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I

It was a silent day, the day that Clio left to find her heart.  She had woken at the regular time, and opened her eyes.  The dawn had not knocked at her window with tinged-pink fingers—it never did.  The clock in the town square had rung seven times; announcing each hour with clear precision.  The tones did not resonate, but pierced sleep with sharp strokes and then the hours were gone.
Clio pulled her covers taut and dressed in the clothing that lay perfectly folded at the foot of her bed.  She tucked her straight hair between neatly pinned back ears and headed down the stairs.  She stopped short on the bottom step and stumbled slightly forward.  The kitchen was empty.  Blank corners stared back at her, hiding nothing, but the silent spaces.  To another child, this might not have been perhaps so disconcerting, but everything happened just the same, every morning in Practown.  Every morning, just at five minutes past the last stroke of morning, Clio ate breakfast with her parents.
In the center of the kitchen table lay a plastic object.  It was labeled neatly with the linear lines of Clio’s father’s architectural handwriting.  She picked it up carefully, because it was put together like a puzzle.  Words like pulmonary artery, ventricle and valve identified the different red and blue pieces.  It felt smooth and cold in Clio’s hands and was just bigger than the size of her closed fist.  A tag was tied to the Aorta (a three pronged-jutting out of the top piece) which read HEART—pg. 476; Book of Anatomy.

Clio gazed upwards at the shelves of books that lined the fifteen foot ceilings; closed in by locked glass cabinets.  The key hung dangling from the lock.  Clio’s father was the Keeper of “Knowledge’ in Practown and the key was always kept in a metal cannister hung around his neck.  Nobody was allowed to handle the leather bound volumes, without his express permission.  Sentences and paragraphs were recited daily to Clio, and she had gazed at diagrams many times, but never had been able to turn the pages.
Clio realized that the only thing she could do was climb to the top rung of her father’s ladder, and turn that key.  The metal burned bitter-cold in her palm, but the key turned quickly in the lock.  Clio quickly scanned the shelves for A, and slid the Book of Anatomy off the shelf.  It was heavy and smelled antiseptic like the cleaner her mother used to scrub the floors.  With trembling fingers she flipped to page 476 and there, colored-flat, lay a heart.  

“The heart is a fist-sized muscular organ that pumps blood through the body.  Oxygen-poor blood enters the right atrium of the heart……The blood is then pumped into the right ventricle and then through the pulmonary artery to the lungs….This cycle is then repeated.  Every day the heart pumps about 2,000 gallons, beating about 100,000 times.”  

There was a jagged black mark, scratched through the words and fleetingly, she wondered how it had gotten there.  Nobody was ever to mark in the books.  Clio got lost in the words, hearing the drone of her father’s voice, until the definition lost all meaning.  She slid the book back on to the shelf and shut the cabinet door.  There seemed to be no sense in locking it as the Tomes of Knowledge seemed full of empty words, like flies buzzing endlessly in a closed room.  She walked slowly back to the table and felt very tired.  The diagram showed the heart positioned below a person’s ribcage on the left side.   Clio pulled the heart close to her chest, and held it to hear ear.  It echoed with nothing.
II

Clio walked out the gate that walled in Practown without a backwards glance.  Everything was straight lines in Practown; the symmetrical boxes of buildings that sat 

stiffly in rows, the parallel paved roads, that led here and back, but never crossed at the middle.  She had followed simply followed the road, that sat waiting outside her house, and had ended up at the gate.  The Keeper of ‘town’ had not seemed to notice her, as she slipped through, invisible like a moth against the grey sky.  

In the knapsack on her back, Clio carried the plastic heart, an apple that had rolled out from its center, when she shook the heart to hear its sound, and a hank of hair.  She felt a slight ache in her chest and wondered whether it was hunger.  She could feel the hard bounce of the apple at her back, but it was not appealing.  Clio shook off the ache and marched forward, with short, measured steps.  She had no questions ringing in her head, but she knew that she had to follow the road that seemed to end nowhere, but ahead.

Clio walked and walked, staring at her feet as they traded places on the pavement, that gradually turned to dirt.  She listened for the clock’s tones to mark the ending of the day, but she was out of range.  Clio walked into the hours of the afternoon, through the darkness and into the sun, that painted her feet, and then she stopped.  Clio glanced up and the sky blazed back at her.  She was surrounded by green and trees and she could hear the sounds of birds and morning and the wind.  She was frightened by the light and huddled next to the road, covering her eyes.  The sky in Practown was always opaque and seamless, like the blanket that covered her while she lay sleeping.

Clio sat there for a long time, trying to make sense of it and not knowing how to catch her thoughts.  She remembered her mother’s hands.    When she was little, her mother’s hands used to shape the air whenever Clio had asked a question.  They used to dance and caress her face and fill every space in the room.  When her father was appointed in his new position, those same hands had fluttered through the middle spaces and then grown still.  Occasionally, Clio’s thoughts would hop out of her head and leap wildly about the room.  When this happened, her mother’s fingers would twitch and her father’s hooded eyes would blink.  In The School Of Reason, they had learned how to marshal their thoughts, so that they would not disrupt the learning.  The questions would sit like bile, eating away at the ‘voice’ in her throat.  

It was all her fault and Clio remembered the exact moment it had happened.   It had been building up all week, and she had been powerless to stop it.  Lined up at the back of the classroom were tall, cylinders of glass, shaped like giant test tubes.  Each morning, the students would arrive with a smooth stone that they would drop in the jar.  Like facts, Miss Grind had explained, as you watch them accumulate, your own minds will be filled with explanations for the world.  Sometimes Clio would glare at her jar and will it to implode, smashing the windows of the classroom and the facts that sounded at them monotonously from the chalkboard.   Every afternoon, they would turn in their notebooks of neatly copied facts and practice memorized recitations.  Miss Grind constantly scolded Clio for her irrevererent margins and disgraceful handwriting.  That final morning, Clio had given Miss Grind an apple, in which she had jammed her finger, stuck a worm in its mealy center, and covered up the hole.  The shiny red apple had simply stared at her all day, sitting gracefully on the desk as if it were whole.
That evening, her father was reading from Book of Earth.  She was watching the veins in his eyelids as his voice filled the room with “Gravity is the force of attraction that every object in the universe exerts on every other object.”  His words filled the air like splatters of mud.  Clio felt her voice wind up in her head like a spinning top.  Her mother’s fingertips twitched.  “WHY?”  The word burst from Clio’s throat and sprayed the walls.  “WHYYYYYYYY?”  She couldn’t stop screaming.  For a moment, she could see her reflection in the iris of her father’s eyes and then they shuttered closed.  Her mother’s hands circled the air and then lay limp at her side.
The next morning it was silent and her parents were gone.  Clio felt an ache tight in her chest and her face felt wet.  She wiped the water from her eyes and stared blindly at the sky.  There were slight trails of clouds, but it was not raining.  She stood up and continued to walk.  The apple felt hard against the small of her back and she could hear the plastic clanking of the heart.  This time she did not stare at her feet, but gazed around her.  She watched the light falling gracefully through the trees and matched her breathing to the wind.  The road became a narrow path and Clio continued to follow its bends and curves, until exhausted, she slept with the knapsack pillowed under her head.
No longer listening for the sharp tones of the clock, Clio woke when the dawn washed her face with morning.  The ache in her chest was tighter, and yet she did not stop to eat.  With no one to prepare her meals, she simply did not know where food would come from.  The sun blistered her skin and as the path grew narrower, she welted with poison oak and ivy from the plants that she couldn’t identify from her vague recollection of the Book of Flora and Fauna.  She felt empty in her skin which boiled and itched relentlessly, but her feet trudged forward without knowing how to return from where they had come.
III

On the fifth day, Clio sat down in a patch of nettles, and collapsed.  The clouds rained, and she smothered her skin with cooling mud.  She baked hard in the sun, but was powerless to move.  At night, she gazed up at the dark and wondered if the stars were actually holes in the sky.  On the seventh day, she felt herself gently lifted and wrapped in a soft blanket that swayed to the rhythm of her breath. Visions of wormy apples, shuttered blue-veined eyelids and shattering stones gave way to hands that shaped dreams and caressed her sleep.  
Clio woke to the musky smell of earth and smoke.  She rubbed the sleep from her eyes and stretched.  She was wrapped in a soft fleece that smelled of skin and other scents she couldn’t identify.  Across the room, she saw a man sitting cross-legged next to a fire.  His face was old and wrinkled and the skin was stretched tight over angular bones.  And yet out of the deep grooves, his eyes were brilliant and clear.  His gaze reflected her image and a great body of water that roiled and swept toward two figures standing…..  She strained toward the figures and then the clear eyes blinked.  Frustrated, she sat up and kicked the fleece off her legs.  Her skin was covered with ointment and fading scars.  
“Clio, I have been waiting for you—saving a window in my heart to welcome you.”


“And how do you know my name.”  She flung the words at him like sharp stones, and he waited patiently.  “It’s a hateful name.  Everyone else has alpha names,  Ann, Beth….assigned by the Office of Deeds…..and then Clio.   Why?”  She spit the last question at him.  “And my heart is full of holes.”  She shook her knapsack at him.
Quietly, he served her a bowl of broth, and a cup of hot, sweet tea that warmed her insides.  She sipped it slowly, carefully cradling clay bowls in her hands, soaking up the warmth into her bones.

“I was named by a midwife passing through Practown.  My mother couldn’t make it to the hospital and I was born on the side of the road for everybody to see.”


“Yes, I know Clio.”


“How can you know?  Were you there?”


“My name is Chiron,” he continued as if she hadn’t interrupted him.  “That midwife is my wife.”


“And where is she then?  That old woman who stole my real name?”


“She died.”  Clio sat silent, stopped by his words.  “Look at me, my child.  You simply asked a question.  The answer is time passing.  My wife, Gaia, told me of your birth.  How when you dropped, your eyes were wide open and they reflected ‘wonder.’  Your mother’s hands sparkled through the air as she took you to her breast.”  
The lower half of his face was covered with long hair, that surrounded his mouth and swept down his chin.  Clio clutched the hank of hair that she had brought with her tight in her fist.
IV

And so began a cycle, that took Clio through her days.  Chiron lived in a cavern carved into the red earth of a hill.  Or it could have been a mountain—she had no way of knowing.  In the morning, he would introduce her to the flowers that grew close to his home—clover, primroses, vetch, rhododendron and laurel.   They would collect them and he showed her how to press them between the pages of a heavy book.  He showed her how to draw them and write their Latin name beneath.  At first her strokes were short and scratchy, but they became light and airy when she allowed his hand to guide hers.  

It was Spring and they sucked the sweet peppermint off slender branches of birch trees with their teeth.  They filled jars with Queen Anne’s Lace and cooked the wild carrot roots discovered underneath.  They boiled the tubers of Day Lilies with goat’s milk.  They feasted on fiddlehead ferns and made dandelion tea.   They gathered blueberries and the sweet fruit rolled off the branches into Clio’s basket.  She licked the juice from her blue-stained fingers.  Chiron always knew when her chest would squeeze tight and they would return to the safety of the hill.   

At night, Clio slept and wrestled with wonderings and questions that bounced off the sides of her dreams.  Chiron never questioned her, but often he would replace the fleece that she kicked off with flailing legs.  Strangely, she was always rested in the mornings.  Chiron’s cavern had shelves piled high with bleached bones, strangely shaped rocks, bird nests and carved figures.  There were no corners, and she could see the sky, through a hole cut to let the smoke escape from the fire.  Every surface was piled with books of all shapes and configurations.  Often Chiron would thumb through them, sighing deeply when he found a certain word or passage.  He never read them out loud, even if Clio stared hard at him, willing the words to spring from the pages.  She thought of the locked shelves in her kitchen; the Tomes of Knowledge, too precious to be handled.
One evening, while Chiron was gathering wood for the fire--actually, it was dried goat dung; a goat named Io slept in the sweet grasses of the hill and Chiron milked her every morning--Clio listened for Chiron’s retreating footsteps and snatched up a book.  The pages were marked with lines, arrows, squiggles and circles.  She madly flipped through the pages and became entranced with illustrations that depicted nothing she had ever seen or could make sense of.  Winged horses, beautiful naked forms, snakes twined through black hair, faces filled with anguish and turned to stone.  She rubbed her face into the pages that grew wet with longing.

Chiron gently eased the book from her frozen fingers and set her next to the fire.  

“What of stories my child?”

Clio shook the longing from her head and told Chiron of the fables she had learned at school and from her father.  The Fox and the Crow—how the fox duped the crow into dropping its cheese through  flattery.  The Grasshopper and the Ants—how the grasshopper played while the ants stored food for the winter and subsequently starved.  Chiron was silent for a long time.  Clio’s voice choked on the morals that these fables had taught her.  She choked on the valuable lessons instructed by the fables—how to live her life the ‘right’ way.  Chiron was silent as they ate their dinner.  That night as she slept, she could hear the rustle of paper and dreamt of the sky splitting open.

The next evening, Chiron led Clio to the top of a steep bluff that overlooked the green swell of the Sea.   Clio watched the birds circle overhead and felt as if she were floating at the top of the world.   She clutched Chiron’s hand tightly and he did not let go.  With his free hand, he covered her lengthwise with grasses as his words began to weave a story.  A story of immortal Gods and Goddesses that lived on top of Olympus.  A story of the mortals that were tangled in the God’s search for elusive love, pain, courage and tender mercies that touch the soul.  A story of all time that had no beginning or end or now.  Zeus who desperately sought love and wreaked vengeance with golden rods of lightning forged by Hephaestus bound in love to the faithless Aphrodite.  Ariadne, who led Theseus on a triumphant dance through the labyrinth to save the Athenians from a minotaur; a monster only half man/half bull.   Athena, who cleaved her way out of Zeus’s skull, and stood majestically, cloaked in her wisdom.
The stories wound their way in and out of days and Chiron never let go of Clio’s hand.  His voice was low and deep, the syllables smoothed out like rich honey.  It dripped into her ribcage and loosened the bands that wrenched it tight around her heart.  As he spoke, she wove flowers and herbs through the long grasses.  She wove in Ariadne’s grief as Theseus abandoned her to Dionysis, setting sail for home with a black sail that plunged his father into the Sea.  She plucked silken hairs from Chiron’s beard and wove in Persephone’s terror as she is plunged into the underworld; heedlessly eating three pomegranate seeds that pledge half her life to Hades for all time.  Clio wove in fallen leaves as her arms froze into the limbs of a laurel tree on the edge of a riverbank, as Daphne’s father saves her from Apollo’s chase.  Tempted by Zeus, she wove in ‘hope’ as a horde of miseries flew out of Pandora’s box.  

When Chiron’s words subsided, Clio continued to weave in branches flung by the wind, and fleece from Io’s coat.  She wove until her fingers bled, and then she wove in the oxygen-deprived blood that escaped from her heart.  She wove in flotsam, that blew up from the Sea.  When she stopped, her body was covered with a thick woven blanket.  Her hair felt tangled around her face and she touched the ends.  Every fourth Wednesday, her mother had trimmed the family hair with sharp scissors.  Clio wove in the hank of hair that was her mother’s, father’s and her own.  
That night she slept nestled in Chiron’s beard next to the quiet murmur of the fire.

V


Chiron gave Clio a notebook and she learned how to use a feather pen, dipped in the juice of berries.  She loved the fluid motion of the tip as it scrolled through the connected forms of the letters.  She learned by tracing her fingers through the grooves of letters that Chiron carved into the walls.  She danced through the movements on the edge of the Sea and formed words that flowed into stories of her own.   And then Clio wrote herself into the history of the world.

Clio sat patiently at Chiron’s feet as he mumbled, and drew, and circled words on the pages of the book that rested on his lap.  The floor was strewn with scraps of paper with scribbled notes and sketches.  He sighed and yanked on his beard.


“What is it my child?”


“I do not know how to end my story.”


“We never know how it ends.”  His words cut at her with their sharpness.  Chiron seemed to have the history of the world in his grasp and he would not share it.


“Take a walk child and inhale the music of the earth.”


Clio walked slowly to an open meadow protected by a circle of tall trees.  She lay down in the tall grasses and breathed in the sky.  It amazed her that the stars were brilliant suns—that there light had been extinguished lifetimes before she could see them now, burning brightly.  How could they no longer exist when proof hung in the sky?  She could see Ariadne’s jeweled crown that Dionysis had flung in the sky as a constellation to honor her memory.  The constellations charged through the sky; the stars riding in the wake of winged chariots.  The grasses waved over Clio’s body and sucked her into the womb of the earth.  She inhaled deeply.

The sound of the cicadas woke Clio from her peaceful sleep.  The early morning air brushed her skin and it tingled with life.    Thoughts flitted across her mind like fireflies.    She remembered the midwife and thought of her mother’s silent hands.  She longed for their touch.  In the breeze, she heard the murmured drone of her father’s voice. She remembered a discussion with Chiron about the paradox of life—to live is not necessarily to be alive.  To contemplate is to understand.  The latin prefix con meant together and tem derived from time.  The world and her story were greater than herself.  Suddenly, it came to her—this place, right here and now, this was her destiny.

Clio burst from the grasses and raced toward the cavern that smelled like the musky earth and smoke.  She burst through the narrow opening and threw her arms around Chiron’s sleeping neck.  He was slumped over his papers, with ink from his pen dripping down his beard.  He opened his eyes slowly and Clio clearly saw her reflection masked by two figures circling her image.  The room spun still.


“Chiron, it all makes sense now.  The midwife—you knowing my name.”  Clio remembered the sons and the daughters of the Gods and Goddesses hidden on islands, protected from harm.   “You are my Father!”


Chiron, gently eased her arms from around his neck.  He brushed his fingers through her hair and across her eyes.


“No my child, you can’t rewrite the world.  It is time for you to go.  I must rest.”


Clio stood frozen.  “Clio, your parents visited me before you came.”  Clio heard his words, but didn’t believe them.  She remembered the Gorgon head which Perseus had flung about recklessly.   Snakes twined through Medusa’s severed head that turned men to stone.  She picked up her knapsack, tied her woven blanket around her neck like a cloak and walked to the opening of the cavern.


“Clio.”  She turned.  “You are named for the muse of history.  Use your gift well and know you are taking a piece of my heart.”  Chiron returned to his drawings and Clio walked into the dense night.

VI

Clio was angry.  She remembered Zeus and his lightning bolts of vengeance.  She wished she could summon Artemis with her fatal arrows that cut cleanly through the heart.  The knapsack bounced against her stiff back as she marched down the hill and found the narrow path.  Clio walked for days, fueled by rage that simmered inside her until it burned her eyes.  She would stop to eat wild mushrooms or fruit, sleep, write furiously in her notebook and continue on the path.  She wasn’t sure of her direction, but did it matter if she returned the way she had come?  


On the seventh evening, Clio could see the gate of Practown in the distance.  As she drew closer, she noticed a neat row of townspeople marching past her.  Clio recognized their precise gait as they looked down at measured footsteps.  She noticed Mrs. Grind holding a shiny red apple, but she did not look up.  Clio stood directly in their path, but they walked right through her as if she were invisible; air instead of stone.  There was no keeper at the gate and she passed into the town with hardly a wrinkle.  

Clio walked up the straight line of the road until she stood before her house.  The windows and square corners looked empty.  Clio took a rock from her knapsack and heaved it at a window.  The glass shattered into a million pieces and like a prism, the sun’s refracted rays lit a rainbow of color.  And then it lay, just pieces of broken glass on the ground.  Clio looked up at the sky where the Sun God, Helios hung, winking at her with a glint in his eye.  Gone was the opaque gray sky that hung like fog over the town.


Pushing into the sky, Clio could see the peaks of purple mountains.  They stood splendid in the sun.  She took off at a run, something pounding in her chest.  She raced through the town, like Daphne being chased by Apollo, until she emerged on the other side.  Her chest heaving, she stood at the foot of the mountains gazing up at something shining at the very top.  Clio started climbing up a winding path of rock that was so steep she almost stood sideways. Her feet kept slipping, but she the pain her her chest drove her upward, ignoring the scrapes and bruises that attacked her body.  Suddenly, her right foot hit a patch of loose gravel and she started to roll.  She swung out with her arms and her hand grabbed a branch that broke her fall.  


Clio’s backpack ripped open and she watched the plastic pieces of the heart tumble down the steep, rocky side of the mountain.  There was an erratic rhythm to their descent and she laughed as they bounced and split apart.  Taking a deep breath, Clio resumed her climb.  As she got closer to the peak, Clio noticed a mirror with two figures shadowed within its frame.  As she grew closer still, she could see hands shaping dreams in the air.   she climbed faster and faster.  She could hear her the steady drone of her father’s voice, but the sounds were lilting; rising with the wind.  She could see he held no Tome in his hand and the words flew from his lips like a story just beginning.  


The mirror stood perched at an awkward angle at the peak.  The tip of the mountain was covered with ice and Clio’s feet and hands couldn’t find a grip.  She could see her mother’s hands pulling and she noticed cables laying buried in the snow.  Clio dug them out of the frozen earth and by holding on to the knots, she pulled herself up slowly.  The cables ended at a series of ladders, hanging precariously off the side.  Clio sat frozen in the snow and couldn’t take a step further.  She remembered the silent morning at her house and Chiron’s final denial.  What point was there in going on?  How was she to truly know if those shadowy figures were her parents?

In a state of total despair, Clio dug the apple out of her knapsack.  It was green and slightly withered, but she bit into it anyway.  The fruit was firm and sweet.  Juice dribbled down her chin.  She looked up at the mirror and saw herself reflected between the two figures.  She felt a fluttering like wings in her chest and placed her hands on her heart.  Clio grasped the ladder with both hands and climbed.  She felt the ladder wobble, but she didn’t look down.  Her feet slipped, but the wings in her chest pushed her on.


When Clio stood on the topmost rung of the ladder, she stretched out her arms.  Her woven cloak hung in the breeze behind her, but she could not touch the glass.  The surface of the mirror was cloudy, but she remembered Chiron’s clear eyes.  Clio’s heart beat in her chest to the rhythms of the earth.  She reached with her heart and then she leaped.       
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