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Ship of Bone


It was spoken of in whispers, she thought while idly running her hands down the shaft of the great rib supporting the boat.  She looked down, moving her hand down to where the shaft met the sea below, the shin-deep layer of the sea of blood that always sat on the foot of the boat, no matter how often it was bailed.  She looked out into the expanse of the great red ocean, that was all-inclusive seeming, and unending, for with the layer of sea-blood concealing the base of the boat, it was as if there was no end to the sea; all was connected.  The boat was part of the sea, the closest thing to a landmass in the whole of the world, yet you could hardly call a floating whale’s ribcage a landmass, regardless of if two people resided on it.  Especially if they were using it as a boat.


That’s what they thought it was, at least.  A whale’s ribcage.  It was the only thing in their memory of before that was big enough to fit the shape (not that they had discussed it at length.  There was a great deal they had in common but didn’t know for lack of speaking to one another.  However long they had been on the boat, as they truly didn’t know, they had refrained from speaking to one another).  She continued to run her hands along the rib, and underwent the similar sensation the action brought her.  First, the rib felt smooth, worn by weather and time.  Then, the more she rubbed it, the more she felt inconsistencies, more flaws, cracks, stitches.  After she continued to feel the rib, she thought she could see stitches, patches in the shaft, differences in coloration, as if the shaft wasn’t made out of one bone, but many bones, thousands, even.


She was always distracted then, before that last thought could set in.  Something rubbed against the fabric of her pants and she shot her hand down into the sea.  She was lucky this time, she usually didn’t manage to grab anything that floated by, but when she raised her hand to see what she had, she was, as always, disappointed.


In her hand was a tooth, a large canine, and seemingly from an animal, a dog maybe, or a wolf.  It was the same everything.  If she’d’ve been counting, it would have been the 98th tooth she’d found.


Tossing it away, she tried to refocus her mind.  She’d been thinking of something, something from before the boat.  It always took a great deal of concentration to focus on her memory before the boat.  She had to weed out all the other distractions, which were certainly few on the vast red sea, but the constant gibber of her companion, her boatmate, was always there.

"You know, I've always known I'd end up on a journey like this, you know? I used to imagine it. In my youth, and all.  Though I suppose I'm not exactly old yet." It was her boatmate, piping up again.  He addressed all this to his companion, who as usual paid no attention.  Having heard this same exact speech at least a hundred times before, she continued to idly stroke the walls of the boat.  It was hard not to stoke them once you started, she frequently thought to herself.  The great ribs of the boat had been smoothed by the wind and rain.  


She tried not to look at him straight in the eyes, because that would only encourage him, and she really had no intention of listening to his life's story of pre-cognition again.  She much preferred the wind and the rain.  It wasn't a heavy rain at the moment; it was very light and pleasant.  She moved her hand away from where it had been resting on the bone, and watched as the light drizzle changed the off-white bone to pink.  She covered up another portion of the bone with her other hand and waited for more rain to fall.  As she did so, she started half paying attention to his monologue again.


"—in fact, you could say that it goes back to when I was thirteen.  You see, I wrote a song then.  It was very religious, sort of.  I mean, it was religious without actually having any sort of substance, you know?  It talked about 'the lord' and other sort of 'god' things, but I mean—"


She tuned him out again, removing her hand and watching the bone change color.  She looked at her feet, or as much as she could see of them, and kicked the liquid around.  Some of it splashed on the bone, and she watched as it dripped slowly down the shaft.  It reminded her of things back home, back in the city before she was on the boat.  Focusing without concentrating, she recalled a memory.


She was alone, and laughed to herself because of it.  The way her mind works, any time she noted her surroundings she would be reminded of how obvious they were, how clichéd, and she'd start laughing. It gave her the look of a crazy, but she was long past caring.  And at that thought, she laughed again, because she knew it wasn't true.  She looked around as a mild frantic, making sure no one was around.  Her shoulders sunk when she saw someone else in the room.  When he saw that she saw him, his eyes widened and he looked away.  She figured that he had been staring at her, but she couldn't figure out why, unless he thought she was cute, which made her angry when she realized she wanted that to be true.  She imagined that he was angry for the same reason, and decided that she should stop thinking about it, she wasn't going to get any work done if she kept dwelling on someone she'd never met before.  But the more she thought about him, the more she imagined that she'd seen him before, at the store she worked at, maybe.  On the street.  It was a big city, but it was entirely possible.  Maybe they lived in similar neighborhoods, or maybe they went to the same school.  She met new people everyday that she didn't know she went to school with, it was possible.  And his pants were dirty.  It looked like ink.  Maybe glue, too.  She stifled a chuckle at the glue.  A friend of hers had told her once that when people get glue on their pants, they're really worried that people will think it's semen.  Even though they look pretty different.  And most people would have the decency to wipe the semen off of their pants.  That was the thing with glue vs. semen, you couldn't get the god damned glue off.  But you could get semen off.  She remembered this one time that her friend told her about, where he was talking to a teacher and almost accidentally said the word "dildo" to her.  For no reason, either.  The word had just popped into his head, and he said "dil-" to the teacher, but he didn't think she noticed.  Apparently the teacher was talking to the student about a relationship that had just ended, which seemed funny to her because it didn't seem like something teachers and students should talk about.  But he had gone to private school, maybe it was different there.  Maybe they had weird orgies like her friend said they had in college.  She didn't believe in these orgies, she'd heard of them, but had never seen any proof of their reality.  Not that she would participate anyways.  With 80 percent of the population having herpes, she didn't need to be a part of that particular statistic.  Let someone else get it.  She didn't even get cold sores.  Which was weird, because she had a—

. 
She paused, and realized that she had confused her and her companion's stories together.  She never had cold sores, that much was true, but it was his story more than hers.  They only had each other's stories these days, what was going to happen if they mixed their stories together? Would they make new stories, or would they just be trash? Useless trash! It didn't really matter anyways if they remembered or not.  She only told the stories to herself.  He told his stories to her.  Maybe she should tell him to stop.  Maybe she would forget all of her stories because his would always be echoing in her head.  Or maybe they needed their stories to mix together, become new stories.  She never thought that there would be anyone to tell their new stories to.  She never once thought of the fact that the reason it was easy to mix their stories together was the fact that their stories were so similar to begin with.


Then she thought, very idly, of what he had just said, about knowing what would happen, and it opened her eyes to refocusing on what she had been thinking of before she was distracted by the memory.  It was spoken of in whispers, she thought, before the boat.  They had spoken of it, vaguely, subtly, they had gestured at it for years. She realized that for once they “they” wasn’t her and her boatmate, but another set of peoples, people who had only been before, who were only in her memory, that distant set of mist she always felt tickling the backs of her eyes.  She shut them then, putting all her energy into thinking of before, and then, unlike any other time yet on the boat, she remembered what had happened.


It was spoken of in whispers, but then it happened differently then they had planned.  There wasn’t anything loud, just a breeze at first.  But it was different; you could feel it be different.  It wasn’t cold or hot or anything, just a force at your ankles. She squeezed her eyes tighter, so that tears came out in focus.  That was what they said about it.  I could never feel it.  People kept talking about that “feeling ‘round their feet, their ankles, their knees, their legs, waist, chest, arms, neck, head,” and I never felt a thing.  And then they were gone.  One flash of it, that lasted at least a forever, everyone in the air, in the sky, floating, calm as the ocean.  Then one more flash of a forever, as they disappeared as dots in the sky, a drop of rain on my nose, on my shoulder, on the ground.  The drops had stained the concrete red. Then I was here. 


Then she was here, she thought again, momentarily breaking her trance.  She brought herself back in, trying to think of herself before she was on the boat.  I thought it would happen like they said, she realized, and I was even more surprised when it was a wind I couldn’t even feel. Some people caught on to it.  Knew the wind was what they’d been waiting for.  I wanted the wind like they did, I respected the wind, what they said it meant.  Got right down on the ground when it only blew there, up to their knees when it was there, slowly moving their bodies up until they felt it all over.  I wanted to join them, I’d get right down too, and pretend to feel it, watch them from the corner of my eye, follow their motions.  And I never felt a thing.  Then they realized I couldn’t feel it.  I had to run from some of them, some who thought I was diseased or bedeviled to not feel the wind, or just a liar.  I ran from others, too, for different reasons, they wanted to embrace me, they wanted to lift me up, put me on a box, stand around it staring.  I didn’t want that either, as much as I didn’t want to be burned by the others.  Still, the only wind I felt was the wind I kicked up myself as I ran from the whole world, hiding in alleys, living in treetops, and all the while, hearing of another, another like me, another bedeviled child, another who couldn’t feel it.  I kept running, not allowing myself to think I had a companion.  I ran until everyone in the world was gone.  Up in the air, and I watched them there, and then they were gone, and I was here.

Another.  Another? She gasped suddenly, and turned around, looking at her boatmate, her companion, and yearning with all her might, in sudden revelation, to yell at him, “you couldn’t feel it either, could you??”

But of course, she kept silent.  She turned away from her companion to hide her face, as she knew she was in no mood for conversation, regardless of who she thought he might be.  No doubt he would see the change in her face and ask why it was there, if she was thinking of something, and then start talking about some part of his life that was in any way relevant or not to the expression at hand.


With that she realized, completely removed and forgetful of the revelation she had just experienced, the memory of before already into the mist, that whenever he started rambling on about his past, he never once stopped to ask if she was listening.  She almost let herself laugh at the fact that it meant that not only had her companion been talking to himself the whole while, but that also she had been paying close enough attention to him to know that he hadn't asked if she'd been paying attention.  The realization was again so severe a change in her usual day that she almost spun around again to begin a conversation with him, but was interrupted by a gust of wind and an influx of rain.


She began to feel dizzy, the wind usually did that to her.  She tried to calm herself down while at the same time trying not to show any outward emotion.  She realized that she was doing so her companion wouldn't worry.  The last thing he needs is to worry, she thought.  She went through her exercises to calm herself down, thinking of words upon words. Fetid and foul and flour and foul and fowl and four and floor the store, she thought to herself, but it was no use, and she collapsed to the floor of the boat, the blood at the base filling her mouth, and she blacked out.


She shrugged off her companion's hand.  He was lightly shaking her, and had his hand on her face.  She wanted to ask him why, but she knew he had lifted it out of the pool of blood that covered the deck.  She didn't say anything.  She reached to his hand and gently removed it off her face, then laid herself down in the blood.  He stood up slowly, watching her position herself so the blood didn't go in her nose.  She didn't mind if it went in her mouth.  She got over that one a long time ago.  She wouldn't swallow it anymore, though.  She was over that curiosity, too.  Hearing him splash away to his side of the boat, she put her head down on her arms and tried to go to sleep.  Oddly enough she found herself dreaming quickly.  To her disappointment upon waking up, the dream was mundane, more of a memory than a dream.


The room she was in smelled like a mixture of burning rubber and tamales.  It was a familiar smell, one she attributed to a broken washing machine.  She asked whoever was around why it smelled so bad, and why that high-pitched noise wouldn't stop.  Apparently one of the metal arms holding up the basket in the washing machine had snapped off and was grinding itself on the spinning parts.  She remarked that it seemed like something that one couldn't just fix by themselves, and was agreed with.  She went outside to find that it was raining.  But it was raining rainwater instead of blood, immediately tipping her off to the dream.  One of the elm trees in the backyard she was in fell over, and the inside was a pale salmon color.   The splinters were smooth, too, like tender meat, like fish, even.  She went over to touch it, and found that it was smooth, it was like tender meat.  She pulled off a sliver and stuck it in her mouth, keeping two of her fingers in to suck.  As she sucked on the splinters and her fingers, a friend she hadn't seen since middle school walked over to her.  The friend, whose name she couldn't remember, but wanted to say it was Sally, admonished her for eating the tree, after all, she had been a vegetarian for five years, she should honor those years despite of the present pescetarianism.  She pushed her fingers deeper into her mouth and woke up with a start.


Some blood had gotten in her mouth and she was choking on it.  Nothing too serious, nothing to worry about, but it had woken her up regardless.  She could feel her companion shifting, half attempting to get up and save her, but then stopping because she wasn't choking anymore.  She felt a part of her try to get her to keep choking, to pretend if she had to.  She knew she wouldn't, but this time she felt more attracted to the idea.  She hesitated even a little longer than usual before she pushed herself back up to sitting.  She started to wonder if she'd ever be so tired as to actually go through with it, but she was soon distracted by the fact that her hair had fallen in the blood.  With a sigh, she started to squeeze it out, and—


"Y-you know that happens every t-time you go down there."


It was her boatmate.  It wasn’t her mumbling to herself, it was him.  It was her boatmate.  She froze, unsure of how to respond.  Wondering if she could even respond.


“How, ah… well, ah…” he sputtered, and she realized that he too had no idea how to start this.  


“H-how… are you f-feeling? How are you feeling?”


She chuckled, and looked away from his endearing stutter.  Then she whipped her head back around, took a deep breath and said, “I’m just fine, how are you?”  She splashed her way to his side of the boat and sat down next to him, for the first time looked him in the eyes.  She saw herself and the sea in the reflection, and felt a part of something.  She looked away sheepishly and asked him about the wind.

