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MESSAGE IN A BOTTLE

WHATCHA DOING, KAMIA? I peer down at the chubby-fingered kid who has dug her brown toes into the sand of the beach. I try to look relaxed, indulgent. Shes only a child, about four years old, though that outsize head shes got looks strangely adult. It bobs around on her neck as her muscles fight for control. The adoption centre told Babette and Sunil that their new daughter had checked out perfectly healthy otherwise.

Kamla squints back up at me. She gravely considers my question, then holds her hand out, palm up, and opens it like an origami puzzle box. Im finding shells, she says. The shell she proffers has a tiny hermit crab sticking out of it. Its delicate body has been crushed like a ball of paper in her tight fist. The crab is most unequivocally dead.

Ive managed to live a good many decades as an adult without having children in my life. I dont hate them, though I know that every childless person is supposed to say that so as not to be pecked to death by the righteous breeders of the flock. But I truly dont hate children. I just dont understand them. They seem like another species. Ill help a lost child find a parent, or give a boost to a little body struggling to get a drink from a water fountainsame as Id do for a puppy or a kittenbut Ive never had the urge to be a father. My home is also my studio, and its a warren of tangled cables, jury-rigged networked computers, and piles of books about as stable as playing-card houses. Plus bins full of old newspaper clippings, bones of dead animals, rusted metal I picked up on the street, whatever. I dont throw anything away if it looks the least bit interesting. You never know when it might come in handy as part of an installation piece. The chaos has a certain nestlike comfort to it.

Gently, I take the dead hermit crab in its shell from Kamlas hand. She doesnt seem disturbed by my claiming her toy. Its wrong, she tells me in her lisping childs voice. Want to find more.

She begins to look around again, searching the sand. This is the other reason children creep me out. They dont yet grok that delicate, all-important boundary between the animate and inanimate. Its all one to them. Takes them a while to figure out that travelling from the land of the living to the land of the dead is a one-way trip. I drop the deceased crab from a shaking hand. No, Kamla, I say. Its time to go in for lunch now.

I reach for her little brown fist. She pulls it away from me and curls it tightly towards her chest. She frowns up at me with that enfranchised hauteur that is the province of kings and four-year-olds. She shakes her head. No, dont want lunch yet. Have to look for shells.

They say that play is the work of children. Kamla starts scurrying across the sand, intent on her task. But Im responsible to Kamlas mother, not to Kamla. I promised to watch the child for an hour while Babette prepared lunch. Babs and Sunil have looked tired, desperate and drawn for a while now. Since they adopted Kamla.

Theres still about twenty minutes left in my tenure as Kamlas sitter. Im counting every minute. I run after her. Shes already a good hundred yards away, stuffing shells down the front of her bright green bathing suit as quickly as she can. When I catch up with her, she wont come. Fifteen minutes left with her. Finally, I have to pick her up. Fish-slippery in my arms, she struggles, her black hair whipping across her face as she shakes her head, No! No! I haul her bodily back to the cottage, to Babette. By then, Kamla is loudly shrieking her distress, and the neighbours are watching from their quaint summer cottages. I dump Kamla into her mothers arms. Babettes expression as she takes the child blends frustration with concern. Kamla is prone to painful whiplash injuries.

Lunch consists of store-bought cornmeal muffins served with sausages cut into fingerjoint-sized pieces, and bright orange carrot sticks. The muffins have a sticky-fake sweetness. Rage forgotten, Kamla devours her meal with a contented, tuneless singing. She has slopped grape juice down the front of her bathing suit. She looks at me over the top of her cup. Its a calm, ancient gaze, and it unnerves me utterly.

Babette has slushed her grape juice and mine with vodka and lots of ice. Remember Purple Cows? she asks. How sick we got on them at Frosh Week in first year?

Whats Frosh Week? asks Kamla.

Its the first week of university, love. University is big peoples school.

Yes, I do know what a university is, pipes the child. Sometimes Kamla speaks in oddly complete sentences. But whats a frosh?

Its short for freshman, I tell her. Those are people going to university for the first time.

Oh. She returns to trying to stab her sausage chunks with a sharp spear of carrot. Over the top of her head, I smile vaguely at Babette. I sip at the awful drink, gulp down my carrot sticks and sausages. As soon as my plate is empty, I make my excuses. Babettes eyes look sad as she waves me goodbye from the kitchen table. Sunil is only able to come up to their summer cottage on weekends. When he does so, Babs tells me that he sleeps most of the weekend away, too exhausted from his job to talk much to her, or to play with Kamla on the beach.

On my way out the door, I stop to look back. Kamla is sitting in Babettes lap. Theres a purple Kamla-sized handprint on Babettes stained yellow T-shirt. Kamla is slurping down more grape juice. She doesnt look up as I leave.

When I reached the age where my friends were starting to spawn like frogs in springtimeor whenever the hell frogs spawnmy unwillingness to do the same became more of a problem. Out on a date once with Sula, a lissom giraffe of a woman with a tongue just as supple, I mentioned that I didnt intend to have kids.

She frowned. Had I ever seen her do that before? Really? she said. Dont you care about passing on your legacy?

You mean my surname?

She laughed uncomfortably. You know what I mean.

I really dont. Im not a king and Im never going to be rich. Im not going to leave behind much wealth for someone to inherit. Its not like Im building an empire.

She made a face as though someone had dropped a mouse in her butter churn. What are you going to do with your life, then?

Well, I chuckled, trying to make a joke of it, I guess Im going to go home and put a gun to my head, since Im clearly no use to myself or anyone else.

Now she looked like she was smelling something rotten. Oh, dont be morbid, she snapped.

Huh? Its morbid to not want kids?

No, its morbid to think your life has so little value that you might as well kill yourself.

Oh, come on, Sula!

Id raised my voice above the low-level chatter in the restaurant. The couple at the table closest to us glanced our way. I sighed and continued: My life has tons of value. I just happen to think it consists of more than my genetic material. Dont you?

I guess. But she pulled her hand away from mine. She fidgeted with her napkin in her lap. For the rest of dinner, she seemed distracted. She didnt meet my eye often, though we chatted pleasantly enough. I told her about this bunch of Sioux activists, how theyd been protesting against a university whose archaeology department had dug up one of their ancestral burial sites. Im Rosebud Sioux on my mums side. When the director of the department refused to reconsider, these guys had gone one night to the graveyard where his great-grandmother was buried. Theyd dug up her remains, laid out all the bones, labelled them with little tags. They did jail time, but the university returned their ancestors remains to the band council.

All Sula said was, Dont you think the living are more important?

That nights sex was great. Sula rode me hard and put me away wet. But she wouldnt stay the night. I curled into the damp spot when shed left, warming it with my heat. We saw each other two or three times after that, but the zing had gone out of it.

Babette and Sunil began talking about moving away from St. Johns, perhaps to Toronto. Kamla was about to move up a grade in school. Her parents hoped shed make new friends in a new school. Well, any friends, really. Kids tended to tease Kamla, call her names.

Babette found a job before Sunil did. She was offered a post teaching digital design at the Emily Carr Institute in Vancouver. Construction was booming there, so Sunil found work pretty easily afterwards. When she heard they were moving, Kamla threw many kinds of fits. She didnt want to leave the ocean. Sunil pointed out that there would be ocean in Vancouver. But Kamla stamped her foot. I want this ocean right here. Dont you understand?

Sunil and Babette had made their decision, though, and Kamla was just a kid. The whole family packed up kit and caboodle in a move that Babette later told me was the most tiring thing shed ever done.

On the phone, Babette tells me, A week after we got here, we took Kamla down to Wreck Beach. The seals come in real close to shore, you know? We thought shed love it.

Did she? I ask, only half-listening. Im thinking about my imminent date with Cecilia, who Ive been seeing for a few months now. She is lush and brown. I need both of my hands to hold one of her breasts, and when we spoon at night, her belly fits in my palm like a bowl of hot soup on a cold day.

You know what Kamla did? Babette asks, bringing me back from my jism-damp haze. I hear the inhale and tsp sound of someone smoking a cigarette. Babette has started smoking again during the move. She poked around in the sand for a few minutes, then she told us we were stupid and bad and she wasnt going to talk to us any more. Sulked the rest of the day, and wouldnt eat her dinner that night. Shes still sulking now, months later.

Thats another thing about kids; their single-mind-edness. They latch onto an idea like a bulldog at a rabbit hole, and before you know it, youre arranging your whole life around their likes and dislikes. Theyre supposed to be your insurance for the future; you know, to carry your name on, and shit? My mothers been after me to breed, but Im making my own legacy, thank you very much. A body of art I can point to and document. Im finally supporting myself sort of decently through a combination of exhibition fees, teaching and speaking gigs. I want to ask Cecilia to move in with me, but every time I come close to doing so, I hear Sulas words in my head: No children? Well, what are you going to do with yourself, then?

Greg? says Babettes voice through the telephone. You still there?

Yeah. Sorry. Mind wandering.

Im worried about Kamla.

Because shes upset about the move? Im sure shell come around. Shes making friends in school, isnt she?

Not really. The class bully has taken to calling her Baby Bobber. For the way her head moves.

I suppress a snort of laughter. Its not really funny. Poor kid.

But its not just that. Shes making our lives hell with this obsession for Bradleys Cove. But its not even that. Shes not growing, Greg.

You mean shes, like, emotionally immature? Or intellectually? I think, but am afraid to ask.

No, physically. We figure shes about eight, but shes not much bigger than a five-year-old.

Have you taken her to the doctor?

Yeah. Theyre running some tests.

Cecilia can jerry-rig a computer network together in a matter of minutes. We geekspeak at each other all the time. When were out in public, people fall silent in linguistic bafflement around us.

They say Kamlas fine, Babette tells me, and we should just put more protein in her diet.

Cecilia and I are going to go shopping for a new motherboard for her, then we were going to take blankets and pillows to the abandoned train out in the old rail yards and hump like bunnies till we both come screaming. Maybe shell wear those white stockings under her clothes. The sight of the gap of naked brown thigh between the tops of the stockings and her underwear always makes me hard.

Theres this protein drink for kids. Makes her pee bright yellow.

The other thing about becoming a parent? It becomes perfectly normal to discuss your childs excreta with anyone wholl sit still for five minutes. When we were in art school together, Babette used to talk about gigabytes, Cronenberg and posthumanism.

I can hear someone else ringing through on the line. Its probably Cecilia. I quickly reassure Babette and get her off the phone.

Kamla never does get over her obsession with the beach, and with shells. By the time she is nine, shes accumulated a librarys worth of reference disks with names like Molluscs of the Eastern Seaboard, and Seashells: Natures Wonder.

Kamla continues to grow slowly. At ten years old, people mistake her for a six-year-old. Sunil and Babette send her for test after test. None of the reports make sense. Shes got a full set of adult teeth, Babette tells me as we sit in a coffee shop on Churchill Square. And all the bones in her skull are fused.

That sounds dangerous, I say.

No, it happens to all of us once weve stopped growing. Her heads fully grown, even if the rest of her isnt. I guess thats something. You gonna eat those fries?

Babettes come home to visit relatives. Shes quit smoking, and shes six months pregnant. If shed waited two more months, the airline wouldnt have let her travel until the baby was born. Those symptoms of Kamlas, Babette tells me, theyre all part of the DGS.

The papers have dubbed it Delayed Growth Syndrome. Its official name is Diaz Syndrome, after the doctor who identified it. There are thousands of kids with Kamlas condition. Researchers have no clue whats causing it, or if the bodies of the kids with it will ever achieve full adulthood. Their brains, however, are way ahead of their bodies. All the kids whove tested positive for DGS are scarily smart.

Kamla seems to be healthy, Babette says. Physically, anyway. Its her emotional state Im worried about.

Im gonna have some dessert, I tell her. You want anything?

Yeah, something crunchy with meringue and caramel. I want it to be so sweet that the roof of my mouth tries to crawl away from it.

Cecilias doing tech support for somebodys office today. Weekend rates. My mums keeping an eye on our son Russ, whos two and a half. Yesterday we caught him scooping up ants into his mouth from an anthill hed found in the backyard. He was giggling at the way they tickled his tongue, chomping down on them as they scurried about. His mouth was full of anthill mud. He didnt even notice that he was being bitten until Cecilia and I asked him. Thats when he started crying in pain, and he was inconsolable for half an hour. I call him our creepy little alien child. We kinda had him by accident, me and Cecilia. She didnt want kids any more than I did, but when we found out she was pregnant, we both got  curious, I guess. Curious to see what this particular life adventure would be; how our small brown child might change a world that desperately needs some change. We sort of dared each other to go through with it, and now here we are. Babys not about changing anyones world but ours just yet, though. Weve both learned the real meaning of sleep deprivation. That morning when he was so constipated that trying to shit made him scream in pain, I called Babette in panic. Turns out poo and pee are really damned important, especially when youre responsible for the life of a small, helpless being that can barely do anything else. Russ gurgles with helpless laughter when I blow raspberries on his tummy. And theres a spot on his neck, just under his ear, that smells sweet, even when the rest of him is stinky. Hes a perfect specimen; all his bits are in proportion. I ask Babette what new thing is bothering her about her kid, if not the delayed growth.

She gets along fine with me and Sunil, you know? I feel like I can talk to her about anything. But she gets very frustrated with kids her age. She wants to play all these elaborate games, and some of them dont understand. Then she gets angry. She came stomping home from a friends place the other day and went straight to her room. When I looked in on her, she was sitting looking in her mirror. There were tears running down her cheeks. I bloody hate being a kid, she said to me. The other kids are stupid, and my hand-eye coordination sucks.

She said that her hand-eye coordination sucked? That sounds too 

Yeah, I know. Too grown up for a ten-year-old. She probably had to grow up quickly, being an adoptee.

You ever find out where she came from before you took her?

Babette shakes her head. Shes eaten all of her pavlova and half of my carrot cake.

It just so happens that I have a show opening at Eastern Edge while Babette and Sunil are in town. Excavations, I call it. It was Russs anthill escapade that gave me the idea. Ive trucked in about half a ton of dirt left over from a local archaeological dig. I wish I could have gotten it directly from Mexico, but you make do with what you have. I seeded the soil with the kinds of present-day historical artifacts that the researchers tossed aside in their zeal to get to the iconic past of the native peoples of the region: a rubber boot that had once belonged to a Mayan Zapatista from Chiapas; a large plastic jug that used to hold bleach, refitted as a bucket for a small child to tote water in; a scrap of hand-woven blanket with brown stains on it. People who enter the exhibition get basic excavation tools. When they pull something free of the soil, it triggers a story about the artifact on the monitors above.

Sunil is coming to the opening. Babette has decided to stay at her relatives place and nap. Six months along in her pregnancy, shes sleepy a lot. Im holding court in the gallery, Cecilia striding around the catwalk above me, doing a last check of all the connections, when Sunil walks in. Hes brought Kamla. She doesnt alarm me any more. Shes just a kid. As I watch her grow up, I get some idea of what Russs growing years will be like. In a way, shes his advance guard.

Kamla scurries in ahead of her dad, right up to me, her head wobbling as though her neck is a column of gelatin. She sticks out her hand. Hey, Greg, she says. Long time. Behind her, Sunil gives me a bashful smile. I reach down to shake the hand of what appears to be a six-year-old.

Uh, hey, I say. Okay, I lied a little bit. I still dont really know how to talk to kids.

This looks cool, she tells me, gazing around. What do we do? She squats down and starts sifting soil through her fingers.

Kamla, you mustnt touch the art, says Sunil.

Actually, its okay. Thats exactly what I want people to do.

Kamla flashes me a grateful glance. I give her a small spade, take her through the exhibition. She digs up artifact after artifact, watches the stories about them on the video displays, asks me questions. I get so caught up talking to her about my project that I forget how young she is. She seems really interested. Most of the other people are here because theyre friends of mine, or because its cool to be able to say that you went to an art opening last weekend. The gallery owner has to drag me away to be interviewed by the guy from Art(ext)/e. I grin at Kamla and leave her digging happily in the dirt.

While Im talking to the interviewer, Kamla comes running up to me, Sunil behind her, yelling, Kamla! Dont interrupt!

She ignores him, throws her mushroom-shaped body full tilt into my arms, and gives me a whole body hug. It was you! she says. It was you! Shes clutching something in one dirt-encrusted fist. The guy from Art(ext)/e kinda freezes up at the sight of Kamla. But he catches himself, pastes the smile back on, motions his camerawoman to take a picture.

Im so sorry, Sunil says. When she gets an idea in her head 

Yeah, I know. Whatd you find, chick? I ask Kamla.

She opens her palm to show me. Its a shell. I shake my head. Honestly? I barely remember putting that in there. Some of the artifacts are blanks that trigger no stories. The dig where I got it from used to be underwater a few centuries ago.

Its perfect! says Kamla, squeezing me hard.

Perfect like she isnt. Damn. Ive been looking everywhere for this! she tells me.

What, is it rare or something? I ask her.

She rears back in my arms so that she can look at me properly. You have no idea, she says. Im going to keep this so safe. Itll never get out of my sight again.

Kamla! scolds Sunil. That is part of Gregs exhibition. Its staying right here with him.

The dismay on Kamlas face would make a stone weep. Its obvious that it hadnt even occurred to her that I mightnt let her have the shell. Her eyes start to well up. Dont cry, I tell her. Its just an old shell. Of course you can take it.

You shouldnt indulge her, Sunil says. Youll spoil her.

I hitch Kamla up on my hip, on that bone adults have that seems tailor-made for cotching a childs butt on. Lets call it her reward for asking some really smart questions about the exhibition.

Sunil sighs. Kamlas practically glowing, shes so happy. My heart warms to her smile.

When the phone rings at my home many hours later, it takes me awhile to orient myself. Its 3:05 a.m. by the clock by our bedside. Hello? I mumble into the phone. I should have known better than to have that fifth whiskey at the opening. My mouth feels and tastes like the plains of the Serengeti, complete with lion spoor.

Greg? The person is whispering. Is this Greg?

Its a second or so before I recognise the voice. Kamla? Whats wrong? Is your mum okay?

Theyre fine. Everyones asleep.

Like you should be. Why the fuck are you calling me at this hour? I ask, forgetting that Im talking to a child. Something about Kamlas delivery makes it easy to forget.

Ive been on the Net. Listen, can you come get me? The storys about to break. Its all over YouTube already. Itll be on the morning news here in a few hours. Goddamned Miles. We told them he was always running his mouth off.

What? Told who? Kamla, whats going on?

Cecilia is awake beside me. Shes turned on the bedside lamp. Who? she mouths. I make my lips mime a soundless Kamla.

Its a long story, Kamla says. Please, can you just come get me? You need to know about this. And I need another adult to talk to, someone who isnt my caretaker.

Another adult? Okay, Ill be there soon.

Kamla gives me the address, and I hang up. I tell Cecilia whats going on.

You should just let her parents know that shes disturbed about something, she says. Maybe its another symptom of that DGS.

Ill talk to Babette and Sunil after Kamla tells me whats going on, I say. I promised her to hear her out first.

You sure thats wise? Shes a child, Greg. Probably she just had a nightmare.

Feeding our child has made Cecilias breasts sit lower on her rib cage. Her hips stretch out the nylon of her nightgown. Through the translucent fabric I can see the shadow of pubic hair and the valley that the curves of her thighs make. Her eyes are full of sleep, and her hair is a tousled mess, and shes so beautiful I could tumble her right now. But theres this frightened kid waiting to talk to me. I kiss Cecilia goodbye and promise to call her as soon as Ive learned more.

Kamlas waiting for me outside the house when I pull up in my car. The night air is a little chilly, and shes a lonely, shivering silhouette against the front door. She makes to come in the passenger side of the car, but I motion her around to my side. Were going to leave a note for your parents, I tell her. I have one already prepared. And were just going sit right here in the car and talk.

We can leave a note, she replies, but we have to be away from here long enough so you can hear the whole story. I cant have Sunil and Babette charging to the rescue right now.

Ive never heard her call her parents by their first names; Bab and Sunil arent into that kind of thing. Her face in her weirdly adult head looks calm, decisive. I find myself acquiescing. So I slip the note under the front door. It tells Babette and Sunil that Kamlas with me, that everythings all right. I leave them my cell phone number, though Im pretty sure that Babette already has it.

Kamla gets into the car. She quietly closes the door. We drive. I keep glancing over at her, but for a few minutes, she doesnt say anything. Im just about to ask her what was so urgent that she needed to pull a stunt like this when she says, Your installation had a certain antique brio to it, Greg. Really charming. My origI mean, I have a colleague whose particular interest is in the nascent identity politics as expressed by artists of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, and how that expression was the progenitor of current speciesism.

Kamla, have you been reading your mums theory books?

No, she replies. There was so much bitterness in that one word. Im just a freak. Your kids almost three, right?

Yeah.

In a blink of an eye, barely a decade from now, his body will be entering puberty. Hell start getting erections, having sexual thoughts.

I dont want to think about all that right now, I say. Im still too freaked that hes begun making poo-poo jokes. Kamla, is this the thing you wanted to tell me? Cause Im not getting it.

A decade from now, Ill have the body of a seven-year-old.

You cant know that. There arent any DGS kids whove reached their twenties yet.

I know. Im the oldest of them, by a few weeks. Another thing she cant know. But were all well past the age where normal children have achieved adolescence.

Goggling at her, I almost drive through a red light. I slam on the brakes. The car jolts to a halt. What? What kind of shit is that? Youre ten years old. A precocious ten, yes, but only ten.

Go in there. She points into the parking lot of a nearby grocery store. It wont be open for another three hours.

I pull into the lot and park, leave the engine running so we can have some heat in the car. If the cops come by and see us, I say, I could be in a lot of shit. Theyll think Im some degenerate Indian perv with a thing for little girls. Shit. I shouldnt be talking to a ten-year-old this way. Kamla always makes me forget. Its that big head, those big words.

DGS people do get abused, she tells me. She says people, not children. Just like real children do.

You are a real child!

She glares at me, then looks sad. She says, Sunil and Babette are going to have to move soon. Its so hard for me to keep up this pretence. Ive managed to smart-mouth so much at school and in our neighbourhood that its become uncomfortable to live there anymore.

My eyes have become accustomed enough to the dark that I can see the silent tears running down her cheeks. I want to hold her to me, to comfort her, but Im afraid of how that will look if the cops show up. Besides, Im getting the skin-crawly feeling that comes when you realise that someone with whom youve been making pleasant conversation is as mad as a hatter. Im taking you back home, I whisper. I start turning the key in the ignition.

Please! She puts a hand on my wrist. Greg, please hear me out. Ill make it quick. I just dont know how to convince you.

I take my hand off the key. Just tell me, I said. Whatever it is, your parents love you. You can work it out.

She leans back against the passenger side door and curls her knees up to her chest, a little ball of misery. Okay. Let me get it all out before you say anything else, all right?

All right.

They grew us from cells from our originals; ten of us per original. They used a viral injection technique to give each of us an extra-long tail on one of the strands of our DNA. You need more telomeres to slow down aging.

The scientific jargon exiting smoothly from the mouth of a child could have been comic. But I had goose bumps. She didnt appear to be repeating something shed memorised.

Each batch of ten yielded on average four viable blastocytes. They implanted those in womb donors. Two thirds of them took. Most of those went to full term and were delivered. Had to be C-section, of course. Our huge skulls presented too much of a risk for our birth mothers. We were usually four years old before we were strong enough to lift our own heads, and that was with a lot of physiotherapy. They treated us really well; best education, kept us fully informed from the start of what they wanted from us.

Which was? I whisper, terrified to hear the answer.

Wait. You said you would. She continues her story. Any of us could back out if we wanted to. Ours is a society that you would probably find strange, but we do have moral codes. Any of us who didnt want to make the journey could opt to undergo surgical procedures to correct some of the physical changes. Bones and muscles would lengthen, and they would reach puberty normally and thereafter age like regular people. Theyll never achieve full adult height, and therell always be something a little bit odd about their features, but it probably wont be so bad.

But a few of us were excited by the idea, the crazy, wonderful idea, and we decided to go through with it. They waited until we were age thirteen for us to confirm our decisions. In many cultures, that used to be the age when you were allowed to begin making adult decisions.

Youre ten, Kamla.

Im twenty-three, and my body wont start producing adult sex hormones for another fifty years. I wont attain my full growth till Im in my early hundreds. I can expect 

Youre delusional, I whisper.

Im from your future, she says. God. The childs been watching too many B-movies. She continues, They wanted to send us here and back as full adults, but do you have any idea what the freight costs would have been? The insurance. Arts grants are hard to get in my world, too. The gallery had to scale the budget way back.

Gallery?

National gallery. Hush. They sent small people instead. Clones of the originals, with their personalities superimposed onto our own. They sent back children who werent children.

I start the car. Im taking her back home right now. She needs help; therapy, or something. The skys beginning to brighten. She doesnt try to stop me this time. Glumly, she goes on. The weird thing is, even though this body isnt interested in adult sex, I remember what it was like, remember enjoying it. Its those implanted memories from my original.

Im edging past the speed limit in my hurry to get her back to her parents. I make myself slow down a little.

Those of us living in extremely conservative places are having a difficult time. We stay in touch with them by email and cell phone, but not all of us have access to the technology. Weve never been able to figure out what happened to Kemi. Some of us were never adopted, had to make our own way as street kids. Never old enough to be granted adult freedoms. So many lost. This fucking project better have been worth it.

I decide to keep her talking. What project, Kamla?

Its so hard to pretend you dont have an adult brain! Do you know what its like turning in schoolwork thats at a grade-five level, when we all have PhDs in our heads? We figured that one of us would crack, but we hoped itd be later, when wed reached what your world would consider the age of majority.

Were cruising past a newspaper box. I look through its plastic window to see the headline: IM FROM THE FUTURE, SAYS BOBBLE-HEADED BOY. Ah. One of our more erudite news organs.

Oh, Christ. They all have this delusion. All the DGS kids. Crazily, I find myself wondering whether Sunil and Babette can return Kamla to the adoption centre. And Im guiltily grateful that Russ, as far as we can tell, is normal.

Human beings, were becoming increasingly posthuman, Kamla says. Shes staring at the headline too. Things change so quickly. Total technological upheaval of society every five to eight years. Difficult to keep up, to connect amongst the generations. By the time your Russ is a teenager, you probably wont understand his world at all.

Shes hit on the thing that really scares me about kids. This brave new world that Cecelia and I are trying to make for our son? For the generations to follow us? We wont know how to live in it.

Kamla says, Art helps us know how to do change. Thats made it very valuable to us.

Thank heaven for that, I say. Maybe Id like your world.

She sits up in her seat, buckles herself in. Shit. I should have made her do that the minute she got in the car. I have one of those heart-in-the-mouth moments that I have often, now that Im a parent. In my world, she says, what you do would be obsolete. She sniggers a little. Video monitors! Id never seen a real one, only mini-beams disguised to mimic ancient tech. Weve all become anthropologists here in the past, as well as curators.

Wait; youre a what?

Im a curator, Greg. Im trying to tell you, our national gallery is having a giant retrospective; tens of thousands of works of art from all over the world, and all over the worlds history. They sent us back to retrieve some of the pieces that had been destroyed. Expensive enough to send living biomaterial back; they couldnt afford to send us forward too, back to our time. So were going to grow our way there. Those of us that survive.

There are more cars out on the road, more brakes squealing, more horns honking. Im not going to miss mass transit when I finally get home, she says. Your world stinks.

Yeah, it does. Were nearly to her parents place. From my side, I lock her door. Of course she notices. She just glances at the sound. She looks like shes being taken to her death.

I didnt know it until yesterday, she tells me, but it was you I came for. That installation.

And now the too-clever bloody child has me where I live. Even though I know its all air pie and Kamla is as nutty as a fruitcake, my hearts performing a tympanum of joy. My installations going to be in the retrospective? I ask. Even as the words come out of my mouth, Im embarrassed at how eager I sound, at how this little girl has dug her way into my psyche and found the thing which will make me respond to her.

She gasps and puts her hand to her mouth. Oh, Greg! Im so sorry; not you, the shell!

My heart suicides, the brief, hallucinatory hope dashed. The shell?

Yes. In the culture where I live, speciesism has become a defining concept through which we understand what it means to be human animals. Not every culture or subculture ascribes to it, but the art world of my culture certainly does. Shes got her teacher voice on again. She does sound like a bloody curator.

Human beings arent the only ones who make art, she says.

All right. Familiar territory. Okay, perhaps. Bower birds make pretty nests to attract a mate. Cetaceans sing to each other. But were the only ones who make art mean; who make it comment on our everyday reality.

From the corner of my eye, I see her shake her ugly head. No. We dont always know what theyre saying, we cant always know the reality on which theyre commenting. Who knows what a sea cucumber thinks of the conditions of its particular stretch of ocean floor?

A sea cucumber? Weve just turned onto her relatives street. Shell be out of my hands soon. Poor Babette.

Every shell is different, she says. My perverse brain instantly puts it to the tune of Every Sperm Is Sacred.

Every shell is a life journal, Kamla continues, made out of the very substance of its creator, and left as a record of what it thought, even if we cant understand exactly what it thought. Sometimes interpretation is a trap. Sometimes we need to simply observe.

And youve come all this way to take that  shell back? I can see it sticking out of the chest pocket of her fleece shirt.

Its difficult to explain to you, because you dont have the background, and I dont have the time to teach you. I specialise in shell formations. I mean, thats Vandas specialty. Shes the curator whose memories Im carrying. Of its kind, the mollusc that made this shell is a genius. The unique conformation of the whorls of its shell expresses a set of concepts that havent been explored before by the other artists of its species. After this one, all the others will draw on and riff off its expression of its world. Theyre the derivatives, but this is the original. In our world, it was lost.

Barmy. Loony. So how did you know that it even existed, then? Did the snail or slug that lived inside it take pictures or something? Ive descended into cruelty. Im still smarting that Kamla hasnt picked me, my work. My legacy doesnt get to go to the future.

She gives me a wry smile, as though she understands. I pull up outside the house, start leaning on the horn. The creature didnt take a picture, she shouts over the noise. You did.

Fuck, fuck, fuck. With my precious video camera. The shell wasnt an interactive part of the exhibition, but I recorded every artifact with which I seeded the soil that went onto the gallery floor. I didnt tell her that. But she knew.

She nods. Not all the tape survived, so we didnt know who had recorded it, or where the shell had come from. But we had an idea where the recording had come from.

Lights are coming on in the house. Kamla looks over there, sighs. I havent entirely convinced you, have I?

No, I say regretfully. But damn it, a part of me still hopes that its all true.

Theyre probably going to institutionalise me. All of us.

The door opens. Sunil is running out to the car, a gravid Babette following more slowly.

You have to help me, Greg. Please? Im going to outlive them all. I will get out. But in the meantime  She pulls the shell out of her pocket, offers it to me on her tiny palm. Please keep it safe for me?

She opens the car door. Its your ticket to the future, she says, and gets out of the car to greet her parents.

I lied. I fucking hate kids.


REPORT FROM
PLANET MIDNIGHT

IN 2009 I WAS A GUEST AUTHOR at the International Conference of the Fantastic in the Arts, which takes place each spring in Florida, USA. The conference theme that year was Race in the Literature of the Fantastic.  Other invited guests included Native American writer Owl Goingback, Chinese-American writer Laurence Yep, and Japanese science fiction scholar Takayuki Tatsumi. It was also the first year that more than a handful of the conference attendees were people of colour.

Id known since 2008 that I was going to be a Guest Author, and that I would have to speak to the conference theme during one the luncheons. And Id been dreading it. Talking about difference and marginalisation in active science fiction community is rarely easy.1 Although some of us are people of colour and some of us non-Western, the community is dominated by white, middle-class people from the more developed nations of the Western world. Many of us are of an egalitarian bent, at least in principle. We are an intelligent, opinionated, and outspoken bunch. Many of us are geeks. We know too much about too many things that other people dont care about. Many of us are socially awkward observers who often dont quite get the hang of mainstream status signalling vis--vis dress codes, slanguage, mating rituals, and material possessions. We are often ridiculed by people who do understand those complex codes. We have created an active, passionate community centred on our love for science fiction and fantasy and devoted to the principle that no one should be singled out for being different.

But principled does not de facto mean politicised. In practice, people in our community who try to talk about marginalisation are often seen as fomenting divisiveness. We become the problem. In this community, many of us will firmly call bullshit when we see it. But that doesnt mean that our analysis is always informed, rigorous, or honest. Many of us come from backgrounds of relative privilege that we dont perceive, and are ignorant of what daily life is like for those with less of that privilege (even keeping in mind that relative privilege is always contextual). Many of us dont think beyond simplistic analyses of power that ignore systemic power imbalances in order to lay the blame on the victim. Just as much as the mainstream world, we are hierarchical. We can be dazzled by fame. Some of us are the cool kids and some are not.

Im told that when I originally gave this speech, some of the academics in the audience were offended that I used my time at the podium to discuss what they saw as an issue from the fans and therefore beneath them. In 2009, one of the most far-reaching, paradigm-shifting (I fervently hope) community debates was burning up communications networks right beneath their noses, and they were proud of having been ignorant of it, and indignant that I would lump them in with fans.

Active fannish community not only constitutes a significant and enthusiastic portion of our audience for science fiction and fantasy in all media, it is the community that organises, for love of the genre, the many annual conventions throughout the SF/F world which bring together artists and audiences to celebrate, share, debate, and critique the narratives of social and technological evolution in science fiction and fantasy stories.

I love the science fiction community fiercely and I will call you to task if you ridicule it or dismiss it lightly. I have found friends, allies, and fellow travellers here, of many racial, class, and cultural backgrounds. I have found stories that entertained me, made me marvel, made me hopeful. But it is not a haven for the perfect meeting of like minds (thank heaven, because how dull would that be? Not to mention impossible). I speak not to belittle my community but to participate in it.

It is common for science fiction and fantasy writers, most of whom are white, to say that they dont write about people of colour because they dont know anything about us; or dont know what its like to live as a racialised person; or, perhaps more honestly, because they dont want to piss us off. It is common for science fiction and fantasy writers to say that they set their stories in imaginary worlds among imaginary beings because that allows them to deal with fraught issues such as power and marginalisation divorced from the real-world effects of such issues. But there are also many writers who see it differently.

In 2009, white science fiction writer Elizabeth Bear published a blog post in which she challenged her fellow authors to include racialised and otherwise marginalised people in their stories. That post ignited an Internet firestorm of discussion and argument about race, racism, and representation in science fiction/fantasy literature and community. Fans, major editors and writers in the field, and emerging writers took part. Some people of colour expressed their frustration, pain, and rage at the fields ongoing racism. Some white people engaged thoughtfully, with understanding and respect. But many others responded quite negatively. They were indignant that we dared express rage in rageful ways.2 Some of them loudly denied the existence of racism in the field, in ways that demonstrated their lack of understanding of how systemic racism operates. For a time, some of them appeared to be policing the Internet posts of politicised black women writers in the genre and attempting to verbally intimidate, berate, and belittle us. A couple of the major editors in the field, perhaps understandably upset at how some of the rage was being expressed, made statements of the ilk that they would never again allow communication from any of those they considered guilty of offence.

Among the angry people of colour were unpublished and barely published writers. Our field is quite small. Theres only a handful of large professional houses. They currently only publish a handful of people of colour. To their credit, many of them want to publish more of us. But from my perspective, when key representatives of one of the most powerful houses in our genre say that they never again want to hear from people who could be the future SF/F writers, editors, illustrators, and publicists of colour, and who are the current SF/F readers of colour, thats a pretty clear expression of both the power and the will to actively keep the genre as white as possible.

I do not believe I overstate. I do believe that is not how they meant it; they are well-meaning people. But that is how it would have been heard by those who have been implicitly and explicitly, through ignorance or wilfulness, largely rendered invisible for decades. When youre historically the one with the power relative to another, if you really want to correct the imbalance, you have to be willing to hear pent-up rage and not retaliate. You have to be willing to acknowledge your actions that make you complicit. You have to be willing to apologise and then take visible, effective steps towards righting the imbalance.3

Some of the editors who made that type of statement have since been taking a little extra effort to be seen to be supportive of people of colour in the genre; but they have not, to my knowledge, acknowledged why they are doing so. And they have not, to my knowledge, acknowledged fault and apologised. You cant bring about reconciliation by doing little or nothing. You cant make change that way. So at some level, perhaps the will really isnt there. I know some of these editors and I respect the good books theyve made happen. But at the moment I have no reason to trust them and I do not wish to be published by them.

I believe it was a clueful white person who coined the phrase RaceFail 09 to signify the more vehemently recalcitrant white voices in the debate. A couple of those voices have adopted the nomenclature failfandom as a pejorative to denote people in the community, especially people of colour, who unapologetically name the racism we perceive. RaceFail 09 generated thousands of Internet postings, links to many of which have been archived on the Web.4

So that is the context in which I attended ICFA in 2009. It took me a long time to get over being so scared and angry that I couldnt write my speech. I actually completed the bulk of it at the conference the day before, when I had a bolt of inspiration about an angle from which to tackle it. I decided to make the first half of my address somewhat performative. It is a culture-jamming of references from fantasy, science fiction, and linguistic and cultural references from the American and Caribbean parts of the African diaspora. Ive footnoted some of them here. Because the first half of the speech was in effect a script, there were a few performance notes in it that Id written to myself. These are between square brackets, in capitals. There is also an afterword about an exchange I had minutes after finishing my speech.

A RELUCTANT AMBASSADOR FROM THE PLANET OF MIDNIGHT

Good afternoon. Id like to thank the International Association for the Fantastic in the Arts for dedicating this years ICFA to the theme of race in the literature of the fantastic, and for inviting Mr. Tatsumi, Mr. Yep, me, and many others to address the topic.

The first thing Id like to say is 

[BE LIGHT-HEADED. THEN BECOME THE HORSE5]

Uhoh my. It worked. Im here. [LOOK AT HANDS, THEN AT AUDIENCE]

Dear people, please dont be alarmed. I mean no harm. I really dont. Im riding on the head of this horse only for a short time, I promise you. Please dont hurt me. This was an extreme measure. There seemed to be no other way to communicate directly with you.

I come from another planet. For decades now, we have been receiving broadcasts from your planet that seem to be intended for us. We are delighted, and honoured, and also puzzled. We have teams of our best translators working to decipher your messages, and we cannot honestly tell whether they are gestures of friendship, or of aggression. As you might imagine, its quite important for us to know which. If it is indeed friendship, we would be delighted to reciprocate. If of aggression, well, as one of our ethnocultural groups might say, Dont start none, there wont be none.

I should be very clear: I do not represent my whole planet. Neither do I represent my whole ethnocultural group. Or even all of the translators assigned to this project; try to get any two of us to agree to the same thing  There was vehement disagreement among us about whether I should attempt this dire method of direct communication. So, frankly, I snuck away when no one was looking.

[FIDDLE WITH CLOTHING]

My, this horse does dress most uncomfortably, doesnt she?

[TAKE TOP SHIRT OFF TO REVEAL T-SHIRT THAT READS SPEAKER TO WHITE FOLKS]

This? This is merely my name, dear friends. Or my title, if you will. I hope I may indeed call you friends. But to help ensure my safety, or at least to create a record of what happens this day, I am accompanied by my companion, Dances With White People, and his recording device. [INDICATE DAVID FINDLAY, WHOS VIDEOTAPING6] Again, please dont be alarmed. It is not a weapon of any kind.

So. To the business at hand. It is my hope that if I repeat to you some of the most vexing phrases weve received from your peoples, that you might be able to clarify their meanings. I decided to address this conference because, as you might imagine, we, as a different race of beings than you are, are very interested in the stories you tell each other about interracial relations. We have had bad experiences with the collision of cultures. Some of them even between groups on our own planet. So Im sure you can understand why we are concerned.

Our first sign that perhaps our responses to you were going awry was when we released this document into your world:

[SLIDE: ORIGINAL COVER OF NOVEL MIDNIGHT ROBBER ACCURATELY DEPICTING THE PROTAGONIST, WHO IS A BROWN-SKINNED LITTLE GIRL WITH BLACK AFRICAN FEATURES]

When one of the cultures of your world reconfigured it, this was the result:

[SLIDE: COVER OF ITALIAN TRANSLATION OF MIDNIGHT ROBBER (II FIANETA DI MEZZANOTTE) SHOWING PROTAGONIST AS A BLUE-SKINNED YOUNG WOMAN WITH EUROPEAN FEATURES AND STRAIGHT HAIR, WEARING A BRA TOP AND FRINGED MINISKIRT]

As far as our translators can tell, the title of this version can be rendered as The Planet of Midnight, which, according to your understanding, seems to be where the blue people live. We have noticed a preponderance of wistful references in your literature to magical people with blue skin.

[SLIDES: NIGHTCRAWLER; MYSTIQUE; THE BEAST (ALL FROM THE X-MEN); KALI; KRISHNA; DR. MANHATTAN; PAPA SMURF; SMURFETTE; THE COOKIE MONSTER; ETC. BUT NONE OF THE BEINGS FROM AVATAR, CUZ IM ORNERY THAT WAY AND DONT WANT TO INVOKE THAT PARTICULAR FARCE IN THIS SPACE TODAY. BESIDES, THE CONNECTION SHOULD BE SELF-EVIDENT]

Since none of the images of real people from your world show such blue-skinned beings, we can only theorise about what these images symbolise or eulogise. Perhaps a race of yours that has gone extinct, or that has self-destructed. Perhaps it is a race that has gone into voluntary seclusion, maybe as an attempt at self-protection. The more pessimistic among us fear that this is a race being kept in isolation, for what horrendous planet-wide crime we shudder to imagine; or that it is a race of earlier sentient beings that you have exterminated. Whatever the truth of the matter, were sure you realise why it is of extreme importance to us to learn whether imprisonment, extinction, and mythologizing are your only methods of dealing with interspecies conflict.

Here are some of the other communications with which were having trouble:

You say: Im not racist.

Primary translation: I can wade through feces without getting any of it on me.

Secondary translation: My shit dont stink.

Our dilemma: To us, someone making this kind of delusional claim is in immediate need of the same healing treatments we offer to people who are convinced that they can fly. Such people are a danger to themselves and to others. And yet, the communications from your world are replete with this type of statement from people who do not seem to be under treatment of any kind, and few among you take any steps to limit the harm they do. We are forced to conclude that you must be as laissez-faire in your response to people who think they can fly. This cant possibly be true, can it? Few of us are willing to visit a planet where we would clearly have to dodge plummeting bodies with every step. [FLINCH, LOOK UPWARDS]

You say: This story is a universal one.

Translation: This story is very specifically about us, and after all, were the only ones who matter.

Our attempts at translating this one caused quite an argument in our ranks. Several feuds have started as a result, and one or two of them have gotten quite ugly. Because why would any sentient race say something that means its exact opposite? Well, one of our number did point out that we ourselves do occasionally display this regrettable habit. But thats an us thing; you wouldnt understand.

You say: That thing that you made doesnt belong to you. Its universal.

Now, this one is complicated. To make any sense of it at all, we had to proceed from statements of the previous type, in which universal means, approximately, we own it.

Therefore, our attempt at a primary translation is this: I like that thing you made, so Im going to claim its mine. And Im bigger than you, and nobody who counts really likes you anyway, so you cant stop me.

Secondary translation, for brevity: I think yours is prettier, so Im just going to help myself to it.

You say: Ethnic.

Primary translation: Those quaint and somewhat primitive people over there.

Secondary translation: Unnatural, abnormal, or, disgusting, as in your term ethnic food.7

You must understand that on our planet, everyone has an ethnicity. With cultural mixing, some of us have more than one. To us, ethnic means the cultures of everyone. Clearly we are missing something crucial, and ethnic is not the word you actually mean. We beg you to provide us with clarity.

You say: God, you people are so exotic.

Primary translation: I, by the power vested in me as a representative of a dominant culture that needs never question its certainty that it is the centre of the universe, hereby dub you the entertainment.

Secondary translation: God, you people are so ethnic. One of our translators offered a tertiary translation: Just take this money already and pose with my kid so I can take a picture. But, between you and me, hes somewhat, um, argumentative at the best of times.

You say: But Im not the one who enslaved your people. That was my ancestors.

Primary translation: I benefit from the inequities that were institutionalised before my birth, and I have no interest in doing anything to disrupt that comfortable state of affairs.

Secondary translation: I feel really guilty about this stuff, but its bigger than me. Im powerless.

Tertiary translation (from you-know-who): Suck it up, bitches.

You say: I dont have any culture of my own; thats why I want yours.

Primary translation: I am wilfully unaware of or repulsed by how ubiquitous my rich and powerful culture has made itself. Id really rather hang out with you guys.

Secondary translation: Im bored! This stuff is hard!

You say: I dont see race.

Primary translation: If I keep very quiet, maybe you wont see me and ask me to do any work.

Secondary translation: Im just a little black rain-cloud, hovering under the honey tree.8

You say: Eventually this race stuff wont matter, because well all interbreed and become postracial.

Primary translation: If I keep very quiet, maybe you wont see me and ask me to do any work. Plus you might have sex with me.

Secondary translation: I dont want to do my homework! This stuff is hard! I want some cookies! Are we there yet?

You say: My grandparents had a hard time too when they came to this country.

Primary translation: Oh, shut up, already. Lets talk about me some more.

Secondary translation: La-la-la, I cant hear you. Thats because I dont see race.

You say: But we cant do that! That would be affirmative action!

Primary translation: I dont want to do something thats proven to work, because then, well, it might work.

Oh, dear. The horse is coming back online. Shes putting up quite the struggle. Feisty little filly, aint she? So Im going to have to take my leave of you, and before I could get my answers, too. Im so sorry. You have my questions, though? You heard them? You can send the explanations out via the usual channels through which youve been sending us messages. I promise well hear the 

[BECOME NALO AGAIN]

Wow. What happened there? Never mind, probably just nerves. [TAKE OFF T-SHIRT. UNDERNEATH IS A PLAIN BLACK DRESS. INDICATE T-SHIRT] Dunno where that ratty thing came from.

Anyway, every few years I come up with another statement about what fantasy and science fiction do. I dont discard my previous notions; I just add new ones for the consideration of myself and others. I dont consider them definitive or all-encompassing, and I consider them at best only partially descriptive. But I find them fun to contemplate. The other day, our roommate told us that hed asked his grandmother what technological invention had revolutionised her life. He thought shed say the television, but she replied, No, that thing destroyed my social life.

She told him that in fact it was the refrigerator that had changed her life. She said it freed up hours of her days, creating leisure time that allowed her to go and see a movie occasionally, and to hang out with friends.

My roomies story left me thinking about just how labour-intensive it is to maintain a single human life, never mind a family of humans. We are a lot of work; really, to have any quality of life, we are more work than we can manage by ourselves.

Time was, if you were rich, you had servants to do a lot of the drudge and administrative work for you. Hang on; that one hasnt changed.

If you werent rich, you got together in communities and shared what labour you could, and you had children to help with the rest. And that one hasnt changed much, either.

And if you werent the breeding kind, you found other ways to make yourself invaluable to the people in charge. I dont suppose Im saying anything about this that is news to this crowd, so please bear with me while I build my argument.

So thats a really glossed-over version of how the balance of labour and power has traditionally tended to play out. But as disempowered groups in society become more empowered, they begin to be able to make more choices about where they are going to place their labour efforts.

Weve made magic; weve created this near-intangible substance called money (its almost more an idea than a substance, really) which you can useif you have enough of itto compel or persuade others to do some of your work for you.

In many countries of the world, women and men can now choose to have fewer children.

Sometimes, people are able to choose to do blue-collar work over relatively unskilled labour; can get the education that allows them to do white-collar work, or even end up in the highly skilled labour pool, the one in which you find doctors and lawyers. If you manage to boost yourself there, you can afford to hire people to do a lot of your drudge work for you.

But the necessity for somebody to do the hard labour to sustain human lives and communities hasnt gone away. One way we make sure that there are always people to do that work is by deliberately keeping portions of our populations disenfranchised so that they have little choice but drudge work.

We also create labour-saving devices. But as anyone whos ever used a computer knows, in many ways, those just create new forms of work.

Were always imagining new ways around the dilemma. So it seems to me that one of the things that fantasy and science fiction do is to imaginatively address the core problem of who does the work.

Science fiction looks at technological approaches to the problem, and at all the problems the solutions create. (You know, the discovery that a computer isnt exactly a labour-saving device. Or the question of what happens when our machines become so complex that they are in effect sentient beings able to demand rights.)

Fantasy looks at the idea of work. Instead of using technology, it uses magic. But both are labour-saving devices.

And both fantasy and science fiction wrestle with the current and historical class inequities we maintain in order to have people to do the work.

Especially in North America, class differences have historically become so entrenched that they are characterised as or conflated with cultural or racial differences.

And as someone brilliant has said, Race doesnt exist, but itll kill ya.

So one might say that, at a very deep level, one of the things that fantasy and science fiction do is to use myth-making to examine and explore socioeconomically configured ethnoracial power imbalances.

Thats why those of us who live in racialised bodies, and who love and read fantasy and science fiction because we relate so strongly to it, can get so bloody irritated at the level of sheer, wilful ignorance that members of the dominant community bring to the discourse about race and its real-life effects. The discussion is everywhere in the literature, but some of the people in this community can be so adamant about being blind to it, and so determined to derail, belittle, obstruct, and silence those of us for whom it can literally affect the quality of our lives!

Ive known for quite some time now that Id end up on this podium, speaking on race in the fantastic. That was challenging enough, being a person of colour addressing a mostly white crowd in North America on the issue of race in anything. I was already anxious and exercised about the whole thing. But then, white people in this community instigated the disturbance in the Force that were now calling RaceFail 09, and what was already loaded became outright trigger-happy.

I know that some of you already have your backs up because I just said that white people instigated it. So be it. Im not going to get into defending that statement. Im up here presumably because somebody in this organisation thinks I know what Im talking about. My point is that writing this speech has been no doddle. Ive been composing it in my mind for over a year now, through apprehension and anxiety. When it came down to the actual writing of it, I had to take frequent rage breaks.

In the course of RaceFail 09, I have heard white people in the community who are angry at the anger displayed by people of colour in the community; people who say that we dont deserve to be listened to if we cant be polite. I couldnt figure out why this statement felt wrongheaded to me, until I read a post by my colleague, writer Nora Jemisin, on RaceFail. She pointed out that discussions of race in this community have been happening, politely, for decades. And though there has been change, it has been minimal. When we people of colour started to blow up, suddenly there were more of you paying attention. Thats the thing. Ive said that when you step on my foot once or twice, I might politely ask you to get off it. But by the thousandth time you do it, the excuse of I didnt see you there starts to sound a hell of a lot like, I dont care enough about you to pay attention.

The vehement response of people of colour to RaceFail got more people paying attention, both white and of colour. It showed us people of colour that we do have a certain strength of numbers, that there are more of us than the one or two visibly of colour people youll usually see at a convention. People of colour in this community have started publishing ventures together as a result of RaceFail. Some white people in the community began addressing the issue and began creating forums for discussion. Some of them held fast, even when they came under attack from all sides. A small handful of them had the guts to examine their own statements and actions, perceive where they had been racist, and admit it. Without saying that they were now afraid to go to conventions because of angry brown people (in my experience, the wrath of the white majority is much more dangerous), without name-calling, baiting, or (black!)listing, and without deleting their whole blog right after posting an apology on it.

Some of you will recognise yourselves or friends of yours, or, hell, friends of mine in the actions Im describing. It doesnt necessarily mean that I hate these people. Believe it or not, my default is towards friendliness. People make mistakes. People say things they havent thought through. People do things they later regret. People hurt other people. People propagate systemic inequities because they dont understand or care how the system works. I know that I do all those things. Im learning that its what you do after you make the mistake that counts. The people who took their courage into their own hands and apologised probably discovered that they didnt die from it. In fact, maybe they felt a little better than before.

More positive change that came out of RaceFail: fans of colour began daring to blog their experiences and their feelings about systemic racism in fantasy and science fiction (both in the literature and in the community) because they realised there was some backup. Fans of all stripesand by that I mean white people, toobegan challenging one another to read books by people of colour and review and discuss them, and they are by heaven doing it. Can I just say that I love me some fandom? Fandom is not exempt from the kind of wrongheadedness that humans display every day. But when fans conspire to do a good thing, it is most well done indeed, with verve and enthusiasm.

The white fantasy and SF community has a culture of arrogance and entitlement that is infuriating. It became clear last year just how patronizing some of you could be, just how little you trusted us to have any insight into our own experience, an experience about which many of you are proud to say that youre blind. If Id ask one thing of you, itd be to demonstrate your own impulses to equity and fairnessI know theyre thereby beginning from the assumption that people of colour probably know whereof we speak on issues of race and racism.

It also became clear that many of the white people who are able to make that collegial leap of equality and respect are so mired in guilt and trying to take the fall for the rest of you that they are somewhat paralysed. That doesnt help either, and Im not sure what the solution is. I think you could stand to talk amongst yourselves about that one.

One of the things I really wanted to say from this podium: people of colour in this community, I love allyou. I love allyou cant done. I love how you stepped up to the plate in this past year; I kept feeling that love even when rage led to regrettable actions from some of you. I love how you looked out for each other; I love how you got energised. Its bloody terrifying to be up on this podium right now, but you give me the courage to keep going, and for that, I thank you. When RaceFail first began to happen, I was dismayed. I didnt think the Internet with its trolls and incendiaries was the place to have the discussion. I was wrong. Tempest Bradford, I was wrong, and I love you for holding strong, for keeping your sense of humour, and for speaking hard truths while being honest with and generous to pretty much everyone (by everyone I mean, white folks, too).

There are so many names to be named of people who did the right thing through all this. I cannot name them all. Because Ill tell you, people, I tired. Oonuh, I tired to rass. I get seen as one of the go-to people when it comes to race in this community. I spent most of the last two years homeless and couch-surfing with my partner, recovering from illness and fighting a still ongoing struggle to get enough to eat from day to day. I simply didnt have the energy to take RaceFail on the way I wanted to. And when I began to hear from some of the more arrogantly obstructive white people in the community who were all of a sudden being friendly to me without acknowledging their actions and the reasons for their overtures, I saw red. Allyou think I just come off the banana boat or what? That is one of the oldest tricks in the book, and my mother didnt raise no stupid children. I am not your tame negress. I mean, I know Im published by a mainstream house and have achieved some recognition. I know Im in the house, people. But house negroes get a bad rap for being inherently complicit with Massa. There were and are freedom fighters among them, too. I know that a large part of the reason Im up here has to do with the brave actions of people on the inside, of all colours, at the IAFA. And I thank you all profusely for it.

By the way, to the people in the community who have coined and are using the term failfandom to mock people of colour who dare to call you on your racism, thats using derision, minimizing, and discrediting as tactics of suppressing dissent. And we see you coming a mile away.

Sure Im angry. I also love this community and this genre to pieces. This literature and some of the people in this community have kept me alive; in these past four years, sometimes literally so. Thats why, as much as I can, I keep fighting for and with the community to be the best it can be, to live up to its own visions of worlds in which no one is shut out. Im very, very happy to be here, and happy to have been offered a podium from which to talk to this group of people on this topic. Any space created in this community for people of colour, and any space we can make for ourselves makes it possible for more of us to find it easier to be ourselves, to speak up; makes it easier to write, or possible to write at all. That is true when we do it for any disenfranchised group of people within the larger fantasy and science fiction community: women, disabled people, queer people, poor and working class people, chronically ill people, old people. Id lay odds that everyone in this room experiences at least one of those disen-franchisements. Making room makes room for all of us. It makes the possibility for even more great writing in a field where we are already blessed with so much of it. How wonderful would that be? And come right down to it, the writing is why we are all here, nah true?

AFTERWORD

A postscript, if I may; a few minutes after I gave this address, an audience member approached me privately and asked whether I was a Marxist. Surprised, I asked him why he thought I might be. He said it was because I had reduced the lofty subject of art to a mere question of labour. (Paraphrasing mine.)

To him Id like to say, Mister, I am an artist who supports herself on the strength of her art and her ability to keep producing it. Youd be hard put to convince any artist that art isnt work. And you cant convince me that theres no art to labour. You cant convince me that art and the labour that creates it can be easily teased apart and considered as separate objects, and you sure as hell cant convince me that the latter is somehow base and impoverished in comparison to the former.

And how sad is it that you apparently managed to ignore the main gist of my speech so profoundly that all you got from it were the few paragraphs I used to contextualise a much larger discussion of how fantasy and science fiction approach race?

1. By (active) science fiction community I mean the people who attend and organize science fiction and fantasy conventions, who identify as science fiction/fantasy fans, and who are conversant and current with much of the body of science fiction/fantasy literature, a genre of storytelling that can be found in text-based, time-based (films, television, etc.) and visual media.

2. Youll notice that my we shifts according to context. In other words, when I say we, I dont always mean the same group of people. Think Venn diagram.

3. Im not asking people to do anything I havent done. Ive wronged and probably will wrong enough people in my time that Ive had ample opportunity to put myself through the process of apology, addressing/redressing and hopefully reconciliation. I know in my bones how badly it grates. But I also know that it works, and that the subsequent healing soothes away the grating feeling.

4. See Rydra Wongs LiveJournal blog at http://rydra-wong.live-journal.com/l46697.html.

5. Papa Legba, ouvre baye pou mwen, Ago eh! In African-derived religions of the Caribbean, the horse is a believer who, during a ceremony of worship, voluntarily consents to being temporarily inhabited by one of the deities. The worshipper then exhibits characteristics specific to that deity (sometimes in defiance of their own physical capabilities when not in trance state), and is said to have the deity riding on their head.

6. A video recording of the 2009 speech is available at the following address, courtesy of artist/writer David Findlay: http://nalohopkinson.com/2010/05/30/reluctant_ambassador_planet_midnight.html.

7. Tip o the nib to Sally Klages.

8. Tip o the nib to Winnie the Pooh and to A.A. Milne.


SHIFT

Down,

Down,

Down,

To the deep and shady,

Pretty mermaidy,

Take me down.

African-American folk song

DID YOU SLEEP WELL? she asks, and you make sure that your face is fixed in a dreamy smile as you open your eyes into the morning after. It had been an awkward third date; a clumsy fumbling in her bed, both of you apologizing and then fleeing gratefully into sleep.

I dreamt that you kissed me, you say. That lines worked before. Shes as lovely as she was the first time you met her, particularly seen through eyes with colour vision. You said you wanted me to be your frog. Say it, say it, you think.

She laughs. Isnt that kind of backwards?

Well, itd be a way to start over, right?

Her eyes narrow at that. You ignore it. You could kiss me, you tell her, as playfully as you can manage, and make me your prince again.

She looks thoughtful at that. You reach for her, pull her close. She comes willingly, a fall of little blonde plaits brushing your face like fingers. Her hairs too straight to hold the plaits; theyre already feathered all along their lengths. Will you be my slimy little frog? she whispers, a gleam of amusement in her eyes, and your heart double-times, but she kisses you on the forehead instead of the mouth. You could scream with frustration.

Ive got morning breath, she says apologetically. She means that you do.

Ill go and brush my teeth, you tell her. You try not to sound grumpy. You linger in the bathroom, staring at the whimsical shells she keeps in the little woven basket on the counter, flouting their salty pink cores. You wait for anger and pique to subside.

You hungry? she calls from the kitchen. I thought Id make some oatmeal porridge.

So much for kissing games. Shes decided its time for breakfast instead. Yes, you say. Porridge is fine.

Ban  Ban  ca-ca-Caliban 

You know who the real tempest is, dont you? The real storm? Is our mother Sycorax; his and mine. If you ever see her hair flying around her head when she dash at you in anger; like a whirlwind, like lightning, like a deadly whirlpool. Wheeling and turning round her scalp like if it ever catch you, it going to drag you in, pull you down, swallow you in pieces. If you ever hear how she gnash her teeth in her head like tiger shark; if you ever hear the crack of her voice or feel the crack of her hand on your backside like a bolt out of thunder, then you would know is where the real storm there.

She tell me say I must call her Scylla, or Charybdis.

Say it dont make no matter which, for she could never remember one different from the other, but she know one of them is her real name. She say never mind the name most people know her by; is a name some Englishman give her by scraping a feather quill on paper.

White people magic.

Her people magic, for all that she will box you if you ever remind her of that, and flash her blue, blue yeye-them at you. Lightning braps from out of blue sky. But me and Brother, when she not there, is that Englishman name we call her by.

When she hold you on her breast, you must take care never to relax, never to close your yeye, for you might wake up with your nose hole-them filling up with the salt sea. Salt sea rushing into your lungs to drown you with her mother love.

Imagine what is like to be the son of that mother.

Now imagine what is like to be the sister of that son, to be sister to that there brother.

There was a time they called porridge gruel. A time when you lived in castle moats and fetched beautiful golden balls for beautiful golden girls. When the fetching was a game, and you knew yourself to be lord of the land and of the veins of water that ran through it, and you could graciously allow petty kings to build their palaces on the land, in which to raise up their avid young daughters.

Ban  ban  ca-ca-Caliban 

When I was small, I hear that blasted name so plenty that I thought it was me own.

In her bathroom, you find a new toothbrush, still in its plastic package. She was thinking of you, then, of you staying overnight. You smile, mollified. You crack the plastic open, brush your teeth, looking around at the friendly messiness of her bathroom. Cotton, silk and polyester panties hanging on the shower curtain rod to dry, their crotches permanently honey-stained. Three different types of deodorant on the counter, two of them lidless, dried out. A small bottle of perfume oil, open, so that it weeps its sweetness into the air. A fine dusting of baby powder covers everything, its innocent odour making you sneeze. Someone lives here. Your own apartmentthe one you found when you came on landis as crisp and dull as a hotel room, a stop along the way. Everything is tidy there, except for the waste paper basket in your bedroom, which is crammed with empty pill bottles: marine algae capsules, iodine pills. You remind yourself that you need to buy more, to keep the cravings at bay.

Caliban have a sickness. Is a sickness any of you could get. In him it manifest as a weakness; a weakness for cream. He fancy himself a prince of Africa, a mannish Cleopatra, bathing in mothers milk. Him believe say it would make him pretty. Him never had mirrors to look in, and with the mother we had, the surface of the sea never calm enough that him could see him face in it. Him would never believe me say that him pretty already. Him fancy if cream would only touch him, if him could only submerge himself entirely in it, it would redeem him.

Me woulda try it too, you know, but me have that feature you find amongst so many brown-skin people; cream make me belly gripe.

Truth to tell, Brother have the same problem, but him would gladly suffer the stomach pangs and the belly-running for the chance to drink in cream, to bathe in cream, to have it dripping off him and running into him mouth. Such a different taste from the bitter salt sea milk of Sycorax.

That beautiful woman making breakfast in her kitchen dives better than you do. Youve seen her knifing so sharply through waves that you wondered they didnt bleed in her wake.

You fill the sink, wave your hands through the water. Its bliss, the way it resists you. You wonder if you have time for a bath. Its a pity that this isnt one of those apartment buildings with a pool. You miss swimming.

You wash your face. You pull the plug, watch the water spiral down the drain. It looks wild, like a mothers mad hair. Then you remember that you have to be cautious around water now, even the tame, caged water of swimming pools and bathrooms. Quickly, you sink the plug back into the mouth of the drain. You must remember: anywhere theres water, especially rioting water, it can tattle tales to your mother.

Your face feels cool and squeaky now. Your mouth is wild cherry-flavoured from the toothpaste. Youre kissable. You can hear humming from the kitchen, and the scraping of a spoon against a pot. Theres a smell of cinnamon and nutmeg. Island smells. You square your shoulders, put on a smile, walk to the kitchen. Your feet are floppy, reluctant. You wish you could pay attention to what they are telling you. When they plash around like this, when they slip and slide and dont want to carry you upright, its always been a bad sign. The kisses of golden girls are chancy things. Once, after the touch of other pale lips, you looked into the eyes of a golden girl, one Miranda, and saw yourself reflected back in her moist, breathless stare. In her eyes you were tall, handsome, your shoulders powerful and your jaw square. You carried yourself with the arrogance of a prince. You held a spear in one hand. The spotted, tawny pelt of an animal that had never existed was knotted around your waist. You wore somethings teeth on a string around your neck and you spoke in grunts, imperious. In her eyes, your bright copper skin was dark and loamy as cocoa. She had sighed and leapt upon you, kissing and biting, begging to be taken. You had let her have what she wanted. When her father stumbled upon the two of you writhing on the ground, she had leapt to her feet and changed you again; called you monster, attacker. Shed clasped her bodice closed with one hand, carefully leaving bare enough pitiful juddering bosom to spark a fathers ire. Shed looked at you regretfully, sobbed crocodile tears, and spoken the lies that had made you her fathers slave for an interminable length of years.

You havent seen yourself in this ones eyes yet. You need her to kiss you, to change you, to hide you from your dam. Thats what youve always needed. You are always awed by the ones who can work this magic. You could love one of them forever and a day. You just have to find the right one.

You stay a second in the kitchen doorway. She looks up from where she stands at the little table, briskly setting two different-sized spoons beside two mismatched bowls. She smiles. Come on in, she says.

You do, on your slippery feet. You sit to table. Shes still standing. Im sorry about that, she says. She quirks a regretful smile at you. I dont think my cold sore is quite healed yet. She runs a tongue tip over the corner of her lip, where you can no longer see the crusty scab.

You sigh. Its all right. Forget it.

She goes over to the stove. You dont pay any attention. Youre staring at the thready crack in your bowl.

She says, Brown sugar or white?

Brown, you tell her. And lots of milk. Your gut gripes at the mere thought, but milk will taint the water in which she cooked the oats. It will cloud the whisperings that water carries to your mother.

Nowadays people would say that me and my mooncalf brother, we is lactose intolerant. But me think say them misname the thing. Me think say is milk cant tolerate we, not we cant tolerate it.

So; he find himself another creamy one. Just watch at the two of them there, in that pretty domestic scene.

I enter, invisible.

Brother eat off most of him porridge already. Him always had a large appetite. The white lady, she only passa-passa-ing with hers, dipping the spoon in, tasting little bit, turning the spoon over and watching at it, dipping it in. She glance at him and say, Would you like to go to the beach today?

No! You almost shout it. Youre not going to the beach, not to any large body of water, ever again. Your very cells keen from the loss of it, but She is in the water, looking for you.

A true. Mummy in the water, and I in the wind, Brother, I whisper to him, so sweet. By my choice, him never hear me yet. Dont want him to know that me find him. Plenty time for that. Plenty time to fly and carry the news to Mama. Maybe I can find a way to be free if I do this one last thing for her. Bring her beloved son back. Is him she want, not me. Never me. Ban, ban, ca-ca-Caliban! I scream in him face, silently.

Theres no need to shout, she says with an offended look. Thats where we first saw each other, and you swam so strongly. You were beautiful in the water. So I just thought you might like to go back there.

You had been swimming for your life, but she didnt know that. The surf tossing you crashing against the rocks, the undertow pulling you back in deeper, the waves singing their triumphant song: Shes coming. Sycorax is coming for you. Can you feel the tips of her tentacles now? Can you feel them sticking to your skin, bringing you back? Shes coming. Weve got you now. Well hold you for her. Oh, therell be so much fun when she has you again!

And you had hit out at the water, stroked through it, kicked through it, fleeing for shore. One desperate pull of your arms had taken you through foaming surf. You crashed into another body, heard a surprised, Oh, and then a wave tumbled you. As you fought in its depths, searching for the air and dry land, you saw her, this woman, slim as an eel, her body parting the water, her hair glowing golden. Shed extended a hand to you, like reaching for a bobbing ball. You took her hand, held on tightly to the warmth of it. She stood, and you stood, and you realised youd been only feet from shore. Are you all right? shed asked.

The water had tried to suck you back in, but it was only at thigh height now. You ignored it. You kept hold of her hand, started moving with her, your saviour, to the land. You felt your heart swelling. She was perfect. Im doing just fine, youd said. Im sorry I startled you. Whats your name?

Behind you, you could hear the surf shouting for you to come back. But the sun was warm on your shoulders now, and you knew that youd stay on land. As you came up out of the water, she glanced at you and smiled, and you could feel the change begin.

Shes sitting at her table, still with that hurt look on her face.

Im sorry, darling, you say, and she brightens at the endearment, the first youve used with her. Under the table, your feet are trying to paddle away, away. You ignore them. Why dont we go for a walk? you ask her. She smiles, nods. The many plaits of her hair sway with the rhythm. You must ask her not to wear her hair like that. Once you know her a little better. They look like tentacles. Besides, her hairs so pale that her pink scalp shows through.

Chuh. Im sorry, darling. Him is sorry, is true. A sorry sight. I follow them out on them little walk, them Sunday perambulation. Down her street and round the corner into the district where the trendy people-them live. Where you find those cunning little shops, you know the kind, yes? Wild flowers selling at this one, half your wages for one so-so blossom. Cheeses from Greece at that one, and wine from Algiers. (Mama S. say she dont miss Algiers one bit.) Tropical fruit selling at another store, imported from the Indies, from the hot sun places where people work them finger to the bone to pick them and box them and send them, but not to eat them. Brother and him new woman meander through those streets, making sure people look at them good. She turn her moon face to him, give him that fuck-me look, and take him hand. I see him melt. Going to be easy for her to change him now that she melt him. And then him will be gone from we again. I blow a grieving breeze oo-oo-oo through the leaves of the crab apple trees lining that street.

She looks around, her face bright and open. Such a lovely day, she says. Feel the air on your skin. She releases your hand. The sweat of your mingled touch evaporates and you mourn its passing. She opens her arms to the sun, drinking in light.

Of course, that white man, him only write down part of the story. Him say how our mother was a witch. How she did consort with monsters. But you know the real story? You know why them exile her from Algiers, with a baby in her belly and one at her breast?

She spins and laughs, her print dress opening like a flower above her scuffed army boots. Her strong legs are revealed to midthigh.

Them send my mother from her home because of the monster she consort with. The lord with sable eyes and skin like rich earth. My daddy.

An old man sitting on a bench smiles, indulgent at her joy, but then he sees her reach for your hand again. He scowls at you, spits to one side.

My daddy. A man who went for a swim one day, down, down, down, and when he see the fair maid flowing towards him, her long hair just a-swirl like weeds in the water, her skin like milk, him never fraid.

As you both pass the old man, he shakes his head, his face clenched. She doesnt seem to notice. You hold her hand tighter, reach to pull her warmth closer to you. But eventually youre going down, and you know it.

When my mother who wasnt my mother yet approach the man who wasnt my father yet, when she ask him, Man, you eat salt, or you eat fresh? him did know what fe say. Of course him did know. After his tutors teach him courtly ways from since he was small. After his father teach him how to woo. After his own mother teach him how to address the Wata Lady with respect. Sycorax ask him, Man, you eat salt, or you eat fresh?

And proper proper, him respond, Me prefer the taste of salt, thank you please.

That was the right answer. For them that does eat fresh, them going to be fresh with your business. But this man show her that he know how fe have respect. For that, she give him breath and take him down, she take him down even farther.

You pass another beautiful golden girl, luxuriantly blonde. She glances at you, casts her eyes down demurely, where they just happen to rest at your crotch. You feel her burgeoning gaze there, your helpless response. Quickly you lean and kiss the shoulder of the woman youre with. The other ones look turns to resentful longing. You hurry on.

She take him down into her own castle, and she feed him the salt foods she keep in there, the fish and oysters and clams, and him eat of them till him belly full, and him talk to her sweet, and him never get fresh with her. Not even one time. Not until she ask him to. Mama wouldnt tell me what happen after that, but true she have two pickney, and both of we shine copper, even though she is alabaster, so me think me know is what went on.

Theres a young black woman sitting on a bench, her hair tight peppercorns against her scalp. Her feet are crossed beneath her. Shes alone, reading a book. Shes pretty, but she looks too much like your sister. Too brown to ever be a golden girl. She looks up as you go by, distracted from her reading by the chattering of the woman beside you. She looks at you. Smiles. Nods a greeting. Burning up with guilt, you make your face stone. You move on.

In my mother and father, salt meet with sweet. Milk meet with chocolate. No one could touch her while he was alive and ruler of his lands, but the minute him dead, her family and his get together and exile her to that little island to starve to death. Send her away with two sweet-and-sour, milk chocolate pickney; me in her belly and Caliban at her breast. Is nuh that turn her bitter? When you confine the sea, it dont stagnate? You put milk to stand, and it nuh curdle?

Chuh. Watch at my brother there, making himself fool-fool. Is time. Time to end this, to take him back down. Mama, I whisper. I blow one puff of wind, then another. The puffs tear a balloon out from a little girls hand. The balloon have a fish painted on it. I like that. The little girl cry out and run after her toy. Her father dash after her. I puff and blow, make the little metallic balloon skitter just out of the child reach. As she run, she knock over a case of fancy bottled water, the expensive fizzy kind in blue glass bottles, from a display. The bottles explode when them hit the ground, the water escaping with a shout of glee. The little girl just dance out the way of broken glass and spilled water and keep running for her balloon, reaching for it. I make it bob like a bubble in the air. Her daddy jump to one side, away from the glass. He try to snatch the back of her dress, but he too big and slow. Caliban step forward and grasp her balloon by the string. He give it back to her. She look at him, her yeyethem big. She clutch the balloon to her bosom and smile at her daddy as he sweep her up into him arms.

The storekeeper just a-wait outside her shop, to talk to the man about who going to refund her goods.

Mother, I call. Him is here. I find him.

The water from out the bottles start to flow together in a spiral.

You hear her first in the dancing breeze thats toying with that little girls balloon. You fetch the balloon for the child before you deal with whats coming. Her father mumbles a suspicious thanks at you. You step away from them. You narrow your eyes, look around. Youre here, arent you? you say to the air.

Whos here? asks the woman at your side.

My sister, you tell her. You say sister like youre spitting out spoiled milk.

I dont see anyone, the woman says.

El! you call out.

I dont pay him no mind. I summon up one of them hot, gusty winds. I blow over glasses of water on caf tables. I grab popsicles swips! from out the hands and mouths of children. The popsicles fall down and melt, all the bright colours; melt and run like that brother of mine.

Popsicle juice, caf table water, spring water that break free from bottles: them all rolling together now, crashing and splashing and calling to our mother. I sing up the whirling devils. Them twirl sand into everybody eyes. Hats and baseball caps flying off heads, dancing along with me. An umbrella galloping down the road, end over end, with an old lady chasing it. All the trendy Sunday people squealing and running everywhere.

Ariel, stop it! you say.

So I run up his girlfriend skirt, make it fly high in the air. Oh! she cry out, trying to hold the frock down. She wearing a panty with a tear in one leg and a knot in the waistband. That make me laugh out loud. Mama! I shout, loud so Brother can hear me this time. You seeing this? Look him here so! I blow one rassclaat cluster of rain clouds over the scene, them bellies black and heavy with water. So me see that you get a new master! I screech at Brother.

The street is empty now, but for the three of you. Everyone else has found shelter. Your girl is cowering down beside the trunk of a tree, hugging her skirt about her knees. Her hair has come loose from most of its plaits, is whipping in a tangled mess about her head. Shes shielding her face from blowing sand, but trying to look up at the sky above her, where this attack is coming from. You punch at the air, furious. You know you cant hurt your sister, but you need to lash out anyway. Fuck you! you yell. You always do this! Why cant the two of you leave me alone!

I chuckle. Your face favour jackass when him sick. Why you cant leave white woman alone? You dont see what them do to you?

You are our mothers creature, you hiss at her. Look at you, trying so hard to be island, talking like you just come off the boat. In your anger, your speech slips into the same rhythms as hers.

At least me nah try fe chat like something out of some Englishman book. I make the wind howl it back at him: At least me remember is which boat me come off from! I burst open the clouds overhead and drench the two of them in mother water. She squeals. Good.

Ariel, Caliban; stop that squabbling, or Ill bind you both up in a split tree forever. The voice is a wintry runnel, fast-freezing.

You both turn. Your sister has manifested, has pushed a trembling bottom lip out. Dread runs cold along your limbs. Its Sycorax. Yes, Mother, you both say, standing sheepishly shoulder to shoulder. Sorry, Mother.

Sycorax is sitting in a sticky puddle of water and melted popsicles, but a queen on her throne could not be more regal. She has wrapped an ocean wave about her like a shawl. Her eyes are open-water blue. Her writhing hair foams white over her shoulders and the marble swells of her vast breasts. Her belly is a mounded salt lick, rising from the weedy tangle of her pubic hair, a marine jungle in and out of which flit tiny blennies. The tsunami of Sycoraxs hips overflows her watery seat. Her myriad split tails are flicking, the way they do when shes irritated. With one of them, she scratches around her navel. You think you can see the sullen head of a moray eel, lurking in the cave those hydra tails make. You dont want to think about it. You never have.

Ariel, says Sycorax, have you been up to your tricks again?

But he, splutters your sister, he 

He never ceases with his tricks, your mother pronounces. Running home to Mama, leaving me with the mess hes made. She looks at you, and your watery legs weaken. Caliban, she says, Im getting too old to play surrogate mother to your spawn. That last school of your offspring all had poisonous stings.

I know, Mother. Im sorry.

How did that happen? she asks.

You risk a glance at the woman youve dragged into this, the golden girl. Shes standing now, a look of interest and curiosity on her face. This is all your fault, you say to her. If you had kissed me, told me what you wanted me to be, she and Ariel couldnt have found us.

Your girl looks at you, measuring. First tell me about the poison babies, she says. Shes got more iron in her than youd thought, this one. The last fairy tale princess whod met your family hadnt stopped screaming for two days.

Ariel sniggers. That was from his last ooman, she says. The two of them always quarrelling. For her, Caliban had a poison tongue.

And spat out biting words, no doubt, Sycorax says. He became what she saw, and it affected the children they made. Of course she didnt want them, of course she left; so Grannie gets to do the honours. He has brought me frog children and dog children, baby mack daddies and crack babies. Brings his offspring to me, then runs away again. And Im getting tired of it. Sycoraxs shawl whirls itself up into a waterspout. And Im more than tired of his sisters tale tattling.

But Mama  ! Ariel says.

But Mama nothing. I want you to stop pestering your brother.

Ariel puffs up till it looks as though she might burst. Her face goes anvil-cloud dark, but she says nothing.

And you, says Sycorax, pointing at you with a suckered tentacle, you need to stop bringing me the fallouts from your sorry love life.

I cant help it, Mama, you say. Thats how women see me.

Sycorax towers forward, her voice crashing upon your ears. Do you want to know how I see you? A cluster of her tentacle tails whips around your shoulders, immobilises you. That is a moray eel under there, its fanged mouth hanging hungrily open. You are frozen in Sycoraxs gaze, a hapless, irresponsible little boy. You feel the sickening metamorphosis begin. You are changing, shrinking. The last time Sycorax did this to you, it took you forever to become man enough again to escape. You try to twist in her arms, to look away from her eyes. She pulls you forward, puckering her mouth for the kiss she will give you.

Well, yeah, Im beginning to get a picture here, says a voice. Its the golden girl, shivering in her flower print dress thats plastered to her skinny body. She steps closer. Her boots squelch. She points at Ariel. You say hes colour-struck. Youre his sister, you should know. And yeah, I can see that in him. Youd think I was the sun itself, the way he looks at me.

She takes your face in her hands, turns your eyes away from your mothers. Finally, she kisses you full on the mouth. In her eyes, you become a sunflower, helplessly turning wherever she goes. You stand rooted, waiting for her direction.

She looks at your terrible mother. You get to clean up the messes he makes. And now youre a baby, soiling your diapers and waiting for Mama to come and fix it. Oh, please, end this.

She looks down at you, wriggling and helpless on the ground. And I guess all those other women saw big, black dick.

So familiar, the change that wreaks on you. Youre an adult again, heavy-muscled and horny with a thick, swelling erection. You reach for her. She backs away. But, she says, theres one thing I dont see.

You dont care. She smells like vanilla and her skin is smooth and cool as ice cream and you want to push your tongue inside. You grab her thin, unresisting arms. Shes shaking, but she looks into your eyes. And hers are empty. You arent there. Shocked, you let her go. In a trembling voice, she says, Who do you think you are?

It could be an accusation: Who do you think you are? It might be a question: Who do you think you are? You search her face for the answer. Nothing. You look to your mother, your sib. They both look as shocked as you feel.

Look, says the golden girl, opening her hands wide. Her voice is getting less shaky. Clearly, this is family business, and I know better than to mess with that. She gathers her little picky plaits together, squeezes water out of them. Its been really  interesting, meeting you all. She looks at you, and her eyes are empty, open, friendly. You dont know what to make of them. Um, she says, maybe you can give me a call sometime. She starts walking away. Turns back. Its not a brush-off; I mean it. But only call when you can tell me who you really are. Or who you think youre going to become.

And she leaves you standing there. In the silence, theres only a faint sound of whispering water and wind in the trees. You turn to look at your mother and sister. I, you say.


CORRECTING THE BALANCE

NALO HOPKINSON INTERVIEWED BY TERRY BISSON

Your work is often described, even by yourself, as subverting the genre. Isnt that against the rules? Or at least rude?

Science fictions supposed to be polite? Dang, maybe Ill take up poetry instead. To tell the truth, I kinda rue the day I ever let that quotation out into the world. I used it in a Canadian grant application fifteen years ago. In that context, when not a lot of science fiction and fantasy writers were getting grants from the arts councils because many of the jurors thought science fiction and fantasy were inherently immature, it worked. It allowed me to come out swinging and get the jurys attention. But as something said to science fiction people, it just sounds presumptuous. I dont remember how it got out of my confidential grant application and into the larger world. It was probably my own doing, and my own folly. Now the dang thing keeps coming back to haunt me. People quote it all over the place, and I can feel my face heating up with embarrassment. Science fiction and fantasy are already about subverting paradigms. Its something I love about them.

And yet, if Im being honest, there is some truth to that piece of braggadociousness. No one can make me give up the writing I love thats by straight, white, Western male (and female) writers, but at a certain point, I began to long to see other cultures, other aesthetics, other histories, realities, and bodies represented in force as well. There was some. I wanted more. I wanted lots more. I wanted to write some of it. I think I am doing so.

Does the title of your debut novel, Brown Girl in the Ring, come from the game, the song, or a wish to connect with Tolkien?

Tolkien? Ah, I get it! One brown girl to rule them all! Well, no. The song comes from the game. (There is a brown girl in the ring, tra-la-la-la-la/and she look like a little sugar plum) Its an Anglo-Caribbean ring game, mostly played by girls. I used to play it as a little girl. All the girls hold hands to form a ring, and one girl is in the middle. When the other girls sing, Show me your motion, tra-la-la-la-la, the girl in the centre does some kind of dance or athletic move that she figures will be difficult to copy. The rest try to copy it. She picks the one whose version she likes the best, and they switch places. And so on.

In my first novel, Ti-Jeanne the protagonist is surrounded by her life dilemmas and challenges, and things are getting worse. Shes the brown girl in the ring, and she is young and untried. She herself doesnt know what shes capable of, but she needs to figure her skills out and employ them, quickly, before she loses everything she cares about. Tra-la-la-la-la.

Who is Derek Walcott and why is he important?

Derek is a St. Luciaborn poet, a playwright, a Nobel Prize winner, and a master wordsmith. These words are his, from his poem The Schooner Flight:

Im just a red nigger who love the sea,

I had a sound colonial education,

I have Dutch, nigger, and English in me,

and either Im nobody, or Im a nation 

Doesnt that last line just fucking give you chills, coming hard on the heels of what preceded it? Goddamn. Much respect. Derek started and for many years was the Artistic Director of the Trinidad Theatre Workshop. My father was one of the actors and playwrights in the company. He and Walcott eventually fell out and stopped speaking to each other. But in a way, thats beside the point. Walcott and my father are two of many talented Caribbean wordsmiths whose work I was absorbing as a child.

One of Walcotts early plays was a fantastical piece called Ti-Jean and His Brothers. I believe it was modelled on a St. Lucian folk tale. Ti-Jean (young John) is the youngest of three brothers who set out to beat the Devil, who appears in the play as that archetypical monster, the white plantation owner. The two elder brothers fail, and its left to Ti-Jean to save the day. At some point during the writing of my first novel, I realised that since I was writing about three generations of women who were all facing the same central evils in their lives, there were parallels with the basic framework of Ti-Jean and His Brothers, so I used the parallels to inform my plot. I wanted to make Walcotts influence evident, so I gave my three characters feminised versions of the brothers names, and I embedded brief quotations from the play into my story. Walcott generously gave me his permission to do so.

Folktales are great for learning dynamic storytelling and how to structure the resonant echoes that give a plot forward motion. It wouldnt be the last time that I modelled a plot upon the shell of a preexisting folktale. Ive discovered that it doesnt matter whether your readers recognise the folktale. It may not even matter whether the folktale is real, or one you invented. What matters is that it has structure, echoes, trajectory, and style.

Skin Folk won a World Fantasy Award, and there was talk of a movie. Whats up with that?

The movie project isnt mine. The director who optioned it is the visionary Asli Dukan, of Mizan Productions. I believe the project is currently in the development stage, which means raising the money to make the film. That is the stage at which most film projects die stillborn, so if anyone who wants to see the final product is of a mind to support Asli with some hard cash, I know shell appreciate it. Particularly when I speak at schools, people in the audience want to know whether there are going to be films of my books. Myself, Im more jaundiced. Ive seen what can happen when text-based science fiction gets zombified by Hollywood. Look at what happened to Gibsons Johnny Mnemonic.

I know. I wrote the novelization of that unfortunate script.

My condolences! Ive also seen what can happen when mainstream American film and television try to depict black Caribbean people. You get the likes of Kendra the vampire slayer, Sebastian the crab from The Little Mermaid, and the eternal disgrace that is Jar-Jar Binks. Seriously, would it be so hard to hire actors who can do accurate Caribbean accents? Though that wouldnt solve the depiction problem; mainstream American media seem to believe that Caribbean people are little more than simple-minded, marijuana-steeped clowns who say de instead of the. In any case, my work isnt going to make it to the big screen any time soon, given the types of characters that are in it. Itd be a lot of money for producers to invest in a project when theyre not sure theres a big enough audience out there for it.

And because people are always quick to jump down my throat whenever I talk about institutionalised discrimination, let me acknowledge that there have been a few SF/ fantasy films and television programs with Caribbean characters that werent stereotyped. Actor Sullivan Walker as Yale in the short-lived series Earth 2, for example. Geoffrey Holders voice as the narrator for the 2005 Charlie and the Chocolate Factory. There are probably one or two more, but not many at all.

Some people hear me talking like this and get pissed off at me. They dont tolerate critique of the things they love. They miss the fact that I may love those things, too. I just dont think love should be blind.

Anyway, we were talking film. When directors option my stories, Im more confident if they are independent artists with some personal connection to some of my communities (science fiction, black, Caribbean, Canadian, queer, women, etc.). There are two other novels of mine in development: Brown Girl in the Ring, by Torontos Sharon Lewis, and The New Moons Arms, by Frances Anne Solomon of Torontos Leda Serene productions. Both women, like Asli Dukan, have roots in the Caribbean.

You once identified the central question of utopia as whos going to do the dirty work? (Ursula Le Guin would agree.) So how would you describe Midnight Robbers planet Toussaint, where work is a sacrament (to some)?

A sacrament? Did I do that? Not trying to dodge the question. Just that my memory is poor, and its been a long, busy, often stressful few years since the time it was published. Im trying to remember back to when I finished the novel, perhaps sometime in 1999. I suspect I hadnt yet come up with the notion that the big dilemma of science fiction is whos going to do the dirty work. I may have just begun asking myself that very question  ah.

I do remember this: the people of Toussaint have a maxim that backbreaking labour isnt fit for them as sentient beings. Theyve come from a legacy of slavery, of having been forced to do hard labour, and theyre not about to forget it. But manual labour still needs to be done. So they mechanise it as much as possible. The machines that do that labour are unaware extensions of the self-aware planetary artificial intelligence that sustains their various support systems. So how you gonna keep your machine overseer down on the farm, once shes crossed the Turing threshold? They programme her not to mind doing all that work. They make her like her servitude. When you think of it, our brains are also wired to respond in certain ways to certain situations. But do we get to make that decision for other creatures? You could argue that we do so all the time, through domestication and by breeding other living things for specific traits. You could argue that that doesnt count, since other animals arent self-aware. But anyone whos ever lived in close quarters with another animal for an extended period of time can present convincing evidence that many animals are indeed self-aware. You could argue that its okay to mess with creatures who are less intelligent than we are. But as someone with a couple of cognitive variances and as someone black and female, I have reason to be suspicious of intelligence tests. Im not sure that we understand enough about cognition to be able to measure cognition effectively. For one thing, were measuring it against human markers of intelligence. I wonder whether those are the only markers.

So, in Midnight Robber, there is a powerful human-manufactured sentience that we have programmed to love us and to want to take care of us. Was it wrong of us to do that to her? Ethically, its a conundrum. That was deliberate on my part. The planet of Toussaint isnt exactly Utopia. I didnt solve the problem of who does the menial work. I just put it into the hands of a being thats been designed to accept those tasks. I may have had some of the human citizens voluntarily take on forms of manual labour as part of a practice of ethical mindfulness.

These are the people I meant, who see labour as a sacrament.

Its their way of acknowledging that work that looks after oneself and others isnt really beneath them. You know, something like the old proverb attributed to Buddhism: Before Enlightenment, chop wood, carry water. After Enlightenment, chop wood, carry water.

I still havent answered the question of who does the work in a Utopia. I have an alternative history fantasy novel in progress in which Im exploring the idea that everyone in a municipality is assigned menial tasks in a rotating schedule. But in practice, my characters have all kinds of ways of slipping out of their turn taking out the towns nightsoil or working on the building site of that new community centre. In the novel, its a cooperative system, but not politically Socialist; Im trying to build something a bit different than our current political paradigms. Im not quite happy with it yet as a world-building element.

My partner tells me I need to wrestle with systems of exchange in return for labour, money being the primary one that we use in this world. I need to look at effective alternatives to money. Im daunted by that, but hes right.

You have a lot of uncollected short stories. Any plans for them?

Uncollected, yes, but all but one of them have been published. Ive actually collected them up into a manuscript, which I plan to submit to a publisher soon. Honestly, its the formatting thats slowing me down, and the thought of writing intros to each story. Maybe I dont have to do that last bit.

You often speak of putting the threads of a story into a weave. Not uncommon, yet from you it seems something more than metaphor. How did you get into fabric design?

On a lark, thanks to a company called Spoonflower which came along to take advantage of new technologies of printing with ink on fabric. Spoonflowers website democratises the process and makes it easy for someone with basic image editing skills to dabble in fabric design. Theyve built an online community of people interested in cool fabric. We range from hobbyists to professionals. We talk to one another, vote on one anothers designs, and buy fabric to sew. Its like print-on-demand for fabric.

I sew as a hobby; have done since I was a teenager. When I hit the fashion-conscious teen years and my desire for new clothes outstripped my parents income, they bought me a sewing machine. My mother taught me how to use it. It was an extraordinarily frustrating learning curve for someone with undiagnosed ADHD. Once, I glued the seams of a blouse because I was too impatient to stitch them. My mother was horrified. But I did learn how to sew, and how to get to a place of patience around it (plus some time-saving tricks that kept me from going supernova). Since then, Ive always had a sewing machine. I have an ever-growing collection of clothing patterns, some dating back to the 1930s. Im a big girl, almost always have been. There was a time when attractive clothing at reasonable prices just wasnt available for larger women. Being able to sew meant that I could make my own. Its easier now to find nonhideous off-the-rack clothing in my size, but when you make it yourself, the fit can be better, the clothing more unique.

Now that I can design my own fabric and have the designs printed, I can create and use iconography I dont find on store-bought fabric. Ever since I was a child, Ive been hesitant to wear images of non-black people on my body. Not because I hate white people, or some rubbish like that, but because I wanted to be able to love black people and my own blackness. Nowadays, you can find fabric with images of black people on it that doesnt make you want to go postal, but good lord, does it ever tend toward the twee! I prefer images with a bit more bite, a bit more perversity, and a bit less saccharin.

I can make science fiction and fantasy imagery, too, that isnt all unicorns with flowing manes on a background of rainbow-coloured stars. I adapt a lot of historical imagery, and my own photographs as well, and sometimes I draw. I know nothing about design, and I havent conjured up the patience to learn. I make fabric designs by trial and error. Some of them are hideous. Some of them are just okay, and some of them are successful. Im always a bit surprised when someone who doesnt know me buys fabric from my online Spoonflower store: (http://www.spoonflower.com/profiles/nalo_hopkinson)

I make stuff. I was a craftsperson and did a lot of my own cooking long before I took up writing. I have my mother to thank for showing me that it was possible to make things for pleasure, for sustenance, and to save money. Come the zombie apocalypse, I know Ill have some survival skills to offer.

You have edited several anthologies (Mojo: Conjure Stories, So Long Been Dreaming, etc.). Is this part of a plot to wedge more black and female writers into the genre until they outnumber, overwhelm, and eventually drive out the white men? Or not?

Good lord, youve sussed out my cunning plan for world domination! Excuse me for a second while I go work some obeah to keep you quiet. Please ignore the toad and the padlock lurking behind the curtain. Okay, Im back. That toads never gonna croak again. So. How does trying to foster a more representative literary field translate to wanting to exclude white male writers? How would that be representative? I mean, Im bad at math, but Im not that damned bad at it.

Just now, once I was done burning a candle of a particular colour and padlocking a toads lips shut, I glanced at the pile of books beside my desk. Among them are titles by Gene Wolfe, Steven Gould, Rudyard Kipling, China Miville, Stieg Larsson, Hal Duncan, Charlie Stross, George R.R. Martin, Kim Stanley Robinson, and a certain Terry Bisson.

Whew. Frankly, you gave me quite a turn with the intimation that white male authors were in danger of extinction. If that were true, wed have to immediately start the Society for the Protection of White Male Writers. Wed get a Board of Directors together, and wed do a fund-raising drive on Kickstarter, and make depositions to all the major publishing houses, and hand out T-shirts with our logo on them, and infiltrate government, media, the churches, and the multinationals. Wed become so ubiquitous that pretty soon, people would cease referring to us by our full nameTSFTPOWMW is so unwieldy, dont you think?Instead, theyd just refer us as Society. Oh, wait 

I get it. You would have the status quo.

You said it, not me. Anyway, beside my bed are also books by Liz Hand, Ursula K. Le Guin, Samuel R. Delany, Madeleine E. Robins, Nisi Shawl, Ivan E. Coyote, Ayize Jama-Everett, Barbara Lalla, Olive Senior, and Rabindranath Maharaj. That list comprises some women, some black folks, white folks, multiracial folks, South Asian, queer, Canadian, Jamaican, and Trinidadian writers. They are for the most part books I had to go a bit out of my way to find, which meant that I had to figure out where to look.

There are a lot of readers who pride themselves on not paying attention to the identities of their favourite writers. Some of them think this means that theyre not prejudiced. I dont know anyone who isnt, myself included. But lets just say for arguments sake that those particular readers in fact are not prejudiced. How many books by writers of colour do you think youll find on their bookshelves? Id lay odds that if there are any at all, they will be far outnumbered by the books by white authors. Not necessarily because those readers are deliberately choosing mostly white/male authors. They dont have to. The status quo does it for them. So those readers self-satisfied I dont know is really an I dont care enough to look beyond my nose.

And thats cool. So many causes, so little time. But dont pretend that indifference and an unwillingness to make positive change constitute enlightenment. If you truly want to be a colourblind, unprejudiced reader, you cant do so from a place of being racism-blind, or youll never have the diverse selection of authors you say youd like. Why get pissed off at people who are fighting for the very thing you say you want?

Yet I dont think theres some conspiracy of evil racist editors. There doesnt have to be. The system has its own momentum. In order to be antiracist, you actually have to choose to do something different than the status quo. People whore trying to make positive change (editors and publishers included) have a hell of a battle. Fighting it requires a grasp of how the complex juggernaut of institutionalised marginalisation works, and what types of intervention will, by inches, bring that siege engine down.

Were in a genre that is heavily invested in the romance of the individual villain and the lone hero who defeats that villain. We want to know who the bad guy is. Dammit, we want someone to blame! And there are people who say and do racist things, consciously in ignorance. You can try to change them, or to limit the harm they do. These are useful and necessary actions. But pulling the weed doesnt destroy the root system, and what do you do when you realise that we are all in some way part of that system? I dont know all the answers. Im sure that some of what I say here is going to come back to haunt me with its ignorance or naivet. Remember when Robert Silverberg published that essay about why the stories of James R. Tiptree, Jr. (pen name of Alice Sheldon) could only have been written by a man? Im impressed by how graciously he later acknowledged that hed been wrong. Thats a grace to which I aspire. I have a feeling Ill need it.

There are those who fear that if books get published according to some kind of identity-based quota system, literary excellence will suffer. What seems to be buried in the shallow grave of that concept is the assumption that there are no good writers in marginalised communities. That huge prejudice aside, there is some validity to the fear. If you want to vary your diet, you put a larger selection of foods into your mouth. You dont toss vitamins into the toilet. The latter would be attacking the problem from the wrong end.

So to speak. So what would be attacking the problem from the right end?

A few years ago, when I was about to put out the call for submissions to the anthology Mojo: Conjure Stories, I had two equal priorities that the received wisdom in this field says are antithetical: I wanted to choose stories based on the quality of the writing; and I wanted to end up with an anthology (about an African diasporic form of magic) that would actually contain a lot of stories by black writers.

It took me some hard thinking to figure out the flaw in the logic that leads people to think that antiracist diversity and literary quality are mutually exclusive. This is what I came up with: there are many steps to editing an anthology, and they have different priorities. Efforts to broaden the representation have to happen at the beginning of the process, not at the stage where youre selecting for literary quality. If I wanted black writers to send me their stories, Id have to specifically invite them. And in an effort to right the systemic imbalance in numbers, Id have to invite more of them than of anyone else. If I wanted the participation of non-black writers (and I did), Id need to invite the ones that I felt were creatively up to the task.

I knew that statistically speaking, if you invite people to something, one-fifth of them will attend. I knew that I had room for roughly twenty stories in the anthology. I multiplied that number by five, and so decided I would solicit stories from more than a hundred writers. More than because I knew I would reject some of the stories as unsuitable.

Then I made two lists of writers to invite who I thought could handle the material well: one of writers I knew to be black, and one of writers I knew to be non-black, or whose race I didnt know for sure; after all, some writers dont place a focus on their racial identities, and that is their right. I listed twice as many black writers as those in the second group. In a way, you could say that I deliberately did the opposite of what would have happened in our current context of institutionalised racism if I hadnt thought about who I was inviting. Some might call that reverse racism. I think it was more in the way of reversing racism (grammars so important, dont you think?), if only for a small space of time in a temporarily and very conditionally autonomous zone.

I sent out the invitations, crossed my fingers, and waited nervously until the submission deadline. There was a chance it wouldnt work. The law of averages means that efforts to even out that kind of imbalance work in the aggregate, not necessarily in every single instance. I had to take that chance, and to also take the chance that if it didnt work out, Id face disapproval from some of the black readers in the field. Part of the job. At least I could say that Id tried.

Once the stories were in, I read them and picked the ones I thought were strong, no matter who the writer was. Much of the time I wilfully disremembered the writers name until Id read their story; my natural forgetfulness comes in handy that way. I tried to read cover letters only after Id read the attached stories. I didnt pay much attention to who was going to be in the anthology until Id assembled the stories I wanted in the order I wanted. I believe that in fact I didnt assess it until Id submitted the anthology to my editor and shed accepted it. Id have to recheck in order to verify this, but I think that about 50 percent of the contributors to Mojo: Conjure Stories are black.

Im glad it worked. It was probably my first lesson that demarginalisation has to start at the organisational/ systemic level. Trying to do it person by person is starting too late in the process. Individuals are going to have a hard time making change if theyre not receiving organisational support. You start as early on in the process as you can.

To certain white male writers Id like to say, when those around you try to wrestle with issues of entitlement and marginalisation, please dont give us the tired trumpeting of Censorship! No one can tell me what to write! True, people shouldnt tell you what to write, but people will try to, for bad reasons and better ones. Your mother will try to tell you what to write or not write. Your husband will. Your editor, your government, your church, your readers, your nosy neighbour. Humans are an argumentative lot. Dealing with that as a writer comes with the territory.

Those books by my bedside? They include a book written by a white man about a white woman, one by a white man about South Asian people, one by a white woman about a black woman, one by an American about a Londoner, one by a black woman and a white woman about, oh, everybody; I could go on. Write whatever the blast you want, and if you live in an environment where doing so doesnt endanger your life or career, count yourself blessed.

When I hear a (usually white and usually male) writer trying to shut down a discussion about representation by bellowing that no one should tell him what to write, it sounds very much as though hes trying to change the topic, to make it all about him. To him Id say, why not try to further the discussion, rather than trying to, um, censor it? What do you think needs to be done in order to make publishing more representative? Nothing, you say? The doors are already open but we just wont come in? Women, black people (and purple polka-dotted meercats) actually just dont write much science fiction? Or their books are only relevant to their communities (which is often code for those people are incapable of producing anything of real literary merit)?

Funny, how every one of those statements boils down to not being willing to change the status quo. You do realise that youre even drowning out the white voices amongst you that are trying to make some changes along with the rest of us? You do realise that a more representative literary field would be representative of all of us, yourself included?

Sure, there are people on both sides of that discussion who are full of crap. But as a smart white man once said, Ninety percent of everything is crap. The crap doesnt invalidate the discussion.

Oy, Im ranting again! This is what happens when you ask me to be an outspoken author.

In Midnight Robber the naming (and renaming) of things seems to be an important part of the story. (Granny Nanny instead of electronic overlord or some such.) What exactly are you subverting here?

In my novel, Granny Nanny is a supercomputer that loves us. Thats not new. Shes like a planet-sized Tardis. The difference may be that the way in which I describe her is culturally specific. Granny Nanny is named after Nanny of the Maroons, a seventeenth-century African freedom fighter from Jamaica. She is one of our national heroes. In a West African diasporic linguistic context, Granny/Nana/ Nanny dont necessarily designate a sweet, harmless old lady who bakes you cookies. Its a term of respect for a female elder, for a woman who has more years and more life experience than you do. Granny Nannythe woman, not the A.I.led an insurgency that fought off British soldiers and eventually gained freedom for a Maroon community in the hills of Jamaica. The soldiers were convinced that she could catch their bullets between her ass cheeks and fart them back like a machine gun. She was an Afro-Jamaican woman guerrilla strategist on horseback, and I enjoyed invoking her memory in a science fiction novel. A lot of the time, all Im trying to do is put some of my specific ethnocultural touchstones into science fiction and fantasy. When white writers do that, its barely remarked-upon. And sometimes it should be, because its often wonderful.

Your literary background runs both wide and deep, from Russian lit to Shakespeare to classic SF to Caribbean folklore. How do the artist and the scholar get along in Nalos head? Heart?

Im not a scholar. That implies in-depth, perhaps guided study. I skim. Im more along the lines of a knowledge geek whos been exposed to a lot of different cultures. They all get along well in both my head and my heart, but it often means that people dont pick up on all the references Im making. I try to be aware of that when Im writing. Sometimes I try to make sure that it doesnt matter if a reader doesnt get all the references. Sometimes I try to make it a bit of a game for the readers who dont know a particular reference, as well as a kind of in-joke for those who do.

Do you read comicsexcuse me, graphic novels?

I do, whatever one calls them. My partner and I are verrrry slooooowly working on creating one. Some of my favourites are Love and Rockets, Bayou, Finder, Le Chat du Rabbin, The Invisibles, Dykes to Watch Out For, Fun Home, and Calvin and Hobbes. The superhero comics from the Big Two mostly make me twitchy and cranky, though Ill usually go to the spin-off movies. The films make me equally twitchy and cranky, but theres my fannish pleasure in watching impossible science and impossibly beautiful people blow impossible shit up real good. And they give me lots of food for thought and ranting about everything from bad physics (when I can pick up on the incorrect science in a film, its really fucking incorrect) to messed-up gender politics. Comics thrill me. They make me wish I were a comic artist.

You are often called a magical realist. Is that just a euphemism for fantasy, like speculative fiction for SF? Or does it actually get at something?

I havent read tons of magical realism. I dont have as informed a feel for what magical realist writing does as I do for fantasy and SF. I sometimes feel that in magical realism (in literature, not in art), the supernatural elements are conceits that dont have to be followed through as rigorously as we demand from fantasy. It seems to me that in magical realism, the story as a whole takes precedence. The supernatural elements are only one of its parts. In fantasy, the fantastical elements are as central as plot and character. I think.

I love your description of geeks as people who know too much about too many things that other people dont care about. What then are literary snobs?

I think the main difference is that all geeks arent snobs, whereas all snobs are snobs.

Do you read V.S. Naipaul? Do you like Naipaul?

I read his earlier short story collection Miguel Street over and over when I was a kid. I really liked it. I think it still holds up fairly well, but I havent read his newer work. He is, of course, notorious amongst his fellow Caribbean writers and everyone else for his outrageously racist and sexist statements. I dont like those. But I find him easy to ignore.

What kind of car do you drive? (I ask every author this.)

I dont have a car. You dont need one in Toronto. I believe the last time I owned a car was twenty-three years ago. I dont remember what kind it was. It was red. I hated it. I dont like cars. I dont like the expense, the maintenance, the danger of driving them, what theyve done to the planet. Now that I spend part of the year in Southern California, I may have to get a car. This part of the world is built around the assumption of people having cars. Its difficult to get around without one and I have fibromyalgia. I get tired.

James Joyce never went back to Ireland. Do you see yourself growing old in Canada, or in the Caribbean? (Or growing old at all?)

I dont know where Ill grow old. Perhaps moving back and forth between a couple of places. The Caribbean is the home of my heart, but no one place has everything Id want as a permanent home. Wherever it is, itll probably be a big, socially progressive city with lots of cultural, linguistic, ethnic and racial variety, lots of black people, a mild climate, and a large body of water nearby. I havent yet found a city that has all those things. I do plan on growing old, and Im simultaneously terrified of it. Im fifty-one years old, and the past few years as I entered what may be the latter half of my life were hellish. I experienced escalating illness, which led to destitution, homelessness, and near loss of my career as a writer. Things seem to be stabilizing now. Im addressing the health concerns that can be addressed, Im writing again, and I now have a professorship that is going a long way toward stabilizing my income. My primary (life) partner and I not only stayed together during those horrible years, but I think our relationship came out of it stronger. That in itself is a miracle, and unutterably precious. And yet Im constantly aware that its all temporary, that getting older will probably bring more and perhaps worse physical affliction to me and to my loved ones. Certainly, the longer I stay alive, itll mean losing more and more of the people I love. I think of those afflictions and losses to come, and it makes me frantic with terror. Im trying to remember that there will also be lots to gain in those years: new friends, new experiences, new competencies, new joys.

When you teach writing, what do you teach? What do you un-teach?

Nowadays, Im all about architecture and integrity. A story has to be given a deliberate shape that hopefully has some structural integrity and architectural wonder, and it has to be in dynamic movement along a trajectory. Is dynamic movement a tautology? I mean there should be pacing. Im also all about allowing the reader to inhabit the body of a point-of-view character and experience the physicality of her or his world. I try to un-teach the notion that a story is something told to a passive listener. I try to get my students out of the point-of-view characters head and more into that characters physical sensations. I try to model my love of words and meaning. I try to show them that editing is the fun part. Its the part where your word baby develops fingers and toes and eyes and starts looking back at you and reaching for things.

And being me, Im now thinking about just how ableist a metaphor that is.

Did you initially see SF and Fantasy as a gateway, or as a castle to be stormed? How has that perception changed?

Thats a fascinating question. As neither. I think. You can breach gateways and storm castles, or enter gateways and inhabit castles. Maybe this is trite, but science fiction is a universe.

You totally work magic with titles: Greedy Choke Puppy, Ours Is the Prettiest, etc. At what point in the creative process does the title come to you?

Thank you! Often before the rest of the story. The titles sort of the distilled version of what the story wants to be. Before I quite know what the story is, the title whispers hints to me.

I like that. Now heres my Jeopardy item. I provide the answer, and you provide the question. The answer is: Because they can.

Why do cops routinely brutalise people? Why do bumblebees fly? Why do humans make art?

In the postscript to your ICFA speech, you took someone to task for separating Art and Labour. True, both are work. But isnt there an important difference or two?

Both are work, and both can be art. Hopefully, youre being paid for both. (And thanks for granting me that u in Labour.)

Are you a Marxist?

No.

Three favorite movies?

Quilombo, by Carlos Diegues

Pumzi, by Wanuri Kahiu

Lilies, by John Greyson

You seem to have stolen from Shakespeare (literatures master thief) in Shift. What does a reader who hasnt read The Tempest need to know?

Lets see  in the play, Prospero is a rich white duke whos been exiled to a small island with his beautiful daughter Miranda. There he finds an ethereal fairy named Ariel whos been trapped inside a split tree by a white Algerian (African) witch named Sycorax. Sycorax had been exiled to the island earlier, while pregnant with her son Caliban. Sycorax has died, leaving Ariel imprisoned and Caliban abandoned. Prospero frees Ariel and requires her servitude in return, but promises to release her eventually. Prospero takes Caliban in and teaches him to read, but when Caliban attempts to rape Miranda, Prospero makes him a slave (as in, no promise of release). Ariel gets all the flitting-about jobs and Caliban gets all the hard labour. Prospero repeatedly ridicules Caliban. Ariel helps Prospero and Miranda get off the island, and thus wins freedom. I think were supposed to identify with Prospero and Miranda, but I was disturbed by Ariels servitude and Calibans slavery, and even though Prospero eventually pardons Caliban, I had trouble with the plays relentless mockery of Caliban as a savage.

A few years ago I was visiting Kamau Brathwaites literature class at NYU, and they were discussing Caliban. I had the insight that Ariel and Caliban could be seen as the house Negro and the field Negro, and I proceeded to mess with the story from there.

Someone once defined a language as a dialect with a navy. Would you agree?

I dont know if I agree, but its hilarious! Whoever it was has a point.

Do you read poetry for fun? How about science? History?

Although my father was a poet and I know much of his work, I used to think that I didnt read a lot of poetry. But then I had occasion to check my bookshelves and discovered that I owned more poetry than I thought, and had read most of it.

Id forgotten about childrens poetry (The more it snows, tiddly pom ), not to mention Louise Bennett and Kamau Brathwaite, and Marge Piercy and Homer, and Lillian Allen and Dennis Scott, and, and, and 

There are poems I can recite by heart, and as a kid I read The Odyssey, The Iliad, and Dantes Inferno for pleasure; read them over and over, in fact. I dont think I could struggle through Homer nowadays, but I was more persistent as a child.

I do end up hearing a fair bit of poetry, as readings or spoken word or dub poetry performances, and as music. Its rare that Ill read a whole book of poetry from end to end as fun, but in sips and nibbles, I do read it. And I read science and history for fun as well as for research. Michio Kaku. African Fractals. Death in the Queen City. I also read critical theory for fun, and to find out what the hell it is that we writers are doing when we write. When it comes to fiction, I mostly read science fiction, fantasy and comics, plus the occasional mystery or erotica/porn piece. But my nonfiction reading is more catholic.

Do you think the World Fantasy Award should be a bust of someone other than H.P. Lovecraft?

I have one of those. In appreciation for the merit of my work, the World Fantasy Award committee has given me a bust of a man who publicly reviled people of my primary racial background and who believed that we are by nature inferior to other humans. It is way creepy having racist old H.P. Lovecraft in my home looking at me.

I dont like the fact that the bust is of him, but I love having the award. So I console myself in a number of ways: it was designed by Gahan Wilson, and how freaking cool is that? Lovecrafts own (part-Jewish) wife and his friends thought his racism was over the top. I gather his wife frequently called him to heel when he made anti-Semitic remarks; and I like imagining that Lovecraft is spinning in his grave as hes forced to view the world through the eyes of his statuettes placed in the homes and offices of the likes of Nnedimma Okorafor, Kinuko Y. Craft, S.P. Somtow, Haruki Murakami, Neil Gaiman, and me.

I think the award should represent a fantastical creature, perhaps a different one every year. (I know thats probably too expensive, but since Im fantasizing here ) A kitsune. A troll. A chupacabra. Anansi. A fat, happy mermaid with fish in her hair.

Do you outline plots, or just wing it? Ever write in longhand?

Nowadays, I have to write proposals for unwritten novels in order to sell them. I dont outline, at least not whole novels at a time. I tend to do it when I get stuck. I rarely write longhand. I type much more quickly. Plus I lose paper, whereas I rarely lose my computer or laptop.

Do you have trouble with copy editors, or rely on them?

Both. Being copyedited is an occasion for taking a lot of calming breaths when I encounter wrongheaded or ignorant suggestions, but also for gasps of relief when the copy editor catches something unfortunate in my text, or makes a suggestion that lends a clumsy line grace. It also gives me an early insight into how my story is being understood, which means I still have time to make small adjustments. In my new young adult novel, The Chaos, I invented (I thought) the name of a pop star. The copy editor thought to Google the name, and discovered that its the performance name of a porn star. Not an issue for me, except that she was not the character in my novel. I came up with another name.

You once described a first draft as clay. I like that. Can you describe your general procedure in writing fiction? Do you try to always sit in the same chair?

I dont. Sometimes I dont even have a desk at which to sit. I write and edit on my computer or laptop. I try to write in the early part of the day, since my mental energy peters out towards night-time. I try to start with a solid meal before I take the ADHD meds which help my concentration. If I dont eat that first meal, the meds take away my appetite (but not my hunger), and by early afternoon my brain is so overclocked its like bees buzzing in my head and Im so ravenous Im dizzy, but food tastes like ashes in my mouth. I usually need my surroundings to be relatively quiet. I generally can only go for short bursts, between fifteen minutes and an hour. I spend way more time trying to make myself sit and write than I do actually writing. Its pretty painful, but I give myself less grief now that I know its how my brain is wired. The meds do help me to stop procrastinating and to focus. Ive heard lots of people say that they fear that ADHD meds will ruin their creativity, but for me, they are creativity aids. They help me to slow my thoughts down enough to register new ideas, and they give me enough concentration to write those ideas down.

I write scenes more or less in sequential order, but if I get stuck, Ill jump ahead to a scene that feels more tasty. If required, Ill backfill the rest in later. Its interesting, how often I find I dont need to backfill.

Another thing I do when I get stuck is to step away from the laptop and go do something physical that I dont have to think about: wash dishes, go for a walk. My mind goes musing and I often come up with solutions that way. Or Ill try to describe the problem to someone. Sometimes the very act of doing so helps me solve the problem before I can finish articulating it to the other person, whos then left frustrated as I waft back to my computer in a creative trance. I use manuscript organizing software such as Scrivener. That allows me to see all the scenes at a glance, and to map out, shape, and move elements of the story around until they click into place. When Im in Toronto, Ill often meet my friend, writer Emily Pohl-Weary, at a local library. Shes the granddaughter of Judy Merrill and Fred Pohl, and a bitchin writer in her own right. Well take our laptops and each work on our own stuff for about three hours. We do goof off, but I get a fair bit of writing done in her company. I miss Emily.

Clute? Delany? Steampunk? Butler? Le Guin? Each in one sentence please.

Clutes critical writing makes terrifyingly astute art.

Delany: All hail the King.

Butler: I wish more people would talk about the ways in which she messes with normative sexualities, and I miss her very much and I dont care that thats really two sentences masquerading as one.

Steampunk: Cool gadgets, cool clothes, but whose hands assemble the materials?

Le Guin can make me cry with the simplest, seemingly inconsequential sentence.

You once said, Fiction is NOT autobiography in a party dress. Okay. Then what is it?

Its what happens after you grind up a bunch of your personally received input, everything from life experience to that book about spices you read ten years ago, compost it within your imagination, and then in that mulch grow something new. I think that could even apply to autobiographical fiction.

You claim to have grown up in a culture without strict boundaries between literatures. Really? Not even between high and low art?

Yup. You can absolutely find that kind of snobbery in Afro-Caribbean culture, but it feels mostly toothless. The borders arent as strictly policed. Its possible to have a literary conference in which both Nobel laureate Derek Walcott and dancehall singer-songwriter Lady Saw are headliners, plus bell hooks. In North America, theres no way that what I write would be considered in the same breath as, say, Michael Ondaatjes work. In the Caribbean, genre distinctions seem less important. Part of it might be that we dont have alternative culture in the way that it manifests in Eurocentric cultures. As far as I know, there is no Caribbean equivalent of the hipster, or the science fiction fan, or the zinester. Perhaps thats because were already marginalised from dominant Western culture, so we dont need or dont have the luxury of subdividing along minute genre fractures. There arent enough publishers to have that kind of specialisation. The focus tends to be more on what each work is trying to achieve than on what genre its in.

Your SF background seems heavily postNew Wave (1960s). Did you ever read the Golden Age all-guy crew like Heinlein, Clarke, Simak, Bradbury?

Absolutely, and still do. One of the proudest days of my life was when I got my mother to read Bradburys R Is for Rocket. Her verdict? But its not about rockets and robots, its about people! I agreed.

You could easily (well, maybe not easily, but brilliantly) teach modern literature as well as writing. Given the choice, which would you prefer?

Thanks for the compliment. I couldnt, though. Geoff Ryman, now, hes brilliant at both.

In New York, I worked with some taxi mechanics from Guyana. Saturdays, they drank Teachers and played cricket in the parking lot. Whats the deal with cricket anyway?

Lord alone knows. My dad was a big cricket fan. Cricket to me is golf as a team sport, with better outfits, that goes on for what seems weeks. Just give me the Teachers. Lots of it, if youre going to make me watch cricket. Yes, I am a bad West Indian.
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These are indisputably momentous times  the financial system is melting down globally and the Empire is stumbling. Now more than ever there is a vital need for radical ideas.

In the four years since its foundingand on a mere shoestringPM Press has risen to the formidable challenge of publishing and distributing knowledge and entertainment for the struggles ahead. With over 175 releases to date, we have published an impressive and stimulating array of literature, art, music, politics, and culture. Using every available medium, weve succeeded in connecting those hungry for ideas and information to those putting them into practice.
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Here are your options:
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	$100 a month: SuperstarEverything plus PM merchandise, free downloads, and 50% discount on all webstore purchases



For those who cant afford $25 or more a month, were introducing Sustainer Rates at $15, $10 and $5. Sustainers get a free PM Press t-shirt and a 50% discount on all purchases from our website.

Your Visa or Mastercard will be billed once a month, until you tell us to stop. Or until our efforts succeed in bringing the revolution around. Or the financial meltdown of Capital makes plastic redundant. Whichever comes first.
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what might have been ifthings had gone differenly over Hiro-
shima that day:

As with il Outspoken Author baoks, there s 3 decp intervicw
and autobiography: atlengeh, in-depth, no-holds-barred and all-
bets-off. an cxtended tour though the mind and work,the hstory
e giofiice af cor Ovtapolisn Juithiss: Sisetins ass focusinsd.
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The Great Big

Beautiful Tomorrow

ory Doctorow
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Cory Doctorow burst on the
SF scenein 2000 like a rock-
nspiring awe in readers
(and envy in other writers)
with his bestselling_ novels
and stories, which he insisted
on giving away via Creative
Commons. Meanwhile, as
coeditor of the wildly popu-
lar Boing Boing, he became the radical new voice of the Web,
boldly arguing for internet freedom from corporate control,

Doctorows activism and artistry are both on display in this
Outspoken Author edition. The crown jewe is his novella, The
Great Big Beautif Tomorrow—the high-velocity adventures
ofa trans-human teenager in a post-Disney dystopia, battling
wircheads and wumpuses (and having fun doing it) uncil he
meets the “meat girl® of his dreams, and is forced to choose
between immortality and sex.

Plus a live transcription of Cory’s historic address to the 2010
World SF Convention, “Creativity vs. Copyright,” dramati-
aally presenting his controversial case for open-source in both
information and art. Also included is an international Out-
spoken Intcrview in which Doctorow reveals the surprising
sousces oF
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LODEM TINE:

Modem Times 2.0

el Moorcock

978-1-60486-308-6
si2

Astheeditorof Londonss ev-
olutionary New Worids mag-
azine in the swinging i
Michael Moorcock has been
credited with virally in-
venting moden Science Fic-
tion: publishing such figurcs
as Norman Spinrad, Samuel
R Delany; Brian Aldiss and
J.G. Ballard.

Moorcocks own litrary accomplishments include his classic

‘Mother London,” 2 romp through urban history conducted
by psychic outsiders; his comic Pyat Quartet, in which a Jewish
antisemite examines the roots of the Nazi Holocaust: Behold
the Man, the e of a time tourist who fils in for Christ on
the cros: and of course the eternal hero Elric, swordswinger,
hellbringer and bestsele.

‘And now Moorcock's most audacious creaion, Jerry Cornelius—
‘assasin, rock sta, chronospy and maybe-Messiah—is back in
Modem Times 2.0, time twisting odyssey that connects 60s Lon-
don with post-Obama America, with stops in Palm Springs and
‘Guancanamo. Modem Times 2.0 is Moorcock at his most outra-
geously readable—a masterful mix of erudition and subversion.

Plus: a non-fiction romp in the spirit of Swift and Orwell, "My
and an Outspoken Interview with literarure’s au-

Londons
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The Wild Girlss
Ursula K. Le Guin
978-1-60486-403-8
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Ursula K. Le Guin s the one
‘modern science fction author
who truly needs no introduc.
tion. In the forty years since
The Lefé Hand of Darkes,
her works have changed not
only the face but the tone and
the agenda of SF, introduc-
ing themes of gender, race,
socialism and anarchism, al
ing readers with trips to strange (and strangely
orlds. She is our exemplar of what fantastic -
erature can and should be about.

Her Nebula winner The Wid Girls, newly revised and present-
ed here in book form fo the first time, elsof two captive “dir
children” in 2 society of sword and slk, whose determination
0 enter “that possible even when unattainable space in which
there is room for justice” leads 0.2 violent and loving end.

Plus: Le Guin's scandalous and scorching Harpers essay, *S
ing Awake While We Read”, (also collected here for the firs
time) which demolishes the pretensions of corporate publish-
ing and the basic assumptions of capitalism as well. And of
course our Outspoken Interview which promises to reveal the
hidden dimensions of America’s best-known SF author. And
el
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Mammoths of the Great
Plains
Eleanor Arnason
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‘When President Thomas Jef
ferson sent Lewis and Clark
© explore the West, he told
them 1o ook especilly for
mammoths. Jefierson had
seen bones and tusks of the
great beasts in Virginia, and
he suspected—he hoped—

that they might scill roam the Great Plains. In Eleanor Ar

nason's imaginative alternate history, they do: shagey herds
thunder over the grasslands, living symbols of the oncoming
struggle between the Native peoples and the European invad-
ers. And in an unforgettable saga that soars from the badlands
of the Dakotas to the icy wastes of Siberi, from the Russian

Revolution to the AIM protests of the 19605, Amason tells ofa

modern womans strugele to use the weapons of DNA science

o fulfil the ancient promiscs of her Lakota heritge.

Plus: “Witing SF During World War 1117 and an Outspoken
Interview thar takes you straight ino the heart and mind of one
oftoday’s edgiest and mst uncompromising speculative authors.

Praise
‘Eleanor Amason nudges both human and natural history
around so gendly in this tale that you hardly know you'e not in
the world-as-we-know- i until you'e quite at home in a North
Dakoa where you've never been before, listening 1o your
asiiicaiothor ool you the wosld® . —Uuals K- 1o Galia
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