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The Mother of all living

By Ken Nickels

Gunther had a brilliant idea. Take all the crap that’s in the attic and put it in the basement. Then when May comes, take all of that and put it in the garage and have a garage sale. His wife, Stella, had a different idea. Take the Smith and Wesson .38 out from the safe, load it, and fire it straight up into the sky all but one from the carousel and wait for the damage to come back. If not a pebble on the garden then a piercing of the skin of the river or a random attack on the cornfield the other side of the main road. But if she heard a tapping on any nearby roof then she would grant herself one point. If she got five points then Stella would take the remaining shell and turn it around to close the shortest of all possible distances, hand to head. There are a lot of things one can do on a cul-de-sac in the depths of January if you live up in Thunder Bay, mainly because people stay inside. And secondly, and most of all conveniently, the thermometer never climbs above minus two. She could lay herself down on a mound of corn silk if things got tough. It would be another two months before she thawed out. Then the wolves would come out to take what they want and she would be discovered in the corn. Part of her, anyway. Such a silly game, the odds of scoring even one point were as remote as Thunder Bay itself.

But there was really no need for such drama. Gunther didn’t beat her or treat her poorly. He didn’t smell bad or curse. She loved him. He didn’t make fun of her frequent new ideas, like candle making. “Candles,” she had said. “Why shouldn’t we make our own candles? What do we need Chinese candles for? They put them on a boat and ship them over here. I don’t see the point of it. It can’t be that hard.” When she had nearly burned down the garage after mixing too much stearic acid into the wax cooker, he said only: “Should have read the manual, dear.”

Or feng shui. This she got from a send away course. For two weeks Stella moved furniture around, trying to achieve chi. This promised to keep her busy for a good while because chi is so hard to master and there was an extraordinary amount of furniture in the house to work with.


Gunther had a name as a hunter and guide by profession. He made his own bullets, holding steady amongst the locals who know nothing of yin and yang. If such a thing existed they’d probably track it down and kill it. But Gunther put an end to feng shui one late night when he went down into the basement to make some shells. Later when he came up the stairs he walked right into the back of an armoire and fell back down.

His inventive Stella, keeper and tosser of cookbooks, founder of The Groovers, a club she created in high school of which she was the only member. Stella, whose neck curved so delicately and perfect, he imagined it might crack off one day without him around to protect her. They both had come into the present, but the hours were long now, tedious and incomplete, and this bothered Stella more and more. How to break out of this bleak and weary winter?

Tonight Gunther scrapes the last of a baked potato from a crooked green plate that Stella crafted during her stoneware class last month. He wipes his lips and gives her a wink. “What’s for desert, Hon?” But he can see that she’s changed somehow. Her shoulders are straight back and her fingers are fidgeting.

 “Trash,” she says, forming the word carefully.


“What do you mean?” he said with a smile. “This ain’t so bad.” He thought she was talking about the dinner.

Stella reached behind her ear and produced a cigarette, slowly, like a magic trick. She lit it with a match, and then put it out dramatically with her wrist in three long shakes. “That’s where I found these,” she said. “In the trash.”

“Stella, you can never smoke enough of those for your habit. I told you. They were in the trash because I put them there and that’s where they belong.”

“Well I dug them out again.”

Gunther shook his head. “I should have put them in the river. What would you have done then?”

“I’ll put you in the river, my dear,” she said.

“I should have burned them.”

“I’ll get more.”

“C’mon, now. Hand ‘em over. It’s quittin’ time.”

After a moment she said, “Oh, all right. Here. Take them. There’s nothing to do here. I can’t stand it.”

“I told you. Come out with Bill and Gladys and me. I’m taking them down through the boundary.”

“And do what? Kill things?”

“There’s nothing to hunt,” he said. “We’re going ice fishing. Anyhow, I told you before. You don’t have to shoot anything if you don’t want to. You can drive the truck. You can make those shish kabob things or the little sandwiches everyone likes. You and Gladys can talk. She likes you and she’s always asking about you.”

“I don’t want any of that.” she said, petulantly. “All she talks about is Jay and Julia, and how great they’re doing in school.”

“So what are you going to do? Stay here and smoke?”

“No. I have some other ideas and never you mind.”

“You used to like hunting.”

“I never liked it. I despise it.”

“You liked it. You cooked the venison.”

“Well no more. And I won’t eat one more piece of meat. No more death. You’ll see. Only green things like cabbages and sprouts from now on. And only certain brown things too, like cigarettes, which I may or may not smoke according to my mood.”

“I don’t like the sound of that,” Gunther said, doubtfully.

“Do things need to die just so we can live? Just so we can breathe?”

“I don’t like it when you get like this. Maybe we could…I don’t know. Maybe we could go away when I get back, just you and me. Go some place warm like we used to?”

“It just seems so terribly pointless. So exhausting, living like this,” she said, putting her cigarette out. “Why didn’t God take me before?”

Gunther took her hand. “I can’t bear to hear you talk like this.” Then in a one-shot burst of eloquence he said: “Stella, things happen for a reason. You said it yourself. You said we might not have everything in this world, but we can have something. Well this is something.”

“Yes, I know I said that. But it was foolish. What else could I say? When you don’t know what you want then all you can want is something.”

“But now you know. It’s just that—”

“It’s just that I can’t have it, can I?” She shook her head and tapped her fingers on the table. “It’s not your fault,” she said finally. Then got up from the table and kissed the top of his head. “Turn out the lights when you’re through, will you?”

After a moment he lifted his head and called up. “So are you coming with us?”

No answer coming from the bedroom. Door closed.

Gunther recognized the dull look in her eyes. He’d seen it before and it always broke his heart. Maybe she was right. Were their lives as pointless as the killing and the eating and the waking and sleeping? She wanted a child to raise and a family to need her in return. But all she had was a ruddy haired fellow who was poor, and a uterus that was lazy and delinquent. He carried the plate he was eating from over to the sink and ran the water. Then he washed the plate and dried it. It had white speckles all around the rim which Stella had somehow put on amidst the green. He didn’t know how, but the dish made him smile in spite of himself. Gunther admired it for a moment. Then he put it gently back in the cupboard and turned out the light.
The following evening with Gunther away, Stella Bernhardt from Jasper Street set up four chairs around an old table in the back room and waited for her guests to arrive. A solitary candle lit the room from the corner according to the instructions of the women of Oba. Coming all the way from Red Rock with tongue and instruments they would begin the process of healing Stella’s wounds, the repair to which she had all but given up conventional hope.

They came on foot out of the cornfield as if from nowhere, and entered the house silently through the front door which Stella left unlocked. They shuffled along in the darkness to the end of the hallway where they expected Stella to be. Candlelight through a crack in the door led the way.

“I’m in here,” Stella called out. 


Three women in hooded robes entered. Kern, the elder, tall and thin, mouthed the names of her companions Heratin and Schoo, who did not speak. They kept their hands inside their robes and their heads within their hoods. Their eyes met Stella’s almost to the point of contact then fell away demurely. They were young girls with the pallor of winter upon their faces, their flesh firm and pink. Kern, with her thin lips and breath still vaporous from the cold seemed to struggle with simple movements. The vague odor of velvet and Valerian came up from her, repellant, and the veins and rust color of what showed of her fingers made Stella recoil. Already she doubted the wisdom of this meeting. Part of her—the defeated part—compelled her to remember the outcome of every hobby she had ever attempted but did not complete, every resolution that came back to her after the inevitable failure. Her dreams dissipated midway through, becoming inert without ever taking root inside her. What was the point in starting anything new? What is the point of dreaming if you if you wake too soon? 

She turned away with a shiver to fetch the candle from the ledge while the woman’s voice continued at her back, a lilting drawl. “Let us begin soon,” she said.

And the three of them sat down.

“You will bring the wine,” she said to Stella, “as we discussed. We must not be disturbed.”

Stella nodded and left to get the spirits for the séance. As she locked the front door wisps of chimney smoke from nearby houses passed into the sky in the cold night air. A wolf howled somewhere close by but no one peeked out to see. She closed the shutters one by one, making the house on Jasper Street disappear into the night like termites in to wood. She felt her way back down the hall to the ceremony with the sweet wine, no benefit of light. Every night for the last three years she slipped along, preparing, and measuring, planning for the day when the room would become a nursery for her child. The woman took the candle to illuminate the book which she had brought to read from. 

“It is said that Lilith bore the insult of the rib placed in a template of pure dust for Eve, that woman be made of filth and sediment and only at the rapist’s demands.”

“Let us be drunk.” And they drank.


Continuing, the crone said: “What was cut from Adam is a mockery of our divinity. We shall correct this tonight.”

Heratin and Schoo held each other’s hands with eyes closed.

Stella listened, hopeful.

“If a Lord who is a Lord be divine, what gives He inducements to take away the children we produce upon the Red Sea?” She spewed out these these words like oil: “Does He disapprove of the new fathers?” The crone spit her vile saliva upon the table. “Of course he does. But we do not. I say to you, behold the dissertation of Empusae. He is no God, but then what is a God if He let man be a murderer of the mother of a hundred children born of ecstasy without His approval. How long can man be corrupt? We will see tonight,” she said, into the room with eyes shut tightly. “Every expression you may have on your face shall be stretched over your skin and bone, your muscle and tissue. Because beauty exists for Man’s sake only. And the woman thus created breeds contempt and disgust in anyone without a womb. That means your husband too, my dear.”

The girls nodded in accord.


Kern drew a wide circle on the table with a hunk of charcoal. The room became silent as she dissected the circle into four quarters. 

Stella poured more wine into the glasses.


“I will add the blood of Lilith into your womb.”

Stella said: “Yes, I see the truth of it.”

 Kern emptied a vial of brown liquid into Stella’s glass. “Let us drink,” she said. After the drink warmed her stomach they formed a circle of connected hands at the table.

“Did you prepare the bed, my dear?”


“It’s clean and bare,” Stella said, “like you said.”

“Don’t worry. You shall have a hundred children. In twenty-eight days you will feel no pain and there will be no blood. It will be just another ordinary day, except that you will realize your place from above as set apart from the species that will fuck anything, male or female, goat or dog. Know that Adam himself would deny you the fertility you desire. But he has no voice here. I will give you one hundred children for each and every day you live from this day on. Can you imagine? Let us drink.”


And they drank.


“You will be delivered from your barren vessel into a flower of true creation. Is this something that you desire?”

“It’s all that I want. There is nothing left for me in this world anymore. Doctors cannot help me.”


“Doctors!” Kern spat out the word.

Heratin and Schoo held each other’s hands, trembling.

“Doctors have no business near the life in a womb. We will be your midwives. Is this what you want?”

“I feel funny. What are you doing to me?”

“You are being prepared. Please drink.”


Stella finished the wine in her glass. “I’m so sleepy,” said Stella, from behind droopy lids.

“Yes,” the crone said. “A little more. Read from here.”

 “Behold the Goddess of rain, the Siamese twin, the duality that is in every Gnostic. Each has two heads and two sexes. One on each side of the face, each an ignorant thing. The Goddess shall return to murder all six husbands where the blood is traced to the threshold of the temple. The ritual shall be in accordance with revenge against Asmodeus and shall continue night upon night until every owl and jackal and rabbit is chased into the desert to meet its death.

“What does this mean?” Stella said.


“Please continue,” said Kern, as she scratched the letters of the name of Stella’s husband in letters of charcoal upon the wooden table.

“I’m afraid,” Stella said.


“Read, I said. Just a little longer,” Kern said. “Then you can rest in your bed. Give me your hand, child. I will show you what a doctor cannot do.”

But Stella’s shoulders drew back from the table. “No, please. I’m afraid,” she said.

The witch grasped her hand tightly. “Before you leave this world you must hear the lilim from my children.”


“I don’t want to hear it.”


But the nymphs fell upon Stella, stuffing a rag in her mouth while the old witch Kern seized her hand and chopped it off with a clever. The reckless blade came up and drew an arc that came at Stella’s face on the very next stroke. Too shocked and drugged to dodge the blow Stella could only turn her head to the side before the swift blade sliced off her ear. It fell on the table making a flat fleshy sound. The strength of the witch took everyone by surprise and before Stella could get away the hatchet came back down to hack off her other hand. Guttural sounds of effort came from Kern’s lips as she struggled and pulled against the tendons. When it finally snapped free she held the severed limb up in the dim light and regarded it for a moment. With her presence of mind wasting into delirium Stella rose from the butcher’s table.


Her last thought before they slammed her down onto her back: I will never have a child. No one will suck my breast.

Now defenseless, she could only issue a pathetic scream as her feet were brought up and held by the vicious old bitch while Heratin and Schoo disrobed and came upon her. She was tricked, a fool once again. Worse, a piece of meat. She bled in mute agony as the dilettantes fondled her face and braided the greasy strands of her hair with their small hands. From a distance of centuries Stella barely distinguished the rapt faces as they came at her. Without tongue or tooth, without color in their eyes, they moved in, their hearts pumping furiously. They ran their hands over Stella, caressing what was left of her. Then their lips drew back to reveal sickening holes, yawning caverns with slack dreadful purpose.


“The rib is ours.” And with that Kern shut the book and left the room, leaving her students to toil in darkness without speech or tool.


Amen.
Ending No. 1


Kern sat down on the Bernhardt’s couch to relax. Her work was done. She lit a cigarette from a pack that Stella had left on the table, exhaling into the quiet. She picked up a magazine that was lying there and put her feet up. Flipping through the articles she saw suggestions on getting the respect you deserve in the boardroom, recipes for sparkling sex, and how to tell your man what you really want in bed. How to have it all. And on every other page a picture of something sweet made from stawberries and cream that can be cooked up in any woman’s kitchen.
. 
Ending No. 2


Kern sat down on the Bernhardt’s couch to relax. Her work was done. She lit a cigarette from a pack that Stella had left on the table, exhaling into the quiet. She picked up a magazine that was lying there and put her feet up. Flipping through the articles she saw suggestions on getting the respect you deserve in the boardroom, recipes for sparkling sex, and how to tell your man what you really want in bed. How to have it all. And on every other page a picture of something sweet made from stawberries and cream that can be cooked up in any woman’s kitchen.


Such lies. The only thing guaranteed the living is fear bred from want and desire. Without hunger there would be peace in the world. We have demonstrated this tonight. And when tomorrow comes and the husband returns we shall demonstrate it again. He will be hungry and weak but my children will be strong. It shall be a mercy killing.

Now all was silent and the room was cold. Kern slept. Her children had gone upstairs to lie down on the bed Stella had prepared. The smell of blood followed them as it rose up from the floorboards and drifted throughout the house. Freshly leaden, the glistening pools dripped into the cracks before clotting into black. The pungent wasted odor spread into the air vents and down to the furnace. It fused with the wallpaper in the kitchen, it settled into the fibers of the worn Oriental rug beneath Kern’s feet, and it flew up the chimney alongside the last embers of the fire and made its way steadily across Jasper Street. Now part of the world it spread past the cornfield and the creek and along the stitches of the trees in Gratton Woods.


Kern’s stomach was empty. No need for food. Oba had seen to that. Her sleep came from work alone and from devotion to scripture.
The ticking of the clock on the mantle kept time for nearly two hours until her slumber was interrupted by a sound at the door.

She sat up quickly, eyes wide. She listened. Then she made out the figures in the room, Heratin and Schoo, their bodies trembling, their eyes darting and fearful. She rose silently and whispered. “Did you hear him? Is it him?”

Yes, it is him. 

“Stay here,” she said, and slid down the hall to the kitchen where the knives were. 
Below the window the driveway sat empty with no car or truck. Listening intently for sounds from within the house she drew two small knives from the drawer. She gave one each to her children and sent them upstairs to hide.


The husband could not be this clever. But we will see.


In her bony hand the cleaver swung poised to strike as she pressed her ear against the front door. She couldn’t help but let a moan escape from her throat. She heard his quick short puffs of breath, laboring in the cold. Then he leapt off of the porch and ran towards the back of the house. What is he up to, this hunter?

In the back of the house, on either side of the back door, were two narrow windows with curtains drawn in the yellow color of the kitchen. Slowly Kern peeled one side back to look out, careful not to fog the glass with her breath. Nothing but blackness. Yet she strained hard to see something, anything. After a few moments her eyes adjusted. Suddenly a jolt of fear ran through her body as a figure appeared in the window, looking back at her. She caught a glimpse of the size of it. Its head loomed twice as big as hers. Its tongue tucked neatly behind the glistening canine teeth. It was a wolf, and its eyes  strangely human eyes. What are you looking at? She thought. What do you want? It snarled and would not look away. It had found what it wanted. In retaliation she growled at the wolf. The two adversaries regarded each other in the window and neither broke their stare until the hound brought up his huge paw to strike the glass, startling Kern with its audacity. With the cleaver still clutched in her hand she rose quickly and waited for the wolf to make its move. Let it come. She would cut its head off. 

But suddenly the wolf turned away as if distracted by something in the distance. With a dizzy horror Kern knew what. It was the clattering on the roof of the porch, just outside the bedroom. Her jaw clenched tightly and her eyes burned.


The wolf ran off to join the others, the thick pack that had ambled up onto the gable to get to the bedroom window. The sound was deafening as the beasts forced their way inside, pouring into the dark room and cutting themselves on the shards of glass. Rat like in number they screamed in their delirium as they stepped all over themselves to get at the young limbs and the pumping veins and the especially the heart. Oh, yes, they knew exactly what they wanted.


Inside the din Kern thought she heard the ripping of the tender skin, the crunching of her children’s bones. Every single bit of the obscene offense. Everything, of course, but their screams.


Kern fled the Bernhardt’s house out the front door into the night. She made it as far as the detour sign at the end of the block before her robe was torn from her, before the wolves laid her stomach bare, before they saw the scar that stretched across what was once her abdomen. Repulsed at the hollow gut, the pack simply pulled her ninety pound body by neck and foot until it came apart in the middle. Three gray wolves dragged her legs into the cornfield. The rest of the pack paraded her up and down Jasper Street. And as wolves are wont to do they sniffed the sky for more.
