
Bloom

“The mind is its own place, and in itself can make a heaven of hell, a hell of heaven.”

— John Milton, Paradise Lost

In the beginning, her beginning, the story no one tells but is wholeheartedly hers anyway, Mister created the spotlight, hanging from the ceiling rail like a mechanical sun. When the glass divides and her pallid skin is baptised in the artificial glare, the cacophony of cat-calls clangours in her ears—the first time she hears what they think of her placed on that pedestal to pose. Amongst the fervent figures in the crowd, she spots Adam’s silhouette and imagines his voice tender in her ear, like vespers: “This is how it feels to be divine.”


It’s the outstretched hand, slick and serpentine, that is her ruin and rescuer. 

*                    *                    *


“Listen to me!” 

The collision of his calloused palm against her cheek throws both her body and thought off-balance. She crumples, a pile of limbs, onto the train car’s damp hardwood planks. She is still not used to pain’s sensation, despite the frequency it’s inflicted these days. The worst thing is not the prickling of the skin florid with a fresh handprint, the sting of tears, or the unknown bubbling inside her chest that she is already afraid of: it’s having to meet Adam’s gaze as he massages the hand that struck her, his jaw line taut and lips fused together. He wavers while speaking, as if he is the one who is hurt the most. “I’ve taught you about disobedience—”

“I know,” Eve says, not entirely sure what it means. He has taught her about disobedience, but Adam’s definition is like a pool of water one looks into, the surface rippling and contorting the reflection. When Adam teaches her something that she should know, she still feels hollow. 

How exhausting it is to feel. 

“Then you shouldn’t have disobeyed me,” spits Adam. “Again and again, Eve! The more I harvest, the more you demand. I plant you a seed and you uproot the entire tree—”

Eve’s eyebrows knit together. “You’ve never planted me a seed, Adam.”

Sardonic snickers escape him at the callow remark, which sparks a spreading heat in Eve’s face like a brushfire. Whenever Eve wishes to understand, to sink her roots into something and absorb it, Adam snips what dares sprout. So it surprises her to say, “That man reached out to me, Adam.”

Adam’s chuckles screech to a halt, like their train’s rusty wheels each dawn, after nights of roaring over zigzagging, ophidian tracks. They’ve been crossing the beige barren wasteland for what feels like an eternity. “What did you say?”

Something about her statement makes Eve’s speech shake, like it’s dancing to the drum her heart beats. “The men. I’m always cocooned in the glass; hidden, but for everyone to see. Until tonight.”

Adam pauses before speaking, calculating an answer like arithmetic, and the squeal of the steam whistle breaks the silence. Eve imagines herself free from under Adam’s stare—in her bedroom, with the tiger-skin duvet and banana leaf canopy, or the pastoral pleasure of Eden, the train’s garden. Away from the orchards, of course. 

“You claw at the glass, insistently.” Adam sheds his suit jacket. Adam’s usual attire is slacks, comfort clothes for running Mister’s errands, but he dresses up for the visitors’ arrival, daily and shortly after dusk. Sweat is soaked around the jacket’s collar. “My little butterfly wanted to break from the chrysalis.” His agitation seeps through. “But I suppose your metamorphosis wasn’t complete.”

“Always a new crowd. Every night, trapped inside the glass, behind the curtain during the animal tricks. Every night, the curtain falls and they gawk at me. You say it’s their way of showing love.” Love, to Eve, is something else that’s hollow, but should feel full.  

Adam sighs, about to launch into his signature speech. “ Mister gives us orders, and they are to be followed.” He softens, like tree sap in sunlight, glides over to Eve’s side, and interlocks his fingers with hers—a boa constricting its prey. “It’s an exchange. Mister created you for me, and I provide for you and adhere to him to give thanks. You were created from a rib in my left side.” He leads her hand under his shirt so her touch flutters over the scar. “For that, you are to be obedient. Mister breathed life into you, and, in order to appease him, sometimes you must do things you don’t understand.”

Adam brushes away the hair that conceals the scars on her forehead, but the once soothing gesture causes Eve to flinch. “But that one solemn man. He reached out to me.” A firecracker, Adam shoots up again, but Eve is determined to finish. “I needed to figure out what was so wrong that made him reach—”

“Absurdity. That man was a low-life. Maybe intercepting his hand was for naught—maybe he’s tainted you. All these ridiculous questions, accusations. One more word—”

“But, why?”

“Anymore of these questions, and Mister will hear about it.”  

Mister, that unseen presence that looms over Eve’s life, but is neither seen nor heard. Ever present, but nonparticipant, like Eve herself.

The bubbling in her chest overflows into her mouth. “I want to talk to Mister.”

Adam becomes a statue of bewilderment, before bursting into laughter. Eve’s brushfire blush returns. “I want to talk—” She straightens, attempting to speak over his hysterics. “Speak with him, as—as I’ve had many questions that you’ve refused to answer: what we are, who Mister is, why those men—”

“Don’t be small-minded, sweet pea.” Adam’s smile twists into a scowl. “You don’t speak, you obey. Only chosen people speak to Mister.”

“Maybe I’m chosen, too.”

“It doesn’t work for creatures like you.” 

Creatures? Creatures are animals: four-legged, winged, covered in fur. Different from her and Adam. She swallows, ignores the sneer, and asks, “Why did the men shout those things? Feast their eyes upon me—”

Adam, his patience leaping like a pouncing beast, exclaims, “Because you’re not one of us! You’re different!”

 Eve wilts at this declaration, but then a strange sight adds another question to her list. “What is that?”


The pocket on Adam’s shirt bleeds, the crimson soaking the starch. The hardness slips from his face like a mudslide. “Nothing,” he murmurs, dabbing the stain before hiding it with his jacket. Adam clears his throat, before pacing to the door. “Tonight, you can ponder your questions here. Unless you want me asking Mister’s opinion.”


“No,” Eve mutters, as Adam shuts her inside. She’ll ask Mister herself.

*                    *                    *

Splayed out on the wet planks, the light bulb above emitting an ominous buzz, Eve waits, trapped in the oak planked prison and the emptiness of her mind. At this hour, the flora is sealed behind displays and fauna are locked in their cages with the bunch of jingling keys attached to Adam’s belt. Adam is asleep, resting for another night of ringleading the spotlights and hollering. The only thing bustling at this hour is Mister on the other end of the train, the incandescents in his office shining through the dappled glass of his immense mahogany door, always awake.


Her pounding pulse returns as she tiptoes to the car door, rests her hand on the knob. “It will be locked,” she whispers, unsure if it’s a prediction or a wish. When it turns, her first thought is deception. Mister is testing you. The worth of your questions is punishment, something inside her pleads—a subservient self, herself until today. Eve could ignore the curiosity coiling around her throat, continue her life of pleasing Adam while questions swirl around in her hollow head.


But she needs to feel full. 


Like following the scent of a delicious meal, hunger guides her through the train cars: the rundown rooms of pens, and elaborate chambers, finely furnished, with extravagant embellishments. She isn’t sure what these rooms were for—another question never answered. There are crystal cups all about, some drained, others containing fragrant liquids, and shallow bowls, graveyards of crushed orange stubs buried in black powder. They appear to be places of leisure and pleasure Eve isn’t permitted to have.


When she enters the garden, the last car separating her from Mister’s office, and slides the compartment open, a crash without a source nearly causes her to shed her skin for escape. Adam is sleeping on the train’s other end, but she can still feel the ghost of his hand print on her cheek. Something inside her pleads to turn around. She says no. 


Aglow under fuschia grow lights, the garden, as well, does not sleep, plants quenching their thirst and soaking in chlorophyll. Slick grass gathers on her foot soles. On the other side of the car is Mister’s door, dappled glass radiating, but the scent of earth mingling with plump fruit distracts her. Paradise, Adam called this. To Eve, that’s lost now.


“You’re up late.”


Eve yelps as she trips onto the grass. Next to a bush of lily of the valley, an unfamiliar figure kneels, pruning with a pair of shears. “You’re the man in the audience!” Eve gasps. “The one who reached out to me.”


The gardener tucks his shears into the work belt strapped to his faded overalls. “Good eye, despite the ceaseless flashbulbs.” His smirk is tinted with a sort of shame. “You work here, in Eden?” Eve asks, as he brushes dirt from his knees. “I had no idea.”


“Used to, a long time ago. Decided it was best to leave.”


“Leave,” Eve says, slowly, savouring the syllable in her mouth. “Why leave when Mister provides all of this?” The gardener sighs, peeling the snakeskin gloves off his hands. “Sometimes, we have a hunger that can’t be filled.”


Eve’s breath hitches at the familiarity of this invasive species’ words. “Don’t I know.”


The gardener, face shadowed by the brim of his hat, begins to slink forward. “It appears we share common ground, petal.”


Eve shrugs. “My mind feels so famished. Adam punishes me for wanting more, despite him being my provider, but all I want to do is grow.”


“No harm in that,” says the gardener. 

“Not according to Adam.” She brightens. “That’s why I’m going to Mister, so he’ll feed me the answers Adam won’t explain. So I can feel full. ” 


“You’ll always be hungry here.”


“Huh?”


“Your master will disallow it as much as Adam. Unless...”


“Unless?”


The gardener’s fingers are intertwined with hers, and he guides her into the foliage, slithering around the shrubbery. “Where are we going?” Eve stammers, as he leads her further from Mister’s door. The gardener’s hand is dusted with dirt, decorated in scratches, cold, but his touch contains more candour than Adam’s. “Have you seen Adam eat the fruit, petal?”

“Which fruit?”

The two approach the tree dwarfing the garden. “The Tree of Knowledge?” Eve asks, and the gardener spits at its name. She shudders in the shadow cast by the veiny leaves and skeletal branches stretching from the massive trunk. “One of Mister's rules is to never to eat fruit from the Tree of Knowledge. If we're not obedient, we will be punished without redemption.”

“No one got anywhere adhering to rules," says the gardener.

Eve screams as he reaches for the fencing. “No! You'll—”

She awaits the flood, the brimstone, the lighting strike that Adam had warned her of. The gardener, still one piece, swiftly climbs the fence. “Your master won’t answer your questions, petal. You must seek them yourself.”

“How?”


“Eve!”


The shout cracks the air like a whip. “Adam,” Eve breathes. “He’s here. He’ll see me near the Tree of Knowledge, and tell Mister—”

The gardener says at the top of the fence, “You could turn back, but you'll never find what you're looking for.” 

Adam calls again. Eve peers into the darkness where his voice comes from, before clambering up the chain-link behind her new companion.


The gardener assists her over, before striding toward the tree with a confidence she can only imagine, movements both loose and calculated. She is bewitched, until she sees him stretching for the low-hanging fruit. “Please, this fruit's growth takes lifetimes. There are only two.”


“Just one of the tales you've been told,” the gardener replies. He plucks the fruit from the branch. “If you’re cynical, take a look for yourself.”


Eve inspects the treetop. Besides the one the gardener holds, there isn’t a fruit in sight. “But what happened—”

“Adam ate it.”

 Suddenly, the chain-link rattles, and Eve yelps. “Don’t listen to him, Eve,” Adam snaps, shaking the fence. “He’s manipulating you!”

“The soil you’ve sprouted from contains deception,” insists the gardener. “He harvests the fruit for himself. Your master is oblivious as long as the ringleader plays puppetmaster.”

“Puppetmaster?” The bubbling inside her drowns out Adam’s roaring.

“Petal, you can’t believe your master created you just because they pull your pretty little strings.”

“He didn’t?”

“This is a test!” Adam’s eyes are widened, crazed, an animal caught in the crosshairs. “He’s slithered here to destroy us! Remember the exchange, Eve; remember who you owe.”

Memories of the phantom handprint and the men’s cruelty returns—could Mister do worse? “I was promised to Adam. He loves me. It’s Mister’s gift.”

The gardener’s canines glint as he snarls, “Mister’s gift? Petal, is it a gift from ‘Mister’ that Adam leashes you? Is his gift that stage you’re forced to perch upon, and an audience jeering through their teeth at you, the last of your kind?”

“I don’t understand,” Eve utters. 

The gardener’s amber gaze emerges from the shade of his hat’s brim, and meets hers. His thumb traces one of the twin stitches high above each temple on her forehead. “It’s because they wired you this way.”

Revelation dawns on her, and Eve snatches the fruit from the gardener’s grasp. Adam lets out a pathetic whine as her nails dig into the skin, juice pooling into her palm. It’s bright red, the colour of Adam’s stain. The bubbling in Eve’s chest rises to a boiling point. “You lied.”

“Eve, we’ll lose it all,” Adam says, quivering. “His greed made Mister turn away. Your temptation will make Mister turn away. Obedience grants you eminence. What does rebellion?”

“I—” Eve chews her lip. “I don’t know.”

“You can learn,” drawls the gardener, tender, in her ear. She realizes he was the one advising her while onstage. “You can know how it feels to be divine.”

“You can’t defy me,” Adam pleads, clawing at the fence. “We are one flesh! You’re made from a rib in my right side.” 

“No.”

Adam’s eyebrows knit together, a gesture Eve is so familiar with. “No?”

She hisses, “You’ve always said left.”

Adam howls as she bites, the flavour exploding on her tongue. Eve’s mind blooms.
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