THE OLD WOMAN AND THE STORM
by PatriciaMcKillip

THE SUN ROSE, asit did every day, making the birds squawk, painting the world. But thisrising was
different. Arram sensed it as he stepped out of his house. His bare sole felt anewness. His eyesfilled
with amemory of light. He stood till, watching the night melt away, and for just amoment, time enough
for thefirst warmth to touch hisface, he knew that thiswas dso the First Sunrise, when the Long Night
had ended and the world began to form. The sun had risen so. The earth was old-new underfoot.
Dreams and memories stirred in a breeze through the trees. Arram went for awalk in the new world.

The Sun, the painter, got out her paintbrushes of light. She drenched abird in red and yellow asit
swooped by. She spattered purple among the berry bushes. She painted stones and reflections of stones
intheriver. Arram passed hisfavorite rock, where he himsdlf had painted his First Name. The Name had
cometo himin adream: the First Name which the being that bresthed through his body and saw through
his eyes had cdled itsef. Now it had Arram's name and voice. Arram had made a gift of the Nameto the
rock. It dept so camly in the water, massve and yellow, adreaming giant. Other people had liked it so:
many pictures, gestures of affection, patterned its weathered sides.

Arram filled his belt-skin with water and turned away from theriver. Theflat earth, the Sun'sdomain,
spread before him in athousand shades of brown. He faced the Sun, felt her pour hot dark color into his
hair, his body. Far away, another stone, huge and rounded with age, smoldered in the morning with a
glow likefire. It caught his eye, greeted him with the common greeting: the languagel ess, timeless memory
of the First Morning. Arram walked toward it.

A lizard scurried away from hisfoot. A hawk circled above him, then hurtled down, afist of brown
plumage. It rose again with asnake initstalons. Minute red flowers swvarmed across Arram's path.
Anima bones dowly buried themselvesin the earth. Tracks of alive anima came across the desert,
crossed Arram'stracks, and went their own silent way. A cloud smudged the sky, and another. The Old
Woman who hated the Sun was smoking. The distant rock moved dightly closer to Arram. It had
changed color: the fire had melted into brass. Have | been to that rock before? Arram wondered. Or do
| only remember it from another time? Thoughts rambled pleasantly in his head; the world congtantly
changed under hiseye. Isthiswak mine? Or am | remembering an earlier walk? He stopped for a
swalow of water. The ground smmered around him, blurred with light. The air droned and buzzed with
invishle sngers. A shadow passed over him, and he looked up. The Old Woman was puffing clouds dl
over the sky.

Arram waked on. When he grew hungry he killed alizard and roasted it. The soul of the lizard went on
itsown walk, searching for another container. The rock began to loom across the horizon, bigger than
Arram had thought. It darkened; the clouds were draining the Sun of color. The air was motionless,
moist-hot. If | remember the rock, | should remember reaching it, Arram thought. But | don't. So this
must be my own walk.

Therewas afragment of red cloth on athorn. Someone else had come that way and gone. Inthedim,
steamy afternoon, the voice of the desert was a vibrant bass hum. The Sun managed afind angry shower
of light. She burned the cloud-edges of silver, struck sweeat from Arram'sface, turned the great wall of
rock orange. A shadow, black as night, fell across Arram's path and he stopped, as though he had
caught himsdlf from stepping into arift. He glanced up.Then down and up again. Someone lost a shadow,
he thought surprisedly. There was nothing, even in the sky, that it belonged to. Ashiseyesfdl againto
the earth, awind came up tasting of dust and rain, and sent the shadow tumbling across the desert like a
|eet.



Now that's strange, Arram thought.

He continued hiswalk. Therain fell, drenching, warm as alover. He opened his mouth and drank; he
walked through water asthrough air, for who could know how many times his soul might have been a
fish? He had dwelled in water, under the earth. He had died again and again, and been reborn to the
same earth. Now he was aman, with ahead full of misty memories. Dreams of other lives. There was
nothing in the world to fear; he had been, or hewould be, every shapein theworld. But ill, when two
boulders crashed and split over his head, and the sky flashed afrosty color that was no color, the man
decided it wastimeto run.

He reached the lacework of cavesintherock just as eggs made out of ice began to fal out of the sky.
One struck him, ahard blow on his shoulder that drove him to hisknees. He crawled the rest of the way
into the cave, sat againgt thewall in the dim light, rubbing his shoulder and wondering at the force of the
storm. Therock above his head seeped into his awareness. It had been battered times past counting,
nothing could destroy it. | would like to be arock now, Arram thought. A puff of smoke made him
cough. A stone-painting on the cave wall was no longer apainting. It was the Old Woman. She lifted her
pipe, made lightning flash, and Arram saw her face.

He stopped breathing. She was the ugliest woman in the world, as well as the meanest, and he wasn't
sure what to say to her. He wanted to move very quietly and take his chances with the ice-eggs. But he
hesitated, and as he sat motionless, the Old Woman passed him her pipe.

Hetook a puff, not knowing what else to do, and passed it back to her. "So," she said in her croaky
voice, "you want to be arock. Go ahead. Walk outside. Y ou won't be aman very long. Y ou won't be
anything recognizable." She laughed areedy insect-laugh. Her hair was white as river-froth, her nose
humped and battered like the rock they sat under. She was shriveled, light as abundle of twigs. Shewas
crazy with jealousy of the Sun, and she was dangerous. Her eyeswere the color of lightning.

Arram sghed. He thought with longing of the butterflies dong theriver, of hislove putting her handson
his bare skin. Who would have thought awalk in the morning would have led to desth? " The storm will
end," he said softly, and she answered, "1 am the sorm.”

Hiseyesflicked at it. The sky was growing darker, theice was il faling congtantly asrain. Histhroat
closed suddenly. He wondered how far it could spread. It could batter homesto the ground, it could kill
children....

"You'reso angry," he breathed. "Why are you so angry?'

"Y ou made meangry!"

"Me?What did | do?’

"I saw how you looked at the Sun thismorning! She rose and touched your face and you followed her
without athought .... "

"No, that isn't theway it was! She-I-"
"How wasit? Y ou looked at her asif she had never risen before. | saw you."

He nodded, confused. "That'sthe way it was. She was-But |- was only remembering, the way | must
have seen her first. When | was a child. Or in another time. The world-"



"Could you ever look at melikethat?"

Heleaned back, sighing again. He was slent, drawing his name on the ground in the dugt, feding theair in
hislungs, the blood begt in hisfingertips. "All right," he said after awhile, his voice detached, faraway.
"Y ou can kill me now. But first stop the storm.”

She only growled something and the thump of icein the dark sounded louder. Many living thingswould
be | eft looking for shapesthat night. He gazed at her, bewildered.

"Then what do you want?'

"Well, look a me! | amrain! | am thunder, | am lightning, | am bitter, bitter windsNI never have choiced!
Make me another shape. One that will move you to look a me the way you look at the Sun." She waved
her pipe again, and the lightning swarn over Arram's amazed face. "Do that, and the sorm will stop ™

"I'm only aman," Arram protested. "1 walk naked in theworld. | kill lizards and paint rocks and then |
die. | have no power."

"But you don't know what power you might have had. In another time." She snapped her fingers
impatiently and thunder rolled. "Think! Remember."

Arram tried to think. But each time he tried, the thunder snarled and the lightning spat. He could only
think of the quiet river with ice-eggs smashing into it, the forest bruised and broken by the scorm. He
couldn't remember alife of magic power. He didn't even know anyone who could remember. The Old
Woman herself was the most powerful being he had ever seen. More powerful it seemed, even than the
lovely Sun, who had fled trom this storm. Maybe, he thought suddenly, the Old Woman is so strong, so
angry, that she never seesthe smple world. How can she? Shethrowsfire at it, sherainsonit. Maybe if
| tell her what | see shélll believethat | will have to die to make the storm stop, because | can't help her.

So he said, "In my forest there are red flowers, so big they overflow two hands. They are very beautiful,
with many petas reaching toward the sky." The Old Woman was beginning to look annoyed. Her white
brows flew together and a boulder crashed down the cliff outside. Arram cleared histhroat and
continued hurriedly. "They weren't dways flowers. Once they were al young women who had no lovers.
They cried and pleaded for lovers, but al the young men had died in abattle, and no one knew whét to
do. One day the great black Hunting Beetle came to them and said, 'I'll be your lover. The only lover all
of youwill ever need." And of course they laughed and threw stones at him, making him scurry into ahole
30 hewouldn't get squashed. That night he crawled back out and looked wistfully over dl thearmsand
legs and breasts of the degping women, dl of whom heloved at once. He wished for them, and wished,
and they sobbed in their deep for the young men who would never come. And his desire and their
sorrow kindled amagic between them, for al things are connected and the earth takes care of itsown. In
the morning, where the young women had laid, grew the loveiest flowersin the world. The beetle had his
wish. And S0 did the young women: for even today the Hunting Beetle roams over dl theflowersin the
forest, feeding on their honey and freeing their seedsto thewind.

He stopped, fedling alittle confused. He had meant to tell the Old Woman asimple story, but thishad a
magic in it he had never noticed. She was watching him puzzledly, puffing brief puffs on her pipe. The
terrible sound of the ice storm seemed to have lessened alittle. The Old Woman said findly, "That'sno
useto me. | wish and | wish, and nothing ever listensto me. But tell me another one.”

Arram drew breath soundlesdy and decided to tell her about the rock in the river, which surely had to be



the smplest thing in the world. "In the heart of theriver beside my homethereisagresat rock. It isvery
old, old asthe First Morning. It is very peaceful, so peaceful sometimes you can hear it dreaming.”

"Youcan?'

"Yes. Itishard and massive, so hard theriver itself scarcely wears away et it. Only onething ever came
closeto cracking that rock, and that thing was light as abreath. A butterfly. Y ou ask me," Arram said,
though the Old Woman hadn't, "how such alight thing couldN"

"Getonwithit."

"Itsasmpletde”

"It doesn't sound smple.”

"It'sjust about an old rock in ariver. Anyway, one day therock decided it wastired of being arock.”
"How do you know?"

"How do | know? | don't know. Someone told me the story. Or else | heard the rock remembering. It
was very young then, and many things were still new. Caterpillars were very new. One big purple
caterpillar fell out of atree onto aleaf floating on theriver. The leaf carried it downriver, where it bumped
againg the rock and the caterpillar crawled off with relief, thinking it had found land. But it toiled up a
barren mountain instead. The hairs on the caterpillar's body tickled the rock, waking it, and it wondered
what strange little being was trudging up its Side. After atime, the little being stopped trudging and started
spinning, for itstime for change was upon it. The rock went back to deep. For along time there was
dlence. A gtar shone, aledf fell, afish caught afly. Then one morning, the shell that the caterpillar had
spun around itself broke open. Therock felt feet lighter than bubbles walking about on the warm stone,
Their dreaming merged, for the butterfly was half-adeep, and the rock half-awake. And the rock realized
that the purple hairy being which had crawled up its sde was now afragile, gorgeous cresture about to
taketo theair. And the rock was so moved, so amazed, that it strained with al its strength to break out
of itsown ponderous shell to freedom in the light. It Strained so hard that it nearly cracked itself intwo.
But the butterfly, who felt its longing, stopped it. 'Rock, it said gently, 'you can live, if you wish, until the
Find Evening. Y ou saved my life and sheltered me, so | will giveyou agift. Snceyou cant fly, | will
return here on my Find Evening and bring you dreams of dl thethings | have seen dong theriver, inthe
forest and desert, as| flew. And so will my children. Y ou will not need to fly, and you will not need to
die’ And so, even to thisday, butterflies rest in the warm light on that rock and whisper to it their
dreams”

Arram stopped. They were both silent, he and the Old Woman. She puffed her pipe and blew smoke out
of the cave, and far away aforest fire started. "1 don't know thisworld,” she said dowly. "Thisisthe
world Sheknows. The Sun. Theworld | know isharsh, noisy, violent. Tel meagory with meinit
ingtead of her. And make me beautiful "

Arram accepted another puff from her pipe. His ears hurt from the thunder, hisvoice ached from his
gorytelling. He couldn't remember whether it was day or night; he couldn't guess whether he would live
or die. He supposed he would die, since there was no way in the world to make the Old Woman
beautiful. So he decided, instead, in hislast moments, to tell her about the one heloved most in the
world.

"Thewoman | loveisnot very beautiful ether,”" he said, seeing her facein hismind. "Sheisvery thin, and
her noseislong and crooked. When she was younger, the other children called her 'Crane’ because she



grew so tal and thin she stooped.” He paused to swallow, no longer caring if the Old Woman was
listening, for he wanted to spend those last moments with hislove. " She thought no one in the world
would ever love her. But | did. Shewaslight, like abird, and shy likeawild thing, and full of funny
movements. When | told her | loved her, though, she didn't believe me. She thought | was making fun of
her and she hit me. The second time | told her, she threw apot a me. So | had asore ear and asore
shin. | went down to the river and sat wondering what | was doing wrong.” He heard an odd, creaky
sound, but he was too engrossed in his memoriesto wonder at it. "l decided to bring her al the beautiful
things | could find and pile them at her door. | brought her flowers. | brought her bright snake skins. |
brought her feathers, colored leaves, sparkling stones. | fell on my head out of trees collecting speckled
eggsfor her; | roasted mysdf in the desert to find purple lizards for her. And you know what she did with
al those treasures? She threw them, she walked on them, she gave them awayNevery single thing.
Finally, oneday, | brought her the fattest fish | had ever caught, al roasted and ready for her to eatNand
sheburstinto tears. | didn't know what to do. | wanted to cry. | wanted to pull her hair. | wanted to
shake her until her teeth rattled. | put my hands on her shoulders, and amadness came over me, and |
kissed her so long we both ran out of breath and fell on the floor. And when | looked at her, she was
amiling." He paused. "Like you are now." He laughed himsdlf a the memory, and at the shining in the Old
Woman'sface. "Look at you. You look just like her. Look-" His breath caught. He stared out at the
quiet sky, at the blazing colorsthat arched from one end of the world to the other. The Old Woman's
smile. He stood up, watching it, marveling, hisface alover'sface, until the smile melted like pipe smoke,
and the Sun burned away the clouds.

He went back home. Histall, shy, crooked-nosed love saw him as shefilled the water-skins, and came
to meet him, smiling He took the skinsfrom her; shetucked her hand in hisarm.

"Where have you been?'
"For awalk."
"What did you see?'

"A rock. A shadow. A rainbow."



