
		
			[image: Fables_and_Spells_72dpi.jpg]
		


		
			Fables 

			and 

			Spells

			Collected and New Short Fiction and Poetry 

			adrienne maree brown

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

		


		
			Praise for Fables and Spells:

			“adrienne maree brown is a force of nature, a stream of wisdom, and an oracle for our times. Luminous creativity permeates this work. While acknowledging the deep despair the world grapples with, adrienne maree brown reminds us that all of nature is adaptive and that witching is, and always has been, the way to alchemize the complexities we are confronted with. These spells are cast with our wellness centered and our humanity uplifted.”

			—Chani Nicholas, New York Times best-selling author of You Were Born For This

			“I felt such a deep connection to myself and my community while reading Fables and Spells. It gave me permission to feel like I knew it all and also nothing … like I’m tapped into an energy so rich and abundant but also so depleted and tired. The stories reminded me that we all have the capacity to heal and destroy.”

			—Juju Bae, host of A Little Juju Podcast

			“Fables and Spells is potent ancestral cartography. It is a deep well of truths, musings, maps, medicine and healing extended from ­adrienne’s ancestral throughline connecting to our own amplifying the ways we engage in witching for love, liberation and change.”

			—Omisade Burney-Scott, author of Black Girl’s Guide to Surviving Menopause 

			“What an exquisite gift this cauldron of Fables and Spells is! adrienne maree brown re-enchants our practices of deep listening and spell crafting, calling us to drink deeply and imagine more wildly. A prophetic voice for our time, adrienne (once again!) channels mycelial and celestial wisdom into remedies in the form of radical tales that guide the way to the world we dream of and grief and praise songs that help us realign with life itself. Full of both urgency and a sense of deep time, this is a book for our altars and our go bags in a world on fire, one you will return to again and again, the pages stained with potion and candlewax.” 

			—Dori Midnight, community care practitioner

		


		
			Emergent Strategy Series

			Emergent Strategy by adrienne maree brown

			Pleasure Activism by adrienne maree brown

			Undrowned by Alexis Pauline Gumbs

			We Will Not Cancel Us by adrienne maree brown

			Holding Change by adrienne maree brown

			Begin the World Over by Kung Li Sun

		


		
			Introduction

			It can take a while to recognize what you are when the lineage has been swept away. I reach back for the tools I was given to be in and shape the world, and at first, I cannot find them. I hear the smooth instruction to love myself and many iterations of instruction to surrender my power to others, to trust someone else to stand between me and the divine, translating, interpreting, directing the exchange. But under all of that there is a feeling that cannot be denied—a direct feeling of connection and invitation to the natural world. It is both within me and between me and life. This feeling courses through me when I hold space, hold change, when I doula, when I work as a healer—and when I write. 

			I call it witching. 

			Witching is a practice of engaging the essential, natural world with magic and supernatural intentions. Throughout history there have been many names for witches and the work of witches, including shamanism, sorcery, healing, herbalism, midwifery and doula labor, conjuring, rootwork, ritual and spellcasting. There are lineages that provide a lot of guidance for the developing witch, and there are intuitive paths where the practices are shown, felt, called. I am definitely an intuitive witch—I answer the call and I trust the love in the universe to guide my actions. And I use my witching for liberation.

			This act of witching is about putting our attention behind our intentions. And being willing to invite and shape the unseen forces of the world (which go by many names and beyond all comprehensible names) to align with the highest good for ourselves and the whole. 

			There have been negative connotations and fatal consequences for witching, especially as organized religions have taken the center of common societal space. Many people have died for these good intentions, for trying to help, for having this sense in themselves of the parts of the world that are material but not visible, the realm of the energetic and interconnected. I am so grateful I was born in a time when I can embrace my practice publicly, even as I learn it. I think perhaps we witches are workers of the mycelial realm of humans.

			As is my way, I was practicing before I claimed any language for it, and I brought many questions to those with more established practices of witchcraft and divinity. I finally gave in to my witchy ways when I looked at my life and realized I was casting spells, channeling nature, divining with tarot, creating altars of earth, crafting rituals, and practicing astrology. Being a witch isn’t the only way I tap into the limitless capacity of the divine, but it is undeniably powerful in my life, and a way that I recognize and am recognized by others who are earnestly attempting to change what is ours to change. 

			As such, I wanted to uplift the pieces of my work that are doing active, intentional work to cast spells and create meaningful change, as well as stories in which I explore the lives of those discovering their magic. My witching way has always included writing. I rarely craft my poetic writing—I feel and channel, I get taken over by the need to express something that feels true, and I listen, editing and shaping as I write it. For that reason, I have always hesitated to call the work poetry. I am surrounded by people I think of as real poets. I see the labor they put into each of their choices, and I respect it, I honor it. What I do is different. The labor I put into my work is clearing everything out of the way until I can listen. The work I do is to look at the moon, or a body of water, or some creature other than human, and wait until I understand something. The work I do is to repeat the instructions of love that want to be heard, over and over. 

			The stories in here may not fit strictly into the category of fables, and the poems may not all be spells, but that is also my way—I get rebellious around boxes and labels. These are all spells to me, and they have been cast. 

			As you read, I encourage you to listen for your own spells. I do know that reading your spells out loud increases their power, and reading into a candle increases their intensity, especially for release. Pay attention to the state of the moon when you choose to cast spells, as that energy of darkness, waxing, fullness, or waning will imprint on your magic. Folding a long-term spell and putting it under your bed helps you activate your dream shifting labor. Listen to your instincts as you read these spells and write your own. I hope something in these pages touches your untamed nature, reminds you that you, too, can shape the world around you. 

		


		
			Fables & Spells for Emergence

		


		
			radical gratitude spell

			a spell to cast upon meeting a stranger, comrade, or friend

			working for social and/or environmental justice and liberation:

			you are a miracle in motion

			i greet you with wonder

			in a world which seeks to own

			your joy and your imagination

			you have chosen to be free

			every day, as a practice.

			i can never know

			the struggles you went through to get here

			but i know you have swum upstream

			and at times it has been lonely.

			i want you to know

			i honor the choices 

			you made in solitude

			and i honor the work 

			you have done to belong.

			i honor your commitment 

			to that which is larger

			than yourself 

			and your journey

			to love the particular vessel of life

			that is you.

			you are enough

			your work is enough

			you are needed

			your work is sacred

			you are here

			and i am grateful.

		


		
			trust the people

			trust the people who move towards you and already feel like home.

			trust the people to let you rest.

			trust the people to do everything better than you could have imagined.

			trust the people and they become trustworthy.

			trust that the people are doing their work to trust themselves.

			trust that each breach of trust can deepen trust or clarify boundaries.

			trust the people who revel in pleasure after hard work.

			trust the people who let children teach/remind us how to emote 

			be still and laugh.

			trust the people who see and hold your heart.

			trust the people who listen to the whales.

			trust the people and you will become trustworthy.

			trust the people and show them your love.

			trust the people.

		


		
			love is an emergent process 

			i stand before my love

			and let the tendrils unfurl

			in every direction

			i am whole

			and becoming

			time is one instance

			examining itself

			mirrors

			seeing each other

			and blushing

			into eternity

			i am the ant who carries 

			grandfather to the grave

			in my palms

			you lift the next day’s meal

			enough for everyone we know

			we in rhythm

			leaving home

			and returning

			on the wind

			love can’t look away from itself

			vibrating in the cell

			fluttering breathless

			into sustained migration

			i feel you

			like dust feels water

			and remembers

			the home galaxy

			it appears nothing is new

			never was

			and nothing is truly massive

			when seen in its wholeness

			until i took this breath

			repeating the miracle

			i didn’t know i would say it

			could not have known…

			i look to the sky

			taste the wind on my tongue

			and fling myself

			into the pattern

			when i forget –

			when i think the end is near

			i realize my insignificance

			as important as yours

			and begin

			to love

			again

		


		
			The River

			Something in the river haunted the island between the city and the border. She felt it, when she was on the waves in the little boat. She didn’t say anything, because what could be said, and to whom? But she felt it. And she felt it growing. 

			Made a sort of sense to her that something would grow there. ’Nuf things went in for something to have created itself down there. She was a water woman, had learned to boat as she learned to walk, and felt rooted in the river. She’d learned from her grandfather, who’d told her his life lessons on the water. He’d said, “Black people come from a big spacious place, under a great big sky. This little country here, we have to fight for any inches we get. But the water has always helped us get free one way or another.”

			Sunny days, she took paying passengers over by the Belle Isle bridge to see the cars in the water. Mostly, you couldn’t see anything. But sometimes, you’d catch a glimpse of something shiny, metal, not of the river—something big and swallowed, that had a color of cherry red, of 1964 American-made dream. These days, the river felt like it had back then, a little too swollen, too active, too attentive. 

			Too many days, she sat behind the wheel of the little boat, dialing down her apprehension. She felt a restlessness in the weeds and shadows that held Detroit together. Belle Isle, an overgrown island, housed the ruins of a zoo, an aquarium, a conservatory, and the old yacht club. Down the way were the abandoned, squatted towers of the renaissance center, the tallest ode to economic crisis in the world.

			She had been born not too far from the river, Chalmers, on the east side. As a child she played along the riverbanks. She could remember when a Black person could only dock a boat at one Black-owned harbor. She remembered it because all she’d ever wanted was to be on that river, especially after her grandfather passed. When she was old enough, she’d purchased the little boat, motor awkward on its backside, and named her Bessie after her mama. Her mama had taught her important things: how to love Detroit, that gardening in their backyard was not a hobby but a strategy, and to never trust a man for the long haul. 

			Mostly, she’d listened to her mama. And when she’d gone astray, she’d always been able to return to the river. 

			Now she was forty-three, and the river was freedom. In that boat she felt liberated all day. She loved to anchor near the underground railroad memorial and imagine runaway slaves standing on one bank and how good—terrifying, but good—that water must have felt, under the boat, or all over the skin, or frozen under the feet. 

			This was a good river for boating. You wouldn’t jump in for any money. No one would. She felt the same way about eating out of the river, but it was a hungry time. That morning she’d watched a fisherman reel in something, slow, like he didn’t care at all. What he pulled up, a long slender fish, had an oily sheen on its scales. She’d tried to catch his eye with her disgust, offer a side eye warning to this stranger, but he turned with his catch, headed for the ice box.

			She was aware of herself as a kind of outsider. She loved the city desperately and the people in it. But she mostly loved them from her boat. Lately she wore her overalls, kept her greying hair short and natural, her sentences short. Her routine didn’t involve too many humans. When she tried to speak, even small talk, there was so much sadness and grief in her mouth for the city disappearing before her eyes that it got hard to breathe. 

			Next time she was out on the water, on a stretch just east of Chene Park, she watched two babies on the rocks by the river, daring each other to get closer. The mothers were in deep and focused gossip, while also minding a grill that uttered a gorgeous smell over the river waves. The waves were moving aggressive today, and she wanted to yell to the babies or the mamas but couldn’t get the words together. 

			You can’t yell just any old thing in Detroit. You have to get it right. Folks remember. 

			As she watched, one baby touched his bare toe in, his trembling ashy mocha body stretched out into the rippling nuclear aquamarine green surface. Then suddenly he jumped up and backed away from the river, spooked in every limb. He took off running past his friend, all the way to his mama’s thighs, which he grabbed and buried himself in, babbling incoherent confessions to her flesh. 

			The mother didn’t skip a beat or a word, just brushed him aside, ignoring his warning. 

			She didn’t judge that mama, though. Times were beyond tough in Detroit. A moment to pause, to vent, to sit by the river and just talk, that was a rare and precious thing. 

			Off the river, out of the water, she found herself in an old friend’s music studio, singing her prettiest sounds into his machines. He was as odd and solitary as she was, known for his madness, his intimate marrow-deep knowledge of the city, and his musical genius. 

			She asked him: What’s up with the river? 

			He laughed first. She didn’t ask why. 

			Here is what he said: Your river? Man, Detroit is in that river. The whole river and the parts of the river. Certain parts, it’s like an ancestral burying ground. It’s like a holy vortex of energy. 

			Like past the island? In the deep shits where them barges plow through? That was the hiding place, that was where you went if you loose tongue about the wrong thing or the wrong people. Man, all kinds of sparkling souls been weighted down all the way into the mud in there. S’why some folks won’t anchor with the city in view. Might hook someone before they ghost! Takes a while to become a proper ghost. 

			He left it at that. 

			She didn’t agree with his theory. Didn’t feel dead, what she felt in the river. Felt other. Felt alive and other. 

			Peak of the summer was scorch that year. The city could barely get dressed. The few people with jobs sat in icy offices watching the world waver outside. People without jobs survived in a variety of ways that all felt like punishment in the heat. 

			Seemed like every morning there’d be bodies, folks who’d lost Darwinian struggles during the sweaty night. Bodies by the only overnight shelter, bodies in the fake downtown garden sponsored by CocaCola, bodies in potholes on streets strung with Christmas lights because the broke city turned off the streetlights. 

			Late one Sunday afternoon, after three weddings took place on the island, she heard a message come over the river radio: four pale bodies found floating in the surrounding river, on the far side. She tracked the story throughout the day. Upon being dragged out of the water and onto the soil by gloved official hands, it was clear that the bodies, of two adults and two teenagers, were recently dead, hardly bloated, each one bruised as if they’d been in a massive struggle before the toxic river filled their lungs. 

			They were from Pennsylvania. 

			On Monday she motored past the spot she’d heard the coast guard going on about over the radio. The water was moving about itself, swirling without reason. She shook her head, knowing truths that couldn’t be spoken aloud were getting out of hand. 

			She tried for years to keep an open heart to the new folks, most of them white. The city needed people to live in it and job creation, right? And some of these new folk seemed to really care. But it could harden her heart a little each day, to see people showing up all the time with jobs or making new work for themselves and their friends, while folks born and raised here couldn’t make a living, couldn’t get investors for business. She heard entrepreneurs on the news speak of Detroit as this exciting new blank canvas. She wondered if the new folks just couldn’t see all the people there, the signs everywhere that there was history and there was a people still living all over that canvas. 

			The next tragedy came Tuesday, when a passel of new local hipsters were out at the island’s un-secret swimming spot on an inner water way of Belle Isle. This tragedy didn’t start with screams, but that was the first thing she heard—a wild cacophony of screaming through the thick reeds. 

			By the time she doubled back to the sliver entrance of the water way and made it to the place of the screaming sounds, there was just a whimper, just one whimpering white kid and an island patrol, staring into the water. She called out: What happened? 

			The patrol, a white kid himself, looked up, terrified and incredulous and trying to be in control. Well, some kids were swimming out here. Now they’re missing, and this one says a wave ate them! 

			The kid turned away from the river briefly to look up at the patrol, slack-mouthed and betrayed. Then the damp confused face turned to her and pointed at the water: It took them. 

			She looked over the side of the boat then, down into the shallows and seaweed. The water and weeds moved innocently enough, but there were telltale signs of guilt: a mangled pair of aviator glasses, three strips of natty red board shorts, the back half of a navy striped Tom’s shoe, a tangle of bikini, and an unlikely pile of clean new bones of various lengths and origins. She gathered these troubled spoils with her net, clamping her mouth down against the lie “I told you so,” cause who had she told? And even now, as more kinds of police and Coast Guard showed up, what was there to say? 

			Something impossible was happening. 

			She felt bad for these hipsters. She knew some of their kind from her favorite bars in the city and had never had a bad experience with any of them. She had taken boatloads of them on her river tours over the years. It wasn’t their fault there were so many of them. Hipsters and entrepreneurs were complicated locusts. They ate up everything in sight, but they meant well. 

			They should have shut down the island then, but these island bodies were only a small percentage of the bodies of summer, most of them stabbed, shot, strangled, stomped, starved. Authorities half-heartedly posted ambiguous warning flyers around the island as swimmers, couples strolling on the river walk paths, and riverside picnickers went missing without explanation. 

			No one else seemed to notice that the bodies the river was taking that summer were not the bodies of Detroiters. Perhaps because it was a diverse body of people, all ages, all races. All folks who had come more recently, drawn by the promise of empty land and easy business, the opportunity available among the ruins of other peoples’ lives. 

			She wasn’t much on politics, but she hated the shifts in the city, the way it was fading as it filled with people who didn’t know how to see it. She knew what was coming, what always came with pioneers: strip malls and sameness. She’d seen it nuff times. So even though the river was getting dangerous, she didn’t take it personally. She hated strip malls too. Then something happened that got folks’ attention. 

			The mayor’s house was a mansion with a massive yard and covered dock on the river, overlooking the midwestern jungle of Belle Isle, and farther on, the shore of gentle Canada. This was the third consecutive white mayor of the great Black city, this one born in Grand Rapids, raised in New York, and appointed by the governor. He’d entered office with economic promises on his lips, as usual, but so far, he had just closed a few schools and added a third incinerator tower to expand Detroit’s growing industry as leading trash processor of North America. 

			The mayor had to entertain at home a few times a year, and his wife’s job was to orchestrate elegance using the mansion as the backdrop. People came, oohed and aahed, and then left the big empty place to the couple. Based on the light patterns she observed through the windows on her evening boat rides, she suspected the two spent most of their time out of the public eye happily withdrawn to opposite wings. 

			She brought the boat past the yard and covered dock every time she was out circling the island looking for sunset. As the summer had gone on, island disappearances had put the spook in her completely, and she circled farther and farther from the island’s shores, closer and closer to the city. 

			Which meant that on the evening of the mayor’s August cocktail party, she was close to his yard. Close enough to see it happen. Dozens of people coated the yard with false laughter, posing for cameras they each assumed were pointed in their direction. Members of the press were there, marking themselves with cameras and tablets and smartphones, with the air of journalists covering something relevant. The mayor was aiming for dapper, a rose in his lapel. As she drifted through the water, leaving no wake, the waves started to swell erratically. In just a few moments, the water began thrashing wildly, bucking her. It deluged the front of her little boat as she tried to find an angle to cut through. Looking around, she saw no clear source of disruption, just a single line of waves moving out from the island behind her, clear as a moonbeam on a midnight sea. She doubled the boat around until she was out of the waves, marveling at how the water could be smooth just twenty feet east. 

			She looked back and saw that the waves continued to rise and roll, smacking against the wall that lined the mayor’s yard. The guests, oblivious to the phenomenon, shouted stories at each other and Heimlich-maneuvered belly laughter over the sound of an elevator jazz ensemble. 

			Again, she felt the urge to warn them, and again she couldn’t think of what to say. Could anyone else even see the clean line of rising waves? Maybe all this time alone on the boat was warping her mind. 

			As she turned to move along with her boat, feeling the quiet edge of sanity, the elevator music stopped, and she heard the thumping of a microphone being tested. There he was, slick, flushed, wide and smiling. He stood on a little platform with his back to the river, his guests and their champagne flutes all turned toward him. The media elbowed each other half-heartedly, trying to manifest an interesting shot. 

			That’s when it happened. 

			First thing was a shudder, just a bit bigger than the quake of summer 2010, which had shut down work on both sides of the river. And then one solitary and massive wave, a sickly bright green whip up out of the blue river, headed toward the mayor’s back. 

			Words were coming out her mouth, incredulous screams twisted with a certain glee: The island’s coming! The river is going to eat all you carpetbaggers right up! 

			When she heard what she was saying she slapped her hand over her mouth, ashamed, but no one even looked in her direction. And if they had they would have seen naught but an old Black water woman, alone in a boat. 

			The wave was over the yard before the guests noticed it, looking up with grins frozen on their faces. It looked like a trick, an illusion. The mayor laughed at their faces before realizing with an animated double take that there was something behind him. 

			As she watched, the wave crashed over the fence, the covered dock, the mayor, the guests, and the press, hitting the house with its full force. With a start, a gasp of awe, she saw that the wave was no wider than the house. Nothing else was even wet. 

			The wave receded as fast as it had come. Guests sprawled in all manner of positions, river water dripping down their supine bodies, some tossed through windows of the house, a few in the pear tree down the yard. 

			Frantically, as humans do after an incident, they started checking themselves and telling the story of what had just happened. Press people lamented over their soaked equipment, guests straightened their business casual attire into wet order, and security detail blew their cover as they desperately looked for the mayor. 

			She felt the buoys on the side of her boat gently bump up against the river wall and realized that her jaw had dropped and her hands fallen from the wheel. The water now was utterly calm in every direction. 

			Still shocked, she gunned the engine gently back toward the mansion. 

			The mayor was nowhere to be seen. Nor was his wife. And others were missing. She could see the smallness of the remaining guests. All along the fence was party detritus, similar to that left by the swallowed hipsters. Heeled shoes, pieces of dresses and slacks. On the surface of the water near the mansion, phones and cameras floated on the podium, the rose from the mayor’s lapel lay, looking as if it had just bloomed. 

			The city tried to contain the story, but too many journalists had been knocked about in the wave, felt the strange all-powerful nature of it, saw the post-tsunami yard full of only people like themselves, from Detroit. 

			Plus, the mayor was gone.

			The crazy, impossible story made it to the public, and the public panicked. 

			She watched the island harbor empty out, the island officially closed with cement blockades across the only bridge linking it to the city. The newly sworn-in mayor was a local who had been involved in local gardening work, one of the only people willing to step up into the role. He said this was an opportunity, wrapped in a crisis, to take the city back. 

			She felt the population of the city diminish as investors and pioneers packed up, looking for fertile new ground. 

			And she noticed who stayed, and it was the same people who had always been there. A little unsure of the future maybe, but too deeply rooted to move anywhere quickly. For the first time in a long time, she knew what to say.

			It never did touch us y’know. Maybe, maybe it’s a funny way to do it, but maybe it’s a good thing we got our city back? 

			And folks listened, shaking their heads as they tried to understand, while their mouths agreed: It ain’t how I’d have done it, but the thing is done. 

			She still went out in her boat, looking over the edges near the island, searching inside the river, which was her most constant companion, for some clue, some explanation. And every now and then, squinting against the sun’s reflection, she’d see through the blue, something swallowed, caught, held down so the city could survive. Something that never died. 

			Something alive.

		


		
			Call the Water

			“You, fix it! Mami-o, call the water. Come, please fix it.” 

			Maria was the oldest woman on Vinewood, maybe the oldest woman in southwest Detroit. Her street was residential, but there were also a million little hustles happening on front porches, in backyards, on the corner. She knew every dream and failure. She had outlived everyone she had ever loved and most of those she hated. Now she stood with an empty jar in her tilted tiny kitchen, every inch of her brown surface pleated by life, eyes sharp and pleading. 

			Maria was part of the fabric that had held every child in this neighborhood, had watched each one come home from the hospital, go on a first bundled stroller ride, catch their first school bus, bring home their first dates, lose their parents to age or the million cancers. Maria knew how to break fevers, calm colds, bring sleep, and give warnings even teenagers would heed. Maria had been steadier than Sinti’s own distant grandmother; the old woman knew there was magic in the child, magic in the woman.

			Sinti wished she could fix everything for Maria. The world was full of problems even water could not heal. She felt small, and young, even on this side of menopause.

			Sinti could still feel her blood grandmother at her back in the bathroom, drooping ancient hands cupped around Sinti’s small ones, as Sinti had played with the water caught in the sink. She hadn’t known she was doing magic, not then. She’d simply swirled her fingers, inches above the surface of water that had a slight soapy sheen to it. She’d simply swirled her fingers and the water had danced up towards her hands, tornados upside down trying to touch her. Her grandmother hadn’t spoken words, hadn’t said Sinti was special, or not special. That had come later. 

			Now Maria wanted Sinti to call the waters, too parched for doubt. The water woman decided to try, even though she’d never intentionally done her water work around anyone that wasn’t her grandmother. It still seemed like a private act, a hallucination or a prayer or witchcraft. She felt possibility alive in her. She stepped past Maria to the dry, useless sink.

			It had been seven years since water flowed freely in this house. Seven years of citizens punished for political incompetence. Of bottled rations and dry nights, of Maria, like everyone else, getting used to the dusty sour smell of her dry body. 

			Sinti leaned down close to the faucet until her own warm, aged cheek went soft against its cold metallic bend. She made a wet sound that no one had ever taught her, a hushing behind her pursed lips, a sound like water flowing over a cliff far away. She brought her hand up slow, moving water lightward from a buried spring, moving through earth and salt. She slipped her left fingertips gently against the knob marked cold, following a shadow of feeling. She didn’t turn it, she caressed it, letting her fingers move over the grooves, tracing the distinction between clear plastic and the silver heart of the knob, feeling that it could move, would move once there was something to turn for. 

			She pulled, up and also somehow out from within, pulled with her own longing, and Maria’s longing, and the city’s longing. 

			And waited. 

			And pulled. 

			And waited.

			And then, between breaths, the rumbling was felt more than heard. She could feel that what was in the earth was coming up, glad to be called on. 

			Everything in Maria’s kitchen was old and mismatched, backwards, mislabeled. Sinti looked at the deep sink under the pale flowered curtains that might have been yellow once, at the chunky faucet, its singular pearly knob that had a big “H” on it for hot water, even though only cold ever came out. 

			Sinti twisted the knob open in case Maria was watching. Because then, of its own will, water was thundering through the faucet. Sinti moved her own mouth to it, opening, licking, and then letting the freezing water fill her cheeks, swallowing as fast as she could until she couldn’t take anymore. She stepped back, wiping her mouth and nodding so Maria knew it was good, drinkable. 

			Maria smoothed her thinning white hair back, half smug, half awed. She stepped over and put her jar under the faucet to fill. She opened a low cabinet full of empty wine bottles, mason jars, pitchers. Maria pulled them out and stacked them on the counter.

			Sinti wanted to tell Maria that there was going to be water now, that it was plentiful down in the earth. But the normal hesitation came…would this work? Would it work if she wasn’t around? Would people be excited for her gift or burn her alive? Was it legal? The questions that kept her magic small closed in around her. She didn’t know enough about her own magic to make such a commitment, so she helped Maria fill every container in the house. They moved as one body through the railroad of rooms overcrowded with furniture that had been replaced but never really removed, side stepping archives of the street newsletter Maria’d produced for years, a sweet gossip rag that no one read, fresh or dated. In each room there were empty containers, in each room they left water.

			“Let me check now,” Sinti said, reaching to turn off the knob. She wanted to know if the flow would be available now whenever Maria wanted it. But Maria grabbed her wrist. 

			“Wait,” Maria said. “Others are thirsty. Can we let it run?”

			“I think it will flow now.” Sinti felt her feet get more solid on the ground, tipped her chin up. “We don’t want to waste it.” 

			She found certainty in her voice that had no roots in her gut. Hopefully this spell didn’t rely on certainty. 

			She turned the knob. Together the women watched the raging water slow until it was mere droplets pooling at the edge of the metal, and then, finally, stopped. 

			Maria looked at her, face an arched mystery. Sinti felt the weight of Maria’s eyes on her as she turned the knob the other way, opening. 

			The water came out strong. They both exhaled. 

			She tested the knob a few times, closing, opening, closing. Then she stepped back to make room for Maria to try it. 

			It worked. It worked each time.

			Maria smiled at the water, then turned to smile at the water woman already slipping out the door. 

			Sinti looked back and put a finger to her lips. 

			Maria just smiled, committing herself to no secret keeping.

			*

			The City of Detroit had sent the notice to everyone: no more private water access in homes. 

			That was the language the city officials used, perverting the meaning of everything. 

			The socialists had spent the last decade succeeding in local campaigns against privatization, in favor of public ownership of everything that was a basic human right—water, yes, and fertile land, air, health. 

			But the mayor had been one year into his term and emboldened by federal austerity measures to address the debt to China. He was regressive, and so was the money he rode in on. Water was the thing they could control that everyone would pay for.

			The socialists had spent the two months between the posting and the actual water shut off trying to figure out new campaign language that explained the economics of this latest water grab. 

			Sinti kept her distance, then and now—she agreed with them in theory but bristled with introversion at anything that required showing up to meetings and rehashing arguments she’d landed in herself when she was half this age.

			She didn’t need teach-ins or presentations to know that there would still be private water access in certain homes, certain neighborhoods. The enclaves with the waste-gates built up around them: Boston-Edison had water. Indian Village had water. Most of midtown and downtown had water. 

			You had to go through extensive financial screening to determine if you were the kind of person who would be willing to pay the exorbitant fee for water flowing into your home. If you weren’t, you got denied housing or evicted. But if you made it through the gauntlet of credit checks and bank account reports, then you were awarded the kind of home where, when you arrived and turned on the faucet, it worked. 

			The underused pipes were sourcing from dwindling lakes further north. Everything was drying up so much faster than anyone had expected. The water that came out of the working faucets needed to be filtered at least three times. The water elites created a system that involved a filter on the faucet itself, boiling the water that came out, and then pouring it into a filtered pitcher. 

			Pouring, processing, and storing water was a weekly activity for the extremely wealthy. While there was no way to justify the limited access, it gave her some small respite to know that water wasn’t an easy thing, even for them. 

			*

			Sinti’d never had that problem. Her water never stopped, it came to her as Detroit water always had, cold and clean on the tongue. 

			She’d ignored the emergency-red, all-cap notices in her mail, and then the signs posted on the front door of her small house. She lived in a two-floor, stand-alone Victorian, nestled and resistant between two newish apartment buildings on the gentrified west side. 

			Her father had left her the house, paid in full. Other than her life, this was the most meaningful gift she’d ever received from him. Her father had painted the porch “tokyo tangerine” and “flamingo fuchsia” to please her mother. He gave her a hibiscus house when he couldn’t give her the fidelity she craved. The rest of the structure was a sallow brown. 

			She composted organic waste into rich soil. The city fined residents for any overt form of rain catchment, but she cultivated rain-fed crops and fruit trees in the backyard overlooked by neighbors in the apartment buildings, who tried to be nice, to swallow suspicion. They failed. She was strange, always had been. But she smiled at them when she remembered to. 

			Two blocks south got her to the water’s edge, where she could walk the mile along the river to her boat most of the year. Three blocks directly away from the water got her to the bus line. 

			Before the water shutoffs, people loved to go on her boat excursions, to feel the rhythm underneath them, to see the parts of the city that still had access to electricity explode into color at sunset. 

			That was before the wave, before the crisis all the time everywhere. Now no one trusted the water.

			But she got by.

			The city wanted to make sure everyone knew the exact date when private water access was ending, for them to feel their power. She’d felt something else; she’d felt like the water knew her and would find a way to her. 

			A decade earlier she had watched water change the face of the city with massive and isolated waves that swallowed many of the modern day colonizers. Now the water’s absence was changing the city again. 

			The day of water shutoffs had come and gone, and at first, she’d thought they had failed to shut hers off, that they hadn’t reached her little block yet. But then she’d begun to notice the sort of signs that never get printed on paper, the indicators that her running water was a very rare exception: people with homes began to look like the homeless, those lifelong Detroiters who had been pushed out of every part of the city, slowly, over years—dirty, dusty, ashy. Everyone smelled like a body, even when they tried to cloak it with perfumes and deodorants. 

			On Fridays when recycling was picked up, a new pale blue bin was added just for water containers. They rolled out a new fine for selling water that wasn’t bottled by the city, said it was for the safety of the citizens, that only they could guarantee quality water. Then they introduced another fine for mixing water jugs in with the rest of the recyclable containers—the city had to gather the containers back to distribute their precious overpriced water.

			Her neighbors were regularly seen carrying jugs of water home from the nearest gas station. The stations now distributed water that cost more than gas—you could bring your own containers, jugs, bottles, or buy it prepackaged in plastic that was getting recycled over and over. 

			She’d quickly realized that if she didn’t fit in, she would become a target. She’d kept personal cleaning to a minimum, let the dust build up on her face, the black settle under her fingernails. She’d cut her short hair even closer when she couldn’t handle the dirt in it. 

			At least once a week she made sure to go refill a jug.
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