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The Monkey-Maker

Long ago, the Monkey-Maker was known by a different name.  She was called Mopu, and came from a family of seven sisters.  They lived on the Street of the Sad Vines, which perhaps should have been construed as a sign. But neither Mopu nor her sisters were in the habit of reading such signs yet.


Mopu’s father was a porcelain merchant named Francesco. Her mother, Emmaline, liked to be called My Lady Emmaline, if you please, and not only on feast days, for she was a woman who loved to take on airs – but behind her back everyone, including her daughters, called her the fat woman.  After seven pregnancies it was no great surprise.


What My Lady Emmaline desired most was for her seven daughters to marry well. After years of hardship during which she had been excluded from every important garden party in the Holy City of Cir, she had finally conspired to win regular invitations for herself and her husband to dine with the High Priest at the palace. And such a palace it was, perched like a gleaming golden crown upon the majestic head of this mountain city. What could be more fitting for a woman of a certain age than to have seven wealthy sons-in-law who appreciated fine wine and dainty hors d’oeuvres?  


And what did her daughters want most? To escape their mother.

It seemed as if Lady Destiny had consented to grant mother and daughters the same desire. Ah, but folks should know better. Lady Destiny has never allowed such foolery and she wasn’t about to start now.
However, it is a rule of all worlds that people are not privy to that miserable woman’s designs.  And so, once the girls came of marrying age, Emmaline commenced her search:  seven excellent fellows with jewels on their fingers and soft robes that spoke of respectable professions. Here was her life’s work laid out before her like a newly cobbled road that only wanted walking on.
There was a flaw to her plan. Mopu, being sixteen and the second youngest daughter, watched it all unfold with increasing alarm. The problem was that Emmaline, My Lady or not, was wildly unrealistic in her choice of prospects for seven girls who were, on the whole, either odd or just plain ugly, sometimes both.


Manjuza, the eldest, was born with three determined black hairs upon her chin that no amount of plucking could deter.  Polly had only one functioning eye. Petsane was, simply put, fat, and while a humble man would have contented himself with her accomplishments in the kitchen, a humble man was not what Emmaline had in mind.  Bintou, while skilled with the knitting needle, had the unnerving knack of being able to read a person’s mind, and just enough ill manners to mention what she’d found there.

If you were a betting man, you might have placed your coin upon Cantare’s head, for she had a sprightly air about her and some grace. Until she sang.  Later, once she’d perfected the art, she would be able to call songbirds with her voice. But that was not what she called now. Herds of goats would arrive at her doorstep when she sang in the kitchen; peddlers with their donkeys; and once, a confused swarm of bees.


Mopu would watch the fellows arrive, and then watch them leave, these eligible bachelors with their inherited fortunes and soft hands. Their hungry eyes would rove over her too, but they wouldn’t linger, for she knew what they saw – she’d passed a looking glass in her lifetime. Mopu was a large girl. Often she was bigger than the men who came to court her. Her face was long, her teeth considerable, and she had a laugh that would scare away chickens. 

When the men came to call, she would sit in the kitchen with her little sister Willa upon her lap.  No one paid Willa any mind because she was too young; no one paid Mopu much mind either.  As soon as Emmaline realized Mopu might be a liability, she began combining suitors’ visits with a need for provisions.  She would send Mopu and Willa to market with a complicated list of ingredients for one of Petsane’s fine fish stews.

“Mind you bring back everything,” she’d say, shooing them out the back door the moment they could hear the clop-clop of horses and carriages coming from the front. And so Mopu would take Willa’s hand and off they’d set for the Saturday market.  They would walk down their street, the Street of the Sad Vines, and pass Master Enzo leaning on a long-handled hoe beside his undernourished and weary grapevines.

“A good morning to you girls,” he would call, and then he’d bow and give the traditional Cirran greeting.  “May the Great Light shine upon you!”


“And upon your family,” Mopu and Willa would call back, though Mopu always felt bad about saying it, because Master Enzo didn’t have any family and he seemed as scrawny and sad as his vines.


But soon enough, her spirits would rise.  They had escaped the fat woman!  Mopu found her mother’s efforts desperate and embarrassing as the prospective husbands would hum and scratch their bristly chins, one eye fixed on the clock which moved with impossible slowness.


In contrast, the Saturday Cirran market was a busy, colourful affair, ripe with the smells of fresh produce and pungent cheeses. And sometimes, if they could not find a rare herb or there was a need for cuttlefish, they would have to walk down the mountain to cross one of the twelve bridges that spanned the Balakan River into Omar.

You couldn’t cross just any bridge, for these bridges were enchanted and would only admit you if your state of mind coincided with their fixed temperaments. Troublemakers would find themselves on the uneven planks of Ne’er Do Well; those prone to dramatics might cross by the ornate bridge called Burlesque; and of course it took great faith to choose the Mystic Corridor for it required stepping into thin air. Mopu had seen many folks’ journeys disrupted by a splash in the river. 


Sometimes, when the fat woman had really annoyed her, Mopu would have to cross by the Tooth Grinder, but usually the stone bridge of Resolve would grant her and her sister passage. Once they’d crossed, the sounds and sights of the undercity of Omar drew them like sweet flute music.  While the Holy City of Cir was built uniformly of white stone, Omar flaunted its bright colours.  If Emmaline had known they came to shop at the Omar Bazaar, she would have locked them in their chambers every Saturday, for the Bazaar was a notorious attracter of thieves and scoundrels. There were belt dancers in scanty outfits and underrats drunk on mug wine. Even goats paraded the twisted maze of roads as if browsing the merchandise, leaving their droppings wherever they pleased.  

Mopu told Willa they were at the Omar Bazaar to buy cuttlefish, or sometimes the rare spice pika, but the truth was, Mopu came to Omar every Saturday to look for a husband.  Her own husband, chosen by her, not some manicured fellow forced upon her by her mother like an ointment for hives.


Of men in Omar, there were plenty. Respectable men, however, were harder to find. And to a girl fresh at sixteen, it was hard to tell the difference. To a girl who simply wanted some independence from her social-climbing mother, the difference hardly mattered.

Mopu enjoyed imagining the look on her mother’s face on the day she would arrive home with a market basket on one arm, and a man upon the other. The thought of turning the fat woman’s plans upside-down and hanging them from a tree gave her great pleasure.

She began to take more care with her appearance on Saturdays, fixing her long hair with ribbons and adding a little colour to her face. Once she even tried to wear a proper dress but the fat woman stopped her at the door.


“Where are your robes?”


“I’m just going to market, Mumma. I don’t need to wear my herb grower’s robes to market, do I?”


“You certainly do,” said Emmaline, her voice nearing hysteria, which was a place it knew well.  “A girl your age goes out in a dress like that, folks will think you’re not respectable.  Sweet sasapher, girl, they’ll think you’re from Omar.”  And we wouldn’t want that, thought Mopu.  She went upstairs and threw her robes on over her dress. She would take them off later.


As she came back downstairs, ready to leave, a few of her sisters looked at her with an odd grin as if they could see right through her robes to the dress hidden beneath it.  Mopu had checked herself in the looking glass; the dress didn’t show.  The knowing look on their faces made the small hairs on her neck bristle – this sudden contact with…what?  


Whatever it was, Emmaline didn’t notice. She was making a commotion in the sitting room, putting out the fine china and hiding the scrapes and scratches of daily life behind lace doilies.  Those scrapes and scratches could be hidden, to be sure.  But this – this strange feeling of otherness? Mopu suspected that no amount of lace doilies would mask it for long.


She left through the back door with Willa pulling her towards the Cirran market as she always did, but Mopu said, “They never have cuttlefish, and that’s what Petsane wants. We must go to Omar.”  


Nearer the bridges Mopu removed her robes and Willa, wide-eyed, said, “You shouldn’t,” for the dress’s neckline was so low you could see a hint of bosom. Mopu thrust it forward in response.


He was selling potions near the bazaar entrance, a tall slim fellow with a fine moustache and an elegant bowler hat and a gold pocket watch, and scuffed shoes. Mopu didn’t notice the shoes. She noticed how the sun caught the colours of all the bottles sitting on shelves behind him, the blues and greens and oranges, until she felt as if she were underwater.  She hardly heard him offer her to smell one. She only became aware, all at once, of the scent of cinnamon – so strong you couldn’t help but think of a belt dancer with silver bracelets up both arms and feathers in her hair.


“My,” she murmured. “What does that one do?”


“’Tis a love potion, my dear,” he whispered. “’Twill bring ye to the door of the man ye shall marry.”


Willa took the bottle to her nose with an embarrassing sniff.


“Put it down,” Mopu whispered.


“Codswallop,” said she. “It’s naught but oils and cinnamon. There’s no magic in it.”


“You’re too young to understand,” Mopu snapped, so enchanted by colours and scents and moustache that she didn’t notice her sister’s bowed head and fallen face.


There was an exchange of coins and bottles, a light touch of the potion man’s hand upon her forearm which sent a thrill through Mopu’s body that she had never known before, and a promise to return next Saturday.


The intervening days were impossibly long. And on the several Saturdays that followed, it was Willa who went alone to negotiate the Omar Bazaar in search of cuttlefish while Mopu sat with the potion merchant whose name was Florentine, having drunk a substantial portion of the cinnamon concoction before departing her house.


Such an interest he showed in her:  where did she live, and what was her house like, and who was at home at what time so that he could always picture her with her family. 

When the house was robbed one Wednesday afternoon, Mopu didn’t even suspect Florentine. Coin, jewels, fine china – all of it gone. The following Saturday when she went to Omar to see her beloved, he was nowhere to be found.


That day she returned from market with such a long face her mother bid her sit in the comfortable chair (there was one in the house), and went to prepare her some tea. As Emmaline worked in the kitchen, Petsane sidled over to the stuffed armchair and bent her head to Mopu’s ear.


“Ye should’ve stuck to cuttlefish, sister,” she whispered.  “I know what ye been about. Love potion my ear.  Ain’t a handful of folk knows how to brew a good love potion and I can bet ye not a one prances through town with no shiny watch hanging from his jacket, uh?”


Mopu was speechless. And then she wasn’t.  “You followed me.”


“Don’t need to. I can see.” She tapped her temple, not her eyes, and in that single gesture, the odd pieces of the puzzle found their places and Mopu understood.


“You have second sight,” she murmured.


“Aye,” said Petsane.  “And you should’ve stuck to cuttlefish.”


Mopu was staring at her sister’s round dimpled face and bottom lip which often jutted with a certain petulance, as if she always knew better but was perpetually ignored. Part of this petulance was pure bluster: Petsane felt embarrassed at having quit school at an early age because she preferred the kitchen. Part of it was just her way.

“It’s only you who can see, then,” said Mopu carefully.


“Only me and Manjuza,” said Petsane.  “For now.  You too, soon enough I reckon.”


A terrible picture was forming in Mopu’s head.  A realization, rising like dawn, colouring everything.  If two of them already had it, might they all be afflicted with it?  She stood and declared, “I won’t.”


Petsane pushed her back into the chair.  “Shush. The fat woman will hear. She don’t know, ye understand?  She’ll be shriekin’ for days when she finds out.”


Mopu nodded. It would be the end of Emmaline’s dreams, that was certain. No matter. She had made her decision.  “I won’t have any part in it.”


“Fool!” spat Petsane.  “Ye don’t say no to the gift of prophecy. It chooses who it wants. It gonna sit on you till ye tell it it can stay.” She gave a shrug of her round shoulders. “Ain’t so bad, bein’ a prophet.  First few times it feels like the world put its pants on backwards but,” she gave a half-smile, “a Cirran prophet can do many things.  Speakin’ a good curse, when it’s deserved – right before breakfast – there’s a pleasure.”

Mopu hardly heard her.  “I will marry,” she said with a determination she hadn’t realized she’d possessed. That touch of Florentine’s hand upon her forearm:  there was nothing like that feeling, the way her knees had gone weak and a smile had bloomed across her body.  If this was her choice – to see the future, or to live a lifetime with a fellow who could make her feel like that – well, there was no choice.  Accepting the gift of prophecy was like saying yes to a bad rash.  Prophets were prohibited from marrying.  Categorically, without exception.


“I am not a prophet,” said Mopu.  “I grow herbs.”


“Of course you do, dear,” said Emmaline, startling both Mopu and her sister. They glanced at each other, wondering how much their mother had heard, but from her happy and purposeful bustling it was clear she’d heard nothing. And suspected nothing. If this really was a family of prophets, clearly the tendency had not been inherited.


But then another realization reared its head: the Holy City had always claimed seven seers. They were always sisters, always seven, and they lived inordinately long (and lonely) spinster lives.  But Emmaline wasn’t the only woman in town to have gotten fat on so many pregnancies. There were the Beeling sisters who lived near the bridges, and several families in the provinces that boasted seven girls.


The present set of seer sisters had finally passed on from old age. But there was no law saying the new group had to establish itself right away.  That could take years.  Couldn’t it?

Mopu had never paid much mind to such events. The world was so big, and she was so small in it, that there never seemed much point in attending to things that didn’t colour your corner of it.  But she was beginning to understand that you never could tell what might colour your corner from one day to the next.  The Seven Seers of Cir – seven old ladies who had visions and handed out blessings and curses as if they were naught but sweets and pickles – what could they have to do with her?
And then one Saturday she was at the Cirran market, Willa having wandered to the cheese stalls, when she felt a strong hand upon her shoulder. She turned to see her father, Francesco, with a piece of their stolen china in one hand.

“Papa,” she said in surprise, but then said nothing more, for he was so angry his hands shook.

“Fellow we all know as the Slip shows up at the black market with this,” he said to her, his voice a low tremble.  “Moustache.  Bad teeth.  Sells bogus potions in Omar.  We know him as a pickpocket, but every once in awhile,” he held up the plate for emphasis, “every once in awhile he finds him a fresh lass with a big mouth. A green one, he calls ‘em. Tells ‘em his name is Florentine. Chats ‘em up.  Gets information from ‘em. Robs ‘em blind. Now,” he narrowed his eyes and Mopu was afraid she might cry.  “I know your mother is a little nutty about this husband business, so I can see how you’re wantin’ to find one of your own, but…” 

Up went the plate, and Mopu feared he might hurl it to the ground and draw an embarrassing crowd, but he didn’t.

“Do us a favour and use your smarts, eh Missy?”

“Please don’t tell Mumma,” Mopu whispered.  

“You think I’m crazy? Now, get on home before you find another fellow with sticky fingers.”


From then on Mopu decided she would do as Petsane had advised and stick to cuttlefish, which made Lady Destiny smile.  But as everyone knows, what Lady Destiny finds funny, the rest of the world calls a tragedy.


The following Saturday when the prospective husbands arrived and it came time to go to market, Mopu took Willa dutifully by the hand, dressed in her herb grower’s robes with her hair brushed straight and proper.


“Polly and Bintou got it,” Petsane whispered as she was leaving.


“Got what?” asked Mopu.


“Second sight,” she said.  “Your turn’s comin’.”


“Never,” Mopu mouthed, and turned onto their street.

They were passing the vines when Willa said, “Master Enzo must have had great troubles for his vines to be so sad.”

Mopu knew a little about Master Enzo.  He was a carpenter by trade but he’d had a dream in his life – to make mug wine – and so he’d planted vines in his small front courtyard. But his wife (now dead) had wanted children, not vines.  Vines he could buy and plant; but children he could not give her no matter how hard he tried. She’d been a relation of the Seven Seers of Cir and on her deathbed had asked one of them to curse those vines. To this day, the vines remained scrawny and had produced perhaps ten bottles of wine.  It was a wine that made its drinkers so melancholy Master Enzo had stopped making it. The vines remained, unwilling to die, stooped by the curse of his late wife’s relations.

Mopu turned to her sister.  “He had great troubles indeed.” And she thought, It might be worth having second sight to be able to bless those vines, but she was not a prophet, and so they walked on.

They arrived at the Cirran market to find bushels of pika, but no cuttlefish.

“Let’s go to Omar,” said Willa. “It’s so much fun, and I can buy us two sweet buns.  See? I’ve brought coin.”


Mopu sighed. How she did not want to run into Florentine and be reminded of her foolishness. But they needed cuttlefish, and so they went.


Florentine was not selling potions at his customary stall; that was a mercy. The sisters made their way to the fish market, sidestepping a man playing the mellowreed flute and four underrats chewing on sticks of salted pork.


The fish market had always enchanted Mopu. She’d never been to the ocean – it was a week’s journey by horse wagon – so the briny smell of fish and greens had become, for her, the scent of adventure.  Even the fish, those slippery little travelers, could go where they would and were not bound by rules and customs and mothers who wanted them to marry well. Yes, on the whole, the ocean seemed a desirable alternative to the Street of the Sad Vines.


Mostly it was merchants who sold the fish, but some stalls boasted fishermen who made the trip from the coast themselves with their bounty. It was these stalls Mopu preferred, for the fishermen had large red hands and grim weathered faces and eyes accustomed to squinting, and she liked how they were different from the men she knew.


“Ho there, little Willa,” said one fellow, to Mopu’s surprise.  He had a white gristly beard, yellowed at the mouth from pipe smoke.  Willa raised a hand in greeting and then Mopu realized that for weeks now she’d been sending this young girl to the fish market alone. Of course she would know people here.  


“This is my big sister,” said Willa, pulling Mopu by the hand. Mopu found herself colouring with guilt about Florentine and her idiotic love. But the older fisherman wasn’t troubled by that.  He took her hand in his, which was hard with calluses, and said, “Fancy that. Ye’ve brung yer sister, and me – today I brung my son.”


He turned behind him where there were all manner of crates and nets with green bits of weed stuck to them and called, “Severn, come and meet the girls.” Out came a fellow of perhaps twenty with wide shoulders and dirty overalls and eyes so green…. Mopu had never seen the ocean but she would have bet every coin in her pocket that it was the mirror of Severn’s eyes.

“Feirhaven,” he said, bowing his head in greeting, and those eyes met Mopu’s and she looked away.  Only fools fell for the same trick a second time, and she was no fool.  

And yet, the following Saturday she returned to their stall and found she was disappointed because Severn and his father weren’t there.
“They come every three weeks,” whispered Willa, who’d read her sister’s searching eyes. 

Every three weeks Mopu and Willa would go to see them, and Severn would be there, and he would talk to Mopu in his shy way, with his eyes turned and his hands not knowing what to do with themselves. And then one week they did know: they took her hands and she looked into his face which was as clean and clear as a windblown ocean sky, and she knew it was time to bring him to meet the fat woman.
She had three weeks to prepare her mother for the blow: that she had found herself a man, but that he did not have fine jewels or a great carriage. He was a fisherman from a simple village where no one dined with the High Priest. And he was good and kind.
During those three weeks every one of her elder sisters studied her with a mixture of admiration and despair, for they had all come into their prophetic powers now and they knew what she was planning.  

“Will it be alright, Petsane?” she asked her sister one morning when she could no longer stand the suspense.

But Petsane simply pushed out her lower lip and said, “What difference does it make what I say? Yer gonna set yerself to marryin’ him no-how.”

“Tell me.”

Petsane lifted her stew spoon which lately she wielded like a weapon and said, “Time ye started seein’ for yerself, girl.”

What if she could see?  It would mean she would know in advance what would happen when Severn came to meet her mother, and that would be a comfort. But it would also mean she was a prophet, and prophets didn’t marry – ever.  

“And if I did marry him?” she said.  “What then?”

“Don’t you talk jabber-blabber,” Petsane said.  “If ye be a prophet and ye marry him, ye’ll bring disaster to yer doorstep. It has always been so, and ye best not be thinkin’ yer different, cuz yer not.  Don’t do it, sister. Ye will be sadder than Enzo’s vines if ye do.”


So Mopu decided she would not be a prophet. If a dream came knocking on her door, she would lock it out. Three anxious weeks convinced her that the best time to tell My Lady Emmaline was when Severn appeared upon her doorstep. Which he did, wearing faded feast robes.


It was Emmaline who answered the door.  “What can I do for you?” she said.  The curtness of her tone made Mopu, who stood behind her, wince.


Severn bowed to Emmaline, then looked beyond her to Mopu who said, “Come in.”


Her mother turned.  “What is the meaning of this? Do you know this fellow?”


“Let him come in, Mumma.  We must speak to you.”


But Emmaline had had husbands on the brain long enough to put the story together without help.  She saw the frayed edges of Severn’s robes and his red working hands and a face used to weather and she put up one jeweled finger and said, “No you don’t.”


“Mumma.”


“Shall you make a monkey of me? Is that what you intend?”



“I warned ye,” called Petsane from the kitchen.


“You be quiet,” Mopu called back.  “And you,” she said to her mother, “you leave off. I have fallen in love with this man and we intend to marry, with your blessing or without it.” Her heart pounded with the insolence of her speech. 


“How dare you?” cried Emmaline.  “Leave this house.  We’ll talk when you’ve cooled your spirits.”


Mopu pulled Severn away, slamming the door behind them.


“This is no way to begin a life together,” he murmured.


“Do you care what she thinks?” Mopu was still shouting. “I don’t.”


“She’s yer mother,” said Severn.  “We should have her approval.”  He stopped in the middle of the road. “Now I understand the name of yer street.”


Mopu startled.  They had not yet reached Master Enzo’s courtyard where the sad vines grew.  “They’re not our family’s vines,” she said.


“Are ye sure?”


She gazed into his eyes and all at once the world around her went dark and she saw another world, a place ahead of time, Severn at sea, a wild and angry sea that took him away from her forever – because he had dared to marry a prophet.  She grasped his sleeve to keep herself on her feet.


“Are ye alright?” he asked.


“You cannot go back with your father this time.  Please. You must stay on land.”

“Mopu, if yer to be the wife of a fishing man, ye must adjust yerself to the ways of the sea. The tide goes out, darling, but it always returns.”


She shook her head.  “This is different. I beg you to stay.”


“Ye know I cannot.” He took his leave of her with a gentle kiss and she knew it was the last time she would see him because she knew, with a dread that took the bottom out of her life, that she was a prophet, whether she liked it or not.  She was a prophet and she would never marry, and Lady Destiny who had finally provided her with a man to love, would take him away.


She was right.

Severn died at sea, and when Emmaline heard about it she dared a small smile, and that was all it took.

“You want to know what really killed him?” Mopu asked her mother.


Emmaline stood in the centre of the sitting room, surrounded by her seven daughters.  “What is it? What now, my Monkey-Maker?”


“Tell her,” said Petsane.  “Ye seem to have a talent for hangin’ a life upside-down.”


“We are the Seven Seers of Cir, Mumma,” said Mopu. The calmness of her voice surprised even her.  “Prophets, all of us.  We’ll never marry.”

Emmaline looked as if she’d been hit with a club.  “I’ve produced a family of spinsters?” She shrieked. “I won’t believe it.”

“Show her,” said the eldest, Manjuza, stroking her chin hairs.


“Very well,” said Mopu, for there was something she’d been longing to do for many years and she realized it was now in her power to do it.  She led the way to Master Enzo’s courtyard.


“What are we doing here?” snapped Emmaline. “You’ve not found another husband, I hope.”


Mopu didn’t answer.  She laid her hand upon the sad vines and said, “May you be blessed with abundant fruit and a rich, joyful mug wine.” 


Before Emmaline’s eyes, the vines awoke and lifted their arms to the sun. Green leaves sprouted and great bunches of grapes grew until the vines almost couldn’t hold them.


Master Enzo shuffled out of the house in his slippers. When he saw what had become of his vines, he turned his face to the sun and smiled, and his three remaining teeth shone.


“So,” said Emmaline, “you have made a monkey of me once again.”


But Mopu knew that if anyone had hung her mother’s life from a tree, it was Lady Destiny, for she was the ultimate Monkey-Maker and you could only laugh – the way Master Enzo was laughing now, accepting the gift he’d been given – because if you didn’t, you would face a lifetime of tears.

