


























EDITORIAL

GEOFF
LEMON



TAKE THE TWELVE MONTHS just gone and the twelve
ahead, and Going Down Swinging will have changed more
than at any other point in its history.

Not that we’re airbrushing the past to march into a
glorious Stalinist future. It's good to be well into GDS’s
fourth decade. Pushing a new creative enterprise can make
you feel equal parts sucker and egotist; history, meanwhile,
gives the precedent of other people’s commitment and the
reassurance that it’s not all about you. But in recent times,
new shoots have fired out at a tremendous cadence. For most
of its life GDS was a Melbourne literary journal produced by
two or three people. We now have ten staff spanning Sydney,
Melbourne, Perth and country Victoria, contributing to a
program that goes well beyond print publishing.



In 2014 we’ll work with the City of Melbourne to stage
four top-line spoken word shows. We’ll release the headline
set from each as a live album. We’ll have support from Arts
NSW to stage more events in that state, and to create and
publish more work from those who live there. We’ll work
on bringing in performers from overseas, on exporting our
own, and on the launches and parties that have built such
a reputation for delivering good times. The flagship GDS
commissions program will expand, funding several major
new performance, written and visual art pieces.

The GDS website is now a publication in its own right,
updating a mixture of critical, creative and entertaining
writing several times a week, with a best-of compilation due
at the end of 2014. We'll keep investigating digital develop-
ments, tying together art forms in ways that weren’t previ-
ously possible, as we did with Going Down Swinging No. 34
earlier in 2013. We’ll also print our first single-author short
story collection, a preview of which leads off this edition.

Since 1993, GDS has been the only regular supporter
of spoken word in Australian publishing. So one change
is immediately apparent: this edition we’ve moved away
from providing CDs, given the increasing redundancy of the
format. Our commitment to performers, though, is stronger
than ever, both live and in publication. The No. 35 album
is still very much part of this collection, so do make sure
to download it.

As ever, the GDS program means thousands of donated
hours by staff and underpaid hours by contributors. Finances
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are ever tenuous. If you get a subscription, or give one away,
you’ll lock in years of good reading while helping us be sure
we can deliver it.

However things change, the publication in your hands
is still central. It’'s why GDS began, to give an outlet to writers
who lacked the opportunity, and we still enjoy publishing the
unknown beside the celebrated. This aim informs everything
we do: simply, it’s about getting more writers and artists to
more audiences; about the satisfaction of entertaining and
the value of being entertained. When previous editors look
at GDS now, there will be things that they don’t recognise.
We still hope they’re proud of what they see.
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This is the first story in Bridget Lutherborrow’s full-
length collection, THIRTEEN STORY HORSE, to be
published by GOING DOWN SWINGING in 2014.

WE SAT AND LISTENED to the rain fall. Me and Eduard,
nursing our whiskies. Ice disappearing, drinks turned oil
spills. Eduard’s huge horse eyes blinked slow. On our
seventh-storey balcony we could hear the storm wail its
guts out, could hear the sky give in. Beyond the steel
muzzle of the balcony rail, our little world of brick was
dishevelled by an indecisive wind. Below us, scurrying
neighbours leant into it, the tree in the courtyard thrashed
with each gust. From the vantage of our brick-lined perch
we seemed untouchable. Three solid walls and one open
screen, just enough to see. Eduard nosed his tumbler and
dipped a long tongue in the whisky, his graceless equine
teeth poking out like broken piano keys. We’d been
waiting all day for the storm.
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It was one of those too-hot too-early spring days that
begs to be stripped naked, to be dragged to bed and laid
bare. But the heat took its time with the day. When the
storm finally hit, Eduard and I were already out on the
balcony, dog-tired after too much nothing. From our seats
we watched the square garden bed in the courtyard. Across
the way were other balconies like ours: green corrals of
painted metal, clothes racks and potted plants.

Eduard and I always end the day this way. Even when
we get things done it’s as though we haven’t moved from
our places. After two drinks, neither of us feels the need
to keep wandering back to the kitchen to replenish our
tumblers. After two drinks, we’re at ease enough to keep
the bottle on the balcony. At ease enough to say, “Screw ice
and modesty, screw the way they say it should be, who said
whisky was any good anyway and who cares how I take it?”
Nothing is quite that colourful between me and Eduard,
though. He might be a horse, but we are both pretty calm
about things.

Before the balcony and before the whisky, Eduard was inside
the apartment and I was at my day job. I call it my day job
even though some of the time it’s at night. Eduard stays
inside because he’s not great with stairs. We don’t have an
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elevator, so Eduard has to climb all the way up here, like
everyone else. Once he figured it out, he was pretty into
stairs. He likes a challenge, but it’s easier when he doesn’t
have to. He likes to talk too, though he talks slow and
doesn’t use many words. Not that he’s stupid. He just
doesn’t need them and hates wasting anything. He builds
furniture from egg cartons while I'm at work. I don’t know
how he does it, but it’s really handy. I never ask him about
it because he’s pretty secretive about that stuff. He never
leaves a mess when he’s been making things and never
makes things when I'm home. Egg cartons are sturdy and
good for building, but they’re not so good with spills. Luck-
ily we eat a lot of eggs, which we buy from Henrietta from
the first floor. Mr Gumption on the second floor gives us
his egg cartons, too. Eduard makes a new coffee table every
month or so. I'm pretty clumsy, apparently.

The other thing Eduard likes to do is scare the neigh-
bours’ children. There are five children in the building. Two
boys on our floor, who live with their dad; a boy on the third
floor; then Henrietta and another girl on the ground floor.
Eduard scares them by sticking his head through the special
window he installed in the front door of our apartment. I
don’t know how he put it in. He said it was inconvenient
for him to open the door when a package comes or a pizza
or someone to talk to. The children find it strange. They
probably wouldn’t be scared of him if they saw him in the
garage or at the park, but the big floating horse head is weird.
Maybe their parents let them watch The Godfather. Every
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now and then, when he’s bored, Eduard will stand around
with his head out the special window, waiting for someone
to pass by so he can say, “Howdy, neighhhhbour,” in his
quiet horse voice and chuckle to himself.

Sometimes I worry this place is driving Eduard mad.
Recently I mentioned moving out, hoping it might prompt
him to go off somewhere else, somewhere with patchwork
fields and snails of rolled hay. Or at least somewhere with
a backyard. But Eduard just breathed at me through his nose
and shut himself in the bathroom for four hours. We didn’t
talk about it again.

At my day job I do a lot of keeping track. That is
basically it: words and numbers and things that someone
doesn’t want to lose. Most of the things don’t seem worth
keeping track of. Besides, I don’t know if we really have
space for all these numbers and words. I’'ve heard the
Library of Congress is storing all our tweets, which I guess
is cool. It just seems like too much to hold on to. I know
why they’d try: there are things I don’t like to lose, either.
Me and Eduard and the balcony, that’s one way of keeping
track. Some people think it’s sad to do the same thing over
and over. You have to let things disappear, so you can find
new things. Then again, there are things you have to keep,
otherwise the new things will never make sense.

There is an air conditioner at the office where I work.
It helps us all hide from days like these, when the sky longs
to de-robe for the whole long stretch from rising to sinking.
It helps us forget the world outside is blind and rushing past
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like a cape. In the morning, before I came in, the sky was
an uncompromising blue, looking down with the gaze of
a lover. The kind of look that is a challenge and a secret at
the same time. The kind of look that says, “We both know
where this is going, but I'm not going to tell you how it will
happen, or when.” That’s the kind of look the sky had, bear-
ing down on the city.

Before my day job, before the whisky and the balcony, there
was the balcony and there was Eduard and me. The heat
woke us earlier than usual, stirring sticky with mist behind
our eyes. He had cold oats for breakfast, with milk, because
he’s civilised. I had eggs, because I know Eduard likes the
cartons. We arranged our food on the outdoor furniture, a
township of china and tea. To our left, a glimpse of cityscape:
skyscraper tops sketching grey staircases through the smog.
The tree in the courtyard stood paper-still. Eduard looked
up at the sky with his whisky eyes and there was no chal-
lenge in them, and no secret. That’s the way Eduard looks
at everything — at oats, at whisky, at egg cartons and me.
That’s the way he looked up at the sky, as she looked back,
waiting for release. That’s how he looked at her all day,

I think, until she finally put her hand to his snout. He is

a very beautiful horse, after all, and has an unusual knack
for building things and knowing when to let them go.
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Calle del Amor de Dios
Las Letras, Madrid

It’s a disappointment: two short blocks
straight and narrow, sometimes a throb
of flamenco from the guitar maker’s shop.

It finishes at Calle de las Huertas, but
there are no orchards, no Edens, only cut
stones enclosing the Trinitarian Sisters.

Go deeper into Las Letras, to the house
where Lope de Vega, then a priest in holy
orders, lived for twenty years with two sets

of authorised children. Surely Padre Lope
strolled Calle del Amor de Dios to liaise
with his many paramours, pay visits to

spontaneous offspring. And nearing the end,
agitated by a lack of grace and dreading
damnation, he scourged with enthusiasm,

spattering whitewashed walls with blood.
Pity poor Lope clubbing with Purgatory’s
sin-struck chancers, soul in the balance,

aspiring to virtue, craving heaven’s passport,
bleeding for the love of God, but wherever
he turns or twists — so many willing women.







LYUDMILA
PAVLICHENKO,
FROM THE
ORCHARD

CHLOE
WILSON







1 -

I am hunched in the crotch of a tree.
On the outskirts of Odessa,

death is arboreal — we are splayed
along branches like panthers

or boas, all of our deadliness
concealed. They favour women
for these positions, thinking
our knack for stillness

comes naturally. And it is true

that we do not move
when our bladders gestate
from cherries into oranges,

from oranges into aubergines.
But such adaptations take practice.




2 —

All sorts of torsos
were strung up as targets,
when I first learned the art

of sharpshooting. The silhouette
of a raccoon, an otter, a fox -
circles rolled from their centres,

each animal a black pond
into which a rock
had been dropped.

Then one day, a man’s shape,
flat and featureless. My teacher said

think of your nemesis. I'd not yet

considered this, but somewhere
a door unlatched to a room
kept dim, whose fittings I knew
by touch.




3 —

Only the witnessed kills count.
No one except the more meticulous

gods know the number
of notches I’'ve earned. But records

are not my concern. I never
intended to slip on this dress,

death in a less recognised guise. Who was
that girl who enlisted, I wonder?

How could she not have known
I would end up here, petrified -

circumstance can turn the living
into fossil, into stone.




SWIMMING,
& OTHER
UNNATURAL
THINGS

PATRICK
LENTON



WHEN I WAS A KID, I was a surprisingly good swimmer.

I never really did anything with this ability, because I lack
anything resembling competitiveness in my spindly body.
Or maybe it’s because when I was doing swimming class
in primary school, the scary poolside instructor guy kept
calling me Wilhelm. “Backstroke, Wilhelm,” he would yell.
“Push up the pace, Wilhelm.” I wouldn’t answer, because
it’s not my name, and he would get increasingly apoplectic.
Only later did this become apparent: at the time I remember
wondering why he always ignored me, and why he hated
that Wilhelm guy so much. Then in high school, I entered
the breaststroke race at the swimming carnival because I
was hot, then I accidentally won and had to go to regionals.
At regionals, all the swim-mums hassled me and asked who
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my coach was and tried to psych me out. It worked.

Well over a decade from the premature stifling of what
would have been my golden sporting era, I decide it is time
to do something about my incipient heart disease. The
problem is that certain time of year when the sun turns
the entirety of its broad flaming face to the earth and looks
directly at Australia. We call this horrific time ‘summer’
because ‘summer-times you will die from heatstroke’, a little
riff which is an example of laconic Australian humour.
Summer means that the only plausible exercise is swimming,
as it takes place in a pool. I mean, you still get cancer but at
least it’s wet. There being an aquatic centre around the corner
from my house, I feel like this is meant to be. Admittedly,
the hangover is probably a bad idea. For some reason I didn’t
anticipate that I would drink so much at a chess-themed
party on a Thursday night: I obviously haven’t been play-
ing chess right. My second mistake, it will transpire, will be
hubris. You see, I remember my time as Wilhelm, and retain
every shred of his cocksure Teutonic swimming arrogance.

So the physical pursuit does not faze me. What I am
scared about is the whole administrative side of things. I'm
really bad in new situations where I don’t know precisely
what to do. I spend the morning in fevered worry that I will
create an international scandal when I hang my backpack
inappropriately on a nearby child and discover that my
swimwear is now illegal. But I am so excited about getting
rippling abs and a new pastime that doesn’t involve alcohol
that I push on anyway. This is about being an adult. Adults
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are fit, goal-oriented people who are so terrified of death
they will do anything to stave off the inevitable. I too can
be so full of goals and fear.

After finding my bathing suit and receiving the
necessary permissions from the Heritage Council to take it
from its glass case, I strut on down to the pool. Approach-
ing the attractive tanned young man at the desk, I proudly
announce, “I'm making my long-awaited comeback to the
sport of swimming.” The gentleman blinks and nods slowly.
I proceed to thrust money into his hand, and flustered by
the lack of direction, say “I’ll have one of your finest pools,
please. I understand the general notion is I swim from one
end to the other.” He nods again. I shake my head enthusi-
astically, quite aware that my nerves have given me a psy-
chotic sheen. To cover the awkward silence, I mutter “Rinse
and repeat” a few times, before confiding to him that this
is all in aid of my health. With exaggerated care, he picks
out the six required dollars and sends me on my way.

Despite the problematic progress of my first foray into
this bold aquatic world, I'm not ready to give up. That old
familiar chlorine smell fills my nostrils like mustard gas,
taking me back to a better time. I can almost hear the ghost
of a long-dead German yelling someone’s name. I take it as
encouragement. The worst lies behind me. Pacing awkwardly
around the pool in an impersonation of someone who knows
what he’s doing, I discover the sensible planning of three
different lanes, from fast to medium and slow. I scoff at slow,
and vaguely consider fast. I did used to be Wilhelm, you
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know. But, considering the fact that it’s been over a decade
since I last swam a lap, I decide to play it safe and start off in
medium. Maybe when I’ve hit my pace at around thirty laps,
I can leap over the barrier like a mako shark and speed out
the home stretch.

I dive into the water, and start a few awkward strokes.

I am secretly jubilant, as the breathing rhythm and everything
just comes naturally. It’s like riding a giant wet bike. I do an
entire lap, and things are great. The next thing I notice is that
the water is ridiculously warm. Disappointing, yes. The water
is also... rather burny. Then it’s really burny. It’s a weekend at
burnies. My eyes are spasming in pain, and my skin is crawl-
ing, but I'm pushing on. I'm on the second lap, and everything
feels wrong. My arms and legs are sore, and it’s getting harder
to breathe right. Maybe I'm supposed to exhale more under
water, I think, doing so and choking down a lungful. My clean,
economical strokes become claws pulling desperately at the
surface, and my breathing, even above the roar of the water,
sounds distinctly gaspish. This is all wrong. Maybe the water
isn’t as buoyant as it used to be?

I clutch the wall, breathing heavily, trying vainly to rub
the chlorine from my eyes. Two pregnant ladies are bobbing
around next to me in the slow lane. One is worried that she’ll
be picked up by the transit officers on the train because
she hasn’t got a new concession sticker at university yet.
Still clawing my eyes, I shriek at them the valuable news
that last year’s sticker is valid until March. They are taken
aback. The other one gently suggests I buy some goggles.
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I decide to do a lap of breaststroke. If I take it ridicu-
lously slow, I’ll be fine. But I discover it’s hard to stay afloat
without momentum. A large walrus-man has lapped me,
and is bearing steadily down from behind at what I can only
describe as a terrifyingly slow speed. I barely make it to the
other end. By this point, all illusions are gone. Either my
ability to swim has wasted away along with my beautiful
soprano singing voice and He-Man action figures, or [ am
suffering under a malevolent spell. Regardless of which is
more likely — and I have pissed off a bunch of witches on
Twitter - I need to do one more lap. Pride pushes me away
from the tiles. At one point, I start hauling myself bodily
along the lane rope. People are looking at me. The lifeguard
is sizing me up. I actually think I'm going to die, startled at
the lack of air making it into my lungs.

But I make it, and on rubbery legs I stumble into
the change rooms to face the mirror and look into the boiled
red pits that used to be my eyes. They are like two meteors
jutting out of my face. It’s like somebody tried to pack my
eye sockets full of weed and smoke a bong through my
nostrils. Suddenly the incredible fear of the pregnant ladies
makes sense.

Tired and despondent and skin irritated, I prepare for
the final humiliation and hand in my locker key to the tanned
young man at the desk about fifteen minutes after receiving
it from him. He stares. I stare back. Not so witty and psychotic
now, I think. Nevertheless, a rapport had been forged — not a
great one, but we each recognise the other’s face - so I dredge
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the depths of my exhausted mind and trembly muscles,
and muster only: “Next time I'm using the slow lane.”

As I brace myself for another helping of tumour-beams,
I reason that water is a foreign medium for the human body.
It’s like trying to do push-ups in space: your head would
explode, and that’s science. I should just power-walk around
air-conditioned shopping malls like God intended. But as
I watch children and old people slip through the water with
the suppleness of well-lubed dolphins, I have to admit that
I have simply failed. Which means in a way I have triumphed,
because that is also an adult thing: to admit utter humiliating
failure is at least as adult as being terrified by the ever-
present spectre of our own demise.

I walk taller as I head toward the outside world equipped
with life’s lesson. I will embrace humiliation. And because
humiliation this complete needs a final varnish applied by the
most apposite craftsman, I exit the aquatic centre to be faced
with a small girl sitting on the stairs playing a clarinet. She
looks me square in my scarlet gaping eyes, and with a solemn
expression plays two notes.

Bup-bowwwwwww.
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HIGHWAY

LAUREN
AIMEE CURTIS



AND IT’S AROUND THIS TIME, when he tells her he
hopes it’s a boy, that it first comes to her - the image of
a desert highway in soft dusk tones, and kind of blurry.

At first glance it’s just a black winding tape, zigzagging
into the horizon. Like most dreams she sees the highway
as if she is moving on it, a sense that she’s there without her
body. She can smell the burnt tar and the dirt and it’s warm
and it sticks in her nostrils, as if it’s just been raining. The
haze clears and her surroundings take shape - scarlet mount-
ains against the sky, shadows of others in the distance, purple
melting into blue. The open sky is coming down on her. It’s
the stillness of the place that makes her feel both so big and
so small. As in some of her other dreams, she can feel that
she’s about to wake, but wants to make it last a little longer.
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It’s four in the morning. She can tell her body is alone
in the bed without turning over. The room is stagnant, it’s the
middle of summer, even sleep feels draining. So she lies in
the dark, waiting for the highway to appear again. Waiting
for him to return.

It’s after this dream that she no longer fantasises about
other men, or about starting over, but only of the highway.
She tells no one of the dream, of how real the place is to her.
Not her mother, and especially not him. It’s the foolishness
of her fantasy that makes her hide it. She finds pictures of
Sonoma, the cacti in Arizona, old western movie stills, the
Badlands. She keeps all these images in a notebook, feeling
like a child as she glues them down. She collects pictures of
old cars and finds her favourite, a Cadillac Coup de Ville.
She imagines herself driving it, her bare feet on the pedals.
Rounding those big, wide, beautiful bends in the desert. Just
to be in motion, constant motion - that’s where she thinks
she’d be happiest.

Her body starts to swell. She wraps her stomach with
gauze, trying to flatten the bump. She hides it from herself
but her body can’t be lied to. Pregnancy overwhelms her. The
smell of meat makes her nauseous, she salivates too much,
and her whole lower half feels like a balloon full of blood,
heavy and ready to burst. She doesn’t leave their small apart-
ment. He doesn’t want her outside, or doing anything strenu-
ous. Some nights he doesn’t come home, but he’ll call to check
she’s still there, my little runaway, he’ll slur into the phone.

She starts doing it every day, conjuring the image.
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She lets the hot air on the highway flush her body. It’s phys-
ical now. She touches herself. She does it until she blanks
out completely. It can happen anywhere. She could be in
the kitchen filling up the sink with hot, soapy water and all
she has to do is draw the highway in her mind and she’ll
be there. The sound of the neighbours’ children fades and
she’s standing on hot tar. She can feel the burn on her
feet, a warm breeze rushing through her legs. She knows
she doesn’t have long, so she lets her head fall back and
the feeling take hold. It’s incredibly rich, but never does
last long enough. When she comes back down there’s water
on the kitchen floor. The steam is gone but her feet are red
and scalded.

There are days she doesn’t leave the bed. She wants to
feel weightless again, like the first time. But she’s been here
too often; when she stands here now it’s as if the image has
been whitewashed. It’s fading by the day. What she needs is
another trigger. She discovers that the more forceful he is,
the quicker the image will come, and the denser it will be.
So she slaps him back, claws at his skin, does anything to
rouse his anger. Now she waits up for him to come home at
night. Waits for him to crawl on top of her, to lick her face
and rub himself against her. Then she closes her eyes, blocks
out sound and sour breath. He holds her wrists down and
it comes easier that way - the highway, that beautiful image,
it’s a reflex. And she’s never felt more alive than when his
heavy body is moving on top of her and the wind is whip-
ping her face, such a sweet sting.
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It rains. It rains so hard it floods. In the bedroom
they are submerged, they are practically night swimming.
When she wakes she’s surrounded by so much liquid that
she instinctively looks toward the roof of their apartment
expecting to see open sky. The mattress is soaked and
everything around them is sticky, stained red and brown -
the bedding, her body, his body. He phones the hospital to
say her water has broken and what the fuck should they do,
and there’s fear in his voice she hasn’t heard before. On the
wall above her head she notices a smeared red handprint.
She remembers when they first moved into the apartment
and everything was clean and airy and untarnished. Outside
there is thunder. And then it really does rain. That heavy
kind of summer rain that breaks through the heat, the kind
that’s been building up for days and makes steam float up
from the pavement.
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AFTER VEGAS we’re careening down the highway, push-
ing through the desert. We’re driving through the middle of
nowhere but it feels like we’re going somewhere. Gorges
drop away by our side, and in front there’s nothing but
mountains, tangerine and blue as the sun settles and pierces
through the glass. The music is loud and we know all the
words, or think we do. We're tuned to some sixties station
playing The Kingsmen’s version of ‘Louie Louie’, and Iris’
bare feet are on the dashboard as she snaps blurred photos
of the cacti because they’re her favourite. No matter how
much her bedroom changed as we grew up, she always kept
miniature cacti lined up along her window-sill in purple
and green speckled pots.

Soon after we hit the Mojave Desert we stop for
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supplies at a strip consisting of a service station, a Del Taco,
a Bob’s Big Boy Diner, and a Burger King. We park the car
under a sign that says ‘Gateway to Death Valley’ and meander
around, smoking Marlboro Lights and peeking into the win-
dow of the Burger King. I wonder where the sleepy employees
live, because the only signs of civilisation we’ve seen since
Vegas were the casinos lining the highway out of Nevada,
growing ever sparser as we neared the state line. Not a house
or a school or a supermarket - just flat barren land and
gambling halls. It was Whisky Pete who waved us out of
Nevada, a goofy cartoon cowboy reclining between two
castle turrets atop his gambling palace. Iris had smirked as
she read the billboard, Whisky Pete reckons we could be
the next millionaires.

I sure hope so.

We fill the tank and look across the gravel of the strip
at a shabby white motel with blue awnings and crumbling
terracotta. A plaque advertises a swimming pool, coffee,
internet, and muffing service. I don’t know what muffing
is. The black lettering over the word has peeled off so only
its imprint remains. A buzzing red OPEN sign hangs in the
window. Sometimes, to get to sleep, I count the nights Iris
and I have spent sandwiched between sheets caked in dust
and errant hair.

We go inside the service station to pay, and end
up playing around with this cheese that squirts out of the
canister like whipped cream - stuff we don’t get at home.
We inspect the candy bars, Three Musketeers and Pop
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Tarts, wondering how far they travelled to get here in
the back of a dank truck. There’s a stock boy carrying milk
crates filled with ice creams. He looks at us with such excited
eyes — you can tell he never sees anyone his own age except
for, I don’t know, his one-eyed cousin Crystal or something.
Iris sees me looking, and her eyes say, Don’t.

She pays for the fuel, and I buy some postcards with
a photo of the thermometer that stands next to the service
station. The guy behind the counter tells me it’s the largest
in the world. When we get to San Francisco I will send
a postcard to my mother: I've seen the world’s largest ther-
mometer taking the temperature of the world!

Once we're back on Interstate 15, Iris puts down her camera
and says, What'’s going to happen when we get there?
I told you, I say.
San Francisco, Los Angeles, and then what?
The ocean, I say. The waves. We’ll go for a swim.
But after that. We’ve got to go back sometime.
I don’t see why.
She sighs. Well, the tank’ll run out for one thing.
So will the money.
I say, We can make more. It’s all right in front of us.
I just think we could do with more of a plan,
she murmurs.
We do have a plan, I say. We’re going to get to the
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ocean. And then we’ll get a new plan. We’ll turn around
and hit the ocean on the other side. We’ll become acrobats
and join the circus. A tsunami will hit the coast and we’ll
float back over the desert like lily pads.

Iris sighs again and starts playing with the radio. I say,
Maybe when we get there you’ll relax a little.

We drive for kilometres without saying anything more.
Then signs saying ‘Ghost Town Next Right’ appear by the
roadside. I say, Are we doing it?

Iris grins. I veer off the highway onto a gravel road,
but it goes on forever, and instead of cute little main streets
from spaghetti western movie sets, we get isolated trailer
park lots. We stop by the road and look into a fenced-off
paddock. Judging by the stained towels over clotheslines
and a pair of scuffed cowboy boots in the long grass, this
is the ghost town. The weirdest part is the absence of peo-
ple - knowing that there is life, seeing signs of it, hearing
the collective breathing but not actually seeing it. It makes
me shiver. A shiny black SUV speeds past. The earth under
our feet seems to swell and contract like there are lungs
beneath it. Iris says, Hey. I've seen this movie and the next
scene is us being abducted into a creepy caravan cult.

Somewhere between Baker and Bakersfield we stop
for a cigarette, and some other kids stop too, across the clear-
ing, and they are going in the opposite direction through
to Vegas. We all go to the edge of the clearing, stare into the
chasm, and down below us are cattle. It must be some huge
conglomerate farm - the cows are fenced in so tightly
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together they can only shuffle, the earth beneath them
trodden till its grassy skin has peeled back to dirt and mud.
The cows, too, have sores on their skin, great red patches
where the hair has worn away. Iris says, That’s horrible.

I know.

We don’t have that in Australia. I've seen cow farms
before, and none of them are like this.

Forget Australia, I say.

The kids flick their butts out into the pasture. We
get back in our respective cars and merge onto the highway.
It gets dark, the sun leaking glow-stick liquid in savage pink
and orange. We decide to stay the night in Bakersfield, an
industrial city just off the highway that seemingly everyone
in California knows because they’ve done this drive. When
I mention it they will say Oh no, you went to Bakersfield?
Why? It seems like Bakersfield is supposed to be everything
that is wrong with America. We see the city spread out
before us. There are hardly any lights. All I see for miles are
houses and vacant lots and fast food outlets. After we have
dinner at a Panda Express, Iris takes the wheel and I type
‘motels’ into the GPS which directs us to Union Avenue.
We drive through dark back streets lined with cramped
shotgun houses, lawns with grass up to your knees, rusted
washing machines out the front and cars propped up on
piles of bricks.

Jesus, Iris whispers, her back hunched over like
she’s hiding.

We pick a motel and park in the lot. We stay in the
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car a while, neither one of us has enough energy to move.
Occasionally, trucks surge past.

Maybe we should have stuck to a Best Western,
she says.

C’mon, I say. Let’s live a little.

I get out of the car and the air is still. There’s a silence
that buzzes with friction. The windows in the rooms are
mostly cracked and shattered, some of the holes patched
with duct tape and cardboard. One of the doors is open,
the light on, a table turned on its side, stains on the walls
and rubbish over the floor. A man in white undershorts
strolls out taking a long drag from a cigarette.

Be brave, I think.

A Middle Eastern-looking woman buzzes us into
reception, her desk protected by bullet-proof glass. She gives
us the key to Room 12. The air inside is musty and thick.
It fits a double bed pushed against the window, a soiled
armchair, and an ancient television with the antennae half
broken. There’s a spurt of blood on the wall next to the
toilet. Iris says, So this is adventure.

Shut up. Let’s just go to bed.

Iris flicks through the channels. There’s a fuzzy mot-
tled version of Death Becomes Her on. I start to drift off as
Meryl Streep’s head does a one-eighty. Iris cuts through my
stupor when she says, I’ll come to the ocean with you, but
you’ve got to stop this.

And ‘this’ would be?

You know, she says. What happened in Vegas and
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Phoenix and New Orleans before that. I can’t be watching
you all the time.

It’s adventure.

I’'m serious.

A few days later, in San Francisco, we will meet a few
boys hanging around in the street, and they will call to us
and talk to us for a while. These boys will be in their late
twenties, skimming thirty, one of them actually perched on
thirty, but still very much boys. They will have beards and
long hair and Zeppelin t-shirts, and one of them will happen
to have a rent-controlled apartment in the Tenderloin, one
of the last before the Tenderloin becomes the new Mission,
and they will all live there, or across the street from there,
and they will all have menial jobs, but really they are musi-
cians and designers and poets or something. Americans
never ask you what you do, or tell you what they do. They
tell you what they want to be, what they are going to be.
And if you tell them, like, I study writing and I work in a
deli - you know, what you actually do - they say, Oh you’re
a writer. And you say, Well no, there has to be some sort
of criteria for that kind of thing. Or they say, No, but what
do you do?

Anyway, so it will happen that we end up going into
the Four Forty One Club, this hole-in-the-wall, blink-and-
you’ll-miss-it bar with these boys, because the bar exclu-
sively does different kinds of whisky, like apple whisky
and lychee whisky, and it is absolutely tiny, a few booths
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crammed up against the wall, and there are harem scarves
billowing from the roof, and Victorian wallpaper that

is red, everything will be red. We will sit out on the tiny
alcove overlooking the street, taking turns sucking on this
giant gold and red hookah, because the bar does hookah
too, and one of the boys, the main one, who is slight and
has a short dark beard and a beanie, he will say, You know,
Bakersfield actually does have one claim to fame.

I will say, Its high murder rate?

No. That would probably be better. Bakersfield is the
home of the world’s first Del Taco.

That is the saddest thing I ever heard.

The boy with longer blonde hair, he will say, What
makes it sadder is that it wasn’t even a Taco Bell. Bakers-
field’s one claim to fame is that it is the home of the world’s
first second-rate taco outlet. You’ve gotta ask yourself why
it even exists.

The murder rate thing is very much true. In 2008
there were almost six thousand violent crimes reported in
Bakersfield, twenty-seven of which were murders. And one
week after we leave our motel in Bakersfield, four policemen
will shoot and kill a man in a wheelchair in the room next
door to ours.

When we start driving in the morning, there is something
very wrong with the car. Fumes curl up from the hood, and
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the car makes a regular kerflunk noise, like when your bike
tyre pops. We find a Caltex in town and park in the dirt lot.
I go in and speak to the clerk, and he gets the mechanic,
who is fortyish, though I'm bad at guessing ages, and wear-
ing denim overalls like they do in the movies and a red scarf
tied around his forehead to catch the sweat.

What’s wrong with it?

It’s making a noise.

What kind of noise?

Like, a sick car noise. I don’t know about cars.

I lead him out to the car. Iris says, Did you tell
him about the smoke?

He says, Smoke?

Oh yeah, smoke.

He pops the hood and leans in. He says, Smoke
from the hood?

Uh-huh.

He grins. This won’t take long. I'll let you know
when I’'m done.

We go and sit on some empty oil drums and light
cigarettes and watch for a while. When Iris goes to find
the toilet keys, I go over to the mechanic.

I have a question.

Shoot, he says.

What is muffing?

Muffing?

Like - with a car?

Do you know what a muffler is?
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Flustered, I say, No.

It’s probably not something you need to worry
about, he says, as he sticks a wrench into the engine.
Where’re you from?

Australia.

That’s a lonnng way.

Tell me about it. Are you from here?

Yep.

What'’s it like? Being from here?

What do you mean?

[ mean... do you get lonely?

Only ‘bout as lonely as everyone else does.

He stares me square in the eye and goosebumps break
out on my arms. I look up at the sky. Clear. Pale. It’s like that’s
all there is here. Clear sky and land. Always visitors, always
passing through. There is nothing growing. This California
is different to the coast. It’s a California still living in the
backwash of the gold rush, a California settled by gunslingers
and pioneers in wagons. Intensely American, this western
cluster of big states, Arizona, Nevada and California, leaves
your mouth mealy with history.

I felt the same was when I was nine and came to
America to visit my aunt and uncle. I remember walking the
streets in Phoenix, the desert heat and the way it curled and
wrapped itself around every strand of hair on my head. The
sweat of my scalp. The prickly pears and sunflowers which
grew around air-conditioned shopping centres and in front
gardens, the way in which it was impossible to take a full
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breath before the heat stuck to my lungs and I realised I
was breathing in sun and not air. He says, Find what you're
looking for?

Who says I'm looking?

He turns to face me. There is a streak of black oil
on his cheek. He says, Everybody’s looking. Well, I'm done.
You should be fine the rest of the way.

He leads me back into the Caltex. There is a ‘Leave a
Penny, Take a Penny’ dish next to the cash register. My wal-
let is heavy with one-cent coins. Maybe the dish works like
a fountain, maybe it grants wishes. On that trip to Arizona,
I got into the habit of reaching into the fountain in Scotts-
dale Square to fish for coins. My father would jerk my arm
out, embarrassed.

I look at the mechanic, and I know there’s something
perfectly within my power, it would be as simple as clutch-
ing his hand and going into his workshop. I've realised I can
do most anything if I want to. It makes me feel both invin-
cible and afraid. I hear one of my friends saying, It doesn’t
matter what you do so long as it gives you something to
talk about.

Then Iris pushes through the ribbons hanging across
the door.

Ready?

We get back in the car, and I hand Iris a cigarette
as I slide the key into the ignition. Upon arriving in San
Francisco, we will pay an excess of one hundred dollars
in cleaning and late fees.
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In front of the Caltex, two old women wearing floral muu-
muus in pale yellows and blues sun themselves in plastic
chairs, one cooling the other’s liver-spotted face with an
antique fan. In front of them are two truck-stop pies, the
kind with gluggy brown liquid and lumps of meat, knots of
fat; the kind with packaging that hasn’t changed since the
fifties, and maybe the pies were cooked in the fifties too, in
some factory by women wearing hairnets and plastic gloves,
sweating in front of conveyer belts. Some things don’t
change. I tear open a packet of crackers and offer them
to Iris. I say, Do you think that’ll be us one day?

You know, since we’re going to Hollywood, I've always
thought I’d make an alright actress, Iris says. Don’t laugh.

Grinning, I lick the salt from my fingers. For these
past few weeks on the road, we haven’t been anything but
going, pushing through, slowly climbing. I back out of the
parking spot and drive away from Interstate 15, onto Route
66. The road ahead cuts through the looming mountains
like a knife.
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AU REVOIR,
ADELAIDE

LUKE
FARRELL




Help lift this piano off my head, I whispered
coquettishly. I had tried to sound

casual, but the memory of the time my
father removed his belt and lashed at

the filthy rug, causing explosions of dust,
causing an asthma attack in my fragile lung

(it always seemed to be a left-lung problem)
kept recurring. I remembered the guilt

that my father had felt, how he swore
off cleaning all together after that incident.

I would visit his house in the autumn, grey
sedan pulling into the unswept drive, as he

coughed his resentment onto the rodent
droppings that littered his verandah. Blood

pressure’s too low again, he mumbled, as
if excusing the whisky he shotgunned like a

teen beer drinker. He’d light a candle
whenever I mentioned her name. She’s not

dead, I'd say, causing the vessels in his eyes
to break. She’s living with a taxidermist in




Adelaide. Since my asthma attack. Just
before. He’d step closer and breathe cured

meats in my face. What are you going to do,
hit me, I’d say, as he punched me in the face.

And the piano would play me out with Non, je ne
regrette rien, though it may have been some

Carly Simon track. Don’t be so dramatic, he
would have said, had we still been speaking.










The empires, I'll admit,
were not just funny hats
and anthems in a clearing,

the chatter of a Maxim,
though some of us, we’re told, still write
as if we had our hearts upon

embarking for the past,
kitted out with doughty nouns,
determined to confront

its numerous shortcomings.
The natives of those centuries,
still patient on their littorals,

have yet to take our meaning.
What’s the point? we say at last
and, growing petulant,




ship our anchor; sail on back
towards the now-and-here,
the splendour of our metropole,

the streets of our achievement.
The past, as all agree,
resists imperium

and yet, while pulling on the oars,
there was a song we heard,
a sort of strange foreshadowing,

an intimation on the breeze
that, though the times were not yet right,
one of two of them had seen

the future in our sails.







BURGUNDY

ZOE
DZUNKO




What fossil will I leave, asks the father

of the ground. He has longed for exotic
skeletons, feathers fanned; for bodies built
on so many bones. The ground: we impress
our edges upon those we love and fail
them, often. I am changing me, firming
up my silhouette in exchange for your
interminable loyalty. Think now

of the burgundy streets of Pamplona

and how terror and excitement bond

in the gut. Amongst the wildness of man
he, saintly and milk-white; he, pillar of
salt. Imagine the lights signal danger,
crimson and glaring from Pattaya Beach;
threat of leg-crawling geckos and the lick




of tide against suntanned sand. Holy,

I’'m not - each young coconut I suckled
milk from, every watermelon bursting

on my chin, forgetting the hot sheets of

the tropics, once home. We beg of the world
please don’t break our hearts, yet it was us
all along, pouring sand over beauty

then seeing only sand; we collectors

of internal injuries, sutured by

comfort in the things our fathers didn’t

do. And then in the mirror one day, picking
sleep from the inner eye, while on the train,
or fondling department store cashmere,
reliable as the ache that remained

though the fucking was done; it departs us.




YOU’RE
STANDING ON
MY TAIL

KIA
GROOM



Essay

THE PICTURES Katherine showed me of the bite marks
on her hand did not convince me. They were real wounds,
certainly — two puncture marks on the mound of flesh join-
ing her thumb to her wrist. But what did that prove? Had
some weirdo turned up in her yard and bitten her? Had
she, in the throes of a delusion, bitten herself? Or was this
all a calculated plot? Had she punctured her flesh in this
exact pattern, then taken the pictures simply so I would
believe her? If she couldn’t make herself feel special, was it
enough that I believed that she was?

The psychiatrist I saw between the ages of twenty and
twenty-four blamed my high school for my dissatisfaction
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with life. “I’ve seen lots of girls from your old school,” she
told me, “and it’s always the same problem: they can’t deal
with being ordinary. That school spends every moment
conditioning you to believe you are going to be remarkable —
that you will excel in everything you do, that all your dreams
will come true. It’s an irresponsible lie. Life doesn’t work
that way.”

She looked me straight in the eye.

“You need to be okay with not being special,” she said.
“We’re ordinary. Own it.”

I met Katherine in high school. She was the kind of person
with whom friendship didn’t so much blossom as detonate.
Our liaison at school was brief; Katherine abandoned Our
Lady of Perpetual Boredom at the end of Year 10 to seek her
fortunes elsewhere. Elsewhere turned out to be her bedroom,
where she slept twenty hours a day and consumed endless
packets of illegally procured cigarettes. She listened to 1970s
punk music and burned holes in the knees of her jeans with
a Zippo lighter. She adamantly refused to get a job, and spent
an inordinate amount of time reading Oscar Wilde. She was
an exciting friend to have, living the life I wished I could get
away with. Often I would sign myself out of school under
the pretence of a dental appointment and catch the bus to
Katherine’s house. There we would drink, smoke and discuss
how pointless conventional education was in comparison
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to the School of Life. Katherine and I were special. We didn’t
need exam results and prestigious universities to tell us so.
We were better than that. We had other things on our minds.

At school, our student body was taught that God made

us all individually. There was no accident to our existence —
we were uniquely purposeful. This is one of the numerous
questionable truths people use to give life meaning, to ease
the knowledge that we do not last forever. If our time is
limited, we can at least be sure that our existence carries
weight. We are the main characters in the narratives of
our lives.

Scientists have made links between narrative thinking -
the human tendency to thread our lives together as one might
a story — and the concept of ‘patternicity’. This term, coined
by science historian and founder of the Skeptics Society,
Michael Shermer, describes the human mind’s impulse to
connect the dots, forming links between individual data to
create a series even when no connection exists. In his 2011
book The Believing Brain, Shermer defines patternicity as
“the tendency to find meaningful patterns in meaningless
noise”. He posits that this behaviour is an evolved trait: in
the ancestral environment, associating a noise in the grass
with a potential predator could be the difference between
survival and death, even if most of the time the link was
false. A sceptical Homo sapiens who failed to recognise
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the potential connection might end up as dinner. In other
words, being Mulder had a greater payoff than being Scully.
Human beings have been programmed to want to believe.

Katherine met Luc online. It was the golden age of the
internet, a time before Facebook, when people went by
handles and rarely used their real pictures. Katherine
had plenty of free time to browse dubious message boards,
and found Luc skulking in a Yahoo! Group for enthusiasts
of the paranormal. He was of average height, average
build and average attractiveness. He wore his hair long and
dyed an offensive shade of orange. When we eventually
agreed to meet him, he told us he would be waiting in an
underground car park in Perth’s central business district.
He said he preferred to be underground because it ‘remin-
ded him of home’.

During our subterranean sojourn, Luc regaled us with
tales of his adventures on the astral plane. He had an astral
wife. They had astral sex. Now she was astral pregnant.
When I asked if he anticipated paying astral child support,
he ignored me.

Later, walking back to the train station, we ran into
a friend of mine from school. As the three of us stopped and
made polite conversation with Stacey, who already har-
boured reservations about my sanity, Luc gave a series of
pronounced, insistent coughs.
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Stacey raised her eyebrows at him.
“Do you mind?” Luc asked.
“What?” she said, confused.
“You’re standing on my tail.”

Luc is one of many people who identify as Otherkin: people
who believe their ‘other’ souls have been shoved unceremo-
niously into human bodies. This otherness differs vastly
within their community. Some are faeries, elves, or as in
Luc’s case, dragons. Others are cats, wolves and foxes, their
particular strain of otherness intersecting with the internet’s
favourite online subculture, furries. Still others insist they
are reincarnations of fictional characters — anything from
Tolkien’s hobbits to 8-bit videogame protagonists to Sailor
Moon. Otherkin have developed elaborate pseudometaphysi-
cal explanations to justify their beliefs. Alternate dimen-
sions, alien worlds, the intersection between subconscious
creative plains and the physical realm - all these things help
Otherkin reconcile their internal reality with the harsher
humdrum of human existence.

But what gives rise to this need to be other? Luc’s tail
incident was emblematic of Otherkin behaviour: it’s not
enough to feel different, you have to let people know you are.
But surely life as a regular human being is difficult enough
without the stress of accommodating and advertising such
illogical beliefs? What makes some people take the quest
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for uniqueness to such drastic, rationally unsupportable
levels? The kneejerk response is to assume these people
are unfulfilled, their everyday lives so unremarkable that
the only way for them to feel special is to concoct a bizarre
worldview allowing them to be an elven werefox Pokémon.

Yet really, we'’re all susceptible to the appeal of
things beyond the natural realm. We are taught to give in
to delusion, to pull the wool over our own eyes from an early
age. Santa Claus, the Tooth Fairy, the Easter Bunny - all
these beliefs are logically nonsensical, yet we go on believing
them well after our capacity to reason should identify a six-
foot pink rabbit distributing festive candy as perhaps a little
farfetched. The reward for these beliefs exceeds the amount
of energy and time we expend sustaining them. And it’s
not by coincidence that it feels good to believe.

Dopamine is the chemical our brain releases when our
reward and pleasure centres are triggered - essentially, when
we are happy. A 2009 study in the Journal of Cognitive
Neuroscience identified a link between high levels of
dopamine and the ability to recognise or create patterns.
Individuals with above-average levels of dopamine are more
likely to identify patterns — faces in the clouds, messages
in audio static — even when no patterns exist. Even more
interestingly, when dopamine is administered to test sub-
jects with average or below-average levels, they too begin
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to identify patterns more frequently, whether correctly
or incorrectly.

This suggests that patternicity - the belief in something,
whether rationally held or not - is linked to the reward and
pleasure centres in our brains. That believing in stuff, however
outlandish, gets us high. And that the higher we get, the
more likely we are to believe crazy, irrational things.

During our seventeenth summer, Katherine and I spent
most of our time around the swimming pool. Feet swirling
the tepid water, mouths bloody with the pulped bodies of
cherries, we sipped six-dollar champagne and philosophised
about the future.

For kids who had apparently been raised to believe
in our own limitless potential, our goals were not ambitious.
“I just want to smoke, sleep and read Voltaire,” Kat declared,
blowing a pillar of smoke into the dense afternoon air. I
nodded. I had just finished high school, barely completing
enough coursework to be permitted my certificate of gradua-
tion. My final year had filled me with a crippling existential
angst: what was it all for? Surely there was more to life than
this? Graduation. Dead-end job. University, maybe. Pieces
of paper that qualified me for a slightly less dead-end job.
Paperwork. Pay slips. Forms Formalities. And all for what?

I couldn’t bear it. That was not the life I was born
to lead. I was special, dammit. I was better than that.
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“Hey,” Katherine said. She was sloshing the dregs
of champagne around her glass. “Wanna know something?”

There were plenty of things I wanted to know.

“Sure.”

“Vampires,” Kat said. She looked at me seriously, her
eyes slightly unfocused. “They’re real.”

It seemed rude to disagree. It was her swimming pool,
and her wine.

“Okay,” I said.

A 1989 survey by Norine Dresser, then an academic at UCLA,
suggested that twenty-seven percent of American high-school
and college students believed in vampires. Those twenty-
seven percent were, in a way, correct: whatever your view of
the field of vampirology, the late Dr Stephen Kaplan had no
shortage of people contact his New York Vampire Research
Center claiming to be the real thing. He described his work
as trying to “separate the kooks and the crazies and the psy-
chos and degenerates” from the pool of candidates, because
like Otherkin, self-proclaimed vampires differ vastly in their
definition of what vampirism actually is. Some claim to feed
off the psychic energy of people around them. Others really
do ingest blood, human or otherwise. Some view the vam-
pire as a metaphor for darkness, for an affinity with death,
or for reciprocal, perhaps even parasitical, existence. Others
truly believe that they are, or will become, immortal.
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Feo was of the latter variety. My own pursuit of diff-
erence had seen me drawn to the goth subculture that was
flourishing in Perth. I wasn’t ready to embrace my inner
dragon, but teasing my hair and applying too much eyeliner
was a measured alternative. Even in the décor of a goth club,
Feo stood out, dressed to the nines in Victorian lace, his front
teeth and gums stained from the merlot he was drinking.
At least, I’'d assumed it was merlot. The acne aside, he might
have been an extra from Interview with the Vampire.

“If you like, I'll bring you to my coven house,” he offered.
“You can meet the elders.”

I pictured slightly more senior goths, rolling ten-sided
die and poring over roleplaying handbooks while munching
each other awkwardly on the neck.

“If I don’t drink blood regularly,” he confided, leaning
closer so I could breathe in the intoxicating aroma of body
odour and patchouli, “I melt.”

I politely declined his invitation.

Occupied by neither school nor work, Katherine had a lot

of time to sleep. When she slept, she dreamt vividly. A
frequent figure in her dreams was a tall, pale young man,
face perpetually shrouded in shadow. He would sit on the
end of her bed, talk to her, stroke her hair. There was some-
thing wrong about him - something that caused the skin
on the back of Katherine’s neck to prickle uncomfortably.
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But his voice was so soft, and he spoke to her as if they
were old friends. She began to have trouble differentiating
when the dream ended and consciousness began, so often
did she dream him in familiar settings — standing behind
her in the bathroom mirror, or sitting with her in the living
room of her parents’ house. She would wake in the night
and swear she could still feel his presence in the room.

“I think he’s a vampire,” she finally told me one evening.
“There’s something he wants from me.”

It’s with equal conviction that popular horror author
Anne Rice appears to have been slowly losing her mind.
In February 2013, she posted the following to her
Facebook page:

Lestat and I are dancing; slow dancing like kids did in
the 50’s; he’s holding me and I'm leaning against him
as we barely move on the dance floor. The bar’s dark
and almost empty. Just the lights of the juke box in this
corner. And this is my song for him, funky, old, pure
-- playing on the Juke Box. “Tonight you’re mine... com-
pletely.” Oh, how I've missed you. How I've longed for
you. Oh, how much I love you. [sic]

Rice has a reputation for speaking about her characters
as though they were real. Not only are her books written in
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such a way as to suggest she is ghostwriting the memoirs of
actual, legit vampires, she’s also sworn up and down to numer-
ous fans over the years that it’s all true. Every last word.
Perhaps Anne’s dopamine levels are off the charts.
Maybe her sanity has been dwindling since the 1980s, or
she’s just a clever author with a gimmick. Of course, there’s
always the other option: that she’s actually telling the truth.

“I need to tell you something.”

It was four-thirty in the morning, and Katherine and
I were sitting outside my apartment on a pair of violently
coloured cane chairs. It was summer again — our twenty-
fourth — and the heat was so oppressive it was impossible to
sleep. We shared a cigarette and stared at the empty street.

Growing up had been inevitable. I couldn’t survive on
handouts from my mother forever. After I turned nineteen
I had got a job in a call centre, which made it hard to retain
any sense of personal distinction. It’s difficult to picture your
mystical destiny when you’re spending eight hours a day
convincing the elderly to purchase robotic vacuum cleaners.

Yet I still imagined there was something more, some-
thing to life that I was missing, that was darting out of sight
when I turned my head. Ghosts. Aliens. The Loch Ness
Monster. Jesus Christ. I needed something. Something that
I could witness, something that I could believe that would
make my life extraordinary.
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“Shoot.” I looked at Katherine. She was very pale, staring
straight ahead and tugging at the loose cuticles around her
nail beds. It was several moments before she responded. Her
mouth opened, closed again, pulled tight in a kind of wince,
as if whatever she was trying to say was causing her physical
pain to expel.

“I met him,” she said, finally.

“Who?” It had been a long time since we’d discussed
her dreams. I didn’t have time for stories that added nothing
to my own sense of uniqueness.

“Him.” Katherine still wouldn’t look at me. She exam-
ined her nails and pulled fiercely at the bloody flap of skin.

I must have rolled my eyes. I suppose I didn’t think
she’d notice. She stiffened, but if my reaction angered her,
she didn’t express it.

“How?” I asked, at length. “I mean, are you sure?

Are you sure you weren’t dreaming?”

“I was sitting outside when it happened,” Katherine
said. “I was wide awake.”

“Had you been asleep? I mean, had you woken up
to pee or something, then gone outside, or...?”

“No! Shit.” She stuck her bleeding finger in her mouth,
sucking on it for a few moments. “I was awake, okay?

I didn’t go to bed at all that night. I knew it was going to
happen. I... I had a feeling. So I waited up. I waited in
the garden, and he came.”

I said nothing. I didn’t know what to say. We weren’t
seventeen anymore. There were only certain fictions that
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it was reasonable to believe now. A stable economy. Own-
ing a home some day. Getting married, having kids.

“It frightened me,” she said, softly. She was staring out
at the desolate street, eyes watching the shadows warily as
if expecting them to birth more figments from her subcon-
scious. “It scares the shit out of me. Still. I don’t think I can
handle this.”

I turned to her then, turned my body full towards her
and reached for her shoulder.

“Why would it scare you? You like this guy, don’t
you?” I momentarily suspended my disbelief, allowed myself
to enter the conversation as if we were talking about a dude
she met at a bar.

“You don’t understand,” she bristled, pulling away from
me. “He’s not... right. Seeing something that unnatural...
something animal takes over, you can’t help but be fright-
ened. Even though he didn’t do anything threatening. He
just turned up - standing there on my deck, next to the pot
plants and hanging baskets, his hair kind of damp from the
rain. It was totally normal. Not weird at all, except for the
fact that he shouldn’t have been there. I pinched myself. I
was wide awake. But he was standing there, flesh and blood
and totally real. And in my body - my body knew I was terri-
fied. I was shaking, my