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  Foreword


This anthology,  Best Climate Change Stories, is the product of a collaboration between an independent bookstore and an independent book publisher, both of us based in a rare, beautiful, and vulnerable piece of American coastal geography called the Eastern Shore. 
Book Bin, the book’s sponsor, is located on the Eastern Shore of Virginia, and Secant Publishing, the book’s publisher, is located some sixty miles to the north on the Eastern Shore of Maryland.
In both cases, the “Eastern Shore” refers to a 200-mile-long peninsula that divides the waters of the Atlantic Ocean from those of the Chesapeake Bay. Bounded by the states of Maryland and Virginia, the Chesapeake is renowned for its abundant harvests of blue crabs, oysters, and rockfish; its picturesque waterfront towns and marinas; and its seminal role in the formative years of American history. On the Atlantic coast, the Eastern Shore is known for the NASA spaceport at Wallops Island, the Chincoteague ponies, and Ocean City, a major resort that swells into Maryland’s second largest city in the summer beach season.
And now, the Eastern Shore has added a new dimension of importance – that of canary in a coal mine. 
A combination of land subsidence, sea level rise, and storm damage has literally erased a series of populated islands in the Bay. Still more are threatened with oblivion. Tangier Island, in Virginia waters, and Smith Island, in Maryland, cling to their proud maritime traditions in the teeth of ongoing erosion and flooding.
On Maryland’s Eastern Shore, large tracts of desolate ghost forest have been created by saltwater intrusion on the sprawling Blackwater nature preserve and migratory flyway, while thousands of acres of salt marsh have been lost to rising waters. An oxygen-deprived dead zone appears and blooms every summer in the deeper waters of the Bay, threatening the web of life down to its very roots.
Some of these processes are geologic, some meteorologic, some anthropological – but all contribute to an increasing awareness of climate change and the inexorable power it is exerting on the quality of life many remember from just a few decades ago.
Whether inspired, overwhelmed, impressed, or depressed by these local examples, we (Philip Wilson from the Book Bin and Ron Sauder from Secant) decided to join our very finite forces and hold a worldwide contest to explore the human impact of climate change – not through science or journalism, but rather, the power of literary art. What are people feeling, we wondered? How are these trends playing out around the globe at the psychic level – whether individual or communal? We wanted imaginative interpretations of human experience, not numerical analysis or political advocacy.
Philip and I were joined by Karen Gravelle, a bestselling author who also lives on the Eastern Shore, and the three of us proceeded to advertise, promote, and eventually, sort through a gusher of entries from all over the world. (Special thanks to the contest directories at Reedsy, Duotrope, Almond Press, and ChristopherFielden.com, among others, for helping us to get the word out.)
We set no limits on location in time and space, or even on genre. We wound up with a cornucopia of stories running the gamut from humor to horror, suspense to satire, science fiction to social realism.
In the end, there were thirty-four surviving stories from thirty-four authors, hailing from nine countries and ten American states. We could have doubled the total without diminishing the richness and liveliness of the finished anthology, but we felt duty-bound to hew close to the total of thirty we promised would see the light of day.
The most torturous responsibility of the judges turned out to be picking three prize winners, again as advertised. Many, if not all, of our entries were deserving, but in the end we settled on:
o Noah’s Great Rainbow, by New York writer A. A. Rubin, Gold Medal. In this societal projection of the near future, geoengineering has taken place to protect the Earth from runaway heat death. It has worked – too well. All over the world, skies are darkened, and a spiritual pall has fallen over humanity. What can one painter do?
o Desert Fish, by Maryland writer K. M. Watson, Silver Medal. A solitary refugee girl has survived her family’s trek from Central America to the great American Southwest, where she is rescued by an older woman whose people claimed the land before the Europeans came. The two of them bond over small, fragile fish who survive improbably in seeps and springs of water. How is that even possible? And how long can it last?
o Beyond the Timberline, by Viennese writer Olaf Lahayne, Bronze Medal. A Swiss and Italian duo, ascending the Alps into white-knuckle territory, are startled by the discovery of a pine tree growing above its known range – enabled by global warming. As each climber proudly claims it for his own country, will he pay attention to what this rare sprout may portend for the frozen crag?
Lest anyone consider any of these fictions far-fetched, here are just a few true stories ricocheting around the mediasphere in the summer of 2024, as we prepare to go to press:
In the annual hajj, or pilgrimage to Mecca, more than 1,300 Muslim believers have died, succumbing to extreme temperatures of more than 120 degrees Fahrenheit.
In California, a trial run to “brighten clouds” with sea salt particles, thus enhancing their reflectivity to the sun’s rays, has been called off due to environmental concerns. But researchers and private funders supporting the work vow to keep trying.
Meanwhile, Mexico City is nearing “Day Zero,” when the last aquifer is tapped out and the last drought-stricken reservoir runs dry. One of the world’s largest metro areas, boasting more than 22 million residents, may soon be unable to pump its own drinking water.
Scientists have been startled by new readings showing that the “Doomsday Glacier” on Antarctica is dissolving at an unexpected rate, undercut by warm water inflows at its base. The loss of this one glacier alone could raise sea levels by two feet worldwide. 
One could go on and on, but you can write your own Google Alert and call up as many examples as you can bear to read. 
Before the numbness of repeating headlines sets in, dive into our short stories for psychological insights and illuminations. We owe a debt of gratitude to these word artists who have plumbed their hearts and spirits to explore this defining issue of our day.
Enjoy. Or perhaps more aptly, read and reflect. We thank you for taking the time.
Ron Sauder

Editor

Salisbury, Maryland










  
  Beyond the Timberline

Olaf Lahayne (Bronze Medal Winner)




After the two climbers have reached their destination, they spend some minutes panting and crouching against the trunk of a solitary tree, one from the left, the other from the right. Standing upright, they wouldn’t be able to lean against the tree anyway: even while sitting, the branches start right above their heads, and the whole plant is barely three meters high. Nevertheless, after taking a breather and putting down their rucksacks, the duo marvels at the meager tree for a while. At the same time, they are careful not to step back too far, as the rocky protrusion, in the middle of which the tree is rooted, forms a roughly equilateral triangle with an edge length of some five meters. On one side, the ledge is confined by the almost vertical flank of the mountain, while in the opposite corner, a boulder taller than a man is balancing on the edge of a yawning chasm. On the other two sides, the plateau falls steeply into the abyss.
Finally, the younger man breaks the silence: “Si, senza dubbio: Un cirmolo. A … a pine?”
The older man nods: “Yes, indeed. A Swiss stone pine, to be precise. Well, if a tree can grow that high in this region, it must be a Swiss stone pine.”
“Si, certo. Call it a Swiss stone pine if you like. Ma… here!? We are at an altitude of…”
The Italian takes a calculator-like device out of his rucksack and activates it. “Dio mio: Quasi 3,000 metri! That is definitely the highest tree on Monte Cervino.”
“The highest tree on the Matterhorn,“ the Swiss corrects. “And most probably the highest tree in the Alps, if not in Europe. It’s a record! But with global warming, the timberline will soon be at even higher altitudes. In any case, this Swiss stone pine probably owes its sheer existence to that boulder over there: the rock is just small enough to stay on that ledge, yet large enough to protect the plant from wind, weather, and discovery. So it’s true what the German helicopter pilot said: there is a tree up here. Thank God we decided to take this detour.”
Meanwhile, the Italian caresses the bark of the pine. “Bellissimo!”
After a while, he notices that his companion has taken out a camera and is taking photos of the tree from all sides: “Cosa vuol dire?”
“Well, isn’t it obvious what I’m doing? I have to document this find for the WSL, the Swiss Federal Institute for Forest, Snow, and Landscape Research. After all, this is the highest tree in Switzerland!”
This infuriates the Italian: “Assurdo! Didn’t we start climbing the mountain in Italy?”
“Sure,” admits the Swiss, adding GPS data to the image files. “But as you know, according to our binational agreement, in the vicinity of the Matterhorn, the border between Switzerland and Italy runs along the watershed. The watershed is on the ridge, and that’s where we are now. That is why we are in Switzerland.”
“Assurdo!“ the Italian swears again. “The watershed, and therefore the border, is the line where it goes down on both sides. Behind you, I mean. The tree is un vero italiano! What about the GPS?”
“The signal changes back and forth across the border. It’s not accurate enough.”
The Swiss man calmly puts his equipment into his rucksack, which he leans against the boulder next to the Italian’s baggage. Then he looks down into the abyss behind him, then to the other edge, one step behind his colleague. “It seems to me that the plateau is descending towards me. That means the watershed is behind you—and so is the border. The tree is Swiss.”
“No, no, no!”
“But of course.”
This goes on for a while. Finally, the Italian takes his water bottle out of his rucksack. “È facile come bere un bicchiere d’acqua! If the water flows towards me, then the watershed is on your side, and it’s an Italian tree. Altrimenti-”
“Otherwise it’s in Switzerland,” continues the Swiss. “Well, you will see.”
He watches intently as the Italian unscrews the bottle. The alpinist begins to pour the contents beside the tree, but only a few drops come out. “Maledetto!”
The Swiss smiles gloatingly—until the same thing happens when he tries to empty his own bottle. “Gopferdammi!”
At a loss of what to do, the two men look at each other for a while. Then the Swiss has an idea: “Well, I have to take a leak anyway.”
The Italian looks at him questioningly. But when the other man unzips his jacket and then his trousers, he understands and does the same. Simultaneously, both men start to water the pine tree. Then they stand back and watch what will happen to the yellow, slightly steaming puddle around the slender trunk. But instead of flowing to the left or right, the liquid quickly disappears into the cracks in the rock. “Maledizione!”
His colleague is about to add another Swiss curse but hesitates and raises his hand in warning. “Is it possible that the permafrost is already melting even at this altitude?”
“È assolutamente impossibile. Ma-”
A rather discreet crack in the rock below them interrupts the Italian. Instinctively, both men retreat from the tree. Immediately, a loud crash follows; a crevice opens across the rocky ledge, parallel to the mountain flank and directly under the tree. For a second, the boulder lingers; at that moment, both men jump over the widening chasm toward the mountain flank. No sooner have they landed than most of the ledge is plunging into the depths behind them, along with the boulder, the rucksacks, and the tree. For a minute or so, as the men are pressed against the rock, they hear it crashing, rumbling, clattering, and rolling beneath them.
At last, it is quiet again. As soon as he is sure that the remaining two or three feet of the ledge are stable, the Italian turns to his companion: “I hope you have your… What do you call your radios for such accidents?”
“You mean the REGA emergency radio?”
“Exactly! Where is it?”
The Swiss nods toward the abyss, whereupon his companion turns even paler: “Maledetto!”








  
  American Mangroves

Paul Briggs




Arney shook her head. “This forest is dead.”
Two men with shovels looked at her funny. One of them gestured up at the green leaves, the sound of birds and squirrels around them.
“Look around, not up,” said Arney. “No saplings. No trees any younger than ten, fifteen years. Those are the first to go. After that…” She pointed southeast. A sparse line of bone-white loblolly pine trunks still stood between here and the encroaching Atlantic.
Chet scratched his sandy hair. “So… are we planting here or down there?” Arney could only imagine what Chet’s ancestors would have thought of him being part of a work crew headed by a Black woman, but she was the one who’d taken the dendrology course.
Some of them need to go up here. That way, even if another Cat-5 or 6 hits South Carolina before next spring, our work won’t all be washed away.
“The small white mangroves,” said Arney. “They’re labeled LR.” Arney was about to explain that this stood for Laguncularia racemosa but decided there was no point showing off. “Put ’em wherever there’s sunlight and give ’em a three-foot circle of mulch. Everything else goes in the ghost forest.” She picked up her own shovel and headed for the line of dead trees.
No need to worry about sunlight here—the branches of the dead trees had mostly fallen off, leaving what had been forest floor naked to the sun. Salt-tolerant wax myrtle shrubs already grew amid the chunks of debris washed up last year from what had been Charleston. Left to itself, this land might become a salt marsh… or might get washed completely out to sea in the next hurricane. Best not to take any chances. There was a spot about midway between two trunks that looked like a promising place to start. Arney set her shovel on the damp ground…
… and found oyster shells.
Seashells. Under a foot of dirt. That didn’t happen by itself.
This was a grave.

The woman Arney’s mother had named her for—Arney Savage, who had labored at the plantation called Gowrie on an island in the Savannah River, owned by Charles Manigault in the 1830s—wasn’t an ancestor. Arney Savage was no one’s ancestor, at least not biologically. Cholera had taken every child she’d ever given birth to. Those children were almost certainly buried somewhere on that island, but whatever stones, seashells, or wooden posts she had marked their graves with had long since been buried under leaf litter and silt from some flood or other. Their gravesites were as lost to time as their names.
And that, in a nutshell—or a seashell—was the story of this part of South Carolina. In the antebellum era, the Lowcountry had been the kingdom and prison of the Gullah. Their ancestors had been stolen and shipped here in chains precisely because they knew how to grow rice in the swamps. The reason they had a name for themselves—two names, actually, Gullah and Geechee—was that in the antebellum era, they had held more autonomy than almost any other enslaved population.
The bad news was why. During the summer, the Lowcountry had been infested with so many deadly diseases that white plantation owners and oversees didn’t want to risk their lives by being there. Cholera. Malaria. Yellow fever. One planter famously said, “I would as soon stand fifty feet from the best Kentucky rifleman and be shot at by the hour as to spend my night on a plantation in summer.” Arney’s ancestors, on her mother’s side, hadn’t been given that choice. And her ancestors were just the ones who’d lived long enough to have children of their own.

If she dug down another three or four feet, Arney knew she’d find bones—perhaps of a child, perhaps of a man who’d died at thirty, perhaps of a woman who’d be as old as fifty. And where there was one grave, there were bound to be many more. What a way to discover a new cemetery. 
Among the first signs in the fossil record of humans acting distinctly human were graves dug by Neanderthals or early modern humans. It was a way of saying These people mattered. We haven’t stopped caring for them just because they’re gone. The Gullah had hung on to that basic need in the face of plagues and state governments that were equally indifferent to their humanity. Some of their cemeteries had been continuously maintained from the late eighteenth century to the late twenty-first. Others were still being rediscovered.
Arney reached for the phone on her arm. At some point she’d have to let everyone know. How much would they care? This was the 2060s, not the 1960s or 1860s. Society had gotten a lot better at treating everyone as though they mattered equally. 
The bad news was that mattering equally wasn’t the same thing as mattering a lot. It was a hot, muggy autumn in South Carolina, but down in Antarctica, a too-warm summer was coming. Sometime early next year, the Thwaites Glacier was finally going to collapse. The ocean would rise another few feet, swallowing the salt marshes and eating into the unprotected earth beyond. In the face of that, would they hold off on protecting the remaining coastline just to dig up and study some more graves? Graves from a culture that was still alive and could speak for itself?
Arney looked out at the ocean. It had swallowed all those who died on the slave ships, and now it was coming for the graves of the survivors. In the same way, it had swallowed the passengers of the Titanic and the Lusitania. It was on no one’s side. It did not care. 
And the people buried here? They never got justice. The bulk of their lives was stolen for the profit of others. And yet they chose to survive, in a place where dying would have been as easy as walking into the ocean. They chose to keep their own children alive in a place where that was a near impossibility. 
Arney suspected that her understanding of the lives of the people buried here was not much clearer than that of Chet or any other white man. But their own community—exploited, plague-ravaged, trapped between the Devil and the deep blue sea more literally than anyone else in history—must have meant more to them than anything.
 Arney looked at the trees. These were no invasive species. They were American buttonwood and white, black, and red mangroves from Florida, and like any mangroves, they would survive the saltwater intrusion and hold the land in place in the face of the worst storms. Left to themselves, the changing climate would have let them spread this far north in their own time—perhaps fifty years, perhaps a hundred. Trees weren’t known for speed. No reason not to help them along. 
And planting things on gravesites was one of many African traditions her mother’s side of the family had kept going. 

It was a farm-raised black mangrove sapling. Avicennia germinans, just over a year old. Arney carried it from the truck to the little hole in the ghost forest, planted it herself, and staked it. In another ten years, the high-tide line would be just below here. By then it would be a good, strong tree, one of many. 
A little closer to the coast would go the red mangroves, Rhizophora mangle. Given a full Carolina winter-in-name-only to spread their roots into the surrounding soil, these trees would be ready to stand on their own by spring.
There was nothing like a mangrove forest for protecting the land from the ocean.
The sea brought us, the sea shall take us back. But not today.







  
  2100, Remnants of a Thriving World

B. E. Saunders


The boat lurched. As one, the crowd stumbled forward with murmurs of surprise. I gripped the handrail and tried to ignore the spasms shooting up my back. Old and frail, I should find my daughter, take a seat, and rest, but I couldn’t turn away, for I could feel it; I would never see Bangladesh again. 
Even with the sea breeze, sweat trailed my face; my body was slick with it. My sari clung uncomfortably to my skin, but the heat did little to stop the nervous chitter of the people pressed in around me. Their hands extended toward the shore of Dhaka, waving frantically to those left behind, and with strained smiles, they sang their hopes that they would soon follow.
The boat pulled into motion, slow at first. The foul hoard of floating plastic knocked and scraped its sides as if Dhaka and all its accumulated history were holding on to its prow, willing us to stay. 
I remembered the first time I laid eyes on our capital city when I was just a young girl, fresh from our drowned rice paddies on the coast. I had never seen so many people. Like us, they were running from the floods, from the storms and the waves, to find sanctuary in an overflowing city of migrants, where at least there was fresh water and money to be made. But the relentless, ever-rising tide had finally reached Dhaka’s edge, and the time had come to succumb to the waves, one way or another.
“Luck be with us,” I whispered. A man beside me, all bushy beard and eyebrows, looked down his broad nose at me and nodded grimly.
“And with them.” His voice was thick as if holding tears, and yes, he swallowed hard. He waved to the shore again. I followed his eyes, but the throng was too crowded for me to guess who he was leaving behind. Not for the first time, I gave silent thanks that my daughter and grandchildren were here with me. At least we would end this together, whichever way it came about.
The boat picked up speed, revealing the extent of the slums. Crammed together, the makeshift huts sprawled the coastline. Six decades I had lived there. I did not know why I had survived when others I loved had not, for the raging fires that roared through the streets, the riots, the outbreaks of cholera, had all claimed so many. Too many.
We were so far out on the water now that the huts had bled into one, and my throat burned, my knuckles were white from clutching the rail, and I felt the wail rise within me and escape to join the chorus of mourning from the other passengers, who had all lost their homes, their heritage, and maybe they too felt the same fear as I, that we may never reach our destination. Calmer days than these had morphed into cyclones that shredded houses, flooded cities, and sunken ships. And those days were more frequent than ever.
I wondered if we had already sailed over the land I once called home, where a lifetime ago, everything had changed. My little brother's cries echoed in my chest as I remembered our mother cradling us on the bed. Though she cooed and shushed, her body trembled with every roar of the wind that shook the walls, and when the water entered and quickly climbed, she hoisted us both high on her hips and waded outside. Under the dark, thunderous sky, we watched our house collapse, and the waves devoured it all. 
It was strange to think that if things had been different, I would have reared my own children there. We would not be leaving our nation, our home, our identity for a refugee camp I did not want to spend the last of my days in. If things had been different, we would have been given aid sooner, the land would still be thriving, the great war for the world's fading resources would not have ignited, and I would be drifting asleep each night knowing that my family was safe. If things had been different, if people had made changes when those changes mattered, none of this would have begun.
A small hand, more bone than flesh, laid across my own. Blinking through tears, I looked down to see Mishti had wriggled her way through the crowd. Such a little thing, all arms and legs, her cheekbones too prominent, but we were all paying the price from the strict food rations.
“Nani, Maa said to find you.”
“And found me you did, but I will stay a little longer.” I squeezed her hand in my own thin, wrinkled fingers.
She nodded and leaned her head on my arm, and together, we watched the coast of Bangladesh shrink until it was swallowed by the horizon, and there was nothing but the rise and fall of an endless, churning sea.







  
  Adaptive Solutions

Karly Foland



Our daughter, munching on a celery stalk slathered in peanut butter, is young enough to believe the world is as it always was. She’s unaware of how miraculous her arrival was, how her parents’ bodies overcame air that scorched skin and water that blackened teeth to produce a new, perfect thing. For years we hoped, but nothing happened. Until, unexpectedly, it did. But with mounting pressure from antinatalists, we toggled between joy and despair and agonized for months about whether or not to bring her into this hot, tempestuous world. Indecision led to inaction led to her. So, old and exhausted and terrified, we stumbled late and uncertain into parenthood.
Half a dozen years later, my stomach knots up still. A curious adventurer, she’s in the wrong time, an era hell-bent on stifling her spirit. She belongs to an age when tiny worlds full of curious creatures blossomed in every puddle and under every rock. When kids ventured far beyond their compound walls to catch slick toads, flee squawking geese, and peek at fluffy newborn bunnies nestled in hidden burrows. She senses she’s missing something but can’t grasp what. Children’s books no longer feature the hijinks of talking sheep, loyal canine companions, or moral lessons from families of bears. Big hairy mountain gorillas, prowling orange tigers, ancient spotted sea turtles—they’re all mythical creatures to her. We might as well describe dragons and unicorns to her crinkled brow. So when she asked her father and me what a pet was, our heads swiveled to each other. We grimaced and our eyes searched each other for the answer to where in the world she learned about pets. I cleared my throat and spelled it out as simply and nonchalantly as possible to avoid frightening her. Animals we’d keep inside our homes, as ... I glanced back at my husband, unsure how to describe the cats and dogs of our childhood, before they went their own way. Friends. She gasped, her eyes, hazel like her father’s, wide and watering. Animals hadn’t been our friends for decades, certainly not in her lifetime. They had no role in her life: not to cuddle at home, not to admire in zoos, not to eat for nourishment. They were just out there, unseen, experiencing the world as we could not. And responding to misguided approaches with a clear message: You’re not welcome here anymore.
The animals changed slowly, at first, in ways that broke the hearts of those paying attention. Shifting hibernation and migration practices, declining cognitive and sensory abilities, broken mating rituals ... across all species, the rising temperatures and fickle precipitation patterns disrupted their internal ways of making sense of the world. Then, new changes appeared more rapidly and in ways that froze the hearts of those paying attention. Adaptive solutions, the zoologists labeled them in fearful bewilderment. We accepted humanity had set in motion forces leading to our own downfall. But we hadn’t anticipated that those same forces would reshape the structure and function of the brains of the entire animal kingdom. Or in such unexpected ways. At once conspiratorial and defiant and aloof, they flew and galloped and crawled out of our lives. To some we said no, stay, we need you to provide for us. But they never did again. The fiercest prisoners fought back with growls and claws and fangs and broke free. The weakest sat in their fields and coops and chose passive resistance, even at the threat of execution, over servitude. Desperate humans clutched their horses and parakeets and hamsters and begged them to stay, to comfort them as the world burned. But each stared back, eyes brimming with menace and melancholy, chilling the souls of their now-former owners, who opened cages and pens and stepped aside.
My own orange tabby, lazy and plump and addicted to the comforts of indoor life, tore up the screen on our back door when I was seven. He strutted out, tail up, and disappeared into bushes behind our house, never looking back. Our border collie, ever loyal, stayed two more years before her anxiety and distrust of humanity drained her natural verve, and she, too, fled. Carrying only her well-worn tennis ball in her mouth, she dashed off with the neighbor’s golden retriever. In a final attempt to convey her motivations, she tore our thermostat off the wall. It ran at full blast for years as heat wave after heat wave engulfed our once-temperate region. Her brown eyes pled with us, You’re making it worse. Our pets’ abandonment gutted me. The weight of humanity’s guilt crushed my innocent heart, and I grew militant in my climate activism. I forced composting, vegetarianism, and bike riding on my still-skeptical parents. They threw cash at bootleg breeders to appease me with designer pets with untainted genes. But they floated through the house like lobotomized ghosts. So I snuck out one night and walked them into the postage-stamp-sized park at the bottom of our hill. Once sprawling and verdant, encroaching development deteriorated it into a paved, trash-strewn wasteland. But it was the best I could do. As the yellow grasses snapped underfoot and under paw, their comrades emerged from the shadows and led away the last pets I’d ever have. 
My last salient, joyful memory of nature was rocking on our front porch with a cold glass of lemonade next to my grandpa, dazzled by the fireflies dancing over the tall grass. Now, few remain. Several years ago, I glimpsed a small swarm through our compound fence. I inched closer, but as my fingers grazed the metal, they flickered out and vanished into the darkness. They refuse to share their beauty with humanity’s unappreciative eyes anymore. My daughter cackles at her father and me for telling tall tales of these little flying sparks of lightning; she can’t fathom such marvels exist. A little drunk on our last bottle of dark rum, we once went on a storytelling spree crescendoing in our pathetic mimicry of the electric buzzing of cicadas. She fell out of her chair, gripping her side in delight. We long for her to enjoy the same summer ambiance we once did, but her days are so much quieter now. An eerie void has replaced the buzzing and chirping and trilling of insects I once, unforgivably, found irritating.
One night, I awoke with a start. Something had finally pierced the silence. I nudged my daughter out of her nest of pillows and carried her outside. She rubbed sleep from her eyes as we crept to the center of the yard. There, under haze-smudged stars, we listened to the hoots of a distant owl. She’ll never see one, but it comforts me to know they still exist. I described their big eyes and swiveling heads but she yawned and rolled her eyes. She reminded me she’s not a baby, and declared that she was old enough to know something that sounds so sad could never look so silly. I wanted to offer up the contrasting beauty of the common loon’s plumage with its mournful wail as a counterpoint but remembered it’s just something else she’ll neither hear nor see. I couldn’t bear to reveal that they faded away after coal-sullied air dirtied their lungs and overheated their homes until it all became unlivable. We humans knew about this but didn’t stop it. So instead, I put her back to bed and wept for what we lost, for what we never appreciated when we had it. My husband held me close and his body trembled with mine. We share sorrow over how we deprived our daughter of a life with other species. How do we explain this to her? How do we apologize when there’s no making amends?
Our day-to-day lives are so busy, so focused on teaching our daughter how to thrive beyond survival, that I often pretend none of this pain exists. But it sits there, deep inside, building like a volcano, until tears erupt from my eyes. In these moments, I turn from my daughter and busy myself with mending clothes or pickling vegetables. But she always notices and wraps her small body around one of my legs and squeezes. I have her, I tell myself. What other creatures could I possibly need? But I can’t help it. I miss them. I miss them so much. I long for the warmth of a purring cat on my lap, the love of a dog wagging its tail so hard its entire backside shakes just because I stepped into the room, to giggle at a red panda’s adorable antics at the zoo, to taste the butterscotchy flavor of goldenrod honey and to bite into the tangy creaminess of manchego cheese. The creatures of this earth want nothing to do with us, give nothing to us, and no longer abide being captive, no matter how gilded the cage.
Now we’re the ones in cages. Stuck on compounds, hiding from predators, both animal and human, rationing everything because the lean times are longer and more frequent than the plenty times. This is no life for our child, one of the few in hundreds of miles. Others had better sense than us. I dream her generation will find a way out of this. But when I dare to hope, my heart races like I’m a rabbit surrounded by hunters, desperate to run but unable to discern which direction is safe. I know it’s too late. The world is moving on, healing itself, and will do anything to keep us from interfering. I can’t blame it, though it terrifies me. Not for me, but for my daughter. She played no role in the mess we’re in, but she’ll suffer for it. I’m so, so sorry, I whisper into her hair as I cradle her at night.
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