ nak ne has, accomplishing nothing 
by riding up and down, except spreading 
horseshit on the roads, until it was packed 
down, or a’pat Þ nak ne ha s’ kat ma f’ia 
ra, returning from a fruitless fi shing 
trip without any fi sh. The boys would 
sometimes orchestrate having their own 
Fara troupe taken hostage at the house 
where the girl they were enamored with 
lived, to increase their chances of success. 
Fara literally means ‘to ask,’ in Rotuman. 
For most islanders, all they asked was that 
it still be just more of a fun social event, 
more frolic than fl irting. 

As the nights followed the Fara way, 
Robyn and I began to follow the troupes 
to other houses as well. We would fall 
into unconsciousness, like cats in the heat 
of the day, whether we wanted to or not. 
Inevitably, inexorably, we were worn down. 
I had reached my limit, and I asked Julie, 
if we could be excused from that night’s 
festivities, just to catch up on some sleep. 

I thought it was a polite formality, and 
it never occurred to me that, in an island 
culture so remote and isolated, the idea 
of separating awhile from your family, 
real or adopted, might ever be interpreted 
as antisocial behavior. But, for a brief 
movement, I saw a sag in Julie’s smile. She 
agreed not to wake us.

And so it was that Robyn and I looked 
forward to the arms of Morpheus, even 
though it was far too hot to look forward to 
the arms of each other. We settled into our 
linoleum lethargy,

and set a course for coma.
My eyes were beginning to wobble, and 

then I heard it, just once. 
Strummummummummummumm.
I swore out loud, and then hoped that no 

one in the Fara troupe that had congregated 
outside our window had heard it. And then 
I swore again. Robyn just looked at me, 
waving her fan.

“There’s no point.” I said, realizing the 
futility of resisting the social pressure to 
participate. “We’re still the ambassadors 
of something here.” And we got up, and 
opened the powder blue door, and joined 
the singing and clapping and perfume in 
the dark. The moon was full, and the stars 
were bright, and I danced with the old 

women and the little girls, looking away all 
the time they danced, until I could dance 
no more. After each they said ‘Fa ieksia,’ 
thank you, and I said the same. And that, I 
had decided, was that. But it wasn’t, was it.

An electric ripple rolled up my back, 
from bottom to top. I turned into a radiant 
refl ection of where it had all started 
centuries ago, in songs of colliding souls 
swept in with the tide to the shore.

She was intoxicating, sweeter than her 
caramel skin, than the coconut oil in her 
hair, than the perfumed fl owers of her tefui
garland, than the captivating one behind 
her ear. She moved like the story of what 
had been sacrifi ced for us to have met here, 
in the gracefulness of Mak Samoa, the 
Samoan way, fi rst with her feet together, 
with a subtle shuffl ing in-and-out in time 
to the music, shifting her weight from one 
foot to the other, then with her arms, silk 
ribbons fl owing fl uent in elegant motifs 
from her fi ngertips, like slow breezes, then, 
from behind and within her titi skirt of long 
leaves, hips and loins pulsating, whirling 
ever more exuberant, and then, and only 
then, with her eyes, rolling and wandering, 
before fi nally fi xing on both her hands, 
reaching out to me.

OK, I thought. Just one more.  ☐

Leaving Rotuma back to Nandi
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t became a game within a game 
for us. As we played Gin Rummy, 
we explored our city. Each hand 
played out in a new location; 
somewhere we had never been. 
It was a great way to keep things 

interesting and remain more active than 
just sitting around the dining room table, 
but not so active that James wouldn’t be 
able to keep up.

James had been sick most of her life. 
She didn’t like sitting indoors, but it was 
hard for her to do a whole lot else. Not 
that she’d ever admit it. Unfortunately, 
no amount of nagging would convince 
James to pace herself. So, growing up as 
James’ neighbor and closest friend, I’d 

“Cards, huh?” A tall boy in a faded 
baseball tee spoke fi rst. “I know a better 
game to play.”

“You do?” James asked innocently 
before I could fi gure out how to shield her 
when we’d been completely surrounded. 
“But you don’t even know what game 
we’re playing.”

They could just be trying to mess with 
us, but I wasn’t willing to take risks when 
James was around.

The guy in the baseball tee started 
speaking again, but James interrupted. 

“We can’t play this game with so many 
players, but how about I show you a magic 
trick.”  

I’d gotten better at running with her on 

learned a few tricks on how to slow her 
down without her ever realizing what I 
was doing. The roving card game was my 
new favorite. Enough exploration to satisfy 
James’ endless curiosity to experience the 
world around her, but with plenty of rest 
breaks to slow her down.

“Alessia, look!” James pointed to a park 
between two buildings I had never noticed 
before. 

“Perfect,” I declared. We claimed a 
bench and James dealt the next hand with 
long, practiced fi ngers.

I’d just picked up a third ace and was 
about to lay them down for an impressive 
forty-fi ve points when a group of older 
boys surrounded our bench.
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my back, but I doubted I was fast enough to 
outrun an entire pack of boys.

“Magic, I was thinking something a 
little-”

James had recollected the deck and held 
up a card from somewhere in the middle 
before he could complete his thought. 
“Remember this card.”

“Um, okay.” Some of the boys laughed, 
playing along. Or maybe they were thrown 
off by James as I was. 

James returned the card to the deck, then 
held out an obviously different card. “Is 
this your card?”

“No-”
“Exactly,” James grinned. “None of 

them are yours, which means you don’t get 
a say in what we play.”

Then, while they were still spluttering, 
James tucked the cards in her pocket and 
grabbed my hand. And before I could 
remind her it was a bad idea; she began to 
run.

James ran with the mix of desperation 
and joy of a caged bird at long last set free.

She ran with the carelessness of Icarus, 
fl ying too close to the sun in spite of fully 
understanding what the consequences 
would be.

She ran with laughter in her voice, in 
her eyes, in her heart. So how could I stop 
her?

How could I take this moment that was 
as much hers as the deck of cards were?

So, hand in hand, we ran. 
Hair streaming behind us until it stuck 

to the sweat on our faces. Thighs chafi ng. 
Legs burning. Sprinting until we were both 
breathless.

We were halfway home when her energy 
ran out.

I slowed with her, then held her hair as 
she threw up in the gutter.

She didn’t stop smiling.
I carried her on my back to a nearby deli. 

Bought mouthwash and a Gatorade for us 
to share on the bench outside.

“Are you mad, Alessia?” She fi nally 
asked.

And it was then that I realized that in all 
my scheming, all the ways I tried to protect 
her and keep her healthy, I had never been 
the one taking care of her. She had always 
been and would always be too smart for 
me.

I picked up the cards that sat between 
us on the bench and began dealing another 
hand.

“No. I love you more than anything in 
the world.”

all I could think was this must be what it’s 
like to burn brightly. To touch the sun. To 
leave a cage. 

To feel alive.
“Hang on,” James pulled away all too 

quickly. “Isn’t the Queen of Hearts the 
villain?”

“You just kissed me,” I stated 
unnecessarily.

“Did you not want me to?” 
Of course I had, but I had never expected 

her to want to kiss me. “You like girls?”
“I like you. That is when you’re not 

comparing me to the villain in one of the 
weirdest stories ever.”

I’d only been thinking of the way she 
ruled my own heart when I picked it. “In 
Alice and Wonderland, maybe she is the 
villain, but that’s their story.”

“And in ours?” James prompted, a cocky 
smile on her lips like she already knew the 
answer. She knew me well enough; maybe 
she did. 

“In ours my heart is your kingdom and I 
have only known you to be a just and kind 
ruler.”

“Hmm,” James began collecting the 
scattered cards, organizing them by suit to 
make sure none had been lost. “If I am the 
Queen, what role do you play?”

I found the jack of hearts among the 
mess. “I’ll be the jack, ever at your service.”

“You can be very attentive,” James 
agreed, “but I don’t need a servant. I 
think the Ace may be a more accurate 
representation.”

“Why’s that?”
“Well, for one thing, you’re worth more 

to me than my own life.”
“Don’t say that-” I protested. 
“We agreed to live, I will not hold back.” 

James’ words were like a lightning strike. 
“For another, you’ve always been a little 
too good at being what others need you to 
be, changing yourself to be what you think 
will be most useful like how an ace can be 
both low and high.”

“I’m not sure I get what you mean.”
“Never edit yourself on my account, 

Alessia, don’t pretend to be tired when 
you think I need to rest or offer to hold my 
bag when your arms are sore from swim 
practice. When I overdo it, let me make 
that choice. That-” she leaned in, touching 
her forehead to mine, “is an order from 
your Queen. As is this…”

“What?”
“Kiss me like you mean it, Ace.”
I kissed her. I would, after all, always be 

loyal to the Queen of my heart. ☐

James grabbed my hand before I could 
turn over the top card of the deck. 

“Even if I decide that I’d rather live then 
avoid death?”

I looked into the eyes I knew better than 
my own, the laughter in them now buried 
by need. She wanted my permission. All 
this time, she had been holding back so 
I wouldn’t worry, never for her health or 
because she had been tricked into it.

I glanced down at the cards in my 
hand. Her cards, as she had pointed out so 
cleverly. Though I defi nitely could have 
used the points from those three aces, I had 
dealt myself a pretty good hand. James was 
a master at cards, though, and I would need 
to get a little reckless to win the game. 

Gin Rummy was a continuous 
negotiation between strategy and luck. 
Sometimes the choice was obvious, and 
sometimes it took round after round of 
nothing for the solution to appear. 

For once luck seemed to be on my side, 
a card in my hand provided my response 
to James.

“I’ve been learning magic too,” I told 
her. I plucked the card from my hand and 
held it out to her. “I believe this is your 
card.”

She fl ipped it over with an amused 
smile. “Queen of hearts.”

“You are a Queen among men and the 
Queen of my heart. You need no one’s 
permission for anything.”

“No, I know, but I want yours.”
I wished she didn’t. But James had 

always been a fi re burning too brightly, 
even on the days she was too weak to walk. 

“Then, you have it.”
James hugged me, scattering the 

cards that had been stacked between us. 
James always hugged with every last bit 
of strength in her body. When we were 
younger, she had told me to never throw 
away a hug. She had learned that every hug 
could be the last time she hugged someone 
and they deserved to know she meant it. 

I hugged her back with everything I had.
“And what about you, Alessia?” she 

asked, her lips against my ear. “Will you 
choose to live? Will you be alive with me?”

I wasn’t quite sure what she was asking, 
but the only way I could imagine living 
was with her, so I nodded. “Of course.”

James pulled away, smiling. Alive.
“Good.”
Then she kissed me. Her lips, solid and 

sure on mine. A kiss I had dreamed of for 
years now, but never risked asking of her.

Perhaps I should have noticed more, but 
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M
y throat is itchy, dry, and 
in need of some water 
to quell the discomfort 
in my mouth. I turn 
over in my bed and 

awaken to the aches in my arms and hips 
from the feather-like stability of my old 
mattress. Remind Mom and Dad to get me 
a new bed, I tell myself. After weeks of 
comfortable cold weather, heat has rolled 
across Colorado as days of seventy-plus 
temperatures and dreaded dryness are 
upon us. It is nice not to be cold, but sad 
because I know I will miss the need for an 
oversized sweater.

I know I am waking up late, it’s just a 
feeling - one that I can’t confi rm due to 
my lost watch. Reluctantly, I tear off my 
eye mask and place it behind my head; 

as I stretch my newly awakened muscles. 
A pleasant tenseness takes hold of my 
arms as they fall to my sides. 

I know that I must now go and grab 
my glasses, but a weight comes upon my 
body and I surrender to my reluctance to 
move. I just stand there, stuck to the fl oor 
unwilling to make the effort to command 
my muscles into action. A part of me 
just wants to stay still here forever, in a 
moment where everything is just as it is - 
unmoving and unbothered.

My eyes linger on one spot directly 
across from me. They land between a 
poster of the thirteenth Dr. Who and a 
wooden heart on the wall. Both sit above 
our messy couch covered in clothing my 
sisters forget to hang up or put away. 

My eyes concentrate on the white 
bumpy wall between them. I stare at the 
spot in a fashion that seems serious yet 
obscure with my blurry eyesight. I feel an 
emptiness build in the pit of my stomach. 
It is mainly brought on by going to bed, 
waking up, and still feeling just as tired 
and weak as the night before. There is a 
hint of sadness, of wishing I could just 
go back to my worn-out bed and continue 
sleeping until one day I miraculously 
wake up and feel better.

I manage to break my eyes away, 
remembering the long list of things I 
must do today. My hands move to rub my 
eyes so I can feel more awake, but the 
knowledge that I haven’t cleaned them 
stops me. On my way to our large drawer, 
I move my feet across the fl oor and my 
brain feels ready to spasm and shatter into 
millions of pieces. With every step, I am 
careful not to let my leg, or any part of 
my body, brush against anything, not the 
pair of jeans left on the fl oor or the empty 
jewelry box. Knowing that if I do touch 
something, I will have to go back and do 
it again in a way that would convince me 
that I had replicated the same feeling, right 
where it touched me before. It may seem 

the fi rst step of waking up when you don’t 
want to. The room is dark, with a faint 
blue hue coming from behind our curtains. 
Squinting, I can see, even with my blurry 
vision, that both of my sisters have already 
woken up. 

I pull my purple comforter over to my 
side, exposing my bare skin to the cool 
air circulating from the fan near my bed. 
In gradual movements, my tired arms 
push me up to a sitting position. It is then 
I begin to feel the heat radiating off the 
ceiling of our room, making me cold and 
warm at the same time. It’s a feeling I can 
remember from last summer.

I force myself up on my feet and the 
wood fl oor complains about my burden on 
them. I yawn as I straighten my shirt and 
shorts. My hands almost reach the ceiling 

Essay

The Weight of Uncertainty
Ayah Al-Masyabi

Illustration:lkeskinen / Adobe Stock
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like a simple solution, but it doesn’t factor 
in the lingering, uncomfortable feeling 
that I can’t seem to rub away. It doesn’t 
erase the moment when everything lacks 
balance, leaving my world teetering.   

As I maneuver myself across the fl oor 
to the large white drawer on which my 
glasses sit, I fi nd my mind wandering. I 
look down at the wood fl oor underneath 
me. It reminds me that the world is never 
quite stable enough. This instability forces 
me to do whatever makes it feel--less. 
The crevices hidden between the wooden 
planks lining our bedroom loom beneath 
me. My foot turns to avoid any lines as I 
step on the horizontal spaces in a way that 
I can easily replicate with my other foot.  

Despite my attempts to quell the fear 
of imbalance, of feeling like everything 
is wrong and not ok. I stumble across 
the room and reach for my glasses, each 
movement slow and calculated. Once I 
slide them on my face the world seems 
to unfold itself in front of me, turning 
from an enigma crawling with blobs to a 
detailed dimension, complex, yet no less 
uncertain. 

I breathe a sigh of relief as the things 
around me become a bit less scary. With 
better vision, I carefully pick out my ring 
and necklace from my jewelry bowl on 
top of the dresser. As my fi ngers wrap 
around them, I avoid letting any part of 
my hand graze the painted wood surface 
or the many trinkets surrounding my small 
collection. 

Next on my morning to-do list is to get 
my towel and head to the bathroom for 
my mandatory morning showers. These 
almost hour-long affairs, including many 
repeated rituals, are often the only way I 
prepare to face the world. An initial wave 
of panic falls upon me, as it does every 
morning, when I remember the small 
hall formed by my sister’s bed and the 
dresser, just to reach where my green bath 
towel hangs. I am not claustrophobic, but 
I struggle to get through the small area 
without brushing against wood or a shirt 
on the ground.

I hold in my stomach and twist my 
body as I suck in all the air around me, 
attempting to avoid touching anything in 
my way. As I look down the path in front 
of me it feels as if I am beginning to step on 
a thin glass bridge over a vast canyon. The 
fi rst step is successful and so is my second, 
as it is most of the time, but always it is the 

My chest feels tight as I walk toward 
our bathroom, passing bookshelves full 
of books I have never read. I push my 
shoulder against the door and it swings 
open. The necklace and ring clink as 
they meet with the counter when I place 
them down. I squint into the darkness, 
only able to see the vague shapes of the 
counter and shower. The light streaming in 
from windows outside the room helps me 
avoid the rough cuts in the tiles laid on the 
ground. Seconds pass before I walk over 
to the hook and hang up my towel. 

I turn to fl ip the light switch - on, and 
then off, then on again - and go close 
the door behind me, but a muffl ed noise 
coming from the direction of the stairs 
stops me. At fi rst, I think I am imagining 
it, but the familiar jumble of sounds that is 
the soundtrack of YouTube Shorts rise to 
my ears. I just want to ignore it, but part of 
me is curious to see who it is. 

Indecisive, I stand there eavesdropping 
on this stranger’s scrolling. As a minute 
passes, I decipher who might be sitting 
there through a set of personalized 
questions. No art or anime references for 
that long? It can’t be Asma. Sure there are 
psychology videos, but Sadiqah would 
never watch funny TV show clips laced 
with laughing soundtracks. Without a 
shadow of a doubt, I easily conclude it 
must be Mom, ruling anyone else out, 
mainly due to the absence of profanity-
laced UFC videos that my Dad watches. 

I step back out into the hall. I walk 
down the stairs, careful not to fall. I don’t 
like holding on to the rails, so I try to be 
extremely thoughtful with every step. 
I turn after the fi rst short set of steps 
and see my mother leaning on the rails, 
relaxing as she watches something on her 
phone. She looks beautiful as she bathes 
in the sunlight shining through the pair of 
windows facing her.

A small smile emerges on my face, 
happy to see her. A little of the weight 
resting on my shoulders dissipates with 
every step I make toward her. Once I reach 
her, I sit down and lean on her strong, 
warm arms and relax in the eyes of the 
sun. I don’t bother to look down at what 
she is watching, uninterested in anything 
but the sun and my mother’s warmth. 

Before she scrolls to the next video, her 
thumb presses hard on the power button 
and her screen darkens. Her arm wraps 
around me allowing me to lean even 

third where things go wrong. Finally close 
enough to the hook, I reach out to pull the 
towel off, and as I grab the rough corner my 
arm slips out of the air and falls. Suddenly, 
the glass shatters from underneath me, and 
I free-fall into the depths of a rapid river 
of anxiety. An only slightly painful feeling 
goes through my nerves when my elbow 
drops to the edge of my sister’s bed. 

An intense physical feeling of doubt 
shakes me, as loud thoughts pulse around 
my empty skull. Make it right. Make it 
even. Make everything balanced. Make it 
okay. I tug the towel for a second longer 
and the hook releases it as it falls into 
my hand. Everything seems to be on 
the edge, teetering, as every breath feels 
consequential. I fi nd myself paralyzed for 
a minute. The worry fl ows through my 
veins and before even thinking of moving 
my arm, it shoots backward, banging right 
into the head of the bed, just where it hit a 
second earlier. A shot of pain, worse than 

the fi rst, extends throughout my arm, yet 
I breathe out a sigh of relief. My arm is 
numb and so is my brain, overwhelmed by 
the overload of emotion. 

I step back, hugging the towel tightly to 
my chest. A moment later, after carefully 
tip-toeing out of the area, l head towards 
the door to the hall. I can’t quite describe 
the emptiness convoluted by persistent 
worry, even if it is less than before, as a 
feeling of “relief.”

My heart still beats faster than normal, 
as I rush to fi t through the slit opening 
left of the half-open door. With the back 
of my shoulder, I push it further open 
with two swift bumps into the hardwood. 
Looking down, I can see my feet crossing 
the barrier between a fl oor that requires 
stress and another of line-less heaven, also 
known as the carpeted hallway. 

“I begin to open my 
mouth and ask the 
question I have to ask 
her every morning, af-
ternoon, evening, and 
every time in between, 
just to feel like every-
thing might be ok.“
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deeper into her. Her warmth seeps into me, as 
the comfy T-shirt she is wearing caresses my 
cheek. I am reluctant to speak, afraid to ruin the 
mood as my sore throat continues to itch.

She moves to kiss me on my head while I 
stare out into our backyard through the window. 
It is gorgeous out; the bright blue sky, the sun 
shining on green blades of grass still covered 
in dew, and most beautiful of all, the budding 
trees hanging over our fences. My breathing 
slows in her arms. 

I hold onto the comfort even if I can begin to 
recognize the sensation of instability return and 
grow. Sometimes it is just an intense emotion, 
the need for certainty in those around me as 
everything, without warning, begins to feel 
off. It feels like I exist in a world where fragile 
strings hold everything up and I only can see 
the way those strings shake and threaten to 
surrender to gravity. I can’t help but do anything 
that can make me feel less of its pressure.

Other times, when it isn’t just a pure feeling, 
it’s thoughts - although most of the time it’s 
both. Either way it is incredibly crippling. I feel 
the anxiety and the worries start. I worry about 
why everything feels wrong. I worry about 
what I might have done to cause this, what I 
can do to fi x this, even if it is just a simple, 
“Is everything okay? Do you still love me?” 
repeated again and again. Or maybe it is to 
touch something an even amount of times or 
clean my hands four times. Even if it is “yes,” 
or done correctly, I still worry. Am I sick? Did 
I clean my hands right? I didn’t do it right. Is 
that even? Did I press that button twice? I need 
to do it again. 

I know it sounds stupid, that it doesn’t make 
any logical sense. That people might look at me 
weirdly as I pump the soap multiple times or 
hover over a surface deciding where or how to 
touch it. There are times I hate myself for it. 
But I can’t not do things this way.

I begin to open my mouth and ask the 
question I have to ask her every morning, 
afternoon, evening, and every time in between, 
just to feel like everything might be ok.

She speaks before I can even mouth the 
question caught on my tongue,

“Yes, I do love you.”
Surprise, then an indescribable comfort hugs 

my heart. If that is even possible, I lean deeper 
into her and smile genuinely. My eyes linger 
on the green spring oasis that lies outside the 
window. The heat produced by the rays of the 
sun cuts through the glass and illuminates the 
room and I can feel it begin to melt away some 
of the weight I feel.   

“Yes, I am sure,” she fi nishes. ☐

Poetry

My Mother Sings a 
Bharatiyaar Song

Niveditha K Prasad

My mother sings a Bharatiyaar* song

Staccato, imperfect but less sharp

than the clang of the plates she washes.

She forgets the words, she pauses.

Her ankle clicks as she shifts

to re-read the yellowing anthology

from the green trunk box of her memory,

hidden among the memorabilia of

her youth. Skirts and ribbons and blouses,

stacks of Tughlak. Her father’s storytelling voices

mimicking the Mahabharata’s horses.

She shifts again — the cooker has whistled thrice.

The trunk box may be visited again, although

its green had greyed, like she had aged.

I know the words

and I sing badly

(but hum a little better).

They say I look like her.

*Subramania Bharati or Bharatiyaar was one of the greatest 

Tamil poets and an important fi gure of 20th century Indian 

literature.
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I
n today’s digital age, maintaining 
a perfect social media presence 
has become a crucial aspect of 
our daily lives. The pressure to 
appear fl awless and constantly 

engaged in fascinating activities can 
be overwhelming. But let’s be honest, 
who really has the time or energy for 
actual hobbies, interests, or meaningful 
experiences when we’re all juggling busy 
schedules and endless responsibilities? 
Fear not, dear reader, for we have devised 
the ultimate solution to your social media 

Master the Art of the Selfi e

First things fi rst, you need a profi le picture 
that screams “I woke up like this.” Spend 
hours perfecting the angle, lighting, and 
fi lter until your face looks like it’s been 
Photoshopped by the gods themselves. 
Use apps that smooth out every fl aw, 
enhance your features, and add a glow 
that suggests you’ve just returned from a 
two-week spa retreat. Don’t forget to add 
a touch of natural-looking makeup for that 
extra fl awless fi nish. Actual visits to the 
spa are optional (and unnecessary).

woes. Here is your comprehensive guide 
to crafting an enviably curated life on 
social media, designed to make you look 
effortlessly glamorous and endlessly 
interesting—all without lifting a fi nger 
or breaking a sweat. Whether you’re 
a busy professional, a tired parent, or 
simply someone who prefers binge-
watching shows over engaging in real-
life adventures, this guide will provide 
you with all the tips and tricks you need 
to create the perfect online persona with 
minimal effort.

Commentary

Effortlessly Perfect
Faking It on Social Media 

Eric N. Patel
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Curate a Faux-Interesting Hobby

Next, select a hobby that makes you look 
cultured and interesting. Photography is a 
classic choice. All you need is a borrowed 
camera and a few artsy shots taken by your 
friend who actually knows how to use it. 
You can also download high-quality images 
from free stock photo websites to diversify 
your portfolio. Post these with pretentious 
captions like, “Finding beauty in the 
mundane #StreetPhotography.” 

Winning with Food Porn

To appear as a connoisseur of fi ne dining, 
snap pictures of delicious meals. This 
can be easily achieved by stealing high-
resolution photos from restaurant websites 
or using stock images. If you want to get 
more creative, take photos of someone else’s 
meal at a fancy restaurant. Make sure to 
add hashtags like #Foodie, #Gourmet, and 
#ChefLife. Who cares if you’re actually 
eating instant noodles off-camera? 

Travel Without Leaving Your Couch

Why spend money on plane tickets when 
you can travel the world from your living 
room? Download stunning travel photos 
from the internet, preferably ones that don’t 
scream “stock image,” and post them with 
vague captions: “Lost in the magic of Paris 
#Wanderlust.” To add an extra touch of 
authenticity, geo-tag your location to these 
exotic places. Don’t forget to occasionally 
check the weather in these locations to 
make your posts more believable. 

The Gym Selfi e Illusion

Fitness is a must for any perfect social 
media life. Simply take a gym selfi e in 
workout clothes—no need to actually 
break a sweat. Better yet, use an old 
photo from that one time you visited the 
gym. For added authenticity, borrow a 
friend’s picture and use it strategically. 
Caption it with motivational quotes about 
pushing limits and achieving goals, 
and watch the likes roll in. 

Inspirational Quotes and Life Advice

To appear wise and thoughtful, regularly 
post inspirational quotes. Find a website 
that generates these automatically, or 
repurpose quotes from famous thinkers. 
Pair these with a serene landscape photo 
for maximum impact. Mix in a few quotes 
from obscure authors to make yourself 
seem even more intellectual. Your 
followers will think you spend your days 
contemplating life’s deepest mysteries.

Faking Friendships and Social Events

Who needs friends when you have 
social media? Post group selfi es from 
old gatherings or Photoshop yourself 
into crowded scenes. Tag random 
acquaintances who won’t mind the sudden 
attention. If you’re feeling bold, you can 
even use photos from public events and 
tag yourself in them. Use captions like, 
“Another amazing night with the best 
people #SquadGoals,” to maintain the 
illusion of a vibrant social life. 

The Art of the Humblebrag

A truly curated life isn’t complete without 
a few humblebrags. Share achievements, 
real or imagined, with just the right 
amount of modesty. “I can’t believe I 
was invited to speak at this conference. 
Feeling so grateful for this opportunity! 
#Blessed.” Make sure to include a photo 
of yourself in a professional setting to 
add credibility. This keeps your followers 
both impressed and envious. 

Pet Photos for the Win

If you don’t have a pet, borrow one for a 
photo session. Pets, especially adorable 
puppies and kittens, are surefi re ways to 
gain likes and followers. Post frequently 
with captions like, “My fur baby is the 
cutest! #PetLove.” To keep the content 
fresh, consider featuring different animals 
from local shelters. The occasional post 
about rescuing stray animals adds a 
philanthropic touch to your online persona.

Maintain the Illusion

Consistency is key. Regularly update your 
social media with new fake adventures, 
photoshopped images, and borrowed 
quotes. Engage with your followers by 
liking and commenting on their posts. 
Occasionally share behind-the-scenes 
“authentic” moments to add a layer of 
relatability. Remember, the goal is to 
maintain the illusion of a perfect life, even 
if it’s all smoke and mirrors. 

With these foolproof steps, you can 
cultivate a perfectly curated life 

on social media without the hassle of 
actually living it. Imagine the ease and 

convenience of projecting a glamorous, 
adventurous, and enviable life to your 
followers, all from the comfort of your own 
home. There’s no need to spend countless 
hours honing new skills, embarking on 
real-life adventures, or even leaving your 
couch. Instead, you can strategically post 
stunning photos, inspirational quotes, and 
seemingly candid moments that paint a 
picture of perfection.

So sit back, relax, and watch as your 
follower count grows and your digital 
persona becomes the envy of all. Your 
friends, acquaintances, and even strangers 
will marvel at your seemingly effortless 
ability to balance work, play, and self-care. 
They’ll be left wondering how you manage 
to travel to exotic locations, maintain a 
chic and stylish wardrobe, and stay on top 
of the latest trends and happenings—all 
while juggling your daily responsibilities.

Because in the world of social media, 
reality is optional, and perfection is 
just a few fi lters away. With the right 
angles, lighting, and a touch of digital 
enhancement, you can transform the 
most mundane aspects of your life into 
something extraordinary. That quick 
breakfast you had this morning? It can 
become a gourmet feast with the right 
hashtag and a well-chosen fi lter. Your 
casual weekend stroll in the park? Frame it 
just right, and it looks like a serene retreat 
in nature’s paradise.

And let’s not forget the power of 
strategic tagging and location check-ins. 
Even if you’re simply lounging in your 
living room, you can geo-tag glamorous 
locations and give the impression of a jet-
setting lifestyle. Post throwback photos 
with nostalgic captions that hint at your 
adventurous past, even if those adventures 
are largely fi ctional. Engage with your 
audience by responding to comments 
and liking their posts, creating a sense of 
community and connection without the 
need for actual social interaction.

In this curated reality, you are the star of 
your own show, the hero of your narrative. 
Your followers will eagerly anticipate 
your next post, your next story, your next 
carefully crafted glimpse into your “life.” 
And you, my dear reader, will revel in the 
ease and simplicity of maintaining this 
illusion, knowing that true perfection is 
just a click away. So embrace these tips, 
perfect your online persona, and let the 
digital adoration pour in. After all, in the 
age of social media, you don’t have to live 
a perfect life to look like you do. ☐ 

“In this curated rea- 
lity, you are the star 
of your own show.”
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I’m stuck in morning traffi c,
and I am just about to 

lose my composure, since I’m
already running late.

I’m trying to keep calm, 
which is not an easy thing, 

as the damn congestion moves at
an almost stagnant rate. 

The moron next to me keeps
on changing lanes and slams
almost into my rear side, like

he’s positively blind.

I’m usually a mild-mannered,
even-tempered person,
but when I see an idiot

like this, I lose my mind.

I honk my horn like crazy,
and shout and gesture wildly,
and pour out all my pent-up 

frustration on the jerk.

The prick responds by laughing
and giving me the fi nger,
and now I feel as if I’m 
about to go berserk.

The Light Side

Road Rage
Heimir Steinarsson

Illustration: passionart / Adobe Stock
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