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Swansdown

Words are loaded pistols.

Jean-Paul Sartre

There are any number of things you can do when the world is ending. You can speed yourself into a

 conceivably less cruel one by applying a streak of hot lead directly to the brain and hoping for the

 best; you can drink until your liver turns thick and leathery and stagger around in the street

 cursing Huntziger and the rest of those useless bastards at Compiègne. France est perdue. For

 now, you can say what you like because nobody cares any more. 

Words will not become dangerous for at least a little while longer yet (fast forward a year or two

 and just the mention of the word Résistance will be enough to make sure nobody ever hears you say

 it again) so you may as well let them all out before the time comes to hold your tongue. In a ground

 floor apartment on the Rive Droite of Paris, a woman is tucking an untidy five-year old into bed. 

Read me a story, Maman, the child whines. In all honesty, the woman is tired right down to the bone

 and further, a sort of tiredness of the heart and can think of few things she'd less rather do. Which

 one do you want, p'tit chou, she sighs. Extraordinary that any language can turn "little cabbage"

 into an endearment to be slipped into the ear of a loved one. Le Lac des Cygnes, the child pipes,

 wriggling away from the mother's hand as its nose is swiftly scrubbed with a piece of cotton. Swan

 Lake. A surprisingly astute choice; beneath the tutus and pink pointe shoes, a tale of blood and

 betrayal and beauty lost. No war in this one though.

It seems then, that another thing you can do at the end of the world is tell a story. 

In his dream, there is a lake. Glassy as a mirror and colder than death, dark as any water may be

 where there is no moon to float upon its surface. He imagines if he were to dip his hand into these

 waters, it would come out stained an inky black from fingertip to wrist. There were yellow irises

 fringing the shore in the spring, bright and bewildering as happiness, but now there are none and he

 wonders how long winter will last.

For it is winter here, of that there can be no doubt; that of course is why he's wearing his best cloak,

 the one generously lined with Russian ermine, and matching cap in the same silvery fur. Cold can

 be bought off if you have enough money to do so, and he is a prince after all.

There are swans here, a great snowy mass of them splashing in the bulrushes and he raises his

 crossbow to take aim. Swan is delicious when roasted, especially the dish that is all the fashion at

 the moment where a succession of smaller birds are sewn inside the roasted swan, from duck down

 to a single quail at the centre.

There would be nothing out of the ordinary in this part of the dream, were it not for the fact that in

 the moment he glances away to brush his hair out of his eyes, the swans are no longer swans. They

 are women.

One is taller than the others, with the rigid posture of a princess and dark lakeweed hair straggling

 down her back. Her neck is long and pale and enticingly vulnerable; her eyes too light for her face,

 the startling blue of duck eggs and sunny skies. She is the most beautiful thing he has ever seen.

 The feeling that always comes upon him at this point is one that stays with him even when he

 awakes, the feeling of having a heart too large for his ribcage- fragile and stretched as a balloon

 with sudden ridiculous love for this swan-woman whose name he does not know. Je t'aime, the

 words adhere to his skin so that he wakes up sticky with them, as though he's been bathed in syrup.

Dreams have a way of blurring, fragmenting like broken mirrors and the reflections they throw up

 are anything from entrancing to horrifying. This one is no exception. The lake is gone- it is his

 birthday now, his eighteenth and they are dancing in the great hall of his palace. His swan princess

 (for so she will be once he marries her) is dazzling, all smiles and swift pirouettes. He catches her

 eye for a moment and is disconcerted by the odd metallic glint he sees, somewhere between spite

 and triumph.

Dismissing it as a trick of the light, he does not notice the heavy body of a white swan thumping

 despairingly against the leaded window. Wingtips pressing against the glass like pale fingers.

Occasionally at this part of the dream, he is lucky enough to wake up before he finds himself

 inexplicably by the very same lake he began at. His princess is at his side, though there is

 something rather crueller about her face- the eyes are almost black in the fading light and if it were

 not so idiotic to think so, he would swear she is squatter than he remembers and flabby as unbaked

 dough.

He is aiming at the swans again and once more they are not swans. One raises her head. The woman

 (his princess, he has to remind himself because it is too preposterous to believe that he has been

 deceived by a cheap copy) at his side closes her hand over his where it rests on the crossbow

 trigger and squeezes. There is a look of surprise and terrible loss on the face of his swan princess as

 an arrow skewers her through the gut. She makes only the smallest of splashes as her body hits the

 water.

If he has not done so already, this is when he screams himself into consciousness. He's screamed

 himself sick on more than one occasion before, though it is no less humiliating for being so

 familiar. A servant cleans him up, dabbing nervously with a damp cloth and mutters a quiet shall I

 send for the queen, sire? 

Royal life has not suited his queen, now grown fleshy as a marrow, with several chins spilling over

 her jewels. He can feel her revulsion- married to a man whose nightmares have cracked him like an

 egg, about whom even the servants snigger. Poor mad His Majesty.

It's just a dream, darling, she cooes, with the kind of false smile one feels obliged to use for

 invalids and very small children. But what mere dream could conjure up the look of shock mixed

 with heart-shattering sadness he sees every night as he impales his beloved with his own betrayal?

It isn't a dream, he snaps. He remembers her stubby fingers closing his own around the trigger.

 What did you do with her afterwards, he asks, feeling the bile rise in his throat at the image of the

 limp white thing in the lake. It was just a swan, darling, don't be so ridiculous, she simpers. What

 do you think we did with it? We ate it stuffed with juniper berries, your favourite, swan is so

 delicious roasted, wouldn't you agree? 

A stuffed princess. A lake at midnight, an imposter wife, a love so all-consuming it brought a prince

 to his knees and turned his brain soupy with regret. You can change the words, but the story

 remains the same. At the end, you always end up with death somehow or another.

"That's not how Lac des Cygnes goes, Maman," the child complains when the mother has finished,

 "The prince marries the real princess not the other one and you didn't say anything about the

 magician and the princess doesn't die at the end!"

The mother sighs and tiredly pushes her hair off her face. "I suppose she doesn't... Maman's just

 very tired tonight, chérie." The child snorts a goodnight, affronted by the story's dissatisfactory

 ending and Maman's failure as a storyteller. The secret of the storyteller, you see, is to tell the one

 everyone knows, to tell the normal story with no surprises. No listener likes to be caught unawares,

 stabbed through with an unexpected sentence while their guard is down.

But then again, she reflects, nothing is particularly normal any more.
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