Stokols


Stopping the Sun


The sun ran counterclockwise across the fading sky. There were no red or orange hues, only distant blackness behind a fading curtain of blue. It was almost sunset. Emily shielded her eyes against the blinding light and sand. Another failed night; there wouldn't be enough time to finish again.


She tapped Audrey on the shoulder and screamed over the blasting sand: “Do you think you could hurry it up?”


“The lizards are tired, they've been at it all day without any water! I might be able to push them harder after sunset...” The sand-worn wooden sled was falling apart at the creases, and the lizards pulling it were moving quickly but purposelessly, sand splashing up with each arm-stroke.


Emily wanted to shake her, wanted to tell her “Don't you understand? The world ends at sunset,” but she knew it wouldn't do any good. She had tried it before. All she could do was ride out the last few seconds of happiness.


A bulge appeared under the sand, and palm trees and lofty greens suddenly lifted out of the ground. It was traveling forward at the same speed they were. The tortoise turned its  head and glowered. 


“There it is! The Oasis Tortoise! We need to catch it, hurry!”


“I told you, I can't make them go any faster!”


Emily glanced at the sun, it was halfway beneath the horizon. “Please! Just a little faster... it needs to tell me something!”


The tortoise grinned and began to disappear back under the sand. The sun hung in the sky for a few moments like it was being suspended by a thread and push pin, but finally it dropped out of sight. The sky was empty. The world was empty. The sled, the sand, all gone. “Audrey, are you still there?” Emily reached out in front of her, but found no one. Nothing. A scream pierced through the emptiness and rattled Emily's bones.

***


Emily groped in the darkness and found the small plastic box. She was too tired to work out how to shut it up, so she just slapped it over and over again until one of her fingers happened to hit the “Snooze” button. She sat up and stretched, hearing each vertebrae snap into place. Another failed night. 


“Emily, you're up?” Her mother appeared in the doorway with an energy shake in one hand and cigarette in the other. 


“Yeap, I'm... I'm up. Just, give me a sec...” Memories were quickly slipping through her fingers. She picked up her notebook and wrote with a sleepy hand: “With Audrey in desert, had to chase giant tortoises who absorbed moisture and life through their shells--” There was something else, something important, it was on the tip of her pen...


“Come on, hurry up! I don't know why you cut it so close, you only have half an hour to shower and eat breakfast! What are you doing?”


Aaaaaand gone. The memory retreated back into her skull like a piece of fluff to a vacuum cleaner. She closed her notebook impatiently. “Fine, I'm going.” She inhaled a blast of cigarette smoke as she passed her mother. She held in her cough till she was in the bathroom.

***


In English Emily turned in her 10 page essay, and had another one assigned for the following week. She felt like dying when she was handed the prompt. There was no end in sight. She glanced at Audrey on the other side of the classroom, who made a vomiting motion with her finger and open mouth. Emily chuckled and turned away. She was too embarrassed to tell her she had a dream about her last night.


When she saw Audrey again at lunch, she sat on the opposite side of the table, separated by the bodies of their mutual friends. Alex, Caroline, and Tony were talking about TV shows. With a glance and a nudge, Alex swapped places with Tony, settling into the spot next to Emily. She neither noticed nor cared. “So, My brother's football game is tomorrow night, so I was hoping all you guys would be able to make it. They're playing against Bodley High,” Alex announced. 


“Is he any good?” Caroline said with a mouth full of carrot sticks.


“Psh, the only good player on the team.”


“Haven't we not won a game since the beginning of the school year?”


“Yeah, that's because my brother is the only good player on the team. He can't pull everyone else's weight around.”


Tony shrugged, not looking up from his iPhone. “Maybe, I'll see what's going on.”


Alex turned to Emily, “What about you? You're free, right?”


“Oh, um, maybe. I'll probably have a lot of homework.” Emily always had a lot of homework.


“I'll buy your ticket for you if you need me to.”


Emily hesitated.


“Come on Em, you can't say no to a free ball game!” Tony winked.


“Well, ok. Why not.”


Alex clapped. “Ok, so that's one, now who else can make it?”


“I'll see.”


“I'll see too.”


Audrey didn't even respond. Emily grimaced. Alex grinned.


“Well, I hope to see you all there! Hey, Emily, you look kind of distracted. What are you thinking about?” 


She answered semi-honestly. “I was thinking about why you can blow bubbles in milk so well, but not in water or soda.” She puffed into her milk carton and a cloud of bubbles rose like smoke.


Caroline snickered. “I would give anything to see what it's like inside your head, Em.”


Emily watched the bubbles slide down the sides of the carton and pop as they reached the table.

***


Emily pulled the strap on her battered metal helmet. It had saved her from two direct blows to the head already, and even though she had climbed above the fray of battle, she couldn't be too safe. A narrow window displayed the ocean and skyline, and Emily could see the reflection of the tower in the water: it looked like a strand of hair pulled taught by two hands. She had already climbed so far, she had to make it... the smell of gunfire and the screeches of the eel-like aliens echoed through the narrow tower. The sun was falling into the sea. 


Grabbing the corner of the window with both hands, she swung herself up to the next ledge. Scrambling upwards, she pulled herself inch by inch. A feather flitted past her face, brushing up against her nose. She turned her head towards the window and held in a sneeze. The sun... it was the same place as it was before. What was going on? It was still sinking reluctantly, so Emily began her ascent again. She looked out the window, and once again the sun remained in place. Suddenly, the answer appeared in front of her: as she climbed higher, she climbed above the horizon, delaying sunset. Emily giggled; could this be a journey she would actually be able to complete? Giddy with purpose, she leapt up the remaining ledges, lighter than air. She would see the top! She would speak to the creature who waited! The message that lingered at the end of every dream was finally within her grasp!


She threw her arms over the final ledge, grabbing something that felt like a tree branch. She pulled her chin onto the ground and looked up. A giant eagle, wearing the emblem of the galactic army on her breast, stared at the strange girl wrapped in metal. Emily threw her leg over the ledge and rolled onto her back, shallow of breath and sweat dripping past her eyebrows.


“You look tired,” the eagle said. “Why don't you rest for a bit?”


Now that she had stopped climbing, the sun fell at a steady pace. “Please... I was told... you had something... to tell me...”


“You look overheated. Why don't you take off that garish armor?”


Emily looked down; she was nude, but she still felt as if her ribs were being crushed by a Kevlar vest. “Please, quick, just tell me...”


“You look impatient. Why don't you stop rushing so much?”


“But the sun--!”


“Why are you so intent on racing the sun? It may control the day, but during the night it doesn't even exist.”


Emily stared at the eagle, then at the sun; she could see the reflection of the tower in the ocean. It disappeared as the sun's light left it. The top was all that was left now. “But it's right there! What do you mean it doesn't...” her lungs grew tighter. She tried to loosen her armor but she was naked, there was nothing to loosen.


“You look so content,” The eagle said passively. Emily was gasping for air, tugging at invisible straps. “Why don't you wake up?” The sun slipped out of sight and the eagle disappeared. The invisible force crushing her disappeared. The tower disappeared. The disappeared sky let out a soprano howl.


Emily groped over her bedside desk, knocking things onto the floor. She leaned out of bed and throttled the plastic box until it relented. She rolled back into bed and breathed deep.


“Emily, you up?” Her mother appeared in the doorway with an energy shake in one hand and a cigarette in the other.


“Yeah. I'm awake.”


“Well hurry up and get in the shower.”


“Ok, just a second.”


Her mother waited for a few seconds, then rolled her eyes and walked away. Emily grabbed the notebook from the floor and scribbled down the message: “The sun controls the day, during the night it doesn't exist.” 


***


Emily arrived at the football field 15 minutes after the game started. Alex was waiting for her in front. “Ah, there you are! I was afraid you forgot!”


“Everyone else is inside already?”


“Nah, no one else could make it.”


Emily sighed. It was a set up from the beginning.


They had to sit close to the back of the stadium, which made the game even more incomprehensible. Most of the people in the stadium were from the rival school, so Emily didn't know when to cheer and when to boo. She glanced at Alex to see his reactions, and he quickly looked away from her and back at the field. Emily groaned.


“See, that guy in the back left, that's Anthony.” Alex pulled her close and pointed from her perspective at his brother. “This is his last year at the school, so he's always stressing out about what the team is going to do after he leaves.”


“Yup.”


Alex let her go, but his arm remained draped over her shoulders. His long greasy hair was touching her skin. Emily began to regret not just staying home and going to sleep.


After the game, which they lost 10-21, Alex walked Emily back to her car. “So did you have fun?”


“Yeah, that was fun. Thanks.”


Alex wasn't leaving. He was breathing heavily and his face was red. “Em, hey, uh, I just wanted to say, and I don't know if you've noticed, but--”


“Alex. I'm really sorry. You're one of my best friends, but I don't like you like that.”


“Oh...”


Emily grimaced, then opened her car door. When she turned back around to say goodbye, Alex's face was directly next to hers. He pressed his lips against her mouth, and held them there for what felt like a minute. They tasted minty. Finally he pulled away and stared at her for a reaction. When none came, Alex turned and ran back into the parking lot. Emily stood outside her car, legs shaking.

***


Emily streaked across the sky like a fat tipped marker. Her memories and worries fell out behind her as ice particles, leaving their heavy image in the atmosphere. Her body was made of crystal, and as pieces melted and eroded off, her worries of the waking world disappeared, the world controlled by the sun. This sun was just rising, the sun of the night. Emily zoomed towards it, and spun circles around it. It was puny. It was light. It was hers. She pushed the sun back and forth through the sky, laughing. She was never its slave. Emily was absolutely free. 


Emily was in the ocean, standing on a rock on the outskirts of her underwater village. Her aquamarine family and friends hid in their coral huts, but Emily stood with her sword outstretched. The massive whale accelerated towards her, sharp teeth bared like a torpedo. Before it even reached her, Emily swung her sword and sliced the beast in half. The water became saturated with blood, and her grateful townspeople cheered behind her. She looked up through the crimson seawater and saw the sun gently setting on the other side of the sky. With a flick of her head the sun flew back to its starting position. It was dawn once more.


Emily was a skeleton made of newspaper-mache; each movement felt crinkly and satisfying. She was in a massive library, interspersed with thick trees and sandy dunes. There was an old man standing at the entrance, laughing at her. “You've come here to learn, correct?”


“I didn't come here to do anything, but if this is a place for learning, that's what I'm here to do.”


He laughed again. “This place is a treasure trove for those who are willing to invest the time.”


Emily looked up at the sky, the buoyant sun nearing the edge of the horizon. She pressed her finger against it and slid it back to the start. “I have time.”


“It will take an eternity to read a single book, so choose wisely.”


“I can read them all.”


The old man laughed.


Emily was at her high school, it felt like several millennia since she had last been. She wandered its empty hallways for hours, it was so different when there were no people. Emily had never noticed before the phantasmal beauty emanating from each blue locker and door. She turned a corner and saw Audrey sitting at a desk, placed unceremoniously in the middle of the hallway. She looked up when Emily approached. “Everyone is gone.”


“Yeah.”


“Do you want to walk with me?”


Emily smiled. “Yeah.”


Emily was a cat, crawling over fences and through ditches, going places only cats could go.


Emily was in a blue Savannah; people with heads like elephants harvested the tall grass with their trunks, and she walked among them, watching.


Emily was a bird with golden metal wings that reflected the sun, the sun that she pulled like a string on the back of a doll when it got too close to the spine.


Emily was a fish.


Emily was a star.


Emily was a word.


Emily was an infant.


Emily was warm.


Emily was content.


Emily was done.


She was staring at the sky with weary eyes, watching the sun go from one horizon to the other. She was lying on a cool blank field of marble, which felt smooth on her bare flesh. The sun neared the end of its path and hung in place, so used to being pulled back to the start. But Emily nodded her head wearily, and the sun continued to drift down until the sky was blank, and the ground beneath her disappeared. A wailing song rippled through the darkness, lifting Emily off the ground and into the sky.

***


Emily opened her eyes. A bumpy white ceiling hung above her, and her sheets were tangled around every limb. The world of the sun once more.


“Are you going to turn that thing off? Wake up!” A woman was standing in the doorway, holding a cup in one hand and a burning incense in the other. 


“Turn what off?”


“Your alarm! What are you, deaf?”


Emily turned towards the singing box on her bedside table. Why would she want to silence something so beautiful? But the woman made that decision for her. She leaned over and turned off the gurgling tune. She held the incense in Emily's face, which made her cough. “Get in the damn shower! Chop chop!”


At school everything felt artificial and murky. Her movements were quick but purposeless, she dragged her feet and followed the crowd. A boy with long hair walked up to her, keeping his distance. Emily cocked her head. “Hey, Em, I just wanted to say that I'm really sorry about what happened last night, I don't know what came over me. I've been thinking about it all night, and I understand if you just want to be--”


“I'm sorry, who are you?”


The boy looked as if he had been slapped in the face. Emily frowned; she hadn't meant it as an insult.  “Er, it's ok. I get it.” He walked away with his shoulders hunched. 


In English, Emily stared at the posters on the walls. There was no point in being here, she had already read every book in existence. There was a girl sitting on the other side of the room, with short black hair and tan skin, who continued to catch Emily's eye. She should know her... but from where? How? Emily chewed on the pink end of her pencil. 


After the bell rang, the girl walked up to Emily and put her hands on her shoulders. “Em, what's up? You look really out of it. Did you get enough sleep last night?”


“I know you, I should know you, what's your name?”


The girl rose an eyebrow. “...Audrey? You look really pale, are you sick or something?”


Emily sat on the floor and shuddered, drops of dew fell from her eyes. The girl knelt beside her and patted her on the back. The name, Audrey, awoke memories in the back of her mind like those from a dream, but they disappeared like fluff to a vacuum cleaner. 


“Hey, Em, come on, stand up.”


“I don't belong here. Put me back... put me back!”


“Back where?”


“Put me back in the ocean!” Emily felt like she was suffocating.

***


In the darkness Emily rolled herself in her sheets and clenched her eyes shut like teeth, but the dreams never came. For hours she cried and tossed and muttered, but the ocean never washed over her. The memories and worries of the world of the sun stayed attached to her flesh, she could not break them off, she could not scream them off. There were no vast deserts or violet oceans, no ancient creatures or messages of destiny. Finally, the plastic box next to her began to screech, and the tar-smelling woman appeared in her doorway.


“Emily... Emily are you ok?”


Emily could not sleep.

Housekeepers

A teenager walked in the front door, almost instantly slipping on the wet tile floor. “Sorry, sorry, er, lo siento” he muttered as he tracked muddy shoeprints across the entryway. Estela, a housekeeper for 20 years, wanted to chastise him, to beat him over the head with her mop, but she didn’t know how to say “You idiot, do you know how long it took me to scrub these tiles?” in English; she knew hitting him without telling him why would be pointless. Even if you push a dog’s face into its crap, it will not know what it did wrong. This family had the most disgusting house she had to work in; they literally did not know how to pick up after themselves. She came to clean with the other women every other week, and the garbage they’d have to pick up looked two weeks old. She saw them sometimes, tearing through the clean house as the housekeepers were packing their things to leave. Estela picked up the crescents of mud, so thick she could peel them off the floor.

Isabela, a coworker, pulled a trash bag down the stairs. “The oldest one just got home.”

Estela showed her the mudpie in her hand. “Yo sé.”

“I called him a pig, and he said ‘Gracias.’”

They laughed. “That is a lot of basura,” Estela said nodding to the trash bag. Even a normal amount at this place was twice as much as the other houses.

“These morons need to learn how to throw things away. I’m helping them.”

“You’re not supposed to throw away anything with writing on it, it might be important.”

“NOTHING could be so important to keep it for so long! Trust me, this family I am doing a favor.” She pulled the bag over her shoulder and carried it outside. 

Maybe that was a good idea. Even if they accidentally threw away checks or insurance papers, this family deserved it. Estela was putting away her things as the garage door opened. Julia, La madre de la casa, y su hijo menor walked in the door; the little bastard ran into the living room, threw his backpack on the floor, and moved the furniture so every chair was facing the television. Sonya, the head housekeeper, walked up to greet Julia and started talking in English. Estela could only understand bits and pieces; three years of English in college para nada. “Thank you…” “working too hard…” “double the cost…” Estela grinned. They had been working in this compost heap for 15 years now, quince años, and it only got messier as the years went on, as the children got bigger and were able to destroy more. It was about time for a raise. Julia looked helplessly at her son in front of the TV, with the volume turned up all the way. He was long overdue for some obra manual. She wrote out the check and handed it to Sonya. As the women were leaving the house, the eldest ran out the front door and started pulling trash bags out of the can. Isabela snickered.

In the van on the way to the next house, Sonya leaned back and told the women to listen up. “Julia says you’re breaking things, and throwing things away that are in piles on desks. You need to be more careful when you’re cleaning.” 

“Did she fire us?” Isabela asked.

“No, not yet.”

Isabela cursed under her breath.

“This is getting ridiculous,” Estela said loudly. “This is the only house that does not tidy up before we come. They think we are maids, because we have been working for them all their lives. Of course we can’t be careful when we’re being overworked, they don’t even take out the trash by themselves!”

Sonya sighed. “I know, and I’ve raised the rates, but still, Julia and I are good friends. I don’t want our employment to end on bad terms.”

“Tell her to make her chicos work for themselves!” Isabela said. “Our service is un privilegio, we shouldn’t be taken for granted. That’s why I throw away their things, so maybe next time they’ll remember to put them away properly. But they never do! They never learn!”

Sonya stared out a window. “Yo sé.”

Sonya did call them, and told them to have the house tidied up before they arrived. Two weeks passed and nothing had changed. Estela picked out a sentence from the eldest son as he headed out the door: “We cleaned up, so you don’t have to do as much!” He was looking for praise, the idiot. In every other house it was expected, and these people didn’t even clean. The most they did was shove things under beds.


Estela stood in the master bedroom with an empty trash bag. Idiots, morons, slobs. Stacks of papers, full trashcans, rotting food on the ground. An entire, uneaten apple, stuck to the carpet. Before she could make the bed she had to clean it off. A manila folder filled with documents. She picked it up to put on the desk, then paused. “Did they fire us?” Isabela had asked. Sonya’s response was “Not yet.” Estela pulled open the trash bag and dropped the folder inside. A feeling of guilt budded inside her, but it was overwhelmed by the satisfaction, the catharsis, the wicked pleasure. With one arm she held the bag to the side of the bed, and with the other she swept everything on the bed into it. She started picking everything up off the floor—clothes, papers, toys, rotting food—and put it into the bag without a second thought. Isabela walked in with a vacuum. “Ah! At least this room is clean!” she said, looking at the spotless floor. They turned the alarm radio to their favorite norteño station and scrolled the volume until it wouldn’t go any higher. On top of the already full trash bag, she dumped a trashcan filled with sticky wrappers. There was a puddle of soda at the bottom of the can; Estela shook it to make sure it all got in.

By the time they were done, every room in the house was sparkling clean, probably the cleanest it had ever been in its poor life. The windows and counters were wiped clean and sterilized, the floors were vacuumed and spotless, the toilet water was bright azul like the sky. Every surface was dusted, every tile gleaming, every bed made. Ten bursting trash bags sat on the front curb. When la familia arrived, they were awestruck. “Incredible…” “beautiful…” “holy Jesus…” El hijo mayor even shook Sonya’s hand, saying “¡Gracias, mucho mucho gracias!” They were paid triple, and the housekeepers left the house with their smiles shining as brightly as the tile floors.

The next day they were fired. Julia thanked Sonya for her years of service, and asked her to never come back to their home again. Estela cheered silently.

