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Handigirl

By Kim Wyatt

Emmy had walked only 10 meters before she saw the body. She unpacked her knapsack and removed a shovel and a stake. It would take two hours to dig a hole to fit this one. 



The bigger challenge would be to find a space nearby.



She stood at the edge of the cliff surveying the wild blue-gray ocean before her. So many people wanted to die at the beach. Perhaps it was the rhythm of the waves rolling in, like the original sound in the womb. Turning back toward the hillside, where stakes dotted the green hillside like porcupine quills, she found a spot and got to work. It would be a tight squeeze, but she would make him fit. 


It was 2030 and thousands of baby boomers were dying each day. There was no universal health care in the United States, and elders were taking matters into their own hands. Rather than fold up in a nursing home or die in a hospital from a life gone on too long, they were trying to make beautiful deaths.  


Emmy was a Handigirl. Every young woman had to enlist at 18 and work two years in the field helping manage the bodies. Young men were relieved from the cause because PCBs in the water and air had in the last decade caused brittle bone disease in males and they could no longer withstand the rigors of shovel and earth. Handigirls wore khaki skirts and tall boots and a red bandana around their necks so that they could be identified at a distance, conveying earthiness and efficiency.

Pitching load after shovel load over her shoulder, Emmy wondered again why she had volunteered seaside. Her parents had married there, and had filled her with a romantic notion of it. She supposed she liked its unchanging nature. But every now and then, after a 10-body day, she thought about transferring to a city. Most people wanted to die at home. In cities, a red sign hung on a doorknob meant there was a body inside. Someone had decided the night before to take some pills and go to bed, or to hang themselves from an old dog leash. Indoor handigirls had the advantage of crews that dealt with disposal of bodies. The handigirl would simply go inside, fill out a checklist, and flip the door sign around to green for pick-up. Most people who opted for dying inside did it at night, so the urban, indoor handigirl was a nine-to-five job. 


At sea, a body floated and she hoped that the tide would carry it out. Her back was tired and she was hungry. She wondered out about life in the mountains, where the Renegades had gone. Since they had fresh water, they could make their own rules. To get there, she’d have to cross the valley, one of the most challenging assignments as the soil was so tired it was difficult to find a hold even with a pick. 

She took two stakes from her bag, butted the shovel against a nail in the center of one to make a cross and drove it into the ground. 


 Emmy turned east without even knowing it and began to walk.

I have had a good life, Eveylyn thought, looking in the mirror. It was time. Things were no longer working. Everything leaked. Her clothes were ill-fitting, she looked like a scarecrow. Her skin was no longer supple; she felt like beef jerky. 


Food no longer gave her pleasure, nor did drink. She had no friends her age left. She wanted to groan every time she stood up, but she knew how annoying that could be. So one day, she packed her knapsack and headed for the beach. 


It would take her twelve days to get to Santa Cruz. Her parents had been married there, and she had spent her childhood playing near creeks under stands of cypress. It seemed fantastical now to think about. The old wooden roller coaster and salt water taffy. She tried to remember the last time she felt exhilaration, or just plain happiness. Judd would have been alive then, his blond hair peppered with gray glinting in the sun before their world turned to ash. 


He wouldn’t tolerate self-pity, and had died naturally. A heart attack, just like his father and grandfather before him.


In the intervening years, she had found usefulness teaching. Classrooms filled with girls were easier, and she felt more hopeful, secretly, that with girls in charge of thing the world might begin anew a better place. It turned out that girls were just as capable of coveting power—they might even be more monstrous—and the lack of food and sanitation and water would continue to be the state of affairs. 


She was forced-retired because she remembered the old world. When she was feeling cheerful, she forgot this. 

But the old world, she had not forgotten that.  

It took her two days to get to Sacramento. She found only one body along the way, an old man leaning up against an old oak tree. People, Emmy noticed, also seemed attached to oak trees. A rope swing dangled from a thick branch, perhaps the expired gentleman’s childhood swing, or the swing of his children. 


The man had a shiny, wrinkled face. He had spent a lot of time outside, and had laugh lines. As she placed the last of the dirt over him, she hoped that he had known happiness. 


“Take care, old man.”


Emmy took a long drink of water. She glanced at the setting sun; it was time to set up camp. The coming of night was a physical relief, but under the stars her mind went on short, discouraging flights. Although she knew that care of the dead was a sacred duty, lately she had gotten sick of death, of old people in lavender clothes hijacking her days.  Emmy had heard rumor that more handigirls were heading toward the mountains after they had completed their service. She had started to suspect this might be the only time in her life she had purpose or value and after retiring her knapsack would be forced into the melee. Men on horseback searched for wavering handigirls, and had all manner of tricks to ascertain loyalty. But if one made it to the mountains, strong enough to do anything, to build and grow food and collect water…they weren’t supposed to be having babies, but she’d heard they were anyway. They didn’t deal in death. 

At night, under the moon, Emmy saw bodies everywhere. Hanging from trees, leaning against rocks, on their backs looking up at feckless stars. But they weren’t bodies; it was just the inside of her mind working its way out into the shadows. 

It was wrong to leave the coast, but she told herself that there was plenty of work everywhere. But she knew not that this was not true, and she was met with suspicion at Handigirl Filling Stations where dozens of strong young women stopped for rations, to fill up canteens and knapsacks. Invariably, someone would ask her about her grid and she’d have to lie as she was now far from it. 

“My sister works there, do you know her?”

The trouble with lies was that you had to remember them so Emmy pressed on. 

It was cold in the morning in the foothills. Evelyn remembered how the early frost used to feel exhilarating, enough to put the pink in your cheeks before the sun crawled over the hills and baked the land. There were once so many birds that she could spend hours watching and not see the same one twice. Now there were only ravens, which Evelyn had to admire for their tenacity. 

It was taking her about thirty minutes per mile. It would take her five days to reach the coast and then another five to get to Santa Cruz if she walked Highway 1. In the valley the old cities sat like mausoleums. It must have been beautiful when it was all orchards, she thought. Now it looked like an empty movie set. Skyscrapers sat empty or burned out, windows black like missing teeth. 

Dried apricots and a half can of white beans were lunch, and she ate at a table outside on old McDonald’s. The bright red and yellow plastic had somehow survived and rarely a day passed when she didn’t see one. So she sat at the table and talked to Judd about her day. Her husband had seen the signs, and had made a cellar that would have been the envy of their neighbors had they known. He had stocked it with the foods with the longest shelf life and nutritional value and even today Evelyn hadn’t been reduced to eating the MREs Judd bought by the case. Before she left, she put those on the front porch of her good friend Alice, who hadn’t decided when or how she would die. 

Evelyn had family on the east coast, but with no transportation and no phone lines, she had lost all contact. She had spoken last with her son in Baltimore four years ago, and they had agreed to not try to find each other if anything happened. He had his own problems anyway, with three sons with brittle bone disease. 

Before he had died, Judd had taught Evelyn how to find water, how to trap and skin a rabbit or squirrel. They spent days identifying and gathering plants in their neighborhood. Survival was a full-time job. She was amazed at all the things inside his head, things that he had always known. 

She crossed the flood plain, and was happy to see an occasional bird still doing aerials and spinning through the sky. Emmy closed in on Sacramento, walking up the rise of the old freeway. At first, the cities were filth and rot, but now everything had died or dried up or gotten carried off and the buildings stood like shells, empty and hollow. Emmy was safe, because everyone was gone.

Handigirls were not allowed to keep arms. It was part of their credo that they spread calm among people. Emmy sometimes wondered if anyone was really in charge of the Handigirls anymore, as there was no way to communicate except in person.

She couldn’t wait for her 18th birthday. Each Friday, a ceremony was held in town centers where the Handigirls were announced and received their scarves and tools in public. The tools—a shovel, an axe, and a flint—were coveted since everyone had gone back to the land and nothing that ran on gas or electricity worked. Stealing a Handigirls tools was punishable by death. 

Emmy didn’t understand the power she had with her shovel. She didn’t understand any of her powers. When boys with brittle bones came calling, she thought they really wanted to ask about her work. It never occurred to her that they just wanted to watch the slow fan of her eyelashes, even though they knew it would lead to nothing, and to watch her lift things that they would never be able to carry. 

No, she was cut out for this work. It was important. It was key to keeping hope alive and also to sanitation, she was told. They couldn’t just let bodies pile up. She looked in the direction of the ocean, and didn’t feel relief at being so far from her assigned site. 

She had heard that the men in the mountains could lift fallen trees and boulders.

Towns and cities had long ago given way to feudal territories. Evelyn hadn’t dreamed she would see that. Having lived through the collapse of the Soviet Union, the computer age, and China’s takeover of the world, it never occurred to her that once day they would all be living like grubs in the dirt. But she and Judd had always been planners, and they paid attention when some said things were turning. They enjoyed life and expensive bottles of wine, but they also bought each other gold coins as Christmas presents. She knew now that gold only had value because someone once said it was so. But the loonies had been right –- they should have stocked up on toilet paper and ammunition instead. 

Evelyn fingered the gun in the bag slung across her chest. Chances were slim, but someone might try to take her water. 

She passed from chaparral to oak. It was a beautiful day to walk and no one bothered an old woman. They all assumed she was off to die. 

She found it impossible that the government was still functioning, yet each day Evelyn saw handigirls and horsemen going about their duties. Looking at the sun-kissed faces of the handigirls in passing, she smiled, wondering which would be the one to bury her. Which one would be the last to see her face.

