Cul de Sac Stories






Conversation Pieces

A Small Paperback Series from Aqueduct Press
Subscriptions available: www.aqueductpress.com

1. The Grand Conversation
Essays by L. Timmel Duchamp

2. With Her Body

Short Fiction by Nicola Griffith
3. (hangeling

A Novella by Nancy Jane Moore
4. Counting on Wildflowers

An Entanglement by Kim Antieau

5. The Traveling Tide
Short Fiction by Rosaleen Love

6. The Adventures of the Faithful Counselor
A Narrative Poem by Anne Sheldon
7. Ordinary People
A Collection by Eleanor Arnason
8. Writing the Other
A Practical Approach
by Nisi Shawl & Cynthia Ward

9. Alien Bootlegger
A Novella by Rebecca Ore
10.  The Red Rose Rages (Bleeding)
A Short Novel by L. Timmel Duchamp
11, Talking Back: Epistolary Fantasies
edited by L. Timmel Duchamp
12.  Absolute Uncertainty
Short Fiction by Lucy Sussex

13. Candle in a Bottle
A Novella by Carolyn Ives Gilman



14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

25.

26.

27.

28.

29.

Knots
Short Fiction by Wendy Walker

Naomi Mitchison: A Profile of Her Life and Work
A Monograph by Lesley A. Hall

We, Robots
A Novella by Sue Lange

Making Love in Madrid
A Novella by Kimberly Todd Wade

Of Love and Other Monsters
A Novella by Vandana Singh

Aliens of the Heart
Short Fiction by Carolyn Ives Gilman

Voices From Fairyland:

The Fantastical Poems of Mary Coleridge, Charlotte Mew,

and Sylvia Townsend Warner
Edited and With Poems by Theodora Goss

My Death
A Novella by Lisa Tuttle
De Secretis Mulierum
A Novella by L. Timmel Duchamp
Distances
A Novella by Vandana Singh
Three Observations and a Dialogue:
Round and About SF
Essays by Sylvia Kelso and a correspondence
with Lois McMaster Bujold
The Buonarotti Quartet
Short Fiction by Gwyneth Jones
Slightly Behind and to the Left
Four Stories & Three Drabbles by Claire Light
Through the Drowsy Dark
Short Fiction and Poetry by Rachel Swirsky
Shotgun Lullabies
Stories and Poems by Sheree Renée Thomas

A Brood of Foxes
A Novella by Kristin Livdahl



30.

31.

32.

33.

34.

35.

36.

37.

38.

39.

40.

42.

43,

44,

45,

The Bone Spindle
Poems and Short Fiction by Anne Sheldon

The Last Letter
A Novella by Fiona Lehn

We Wuz Pushed
On Joanna Russ and Radical Truth-Telling
by Lee Mandelo

The Receptionist and Other Tales
Poems by Lesley Wheeler

Birds and Birthdays
Stories by Christopher Barzak

The Queen, the Cambion, and Seven Others
Stories by Richard Bowes
Spring in Geneva
A Novella by Sylvia Kelso
The XY Conspiracy
A Novella by Lori Selke
Numa
An Epic Poem by Katrinka Moore
Myths, Metaphors, and Science Fiction:
Ancient Roots of the Literature of the Future
Essays by Sheila Finch
NoFood
Short Fiction by Sarah Tolmie
The Haunted Girl
Poems and Short Stories by Lisa M. Bradley

Three Songs for Roxy
A Novella by Caren Gussoff

Ghost Signs
Poems and a Short Story by Sonya Taaffe

The Prince of the Aquamarines & The Invisible Prince: Two
Fairy Tales
by Louise Cavelier Levesque

Back, Belly, and Side: True Lies and False Tales
Short Fiction by Celeste Rita Baker



46.

47.

48.

49.

50.

51.

52.

53.

54.

55.

56.

57.

58.

59.

60.

61.

62.

A Day in Deep Freeze
A Novella by Lisa Shapter

A Field Guide to the Spirits
Poems by Jean LeBlanc

Marginalia to Stone Bird
Poems by R.B. Lemberg

Unpronounceable
A Novella by Susan diRende

Sleeping Under the Tree of Life
Poetry and Short Fiction by Sheree Renée Thomas

Other Places
Short Fiction by Karen Heuler
Monteverde: Memoirs of an Interstellar Linguist

A Novella by Lola Robles,
translated by Lawrence Schimel

The Adventure of the Incognita Countess
A Novella by Cynthia Ward

Boundaries, Border Crossings,
and Reinventing the Future
Essays and Short Fiction by Beth Plutchak

Liberating the Astronauts
Poems by Christina Rau
In Search of Lost Time
A Novella by Karen Heuler
Cosmovore
Poems by Kristi Carter
Helen’s Story
A Novella by Rosanne Rabinowitz

Liminal Spaces
Short Fiction by Beth Plutchak

Feed Me the Bones of Our Saints
Short Fiction by Alex Dally MacFarlane

If Not Skin: Collected Transformations
Poems and Short Fiction by Toby MacNutt

The Adventure of the Dux Bellorum
A Novella by Cynthia Ward



63.

64.

65.

66.

67.

68.

69.

70.

72.

73.

74.

75.

76.

77.

78.

79.

People Change
Short Fiction and Poems by Gwynne Garfinkle

Invocabulary
Poems by Gemma Files

The Green and Growing
A Novella by Erin K. Wagner

Everything is Made of Letters
Short Fiction by Sofia Rhei

Midnight at the Organporium
Short Fiction by Tara Campbell
Algorithmic Shapeshifting
Poems by Bogi Takdcs

The Rampant
A Novella by Julie C. Day

Mary Shelley Makes a Monster
Poems by Octavia Cade

Articulation
Short Plays to Nourish the Mind & Soul
by Cesi Davidson

City of a Thousand Feelings
A Novella by Anya Johanna DeNiro

Ancient Songs of Us
Poems by Jean LeBlanc

The Adventure of the Naked Guide
A Novella by Cynthia Ward

Sacred Summer
Poems by Cassandra Clarke

Disease
Short Fiction by Sarah Tolmie

Goddess Bandit of the Thousand Arms
Poems by Hal Y. Zhang

Resistance and Transformation: On Fairy Tales
Essays by Mari Ness

The Silences of Ararat
A Novella by L. Timmel Duchamp



80.

81.

82.

83.

84.

85.

86.

87.

88.

89.

90.

92.

93.

Cabinet of Wrath: A Doll Collection
Short Fiction by Tara Campbell

The Adventure of the Golden Woman
A Novella by Cynthia Ward

Fricatives
Short Plays to Nourish the Mind & Soul
by Cesi Davidson

We've Been Here Before
Poems by Anne Carly Abad

Bilabials
Short Plays to Nourish the Mind & Soul
by Cesi Davidson

When Home, No Need to Cry
Short Fiction by Erin K. Wagner

Apollo Weeps
A Novella by Xian Mao

To the Woman in the Pink Hat
A Novella by LaToya Jordan

From Voyages Unreturning
Poems by Deborah L. Davitt

Numinous Stones
Poems by Holly Lyn Walrath

Tales from Mnemosyne
A Novella by Dennis Danvers

Feraltales
Short Fiction by Couri Johnson

Cul de Sac Stories
Short Fiction by Tamara Kaye Sellman

Stop Plosive
Short Plays to Nourish the Mind & Soul
by Cesi Davidson



About the Aqueduct Press
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The feminist engaged with sf is passionately inter-
ested in challenging the way things are, passionately de-
termined to understand how everything works. It is my
constant sense of our feminist-sf present as a grand con-
versation that enables me to trace its existence into the
past and from there see its trajectory extending into our
future. A genealogy for feminist sf would not constitute
a chart depicting direct lineages but would offer us an
ever-shifting, fluid mosaic, the individual tiles of which
we will probably only ever partially access. What could
be more in the spirit of feminist sf than to conceptualize
a genealogy that explicitly manifests our own communi-
ties across not only space but also time?

Aqueduct’s small paperback series, Conversation Piec-
es, aims to both document and facilitate the “grand con-
versation.” The Conversation Pieces series presents a wide
variety of texts, including short fiction (which may not al-
ways be sf and may not necessarily even be feminist), essays,
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and group discussions. Many of the texts are reprinted ma-
terial, but some are new. The grand conversation reaches at
least as far back as Mary Shelley and extends, in our specu-
lations and visions, into the continually created future. In
Jonathan Goldberg’s words, “To look forward to the his-
tory that will be, one must look at and retell the history
that has been told.” And that is what Conversation Pieces
is all about.

L. Timmel Duchamp
Jonathan Goldberg, “The History That Will Be” in Louise
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Introduction
by Cat Rambo

I’m honored that Aqueduct Press invited me to write the
introduction to a set of stories that are so enjoyable and
well-wrought. There are those of us in this world who
love short stories, both to write as well as to read. We
love them deeply, passionately, and intensely, knowing
that a well-wrought short story can hold entire worlds in
it, implying so much beyond the page, that a short story
can slay your heart with its tragic perfection or change
your viewpoint about humanity at large. Some writers
excel at the short form and put it through its paces in
ways unexpected, ingenious, and wonderful.

Tamara Kaye Sellman is a short-story lover; you can
see it in what she writes—stories where the marvelous
stands elbow to elbow with the commonplace, where the
voice at your elbow may be a witch’s mumbling or an ora-
cle’s hint. Her stories carry the flavor of the Pacific North-
west, with its Oyster Coast and blackberry brambles, the
Pacific County Fair, and Pacific Northwest Indigenous
people. But at the same moment, there’s a timelessness to
them, celebrating the wit and wisdom of women as well,
as the women of these stories move through the extraor-
dinary while trying to navigate the ordinary demands of
their lives, demands posed by sleepless children, indiffer-
ent spouses, and the vagaries of life in the modern world.
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Those women take on myriad forms. In the opening
story of the collection, “April 9,” the women are witness-
ing a war, as senseless as any real war, being waged by the
king on the trees, with the victims dragged:

...mercilessly, by a wagon’s rope, through the
muddy streets of the village. A child—heady
with victory—rode the tree’s spine as if it were
merely a runaway ass until his mother, fearing
the venom in the needles affixed to thin with-
ies not yet stripped from the trunk, pulled the
boy down. She scolded the men for allowing
him to endanger himself in the first place even
as he snarled, fought her grip on his wrist.

The women wait for the madness to play itself out,
hoping, perhaps futilely, for a return to a calmer time. The
epigraph at the beginning of the story, however, referring
to the fall of Saddam Hussein, suggests that the violence
is eternal.

In “Madam’s Curse,” an epistolary story told in the
form of interview transcripts, a sham psychic reveals her
true vision: “I saw Madam Walks-On-Needles find the
Great Green Pearl, and I divined the coming of Tornado
Fever,” she says, taking us into a story full of dreamlike
moments detailing the loss of a pearl snatched from a
pearl-less oyster, and the disease that its loss leaves in its
wake. The visionary of “The Spinster” is the writer Lud-
mila Popravak, waiting for her agent to arrive, frantically
cleaning strange debris from her house in order to seem
normal when he arrives. The protagonist of “Shrapnel over
Chicago: August 1989,” a former Seattleite, transplanted,
confronts unfamiliar skies and the tornadoes they contain.

v



Introduction by Cat Rambo

Many of these stories involve maternity and children.
In “Blood Tunnel,” mother Gianna Lombardi tries to
get her child Maria successfully through a hellish post-
apocalyptic landscape, using a strange tunnel that prom-
ises hope of escape. Another mother deals with the world
of nightmares in “Since that First Night of Lit Halls,” van-
quishing the shadowy figure threatening her children. In
“The Rosaries of Raggedy Ann” an iconic female doll gives
her owner inexplicable powers that go beyond death. In
“The Third Way,” skillfully crafted to unfold backwards
in time, a mother tries to rescue her children from the
forces of the Brotherhood, a conservative movement that
has swallowed her neighbors.

The majority of these stories are fantasies in which the
magical is rarely—if ever—explained, but Sellman uses
it to deal with the core emotions of the human experi-
ence. “Blood Tunnel” and “The Third Way” are science
fiction, however, dealing with the sort of landscape that
sometimes seems all too close in these days of reactionary
conservatism and the whittling away of women’s rights.

One of the things a collection does is give the per-
spicacious reader some sense of the writer as a whole: the
themes that haunt and obsess them, the tropes that re-
turn in different forms, the particular dreamscapes that
they walk in their sleep. The stories in Cul de Sac give the
reader a chance to linger in Sellman’s vicinity for a while,
to have more than one chance at conversation, speaking
of different things, although some motifs will repeat, as
always happens with such conversations. I've enjoyed the
time I've spent with Tamara’s stories, and I hope that you
will too.



University of Washington Libraries, Special
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April 9

“For years, you could see the metal toe of
Saddam’s foot still attached to the base of his
former statue, but now youd never even know
anything was there.”

— Jane Arraf, Firdos Square, Baghdad
[From “Iraqi Who Toppled Saddam

Hussein Statue 15 Years Ago Regrets
His Action,” NPR News, April 9, 2018]

I

The knights laid claim to the aggressive forest today. Or
at least the head tree, the part that might give the villag-
ers peace of mind. Remove the head tree, the rest of the
forest would fall without a struggle.

This is what the men believe.

I was there, among only a handful of women.

We watched as they hacked away at the base of a
large cedar— the most persistent and tallest among the
grove—with their sharpest axes.

The tree groaned in a way that we all felt more than
heard—deep rumbling that could have been confused
with the sounds of temblors, maybe, or a stampede of
wildebeests as described in horrific detail by our neigh-
bors to the south.
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At the sound of the tree’s keening, the hair on my
neck and arms raised like it does during a rare course
of dry lightning in midsummer. The earth shuddered,
as if the wicked tree were pulling up its roots from deep
within the dark peat of the forest in a move to run. But
of course, that couldnt happen, I thought, even as I
watched the swaying bole and saw the terrible eyes—
millions of them—glimmer through the dark seams of
the tree’s thick and unforgiving hide of bark.

Still, T wanted it to be so. I wanted it to run.

Eventually, the giant stopped swaying and groaning,
and the tiny, glittering eyes, bloody as the underbark of
the tree, blinked themselves into blackness, and a still-
ness, made sharp by the scent of perturbed cedar oil, per-
vaded the forest.

Once the knights and the woodsmen determined it
was safe, they let the townsmen throw a few blows at the
girdled tree themselves: first, a brawny man in his sleeve-
less undershirt, then a spindly man who could barely
hoist the handle of the axe. It didn’t matter whether their
blows were effective; the townsmen, the boys, the knights
cheered them both on until the collective of voices grew
raw and hoarse.

The sound of the tree falling inspired victorious cries
from all the men in the village.

Yet the feat was incomplete. The head tree would not
be felled in one glorious move, as the knights and the king
presiding over this grotesquerie had originally intended.

Instead, there was an uncertain cracking and the
sounds of shots, as if from small cannons. While the
trunk landed with a satisfying boom, the upper tip of
the giant snapped, limbs shattering, broadcasting ran-
dom jagged pieces of redwood that smudged the air with

2
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motes of sliver, leaf mold, cone pollen, and needles. The
unintended billow sent the men nearest the tree into fits
of coughing and sneezing.

I looked about me in the ruckus, saw that none of
the other wives, not even the maidens, were preparing to
offer handkerchiefs.

The awkward reality of that moment sent the woods-
men muttering in great displeasure, for it was their kins-
men who had suffered most at the hands of the giant,
and they wanted its felling, however symbolic, to be—if
nothing else—surgical in its precision.

Then, a team of workhorses advanced, led by the lum-
berman Brudligh. To the team’s yoked harnesses, the men
rigged a several-thonged pulley, attaching its straps at stra-
tegic angles around the severed bole of the ignoble tree.

With the sheer force of the team — pulling until the
horses were lathered, eyes rolling wildly behind blind-
ers—the monolith of venom-tipped needles was yanked
from its jagged stump and carried into the clearing under
the dead midday eye of the sun. Limbs were stripped by
axe heads, bark peeled back by flat chisels, knives gouging
and penetrating the spaces where the tender pith could
be touched, cones raked away into a pile for burning.

No one stopped the townsmen from shinnying up
the sides of the once-malevolent trunk after it was most-
ly denuded.

They reached with lean, muscular bodies to strip its
tenacious green scions, clawing at the heartwood with
bare hands, gathering inside the skin of their palms and
forearms dozens of tiny blades of wood that left them
bleeding in a kind of unearned badge of valiance.

At one point, the villagers laid claim to its jagged
top. They dragged it mercilessly, by a wagon’s rope,
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through the muddy streets of the village. A child—heady
with victory—rode the tree’s spine as if it were merely a
runaway ass until his mother, fearing the venom in the
needles affixed to thin withies not yet stripped from the
trunk, pulled the boy down. She scolded the men for al-
lowing him to endanger himself in the first place, even as
he snarled, fought her grip on his wrist.

Only later did I realize what a crude and lunatic feat
the tree felling had been.

“Whats the matter, Mama?” my youngest asked me
at suppertime. All of us—me, my husband, and our five
children—huddled around the hearth, blowing on our
porridge to cool it. She had caught me in a frown.

I could only shrug. To say more would be far too
dangerous for us all.

II

During the aftermath of the felling, I went to the well
outside the royal quarters to collect bath water for the
baby. It was there that I overheard a conversation be-
tween the king and his councilor in the royal gardens.

“Yes, today’s feat was indeed a success,” the king said.
“But this war were having with the trees is not yet over.”
He attested that his knights had been advised not to burn
the entire forest proper, but merely the farthest seam of
it, based on reports from beyond the borders of the land.

“I have heard it said that the portions now afire are a
controlled burn on the forest’s side opposite the village,”
his counsel replied. “Your people and animals—indeed,
the entire village—are safe.”

“For now,” muttered the king, his voice grave. “For

»

now.
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There was still considerable resistance further north,
he said, along the kingdom’s borders, where woodsmen
continued to die, ambushed by the conspiring roots and
limbs of copses and the dark and bottomless ravines that
gave way beneath the men’s thick boots. Every tree’s life
lost to our king’s army meant the hewing of men’s lives
elsewhere.

“It is a war of blood for sap,” the king said of the
transaction.

“Be not worried for the villagers, let them rejoice in
this symbolic triumph today,” the king’s counsel advised
before taking his leave to see about the progress made
along the controlled burn.

Indeed, the townsmen clung to the king’s earlier
words of a magnificent triumph, of reveling in the streets
on this, a working day, forgetting their chores and drink-
ing down the afternoon hours in pints of ale.

True to expectation, we women were left to tidy
up after their merrymaking while keeping the careful
order of the hearth. Among us, I witnessed more than
one reddened cheek behind a wet sheet hung to dry in
the smoky air, more than one angry harrumph from a
neighbor digging turnips from her potagerie late in the
day while our husbands and sons snored away their post-
razing excesses.

Meanwhile, the sky filled with the sweet-sharp haze
of burnt wood, a low layer of clouds yielding a light fall
of ashen flakes: snow in summer.

We could not know then that, in the days to come,
this passing of the ash cloud would eventually mark, in
the stories told in village squares, all around the kingdom
and beyond, the moment we felled the monstrous tree.

5
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III

There are charlatans hiding in the countryside who have
demanded pacific resolutions to this conflict.

Why not give them space? they asked. Why not pen an
accord to agree upon harvests? Why not live beyond their
circles of shade, which have never, in fact, been designed
Jor us to use? Cant we all live on this same land together?
Animals, vegetables, stones?

Rumors describe how the charlatans had met around
circlets of fire across the plains, far from the royal grounds,
to discuss strategies of uprising, but were forced to move
from place to place, else they were made to disappear, as
orders from the king had decreed. They still exist, these
charlatans, but even my youngest child believes them to
be figments of fairy tales and fables, where I expect all
defeated heroes eventually discover themselves.

Many farmers, too, protested the king’s declarations
of war. His noblemen quickly advanced new plans, to use
the lumber of the fallen trees to build lavish halls across
the land, to redirect their sire’s attention away from the
commoners moral arguments and toward potential ex-
pansionist gains that granted him more favorable optics.

How might the whole of the kingdom benefit in that
manner? the farmers protested. They had struggled
through a spring of damping off and now faced a sum-
mer’s drought; they thought the trade in lumber might
supply them a second source of revenue to mitigate what
they predicted would be a cursed growing season.

Its a farmer’s concern to most efficiently square his re-
sources, is it not? responded the king. He would not hear
of such buffeting and threatened a heightened land tax
to inspire their silence.
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Some in the village agree with no one. Women who
sit quietly at Sabbath feasts and evening cries mutter
nothing of the trees themselves, or of the lack of shade,
the lack of raw materials, the lack of food in the lar-
der with all the birds and beasts gone to safer havens.
They wish only for life to return to the quiet simplicity
of before.

As if life in the village ever was quiet or simple. Or
maybe because it could be.

vV

Such divisions remain tonight, unvoiced, in the village
square, as the chimes from the town crier ring out. The
cry comes late, having been delayed by the roaring of
the conflagration of the head tree’s roots, still embedded
in the soil. For hours, the fire is too hot to bear, and the
noise of it is deafening.

The fires we cannot see at the edge of the land bring
stinging tears to our eyes in a heady blanket of invisible
fumes. When we ask the knights about the security of
the village, they tell us everything is under control.

The sun falls behind the doomed forest, the sky be-
yond seared the color of hearth coals kept too hot, rufous
under a high mackerel sky of ashen clouds.

The scents of porridge, cook-fire smoke, horse ma-
nure, and spilled ale aren’t nearly as comforting this night
as they are on any other night, not with the sharp edge of
cedar sawdust and burnt greenwood cloying our nostrils.

The village gathers in the square, unnaturally
hushed, with no expectation for what will happen next.
No children argue or frolic. No pots clang from inside
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the sculleries. No faint singing winds itself out from the
shutters of the tavern at the village edge.

It is as if we all know that today’s felling was not an
ending, but a beginning. A terrible, interminable, mistake.

What have we done?

I dare not ask out loud, lest I be banished like a witch
from these parts.

The crier, bedecked in rich robes and flamboyant
hat, waltzes into the square with his pointless lantern il-
luminating dozens of pairs of weary and uncertain eyes
peering out from the gutters, the gardens, and the win-
dows of hand-cobbled homes.

He pauses, notices how we are not complete, with so
many farmers falling back to their acres, soberly tending
to the demands of their crops.

The rootfire crackles as the crier sings his chorale of
clear and dulcet tones, rendered so much like the prayers
of the Muse himself. His song-voice invites the world,
for a moment, to pause and reflect on this proclamation:

“We have won the war over the trees.”

Who will tell him that a more insidious message—a
question... Why?—unfurls itself within all of us like a
fresh green twig in that moment, in a silence he cannot
hear, a silence that nearly drowns out his words, renders
them powerless?

His words are precisely what the king has demand-
ed, words that the woodsmen, and the knights, and the
many townsmen who participated in the devilry of fell-
ing a tree—a tree/—crave more than gold itself.

Only they, and the boys, cheer tonight.

In that moment, the embers of the head tree’s roots
flicker in their buried ash pit, flaring up, snapping
and laughing, hungry and well supplied, while under-
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ground, we all imagine just how its inextinguishable
fury must fester.





