








Editorial
Megan Anderson

Pigeonholed is as much a tribute to genre writing as it is a 
hook of defiance. Because everyone knows what it means 
to be pigeonholed. As members of society, we’re intimately 
familiar with the feeling of being boxed in. Right now 
I’m squeezed in the ‘gestating woman’ category. It fits me 
uncomfortably, though my body takes to it keenly enough.

The challenge in genre writing – as in pregnancy, why 
not? – is in fighting against convention, while leveraging 
the life and creativity it simultaneously brings forth. Good 
genre writing breaks boundaries, satisfying expectations 
while upheaving and uplifting them. Speak to any reader 
and you’ll quickly discover that behind their perfect stack 
of Insta-worthy literature is a grubby Redwall paperback. 
A battered but beautifully illustrated Anne of Green Gables. 
The complete library of Harry Potter, including Tales of 
Beedle the Bard. A dozen Stephen King novels. Collections 
of historical fantasy, mingled with LGBT+ science fiction. 
Genre writing isn’t pretentious; it’s bold, brave and glorious. 

We received over 700 submissions towards this edition. 
The quality was deliciously high. Storytelling is not an easy art 
form. To pair a strong story with beautiful writing is rarer still.

The stories and poems in these pages achieve this balance 
and more: they push boundaries. They defy easy classifica-
tion. They muddy the Dewey Decimal System. Sometimes 
they take the piss. From crime and fairytales to zombies and 
climate-change fiction (cli-fi), the writers within these pages 
are living in the world, taking note and asking questions. 
During our flicker of life on Earth, what’s worth worrying 
about? Where are we heading? What are we leaving behind?

This is the thirty-ninth blow as we go down swinging. 
Pigeonholed is the product of many hands, minds, visions, 
living rooms and tubs of hummus. I’ve been lucky enough 
to spend six strange and wonderful years in the GDS family, 
and the time is ripe to pass the publication to new hands. 
Make new stories. Rage against boxed-up thinking.  
Or simply take the piss. Because we’re all in this universe 
together, swinging wildly as we drop towards the sun. 
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Electric Yuzu
Katherine Kruimink

I first met Ursula Gershwin over the tips of my 
deerskin brogues.

I think better with my feet up.
It was a Tuesday night, past nine, and I was 

still in my office. I had gin in my glass and a dame on 
my mind. The gin left me cold. The dame the opposite. 
But if you think a man can enjoy a smooth drink and 
a hot memory with a sound like an octopus squelch-
ing its suckers against the window beside him, you’re 
wrong. The blind was down, but that sound meant 
one thing: the jelly-like raindrops of an orange storm. 
Where else was I going to be but my office on a night 
like that? Think I could afford an orange-proof mask? 
Please. I was already living on the good graces of my 
landlady: a cube-shaped number with a soft spot for  
a man down on his luck.

A white orchid glowed with incandescent 
health by my ink blotter. On a quiet day, you could 
hear its roots writhing sensuously in the soil. The 
petals cast their own soft shine across the desk,  
veins pulsing. Minimal static. Yeah, I couldn’t afford 
it. No, it wasn’t stolen. The only other light came 
from the foyer beyond my office, glowing through the 
frosted glass. Sally always insisted she needed light  
to work by. I saw her knuckles looming and told her to 
come in before she knocked. She knows I can’t stand 
the sound of a fist on glass. It’s the exact sound a skull 
makes when it’s popped by a soldier in a mech glove.

She put her head round my office door. 
“Woman here to see you, boss.”

“My lucky night,” I said. “What type of dame 
prowls around in the middle of an orange storm?”

“The type who can afford an orange-proof 
mask,” Sally said. “The type who can pay.”

“Just my type.”
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Picture a bolt of lightning. Now shape 
it into a woman. That was Ursula Gershwin.  
When she walked in, I shot upright like I’d been 
struck. She rippled towards me, shaking orange  
drops from her luminous mane. She’d had one  
or two electrifications. The results were good, 
although she didn’t look old enough to have had  
them while it was still legal to electrify a person. 

“You never have to pay for a drink,” I said.
“Oh stop,” she said, slipping her hand into 

mine. I felt a spark of static electricity. “Ursula 
Gershwin.”

“Miss Gershwin,” I said. “Delighted. 
Finnock Breve.”

“Mr Breve,” she said. “You come recommended.”
“Hard to imagine,” I told her. “We have a friend 

in common?”
“As a matter of fact, we do,” she said. “Does 

the name Lydia Beaumont mean anything to you?”
“Can’t say it does.”
“How about Lisette?”
Lisette. In Ursula’s mouth, the name sounded 

like the hum of a finger around the lip of a wine glass. 
In mine, it always sounded more like a prayer. Don’t 
get me wrong: I knew what that girl was selling at the 
Sphinx Club. Same as all the other girls. But Lisette 
was different. Sure, I paid her. But what we had was 
the real thing. Not love. Love’s for those who can 
afford it. We had an understanding.

“Nice shoes. Nice flower,” said Miss Gershwin, 
settling into the brown leather chair. “Real?”

“Real enough for me,” I said. “But you didn’t 
come to the rough side of town in the middle of an 
orange storm after dark to make small talk. And if 
you did, we’re not going to get along. You can’t drop 
a name like Lisette and not follow through.”

“Well,” she said, and drew a cigarette case from 
her red leather handbag. Platinum. Pretty. Highly 
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conductive. She performed a meticulous routine, 
selecting a cigarette with excruciating slowness,  
as tumbleweeds of lightning rolled across her 
manicure. She sat back with the cigarette between 
her lips, coolly waiting for me to light it for her.

“Lisette,” she said, and dragged on the ciga-
rette. Smoke and white noise seeped from her lips 
before she continued. “Lisette’s real name is Lydia 
Beaumont. My cousin. Pretty little thing – you’ll 
agree. Ever wondered why a nice girl like that is 
working at a place like the Sphinx? It has to do 
with a man who did her wrong. Happened to be her 
husband.” Ursula had a voice like a radio DJ slightly 
out of range and a look on her face like she’d scraped 
me off the sole of her stiletto.

“Your cousin? Yeah, I can see the resemblance.” 
It was kind of true, although if Ursula was the light-
ning bolt, Lisette was the dark cloud, rich with secrets.

There was another difference: Lisette was one 
hundred per cent organic.

“Don’t get any ideas, mister. I heard you 
were a regular of hers. At the Sphinx Club.”

“I drop in from time to time, buy her an 
electric yuzu.”

“Yeah, well. Seen her lately?”
“Do I look like a man who’s in a position to buy 

electric yuzus at the Sphinx lately?”
“You scored an invitation there somehow. They 

don’t let just anybody in. Even I had to call in a favour. 
And you are wearing deerskins,” she said. 

“Relics. From a former time. No, I haven’t seen 
Lisette lately.”

The sky outside groaned. Suckers popped 
against the window. “You need some soundproofing 
in here,” said Ursula. “It’s putting me off.”

“Honey, you need to tell me what you’re  
here for,” I said, leaning back in my chair. “Lisette 
in some kind of trouble?”
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Ursula let her face soften. “Honey. I hope  
not. But I wouldn’t know. We meet up every month; 
she comes to my house. We drink cocktails and  
plan murders – a bit of harmless fun. She didn’t  
show up last night. That’s never happened before.  
I’ve just come from the Club. I can’t help it, I  
have a bad feeling. I’m fond of the girl. She was  
played a bad hand.”

“You went to the Sphinx Club alone? To check 
on her?” I whistled. “Must be love.”

“Like I said, she’s family. And she is a touch 
younger than me,” she said, modestly. “I keep an eye 
out for her. But at the Club, they said there was no 
Lisette. Implied some kind of facial damage if I kept 
asking. One of the other girls though, Juniper, gave 
me your card. Said you were in the detecting line.  
And in the Lisette line. Might have some ideas.”

“I know Juniper. She have any thoughts?”
“Well, she says Lisette’s run off with Gerald. 

The bartender.”
I couldn’t help it: a stab of existential pain. 

“You don’t sound convinced.” I tried to keep the hope 
out of my voice. I knew Gerald: a small, spry young 
man with hair that went sideways.

“I’m not. That’s not Lisette.”
I agreed with all my heart – internally, 

where the heart belongs. Outwardly, I kept my  
cool. “Juniper say when she last saw her?”

“Two weeks ago.”
“She’s been missing for a fortnight.” The image 

of Lisette – sweet, organic, red-haired, soft-handed 
– with weights on her feet and dumped in the river 
melted past my retinas.

“You just about got it, mister,” said Ursula,  
and stubbed her cigarette into the palm of her hand.

✺

I sped along the pavement, keeping my brogues  
out of the sticky orange puddles as best I could.  
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The parasitic fog rolled down the esplanade. My 
reflection slid along the platinum chassis of a sub- 
magnetised Rolls. I’d owned a Rolls once, before the 
war, although that one was on wheels. It was one 
attractive beast, with all the vintage features, such 
as hermetically sealing windows and a self-driving 
mechanism fine-tuned like a Russian billionaire’s 
baby grand. Now, I was the schmuck on the street 
who couldn’t afford an orange-proof to keep the orange 
from playing havoc with his hair oil. I’d spent three 
hours contemplating my brogues in the office before 
the storm finally rolled to its end. The only useful 
thing I’d been able to accomplish was to put in a sly 
request with my police contact for word on any young 
red-haired women who turned up.

It was one in the morning and things were 
just getting started in the District. 

The neon of the electric flame gateway glim-
mered in the wet pavement. The District was shielded, 
just like the swankier parts of town, so I pushed my 
mask onto my forehead like a homeless unicorn. The 
crowd was vibrant despite the bad night, swaying in 
the classic neon lights, sheets of hot pink and lime 
green shifting across lively faces. Tourists giggled over 
hot taro bilaterals, pretending not to be intimidated 
by the spruikers and the young bodies on display. 
Down at the gate end, the cobbled street was lined 
with cheap, franchised places. But not everything was 
sex. Genuine restaurants and bars punctuated the 
cathouses. The crablike elderly of street food families 
stirred and flipped beatifically behind little stalls as 
their grandchildren muscled food into the crowds.

“Lovely bodies available,” a fat woman in 
purple called to me. “Whatever you want, sir. Electric, 
organic. Cheap and clean! Come on, you look lonely.”

“It suits me just fine,” I said, and went on. My 
head was starting to sweat under the mask. I slipped 
it off and stowed it in my pocket.
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I worked my way along the effervescent main 
street and moved into the intricate laneways beyond. 
There, dark doorways glinted with gold and corrup-
tion. It was mostly silent. A man strolled past me, 
electrified around the ears and teeth, indulgently fat, 
his coat worth more than my kidneys. He flashed a 
card and melted into a doorway.

From around the corner ahead of me, two 
heavies dragged a sodden heap between them. 

“Please … ” whimpered the heap. “I don’t have an anti-
worm mask … ” I had a sudden, irrational desire to  
give him my own.

“You seen nuthin’,” one of the heavies  
told me through a mouth like a fifty-year-old  
bull bar. I agreed.

I had wondered what a nice girl like  
Lisette was doing in a place like this.

The entrance to the Sphinx Club was an iron 
affair down three worn stone steps. A sinister number, 
wearing his dark suit with the same élan as a potato, 
hulked in the shadow of the wall. He was the kind of 
third-rate hybrid who looked like his linguistic ability 
had been suctioned out and injected into his fists. 
His neck was wider than his head and his nostrils 
were bigger than his eyes, so I couldn’t tell if he was 
looking at me or just inhaling my scent. They say you 
shouldn’t make eye contact, anyway.

“Finnock Breve,” I said, to his left shoulder.
He grunted something into his sleeve. There 

was a gleaming cigarette stuffed into his right fist,  
but he appeared to be ignoring it. The smoke seeped 
into the razor-thin air.

His eyes were on me. There was a pause  
longer than I’d ever experienced before the door  
jolted and swung inwards. A sharp white face  
materialised and hooked its chin towards me.

“It’s the detective,” said the pale lines of  
the mouth.
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“August,” I said. “Pleasure. There a problem?”
“I don’t know. Is there?” August was ghoulishly 

electric. It was subtle, but when he moved his head, 
you could see the surge.

“I’ve never been made to wait before.”
“First time for everything. Organic or electric?”
Discussing wares out on the street. 

Something was off.
“Organic. Red hair. About this tall.” I held 

my hand at shoulder level.
“Thought that might be the case. No one here 

after that description. We have a lovely new electric 
piece you might be interested in.”

“Not for me. Too old-fashioned. Let me talk 
to Madam.”

“I don’t know that she has time for you, friend.”
“Busy night?”
“Not particularly.”
“If you’re not careful, you’re going to hurt 

my feelings.”
“Now, that would never do,” said August. 

“Better let me go and meditate. My customer service 
is clearly suffering.”

“Sure. By the way,” I added, as he withdrew, 
“audit’s due soon, isn’t that right?”

“Audits are our business.”
“Yours, and the new mayor’s,” I said. “Not a 

fan of the District, is she?”
“She needn’t be.”
“I’ve read one or two things about human 

rights in the paper lately. She seems to think they 
exist. Have I ever told you about my old pal from the 
war, Apple? Medic. He came out of it wanting the 
dullest desk job he could find. Works in the mayor’s 
office now. Coincidence – he’s in auditing.”

August smiled. “And he owes you a favour, 
right? You saved his life in the war or something?”

“Matter of fact, he saved mine. We’re close.”
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“All right, mister. You can lay off. I doubt 
Madam’ll say no to a paying reg,” he said. “But I don’t 
think we have what you’re looking for. I’m just trying 
to save you some time.”

“Let me decide that for myself,” I said.
✺

Madam R had a neck like a pair of curtains and a 
midriff like a stack of towels. Her red lips made an O 
to suck a kiss from each of my cheeks. “Darling,” she 
said. “I’ve missed you desperately. Pour me a whisky. 
Pour yourself one, too.”

Madam swept her purple form onto an 
amenable chaise longue. The crystal decanter was so 
substantial my wrist ached from pouring.

“Sit down, darling,” she said, accepting the 
tumbler from me and inspecting the whisky for I don’t 
know what. Flies, I guess, or arsenic.

Her chamber was panelled and carpeted like 
an old-time gentlemen’s club. Forest green walls and 
heavy oak furniture. The plants were organic, all 
straining towards the now-dark windows. 

Madam sipped her whisky and grimaced as 
though I’d poured it so badly it had gone off. “I hear 
you’re looking for something special.”

“Something,” I said. “Someone. Let’s not play 
games. I’m looking for Lisette.”

“Baby, there’s no Lisette here.”
“Then where is she? Word is she’s been gone for 

two weeks.”
“Darling, I don’t know how to get this through 

to you. There is no Lisette.”
I got to my feet. “Don’t give me that.”
She sighed. “Finnock, we don’t have what 

you’re looking for.”
“Are you completely devoid of concern for  

your workers? You don’t want to know if she’s safe? 
What’s going on – someone paying you? You guilty  
of something?”
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“Don’t get so worked up, my dear.”
I remembered my whisky and downed the lot. 

It settled heavily over me. “If this isn’t worth getting 
worked up for, what is?”

Madam gave me a long look. “I never had any 
electrifications,” she said. “You’d have noticed. Why 
should I? I’m fine as I am.”

“What does that mean?”
“Oh, go and talk to Juniper,” she said. “August 

will take you.”
“That guy,” I said, flatly.
“That guy’s my son,” she said. “He was in the 

war too, you know. Badly hurt. The worst. You’ve got 
everything in common.”

✺

Juniper had bad luck: she was ageing well. She was 
forty-three and still required by the club. “I tell you, 
Finn,” she said, leaning into her dressing-room mirror, 
her dark hair falling in gleaming waves. A few tasteful 
electrifications curling across her bare shoulders like 
an ermine made of light. “I’ve been here for twenty 
years. Twenty years. We don’t go outside. Don’t get me 
wrong, it’s been swell. But I’m ready for something 
new, you know? I have millions saved up. I’m seriously 
starting to think about having a quiet word with one 
of my regs who’s an underhand surgeon.  
See if there’s something he can do to age me up a bit.” 

“Wouldn’t that be against his interests?”
“Oh, I don’t know. He says he loves me. We could 

get married and be grey together.”
“Sounds idyllic.”
She leaned back and caught my eyes through 

the mirror.
“You sent me a present,” I said. “A woman 

called Ursula Gershwin.”
“Yeah. I suppose you want to hear what 

happened. Did Lisette ever tell you about the old man?”
“The husband? No.”
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“Maybe she didn’t want to make you jealous. 
He was a real piece of work. Lisette took to this  
line just to escape him.” Juniper rose and draped 
herself in a silk gown so transparent she needn’t  
have bothered.

“Seems extreme.”
“It was.” She settled herself on the sofa and 

stretched out her legs. “This was the safest place she 
could be. But something went wrong – that hulking 
great vegetable out the front. Don’t know how he still 
has his job. The old man worked his way in. Turns out 
his friend is a reg here who recognised Lisette and got 
him an invitation. Can you imagine? The poor little 
girl. Thought she was safe, and her husband shows up 
in the inner sanctum.”

“What happened? He go crazy?”
“No, he was very cool. Calm. Bit like you.  

But you could tell by his white knuckles something 
was off. I was in the bar with a couple of clients. 
Lisette rushed in wearing her negligee and this  
man came out after her, all smiles, very reasonable, 
acting like she was a silly child and he knew best. 
Well, the Sphinx protects us. Gerald muscled in. 
Ejected the man. Security didn’t even get a chance.  
The next day she was gone. And so was Gerald.”

“Ursula says you think they ran off together. 
Lisette and Gerald.”

“That’s not what I think. I think something 
happened, but I don’t know what. The husband could 
have something to do with it. Oh, Finn – bring me that 
little pot of scent. No, not that one. The blue one.”

“Know much about Gerald?” I opened the pot 
and inhaled the scent of night jasmine. Lisette used  
to wear sweet pea.

“Come on, hand it over. Nice guy. Kind.  
Gay as they come.” Juniper dabbed oil on her  
wrists and behind her ears. She caught my eye  
and dabbed her inner thighs.
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“Look, Finn, I want to help, but I rather 
need to work.”

“I bet a woman like you can keep her 
clients waiting as long as she likes.”

“Most clients. But this one’s … significant.”
“Sure. Anything else?”
“Actually, yes,” she said. “The bookkeeper 

here. She says Lisette’s money is gone.”
“What?”
“You know they hold our wages? We sign 

a contract coming in. Committing to the place in 
exchange for a vast sum of money paid out upon 
release. Well, mine’s vast. Lisette hasn’t been here 
long enough. But you can bet it’s a comfortable 
amount. Keeps us motivated. Lisette’s little nest  
egg is gone with her. And no one could release  
that but Madam.”

“Not the bookkeeper?”
“No, not her.” There was a tap at the door. 
“One last thing,” I said, and Juniper gave me an 

impatient look. “Did you catch the old man’s name?”
“Oh, Teddy, I think. That’s what she called him.”
“Teddy Beaumont?”
“We don’t exactly do surnames here, Finn.”
“I always give mine.”
“I know you do, honey.”
“Thanks, Juniper,” I said.
“What now?” she asked, although her attention 

had shifted to the arrangement of her thighs.
“I need to have another friendly word to 

Madam R. See about that missing money.”
✺

I lay in the alleyway, contemplating life.
I’d lost my cool in there again. It turns  

out charging in on Madam gets you up close and 
personal with a couple of pairs of hybrid fists.

The potato of a security guy had resumed his 
post by the door, cool as I aspired to be. He angled his 
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triangular head at me. “Yeah, yeah,” I muttered, and 
began scraping myself up. I spat blood down my shirt. 
The aroma of night jasmine stuck in the back of my 
throat. The moon was like the cast-off fingernail of  
an electrified giant. I allowed myself to feel small,  
sad, as I dragged myself away.

Back on the main street, the festival was 
disintegrating into chaos. A synth band had struck 
up outside a Chinese place and people were dancing. 
Neon lights dazzled my eyes. My head reeled. 
Passers-by were looking at me askance. My hd 
vibrated with a message from my police contact. 
Murder-suicide. Woman meets description. A rush  
of blood. Stay cool. The lights snapped over us  
all, purple-blue-pink-red. I saw each dancer’s  
face suspended, grimacing with manic joy.

id? I tapped out.
Beaumont, wrote my guy. Husband-wife. 
I looked up at the moon again. Here, the 

neon reflected off the artificial shielding and washed 
the moon in the same garish colours as below. The 
craters cast lime green shadows. The stars blinked 
lime green, too. 

“Hey!” a man was saying. A tourist with  
his valuables harnessed to him. I ignored him and 
pushed out through the flame gate. A pair of legs  
scissored across my vision and the red-lit pavement 
came up to meet me. Hard. Hands went under my 
arms and the towers of the gate moved over my  
vision. I found myself back in the District, neon  
lights sparking the shield far above, and a ring of 
faces looking down at me like painted angels.

“You still awake in there?” the tourist asked. 
He was a middle-aged man with a face like a 
Christmas ham and eyes like glacé cherries. “You 
know the fog’s still on? Going out there without  
your mask on?”

“He’s drunk,” said a woman.
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“I don’t think so,” said someone else. I looked 
blankly from face to face and sat up. 

“No,” I said. I struggled to my feet. “Am I 
wormed?” My face was numb.

“Nothing I can see,” said the tourist, leaning 
down. “You’re covered in blood, but you already  
were. Man, even I know better than to do what you 
just did. I reckon your electrifications protected you.”

I caught an image of my own limp body draped 
on a pile of other limp bodies. I hadn’t been so beaten 
up since the war.

Madam R had told me, apropos of apparently 
nothing, that she’d never felt the need for electrifi-
cation herself. Why tell me that? We’d been talking 
about Lisette.

“Man,” I said to the tourist. And kissed his 
face. “Thanks.”

✺

“Thought we gave you a pretty clear message,” said 
August, his head around the doorway again.

“You did,” I said. “I just didn’t get it at first.”
“Not too bright.”
“No.” The security guy still wore my blood 

spatter across his face. I gave him my handkerchief. 
“Say thank you,” I said. “It’s silk.” The guy looked  
at me, then down at the handkerchief in his fist.

“I hear you were in the war,” I said.
“Yeah.”
“Got it badly?”
“The worst. I died. You?”
“Yeah.” We looked at each other, a pair 

of electrified corpses.
“What are you after?” he asked. “Electric 

or organic?”
“Electric,” I said. “I’d like to see your new girl.”

✺

Sweetpea was a sight, like sheet lightning behind 
clouds. She crackled across the floor of her boudoir, 
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draped in electricity and nothing else.  
The eyes glowed out at me like a two-planet solar 
system in a galactic face. Hair snaked around a  
glimmering neck. Words caught in my throat.  
This was electrification like I’d never seen. 

“Sit down, honey,” she said. “Lie down, if  
you like. Drink? I’m going to order you a drink.  
What do you want?” I still couldn’t speak. She only 
had to point her finger at the buzzer and it sounded. 

“Two electric yuzus,” she said, with a slow smile.
“Lisette,” I said.
“There’s no Lisette here,” she told me.  

“Not anymore.”
“You had me scared.”
“What, you thought I’d died? But I did … ”
“Why didn’t you ask me for help?”
“Didn’t need to, honey. I’m fine.”
“You died.”
“Oh, that little thing. I knew a guy. Well,  

I knew a guy who knew a guy.”
“Gerald?”
“Gerald’s brother. An electrical surgeon.”
“Lisette,” I said again. “It’s so … extensive.”
“I was kind of mangled.”
 I wanted to throw my arms around her,  

but there was something holding me back, and 
it wasn’t the threat of electrocution.

“Come on, honey,” she said, kindly. “You  
need to grow up and live in the real world.”

“But you were so … organic … ” I thought of  
the gentle tremor of her breasts, covered in a sheen  
of sweat, as her heart beat below.

“Hypocrite,” she told me. “I’ve heard that 
electric buzz where your heart should be.”

“But that was the war,” I said. “I didn’t have  
a choice. I was needed.”

“I’ve been fighting my own war,” she said.
“So you killed your husband?”
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“I killed the two of us, honey. Put my foot 
over his foot on the accelerator and we flew off  
into the canyon. It was beautiful.”

“How did you get your money out? For 
the surgery?”

“Oh, Madam gave me an advance.”
“She did?”
“Of course she did. They look after us here.”
“Madam R knew?”
“She helped me. That night … when Teddy  

came to see me. He was asking for a divorce. 
He’d found a new little piece to marry. I couldn’t …
Finn! I couldn’t bear it. I couldn’t bear the thought  
of him out there, in the world, free to continue … to 
do all those terrible things to some new little fool.”

“So you went to him?”
“Yeah. Said I was jealous. Wanted him to 

take me back. It was disgusting.”
“And you drove off into the sunset?”
“Yeah, he got me in his Rolls. Such an affecta-

tion. It was the vintage kind, with an accelerator you 
can flatten. Perfect, really.”

“And I’m supposed to call you Sweetpea now?”
“You know, this really isn’t about you.”
“I know. I just … ”
“You thought we were in love?”
“No, not that.”
“Look, you really want to know me? Why 

don’t you call me Lydia?”
“Drinks,” said someone beyond the door. 

Lydia’s eyeballs clicked two permutations past my 
shoulder.

“What’s your plan when they age you out? Where 
can you go, with all those illegal electrifications? It’s not 
like you’ll be able to walk around with everyone else.”

She smiled again and moved to answer 
the door. “The prices I can charge now,” she said. 

“Honey, that’s not a problem for me anymore.”
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A Furry Problem
Brianna Bullen

When did you realise
you were solely attracted to Neopets?

Was it a decade
on DeviantArt – never has there been
a more aptly named site – or a lifetime
without love?

Maybe I’m pop
psychologising, Freud with his cigarette
all rotten jaw and subconscious driving
replaced by popping candy,
rotten girl and internet diving. Free association

with a hidden cost for purchasing your site name
($5.99/a month) and fighting off trolls. It’s such fantasy
terminology, mixed in with some Neuromancer 
science fiction.

Salacious sloths,
unicorns with unibrows, and llamas
with hats. Your favourite of the thinking hats is green,
but you’re multidirectional and multiskilling, you
artist/photographer/writer/sculptor you.

Hyperlinked, meet me at the junction
where ambition and delusion of skill
surpass creativity and discipline. Your recoloured
Sonic OC – you swear it’s not Shadow – glares out 
from beneath the Microsoft Paint brush.

At night you write fanfiction like a diarist, reading
endlessly proliferating configurations
of the same pairings. Watching your favourite characters
couple and copulate in cosy rom-com scenarios and  
   coffee shops.

Comfortable love in code lacking the cruelty of reality 
reflected in the gaunt gaze of your computer screen.
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Farewell, Stars Hollow
Patrick Lenton

They shot Kirk first – the US Marshals or maybe the 
fire department, I don’t know. There’s a lot I don’t 
remember from those times, a lot of blurry memories. 
Lots of things I try not to remember, to be honest. 

The nightmare started with a wildfire that 
swept down from the hills outside town. The governor 
put all of Stars Hollow under martial law while the 
military tried to evacuate everyone, loading us all into 
yellow school buses. The Marshals made every siren 
in town whoop, proceeding to throw our suitcases 
onto the ground and split us up into arbitrary groups, 
pulling a crying, wild-eyed Babette away from her cat. 
They didn’t have time for Kirk, who arrived wearing 
his own hi-vis vest, with clipboard and a megaphone, 
shouting contradictory orders.

“Taylor designated me Town Crisis Management,” 
he said, while the dense wall of black smoke and 
hellish red clouds galloped closer. “I’ve developed my 
own system to save the town.” That system was very 
eccentric, naturally, and mostly involved dance.

After holding up the buses for over five 
minutes, they shot him in the head. There wasn’t time 
to indulge the town’s various weirdos and wackos. Not 
this time. Later they shot Taylor too, and some  
of the other townspeople whose names I never learned, 
who just seemed to drift through my early life in the 
background like extras in a sitcom. 

My last view of Stars Hollow was through the 
blurry back window of a bus. Sulphuric light and the 
drifting snowfall of ash made it look like an old sepia 
photo, a thing from the past, a memory.

✺

“I used to live around here, before the big fire,” I told 
the red-eyed teen at the gas station. It wasn’t quite a 
gas station, not exactly. Few were, anymore. Sure, you 
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could buy gas – you could get as much gas as  
you wanted, and more. But you could also buy  
sushi, sit in a big McDonalds, take your dog for a  
walk. This gas station offered a lot more than 
expected, and I appreciated that. I was used to 
expecting a lot and getting disappointed. At least 
this place had healthy options like granola.

Talking about the fire was pretty much 
the only thing that could get the station staff  
talking to you. I’d been sitting in the gas station  
diner for three days, drinking pale gassy beer  
from a plastic cup, sometimes pretending to take 
notes like a journalist, trying to impress the small 
community of truck drivers and tired commuter 
 dads and gum-popping waitresses that revolved 
around me. I knew my dress was enough to make 
me look like a woman of means – like a successful, 
goal-oriented go-getter – even though it was slightly 
shiny from wear, even though it was from several 
seasons ago, even though it was probably stolen  
from one of my boyfriend’s many wives. Maybe  
it was petty to try and impress the gas-station  
people with my fancy clothes and important  
life; at the end of the day, tricking a Slurpee operator 
into thinking you’re good at life is as useless as 
fooling a golf mogul – neither of them actually care.

“The first or the second fire, Miss?” asked  
the gas-teen, pouring more thin black diner coffee 
into a mug I’d tried to wave away several times 
already. I wouldn’t drink the stuff, surreptitiously 
throwing it into the nearest fake pot plant, because 
my guts had been ruined for years. But it felt wrong 
to say no to coffee.

“Both,” I said confidentially, leaning in. 
“I grew up in Stars Hollow.”

The teen shrugged.
“It’s on fire now,” I reminded him.

✺
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I was in London when my mother called with  
news about the second fire. Although I was pretty 
used to my mother calling me all the time, I rarely 
answered. It’s not like we were fighting, not offi-
cially. We used to have big fights, loud shouts and 
tense silences. We were so close that we couldn’t help 
but agitate and rub each other the wrong way. My 
mother was a woman with a big personality, and she’d 
somehow decided she should be celebrated because of 
it. It was hard to pull away from her, but when I did, I 
felt much colder and clearer. There was a clarity that  
I could find away from her, like the thin air of a moun-
taintop. She was all traffic honking and the babble of 
a thousand televisions. 

I don’t have a big personality, but she  
couldn’t see that. My failures were never big enough 
for her to enjoy; my later successes too small to 
trumpet about. When I wasn’t around for her to  
play with like a doll, she got bored. When I started  
to age into someone with a good city job (but not  
an exciting one), with a pleasant friendship group  
(but not a town of pleasant weirdos) and some  
nice boyfriends (who I dumped normally), she just 
started to … lose interest. She disapproved of my  
life and we both knew it. It didn’t make for pleasant 
chats, really.

But on this day, she called three times in a  
row, then again and again until finally I stood up 
at my desk and answered.

“Rory, oh my god, you think you’re too  
important for your old mum, is that it? Or don’t  
you answer phones in Great Britain – do you have 
butlers for that or something? ‘Oh hellllooooo, I’m  
a butler and pip-pip, I like to ignore my mother and  
eat toad in the hole, whatever that is.’” 

“Hi, Mum,” I answered calmly, but like …  
you know, too calmly? The kind of calm that  
annoys people.
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“Anyway, just thought I’d call up see how  
my favourite daughter is, talk about the latest  
season of The Bachelor, tell you that your childhood 
town just burned down and that I’m currently being 
 evacuated, you know, the normal stuff.”

“What?” I said stupidly, which was a bad idea, 
because Lorelei only gave you a few moments’ grace 
before talking again. She launched into a long story 
about Babette’s new cat, but it gave me a moment to 
realise that, under the babble, her voice was cracked 
and husky, and in the background I could hear sirens 
and children crying.

“I’m so sorry, Mum,” I said, and for once  
there was a small silence, before she made a joke 
about Bruce Springsteen, which you can probably 
guess yourself.

✺

Anyway, that was the second fire. A lot of people 
were like, “How is there even a second fire, there’s 
nothing left to burn down?” But while the first 
wildfire had denuded all the countryside, it had left 
most of the town’s infrastructure intact. Unknown to 
most people, the wildfire had also set fire to a long 
seam of coal underneath the town, which after a year 
or two of burning happily underground suddenly burst 
up into the town and finished it off. Stars Hollow was 
definitely gone after that.

I’d moved to London permanently after the 
first fire, but after the second I thought it was probably 
important to see my mum. She’d lost everything in 
the fires, basically, and was forced to move back into 
my grandma’s mansion. My mother had lost her house, 
she’d lost the inn. Well, they’d burned down. Luke 
was lost somewhere; people say they saw him walking 
into the forest, but he never came back. I like to think 
that he’s still out there somewhere, shaking his fist at a 
chattering squirrel, yelling at the moss, sighing deeply 
at some annoying clouds. 

 ©
 G

oi
ng

 D
ow

n 
Sw

in
gi

ng
, 2

01
8.



33

So Lorelei had to suck it up and move back 
into her old family home. I’d never really thought 
about it before, but the immense family wealth that 
we’d always tried to ignore really was a safety net 
of sorts. Anyway, it was pretty horrible seeing my 
mum living with Emily – they’d only been together 
for about three months by the time I made it home, 
but already it was awful. Somehow the two of them 
rattling around that huge house was both claustro-
phobic and lonely. They’d screech at each other from 
opposite sides of the house like birds across a ravine, 
like bull seals fighting over the same slick rock – 
lonely wails devoid of meaning but full of frustrated 
spite and anger.

“Lorelei! Where is my heirloom crystal  
olive bowl?” 

“OH MY GOD, MOTHER. I AM GOING TO 
SET MY HAIR ON FIRE.”

“Well, I’m sorry, it’s 3 pm on a Tuesday so I want 
to eat olives, but I guess I can just lay down in my 
shallow grave and ROT instead.”

“OH MY GOD, NOBODY HAS EVER 
SUFFERED SUCH PAIN.”

“I am rolling my own body into a ditch  
and letting the worms take me, Lorelei, does  
that make you happy?”

“YES.”
I felt bad about leaving them there, roaming 

the marble halls all night in dressing gowns, plotting 
insane revenge on each other, hiding the fact that 
Miss Patty lived in the basement until she could get 
back on her feet. 

But also I realised that Lorelei wasn’t a 
problem that I could fix, or at least that’s what Logan 
told me. He really was very understanding sometimes.

“Listen Ace, you’re an adult woman with your 
own life, and a mother should respect that. Living 
with Lorelei isn’t going to make you happy or help her 
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life, and not doing so doesn’t mean that you don’t love 
her. Also, sorry to be a pain, but my wife is stopping 
by so you should probably get a wriggle on so you 
don’t pass in the elevator or something. Thank you!  
I respect you so much.”

I recently found out that Logan was actually 
married to three women, two of which he’d sired 
children upon, all in different European cities.  
The wives were all furious to discover there were 
other wives, and trying to divorce him, but it was  
hard because he was so rich. Finding out I was 
mistress to a man with three wives really put things 
into perspective. I felt I was at least worthy of bigamy  
like the other three, but instead I was stuck with 
boring old adultery. What an asshole. And my  
mum was calling me more and more, until I worried 
she’d murdered Emily and hidden her somewhere  
in the house. 

So I left London, and on the way home I  
was struck with an idea: I could revive my failed  
journalism career by writing a big, emotional piece 
about revisiting my home, which was at the middle  
of a giant fire. This would be the story my unpublisha-
ble memoir about my shit mum was meant to be:  
the chance to become someone special, which  
I missed the first time around. As if it wasn’t going 
to be heart-wrenching as all shit! I’d write a Pulitzer-
winning piece of journalism, no problem.

✺

So after a few days at the gas station, I sucked up 
enough courage to drive into the smouldering 
wreckage of Stars Hollow, as far in as I could. I got 
out of the car and stood there, looking through the 
wavering heat waves, the dusty wafts of sulphurous 
smoke that periodically bellowed from the ground, 
and tried to see the town. I thought I could maybe see 
the bones of a house or two in the distance, but the 
harder I looked, the more my eyes stung and watered. 
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Finally, after my shoes started melting  
and my tongue became gritty with ash, I drove  
away to move into a huge mansion with my mother 
and grandmother.
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As I Lay Dying
Adam Ford

After rom Spaceknight #7 
(Marvel Comics, June 1980)

It takes chutzpah or maybe just desperation 
to try to repair a seven-foot-tall, two-hundred-
year-old cyborg from space all by yourself 
with the tools of a small-town mechanic. 

He sees his face in the pristine chrome of the 
prone giant’s armour, blue in the guttering 
and sparking of his father’s old oxy torch. 
Even after the caress of acetylene flame 

the cyborg’s silver skin is safe to touch – 
skin designed with the naked radiation 
of space in mind, micrometeoroid impact, 
the terrible heat of atmospheric re-entry; 

skin he has seen resist flame, repel 
bullets and reflect otherworldly laser-fire. 
He wonders what it would be like to fly 
a hundred feet straight up by thinking it, 

to look down at this town and hide it with 
one hand outstretched, imagines what he’d 
do first if he had a jetpack welded to his back: 
see if there really are golf balls on the moon, 

fly to and take in a Miller Band show, 
visit Russia and dump all of their missiles into 
the Atlantic, maybe. As it is he’s never been 
further than Kansas City that time last June. 

Everything he’s ever wanted has been right 
here. Friends, family, a business built from 
scratch, a lake to drive to, woods and mountains 
to hike on weekends, a girl to fall in love with. 

He tries not to think of the drop-sheeted figure 
on the workbench behind them, the now-still, 
still-warm alien that had tracked them down and 
somehow managed to short-circuit the cyborg. 
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He’d reacted instinctively, immolating the creature 
as it stood with its foot in a puddle of Exxon Premium. 
The smell of ozone and wet dog lingers. He reaches 
for jumper leads and a battery. At Steve’s Garage 

we’ll check your oil, change your wiper fluid, align 
and balance your wheels, set fire to murdering aliens 
and jump-start the giant cyborg who came here to save 
the planet. All part of our same-day service package.
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Gawhhhhhhhhhhhhhhgkgk
Cecily Niumeitolu

The afternoon I found out the world was whack I was 
teaching History Extension to my twelfth graders. 
There I was, leaning on my desk after a long-winded 
riff on the transatlantic slave trade, smug with the 
satisfaction of a classroom filled with silence, when 
Seimisi sucked his teeth.

“Ahw shit, teach.”
Shits and fucks were as good as fertiliser.  

“It’s good you brought shit up. Later we’ll be reading 
‘Nobody’s Sh*thole’ by Bellot. For now, Seimisi, let’s 
focus on you finishing your outline.” 

But he started up again. “Nah, teach.  
Mr Woodich, Mr Woodich – Ms Dench is eating 
his lips off.”

“Less talking, more writing. Roshni, stop 
playing on your phone.” 

Eating his lips off, maybe that’s what kids 
are calling snogging these days. That the head of 
maths was rubbing his digits over the new science 
teacher came as no surprise. 

Bruce Woodich had tried his sleaze on me after 
Year Nine’s parent-teacher interviews, saying some-
thing along the lines of: “Ah Dieneenee, such, such, 
an exotic name, brings me back a little, you know—” 

Bruce’s squint had travelled down to my 
chest, where he located the next word. 

“—titillating trip to your homeland over 
twenty years ago.” He chuckled inward, then 
looked off into the distance, thrusting his pelvis. 

“Such devout women, Indian women.”
“Born and bred here, Bruce. My parents  

are Bangladeshi – pretty sure I’ve mentioned that 
a few times.” 

“Ah, north Indian province, ay?” He moistened 
his lips, squinting his eyes. “Didn’t go there, no, no, 
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didn’t go there.” And then he pinched my cheek –  
no joke, pinched it – slouching his smile up to my 
nose, penetrating me with his breath. “You should 
smile more, little miss, you always look so stressed.” 

So I emphasised my frown, breathed in 
deep, and sneezed in his eyeballs. 

I had the flu. It was quite an effective 
comeback. He was sick for a week. 

While I fantasised about Bruce’s end (my 
money was on death by coronary while wanking 
off to Google images of Aishwarya Rai), Jess got 
up and approached the classroom windows. They 
overlooked the asphalt playground, bracketed in  
by so many yellow demountables. 

“Nah, Ms Miah. Ms Dench is like seriously 
eating Mr Woodich’s lips off.” 

The kids began to crowd around the windows. 
As I looked, there was Mr Woodich, crawling on his 
hands and knees across the tar towards our room, 
with a bleeding hole where his lips should be. 

Ms Dench proceeded to jump on his back  
and was riding him like a Shetland pony, if a Shetland 
pony ride included scalping the mane and chewing  
on its tuft with vigour.

“Kids, okay, kids, look at me, look at me. 
Remain calm.” I locked the door from inside with 
reptilian coolness and command. The “remain calm” 
did nothing for my seven students anyway; they 
weren’t paying attention. Roshni was still in her own 
world texting. Ms Dench was necking him now, and 
by ‘necking’ I mean tearing a chunk out of his neck.

“Kids, move away from the windows. I’m 
calling the cops.”

I dialed and got Shostakovich’s Lady Macbeth 
of Mtsensk. This was not my first rodeo with the cops, 
but being put on hold for an emergency situation was 
unexpected. As far as the choice of music went, it was 
as impressive as it was inappropriate. 
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“Mirza, Jules, Jess, I said I need you to get  
away from those windows. Move to the far side of  
the room where Roshni and Peter are. Josh, don’t 
open the door for heaven’s sake, I just locked it.” 

Peter slouched back. “Ms Miah, you’re not going 
to get through to the police. My cousin in Canberra 
told me something similar’s going on down there. 
Ms Dench isn’t herself; she’s got some sort of virus.”

Ms Dench had snagged off a bit of  
Mr Woodich’s left ear. There it dangled, a little  
red lobe on a sliver of skin. There was ecstasy  
in her eyes, some hard-to-pin-down lust that sent  
the whole playground pulsing. 

I called out to her through one of the half- 
open windows. “Barbara, hey Barbara. Yoo-hoo!  
Yes, hey, hey.” 

Barbara Dench’s eyes rolled back suddenly. 
“Yeah, hey there, remember me? Daini – we met 
briefly at the OHS meeting. So I was thinking, why 
don’t you step away from Bruce? Just, like, you  
know, step away, and we’ll get some help—” 

“Gawhhhhhhhhhhh hhh gkgk.” 
That’s what she said: “Gawhhhhhhhhh hhh 

gkgk,” or as close as an onomatopoeic rendition  
is possible. It was between a gargle and a choking 
sound, with a bit of a sputter at the end. 

I thought, Maybe she’s got a mouth full of Bruce 
right now. I’ll let her swallow and ask again. “Sorry Barb, 
could you repeat that?” 

“Gawwwwwwwwhhhh hhhhhhhhh gkgk.” 
“Yup. Okay. Kids, I’m not telling you again – 

get to the other side of the room. Mirza, stop filming.” 
“But the cops’ll need this as evidence.” 
“It’ll be evidence for a detention if you don’t 

move, pronto.” 
Mirza dragged his feet across the floor and 

plonked next to Peter as I tried the cops again with 
one hand and shut the windows with the other.
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Shostakovich again. Goddamn death  
by mushroom aria. 

“Ay, teach. Look.” Seimisi pointed.  
Ian Munsner, the principal, was running across  
the playground, chased by his secretary and four 
other staff members. Steph from the English 
Department pounced him, lunging onto his leg.  
Mr Munsner yowled and tried to free his foot,  
kicking her square in the face. The other four  
saw an opportunity and latched onto his trousers.  
They tore into his body. I mean, this was an 
Attenborough moment. It was like watching  
a pride of lionesses in slow motion, an equal  
measure of awe and horror at the force and  
strange grace of my colleagues.

The twins, Josh and Jules, sat with Peter, 
 Rosh and Mirza on the row of grey desks on the other 
side of the room. “Zombie apocalypse,” they chimed.

Roshni finally looked up from her phone. 
“Dawn of the dead.” She raised her eyebrow – as 
always, ironically – and sighed. “It’s upon us.” 

Could it really be a zombie apocalypse?  
That was for the movies. And these people weren’t 
dead; they were staff members.

“I need to pee,” Mirza said, a little forlorn.
“You can piss out the window,” said Josh, 

looking at Jules. 
“We’ve got a Coke can you can use.” Jules 

finished the can with a swig and passed it to Mirza.
I needed to pee too. Plus, there’s something 

about high-pressure situations that makes you  
want to evacuate. 

Pull yourself together, Dai. “We don’t  
have to resort to pissing out windows or into cans.  
Ms Dench is, ehr, noticeably upset about something. 
And Mr Munsner, well, there might’ve been a  
bone to pick there. I want whoever’s got a phone  
to try the cops. If you get through, pass it to me.” 
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“Hey, teach,” Jess said. “Think you’ll want 
to see this.” She held out her phone. Adjusting my 
glasses, sure enough The Guardian read:

UNIDENTIFIABLE EPIDEMIC HITS ACT,  

POSSIBLE THREAT OF GLOBAL HEALTH EMERGENCY

… The prime minister remains in a critical condi-
tion after suffering serious injuries during an altercation 
outside Parliament House this morning. The defence 
minister called the outbreak an “act of bioterrorism”.  
The home affairs minister took this claim further. “We’ve 
got to deal in facts. We’ve got the fourth wave on our 
hands,” he said. “Plain and simple.” The World Health 
Organisation has denied the government’s categorisation, 
calling the remarks “irresponsible, and frankly unfounded, 
political manoeuvres”. WHO has urged governments to 
treat this as an international public health emergency. 

“Ay, what’s that sound?” asked Seimisi, 
jostling from side to side at the windows. 

“Think it’s gunshots?” Josh said.
Meanwhile, Mirza was rocking in his chair 

and wincing. “Fuck it.” He grabbed the Coke can.
“I think… Ms Miah, there’s someone … 

Ms Miah.” 
“Yes Jess?” 
“There’s someone at the door.” 
 There was a rap on the door. “Hellooo!” 

“Liberty, is that you?” I moved up to the 
window next to the door, and opened the glass a crack.

“The one and only, darl!” There stood our 
school’s art teacher looking like Lee Krasner’s 

‘Combat’. It was indecently becoming how pretty 
she looked, blood spattered across her yellow art 
smock and pale skin.

Jess had sidled up next to me. “Ms Lemon 
has blood all over her face.”
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“I can see that, Jess.” 
“Hey Daidai, going to let me in? I need to 

hash out some of these sensations I’m feeling, they’re 
positively unbelievable. It’s an awakening, I tell you.” 

Seimisi was telling Jules and Josh,  
“My parents would eat zombies for breakfast.”

Jules laughed. “Then their breakfast 
would eat them.”

“Huh?” 
“Bro, it’s a virus. They’d turn zombie too.”
Peter looked down and helped a Christmas 

beetle stuck on its back turn over, moving a pen  
in its way, then watched the beetle’s determined, 
slow scuttle across the classroom desk.

“I meant it metaphorically, not literally. An’ 
I’m not your bro, white boy.”

The beetle continued its journey, oblivious 
to the banter around it. Peter was the only one who 
acknowledged its Sisyphean plight.

I used my eyes and head to point at the door, 
straining back and forth so the kids got my point, 
and whispered, “Guys, maybe call your parents?” 
These kids were having a yarn as if this were just 
another Friday.

Jess sized up Ms Lemon and whispered back, 
“Teach, she looks like she’s been making art of some-
one’s insides.” 

“Jess, please get back. Hey Libby, you’ve got 
a little blood on you.” 

“Oh, it’s just Mr Munsner, he’ll wash off.”
“How is Mr Munsner?” 
“Oh, he’s writhing on the ground near  

building C, see?” She pointed to the far-left side  
of the playground. “He’s undergoing a transition, 
methinks. Speaking in tongues.” 

Jess gestured to me. “Um, Ms Miah, my 
mum’s calling.” 

“Answer it, Jess.” 
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Mirza was standing in the corner with the 
Coke can now, trying to discretely release, getting 
quite a bit on the carpet. I shifted my gaze to the 
others. A grin was slowly overcoming Roshni’s face  
as her eyes narrowed on Mirza. 

“Actually, guys, all of you should call your 
parents, check if they’re okay and let them know 
you’re safe with me. If they can, they should pick  
you up. Rosh, you listening?”

“Uh-huh.” Rosh continued to side-glance  
at Mirza.

Through the window, Liberty Lemon  
was glowing, the kind of glow you get from a 
lobotomy, wor a hot bath with primrose oil  
and silence, or a satisfying bowel movement.  
There she stood in all her glory, blood like war  
paint across her face. “Um, Libby, I don’t think  
it’s a good idea to open the door. I’ve got students  
in here. There’s some kind of epidemic going on  
and I think you’ve contracted it.” 

“Daidai, a divine music ached through me. 
Voices – innumerable women’s voices – wove  
through me, and although I did not wholly under-
stand their song, my body was moved by them.” She 
swayed. “As if I disappeared in the gorge and gulf of 
their pain and was reborn in carnal pleasure.”

“That’s Kant, right?” I said.
“Thought we weren’t allowed to use that word.”
“I meant the philosopher, Rosh, and it depends 

on the context. Some women use it as an act of recla-
mation. Remember early Greer and Muscio?”

“Later Greer backstepped on that.” Rosh 
stretched. Peter clicked their fingers in kudos.

“I do bud, with pride, and I mean that  
Rosh, but do me a favour and call your parents.”

“My mum wasn’t answering.”
“Try your dad.” 
“Same with Dad.”
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“Okay, well, be resourceful. Use your brilliant 
brain to think of a plan; we might need to get some-
where safer.”

Jess had finally sat down, and whoever Peter 
called seemed to have picked up. 

“I think wooden stakes kill vampires, right? 
What stops zombies?” Mirza asked, sitting back down.

“Brains,” Seimisi smiled, moving over to sit  
on a desk by Mirza.

“You know they say that, as one swarm,  
we could harness that shit,” said Josh, leaning  
on Jules, who leaned back. 

“Yeah, hive brain.” 
“Bro, youse already have hive brain.  

Zombified to the max,” said Seimisi, eyebrows  
lifted. “I dig zombies. They’re kinda dopey.  
Vampires are a bit too emo.”

“Rob Pattinson could bite me any day,” 
Jess sighed.

“Got a thing for white boys, don’t you Jess?” 
Seimisi lifted his brows and gave her a look over.

“Just Rob Pattinson.”
“Vampires and zombies are a bit too bitey-bitey.” 

Mirza scratched his balls absently.
“Ixnay on the ipperzay, Mirz.” Seimisi nudged 

his head at Mirza.
The kids were weirding me out. “Guys,  

have a sense of urgency about the situation. Call  
your parents and look around the room for  
things we can use as protection.”

Out in the courtyard, Liberty Lemon was 
gently wobbling. 

“Dai, I was carried on the sound of a million 
dead voices. It felt as though I was animated by  
all the undead prejudice lived out by the women  
who came before us, and by those who remain.”  
Her voice rose. “It was as if, to eat such bacon—”

“You mean Ian?”
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“Yes, did I not say that? To eat such bacon  
was to share with him our swarming choir.” She 
paused, losing her place in her opus, only to be 
revived. “And in him, Dai, I saw the easiness, the 
privilege of closed ears, of closed eyes. So we broke 
through his happy ignorance. I told him not to grunt, 
little starfish, that it wasn’t at all a proper way of 
expressing himself, but he said he couldn’t help it. 
So…” Liberty’s voice softened, she looked down at  
her bloodstained Reeboks, contemplative-like. 

“We only had a nibble. Superficial wounds. 
Come see.” 

“Libby, I’m not sure what you mean, but Mr 
Munsner looks quite beside himself. I think he might 
be having a seizure.”

“He’s joining us, is all. Becoming Überfrau.” 
“Überfrau?”
“Ay, teach.” 
“What, Seimisi?”
“How come you understand what Ms Lemon  

is saying?” 
“What do you mean?” I asked slowly.
Mirza leaned on the desk. “He means  

Ms Lemon’s not really been speaking, or she’s not 
really speaking Australian, apart from, like, saying 

“gawk” a whole lot. She’s been saying that a lot.”
“So … you guys couldn’t understand what  

she was saying?” This was freaking me out.  
“Do you mean she wasn’t speaking clearly?”

“She wasn’t speaking anything that made 
sense.” Jess’s head tilted. “Like Seimisi and Mirz  
said, Ms Lemon was just making funny noises,” 

“Uh-huh.” 
Crap. Crap. Crap.
Peter picked at their nails. “As I was saying,  

us kids don’t seem to contract it. It’s like we’re 
immune to the virus somehow. As long as you’re  
not around a misogynist, we should be arright.”
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“What? How?”
We were looking out into the playground.  

Mr Munsner was indeed wailing. He was tearing  
off his tie, bleeding quite profusely at the same time, 
and was in the process of taking off his pants. “Kids, 
turn away from the window. I think it’s best if you 
don’t see the principal’s privates.”

“I mean,” continued Peter, “I think that’s 
 why Mr Munsner out there seems to be howling  
and I think that’s why we’re still all fine. My  
coz says her mum ate her dad this morning.  
Well, itsy-bitsy chunks off him. He’s a bastard. 
Lashes out for no reason. Anyway, he went to  
slap her across the head, as is shis custom.  
My cousin Jodie was at the table too. My uncle  
went to slap my aunt and she bit his hand, then  
went straight for his…” Peter wiggled their  
pinky finger. “My aunt took him to Canberra  
Hospital. Jodie said it was nuts.”

“No pun intended,” said Rosh, smiling  
with her eyes.

“Nope, just a sack of well-crushed nuts.”  
Peter winked.

“Ahw no way,” said Seimisi, “Mr Munsner’s 
using his dick like a helicopter.” 

I wondered about the other kids. There must’ve 
been others still on school grounds. This was a 3.30 pm 
to 4.30 pm period, given it was History Extension, but 
what had happened to all the kids who left at three? 
Had they made it? Were they safe? 

“Seimisi, get away from the window  
again, please.” 

“But the principal has his junk out. Teach,  
I gotta film this, it’ll go viral.”

I could hear Liberty Lemon again. “Dai?”
“Yes?” 
“I’ve got to go to Woolies and pick  

up some garnishes. We’re having bangers and 
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mash tonight, if you want to join us. Richard – you 
remember Rich?” 

“Ah, your ex.”
“He’ll be coming too.” 
“Think I’d better give it a miss, and maybe 

you should tell Richard to sit this one out. I don’t 
know if it’s a good idea.”

“Daini, what a strange thing to say! That’s 
unlike you. Anyhow, adieu my goddess, don’t stay 
back too late!”

“Ms Miah, you’re doing it again,” Jess whispered.
“Sorry, guys. I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”
“I don’t know if this is all so wrong.” Peter 

glanced at the table. “Mr Woodich still tells me I have 
to use the boy’s bathroom.” 

“I’m sorry, Peter. He shouldn’t do that.”
“Maybe now he won’t.”
“Where’s Mr Woodich anyway?”
Bruce Woodich was running in circles around 

a garbage can, having managed to make a hula skirt 
out of the bin bag. Barbara was smiling, pushing 
down the ruffled pleats in her toucan-patterned skirt, 
patting her hair as if she were in a Sunsilk commer-
cial. I saw her look at me and blow a kiss. Then she 
skipped, no joke, skipped off towards the cafeteria.

“Has anyone managed to get through to 
their parents?”

“Yeah,” said Jess. “My little sister called on 
Mum’s phone. Mum ate my dad.”

“Same,” said Josh. “Our dad got bit by our older 
sister. Happened after he told her it was high time she 
got married and gave them grandkids. But that wasn’t 
unusual, he always says that. So it seems like she 
might’ve caught whatever it is.” 

There was another knock at the door. 
“Who is it?” I yelled, only because I was 

at my wit’s end.
“Sergeant Cumberbottom.”
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“Cumberbottom!” Mirza and Seimisi giggled.
I straightened up. “Sergeant Cumberbottom?”

“Yes. We’re evacuating the premises.”
“Penises, you mean,” Rosh lifted her eyebrow.
“Premises. I said premises. I’ll need you to  

open the door, Miss … ?”
“Ms Miah.”
“Miss Miah. I need you to unlock this door  

and let the students go.”
“Let my people go!” Mirza raised his hands.
“Think of the children!” Jules and Josh  

said in unison.
 “What’s happening with the kids?” I had a  

bad feeling about this.
“They’ll be safe, Miss.”
“I was going to let their parents collect them.”
“That’s not feasible.”
“They’re in my care, Sergeant.”
“We don’t have time to discuss. There’s  

an epidemic and we need to contain the spread.”
“Spread’s a euphemism for me, right?”
There were troops now weaving, combat  

style, between the demountable buildings. 
“We’re going to knock down this door if  

you don’t open it immediately. You are potentially 
already a carrier of the sickness. We have a  
solution for inoculating you.”

“I’m not sure I want to be inoculated, and  
from what we read in The Guardian, I’m not sure 
people know what this weird thing is yet, so how  
can you have a cure already? I’m not sure I like the 
sound of a ‘solution’, and I’m not sure I feel safe 
opening the door, Sergeant Cumberbottom.”

“‘Not sure,’” he mumbled. And just within  
ear’s reach the words from the other side of the  
door hit. “Another crazy bitch.” That was it. I  
could hear him yelling into the distance, “Boys!  
Need your help with this one.”
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“Crazy bitch,” I repeated. 
My teeth began to chatter, my head began  

to turn. All of a sudden I could hear a chorus of  
voices that flowed through my body; my toes and 
fingers tingled, my pores felt electrified, I was  
uplifted in the swerve of unfamiliar whispers near 
and far, a cosmic roar. I could hear Lorde, Hooks, 
Gay, Colebrook, Grosz, Anzaldúa, I could hear 
Walker, Greer, Woolf, de Beauvoir, Wollstonecraft, 
more. We were united in one woman and we  
were soaring through her sex and we unlocked  
the door and sunk our canines in his neck, we 
gathered his head in our arms and our tongue 
slipped deep into his left temple, we orgasmed,  
yes, yes, we kid you not, and by Georgia was it  
intoxicating, and we took this man, took him  
in our hungry jaw.

 ©
 G

oi
ng

 D
ow

n 
Sw

in
gi

ng
, 2

01
8.





57

Hammerhead
Claire G Coleman

My intellect, my reasoning, my sense of self, the  
last faint dregs of my humanity are escaping down 
a long foggy tunnel – carrying with them the last 
ragged threads of my thoughts. I’m becoming slow 
and weak, but not in body; this body has always had 
an unfathomable, indomitable strength. I know my 
strength of mind will die first.

Die, it will, die it, will diet first.
Nothing else for it. Time to feed by choice 

before feeding becomes mandatory; time to choose 
my food, my manner of finding it, before hunger 
steals the choice from me.

I take the necessary time and care to prepare 
properly before venturing out, as I always must, 
although this time I’m worried I’ve already waited  
too long. Hungry, terrified it’s already too late, I never-
theless dress carefully, meticulously, obsess ively, to 
impress, to attract, yet taking care not to stand  
out too much. My clothes are nothing more than  
a lure to my prey, the bait in my trap, while at the  
same time they are protective camouflage, a disguise  
I fear is not perfect. 

Although I need to attract, it could be  
dangerous if anyone looks at me too carefully, so 
I must take care.

Standing out while blending in is even harder 
than you think, but I have plenty of practice and an 
overpowering, desperate need. Makeup is, of course, 
even more important than clothes. Hungry, I cannot 
hunt until my too-pale skin is covered with layer upon 
layer of foundation, so thick it would crack like clay if 
I added any more. 

I cannot head out until my lips and eyes take 
on a more life-like and, to face facts, a more attractive 
colour. I cannot head out until my lips are blood red, 
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more lively than life; my eyes ringed with black. 
I take my time, so hungry, even though I am so 
hungry it’s close to occupying all my thoughts, 
because I cannot afford to make a mistake. A  
mistake would be fatal because I am so hungry.

So hungry, hungry, so hungry. I slap myself  
to break the loop my thoughts are stuck in. I stick my 
only treasure, a photograph of my beloved, creased, 
irreplaceable, in the pocket where I have carried it 
since the day she died.

Finally ready for action I slip out of my 
current hidey-hole and onto the streets of the dark 
enshrouded, summer-warm city. I turn, in place, 
slowly, every sense straining to know everything 
about the damp, trash-strewn streets. Listening with 
extra intent, waiting for the tell-tale thump, thump, 
thump of a beat that will lead to my usual hunting 
grounds. Every time I hunt I chase that thread of 
noise pounding deeply in my empty, hungry gut.

Every time I hunt that noise, thump, has moved.
I feel wrong; I am walking a little bit too 

unsteadily, my steps uneven, staggering just a little, 
my knees and ankles twitching. My legs, even more 
than the rest of me, just don’t feel right. I continue 
slowly and carefully, meticulously, taking each step 
with care, pretending to casually stare at nothing.

I maintain control, I know not how. I do 
not allow myself to lurch or to stagger, I know not 
how. I manage to hold on to the last of my will  
and keep walking like a normal, I know not how.  
I just keep fighting.

So lost in my hunger, concentrating so 
completely on just walking, just walking, just  
walking, I almost don’t notice a pair of women  
staggering past in the opposite direction, swaying 
across the footpath, nearly bumping into me.  
They are close to completely gone in drink, stag-
gering like zombies, arms thrown over each other’s 
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shoulders, each convinced they are holding up 
the other.

My fading will flickers and falters at the sight 
of them – so weak, so oblivious, so available, so 
potentially food – but I, hungry, have barely enough 
strength to walk on, carefully and intently placing 
one foot in front of the other. Luckily they are too 
far gone, too taken by the booze to notice the hunger 
emblazoned on my face.

✺

Around the next corner stands my destination, thump, 
thump, a hunting ground. It looks just like every 
other bombed-out building in a city of ruins but for 
the, thump, dirty dark and decrepit. Graffiti, tumbled 
stone, rusting plate steel covering the holes where 
windows used to be.

Thump, thump, thump, shakes my brain in 
my brainpan. Thump, thump, thump, shakes the 
emptiness in my stomach. The sound hurts my head; 
it hurts my angry, hungry gut. Like a junky for that 
sound I hate it and need it.

In the urban wasteland, rubble and destroyed 
buildings, wrecked cars and filth, it’s hard, if not 
entirely impossible, to know for sure where the beat, 
thump, is coming from. The, thump, music echoes 
through broken windows, it rattles around in wrecked 
cars, giving dust momentary life. It almost, thump, 
shakes my head empty. It could be coming from 
anywhere, thump, but there is a dead giveaway. 

The bouncer, some mutant cross between a 
man and gorilla, if such a thing were possible, tells 
me I have found my destination. Crossed arms 
popping the stitches of an ill-fitting second-hand  
suit, he’s a monster.

Amazing, people will still dance and party, 
 get drunk and throw up expensive booze, stick pills 
in their faces, smoke whatever they can find, knowing 
that outside the constantly guarded walls of the city 
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a horde awaits, a hundred deep in places. A nose- 
assaulting, writhing, groaning mass of the undead: 
zombies, walking corpses, the living dead, chosen 
ones of the prophet Romero. Brainless, staggering 
and lurching, never dying, forever rotting, eternally 
hungry, they push against the distant walls like an 
ocean against the hull of a boat; they seek always to 
swamp the city, to drown it, to consume it. 

Or maybe people were partying because 
of them.

With considerable effort, I unleash a shallow 
smile at the bouncer, slip him a greasy twenty and 
enter the darkened warehouse, as full of people as 
it was with the, thump, beat, thump. People swirl 
and dance around me like there will be no tomorrow 
because, unlike whoever coined that phrase, these 
people know it to be true. So around me they dance 
and writhe and flirt and meet to pair off and fuck. 

In the darkened smoke-filled corners and in 
the alcoves around the walls they can be seen, in  
pairs and even in groups; it’s the end of the world  
and there’s no use in waiting. It’s the end of the  
world and there’s no use in anything.

A middle-aged man dances towards me, 
straight from work and already hammered, looking 
worse for wear in a grimy suit, so very drunk and 
ragged. I wonder where in that ruined shithole of a 
city he could work in a suit, it almost sends my brain 
to a loop, I shake it out to the beat. He’s all wrong so 
I ignore him, turn my back and dance away into the 
crowd. A bulldyke in a dinner jacket bumps, thumps, 
into me, all style and oozing greasy charisma, holding 
a black-market beer and grinning with a slimy hope, 
close but still not close enough. Then a workman in 
dirty blue overalls and a student of indeterminate 
gender. Even a cop approaches, still in uniform, a risk 
for both of us if we caught each other. Plus everyone 
else you could imagine, a whole city, all looking for 
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something but all wrong, wrong, wrong, not what 
I was looking for.

Hungry.
The night is growing longer and in that 

hot, sweat-infested, noise, thump, filled space it’s 
becoming increasingly difficult to keep it, keep 
myself, together. Every beat shakes thoughts out 
of my tired and bruised mind; what’s left of me is 
slipping away into the music and the darkness, the 
movement and the flashing of lights. Shaking my 
head, worrying I’m too late, I’m already gone, I  
hold onto the threads of my thoughts like they are  
the most precious things I possess.

Which they are.
It is getting too close to too late. I shouldn’t 

have waited so long, I have become a danger to myself 
and to others. My dancing has turned into a shuffle, 
I am as clumsy on that dance floor as a middle-aged 
white man. My thoughts are like the last light of day 
before night falls. The sun is already down and I am 
scared, I had forgotten what scared feels like. I pray 
to nobody in particular that I just look drunk.

Finally the crowd parts as if by magic and he 
is all the way to the other side of the room, yet 
some how right there in my face. His charisma really 
projects that far, right through a crowd, across a 
thumping dance floor, I can feel his presence like a 
breath on my skin. I have to admit I’m impressed.  
He strolls carefully, confidently and intently, eyes 
on me, yet nonchalantly, towards me, like a shark 
through a shoal of fish.

Instinct drives everyone from his path and I 
doubt any of them know why they are moving, they 
just dance out of his way as if they have free will. 
I know better. I let him come, his head swinging 
slightly from side to side, like a hammerhead shark 
searching for a wounded fish in a vast oceanic  
desert. Confident, predatory, powerful.
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Oh yes, he’ll do just fine.
Once again I can feel the hunger overcoming 

me. There is no time for dancing, no time for flirting, 
no time to play hard to get, no times for games at 
all. I have to hope he is too stupid or too desperate 
to notice I am far too easy. I place myself right in his 
path, trying to make it look like an accident, trip and 
stumble, let him help me stand and when I stand I let 
him catch my eyes in his, let them glaze over. Hoping 
it is not too late, I let him lead me straight outside and 
into an alleyway.

He is as desperate as me, though probably 
after something different. I walk as if in a trance, 
knowing that is what he would expect, although 
looking like I have no will is not actually difficult at 
this point. I hope I have not made a mistake, hope 
going to an alley with this man will not be suicide.

The alley is dark and claustrophobic, sensually 
dangerous, erotic for anyone who loves danger more 
than they like living, sandwiched between a tenement 
unfit even for the dead to occupy and a burnt-out 
church, the roof gone and the beams reaching into 
the sky like the ribs of a rotted monster. We are alone 
and he is right there in front of me, smiling slightly, 
confident and handsome. I have to wait, I have to time 
it just right, I have only one shot at this and I am not 
at my best.

I am far from my best.
I can hear his heart even over the music in 

the club. It thumps almost in, thump, time, my mind, 
thump, going blank. I’m looping, my brain restarting 
with every thump of the beat. It’s too late. I’m too  
close to gone.

With clichéd feline grace – with the speed 
and directness, the confidence, of a striking snake, 
of a shark, of a stooping falcon – he dives towards  
me, coat swirling and casting blackness into the 
shadows, leading with his mouth. Fangs flick out  
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like switchblades as his mouth opens too wide  
to be human and I casually brain him with a ball- 
peen hammer.

I swing again, thump, as he falls twitching 
to the damp concrete, actually managing to get in 
another hit before he even thuds, thump, into the 
ground, then I lean down to slam the hammer,  
thump, into his skull again, and then again, thump, 
until his brains spill out onto the damp asphalt.

At the sight of blood and the scrambled grey 
matter I finally lose the last of my self-control, falling 
scratchily to my knees and crawling, hungrily, on 
top of him. I sit on his chest, a knee on each side, to 
gnaw on his unctuous, delicious fatty brains. I scrape 
brains from the ground, seasoned with his blood and 
crunchy alley dirt.

Sated, I collapse to the ground on my  
back, next to my victim, well fed, recuperating  
and waiting to digest. I black out but I wish I hadn’t, 
not this close to a victim. If I had a choice I would 
walk away before falling over.

When I feel my consciousness return I discover 
I have lurched towards the city wall. I am already quite 
close. I can see it looming between the half-destroyed 
skyscrapers, the fog, the smoke of cooking fires. It’s 
a nauseatingly ugly edifice built of concrete, scrap 
bricks and sheets of steel, sandbags, barbed wire, 
broken bits of buildings and wrecked cars, quickly 
built and regularly patched.

The wall, great idea, I have nowhere better to 
be, I keep walking that way, worried my step still has 
a trace of lurching but I am already walking better, 
feeling better, becoming human-like on my way to 
superhuman. I wash blood and brains off my face in  
a puddle, glossy with an oil-on-water rainbow. Finding 
an under-guarded section of wall I climb to the top 
and stand among the razorwire and spikes, a statue  
of flesh in the first glow of coming dawn.
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My mouth still tastes of brains, slightly metallic, 
a little like creamy scrambled eggs,but it’s the feeling 
in my mind and soul that matters. I can feel the energy 
in the meal infusing my whole sense of self; my mind 
is growing strong again and my limbs feel even more 
agile, my reflexes even faster than they did when I 
was alive. My heart has not beaten for years but now 
it feels warm.

Once again I have survived to feed. I have  
fed and kept myself as close to living as I will ever 
be again. 

One more day, one more day again, I am 
different from those, nearly like me, out there.

I stare down with contentment and with 
contempt on the festering horde of walking corpses 

– a seething rotting mass in the twilight, a painting of
hell and damnation in greys and greens, all individ-
uality lost in the ebb and flow of their hunger. Their
brainless cannibalistic fervour is funny when I am
well fed, but I shouldn’t laugh, I should pity them.
There but for the grace of God go I.

No, it was not God who kept me from
that; it was me, it was the choices I made, ruthless,
selfish, savage choices. If I had felt compassion
for my victims I might have waited too long,
waited until I lost control. Then I would have made
a mistake, eaten the wrong meat. I could be one
of them out there.

I could be one of the thousands chopped
to pieces and thrown over the wall. Cremation of
corpses is officially a waste of fuel, burial illegal.

I stand there on the wall, still and silent,
until the sun crosses the faint line of the horizon.
The full light of dawn screams over the wasteland
like truth, showing the bodies for what they are. In
the light you cannot miss the caked blood, the green
of rot and the blankness of their eyes. Yes, I have
survived another night, once more I am intact, my
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full mental faculties are still mine. I don’t have  
life but I do have mind and to me when there is 
mind there is hope.

I will not need to feed for a while, days, 
maybe weeks. I have plenty of time.

There is hope, one day, maybe today, 
 maybe tomorrow, that when I climb the jagged  
wall and wait for the dawn I will see my long lost,  
long dead, beloved down there among those rotting 
faces. When that happens no force no person no  
wall will stop me: I will somehow get out there, I  
will catch her and bring her into the city.

Then we shall see. I will hunt for two, 
somehow I will find a way, and kill for two. Maybe 
the food that keeps my brain, my me, alive – the  
nourishment that gives me free will and stops my 
decay – will reverse her degradation. Then I will  
have her back.

Together at last, forever. Her infected bite 
forced me to join the legion of the shuffling dead, 
and it will be my hand, my resilience, that will  
return her to herself.

Then I will teach her to hunt the hunter: 
to eat the brains of man eaters, of blood-sucking 
monsters. We will be the top of the food chain. 

We will feast on vampires.
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Inside 
Nicci Pearson

Lilly sits opposite me, stabbing her beans with a fork.
“When I go home,” she says, “I am never eating 

beans again. I’m never eating any of this shit again. 
No more creamed corn, no more mushrooms that 
come from a can.”

“No more dry cereal,” I offer.
“No more dry cereal,” she says. “No more 

 milk that comes out of the carton in chunks.” She 
spears a bean, lifts it up and holds it level with her 
eyes, examining it as if it were an exotic and distasteful 
creature found crawling in her home. It droops down, 
pale and limp. “This is disgusting. This is a crime 
against food.”

At the table beside us, a man is intent on cutting 
his food into small portions with a knife, scraping 
the plate beneath it. He places a fragment of food in 
his mouth and I watch him from the corner of my eye, 
counting how many times he chews. I give up at twenty.

Lilly is still looking at the bean. “It’s almost 
grey,” she says. “It’s not even a vegetable anymore.”

The man finishes the last sliver of his meal 
with a sigh, aligns his cutlery beside the plate and 
pushes out his chair. He walks to the counter. A woman 
stands behind it, collecting uneaten puddings and 
returning them to an enormous fridge. She wears an 
apron and a pair of blue latex gloves.

“Thank you for another magnificent 
meal,” the man says. 

The woman smiles at him. “You are 
very welcome.”

Lilly turns and looks at me. “I can never 
tell if he’s being sarcastic. He must be, right?”

He walks away. The woman collects the last 
pudding, places it in the fridge and leaves through 
a door behind her. We are alone, surrounded by 
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misaligned furniture and plates smeared with the 
remnants of food. 

I push sticks of soft carrot around my plate, 
building walls for a fortress of mashed potato. Gravy 
forms a moat, while grains of rice prepare for attack 
from two flanks.

Lilly watches, her elbow on the table and her 
chin resting on her hand. “Build a drawbridge,” she 
suggests. “Or a catapult.” She is still holding the bean 
on her fork, which she uses to point. It falls off and 
lands on the table. She impales it again.

A nurse walks in, scans the room, and settles 
her eyes on us. “How is everything going?” she asks, 
walking over and standing beside our table. She wears 
tan pants, a pink blouse and strong vanilla perfume. 

“Just peachy,” I say.
“That’s wonderful.” She flashes a bright smile 

from one of us to the other. “Was your dinner nice?”
“Stupendous,” Lilly says, her expression blank. 

“Truly breathtaking.”
“That’s so good to hear. I hope you both have 

a lovely evening.” She turns and we watch her walk 
away, a bounce in her step.

“And they say I’m emotionally unstable,” Lilly 
mutters, throwing the bean onto her plate in disgust. 

✺

I sit outside the nurse’s station, waiting to have  
my vitals checked. The nurse assigned to me  
has been running back and forth solving one  
of the many daily crises at the ward, all of which 
are a higher priority than my blood pressure.

A boy sits next to me, perched with his 
 feet on the chair and his head on his knees.  
He is the latest occupant of the room next 
to mine, the previous tenant declared reasonably 
sane and released. 

I introduce myself.
He raises his head. “I’m Adrian,” he says, 
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not meeting my eyes. His voice is quiet with a faint 
rasp. There are red and purple welts around his neck.

“We’re neighbours,” I tell him. “Did you 
just get here?”

He nods.
“Have you been here before?”
He shakes his head.

“Well, it’s really not so bad. I know it’s  
scary at first, but you’ll be fine in a few days.  
There are lots of group sessions and things to do. 
And everyone is really nice.”

He pushes up his sleeve to scratch his  
elbow and I see a dense patchwork of thin scars 
along his inner arm.

“The food is okay,” I say, “but don’t eat the eggs. 
I think they’re made from powder. A girl here, Lilly, 
says they’re old military rations.” I point to a door 
down the hall. “There’s a common room, which has a 
big TV and some board games. A few of them have all 
of the pieces. And there’s a courtyard, which gets a bit 
of sun and breeze sometimes. After you’ve been here a 
while you’ll be allowed to go out for a couple of hours, 
if you’re with someone.”

“What about the pills?” he asks, looking at me. 
There are dark circles under his eyes.

“What about them?”
“Do they make us take them?” He raises his 

hand to his neck and runs his fingers over the marks.
“They don’t force you, but you have to 

take them.”
“What’s the difference?”
I hesitate. “I don’t think they’d shove them 

down your throat.”
He looks away.
A nurse arrives, pushing a cart full of  

medical equipment. One of the wheels squeaks 
with each revolution. Adrian stares at it, then  
returns his gaze to his knees.
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The nurse crouches beside me. I raise my 
arm and she wraps a wide blue cuff around it. 

Another nurse arrives and asks Adrian 
to follow her. He unfolds himself and stands up. 

“See you around,” he mumbles, and walks away.
✺

We sit in the common room watching television and 
eating potato chips. A birthday party for another 
patient is being held in the dining room and, having 
elected not to attend, we are alone.

“I wonder if anyone has ever had sex in here,” 
Lilly says, turning away from the television. One 
drama has moved seamlessly into another and she  
has lost interest. “I mean, what would happen if you 
get caught? Do they punish you? Do the nurses look  
at you with total disgust for the rest of your stay?”

“Maybe they raise your medication.” 
“I bet you could get away with it.”
I shake my head. “They’d catch you.”

“How?” she asks, reaching into the foil bag 
and withdrawing two chips stuck together. “You  
could do it in the bathroom. Just lock the door.”

“A nurse might come in for a check. They 
might think you’ve been in the bathroom for an 
awfully long time, and hey, didn’t you have a  
visitor in here earlier?”

She laughs. “So, what, they barge through  
the door and find you and your significant other  
or casual acquaintance or whatever with your pants 
around your ankles, and one of you six inches inside 
the other? What do they do then? Do they watch  
you disengage? Do they let you finish?”

“Probably not. Unless you convince 
them it’s therapeutic.” I free the last chip  
from the bag.

“It’s got to be better than the pills they’re 
 giving me.” She scrunches up the bag and throws 
it towards a plastic bin in the corner. It misses.  
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Above the bin is a still-life print of flowers in a  
vase and an emergency call button.

“I wonder if those buttons work,” she says.
“Of course they work.”
“Have you ever tried one?”
“I’ve never had an emergency.” I walk over, pick 

up the bag, drop it in the bin, and return to the lounge.
“Maybe they just give you a shock, as punish-

ment for wasting everyone’s valuable time.”
“What if there’s a real emergency?” 
She removes one of her socks, rolls it up, and 

throws it at the bin. It misses. “Everything here is  
an emergency. That’s the point. We exist in a state  
of perpetual emergency.”

“You just spent an entire day watching television 
and playing checkers.”

“And I lost. Like I said. Emergency.”
✺

A dozen of us wait in the hallway outside the group 
room, looking anywhere but at each other. 

Lilly arrives and leans against the  
wall beside me. She looks around. “How about that 
weather, huh?”

A few people acknowledge her with brief 
glances and non-committal grunts.

“Apparently it’s hot outside,” she continues, “I 
haven’t been out to check, though.” She turns to face 
the boy standing opposite. “Adrian, right? Have you 
been out in the free world lately?”

He stares at the floor. “No. I’m not allowed out.” 
“What about the courtyard? It’s not so bad,  

if you can get past the uncomfortable chairs and  
the constant drilling.”

“Drilling?”
“Didn’t you hear? They’re adding another  

wing. There’s so much demand for this place.  
It must have a five-star rating. That would explain  
all the returning customers.”
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A woman opens the door and ushers us inside. 
We enter a small room stuffed with lounges and 
chairs, all pointed at a whiteboard dominating a wall. 
It’s stained green and blue from years of use.

We arrange ourselves on the seats, avoiding  
the misshapen, stained beanbags on the floor. Lilly 
sits next to me on the arm of a large, deep-seated 
lounge that threatens to swallow its occupants whole.

The woman waits for our attention, and then 
smiles at each of us in turn. She wears thin black 
heels, a pleated skirt and a freshly ironed shirt. 

“Thank you so much for coming. I appreciate your 
commitment to your health, and to each other.” 

Lilly raises her hand. “I wasn’t given a choice.”
The woman ignores her. “Now, let’s quickly 

go around the room and introduce ourselves. I’ll 
start, for those of you who don’t know me. My name 
is Gabrielle. You can call me Gabby.” She smiles as 
though she has just bestowed a great honour on us. 

“I’m a behavioural psychologist, which means that  
I focus on the ways people act towards themselves, 
and each other.”

“Did she really just tell us what behaviour is?” 
Lilly whispers to me.

Gabrielle pretends not to notice. “I’m here 
to help you change your unhealthy behaviours into 
positive ones. Now, let’s all say our names and a  
quick hello.” She nods towards Adrian and beams. 

“Let’s start with you.”
He clears his throat and stares at the  

floor. “Adrian.”
“Thank you, Adrian.”
We go around the room and introduce 

ourselves as briefly as possible. When it’s Lilly’s  
turn, she includes her middle name, last name,  
date of birth and favourite colour.

“Today, we’re going to be talking about self- 
esteem.” Gabrielle turns to face the whiteboard,  
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and I am distracted by the seams at the back of her 
stockings, one of which veers to the left above her knee. 

She writes the words ‘self-esteem’ in big blue 
letters. “Who can tell me what that means?”

A few hesitant answers are offered. As they 
accumulate, she writes them on the board.

The session follows its predictable course.  
We are educated in the nature of self-esteem, its 
importance and how we can improve our own, all  
in excruciating detail. I clean my nails and pick at 
the skin around them. Lilly stares at the wall in a 
self-induced stupor. 

Having filled half of the whiteboard with 
helpful suggestions, Gabrielle pauses. “Does anyone 
have any questions so far?”

Lilly raises her hand. “I think that I’m great. 
I’m funny, I’m smart, I’m reasonably hot, I’m an all- 
around swell person. Can I please go?”

“No, you may not,” Gabrielle says, giving her 
a cold look. She looks around the room and the smile 
returns. “Next, we’re going to talk about self-respect. 
Does anyone know what that means?”

Lilly returns to her stupor.
✺

“It’s not like I pictured it,” Ethan says, looking around 
the room. He has been appraising his surroundings 
since he arrived, his eyes passing over every part of 
the room, from the vent in the ceiling to the pile of 
dirty clothes on the floor. “I thought it would be, I 
don’t know, whiter.”

“The walls are white.”
“Yeah, but they’re not like, white white.  

The furniture isn’t white. The blankets aren’t.  
And the floor is blue.” He prods it with the toe 
of his shoe, indicating the navy carpet splashed 
with a confetti pattern of green and purple.

I hold his offering on my lap. He has brought 
a colouring book and a set of coloured pencils. The 
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box containing the pencils includes a ruler and an 
eraser shaped like a star. There is a small space where 
a pencil sharpener has been removed. I wonder if he 
chose it himself or if it is the result of a last-minute 
call to our parents, asking for gift advice.

He continues to scan the room. I cough and 
he turns back to me. 

“Is there much to do here?” he asks.
I point to the television and to the stack of 

books on the desk. “Yeah.”
“I meant activities. Classes and stuff.”
“There’s a music group once a week, and an  

art group on weekends. There’s yoga, sometimes.”
“Do you go to any of them?” He is looking 

around the room again, apparently mesmerised  
by the slim, tapered door handles to which nothing 
can be tied.

“No,” I say. “I don’t like contorting my body 
on the floor in front of strangers.”

“What about the others?”
“I don’t play an instrument, or sing. And I  

can’t draw.” I flip through the book. It is full of 
outlines of flowers and birds arranged in varying 
combinations. Some pages feature uplifting and 
meaningless sentiments in ornate letters.

“Well, that’s the point, isn’t it? You learn.”
“I could start a writing group,” I say. 
“That’s a great idea,” he says, looking at  

me as if I am a child who has just taken their 
first unsteady steps.

“We could critique each other’s suicide notes.”
He sighs. “You’ve got to stop talking like that. 

Don’t you want to get better?”
I disrupt the perfect rainbow of pencils and 

rearrange them in the order that I anticipate using 
them, on the off-chance I ever feel the need to  
colour an aggressively cheerful flamingo surrounded 
by daffodils. “You don’t have to visit, you know.”
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“I want to.”
“No you don’t.”
He ignores this. “You need some contact 

with the outside world.”
“There’s a courtyard. It’s outside.”
“You know what I mean.”
I close the box. “I don’t think the outside 

world wants me.”
✺

We stand beside the fruit bowl after lunch, trying to 
find something that hasn’t been sitting there for weeks. 

I spin an apple around on my palm, looking  
for bruises. “I heard a rumour the new wing is going 
to have a gym.”

“I heard a rumour that they’re going to bring 
back lobotomies and bloodletting. That doesn’t mean 
it’s true,” Lilly says, holding up a pear. It’s pale green 
with large brown patches. She pushes it with her 
thumb and the flesh gives way.

“Yeah, but you get all your news from the 
people in the maximum security ward.” 

“So? They have less to do with their time.  
No TV, no common room, limited visits. They’re 
going to pay attention to gossip. It’s all they have.”

Adrian sits nearby, waiting for the kettle to 
boil. He holds a stained white mug in his hands, his 
knuckles clenched around it. 

“What do you think?” I ask him.
He looks up. “Huh?”

“Do you think we’re going to get a gym?”
“I don’t know.”
“What about lobotomies?” Lilly asks. “Do you 

think they’ll bring them back?”
“Probably not.” 
The kettle shrieks. I locate two reasonably 

clean mugs while Adrian forages in a drawer. He pulls 
a box of teabags out from under a mess of individual  
plastic packets of jam and distributes them. Lilly pours 
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the water and we watch our teabags float up from  
the bottom of the cups.

“So how’s things?” Lilly asks Adrian.
He leans against the counter and touches  

his neck. The bruises have faded to a dull, deep 
purple. “It still hurts to swallow.”

“There are dissolvable pills,” I say. “They  
taste like ass, though.”

“My doctor says they’re not as good.”
“Your doctor is full of shit,” Lilly says.  

She picks up a banana and sniffs it, screws up  
her face and puts it back in the bowl.

“What about the other treatments?” I ask.  
“Like talking to someone.”

“It hurts to talk, too.”
“What about shock therapy?” Lilly asks.  

“You know,” she places a finger on each temple,  
rolls her eyes and mimics a seizure

He shakes his head. “I don’t want to do that.”
“It’s not so bad,” Lilly says. “Just messes  

up your memory. A bunch of people here have  
had it done and most remember who they are.”

I glare at her. “She’s joking. They all 
remember who they are, they just don’t remember 
who she is.”

She shrugs. “Close enough.” 
He stands up and adjust his pants, which 

balance precariously on his thin hips.
“You need a belt,” Lilly says, picking up 

another banana and peeling it.
“I’m not allowed to have one. Or anything  

like that.”
We look down at his shoes. The laces have been 

removed and replaced with several strips of duct tape.
“Bummer,” Lilly says. She takes a bite from the 

banana, pauses, and spits it in the sink. “God damn it.” 
We throw out the old fruit.

✺
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“The first meeting of Ward A’s official book club is 
called to order,” Lilly announces, banging a pen  
on the table. “Let’s get straight to our first order  
of business: can anyone think of a better name?”

“I vote that we skip that and actually talk 
about books,” I say. We sit in the dining room,  
stacks of books forming a miniature mountain  
range in the centre of the table.

She thinks about this. “Okay. Should we 
elect a president?”

“I don’t think that’s necessary.” I knock a 
thin book from the top of a stack and watch it  
slide into a valley. 

A woman clears her throat and we turn to 
look at her. She has long red hair sprouting from  
an inch of grey at the roots. Delicate wrinkles line 
her forehead and she wears a hand-knitted scarf  
that’s unravelling at one end. 

“What is this, exactly? The poster in the 
common room said it was,” she stops and thinks, 

“a social group for the literary minded.” She has  
spent the last few minutes watching us from the 
counter across the room as the kettle boiled,  
apparently assessing whether we were sufficiently 
literary, before joining us, her tea forgotten.

“That’s right,” I say. “See, Lilly and I have 
been kind of underwhelmed by the books in the 
common room, so we decided to get some people 
together who we can trade our own books with.” 

“They’re just awful,” Lilly tells her.  
“We have quilting magazines, two Bibles and 
an Alcoholics Anonymous manual from the  
eighties. That one’s terrible. And I should know, 
I’ve read it twice.” 

I point to our attendance sheet, signed earlier 
by Lilly, Adrian, myself and the woman. I do not 
know her name, cannot decipher her handwriting,  
and have left it too long to ask without causing 
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offence. “We don’t have many people yet, but we’ll  
get more, and then we’ll all have plenty to read.” 

Adrian sits opposite me, leafing through one  
of my contributions. “What if we don’t like each 
other’s books?” he asks without looking up.

“When we have more people we’ll have more  
to choose from. Or we’ll convince our relatives to 
start bringing in more variety, for everyone’s sake.” 

Lilly leans over to look at the book. “What’s 
this one? Why are the words all over the place?”

“It’s poetry,” I say. She makes a face.
“Do we have any rules?” the woman asks, 

fussing with her scarf and unravelling it further.
“Do we?” Lilly asks me, resting her elbows  

on several paperbacks spread before her.
“Not really. Just write your name and room 

number on the first page of your books, and don’t  
lose anything. And never, ever, turn down the  
corner of a page. Use a bookmark.”

Lilly taps the pen on the table. “Hear, hear.”
“So we just bring in books and exchange them?” 

the woman asks.
“Yep,” Lilly says. “We’ll meet every Monday 

at ten. There will be optional tea and biscuits and 
book-related conversation. You can just leave right 
after though, if you want.”

Adrian borrows her pen and writes his name  
in his books. I wait for the pen then do the same.  
Lilly has already marked hers and the woman has  
not brought anything.

“Oh, and one more rule,” Lilly says, narrowing 
her eyes. “If you bring in The Bell Jar or One Flew Over 
the Cuckoo’s Nest you will be ejected from the group, 
effective immediately.”

Adrian hides one of his books under the table.
✺

“Do you think you’ll kill yourself when you get  
out of here?”
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“That’s a hell of a question.”
Lilly shrugs. “Just making conversation.”

“I wasn’t planning on it. I wasn’t planning on 
getting sick or coming here though, so who knows.” 
I get up to close the curtains against the afternoon 
light and return to a cross-legged position on the  
bed. “What about you?”

She sits slumped in an armchair, her feet 
resting beside me. She wears grey slippers with 
cartoon mouse faces above the toes. “Probably not.  
I mean, I’m desperately unhappy and my life is a  
train wreck, but there are still some things I enjoy.”

The small television above my desk is on. 
Cords protrude from it, each one bound with a cable 
tie so that it can’t be unravelled. A mute cooking show 
plays. Chefs run from one task to another, stirring 
and chopping.

“Like what?”
“I don’t know, books and food and TV  

and stuff. I watched a movie last night about 
a radio active dinosaur crushing a city. It got  
hit by torpedoes and fought a train and just  
kept doing its thing. It was great. It seems a  
shame to give all of that up.”

“You’re going to stay alive because of Godzilla?”
“Sure, why not? Got to live for something.”
We watch the cooking show. The sound on 

the television does not work. Contestants alternate 
between preparing dishes and talking to the camera, 
speaking words we can’t hear.

She changes the channel. We watch the news 
for less than a minute before she makes a sound of 
disgust and changes to an infomercial displaying the 
benefits of high-tech mops.

She throws the control on the bed. “You could 
probably do it here.” 

“Fight Godzilla?”
“No, die. Steal some pills or something.”
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“They let some people have razors for a 
few minutes.”

“And I bet they’re so surprised when that  
ends badly.” She mimes cutting her wrists and  
dying, complete with spasms, then switches to  
a portrayal of a nurse entering the room, face 
contorted in shock and horror. “Stupid. I guess they 
think blood and guts are better than hairy legs.”

“Some people would agree with that,” I say. 
“There’s the fire hose near the nurse’s station, 

too. It’s just a big rope. Does anyone think this stuff 
through?” She reaches for the control and changes  
the channel back to the cooking show. Contestants  
are now lined up before a panel of judges seated 
behind a long desk, looking stern. Soundless  
discussion takes place. A judge points to a woman  
and she bursts into tears.

“I guess they weighed it up. Someone might 
try to hang themselves with it, but at least they 
can save anyone who sets fire to themselves.” 

“Now that would be an awful way to go,” 
she says, shuddering. “Anyway, I thought only  
monks did that.”

“Yeah, I guess.”
The cooking show ends and she changes 

the channel.
✺

Adrian and I arrive early for dinner and wait in the 
hall outside the dining room. The door is closed,  
with a sign stuck to it: “Please be patient, we’ll be 
ready soon!” Above the text, someone has scrawled 

“we’re already patients” in red marker. I recognise the 
round letters and the heart-shaped dot above the ‘i’. 

The door opens. We enter the room and line up 
at the counter. Metal tubs containing food are being 
arranged by two members of the kitchen staff.

“Where’s the other girl?” Adrian asks.
“Lilly’s on hunger strike. A nurse said she 
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can’t watch horror movies on the common-room TV 
and she didn’t take it well.”

He looks worried.
“It’s okay. She does it all the time. It never  

lasts long. I’ve already brought toast and three bars
 of chocolate to her room.”
We collect plates and plastic cutlery and  

select our food. I choose salad and baked potatoes; 
Adrian picks a slice of pizza and a bowl of brown  
soup with carrot chunks protruding above the surface 
like icebergs.

We sit at a table in the corner, watching other 
people enter the room and join the queue. A young  
girl walks in, her eyes trained on the floor. Her hair 
is long and tangled, and she is so thin she looks as 
though she might suddenly snap into pieces and fall 
to the floor like kindling. She is accompanied by a 
nurse who leads her by the elbow. The nurse selects 
the girl’s food and guides her to a table. She places the 
plate and cutlery in front of the girl and gestures for 
her to eat. The girl holds the knife and fork and  
stares at the food. 

Adrian raises the slice of pizza to his mouth. 
It droops and a thin layer of cheese falls off and lands 
on his plate. He picks it up and puts it back on.

I take a bite of my salad and am greeted with 
a crunching sound. “Wow. I can’t remember the last 
time I heard a vegetable crunch.”

“The food’s not that bad,” Adrian says.
“The cheese just fell off your pizza. It’s not 

even melted.”
He takes a bite, chews thoughtfully and 

swallows. “It tastes okay.”
“You have very low standards.”
Chairs scrape against the linoleum floor  

as tables fill up around us. Some people engage in 
halted conversation, others look only at their food, 
eating as quickly as they can.
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I open a sachet of salt, pour it on my potatoes and 
cut them into quarters. Adrian eats a mouthful of soup 
and puts his spoon down. He doesn’t pick it up again. 

“Everyone just wants to get out of here and  
back to their rooms,” he says, looking around. “No one 
wants to talk.”

“Not everyone. Watch this guy.”
A man waits in line, his hands deep in his 

pockets. He stands and fidgets, shifting his weight 
from one foot to the other as his eyes flicker around 
the room. When he reaches the front of the line,  
he scoops food on his plate with such speed that 
several potatoes tumble to the floor and roll away.  

“We should ask him to sit with us,” Adrian says.
“Too late.”
The man has seen an empty seat beside the girl 

and the nurse. He swoops in like a vulture, plate in 
hand, and launches into conversation before sitting 
down. We watch him hover on the edge of his seat, his 
body held taut like a coil about to unwind. His eyes 
are wide and shining and he talks through a mouthful 
of boiled peas.

“He must be lonely,” Adrian says.
“Who isn’t?”
The nurse listens to him and the girl raises  

a piece of broccoli to her mouth, drops it to her lap 
and puts it in her pocket. She checks to see if the 
nurse has noticed then repeats the procedure.

Adrian motions to the girl. “Should we tell 
the nurse about that?”

“No. Snitches get stitches, remember?”
His eyes widen.

“Not really. It wouldn’t be very nice, though.”
He frowns. “But she’s sick.”

“We’re all sick.” I push out my chair. “Come  
on, let’s get dessert. Maybe tonight’s fruit salad will 
have more than one kind of fruit.”

✺
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Lilly and I see the same doctor. While everyone else 
attends afternoon tea, we sit in the waiting room.  
A low table beside me holds old housekeeping maga-
zines and several dying flowers in a cracked vase.

“I’ve been thinking about the whole death 
thing again,” she says, swinging her legs underneath 
the chair.

“Is this really the place to be having that 
conversation?” I look up from a small notebook 
lying open on my lap.

She scans the room and the hallway beyond it. 
“There’s no one around to hear us. And they already 
know we’re nuts.”

“I would like them to think I am less nuts.”
“Good luck with that.”
“What have you been thinking about?” I ask. 
“Just the pros and cons.”
“And?”
“I’m undecided.” She stills her legs and picks 

at a scab on her knee.
“What about your family?” I close the notebook 

and place the cap on my pen.
“What about them?”
“Well, if you died, they wouldn’t be pleased.”
She snorts. “That’s their default state. Not 

pleased. I don’t think my unfortunate demise would 
make much of a difference there.” She swings her  
legs again. “What about yours?”

“They’d be sad, I guess.” 
“You could make it look like murder,” she says. 

“That would be easier to take, right? People make 
murder look like suicide all the time, if crime shows 
are to be believed. Just do the opposite. And you 
could frame someone you hate, like that nurse who 
always checks your mouth to make sure you swallowed 
your pills.”

A nurse appears in the hallway and we stop 
talking. She carries a sandwich wrapped in plastic 
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and a bottle of orange juice. She knocks on the 
doctor’s door, waits, takes the tray in, and walks  
away without looking at us.

“It might be easier to fake an accident,” I say 
after she disappears down the hallway. “A car crash  
or something. Just leave an empty bottle of vodka  
on the passenger seat and drive into a wall.” 

“How about a questionable internet search 
history, a rope around my neck and my pants  
around my ankles?”

“I don’t think they’d buy that.”
“Oh well. It was worth a shot.”
She sinks into silence and returns to the  

scab. I open the notebook and uncap my pen. I  
write several questions down and assign them 
numbers based on priority.

“What’s on the list for today?” she asks.
“I want to know why my medication got 

changed twice last week. I want to know if it’s normal 
to feel like I’m thinking through a layer of fog all the 
time. And I want to know when I can go home.”

“Ah, that’s the big one.” She draws spiralling 
patterns on her legs with the tip of her index finger.

“Think he’ll give me a straight answer?”
“Not a chance.”
A door opens and a man walks out and through 

the door to the ward, his head down. His eyes are red 
and damp tissues are clenched in his hand.

“That looks promising,” Lilly says.
The doctor appears and leads me away.

✺

“When I go home,” Lilly says, “I’m going to make  
sure I never come back here.”

We are in the courtyard, a small square 
covered in artificial grass and surrounded by walls 
too high to climb. By the door is a terracotta pot, 
holding a single shrub near the end of an extended 
series of death throes. Once-upright branches now 
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droop over the side of the pot, the leaves tinted a 
sickly shade of yellow. The shrub looks as though a 
swarm of insects has recently descended upon it,  
only to quickly leave in search of a better meal.

“How are you going to do that?” I examine the 
packet of chocolate biscuits on the table between us, 
courtesy of the drawer full of snacks Lilly keeps in 
her room. The top is torn open and two biscuits are 
missing. They taste like dry, thick cardboard and 
neither of us is inclined to eat another. I think about 
crumbling some up and scattering them around the 
courtyard to attract birds, before deciding not to 
inflict them on another living thing.

“I’ll fake it. I’ll fake it so damn well that 
everyone will think I’m fixed. I’ll be normal and 
happy and functional and they’ll never send me  
back here.” She pulls over another chair and puts  
up her feet. “I’ve been watching the normal people  
in here and trying to work out how to act like they  
do. There aren’t many, though. Even the doctors are 
nuts. Probably from spending so much time with us.”

“Who do you think is normal?”
“A couple of the nurses. The kitchen staff. 

The cleaners, mostly. That guy two rooms down from 
me who always wears glam rock T-shirts. He knows 
what’s going on.”

“You know he’s delusional, right?” I ask.  
“As in, medically diagnosed delusional. He thinks 
he was abducted by aliens. Recently.”

“How do you know he wasn’t?” 
I look up. Grey clouds are creeping towards us 

and it’s getting colder. Lilly stares at the dying plant.
“You can’t fake normal forever,” I tell her.
“I’ll die before I come back,” she says, turning 

her gaze to the sky. 
“It’s not so bad. We’re having spaghetti tonight.”
“Great, lumps of soggy pasta and canned 

tomato sauce. Maybe they’ll go all out and give us 
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some vegetables that were grown this decade.”  
She crosses her arms. “I just want to go home.”

We look up, and for a long time neither of  
us speak. The sun is setting and dark clouds drift 
across the sky. 

Light rain begins to fall. I hold out my 
hand and watch the tiny drops burst.

I wipe my hand on my shirt. “It’s time 
for dinner.”

She takes one last look at the sky before  
we stand and turn to the door. When we reach  
it, she nods towards the shrub. “I want to mercy 
kill that plant.”

“Come on,” I say. “Let’s go inside.”
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Airspace
Melissa Keil

From way down here, the sky seems like it’s burning.
Jesse’s back is pressed flat across the warm 

hood of Oliver’s car, hands shielding his eyes like 
horse blinkers, the kind he’s only ever seen in old 
pictures. If he curls his fingers he can, for a moment, 
block out the mayhem around them: his field of 
vision nothing but a palm-shaped tunnel of cloud and 
air. Just Jesse and the sky. Up there is slapped with 
dusk-colours, blazing purples and reds that look sort 
of spectacular, even though he knows it’s probably 
nothing more than lights bouncing from the airport  
in the distance.

Somewhere to his left he can hear one of their 
mates cursing and Oliver’s gravelly laugh in response, 
though how he can pick them out from the cacophony 
is a mystery. The crowds are three-transports thick 
now, with more arriving every minute, and the racket 
is almost painful: screaming kids running every 
which way; the hiss and snarl of MAT-Vs vying for 
parking space alongside a handful of vintage cars;  
the booming background noise of guys rambling on 
about aeronautical engineering and junk.

Jesse is pissed, annoyed that the crowds 
have caught him off guard. Part of him was looking 
forward to witnessing this with just the crew from  
the neighbourhood. As stupid as it is, he always 
thought of this road as their spot – one small crumb 
of space that still felt unowned. He should have 
known better; this event has been the top fluff piece 
on the news feeds for months. A thousand people 
are crammed onto the gravel shoulders of the old 
freeway, the narrow double lane swarming with sleek 
transports that have probably never ventured out 
west in their shiny lives. The slender finger of weed-
filled field, all that remains of the flight path between 
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the housing estates and Old Melbourne Airport, is 
scattered with people too: tiny lights from iiCords 
sparking in the encroaching darkness, no doubt 
casting a thousand stupid, identical VemVids out  
into the ether. A couple dozen news drones are  
biding their time, zipping back and forth over  
Jesse’s head like burnished, noiseless flies. 

Oliver’s windscreen wiper is digging into  
the base of Jesse’s head, but sitting up means risking 
someone actually noticing he is here. And so he 
remains where he is, flat on his back and stubbornly 
morose, letting the rubber press a divot into his neck. 

A hand closes over his ankle, warm fingers 
brushing the skin above his sneaker. 

“Lemme guess. You’re going to lie here  
sulking all night, and then your stubborn arse  
is going to be in a shitty mood for the rest of the 
week ’cos you missed it. Nice plan, bro.”

Jesse sits up reluctantly. Oliver rests his 
forearm against the car’s hood, leaning forward 
with the indulgent smile he has customised just 
for Jesse. New NightShine dye sweeps across  
one side of his tight curls, neon violet this time.  
The luminescent colour casts odd, dancing lights 
across Oliver’s skin, several shades darker than  
Jesse’s brown. Dark eyes flickering with mischief – 
so beautiful that, even after four years of high  
school together, he still makes Jesse’s stomach  
trip all over itself. 

Of course, Jesse would never voice any of that.
“How many times I gotta tell you not to call 

me bro?” he says instead, refusing to be moved by 
the feel of Oliver’s fingers on his skin. He persists 
in glaring stubbornly at the empty airport, even 
as he can sense Oliver grinning in his direction. 
Humouring, as always.

Oliver leans over the hood, right into Jesse’s 
space. “Aww, but see, I’ve tried calling you baby 
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honey bear, but for some reason you’ve got a 
problem with that too.”

Jesse growls, but the indignant snipe  
forming on his tongue is cut off by Oliver’s  
lips, a kiss that is mostly air and Oliver’s laughter. 
It’s a cheap tactic, but it does the job; for a while,  
Jesse forgets why he’s irritated.

Oliver pulls away with a playful tug on  
Jesse’s hair. Then he hauls himself on the car  
hood, Jesse shuffling over to make room, Oliver 
tucking his smaller frame tightly into his side.  
They’d arrived here early enough to find a half-   
decent spot, the car parked sideways with the  
driver’s door opened to carve out a little wedge of 
space. But it’s still too crowded for Jesse’s liking,  
and so he throws an arm around Oliver, pulling  
him closer and scowling at nothing in particular.

If he is honest, he can’t name exactly what’s 
bothering him. The neighbourhood shimmers in 
the distance behind them: MercerTown, the vast 
blue towers of its plant soaring skywards, and 
Broadmeadows, which hasn’t seen a blade of  
meadow grass in years. Purple lights from the  
tallest commission buildings are interspersed  
with the glow of tiny apartments, twelve to a block 
that, in his great- grandpa’s time, would have held  
a single house. Jesse is one of the lucky ones; he  
has a bedroom all to himself, one that actually  
fits a double bed for his broad, tall frame. Oliver 
shares a room with two of his brothers, their stuff 
stacked in crates in the hallway. 

Jesse glances around at their scattered friends, 
the few rusty transports that have packed everyone 
in for the short trip from the neighbourhood. He can 
pick the locals from the interlopers easily – mostly ’cos 
some of them look like they’d be more comfortable 
surrounded by armed guards or ElectroPulse fencing, 
like they’re expecting to be mugged any moment. 
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It sticks in Jesse’s throat: their curiosity, their 
fear. That they can just slip into his space, these day- 
tripping tourists, but there’s no way anyone he knows 
could do the reverse.

A sleek, new-model MAT-V glides past,  
its platinum surface so shiny Jesse is momentarily 
blinded by the reflected glare.

“Where would you even park one of those 
things?” he mutters.

Oliver shrugs. “You can afford a transport  
like that, you can definitely afford underground 
storage. Can you imagine having an entire level of 
your house just to keep your car?’

Oliver pats the hood of his car with a grin. 
The doors are held together with gaffer tape and 
Plexabond, the body a mash of colours from half 
a dozen painstakingly found old car parts. Oliver 
restored it himself, piece by black-market piece.  
The vintage rust bucket catches the appreciative  
flash of more than one iiCord VemVid.

Jesse thinks about the car’s usual parking spot 
– the tiny strip of dirt beside the front door of Oliver’s
unit, his dad’s two German shepherds chained to the
fender – and he feels his mood plummet even further.

Oliver reaches absently for Jesse with his 
free hand, while his other busily scrolls through the 
cerulean disk of his iiCord feed.

Jesse’s eyes travel again down the slope of 
flight path towards the airport. It’s been ages since  
the airport was in use, well before Jesse’s seventeen 
years began. Tonight though, it is lit from within,  
the air control tower functioning for the first time  
in decades. Jesse doesn’t need the news feed on his 
iiCord to know what’ll be happening down there right 
now: the usual collection of smiling politicians and 
executives in fancy suits playing it up for the cameras. 

“Oliver, you sure you wouldn’t rather just watch 
this on the Vid at mine?” Jesse says, unsure suddenly 
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why they’re even here, and wishing for nothing more 
than his tiny living room and sagging couch. It would 
be a hell of a lot more comfortable for snuggling than 
the hood of this car.

But Oliver’s attention isn’t focused on Jesse. 
He sits in one fluid motion, eyes locked on the distant 
sky. Jesse sits straighter too; it takes him a moment 
to notice that the hum around them has changed. 
There’s a different feeling in the air, an indefinite 
buzz of collective anticipation. The news drones cease 
their aimless wandering, drop low and coalesce like 
a flock of birds responding to an unseen command. 
Someone has the audio feed on their iiCord turned up 
too loud, and a nasally, disembodied newsreader voice 
pipes through the space, full of clichéd patter on the 

“momentous occasion of this historic farewell”.
Oliver pulls Jesse’s hand towards his chest 

and squeezes a bit too tight. Despite himself, Jesse 
can’t help but smile, Oliver’s wide-eyed enthusiasm 
infectious.

Night has fully fallen now. Jesse risks a  
quick look around him, but all eyes and iiCords 
are focused on the sky. 

And then, where there was nothing but a 
smudge of cloud, an incongruous spot of metal  
and light appears. In the sudden flare of a thousand 
iiCord flashes it seems to blink in and out of exist-
ence, before two parallel, flat wings break through the 
clouds, and the unmistakable shape of the aeroplane 
materialises before Jesse’s eyes.

At first glance it seems impossibly immobile: 
a giant airborne brick, some dream-like vision from 
the ancient fairytales his grandpa used to read him. 
Jesse can count on one hand the number of planes 
he has seen in his lifetime: a few in the museum and 
another on an excursion to Canberra. Some dignitary 
was being treated to a joyride in vintage Cessna as 
their school transport circled Parliament House, and 
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Oliver had practically climbed into Jesse’s lap to catch 
a glimpse of it through the window. Old Melbourne 
Airport was last in use around the time the MettaCorp 
Zeppelin Hub opened on the other side of the city. 
The J-class zeppelins make sense to Jesse: globular, 
almost organic-looking, silent and so sleek, with  
their effortless vertical propulsion straight into the  
mesosphere. But he has never seen an old-school jet 
aeroplane in flight before. 

A first and last time for everything, he 
thinks sullenly.

The plane is getting closer now, lower  
and louder and buffeted on invisible airwaves, so 
shuddery that Jesse wonders if the whole thing might 
just come apart over their heads. This beast looks like 
nothing that should be airborne; Jesse can’t imagine 
how people once flew back and forth in them, those 
cobbled together flying coffins, sometimes more than 
once in a single day, just zipping between cities like 
the sky itself was theirs for the taking. 

The too-loud feed from the obnoxious iiCord 
owner continues to blather, audible even over the 
rising roar of the plane. The newsreader’s voice is 
filled with affected gravitas now, as in low tones it 
whispers of “the very last Australian passenger plane 
completing its final landing”.

Jesse isn’t certain why they’ve chosen 
Old Melbourne Airport for this flight. The entire 
spec tacle has been sponsored by MettaCorp. They  
say that, once upon a time, the day-in day-out plane 
flights would have rattled the windows of houses 
for miles, would have made living in the north-west 
an impossibly noisy nightmare. Nothing like their 
soundless, clean and efficient zeppelins. Of course, 
MettaCorp are the same people who own most of the 
airspace along the east coast, have monopolised the 
sky for all Jesse’s lifetime. They’ve charged celebri-
ties and corporate hot shots a fortune for a seat on 
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the very last commercial aeroplane flight, a single 
ticket costing more than anyone Jesse knows is likely 
to make in a year. He’s really not sure how much of a 
shit MettaCorp give about the neighbourhood and its 
noise pollution. 

There is a sickening crunch, and what, to 
Jesse’s ears, sounds like the plane emitting a giant 
wheeze. Wheels – honest to god wheels, not that 
different to the ones on Oliver’s car – fold down  
from its underside.

Oliver gasps, and uses their joined hands to 
point. “Oleo-pneumatic shock struts,” he says softly, 
as if reciting a manual from memory. “Imagine trying 
to land something that weighs, like, half a million 
kilograms on wheels, Jesse!”

And for a second, Oliver looks so completely 
wistful that Jesse’s heart twists; he has never been 
a vintage-tech geek, but something in Oliver’s tone 
speaks of more than just nostalgia. Neither of them 
will ever have a chance to fly in a plane now, nor  
are they likely to ever see the inside of a zeppelin.

Jesse brings their hands to his lips, drops a 
lingering kiss on Oliver’s palm. Oliver gives him 
a small smile, before resting his head on Jesse’s 
shoulder with a sigh. Jesse feels the rise and fall  
of his breath, and for a moment is struck with this 
feeling of … insignificance. 

Oliver, ever the optimist, has a dozen plans 
for them once they finish school: hitching to Whyalla 
City, working there for tickets on the Maglev train 
to Perth. Maybe, he says, they can scrape together 
enough for one of those cheap Asian zeppelins to 
Denpasar, a gap year in Asia like all the rich kids do. 
They’ve never discussed the fact that MettaCorp is 
bidding for Perth airspace now, too. Jesse knows that 
wherever Oliver goes he will follow, but he’s also fairly 
sure that anything not already on their doorstep is 
going to be forever out of their reach. 
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The plane is almost directly overhead now,  
and so near that Jesse is certain he could reach out  
a hand and touch its belly. Low and fast and impos-
sible, so deafening that Jesse has to fight the instinct 
to cover his ears. It’s above them for a flash, a collec-
tive gasp from the marvelling crowds, before it tears 
through the sky with a shriek and hurtles towards  
the airport.

He sees the bump and thud as the wheels  
touch down, holds his breath as somehow, unbeliev-
ably, the plane begins to slow. He watches, his hand 
still tucked tightly into Oliver’s, as the plane turns  
on the ancient runway. After what seems like an  
age, it comes to its final, quiet standstill. 

A cheer erupts, the hanging silence of the 
crowd replaced by wild applause. Jesse inadvertently 
catches the eye of a stranger across the road who, 
inexplicably, bursts into tears. Some news drones 
hover over the crowds for a few more seconds before 
zipping in the plane’s wake. No doubt there’ll be 
formalities down there, champagne and speeches  
and whatnot. The airport will be decommissioned 
for good after tonight, the land parcelled up and  
sold to the highest bidder.

Jesse’s eyes remain on the stationary plane. 
There’s talk it will be turned into a museum piece, 
hauled away to a final resting place, a relic of a  
time that is no more. 

Jesse swallows down an unfamiliar knot of 
sadness. Oliver kisses his cheek, tugs his hand and 
manoeuvres them both so they’re lying side-by-side 
on the car’s hood. It’s going to take forever for the 
crowds to clear out, so they’re stuck here for now. 

Jesse’s eyes are fixed on the empty sky above, 
till Oliver rolls on top of him, arms braced on either 
side of Jesse’s head, his grin alight with wonder and 
trouble. Their lips meet, a kiss that steals all the 
air from Jesse’s lungs, filled with the promise of 
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adventure and hope. A kiss that is more than a kiss: 
a reminder from Oliver that the world is still theirs, 
waiting, just on the horizon. 
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Noodle
Erin Ritchie

Today it’s Sunday, everyone’s day off. Mum and Dad 
take us to the pool because it’s bloody hot and because 
Mum says she’s always been a water baby at heart. 
Dad drops us out the front and then drives off to  
do his own thing. He’ll pick us up after we’ve been  
in for a good bit. He may even come in too. He’ll wait 
and see. The best days are always when Dad dives in 
too and lets us splash and jump all over him – just 
as long as no one pulls on the gold chain that hangs 
around his neck.

As soon as we’re inside the pool fence Mum 
kicks off her brand-new Spanish shoes and peels  
away her summer dress. It comes off in one quick 
overhead move and the swift motion makes all those 
hairs stand on end. It’s called static electricity.  
Her bikini is like nothing else. The bra bit and the 
bottom bit are full and brimming. The bikini has 
a black background but Mum calls it midnight 
blue. And it’s got bright flowers on it – like massive 
roses but called something else. Mum says you can 
find them in France or some place exotic like that. 
Sometimes my little sister pokes those boobs and 
traces the edge of the large petals and says, lost in  
her cross-eyed stare, there’s fairies hiding in there.

I’m waiting for my little sister to get her clothes 
off and her bathers on before I sort myself out. It takes 
ages and, as Mum says, it’s never straightforward. 
Dad would call this a bloody debacle. My sister’s tried 
to pull on her princess bathers before taking off her 
undies because she doesn’t want anyone to see. It’s 
all a mangled mess with her skinny wild legs and her 
bathers and those twisted love-heart undies tangled in 
there. She starts to kick and scream and Mum gets her 
hands in and tries to sort it all out and says I can’t sort 
it all out when you’re kicking and screaming, but that 
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doesn’t do a thing to stop my sister who breaks free 
like a filly who’s got the skitz. 

Mum lets her go and just stands there waiting 
as my sister runs all over the place like a berserker.  
I try not to stare at the thick black curls of hair that 
poke out the sides of Mum’s bikini bottom but it’s  
like my eyes are fixed and can’t shift. Everyone’s 
always staring but Mum just shrugs and says she 
doesn’t care. Won’t take a razor down there for 
anyone. I wish she would, though. My mum’s hairs 
poke out and her words poke out too. It’s especially 
bad in the schoolyard, after the bell has gone, and 
we’re supposed to go home but Mum just hangs 
around and keeps everyone talking. Us kids have 
nothing to do so we all just keep playing on the 
monkey bars, climbing trees, playing gang-up and 
messing around with my little sister. And Mum stands 
there in the centre of the busted-up basketball court, 
one word poking out after the next. Her orangey-red 
lipstick makes her lips seem so much fuller than they 
are. Juicy even. I always think that if you popped 
them with a needle there would be no blood but 
instead those lips would just burst and piss juice. 

✺

The other day I got in it with one of the kids 
from grade six. I didn’t have a choice because he 
messed with my little sis. She’s still in kinder, even 
though she’s five. Mum treats her like a baby and 
every afternoon she gets a milkshake because her 
kinder finishes before my school and Mum says she 
has to kill time. My sister gets blue haven milkshakes 
and that’s why those skinny legs go all wild and she 
throws herself around in a silly fit. Dad agrees it’s the 
blue haven that does it but Mum won’t have a bar of  
it and says it’s not the blue heaven it’s just the sweet 
life in her and don’t you wreck it, don’t you bloody 
dare. Dad and I roll our eyes and I say, jutting out  
my chin, it’s not heaven it’s hay-ven. 
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But then that Rory kid started messing with 
my little sis. She’d gotten into Mum’s lipstick and 
made a real go of it, mashing it all over her thin lips. 
Rory didn’t let up about it and my little sis giggled 
and giggled and then yelled and finally grabbed at 
him. But then he grabbed back way too hard and fast 
right up her frilly skirt in a way that Mum would say 
is no-way-okay, and so zippity-split-take-no-shit I 
pushed him off the platform of the great rocket. Just 
like Mum taught me. My little sis was crying but still, 
she’s so tough that she scooped up some loose tanbark 
from the platform and threw it down at him as he was 
running off and then she called out hey Rory and stuck 
her finger up at him. I didn’t tell her it was the wrong 
finger. As Mum would say, now’s not the time. Instead, 
I helped her straighten out her skirt and love-heart 
undies and all the while I felt this brick in my stomach 
when I saw that look on her face, the smile smeared 
like a miserable lipstick mess across her mouth. I 
couldn’t help but think, sad clown. I looked over 
at Mum. She was deep in it with some kid’s parent, 
probably giving her spiel about schools these days 
being nothing but ugly rooms and busted-up technol-
ogy. She hadn’t seen a thing. 

By the time we got home my little sis seemed a 
bit better and Mum still didn’t know a thing, cooking 
and letting us play out in the street as we waited for 
Dad to come home. My little sis really did seem okay 
so I thought no need to say a thing to Mum and even 
if I broke Rory’s arm he won’t tell because what he did 
was much, much worse. And my little sis really did 
seem okay but then in the middle of the night, when  
I was still-as and wide awake thinking about it all, she 
climbed into my bed and held me so tight and I said I 
loved her and she cried and so I rubbed her forearm 
gently, gently just like Mum sometimes does to me. 
I rubbed that forearm gently, gently – that sweet, 
quiet forearm diagonal across my chest, the pads of 
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her little fingers finding grip somewhere around my 
heart. I followed the line of her uneven breath until 
it smoothed out enough to tell me she’d fallen asleep. 
Like the baby orangutan in the book Mum used to 
read, my sister clung to me. I had to itch my knee  
but I fought the urge and then, once I’d forgotten 
about it, it went away. It was pitch black but still that 
sad clown face filled my brain and I couldn’t wipe 
it off, even though I took the eraser in my hand and 
tried to wipe it clean off over and over again until it 
was morning. 

✺

At the pool my little sister has calmed right down  
now because Mum’s cornered her and is holding  
her in so tight, working her magical hands around 
those skinny wild legs, sorting out the undies and  
the bathers and without anyone seeing anything. 
Mum’s cool-as with her now – working away with 
those long banded spider-leg fingers of hers. She  
gives my sister one of those juicy-lip kisses on the 
side of her eye and I can never work out how that 
lipstick does not smudge. 

Like Mum, I’ve been clever and worn my 
bathers underneath because I know there’s only a  
few noodles and me and Mum both want noodles  
even though we’re bloody good swimmers. There 
are plenty of kids already in the pool and they have 
noodles and I’m doing the math before I even get to 
the storeroom and I am pretty sure, unless they’ve 
bought more since last time it was Sunday and hot and 
everyone’s day off, that there’ll be only one noodle left.

✺

I never used to like coming to the pool but Mum 
always insisted because she’s a water baby at heart. 
She comes from a city by the sea and she says that if 
the closest thing to the sea is this tiny pool, in this 
sleepy town, then she’ll take what she can get and 
make the most of it. She’s always so high and mighty 
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and right about it all. Sometimes I wish I could just 
pop that high and mightiness and watch the high and 
mighty juice piss right out of her.

I really never liked coming to the pool but  
then everything changed the day the frizzy haired 
pool woman, who Mum says has never swum a lap 
in her life, tossed a noodle out to me. 

It was during that same scorcher of a  
week that I found a long, wiry hair down there,  
more than five centimetres long I reckon, and  
I’d never seen one there before and I played  
around pulling at it between my forefinger and  
thumb the whole day long. I had locked myself in  
the toilet and watched as the bare mound of skin 
around it pulled up as I threatened to yank it out  
until finally I did yank it out. I just sat there on the 
toilet going cross-eyed as I held it up to the light  
and wondered how it got that long without me 
knowing it was even there. 

I’d had no idea what to do with the noodle  
and then the pool woman said ride it like a horse  
and so I did. I got myself deep into the depression  
of the U-turn with the ends of the noodle shooting 
right up to the sky, and then everything changed 
and I felt it all. I wish I hadn’t had that frizzy haired 
woman’s face in my brain when everything suddenly 
turned on like a switch. 

✺

My maths is right and I’ve got the last noodle. It’s 
baby purple and bits of foam are missing here and 
there and I can see Mum is pissed at me but there’s 
nothing she can do. If she tells me to give it I won’t 
and what mother is going to crack it at their kid at the 
pool for not giving them the noodle? I’ve got all the 
power in the world and it only makes me even more 
excited and I’m already excited-as and all my hair is 
standing on end like I’ve peeled off a static-cling dress 
in one swift motion. 
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I would rather warm up with a few slow laps 
before I get going with the noodle but I can’t risk 
losing it so I take it between my legs straight away.  
My little sister is playing in the shallows. She’s 
chasing down her own splash and I feel that deep 
heaviness I’ve had since the Rory thing and then 
the noodle between my legs makes me feel all empty 
inside but still, I want to keep it there. I make it 
halfway down the lane and it’s all coming back to  
me and the harder it gets the more I feel and then  
I giggle and laugh and you would think I’m playing 
with someone but I’m not. I’m in my own world  
with the noodle doing its thing and I’m working my 
way to the end of the pool and it’s just so, so much 
and everything is washing right over me. I’m right in 
it but everything is way over my head. I’m galloping, 
galloping like a seahorse in the waves of a perfect 
ocean – galloping, galloping, the brilliant shock of 
sun and the sting of chlorine makes it all too much, 
not enough, and I just want more. I can hear Mum 
giggling behind me and then she’s next to me and 
I can see she’s found her own noodle with its ends 
pointing hard to the sky as she sits in the U-turn 
depression and I am laughing and looking at Mum 
and she’s laughing too and I don’t know if we’re in  
the same world or separate worlds but still I don’t 
want to stop and I feel so hollow and full all at once. 

✺

After we’re done we lie down on our towels and sun 
our bodies. My skin quickly turns what Mum calls 
hot-to-the-touch. I sit up and look down on her. She’s 
wearing her white plastic sunnies and when I look 
right into them I can see myself there. I look for  
a bit and then mention that Dad hasn’t come back  
and Mum says it’s okay and then, sucking back her 
breath, she says something else but I don’t know what. 

My little sister is sitting up on her towel, 
marching fallen gumnuts around like fairies in a 
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garden. She talks to them and they answer in her own 
sweet voice. I love the smell of her creases when she 
climbs into bed with me at night. She’s always hated 
having a bath, even when she was a baby. Mum would 
cradle her in the kitchen sink and she would thrash 
around so much that Mum was scared she’d hit her 
head on the tap. But I know why she chucks it each 
night – it’s because she goes so far into her skin that 
it’s a shock to pull herself out. She hides in her folds.  
I know that feeling. I usually get access to the crease 
of her elbow and sometimes I can reach down and run 
my finger along the hot rubbery line behind her knees. 
I love the smell of my finger after that. And if she lies 
just like so, I can work my nose right into the crook of 
her neck and it’s right there—

Mum lights a cigarette and says don’t you dare 
tell Dad and I say that I won’t, but maybe I will. I’ll 
keep the memory in my pocket just in case. I rest my 
head on her shoulder and she’s blowing that smoke 
out in a strong straight line so the plume doesn’t linger 
around my face and sting my eyes. I know I’ve ruined 
her pleasure, being in the way of her smoke, but I 
don’t care because I have that hollow belly feeling 
again, like someone’s taken an ice-cream scoop to my 
insides. I put up with the smoke because I need the 
force of her that comes from the bristly spongy cave 
of her armpit. That feeling that comes is strongest 
after a swim because I can only smell her deodorant a 
bit and she’s towel-dried in there and the hairs are all 
soft and springy and I feel safe with my head getting 
right in. I play with her a bit and it makes her giggle but 
she doesn’t tell me to stop just says sweet angel before 
giving me a juicy-lip kiss between her sucker puffs. 
And still, that lipstick doesn’t smudge. My little sis 
keeps on, marching her gumnut army up and down the 
rugged frontier of her towel. I look back up to Mum and 
I see myself again in the reflection of her sunnies and I 
wonder if we’re all in this same world together now. 
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3 Failed Jumps of Evel Knievel
Patrick Marlborough

 ‘Why?’ 
For you, what I do is not right – 
but for me, it’s not wrong. 
What I have been trying to tell you all along 
is that it’s got to be. 
You ask why? 
Well, just like you, I’ve got to be me.

—a poem by Evel Knievel  
read on The Dick Cavett Show, 1971

1.  Rattlesnakes Escape into
the Crowd at Moses Lake Raceway

His first public jump was in Spokane. 
He was selling Honda motorcycles, 
offering a $100 discount to anyone 
who beat him in an arm wrestle.

When he was a boy he used garage doors 
to leap flaming leaves he’d raked together. 
Working in insurance, he sold 110 
policies to inpatients in Warm Springs.

The jump was to promote the Hondas. 
He ‘borrowed’ 100 rattlesnakes 
and two mountain lions to leap over – 
he hit the crate, the snakes got loose.

“No use practising – if you kill yourself in
practice you’ll never make the jump for real.”

2. Ragdoll at the Caesar’s Palace Fountains

He got permission to jump the fountains 
by creating three fictitious Jewish agents 
who ran Evel Knievel Enterprises – all three 
called Jay Sarno to say: “Book this kid.”

Estimates had the crowd at 25,000 –
“Frank Sinatra couldn’t draw that crowd 
if he jumped naked off the hotel roof.” 
Before the jump he put $100 on red, lost,
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leapt 141 feet, spent 29 days in a coma. 
His left hip entered his pelvis, both smashed;

“I just wasn’t going fast enough,” he said. 
The footage outplayed the Zapruder film. 

“America was down on its ass when I came along. It
needed someone who would suffer brain concussions.”

3.  Experimental Skycycle Over Snake River

“There are hundreds of guys who want to know 
how this Skycycle works, and if they find out 
everyone will be into the canyon-jumping game.” 
They had failed to fish the test bike out of the Snake.

“I’m inviting Liz Taylor, the Pope, whatever 
the Greek husband of Jackie Kennedy calls 
himself and the entire city of San Francisco. 
I plan a party that will leave mankind breathless.

“If you think Jesus had a last supper, 
wait until you see mine. I want the Pope 
to come.” The Pope didn’t come. A fan 
getting a blowjob gave him the finger.

“I’d rather be busted into the wind like 
a meteorite than become just dust.”

“God take care of me, here I come.”
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A Quiet Call
Andrew Roff

You are standing in a field.
The sun shines on your back and a gentle 

breeze plays over the wheat, full-grown and ready 
for harvest. The air smells sweet and you breathe 
deeply. You are strong, and hardy, and brave. You  
are an adventurer.

Enter your age, adventurer:
>>> 15
Reality Quest contains situations that are 

inappropriate for children. Please stop playing and 
immediately and notify a parent or guardian.

>>> 22
Aged 22, you are in the summer of your 

youth. What is your name?
>>> olivia
Well met, olivia. Ever since you were a lad, 

you have dreamed of setting off on an epic quest. 
This is your time.

>>> im a girl!
Invalid command. For instructions 

and a list of basic commands, type “help”.
Forty yards to the west, at the edge 

of the field, you see a gate leading to a dirt 
track. A signpost stands next to the gate  
like a quiet call.

You are clad in a homespun cotton shirt  
and leather jerkin. From your belt hang an old, 
blunt dagger and a pouch containing twenty-five 
silver pieces.

>>> go to gate
You pass through the gate. Because you  

are a conscientious sort, you close and fasten it 
behind you. You were raised on a farm and you 
know what to do with gates.

>>> look at sign
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Atop the post, wooden arrows announce 
three destinations.

The sign pointing north reads: ‘Mount 
Arduous’. You have heard legends of a treasure, 
glorious beyond all imagining, buried deep beneath 
that mountain. But no one who has ventured that 
way has ever returned.

The sign pointing south reads: ‘Par’. You are 
a stranger to this land, but you have heard tell of this 
village. It is reputed to be pleasant enough, with a 
large stone priory and a market.

The sign pointing west reads: ‘Rogues 
Forest’. You think there is an apostrophe miss ing 
from ‘Rogues’, but you are from low circumstances, 
educated at home by your well-meaning but  
unsophisticated mother, and you would not  
wager your life on it.

>>> go south
You turn southward, the morning sun slanting 

through the trees. The path you tread is wide and 
lined with ancient oaks. Timber and stone bridges 
span babbling creeks, and twice you stop to slake 
your thirst with fresh, clear water melted from a 
glacier somewhere far away without a name. You feel 
energised, ready for whatever lies ahead.

After midday, you see smoke rising nearby. 
Approaching, you make out a homestead set amongst 
the trees to the side of the path. A stone chimney 
perches atop the house. You can also see a wooden 
structure that might be a stable, and a penned area 
from which comes the happy snuffling of pigs.

>>> go to homestead
You approach and pound your fist on the home-

stead’s sturdy wooden door. Receiving no answer, you 
follow the building around to the rear, making no 
attempt to hide the sound of your footsteps. Closer to 
the stable, you can make out a small, gangly fellow in 
peasant’s garb. He sees you and waves. “Hail, stranger!” 
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>>> talk to peasant
You exchange greetings with the man and 

mention that you’re bound for Par. He tells you  
that, on foot, it’s a good three days’ journey hence. 

“You look to be in need of provisions,” the 
man says. “For a price, I can help. Food: that’d be 
two silver. A horse, saddled and shod, to speed  
your way: twenty silver. Or, mayhap, a clever pig? 
For companionship, and to keep watch while you 
sleep? Ten silver.” 

>>> buy food
You hand over two silver pieces and the man 

disappears into the homestead. He returns with a 
sack, which he hands to you. Inside are: 

1 × large heel of bread; 
1 ×  chunk of ham, dry and slightly pungent 

with age; 
1 × half-wheel of cheese, covered in wax. 
You nod your satisfaction.
>>> buy horse
The man leads you into the stables. When 

your eyes adjust to the dim, you see a horse at the  
far end. It shies as you approach, rump slamming 
against the back of the stall. It is white with a grey 
mane. You sense its restlessness. 

“Olaf’s a young colt,” says the peasant.  
“Needs a firm hand, but he’s swift as the wind. 
If you can master him, he’ll serve you well.”

Money spent, you lead your new horse back 
out to the path, dismissing the farmhand with a wave. 
You stuff the sack of food inside your shirt to keep it 
secure, and vault onto Olaf’s back.

The horse breaks before you can find your 
balance. Accelerating into a canter, he charges down 
the path. It takes all your strength and will to stay 
with him, squeezing your legs into his sides and 
gripping his neck. By sheer luck you find yourself 
riding south towards Par. “Whoa!” you shout, but  
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for naught. Olaf is in command now, and you realise  
all you can do is hang on until he tires.

After a time, you learn your horse’s rhythms 
and the going becomes easier. Meadows and 
woodland rush by on either side. You have never  
felt more alive. 

You continue on your way until the sun starts 
to slip below the terrain. Flagging, the horse drops to 
a trot. You stroke his neck. “Good boy.” At the next 
stream, you pull him up and dismount. You lead your 
horse to water and, obligingly, he drinks.

You tie Olaf to a tree as he munches the 
surrounding grass. With twigs and flint you start a 
fire. You eat your fill of cheese, ham and bread. After 
a hard day’s ride, the food tastes delicious. When you 
are done, you say goodnight to Olaf and lay yourself 
amongst fallen fir branches. Belly full, the night 
sounds soothe you to sleep.

Do you want to save your game?
>>> no
The next morning, you wake with a glad 

heart. When you open your eyes, Olaf is staring at 
you, stamping his foot as if to signal his readiness. 

“Patience, boy,” you say to him, grinning.
After washing in a nearby stream, you take a 

bite of bread and untie Olaf. You rub his head and he 
nickers, pressing his face against your hand. 

You ride at a swift, steady pace all morning. 
At noon you stop for food and water. You are making 
good time and, by your reckoning, you might make 
Par by nightfall. The thought of food, company and  
a soft bed fills you with anticipation. You squeeze 
your feet into Olaf’s side, urging him into a gallop. 

You approach a rise in the road and Olaf 
attacks it, bolting up the path. But as you crest the 
hill, you see that the way ahead of you is blocked by 
a fallen tree, its canopy littering the road with leaves 
and thick branches. You have a split second to decide: 
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haul back on the reins and slow your horse, or 
spur him on and attempt to charge through?

>>> slow horse
Descending, you try to pull up short. At the 

last moment, caught between his own momentum  
and your command to halt, Olaf tries to vault the 
obstruction. The horse’s front leg lands in a snarl of 
wood and you hear a crack, then a piercing screech, 
as you are pitched forward over Olaf’s head.

 You hit the ground. The world spins and the 
pounding in your skull is cacophony. 

When you open your eyes again, the sun is 
low. The left side of your face feels wet and when 
you raise it from the earth, you see blood.

A painful call distracts you from your  
own predicament. Olaf lies beside the tree. Both  
tree and beast are irredeemably broken. Olaf’s leg 
juts wrongly, shards of bone piercing the skin. At  
your approach he tries to roll, but when he moves  
his damaged leg he shrieks, head flailing back to  
rest against the gravel.

You move to crouch in front of Olaf’s 
face so that he can see you with his large eye.  
You murmur soothing words and listen to your 
friend’s heavy, panting breath. Olaf will never  
walk again, but he could live in agony for a  
few more days. You have a hard choice to make.

>>> wtf??
Invalid command. For instructions and a list 

of basic commands, type “help”.
>>> heal horse
Even the most gifted surgeon could not 

heal your horse. Alone in the woods, with no 
medicine or bandages, there is but one thing you 
can do for this animal.

Olaf tries to move his head towards your 
waiting hand, but the effort must cause a shift in 
his injured leg. He screams again.
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>>> don’t make me kill olaf
Invalid command. For instructions and a  

list of basic commands, type “help”.
>>> run
Invalid command. Movement commands  

must be attached to a direction or location.
>>> kill horse
Casting around the brush by the side of the 

path, you locate a heavy stone. The effort required to 
lift it makes you dizzy. Weeping, you take a last look 
at your friend and raise the stone above your head.

>>> stop
You stop what you are doing.
>>> run south
Dropping the stone, you flee. In your haste, 

you forget your sack of provisions. The injured 
animal’s screech follows you down the path and the 
sun sinks until you are running into the black. Blood 
oozes from the wound on your head.

Hours later, fatigue and vertigo overcome you. 
You collapse on a low ridge, exposed to the night.

Do you want to save your game?
>>> no
The sun is high when you wake. You  

remember Olaf, miles to the north, and you sob.  
But only for a little while, because you are strong.  
And brave. You are an adventurer. 

Picking yourself up, you contemplate  
your options.

>>> go south
You trudge towards Par. Your head aches and 

pain shoots down your neck and along your arm with 
every step. Dizzy and weakened, your pace is slow. It 
is evening by the time you reach the outskirts of Par. 
Lanterns hang from a broad stone arch that swallows 
the road. Massive wooden doors stand partly open. A 
guard steps out of the shadows in front of you, barring 
your passage through the gate.
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“We don’t need more beggars in this town,” 
he spits. “On your way.”

Looking down at yourself, you can under -
stand this harsh reception. Your shirt is filthy, 
covered in dirt from your fall. You are staggering  
and your hair is matted with blood.

“I have coin,” you say.
“Prove it,” the guard replies, holding out 

his hand.
>>> bribe guard
You are in no state to fight or persuade this 

man. Sullenly, you press a silver piece into his  
hand and he steps aside. “We’ll have no trouble,”  
he cautions. “It’s late. There’ll be lodging at the inn.” 

You enter Par and tread the cobbled street 
that wends through the centre of town. For the  
most part the place is still. Ahead and to the right, 
you spy a large two-storey wooden structure that  
must be a public house. Noise and illumination spill 
out into the night. Collecting yourself, you swing 
open the door and step boldly inside. None of the 
patrons glance up at you, engaged as they are in  
their own conversations, but an older fellow scurries 
over and looks you up and down.

“Welcome,” he says. He has the pinched, crafty 
look of a miser. “I am Kannagh. You look like you 
could use a pint, a pie and somewhere soft to lay. 
Three silver for dinner and bed.” He attempts some-
thing that might be interpreted as a smile, but his  
eyes narrow as he awaits your answer.

>>> pay
You hand over your last three silver coins and 

the inn-keep leads you to an empty table. The room  
is large and filled with a variety of crude furniture.  
A sturdy bar spreads generously along one wall and 
a staircase ascends to another floor above. Long ago 
the walls must have been painted white, but the wood 
smoke that billows into the room from the kitchen has 
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coated everything in dark grit. You glance around 
and see several groups of men talking quietly.

A beautiful young woman approaches your 
table bearing a tankard. She is full of breast and slim 
of waist. Her long, blonde hair frames a fine-boned 
face. Despite your ragged appearance, she smiles as 
she deposits the tankard in front of you, and then 
pauses, as if waiting to see what you will do.

>>> drink ale
You take a hearty swig of ale. Approvingly, 

the wench says, “Well met, stranger. You look like 
you have a tale to tell. I am Gwendolyn. My father, 
Kannagh, runs this place.”

Your evening is starting to improve but, as 
your own father used to say, attend to business and 
joy will follow. Funds now exhausted, you realise you 
will have to find a way to come by more coin. You ask 
Gwendolyn whether work is to be had in this town.

“Aye,” she replies. “For a strong, handsome lad 
such as yourself.” Her gaze lingers over your chest. 

“Why even here tonight, I can spy … well. That big 
fellow yonder—” she points to the bar, where a man 
sits alone, contemplating his drink, “—Dunn, is the 
town blacksmith. He’s a man of few words, but honest 
and fair. His last ’prentice met a tragic end not two 
moons ago: fell into the forge. Could be he’d take you 
on.” Gwendolyn gives your arm a squeeze. “Oooh,” 
she moans.

>>> omfg
Invalid command. For instructions and a 

list of basic commands, type “help”.
Gwendolyn flashes you a saucy grin and 

leaves for the kitchen. Your eyes track her shapely 
bottom as she departs.

You muse for a moment, before remembering 
your father’s words. Business first! Who shall you 
approach to ask for work?

>>> talk blacksmith
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You approach the bar and take the seat next 
to Dunn the blacksmith. “I am olivia,” you say in 
a deep, confident voice. “I am newly arrived in this 
land, seeking honest work. Perchance you could use 
another pair of hands at your forge?”

Dunn scrutinises you. “Perchance I could. 
You’ll toil hard, lad, and there’s hazard in the  
flames. But in return I’ll pay you two silver a day, 
and at night you can lay your head on the straw in 
my stable. What say you?”

>>> ok
You clasp Dunn’s hand, sealing the bargain. 

Now that your immediate future is secured, weari-
ness steals up on you. You drain your tankard and  
bid Dunn good night. You glance around, hoping  
to catch the lovely Gwendolyn’s eye, but she is 
nowhere to be seen. Sighing, you climb the stairs  
and find your room. Your last thoughts before you 
drift to sleep are of your family on their farm, in a 
land far to the east. You wonder how long it will be 
before you can return to them.

Do you want to save your game?
>>> no
You awake with the dawn and make your way 

to the smithy. For the time being, you resolve to do 
honest work for this man Dunn. When you are better 
resourced, you will find your true destiny.

Dunn spoke true when he said the work  
was hard and dangerous. He neglected to mention 
the sheer heat that assails a man standing next to  
an open forge. By evening you are drenched in  
sweat. Your skin feels tender, as though it has  
started to roast.

Your new master appraises you, seemingly 
content with what he finds. “You’ll toughen up  
soon enough.”

That evening you retreat to your new  
bed in the stables. The smell of straw and horse 
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dung brings forth uncomfortable memories, but you 
are so weary that nothing will keep you from sleep.

Do you want to save your game?
>>> no
A week passes. Sometimes you take ale at 

the inn after your day’s work is done, and you 
converse with the townsmen. They seem like warm 
and comfortable folk, ready enough to speak with  
a newcomer such as yourself. When you explain  
that you are an adventurer, that you are resting  
here briefly to regather yourself before your next 
quest, they shake their heads and mutter. There is  
not much appetite for danger or adventure here. 

Do you want to save your game?
>>> no
Another week passes. The terrible soreness 

in your arms and back recedes somewhat. You begin 
to frequent the inn almost every night. Ofttimes you 
share a word with the lovely Gwendolyn. She, alone  
of all the townsfolk, seems impressed by your resolve.  

“I never met an adventurer before,” she tells you.
During your days at the smithy, you are kept 

busy making horseshoes and ploughshares. Dunn is 
impressed with your tenacity, and in recognition, he 
shows you how to fashion a sharp edge from a lump 
of iron. He says that in your own time you can work 
on a sword to keep, and for the next five evenings you 
apply yourself to the task, folding and hammering hot 
metal and honing your new blade. When you are done, 
you hold in your hand a longsword, straight and hard, 
with a small guard and a grip made of iron bound in an 
old rag. It is not a work of art by any means, but it will 
serve. You hang it on the stable wall next to the pallet 
where you sleep. In the evenings, when your eyes alight 
on it, the sword beckons you like a quiet call. You are 
one step closer – to what, exactly, you do not know. 

To celebrate your achievement, you return to 
the tavern in high spirits. You drink a toast to what 
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you have accomplished. Seeing you, Gwendolyn 
approaches. “You seem pleased,” she coos. 

“The day of my departure draws near,” you reply. 
“Soon enough I will leave this town to seek my fortune.”

A frown steals over Gwendolyn’s lovely face.  
“I have never been further than the pool where I bathe 
sometimes, no more than an hour’s walk from Par. 
You must have seen so many wonderful, dangerous 
things on your journey.”

In truth, you are new to adventuring. You’ve 
had not so much as a single battle. You’ve never seen a 
real monster. You could admit as much to Gwendolyn. 
Or you could lie, spinning tall tales of your bravery in 
the face of mortal danger.

>>> lie
You recount to the lovely Gwendolyn the 

fictitious tale of the time you saved a village, single-
handed, from a group of vicious bandits. Her eyes 
grow wide. “Such valour! Please, olivia, tell me more. 
I beg you! Only—”

“Only what?”
“Only, it is very crowded in here, don’t 

you think? Perhaps if we retired to my room …” 
Provocatively, Gwendolyn traces a finger down your 
forearm. You sense that there may be much to learn, 
if you follow where she leads. 

Still, you can’t imagine that Kannagh, her 
father, would be impressed at the idea of a private 
conversation. He runs the only inn in town, and he 
could be a powerful enemy.

>>> follow Gwendolyn
Gwendolyn tells you the way to her  

room. She bids you follow a few minutes after  
her, so as not to arouse suspicion. She disappears 
into the kitchen.

You drink the dregs of your ale, your strong, 
young heart beating fast. You wait as long as you 
can bear, then steal through the doorway to the 
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kitchen and up the servants’ stairs to  
Gwendolyn’s room. You knock twice, softly,  
and she lets you in.

“I feared you wouldn’t follow,” she  
says. Her hand is clutched to her chest,  
between her ample breasts. She appears  
to be waiting for you to say, or do, something.

>>> kiss gwendolyn
You stride forward. Drawing Gwendolyn  

into your arms you lean down and firmly seal  
her lips with yours. The kiss lasts for an appro-
priate amount of time. When you release her, 
Gwendolyn blushes and looks over at the bed. 
Things appear to be escalating quickly. 

>>> hug gwendolyn
Invalid command. For instructions  

and a list of basic commands, type “help”.
>>> kiss gwendolyn
You have already done that. You don’t 

need to do that again.
>>> make love gwendolyn
Invalid command. For instructions  

and a list of basic commands, type “help”.
>>> fuck gwendolyn
You remove Gwendolyn’s clothes and  

bid her lie on the bed. Naked, she is even more  
beautiful than you had imagined. Quickly, you  
achieve tumescence. You lay with her, and  
Gwendolyn takes you in hand, gasping in  
surprise at your length and girth, and guides you.

You thrust vigorously into her.
>>> eww
Invalid command. For instructions 

and a list of basic commands, type “help”.
Gwendolyn moans lustily, and your  

movements bring her to orgasm several times  
in quick succession. “olivia!” she cries each  
time she climaxes.
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Feeling your own peak approach, you pull out 
of her at the last moment and erupt, spilling your seed 
over her stomach and breasts.

>>> EWWW!!!
Invalid command. For instructions and 

a list of basic commands, type “help”.
Immensely satisfied, Gwendolyn drifts quickly 

to sleep. You leave and return to the stables.
Do you want to save your game?
>>> no
Weeks pass. You continue to frequent 

the inn for evening ale with the other townsmen. 
When Gwendolyn serves you she smiles shyly and 
blushes, but you do not repeat your tryst. You shared 
a magical night, but it would not do to become too 
close, what with your impending departure.

Besides, Kannagh, Gwendolyn’s father, seems 
to be scowling at you more forcefully than usual. 

You save coin to outfit yourself for your coming 
adventure. The work is hard. One day you are careless 
and as you turn around, the back of your hand drags 
over a jagged edge sticking out from a pile of scrap. 
The wound is deep and leaves a scar that runs from 
the base of your little finger down to your wrist. But 
you don’t mind. All adventurers have scars. And soon 
it will be time to leave this place.

Late one evening, lying on your pallet,  
you hear footsteps approaching. Lighting a candle,  
you make out Gwendolyn’s lissom form as she slips 
inside the stable door. “I have news,” she says. She 
cannot seem to meet your eyes.

When you bid her continue, she lays her hands 
upon her stomach. “I am with child,” she tells you.

>>> lol
Invalid command. For instructions and 

a list of basic commands, type “help”.
“Impossible!” you reply. Your knowledge of 

reproduction is limited to what you saw on the farm 
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where you grew up, but you feel certain that the 
manner of your lovemaking should have prevented 
any chance of pregnancy.

“It’s a miracle!” Gwendolyn says. “Our  
miracle. I must tell father, of course. I’m sure 
he’ll be thrilled.”

You are not so certain. You embrace 
Gwendolyn and send her on her way. You  
need to think.

Once her father has heard this news, the whole 
town will know. You want to do right by Gwendolyn, 
but perhaps the best thing for all concerned would be 
for you to leave now and make your fortune. Perhaps 
by winning some large prize. Then you would be able 
to return here in glory, with ample means of support-
ing this tavern girl and her – your – child.

What will you do? Stay or leave?
>>> stay
You settle back onto your pallet and try to rest. 

You’ll not run. 
Do you want to save your game?
>>> no
On the morrow, events move more quickly 

than either you or Gwendolyn could have anticipated. 
You are roughly shaken from sleep. When you open 
your eyes, Kannagh looms over you. 

“Scum!” he hisses. “You have despoiled  
her. My precious daughter! Mark my words: I’ll 
see you hanged!”

You try to reason with the man, to calm him 
down. But he refuses to be calmed. By early afternoon, 
you have been escorted to the town priory, your arm 
locked in Kannagh’s sturdy grip, a morose brother in 
front of you reciting incantations. Gwendolyn stands 
silently beside you. Impatient, her father moves her 
bodily through the ritual motions, as if she were a doll. 

“By the laws of this land and the laws of 
Heaven,” the monk intones, “you two are now one, 
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indivisible.” Idly, he scratches himself between his 
legs. “Congratulations.”

Kannagh whips you around and clutches at 
your shirt. He pulls you close. “She’s yours now,”  
he spits. “Do as you will. But neither you, nor your 
new wife, nor your bastard child, will ever have  
aught from me.”

Gwendolyn begins to sob. You take her back 
to the stables. You realise that this is home, now, for 
both of you. A heavy, sick feeling descends.

Do you want to save your game?
>>> no
The weeks pass swiftly. There is much to 

do. By day you continue your work at the smithy.  
By mutual understanding, you do not speak of your 
predicament to Dunn, and having need of your  
arm, he does not ask questions. The rest of the  
townsfolk shun you. 

In the evening, and with Dunn’s begrudging 
consent, you set to work erecting a hut adjoining the 
stables. It will be small, and mean, but at least your 
new wife will have privacy and some separation  
from the animals. When you can work no longer,  
you crawl, exhausted, onto the pallet you now  
share with Gwendolyn. Sometimes she stirs and 
 you make tired love.

With lumber to buy and a woman’s needs  
for warmth and clothing, you find it difficult to save 
much coin from your work. You wonder whether 
you might be able to leave Gwendolyn by herself for 
a time, perhaps to go on a brief adventure. Nothing 
dangerous or complex, just a simple adventure not too 
far from town. But it is impossible. Your funds would 
be quickly depleted if you ceased your efforts at the 
smithy, and Gwendolyn grows fearful and upset if you 
return so much as an hour late from your work. 

The seasons change. The winter is hard, 
and harder on your pregnant wife. You wrap her 
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in blankets and try to patch the holes in your hut 
through which the draught blows. You feel some 
affection for her, even as you resent the situation 
she has brought about.

In the spring, a son is born to you.
What will you name your firstborn?
>>> kanye 
Carefully, you take your son in your arms 

for the first time. He is light, and warm, and he 
opens his eyes.

Softly, you say, “I shall call you kanye.” 
You think about all the generations that have 

gone before. Your parents. Their parents. Here, in  
a new land, you have brought about a continuation. 
A quiet call, coming from deep within, insists that 
you do all that you can for this child.

Do you want to save your game?
>>> no
Months elapse. Years. Having shouldered 

the burden of family – however unexpected – you 
mean to do what is required. Your labour at the 
smithy exhausts you and you grow to resent it.  
Your own sword, the one you made, has grown  
blunt on the stable wall.

You are not welcome at the inn – indeed, you 
are not welcome in polite society, such as it exists 
in Par. But you come to know an old man in a hovel 
on the edge of town who makes ginger wine. In the 
evenings you drink this cloying brew until you fall 
into unconsciousness.

One day you are hammering plate with a  
large mallet. You are thinking about Olaf, your old 
horse, and not paying attention when you rest the 
fingers of your right hand on yellow-hot metal. You 
pull away quickly but leave skin and flesh behind. 

You wash and bind the index and middle fingers 
of your hand, but two days later pus still seeps from 
the wound, giving off an awful, sweet smell. 
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You take yourself to the priory, begging the 
healers there to tend you. When you depart that place, 
you have been relieved of sixty silver pieces and two 
fingers from your right hand. Without those fingers, 
you will never wield a sword or fire a bow.

You are not old, not yet. The anvil has kept you 
strong. But you no longer call yourself an adventurer.

Do you want to save your game?
>>> no
Time passes, as time will. You try and teach 

your son, now five years old, some of what you have 
learned through bitter experience. “Hear me, kanye. 
This world is cruel. It will rob you of your dreams.” 
But kanye only smiles. He is a happy lad for the most 
part, curious and gentle. He has his father’s eyes and 
his mother’s nose.

The next winter, Gwendolyn becomes  
gravely ill. When she coughs, her lips are flecked  
with red. Although her beauty has long since faded, 
you have grown close to her and it is hard to see  
her in such a state. 

Once more you approach the healers at  
the priory, and they tell of a medicine that could 
alleviate the coughing. The medicine is rare and 
expensive: two hundred silver for a small bottle, 
representing almost all of the money you have  
saved in the years since you arrived in the  
village of Par. 

Do you wish to purchase medicine for 
your sick wife?

>>> buy medicine
The medicine does seem to bring Gwendolyn 

a measure of peace. Once more she breathes deeply, 
and sleeps. But the colour does not return to her face. 
You continue to give her a spoonful each evening, as 
instructed. After two weeks, your wife has not recov-
ered. Days after the medicine runs out, she is too  
weak to rise from her bed.
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You sell your old sword to a tinker. It fetches 
a pittance, and still you cannot afford to buy more 
medicine. In desperation, you consider your options. 
You could go begging to Gwendolyn’s father, Kannagh, 
but that man seems devoid of any compassion. He 
has disowned his daughter and his grandson. Or, you 
suppose, you could try and sneak into the priory and 
steal more medicine for your wife. It would be almost 
like an adventure.

>>> steal medicine
In the pitch-black hours after midnight, you 

approach the priory. Levering open a side door, you 
sneak towards the stairwell leading to the basement 
that you know serves as an apothecary.

You do not expect to find anyone awake at 
this hour, but as you round a corner you pass a small 
oratory where a score of brothers are gathered to pray. 
One of them spies you as you try to sneak past. 

You are not a fighter. You never were. After 
they mete out a vicious beating, the brothers drag 
your limp form through town and deposit it in front of 
the stables. 

>>> beg Kannagh 
The next evening you visit the inn. Not 

wanting to show your face in the main hall, you 
approach from the servants’ entrance at the rear of 
the building. Kannagh is in the kitchen. He strides 
over as you enter. 

“Begone!” he shouts.
You explain that Gwendolyn is gravely ill, 

near death. You can see that at some level, this news 
grieves Kannagh. But he is a proud man. “I told you 
on your wedding day: you’ll have naught from me. 
Now be off.”

“I have nowhere else to turn,” you cry.
“Away!”
You return home. You boil up a large pot of 

soup, which you feed in small sips to Gwendolyn 
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while kanye watches on. Her cough has returned, 
worse than ever, and she drools bloody saliva from 
the corner of her mouth.

Four days later, your wife dies in your arms.
>>> this is messed up
Invalid command. For instructions and 

a list of basic commands, type “help”.
Mad with grief, you bid little kanye wait 

in the hut while you carry Gwendolyn, her limp 
body draped over your shoulder, to the river on the 
outskirts of town. Gently you wash her. On a rise 
overlooking the riverbank, you dig a deep hole. It 
takes you most of the day. You lower Gwendolyn’s 
body into the hole and cover her with dirt. There is  
no money for a priest to say any words, so you simply 
say, “Goodbye.”

That evening is your first alone with kanye. 
When he falls asleep, you find yourself in the 
company of your thoughts and a large supply  
of ginger wine.

>>> drink wine
You gulp down the wine, finishing the bottle 

quickly. The aftertaste brings tears to your eyes.
>>> drink wine
You drink another bottle of wine.
>>> drink wine
You drink another bottle of wine. It does not 

assuage your grief. You find yourself sobbing. kanye 
stirs in his bed.

>>> drink wine
You drink another bottle and find yourself 

prone on the floor. You are furious at the gods, at fate, 
at the way your life has unfolded. You were meant for 
other journeys. Not a son and a dead wife, not a place 
as a smith’s apprentice. Not a hut: a horizon. A horse 
that can jump clear over any obstacle. A homecoming, 
in triumph, bearing riches. Gwendolyn’s death grieves 
you, yes, but she could never understand—

 ©
 G

oi
ng

 D
ow

n 
Sw

in
gi

ng
, 2

01
8.



134

Perhaps you should sleep. Things might 
seem better in the morning.

>>> drink wine
You continue to drink until you lose all 

self-control. Fumbling, you clutch at your dagger 
and stuff it into the sheath on your belt. You  
stagger outside, bearing towards the inn.

You find Kannagh in the kitchen, 
counting his take from the evening’s trade.  
Coins spill from his hands when he sees you.  
He says something, but you can’t understand.  
You wrap your half-hand around his neck and  
with the other you draw your blade. “She’s dead,” 
you slur into his face.

He pleads with you to let him go.
>>> let go innkeeper
You shake your head to try and clear it, 

struggling for self-mastery, but you cannot let 
this man alone. Kannagh is scum. Your blood 
seethes with rage and drink. You are berserk.

>>> drop dagger
You press the blade against the inn- 

keeper’s throat.
>>> stop
You leer at the selfish bastard.
>>> stop
You press the dagger home, opening a rent 

in Kannagh’s skin. A quick slide, and it’s done. 
Blood gushes from Kannagh’s throat and he  
slumps to the floor.

Do you want to save your game?
>>> FUCK no
>>> no
The next morning a small band of men, 

assembled from the townsfolk, arrive to take 
you. A trail has led them directly from Kannagh’s 
corpse to the stables, where even now you lie  
caked in the blood of your dead wife’s father.

 ©
 G

oi
ng

 D
ow

n 
Sw

in
gi

ng
, 2

01
8.



135

kanye wails as your arms are bound with 
rope and you are led away.

The trial is quick and you are sentenced to hang. 
The magistrate explains that, with no family  
in this land willing to take the child, and with no 
means of supporting himself, kanye will become a ward 
of the church. When he is old enough, he  
will be sent to work in a nearby mine. You are not 
permitted to see him again.

When they tie the rope around your neck,  
you turn to the executioner. “I was young,” you  
say, imploring him to understand. “I was strong—”

They hoist you up and you say nothing further.

* GAME OVER *
THANK YOU FOR PLAYING 

 REALITY QUEST

GAME ANALYSIS:

MONSTERS SLAIN: 0 X 1000 PTS = 0 PTS

TREASURE FOUND: 0 X 5000 PTS = 0 PTS

MAIDENS RESCUED: 0 X 750 PTS = 0 PTS

HEROIC DEEDS: 0 X 250 PTS = 0 PTS

ABANDONED HORSE TO SLOW DEATH: = (–20 PTS)

LADIES BEDDED: 1 X 40 PTS = 40 PTS

SONS FATHERED: 1 X 5 PTS = 5 PTS

WIFE DIED OF CURABLE DISEASE: = (–10 pts)

** TOTAL SCORE: ** 
= 15 PTS

You lived an unremarkable life. 
You did no great deeds.  
No one will remember you.

PLAY AGAIN? Y/N
>>> n
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The Dunes of Ranza
Grace Chan

We dropped like a stone through the thin atmos- 
phere. The heat shields sizzled. Gravity pressed  
me into the creases of my seat. Nauseated and  
paralysed, I watched the loose edge of the control 
panel rattle against the ship’s frame. With the  
sun behind the planet, Ranza’s face was cast in 
shadow. A blind landing.

I first noticed the coolant leak on Titan.  
Calam wagered my handiwork wouldn’t hold.  
But once the contract was paid, I wanted out of  
there – lingering on the spot of a finished job  
usually led to trouble. Besides, it was a two-week 
trip from Titan to Thurnos, and I didn’t want to  
miss the next Bidding.

Dura-Tape, I’ve discovered, is a must-have  
in every spacefarer’s toolkit. Useful for splinting  
fractured limbs, muffling the cries of irritating 
captives and patching holes on ships too old for 
replacement parts. I slapped a few generous layers 
of the stuff over the leak.

Much to my irritation, Calam was right. 
Three days later, as we shot into the inner zone  
of the Telemar System, the temperature gauge  
whined an alarm. The engine had overheated.

Emergency landing advisable, the Bandit 
announced. Immediately.

The nearest solid body was Ranza: a rocky 
planet, primitive, not yet terraformed. Home to a 
scattering of nomads.

Within seconds, we punched through 
the cloud layer. I checked the sensor array:  
desert for miles.

“Retract landing gear,” I told the Bandit.
Sand isn’t all that different from water when 

you’re crash-landing. I deployed the parachute; it 
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ballooned like a jellyfish in the rear-view screens. 
The sudden deceleration hurled us forwards in our 
chairs, belts splitting our shoulders. We surfed dunes 
for several hundred metres – “Didn’t realise my 
pilot was a thrill-seeking rookie,” Calam remarked, 
unimpressed – before skidding to an inelegant halt, 
spewing sand in a giant C.

“We’ll have to repaint her belly,” Calam said, 
as I locked the brakes and powered down.

“Optimism, enyi. At least she’s intact.”
Calam peered through the cockpit windows. 

“Is her nose dangling?”
“At least we’re intact?”
“No thanks to your sloppy patch-up. You owe 

me a bottle of whisky.”
He scanned the external sensor feed. Gravity: 

1.12g. Air composition: 17% oxygen, 65% nitrogen, 15% 
argon, 2% trace elements. Breathable. Ground temp: 
8˚c. Estimated Ranzan day: 31.5 hours. Sunrise was 
two hours away.

Calam zipped himself into a Terra-Suit and 
strapped on a headlamp. Grabbing his toolbox, he 
stepped into the airlock and opened the outer door. 
Cold, dry wind blasted in.

“Need a hand?” I offered.
“No,” he said, and jumped down into the 

darkness. I could hear him wincing as he examined 
the paint damage.

I loitered within, savouring the solitude. The 
Bandit was a small craft, designed to carry a maximum 
of five astronauts. On long trips it could feel crowded 
with only two. I turned off my Retina-Screen. As the 
streams of information vanished from my visual 
field, a weight lifted. The interior of the Bandit grew 
sharper: paint flaking from curved metal walls and 
exposed pipes hugging the perimeters.

I sprawled on the fold-out couch and retrieved 
a foil packet of ginger snaps from where I’d hidden 
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them behind the cushions. Biting into one, I found 
them stale but delicious.

We would probably miss this month’s Bidding. 
Thurnos was still a week away – six days, maybe, if 
the Bandit would let me gun her through Kremeny 
Bypass. The Bidding started in five, and the best jobs 
went fast. I thought about sending a proxy droid but 
decided against it. Droids were shitty hagglers.

I lifted my head to the window. An ocean of 
dunes stretched to the horizon, each one a small 
crescent of grey in the predawn glow. As the alien  
sun of the Telemar System climbed into the sky, a 
blush of blood crept over the skin of the planet.

I zipped up my own Terra-Suit and walked to 
the airlock. Reading my intent, the Bandit sealed the 
airlock’s inner door behind me. The drop in tempera-
ture bristled my skin. The outer door slid back with  
a grating noise. I leapt down onto the surface of Ranza, 
falling faster than I had expected. I was denser here, 
more substantial.

The thin atmosphere bloated my head. I adjusted 
my breathing into deep respirations and struggled 
around the ship, the sand slipping away beneath the 
soles of my boots.

Calam was on his back, underneath the Bandit, 
wrestling with a roll of Dura-Tape. A hydration tube 
ran from a gigantic flask of coffee at his hip to the 
corner of his mouth. At least, I hoped it was coffee.

“Need a hand?”
“Still no.”
I went for a walk, pinning myself to an  

easterly direction. I made sure to keep the Bandit 
in my line of sight; I knew enough about shifting 
dunes to be wary.

The effort of battling the sluggish gravity 
chased the cold from my bones. Gusts of wind lifted 
ash-like grains and glued them to my sticky skin. 
Within minutes, I was a sand monster – it was in  
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my hair, in my eyelashes, coating my lips. I tasted 
salt and earth.

On the crest of a neighbouring dune, I sat and 
pulled out a cigarette. It took several tries to light in 
the blustering air. Threading my fingers through grey 
silt, I thought about the beaches of my childhood, wet 
beaches of clag and mud bound together by pungent 
seaweed and bird shit. Nothing like this desiccated 
world of colourless powder.

In a patch of shrubs, fretting in the breeze, 
I noticed a shadow of stillness. An animal? No. A 
woman, balanced motionless on her toes. The darks 
of her eyes flickered as they met mine. I suspected 
she had allowed me to see her. I lifted the cigarette to 
my lips, drew a long inhale and savoured the rush of 
calmness to my skull.

She uncoiled and emerged from the under-
growth, her feet drawing susurrations from the sand. 
She had skin the colour of smoke, hair the colour 
of bone. A shawl covered her shoulders, but her 
breasts and stomach were exposed. Her long hair was 
knotted with hundreds of little bones, clinking with 
movement.

I breathed slowly and felt the coolness of my 
gun at the base of my spine.

She stood over me. “Smoke.”
“You speak Common,” I said, surprised.
“Little.” Her voice was syrupy. She pointed at 

the stub in my hand. “Smoke?”
I tipped a rollie out of my pack – five, now  

four – and lit it as she held the cigarette awkwardly 
to her lips. She sat, straight-backed and cross-legged. 
She didn’t seem to care that our arms brushed,  
smoke-grey against tar-black.

We gazed out over a lake of sand. Paths of pink 
salt formed a network across the basin like veins. The 
high end of the basin wore a rim of dark cliffs. At 
the low end, the salt bloomed in fans as large as cities. 
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Overhead, a blue moon descended in the wake 
of the night.

“I’m Orin,” I told the woman. I noticed a 
leather strap running diagonally between her  
breasts. I guessed she had some weapon strapped 
to her back. She could probably have killed me,  
if she wanted.

She tapped her nose. “Ula.”
“Ula,” I echoed, and she tapped her nose again. 

“You live here?”
She pointed beyond the cliffs. “There.”
She took another draw of the cigarette. She 

seemed to be enjoying it. Smoke flared from her thin 
nostrils. The soles of her feet, turned towards me, 
looked as tough as cured leather. She shifted slightly 
away, and I had a mad urge to grab her, pull her back, 
demand that she was real.

Ula pointed towards the Bandit. “Trouble?”
Was she asking if we were trouble or if we 

were in trouble? “Overheated engine. Calam – my 
mechanic – is fixing her up. Won’t be long. We’ll  
be gone by afternoon.”

Ula nodded vaguely. She said a long sentence 
in another language: resonant words, heavy with 
firm consonants and open vowels, dipping in tonal 
variations. I wondered what nation her ancestors 
traced back to. I could’ve accessed the Records, sifted 
down through layers of encoded information without 
leaving a trace. But the thought of switching on my 
Retina-Screen wearied me.

I sighed and put my cigarette out in the sand. 
Stretched my hands behind my head. “You ever been 
to Thurnos, Ula?”

She cocked her head.
“You ever left Ranza?”
“Leave Ranza? No.”
“Lucky you. Most places are dumps. Either 

barely habitable and still waiting around for the 
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Assembly to approve their terraforming, or over- 
colonised by the scum of humanity. Thurnos is  
the worst of the lot. One of the first off-world  
colonies established back in the twenty-third  
century. You know what people always under - 
estimate when they plan a city? Sewerage systems. 
Ula, you do not know the definition of a bad pong 
until you stand in the Thurnos marketplace on a 
summer’s day, squashed in a throng of unwashed 
space travellers, inhaling the fumes of an open 
sewer, underselling yourself so you can win a job. 
Wastewater engineers are the most underrated 
members of modern civilisation.”

Ula blew a puff of smoke towards me. Her 
eyes were bright beneath heavy lids.

“Yeah. Literal shit. I wouldn’t go there, 
except that’s where the best Biddings are.”

Ula raised a slender finger towards my nose. 
“You are what?”

“That’s a big question. I’m a human. Mostly 
female, five per cent artificial. Born on Earth, believe 
it or not. Dad was an elitist. I’m a Beaconer.”

She repeated it slowly. “Bee-conner.”
“My specialty is finding people.”
Ula said something in her language. The 

inflection carried a question.
“It’s not as simple as it sounds,” I insisted.  

“It’s easy to disappear when you have hundreds of 
star systems to hide in. It takes skill to find someone. 
Especially if they don’t want to be found. You have 
to tunnel through mountains of hidden data, dig 
out secrets people have tried to bury. I find them 
all. Missing kids. Runaway lovers. Corrupt business 
partners. Sworn enemies. Reuniting families,  
delivering threats, setting a revenge plot into  
motion – all in a day’s work.”

Ula had lost interest in my rambling. She had 
pulled herself into a crouch, her hips splayed so wide 
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it hurt to look at her. The right side of her body 
was coated in silver powder.

“Who?”
She was looking towards the Bandit.  

Calam was circling the ship, checking the hull.
“That’s just Calam,” I said. “Harmless. 

Clueless, except with machines.”
Ula watched him shrewdly. I wondered  

who she was, to her people. A leader? A rebellious 
youth? A drifter? A long scar ran down the outside 
of her thigh, puckered and ugly.

She extended a hand towards him. “You 
are … beloved?”

I barked a laugh. “Calam? No. We don’t 
work like that.”

Ula eyed me. “Friend?”
 I considered it. Friend. Such a broad word, 

but I didn’t think it encompassed our relationship. 
I’d hired Calam – poached him from a run-down 
Martian factory that claimed not to understand 
minimum wage – because he looked like he could 
love the Bandit as much as I did. Ours had been a 
chance meeting. But I’d seen how his hungry eyes 
took in the curves of my ship, seen the twitch in 
his shoulders at the suggestion of adventure. 

That had been nine years ago. Now, I 
suspected he stayed only for the ship. We knew  
each other’s habits intimately. I knew that every  
night before getting into bed he washed his feet 
in a tub of cold water, as his mother had taught  
him. He knew that I liked to eat in absolute silence.

On the odd night, we had kept one  
another company, mostly to remind our bodies  
to be alive. Space can be a fucking lonely place.  
It’s dangerous territory, drifting in those stretches 
of nothing between star systems. If you’re not  
careful, it can breed a quiet, poisonous terror in  
your soul.
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“You are hashati,” said Ula, holding her palms 
parallel but not quite touching.

“What does that mean?”
She shrugged. “No word in Common.”
A vast black shadow detached itself from the 

cliffs at the top of the basin. It was a flock of birds,  
at least a thousand, blotting out the sky. Ula stood 
and screeched to them, her hands cupped around  
her mouth. The birds called back.

We watched them until they were out of  
sight. Ula muttered something under her breath.

“Where are they going?” I asked.
“Nowhere. No home.”
I gave her a questioning look.

“Home. Trees. Forest. Here, now gone.” 
She swept a hand out over the basin.

“This used to be a forest?”
Her eyes narrowed. “Forest. Yes. 

Terror-form.”
Could I have been wrong? Perhaps Ranza 

wasn’t awaiting terraforming. Perhaps the Assembly 
had already come and gone.

“Trees, gone,” Ula said. Her arms were taut 
with anger. “No trees, sand runs, sand falls. Birds 
die. We die.” She switched back to Ranzan and kept 
talking at a fervent pace, her hands drawing words  
in the air. I switched on my Retina-Screen and acti-
vated the interpreter, but Ranzan languages weren’t 
in the Common database.

Ula came closer, her eyes luminous. “You 
people.” She pushed her nose against mine and 
bared her teeth. Her gums were stained brown. 

“You take. You kill. You are … shit.” 
Her breath fanned my face, smoky and sweet.
I sat still, neck arched, one hand on my holster.
A burst of wry laughter. She pointed at her  

nose. “Scout. Guard. See you. Maybe kill you.” She 
mimed stabbing me in the gut. A bolt of heat earthed 
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me. But then she sat back on her heels, 
her arms swinging, tracing the sand.

“But no,” she said, abruptly subdued. “For 
Orin, I ask. Delete Ranza from Common Record.”

I sucked in my breath. The air made my teeth 
ache. She wanted Ranza smudged off the radar, like 
an insect blotted away by wipers. The idea of proper 
tampering had never occurred to me. The Common 
Records were a centralised collection of all human 
knowledge, stored on the database of the Human 
Nations Assembly. To remove Ranza, if it could even 
be done, would be a lie in the deepest sense, a lie to 
the history and the future of civilisation.

“You wish to vanish? Foolish. You’ll have  
no new tech. No terraforming. No defence from 
pirates. Everyone will forget about you.”

She lifted her chin. “Good.”
I accessed the Records through my Retina-

Screen. There were only three sentences about Ranza. 
A perfunctory mention of a nomadic people, thought 
to be an early human diaspora of mixed roots. A brief 
note on the terrain: mostly arid; yielded timber; 
resource depleted. Terraforming completed: 2541 ad. 
There’d been no entries in thirty years. 

It would be easy for the Assembly to forget 
about this nothing-planet in this nothing-system in 
a backwater of the Milky Way. No one would notice 
Ranza’s disappearance, not really. Perhaps a handful 
of travellers would contemplate a strange silver planet 
they had visited years ago, but they would convince 
themselves they’d remembered wrongly. People 
trusted records more than memories.

“Is it all like this?” I asked. “Sand. Grey. Empty.”
Ula pointed behind me. “That way, ocean.” 

She swung around. “That way, mountains. That  
way, home.”

She knew the land around us as intimately as 
Calam knew the innards of the Bandit. She could have 
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taken me through the basin of liquid sand, found a 
path across the salt rivers, led me into the mountains. 
I would have been lost after a few steps.

“Home.” She touched her nose and then pushed 
her hand towards me, her fingers spread out like a fan. 

“Pirates come. Burn home. Kill mother. Take cousins. 
We lose many. Brothers and sisters, scared.”

My skin crawled. I’d heard stories. Lowlife 
pirates, plundering the fringe planets for easy 
pickings. They targeted colonies without armies  
or modern tech, anywhere they could satisfy their 
basest urges and fly off with resources.

I wondered how the Ranzans honoured their 
dead and if her mother now lived in the ground, the 
water or the air.

“I’ll submit a report to the Human Nations 
Assembly,” I offered half-heartedly. “They could  
send soldiers—”

“No! No one helps Ranza.”
I stood up. My knees cracked. I ran my thumbs 

over the soft heads of the remaining cigarettes: one, 
two, three, four. “I can’t do what you ask.”

Ula stepped towards me, both arms 
outstretched. “Please, Orin.”

How many other Ranzans were there? They 
belonged in another age. There was no room left for 
such people in this era, people left behind by new 
tech, new cash and new cities. As humanity flour-
ished, the Ranzans would fade.

“I’m sorry. I can’t. I don’t know how to hack 
into the Records.”

She snorted and spat in the sand, leaving a 
black spot of tobacco. She’d smoked the cigarette  
into ash. “You lie good, Orin.”

Not the first time I’d heard that.
She looked at me over her shoulder, as one 

might regard a beetle. I was useless to her. She raced 
down the dune, raising a plume of sand. I watched 
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her leap from rock to rock. As the Telemar sun 
reached its blazing zenith, Ula became a mere  
speck among the shining dunes of Ranza.

My arm tingled with remembered warmth. 
I lit another cigarette.

✺

Calam was cleaning grit from the portside fan. 
He lowered his brush and leaned against the  
Bandit’s flank.

“Have a good time out there?”
I eyed my mechanic. “I hope you’re on 

track to leave before sundown.”
“You know that most Beaconers don’t 

fraternise with locals, right?”
“I would hardly call that fraternising.”
“She wasn’t the first and she won’t be the last.”
“Funny. You could say that about yourself, enyi.”
Calam’s laughter followed me up the ramp. 
The Bandit sealed her doors behind me. The 

familiar stink of metal and fried food enveloped me. 
The faded couch was scattered with biscuit crumbs. 
The window above it gave a view of the basin. Her 
crossing had left no mark. If someone contracted  
me to find Ula of Ranza, I would fail.

I walked to the shower, unfastening 
the collar of my Terra-Suit and unclipping my  
boots. As I pulled them off my feet, streams of  
sand poured out. I peeled off my suit. Sand rained 
from my clothes, my skin. When I moved, it fell 
from my hair like snowflakes.

Naked, I knelt down and grabbed handfuls 
of Ranza.

You people. You take. 
Dismay poured into me.
I saw Ula’s hands, side by side but not touch - 

ing, her lips forming the sibilant syllables: hashati.  
I saw the dunes of Ranza, unlike anything I’d ever 
seen in the galaxy. Undulating swathes of grey, veined 
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with pink. An orange sun chasing an ice-blue moon. 
A cloud of birds, robbed of their trees, darkening the 
sky. I thought about the galaxy. Black stretches of 
nothing, interspersed with bright points of change.

Gritty with sand, I padded to the cockpit. 
Below me, Calam had moved on to the starboard fan, 
cleaning and humming to himself. I powered on the 
mainframe and loaded an incognito operating system. 
A cursor flashed on a blank screen. I slipped into the 
underbelly of the Records, as I’d done a thousand 
times before, leaving no mark. Fragments of code 
drifted together in my hands. I rearranged and trans-
posed. Piece by piece, I shaped a virus: one that would 
not hunt, but hide.

 ©
 G

oi
ng

 D
ow

n 
Sw

in
gi

ng
, 2

01
8.







153

Cheek by Jowl
Jack Nicholls

Lily Kim was struggling to wash her hair under  
an extremely low-pressure flow when a stranger 
climbed into the shower on top of her.

She screamed and fell against the curtain, 
clawing it down on top of herself. Plastic rings clat-
tered to the tiling. The guy didn’t notice. He made  
no sound, though his lips were pursed like he was 
whistling, and he stood so that his legs disappeared 
inside her stomach and thigh. He cupped his dick in 
one hand, frowned, let it droop, then reached for the 
soap. Then he flickered a few times, and vanished.

Wet hair clinging across her eyes, Lily 
snatched a towel and ran out into the warehouse 
living room. It was the only unStacked room in the 
house and, even at 8 am when most of the housemates 
were asleep, the space was crammed. Half a dozen of 
her neighbours slouched on bar stools or sofas, paging 
through their phones. Smoke from their breakfast 
cigarettes plunged the room into haze. 

“You all right?” asked Mercedes, the girl who’d 
helped Lily move her things in yesterday. She wore a 
Dalmatian-spotted onesie and was eating cereal from 
the top of a piano that jutted like an iceberg from a 
pile of mouldering clothes.

“No!” Lily said, trying to pull the towel tighter 
around her and uncomfortably aware of the dirty 
concrete under her bare feet. “There’s a ghost in the 
bathroom.”

“Not again. NEIL!” Mercedes shouted.
Neil was lying in a hammock slung from iron 

girders in the ceiling, hoodie pulled tight around his 
angular face. Meatloaf, his piebald house cat, dozed 
across his feet. Neil very slowly turned his head. 

“What’s up, babes?”
“Laura had a phantom in the shower.”
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“Lily,” Lily corrected.
“Yeah?” he said, uninterested in both statements. 

“The Schrödinger gear is on the fritz. Probably the 
moisture. I’ll get Rob to take a look when he’s back 
from Ibiza.”

“What the hell is a phantom?” asked Lily.
“It’s fine, hun,” said Mercedes. “It’s just a bit 

of motion slippage between layers, it happens some-
times. They can’t touch you.”

“Motion slippage?”
“The Stacks can get tangled when the machines 

are tracing movement,” said Neil. “It’s no big deal.” 
No big deal. Like the water pressure, the  

faulty wiring, the thriving ketamine trade, and all  
the other small deals Neil hadn’t mentioned when he 
was showing Lily the room last week. Warehouse life.

“Did he see me?” she asked.
“If you were moving then yeah, maybe.” 
“Can’t the Schrödinger company fix this?”
Neil irritably hauled himself into a sitting 

position, sending Meatloaf springing to the floor. 
“Babe. Rob and me put in these Schrödinger cages 
ourselves. Why do you think your room is only 
£300 a month? It will get fixed; we’re a co-operative.
Chill out.”

“The room is £250.”
“Yeah?” said Neil, in a tone that suggested  

that figure might need amending. Mercedes picked 
her fingernails and avoided Lily’s gaze. The rest of  
the room hadn’t stirred.

For a supposed co-operative, the warehouse 
sure operated on tight capitalist principles, with  
Neil as its ceo. Lily was subletting her room from  
the previous tenant, who paid rent to Neil, who, in  
his own words, sublet the whole place from “a bloke” 
who leased it from “the Jews”, and the council turned  
a blind eye to the whole thing. Everyone was 
skimming their take, but £250 was less than half
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what a full-spectrum room would cost, so it was 
either this, or leave London.

Lily didn’t want to seem less cool than she 
already felt, so she beat a retreat to her door in  
the corner. Old cutouts of Bowie and Hendrix posed 
on either side of the whiteboard that listed the 
inhabitants of the room’s current five layers – split 
and Stacked into the same physical space by the 
Schrödinger Cage inside.

A: Drake  D: Gem Lily
B: Amiera   E : Tristan
C: Silver Leaf
Beside the door were loosely wired buzzers 

and a sensor. Lily flashed her keycard to bring her 
room to the top of the Stack, and opened the door.

“What’s up her butt?” she heard Neil ask as 
she stepped inside.

“She said she had a bad breakup. I think they 
were like, married, or something,” Mercedes whis-
pered back. Lily slammed the door on them and let 
the towel fall to the floor.

Lily’s space was subdivided from the rest of 
the warehouse by internal drywalls, one of which had 
a padlocked hatch leading to some kind of crawlspace. 
Other than that, the room was bare aside from the 
bottom half of a broken bunk bed, her two little suit-
cases, and a breadknife the previous tenant had left 
menacingly on the concrete floor. Despite the bright 
morning outside, the room was bathed in a gloomy 
blue light like she was living in an aquarium. The 
impression wasn’t helped by the big circular mirror 
on the wall, the kind they hung at tube station  
corners, which gave a fish-eye reflection of her  
tired face and hair still glistening with suds.

Neil had given her a half-arsed spiel about 
how the external light and sounds got smeared 
between frequencies when residents entered the 
room. Each layer in the Stack took up a portion of the 
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electromagnetic spectrum, existing only ‘potentially’ 
in different wavelengths. The actual position of a  
layer was in constant flux, as you could only leave 
the room by raising to match the frequency of the 
corridor outside. 

In practice this meant that Lily’s room would 
be blue when she opened her door, then shift through 
greens to sunset oranges and reds as her invisible 
neighbours superimposed themselves above her.  

“Red light is a bonus, babe, best colour for your sleep 
cycle,” Neil had assured her.

As for how the machines worked, the best 
anyone had been able to explain to her had been  
that the whole system operated on ‘uncertainty’.  
It had that in common with the rest of London’s  
rental market, at least.

Taking a week off from her gallery attendant 
job to grieve and house hunt had been a mistake, 
especially after Lily was mysteriously dropped from 
next week’s roster pour encourager les autres. So, with 
nothing else to do, Lily lay on her mattress and 
started googling Owen, which she had promised 
herself not to do. Although she’d deleted him on 
Facebook, she now found herself searching her 
friends’ walls for signs of his presence, until she 
realised that this, here, was rock bottom, and turned 
off her phone. To move to a warehouse in Seven 
Sisters was edgy at eighteen; at thirty Lily felt an 
object of pity, like a Victorian spinster. She counted 
the specks of Blu-Tack on the wall and idly wondered 
what it would feel like to be dead. She was living 
alongside a hundred housemates, five cats, two dogs 
and a rabbit, and she’d never felt so alone.

✺

The first thing Lily noticed about the man pacing 
her room was that he glowed red, like a demon. 

“Owen?” she murmured, but it was a stranger, 
about her age. Though her room was currently a dirty 
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yellow in the moonlight, he was tinged crimson,  
with a gaunt face and thick stubble. He was anxious, 
his fingers twisting like red worms. 

He flickered away then reappeared, striding 
silently to the window and looking out at the night. 
He was close enough to touch.

 By the time Lily had woken up enough to be 
afraid, he had vanished. Another phantom, this time 
from inside her own room. She pulled the sheets up  
to her chin, horrified at the thought that in some sense 
he was still here, maybe watching invisibly from the 
corner. But from what she understood of Neil’s expla-
nation, if she didn’t jump around she shouldn’t bleed 
into the adjacent layers like her phantom.

Moving very slowly, she slid out of bed and 
pressed her ear to the cold floor. Nothing at first, 
but then she could faintly hear his footsteps moving 
between window and door, the vibrations bouncing 
into the concrete from his frequency and rebounding 
back up into hers. She followed the sounds on her 
hands and knees, crawling a circuit of the amber 
room like the woman in ‘The Yellow Wallpaper’.

No. Crawling with an ear to the ground was 
way over the crazy line. Resolutely, she got back into 
bed and lay rigid. But now she had heard the footsteps, 
she couldn’t unhear them. It was like having mice. She 
shuddered every time the steps passed beneath her. 

After a few minutes he rematerialised, hands 
tapping silently at the plasterwork. He moved to the 
little hatch in the wall and squatted directly in front 
of it, brow furrowed. 

Lily was wide awake now, so unnerved by  
this flickering figure shuffling through the darkness 
that she turned on the light so she could keep an eye 
on her insomniac bogeyman. 

“You are, without a doubt, the creepiest guy 
I’ve ever had to deal with,” she said, as he marched 
through her bed again. “Also, you’re gonna wear a 
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trench in the floor and then Neil will confiscate 
both our deposits.”

His eyes roamed sightlessly across her.  
She grabbed an empty 500-gram box of Maltesers, 
evidence of her current level of self care, and flung  
it through his head.

“Right. You stalk me, I’m going to stalk 
you,” she said, opening her computer. The  
wifi was terrible inside the Schrödinger cage,  
but she eventually found him via Mercedes’  
friends list: Tristan Doyle, her downStack 
 neighbour from Layer E. His profile seemed  
reassuringly unremarkable. He struck the  
usual poses – thoughtful and sepia-toned,  
earnest with a dog, grinning alongside pouting 
Instagram girls – but had also written a few  
thoughtful political posts that showed him to be 
less rigidly tribal than most of their generation.

“I see the beard is a new addition,” she 
remarked as he dropped unexpectedly into a set 
of push-ups by the window. “I just want to say,  
there is no shame in admitting a mistake and  
going back. I wish I could.”

A rumble of low-pitched laughter sounded 
from the living room – nocturnal antics. Tristan 
jerked his head to listen, then went back to his  
push-ups. They could both hear sounds from  
outside, but not from each other’s room.

“You don’t want to socialise either?” Lily  
said. “If you don’t mind me saying, you seem  
pretty unhappy. Actually, I think everyone here is. 
Laughter in the lounge, tears in the bedroom.” 

He stared in her vague direction, sweat 
beading on his forehead.

“Then why am I here?” she asked. “Good 
question. To save money? I told myself it was to 
launch ‘Lily 2.0’. Really it was to impress my ex, who 
always talked about ‘slumming it’ like George Orwell, 

 ©
 G

oi
ng

 D
ow

n 
Sw

in
gi

ng
, 2

01
8.



159

but was too chickenshit to leave Islington. 
At least I made it to Zone Three.”

Tristan’s face contorted in comical silence 
as he switched to sit-ups. As he faded out of view 
again, Lily felt lonelier than ever.   

The quiet was broken by a loud mriaow 
that made her jump and knock her head against 
the wall. Meatloaf leapt onto her mattress.

“How did you get in?” she asked, scratching 
him behind the ears. He must have squeezed in 
through the gap in the skirting board where Neil 
and his crew had shoddily installed the drywall. 
Meatloaf headbutted her affectionately and 
hopped back down to the concrete. He sniffed 
the air, then started skittering around the walls. 
Maybe he could see into the other frequencies.

Lily watched Meatloaf race around the 
room and remembered a day when she and Owen 
had walked down Holloway Road. They’d been 
speculating about all the flats that sat among 
faded business signs above shops, repeated across 
a thousand streets in London and a thousand 
cities in the world. They’d imagined what the 
most interesting of those rooms might contain – 
the lost treasures of Troy, a woman sculpting a 
miniature New Delhi out of butter, the throne  
of the King of the Cats.

“That’s all the world is. Other cats,  
in other rooms,” she’d said portentously,  
and they’d laughed, and Owen had kissed her 
 and taken a photo of them that became his 
profile picture. 

Now she was in one of those other rooms 
and it was nothing but a bare concrete cell. 

The footsteps started up again: pace,  
pace, pace. They didn’t seem scary anymore. 
They reminded Lily of her childhood, and her 
parents’ soft movements through the house after 
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bedtime. “Thanks for being a good listener,” 
she said sadly, and turned off the light. 

✺

Saturday was the first of June, which was as good 
a reason as any for a warehouse party.   

Lily hadn’t wanted to go, but the party came to 
her. Her room smelled of smoke, weed and piss, none 
of which came from her layer. Grime music hummed 
through the walls and the good vibrations in the floor 
suggested someone in her Stack was having a better 
evening than she was. Not wanting to be the invisible 
trois in someone’s menage, she girded her loins and 
opened the door to a full-spectrum blast of sound.

The party was out the back in a triangular 
courtyard shared between two warehouses, enclosed 
by the raised railway line. There must have a hundred 
people from the former draper’s warehouse, spilling in 
and out of a building far too small to contain them all. 

Lily skirted around the cracked paving stones 
at the periphery of the crowd, scanning faces, surpris-
ingly disappointed to not see Tristan. She looked  
back at her room and felt a jolt of violation when  
she saw an orange-haired woman at her window.  
One of her neighbours must have brought their room 
to the top of the Stack. 

People eyed her, ignored her, brushed past 
her accidentally, brushed past her on purpose. She 
squeezed her way to a wall vibrantly painted in a 
mural of overlapping eyes, where a familiar face was 
at a trestle table measuring out shots into two plastic 
cups. It was the guy from the shower, who she could 
see now was barely more than a teenager. Lily tried 
not to make eye contact, but she could feel his gaze  
on her until she glanced to confirm his stare. He  
stuck out his hand.

“Heeey, how’s you? I’ve seen you before, yeah?” 
The smile on his face spoke of plausible deniability. 

“I’m Lily,” 
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“Hey Lily, where’d you fall from? I’m 
Barrington. I think I live in the room next to you. 

B Layer.” 
He handed her the shot, abandoning whoever 

it had been intended for. Lily 2.0, she reminded 
herself, and accepted it. “You know, I’ve never  
heard of a place with so many, uh, layers.” she said.

“Yeah, Neil keeps adding more, it’s hard to 
keep up.” 

“Weren’t these machines only designed to 
split spaces into two?”

“That’s just bullshit margin gouging, Lily. 
Schrödingers can be cranked up if you want to.  
That’s why you came here, right, Lily? To live life 
to 110 percent?”

She downed the shot, which tasted the way 
antiseptic fluid smelled, and tried to count the 
people dancing around them. Did they all live here? 
Barrington waggled the bottle in front of her and  
she shook her head.  

“Are you from London?” she asked.
“Nobody’s from London. No, I’m here because 

I burned too brightly for my home town. Why did you 
come here, Lily?”

The way he was repeating her name made 
him sound like a hostage negotiator.

“Well, my partner left me, so I guess I wanted 
to follow his lead and lose myself too,” Lily said, 
surprising herself with her honesty. Barrington had 
refilled her glass anyway, consent be damned, and  
she took the second shot. It tasted better.

“Every end is a new beginning,” he said 
sombrely. “The Buddha said that, you know?”

“He’s the fat Jesus, right?”
“Oh Lily, you seem to be feeling a little 

rough. Maybe you need someone to sand you down?” 
Barrington suggested, as if this offer was the height 
of sensuality. She imagined him naked like she’d seen 
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him yesterday, wearing nothing but those coarse 
gloves people used to smooth wood.

The problem with this making friends thing 
was that Barrington was at least eight years younger 
than her, and also gross.

A goods train screeched past out of the dark, 
drowning the conversation as it rattled overhead. 
Barrington squinted upwards, and Lily took advan-
tage of the moment to draw her phone out and hold 
it to her ear. “Oh, no way,” she said to nobody, gave 
Barrington an apologetic smile, and bolted.

Once she was wasted enough to relax, things 
improved. She ended up sitting at a perforated fire 
barrel in the shadow of the rail-arch, partaking in a 
joint being handed around. How many people were 
there with her? Eight? Nine? Mercedes was wedged  
in close beside her smelling of cheap coconut oil, 
while Neil crouched like a shaman, poking the coals 
with an umbrella.

“It’s a new era: it’s Zionists and Palestinians 
sharing Jerusalem, it’s world peace,” Mercedes said, 
tracing figure-eights in the air with the end of the 
joint. “All the fascists – Tories, Brexiters, anyone not 
on the right wavelength, well they can fucking move 
to another wavelength, you know?”

“They want to leave Europe, how about leaving 
the whole dimension!” said Neil.

“Give it a few years, we’ll rig the whole country 
with Schrödingers,” said Mercedes dreamily. “And 
that’ll be it, we’ll have room to take everyone.” 

Another voice from behind the flames. 
“People haven’t realised it yet, but it’s the end of the 
government – why should we be governed by some 
bastards from another frequency? No more need for 
Lebensraum, so no more wars. They can have their 
corner, we’ll have ours.”

Someone arrived triumphantly with a 
doll’s pram filled with cider cans. Lily stared  
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at the indistinct figures on the other side of the flames 
and tried to find the thread that connected this 
moment to her old life: sitting at the breakfast table 
with Owen, baking croissants and competing to come 
up with the worst names for their hypothetical baby.  

She’d fallen out of the world.
Unlit trains slid like eels overhead. Lily 

drooped and dozed with her back against the rough 
brickwork, until Barrington slid down next to her 
and made her an offer she could refuse. To stop him 
getting any grabbier, she lurched to her feet and took 
decisive, heavy steps back to the warehouse. 

As soon as the door closed behind her, all the 
bass beats of the music fell away, and she was safe in 
her cell. She was almost comforted to see Tristan back 
at his paces, shuffling back and forth while he read a 
Sarah Waters paperback. He was shirtless and looked 
like he hadn’t gone to the party at all.

“Hey. Dude-bro,” she said. “This is my 
private space. How can I decompress if you’re 
always around?”

He turned a page. It was Fingersmith. Lily loved 
that book. His face and chest glowed bronze. He was 
quite handsome, in a castaway sort of fashion. 

“You need a life,” she told the apparition. 
“And I say that as a card-carrying introvert.”

Lily touched a hand to the wall and felt it 
vibrating under her palm, pulsing to the sounds of 
other people’s lives. She was a little drunk, a little 
stoned, and somewhat to her surprise, she wanted 
to have sex.

She tousled her hair in the tube mirror, 
adjusted her bra and stepped back out the door.  
She leaned against Tristan’s buzzer for a while, real-
ising she was too stoned to bother rehearsing a line 
and idly wondering what she would say when he 
answered. But he didn’t answer, and she lingered 
blankly until the door was yanked open by a tattooed 
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girl – Amiera? – who pushed past without a glance. 
The room behind her was clearly not Tristan’s.

The bastard was ignoring her.
She tapped her keycard against the sensor 

 to get back into her frequency. “Screw you then,” 
she said bitterly to the now-empty room.

He reappeared just as she was unsteadily strip-
ping off her tights, appearing out of nowhere to fling 
himself down in the centre of the room. She yelped 
in shock as he stopped, floating a few feet in the air. 
After a moment, she realised he must have dropped 
onto his mattress. 

A bed under the red. She giggled.
She dragged her own protesting bed frame 

across the concrete floor, until her own mattress slid 
into place beneath him. She lay there, angling herself 
into the crook of his arm and turned so they were 
 face to face. His eyes were centimetres from hers, 
but unfocused, and glistening with tears.

“You are lonely. And I am lonely. And I am 
drunk. And you are here,” she said.

She subjected him to the kind of scrutiny you 
could never give the living in normal life, seeing the 
shadows of each eyelash on his rosy cheek. After a 
moment, she leaned her face in and brushed her lips 
through his, like kissing mist. He didn’t react.

Her heart was palpitating. She began gently 
bucking her hips in and out of his thigh. Without 
breaking eye contact, she pushed her hand into the 
cage of his chest so it seemed to disappear at her wrist, 
then she glided her fingers out through his crotch and 
slipped them between her legs.

After a minute, he turned onto his back to stare 
tragically at the whitewashed ceiling. Lily rolled on 
top of him and raised herself on her elbows so his face 
lay between her forearms. She pressed her hips down 
through him against the sheets, moving faster now as 
she started to groan.
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His head jerked and he swiped an insub-
stantial arm at her. His eyes were suddenly focused. 
He could see her. 

She froze, pelvis locked inside his, the  
tips of her dark hair swaying through his ethereal 
cheek. Oh Jesus, she’d just been caught ghost- 
fucking her neighbour.

Tristan rolled from under her and sprang out 
of bed. Lily pretended she couldn’t see him. He was 
trying to talk to her; she could see his lips moving in 
her peripheral vision. She arched her back to turn her 
compromising position into an innocent late-night 
upward-facing dog, but Tristan was now waving his 
arms and silently shouting. She rolled into a sitting 
position and stretched her arms in an exaggerated 
yawn. Nothing to see here, no sir. 

Lily closed her eyes, lay back very still,  
and pretended to be asleep. She waited like that for 
ten minutes, toes twitching as she came down from 
the joint, and when she peeked again there was no 
sign of him.

Was inter-frequency touching a crime? Rape? 
Trespassing? Anyway, she was pretty sure the law 
hadn’t caught up with the technology yet. 

Pretty sure.
Lily woke up on Sunday to Caribbean call-and-

responses emanating from a pop-up church in the 
cannery next door, loud enough to filter into her room. 

Instinct sent her checking her phone before 
her vision focused, as if Owen would suddenly break 
a month’s silence to beg forgiveness. But there were 
no messages, from Owen or otherwise. Her face was 
greasy, her throat felt like a hamster had nested in it, 
and the room smelled worse than ever.

She needed to escape.
She went for a walk through the graveyard  

of industrial North London, but the air smelled of  
gravel dust and, even behind her biggest sunglasses, 
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the full-spectrum sun seemed overwhelming.  
She picked her way past homeless, hipster,  
Hasidic, Jamaican and Nigerian tribes, each  
with their own hairdressers, parks and churches, 
and each so determined not to make eye contact  
they may as well have been Stacked. 

There were only so many ex-industrial estates 
she could face before her feet took her home. The idea 
of another phantom meeting was impossibly awkward. 
Either she moved out or she apologised to Tristan, and 
she had nowhere to move to. 

She waded through the wreckage of the party 
back to her door. In her absence, a new ‘F’ layer had 
been added to the whiteboard and a bespectacled 
teenager from Sheffield was moving her stuff in.  

“It was £350 a month, but that’s a bargain, right?”
she asked Lily plaintively.

Lily waited for her to leave, then pressed 
Tristan’s buzzer again. To her secret relief, he  
didn’t answer, so she opened the door to her room.

His phantom stood in front of her – and, 
before she could stop herself, she had stepped  
right through him.

“What is wrong with you?” she said, and 
banged the wall by his head.

He jumped, looking around wildly. Then he 
pressed his ear to the wall and knocked back. It was 
faint, but when Lily pressed her ear to the plaster,  
she could hear the reverberations.

Knock-knock-knock. Knock. Knock. Knock. 
Knock-knock-knock.

She could hear him repeating the  
pattern even after he had faded from view, 
and she understood. 

Against her better judgement, she went straight 
to Neil. He was sorting a jar of grubby coins, holding 
each one up to the light. “I saw this thing on Antiques 
Roadshow,” he explained as she drew up a barstool. 
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“Numismatics. A rare 1983 two pence went for £3,000.
I swear I’ve had some like that and just let them go.” 

“Neil, I’m worried about my neighbour. I think 
he’s stuck.” 

Neil put down a 1997 fifty pence, Britannia 
design, and looked pained.

“We need to get him out of his room.”
“That’s private property. I can’t start opening 

tenants’ doors, babe. Unethical.”
“Neil, if you don’t help, I’ll have to ask the 

council to send someone around. And then they  
might see that this place isn’t exactly adhering to 
the ‘workspace’ rates you pay.”

“It is a workspace. There’s a dressmaker’s 
doll by the telly.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Come on, you’ve 
got a master key, don’t you?”

She led him to her door, where he sorted 
through a tobacco pouch filled with cards before 
finding the one for Tristan’s room. He pressed it 
against the sensor, which didn’t respond. He  
tapped it again.

“I guess it’s fucked,” he mused.
“So how does he get out?”
“I’m sure it’s failsafe, babe. He can just 

open the door.”
“If he could open the door, he’d come out. 

How many frequencies have you tuned these 
machines to? What the fuck, Neil?” 

“We have to wait for Rob to get back from 
Japan,” he said, tugging his drawstrings so tight 
his face almost disappeared into his hood. 

“You said Rob was in Ibiza!”
“Babe! He went from Ibiza to Japan. He’ll 

be back soon, chill out.”
“How did the cat get in my room?”
Neil stepped back warily. “Is that, like, 

an oriental proverb?”
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“Meatloaf was in my room the other night. 
Could he get to Tristan’s?”

“I dunno, you can only move between  
frequencies that are lined up between Stacks.”

“NEIL!” someone bellowed from the other 
end of the warehouse. “Sasha’s just cut off her 
thumb!” Neil gave Lily a world-weary shrug and 
slouched to his next crisis. 

Lily stared at her door, and then at the  
door next to it and its list of inhabitants. A familiar 
name stood out: 

B: Barrington. 
She grabbed two water bottles from her  

room and jabbed Barrington’s buzzer. He opened  
the door after about two minutes, smelling of sweat 
and looking a little worse for wear in an unflattering 
violet light.

“Hey neighbour,” she smiled sweetly. “I  
need your help getting next door. One of the guys 
in my Stack is trapped in his room.” 

He blinked at her. “Oh, Lily … look, last  
night was great and I’d love to help you out, but 
you know what it is though? I just think you’re  
a little old for me.”

“Come on, we’re a co-operative,” she said, 
pushing past him into his room. 

“Jesus, Laura,” said Mercedes, pulling the 
sheet up to cover her breasts. “Boundaries?” 

Lily ignored her. Barrington’s room was  
as bleak as her own, though he’d at least managed 
to get some furniture in and covered the floor with 
a stained Persian rug. And there was his drywall 
adjoining her room, with its own little Alice in 
Wonderland hatch locked in the corner. 

The padlock plate had been screwed in with 
predictable shoddiness. She looked around, picked 
up a barbell and knocked the whole plate off. “My 
deposit!” said Barrington.
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She shone her phone into a hot and noisy space. 
The drywalls were about a metre apart, forming  
a narrow cavity rising to the ceiling between the  
walls, littered with torn plastic sheeting. Sitting  
in the middle, about the size and shape of a bar 
fridge, a Schrödinger machine hummed away in the 
dark. It was plugged into a powerboard hung from a 
conduit in the ceiling and wrapped in multicoloured 
cables, which ran in bundles to connect with strips  
of aluminium mesh tacked to the inside of both 
drywalls. A cheap desk fan had been positioned to 
blow air across the whole set-up. 

Beneath the holographic Schrödinger logo, 
Lily read the company tagline: How many angels can 
dance on the head of a pin?

The light from her phone smeared as it reached 
across the passage, as if the air near the opposite wall 
had turned to a liquid. Lily gingerly reached in and 
found that the empty space past the midpoint was 
completely unyielding. The machine was bisecting 
the corridor into separate Schrödinger cages.

Right now, Barrington’s room was at the top of 
this Stack, while after several days without opening 
the door, Tristan’s room must have fallen to the bottom 
of theirs. Lily needed to synchronise them.

Lily glanced at Barrington again, who looked 
uncertain and childlike in an oversized T-shirt, and 
switched to her mum voice. Mustering all the author-
ity of a thirty-year-old, Lily explained to Barrington 
how he was going to help her access Tristan’s room. 
Meekly he complied. 

She sent him out into the corridor to call up 
the hungover inhabitants of his Stack one by one. 
Each time he did, the machine in the drywall shud-
dered as the Schrödinger cages invisibly rearranged, 
and the light in Barrington’s room shifted hue from 
blue to green to red. It gave Lily vertigo. She felt like 
they were in an elevator sinking to the bottom of the 
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ocean. Lily caught a whiff of Amiera’s perfume, heard 
Drake’s music. She knew instantl when Tristan’s room 
had lined up as a sudden stench blew out of the hatch, 
as if a sewer pipe had ruptured. Barrington’s room 
was now so drenched in shadowy red light that it 
looked like a Dutch brothel, an impression strength-
ened by Mercedes still scowling in the bed. 

“You’re fucking mental,” Mercedes said flatly. 
“Do NOT open the door until we get back, 

Mercedes. It’s important,” Lily said, and hopped 
across the crawlspace corridor before the rooms could 
desynchronise. She climbed into the crawlspace and 
stood up. As she carefully stepped around the hanging 
cables, Meatloaf appeared from somewhere deeper 
inside the house and entwined himself around her 
legs, mriowing as if to say, “What took you so long?”

In the now-clear light of her phone, Lily saw 
signs that Tristan had already been in here. The smell 
of piss wafted from a set of beer bottles neatly lined 
up against their shared wall, and something worse 
from a plastic Tesco bag. The hatch to his room  
was ajar. She pushed it open and crawled out into  
an unfamiliar familiar space.

If Barrington’s room was a brothel, this  
was Hell. The only light was the red stain from 
the window, washing across a room that stank  
of unwashed male. The overhead bulb had been 
yanked out of its ceiling socket and the walls were 
covered with ‘HELP’ drawn in marker. A chipped 
coffee table sat between chairs too high for it,  
and in the centre of the room Tristan lay unmoving 
on the bed, dressed in a dirty band T-shirt and under-
pants, arms curled protectively around his head. 
Tongue-tied, afraid to approach him in the bed  
again, Lily sat uncertainly and placed her water 
bottles on the coffee table. 

He opened his eyes and glanced at her  
without surprise. “My psychopomp,” he croaked.
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Now she was here, she didn’t know  
how to begin. He hauled himself off the bed 
and sat at the table opposite her, Lily with her 
back to the window so that her face must have  
been an unreadable shadow. They stared at  
each other in silence for a moment, then he  
said, “I’m glad I’m not going to die alone.”

“Hi,” said Lily. “I’m your rescue party.”
Tristan gasped and grabbed her forearm, 

pulling her towards him. His fingers pressed 
painfully into her flesh.

“Oh my god … oh my god, you’re actually here.” 
His voice caught on a sob. 

“Do you want any water?” she asked.
He drank it desperately, gasping between gulps. 

“How did you get in?” he asked, hurriedly wriggling 
into a pair of jeans. Dehydration had given his voice 
an attractive huskiness.

She indicated the open hatch, from where 
Meatloaf now sauntered into the room. “Get your 
things and let’s get out.”

While he snatched his phone and wallet she 
ducked back into the hatch. From Barrington’s  
room she heard Mercedes say, “This place reeks,” 
and then the click of a door opening.

“NO!” Lily shouted, but it was too late. The 
barrier sprang back in front of her as Barrington’s 
room was yanked back upStack. 

She crawled back out to see Tristan patting 
his pockets. “Problem?” he asked. 

Embarrassed, Lily looked around and then 
reached for the door handle. 

“Don’t!” Tristan said.
The door opened onto a void. 
No warehouse, no London, no wind. Just a 

darkness as deep and endless as the sea. Lily cried out, 
her voice sounding flatly back as if she had shouted 
against a wall. She reached out a hand and pressed it 
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in front of her. The impossible space was neither hot 
nor cold, but as solid as concrete. 

And not totally black. Cubes of light floated 
in the distance, their scale impossible to gauge. They 
rose up ahead of her, in what must be the direction of 
Highgate, and to her left they descended like giant’s 
steps, following the invisible fall of the land towards 
the Thames. Other Schrödinger cages, she realised. 
As beautiful and inaccessible as stars. 

Other cats, in other rooms.
She closed the door.

“Nice view, huh? You get what you pay for in this 
town,” said Tristan weakly, sinking back onto the bed.

She sat down heavily next to him, checked her 
phone, was unsurprised to see no signal. 

“We might be here a while. I fucked this up. 
And I’m sorry about, uh, invading your personal 
space last night.” 

“That’s okay. I’ve always wanted to be visited by 
a succubus. And it was nice to see you not looking sad.”

“You saw me before?”
“I did, a few times. You looked sad.”
“I was. I am.”
“Why?”
“My partner walked out on me. We’d been to - 

gether a long time and then he just left one day after 
breakfast. He said he was haunted by the other possible 
lives he wasn’t living. He called them ghost ships.” 

There was a respectful silence. “So he’s gone 
to pursue his ghost ships?” asked Tristan.

“I guess so.”
“Well, you know what they say about ghost ships.”
“What?”
“They’re full of ghost pirates. I don’t like  

his chances.”
Lily laughed, then realised she was crying 

as well, though she hoped Tristan couldn’t see in  
the gloom.
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“How long ago did this happen?”
“A month. I wake up every morning thinking 

that he’s going to call and explain, but nothing 
happens. Everything just stopped.”

“The thing is, you don’t really get closure in 
life,” Tristan said. “People die, or they leave you,  
and then part of you is just gone. And you realise  
that you’re never really going to understand why.”

“You had a big breakup?”
“A year ago. Polish woman. She converted to 

Eastern Orthodoxy and left soon after. I guess she 
found there was only room for one patriarch in her life.”

“And are you still sad?”
He nodded. “The sadness doesn’t really go 

away. But, after a while, it’s not the top layer.” 
Meatloaf yawned and curled up in the lid  

of an open suitcase by the door. He seemed happily 
settled in for the long haul.

“How much water did you bring?” Tristan asked.
“Not much … another bottle. Sorry. I’ve never 

rescued anyone before.”
“I think you’re doing a bang-up job for your 

first time.”
“It’ll be okay. People know we’re here. 

They’ll find a way to get us.”
“Good. Either we’ll be alive, or we’ll be dead. 

Depends how long it takes.”
“That’s nonchalant.”
“I’ve had time to think about it.”
She watched in her peripheral vision while  

his fingers inched closer and closer, until his littlest 
finger stroked across the back of her hand. 

They sat and waited for someone to open 
the door.
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Sunflowers
Scott Wings

1. sunBurst captain

“I see a lot of shooting stars from here. Beautiful, 
isn’t it?”

He presses his nose against the big  
southern window, watching the sun expand.

No readings yet, Captain. 
“Thank you, Hope.”
The ship speaks from a chip in his tooth. 

Hope vibrates his mouth.
Welcome everybody to Hope. Built by Tesla 

in 2027, completed by 2034, this is the ark for the  
future of humanity—

“Skip.”
Using the most sophisticated— 

“Skip.” 
Course set for the Butterfly System. 

“Thank you, Hope.”
The same information every day. Since jets the 

size of small islands pushed them away away away.
No readings as yet, Captain. Please take notes 

on all events, Captain. A thorough understanding of the 
colony’s capacity for stress is fundamental to— 

“Yes, Hope. Thank you, Hope.” 
No readings as yet, Captain. 

“Thank you, Hope.”
Peering out the window at a hungry sun. 

His mouth is full of stars.
No readings yet, Captain. 

“Thank you, Hope. I know.”

2. sunflowers

On Earth, a father fishes on the beach. A small child 
dances around his feet. The sun is a giant.
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“Hope, have you got sunscreen on? Put it on.” 
[Hope talks back, asks questions, buzzes through 
cracked lips.] “Well, all the rich people left and all  
the government people left and all the scientists left,  
so it’s just us, matey.”

The child squints into the sunlight. Smearing 
sunscreen on sunscreen. Hope is goo asking questions.

“Yeah, maybe this is how dinosaurs felt. But  
we love dinosaurs, right? And dinosaurs didn’t  
know they had bones. They didn’t know we would 
find them and tell their stories. ‘Rarrrrrrrr,’ they  
go. We go: ‘Talk talk talk har har har.’ So maybe  
aliens will find our bones – our stories, hey? And tell 
them too. And aliens will say, ‘This is a fossil  
of Hope. She used to roll around in the sand and get 
sunburnt and eat flies.’”

[Hope blinks. A sploosh ball, unimpressed.] 
He catches Coke-bottle fish and plastic- 

bag jellyfish. Occasionally they see a whale made 
from an old bed. Or a bed that could be a whale. 
Once they caught a real fish. Flapping in life.  
Gills heavy. Reflecting the sun, it was hard to  
look at. Easy to eat.

They scavenge for supplies in the sand  
and the dust.

A field of tents behind them. 
Sunflowers wilting.

3. pandora’s Box

The captain repairs the side of the ship after a small 
solar flare. Reaching hands have to grasp something, 
he thinks. Letting go of the ship, floating. Turning. 
The captain reaches for the tools tied to him. 

The Butterfly System holds over 340 planets.  
We call it the Butterfly System because this is our cocoon. 

“Thank you, Hope. I know.” 
No readings as yet, Captain. 

 ©
 G

oi
ng

 D
ow

n 
Sw

in
gi

ng
, 2

01
8.



177

“Thank you, Hope.” Only 339 more planets  
to go, he thinks, sighs. 

Three hundred and twenty-four, Captain. 
“Thank you, Hope.”
There are shooting stars everywhere.  

A trick of perspective makes it seem he has  
caught one in a sigh. He is the only human  
sighing in stars.

“Hope? Did you ever hear the tale of the  
box never meant to be opened?” He lands on the 
underside/overside. Imagines he can hear his  
boots. Unscrews a damaged solar panel. Imagines  
he can hear the drill. Watches the panel float away 
from its scored hinges and into space. Imagines  
he can hear singing.

Searching for meaning, Captain … Pandora’s  
box, Captain. 

“Yes, Hope.” The laser printer on his belt 
blooms open, red light blinking; it webs together a 
new panel out of stars and sighs. “The gods said to 
humanity, ‘Don’t open the box.’ But humans did,  
of course. And what escaped?” 

Searching for meaning, Captain. 
“Greed and wrath, jealousy … evil and murder …

deception … ” The captain imagines hearing the new 
sheet clang in position. He begins screwing it into 
place, the screen of his helmet fogging with breath. 

“The only thing left in the box was hope. The question 
is, why were those things in the box in the first place?” 

Searching for meaning, Captain. 
“It’s a rhetorical question, Hope. Maybe we 

were meant to open the box anyway. Maybe hope is 
just a lure for survival. It could be we aren’t meant 
 to survive and the gods simply tease us, like little 
playthings.” The panel sits sturdy in place. He  
nods. Imagines the singing of a choir. “We are a 
sturdy little virus.”

No readings as yet, Captain.
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4. fire

On Earth, night has become an always-dawn. A fire 
sparks with dead lizards frying on tin. 

The father is in full bloom. A captive audience 
petals around him.

“When they find this other planet, what  
music are they gonna play? What classic cinema  
will they watch? What nursery rhymes will they  
hum to their kids at night in a cold vacuum?” 
Sunflowers laugh and sweat. 

“Nope nope nope the aliens are gonna ask  
what did you bring to the party? Blowing out all 
the candles. Nothing. The table is empty. All they 
can bring are spreadsheets, budgets, spreadsheets, 
boxes to tick. Open it up. Spreadsheets spill out. I 
bet none of them bought … chips. A packet of chips.” 
Sunflowers groan. 

“Can you picture a more boring way to spend 
existence? A bunch of politicians and government 
officials, some wealthy miners and tycoons.  
Not a guitar among them. Where’s the art? The  
art? An artless future?” His fists are thorns. He  
turns his gaze to the sky above, pink and laughing. 
[Hope questions.]

“Chips are small, cooked pieces of potato. 
They’re like if God made a small hat for your belly.” 
He turns back to the flowers, laughing, eyes bright 
and bloodshot.

“They’ll probably spend a year in orbit around 
their new planet trying to figure out a workplace 
health and safety plan.”

 
interval. 

 
please enJoy a refreshing drink.
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5. Butterflies

Soggy chips land on the captain’s plate. He  
exercises alone in a white-toothed room. A 
 treadmill of words as he reads through spreadsheets. 
Digital fragments of sweat: 1s and 0s float away.  
The Butterfly System beeps. 

Constant no readings as yet, Captain. Two hundred 
and twelve planets. 

When the captain goes to the window at the 
south end of the ship, towelling himself dry, the sun  
is the size of a tennis ball. He’s not sure whether he 
sees his old home or just imagines it. Hope says it’s 
still there. He’s no longer sure it exists.

The captain sips something. Could be water, 
could be coffee, could be gin.

No readings yet, Captain.
“Thank you, Hope. I know.”

6. flowerBeds

Hope digs a grave with her father. Sticky with sand 
and tears. They are planting a sunflower deep.  
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The father wipes Hope clean. Applies sunscreen.  
A hat. An old burnt cross squishing into her skin.  
The bottle is almost empty. He’s never sure 
whether he sees his daughter or just imagines 
her. There are lines of graves for sunflowers 
that melted. They drink something. Could be 
water. Could be salt. Could be piss.

7. skip

The captain looks where the planet Earth  
could be. Maybe. Somewhere.

He dreams about a sunset. At least 
you know how your story ends, he says to the 
sky. Did he say it? He doesn’t know. The sky. 
The air isn’t normal here, tastes like varnish 
and cold sores. We don’t know where our sky 
begins. Our sky had some blue in it. Our  
sky is all roof.

No readings—skip. No readings—skip. 
Click. No—skip. Click. Aim. No—skip. 
Click. Aim. Breathe. No—skip … click … aim …
breathe … drop the gun …  Did he have a gun?  
He doesn’t know. The sky.

The bullet would probably bounce off 
anyway, shatter a lung. Breathing metal and 
varnish and cold sores and no sun. Our sky  
had some blue in it.

No readings as yet, Captain. 
“Thank you, Hope. I know.” 
One hundred and thirteen planets left in  

the Butterfly System.
“And what then, Hope?” 
Searching contingency plan. There is no  

contingency plan. 
“I am brittle up here. Time for a pick-

me-up.” Tablets shoot from a panel in the wall  
like small white bullets floating in space.
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8. storm

Hope has run away. The father searches. Yelling. 
Crying out by the rocks. Hot waves crash  
into steam, into storms. Lightning cracks in the 
distance. On a clifftop he finds her lying, staring, 
screaming at the sky. He lathers her in the last of  
the sunscreen. Covers her in a cloak. Feeds her  
water and some small berries he had hidden away.  
Dry and tasteless. She may as well eat sand.

That night the sunflowers gather around  
the glowing fire.

The father is speaking. Hope sleeps. She is 
taking root and blooming. They are all blossoms  
on the wind. There is lightning overhead.

“We’ve hoped for different things. Community. 
Friendship. Love. Money and wealth. Long lives. How 
many of your hopes meant others were discounted? 
Hopes for peace and justice. But who decides what 
means peace, what means justice? Whose happiness 
is most important? Do we hope for redemption or 
punishment? Should the killer be killed? The lover 
only loved? The innocent only sheltered from the 
storm? Do you help those filled with despair find hope? 
Or do you kill despair and leave flowers on the tomb-
stone? Roses on gravestones growing from the cracks. 
Hope you have a good day. I hope you are happy.  
I hope the best for you. I hope falling in love this time 
doesn’t hurt. Hope this apocalypse is just another 
gun in our mouth and God is afraid to pull the trigger. 
Whose hopes weigh more on Libra’s scales?”

9. nothing

The captain floats in space. He is freezing.
Cold. So cold. 
No readings yet, Captain. Thirteen planets left  

in the Butterfly System. No readings—
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Nothing. His almost lifeless body turns 
towards the sun. A few sunflowers bloom in his brain. 
Turning towards the sun. Turning towards the sun. 

No readings yet, Captain. Eleven planets left in  
the Butterfly System. 

Nothing forever. Nothing. Let’s just say we 
are nothing anyway. Came from nothing, return to 
nothing. This is just the big dance of the universe. 

No readings yet, Captain. Ten planets—
Skip. A sun expands. Pop. We burst like  

a swollen cyst. Disappear back to nothing. To 
whatever. Whatever. Imagine we are just whatever.

The captain is a frozen sunflower turning 
towards …

Nothing is something but whatever is just 
whatever. 

No readings yet, Captain. Nine planets in the 
Butterfly System. 

What if we are whatever? Forever whatever. 
Whatever whatever whatever. 

No readings, Captain. Eight—If there are  
aliens and we meet them and say we come in peace. 
Seven—And look at our spaceship, we are refugees 
of the stars and they sigh and say, whatever. Join the 
queue. Six—What if we are not special? Five—What 
if we aren’t supposed to survive? Four—Just another 
virus. No readings, Captain. Three—that failed its 
infection. Two—past the body’s decomposition.  
No readings, Captain. One planet left in the Butterfly 
System. Goodbye, Earth. Goodbye, sun. Goodbye,  
us. Pop. Whatever. 

The captain turns. The sun engulfs the Earth. 
Ash on a space wind. And a single flower floating.

10. something

The father watches the sun rise like a tsunami. [Hope 
asks what now.] He says, “Something happens. But 
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we don’t know what. And that’s exciting.” He puts 
sunscreen on her. “I think we are something, ya 
know? Something special. Something good will come 
of this, mate. You watch. We’ve all got something to 
live for but we’ve all got something to die for too.  
No apologies, no regrets. There’s always forgive-
ness. The sun’s just there. All big and beautiful. Ain’t 
it something. It’s like watching the wave that will 
sweep you away. You can’t deny it’s a beautiful 
thing. We’re just heading into the decomposition of 
the galaxy. Like a garden. We are the universe’s leaf 
litter. Sunflowers sprouting, okay? We are dinosaur 
sunflowers. Rarrrrr. The most important part of 
a bigger life cycle. We are something, you know. 
Forever. Always something. No matter what you  
do you can’t help but be something. You could  
never be nothing not even if you tried. Okay?  
Hello, universe. Hello, us. Hello, Hope. I love you!”

They disappear into the cosmos. Pollen spread 
on butterfly wings.

11. hope

Positive reading discovered, Captain. Butterfly System 
planet, Captain. Adonis Blue. Repeat, positive reading 
discovered on planet Adonis Blue in the Butterfly System.

Shall we set coordinates, Captain?
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no place like 
BN Oakman

After John le Carré’s The Pigeon Tunnel

high on a roof they hatch in coops
atop the gentlemen’s sporting club
to be caged and carried down to earth
to fly dank tunnels towards the light
to burst sun-blind above the bay
easy game for eager barrels 
of well-primed sporting chaps 
who roar and shudder with rabid glee 
when every torn and bloodied bird 
drops maimed or lifeless to the sea

survivors whether winged or whole
bank and wheel in befuddled fear
and unknowing of any better place
flap home to the coops upon the roof
to quiver and peck a captor’s seeds
until again they fly the tunnels to the sun
and soar once more above a shining sea 
before the sudden storms of lead
the primal baying for the kill
the thundering ejaculations of the guns
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Pigeons
Shaun Tan

Where money gathers, so do pigeons. They flock to 
great financial centres like so many accountants in 
smart grey waistcoats and glittering collars, bright 
eyed, strutting, nodding, darting purposefully 
between the fiscal-black heels of merchant bankers, 
bartering every waking minute for a tidy profit.  
A good crumb here, a good crumb there, the system 
always provides. They love the tall stone edifices  
that humans build to announce vast accumulations  
of power and capital. To pigeons – or rock doves,  
as they were called many moons ago – such monu-
ments are excellent upgrades from the seaside cliffs 
upon which they originally evolved. The ocean  
below might have been replaced by the surge and 
crash of invisible commodities across marble steps, 
but high above it all every pigeon continues to make 
the same sound and steady investments they always 
have: mates, nests, eggs, and more pigeons. 

Nowhere do they do this in greater numbers 
than upon the grandest of all edifices, one particu-
lar stately building on the upper east side. At least, 
that’s where it usually is. Sometimes it’s on the west 
side, sometimes downtown, midtown, sometimes 
gone for days at a time. Like the pigeons themselves, 
it depends on weather, wind direction and market 
forces. It just so happens that this enormous temple 
of granite or basalt or marble or some other expen-
sive rock quarried from an exotic and faraway place 
has no fixed address. It has no location. For all of its 
elegant golden façade, it has no doors or windows.  
No person can live in it, no one can work in it, no one 
can use it or even reach it. And even if they did, there 
is no ground floor entry, because there’s no ground 
floor. The building floats one thousand metres in 
the air, bobbing among clouds, and like all the most 
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expensive things in the world  – the wine of such rare 
vintage it can never be opened, the gold bullion too 
valuable to ever leave a guarded safe, the masterpiece 
too priceless to be put on public display – it’s funda-
mentally useless. 

Theories abound as to when it was built, or 
which architectural genius conceived of this ultimate 
land-grab in the air, a skyscraper to end all skyscrap-
ers, an edifice so sublime it makes all earthbound 
towers seem trifling. It’s not just the levitation that 
inspires so much awe and respect, it’s the knowledge 
of what lies inside. From early childhood everyone is 
told the same bedtime story: that there is something 
so absolutely wonderful inside this floating treasury, 
so splendid it can never be seen or touched. Every 
coin, paper note, bond, account balance or other 
earthly token of value – even gold itself – is a mere 
symbol for this something else, safely bound within 
unbreakable walls, a little bit of which anyone can 
own, mortgage, trade, tax, borrow and grow rich upon 
without ever seeing. No religion could be so powerful 
and enduring, so binding. To see such a miracle 
hanging in the sky, shining down a loaded freeway as 
it catches the rise and fall of the sun – perfectly timed 
to the opening and closing hours of the stock market 

– is to know that all is well in the world, and that
everything will always be well.

Only pigeons know the truth. They know 
that the building is completely empty. They found 
this out long ago, when the poorly maintained and 
shoddily constructed rooftop ornaments – an  
aspect no human would ever see from the ground – 
crumbled under the natural duress of sun, rain and 
frost at such stratospheric altitudes. They began to 
populate it in earnest, this perfect rocky edifice filled 
with empty rooms no furniture had ever touched, with 
no humans around to clean away their nests or bait 
them with poison, no rats or other vermin of the earth 
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to bother their eggs. In short, pigeon paradise: 
a literal heaven in the clouds.

But being down-at-the-heel, street-level 
realists, pigeons also know that nothing good ever 
lasts. From high above they’ve seen how it goes with 
humans, how things rise and fall against the very laws 
of nature they hope to transcend. Eventually it will  
all go south and crash, quite literally in this case:  
once people stop believing in it, the pride and joy 
of our monetary imagination will come careening 
through the city like a drunken wrecking ball, taking 
every sacred institution with it, rendering every  
dollar a worthless rag, every coin a useless disk of 
metal, every gold bullion a good-for-nothing brick. 
People will desperately try to believe it back into 
the air, push it up with optimistic forecasts and fake 
projections as they’ve always done, but it will be 
too late. The image of ten million pigeons exploding 
from a crumbling temple packed floor-to-ceiling with 
nothing but guano is a hard to erase from the mind. 

But where humans are prone to panic and 
despair, pigeons are not. They take a much longer  
view. They know this is not the end of the world, even 
when their bewildered human hosts have departed, 
leaving behind a grey wasteland of nutrient-starved 
concrete rubble. It is the beginning. Because some-
where, right in the middle of it all, there will have 
crashed the single greatest deposit of superphosphate 
fertiliser the world has ever seen – a fortune more 
real and valuable than any conceivable sum of money. 
From this vast basin a great forest will bloom, drawing 
to it all the life that had once been pushed to near- 
extinction by urban pretension: every plant, fungus, 
insect, bird, lizard and mammal, coming home to 
rebuild their radiant green world as rivers resume 
their course. Even humans may one day return to 
enjoy its riches, if not any of the economic lessons  
now concealed beneath millennial moss and lichen. 
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Only the pigeons will ever know the truth as they 
scatter in search of new rookeries of hard, grey, 
unpollinated stone. No history of economics will ever 
record what pigeons already know – that they alone 
are the world’s greatest investment bankers.
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Singapore Koel
Eileen Chong

 For Charlene Winfred

In the land of our birth,
we wander by winding waterways,
measuring this parched earth –

we know our time will end.
Dusk descends. Denouement of days:
a parting, once more, of friends.
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High School Cockatoos 
Darren Stein

Black-eyed marshmallows
waddle white winged,
lilt to and fro in clumsy
careful steps 
like drunks
mismeasuring distance,

yellow crested, Mohawk
antennas flexing forward
in recognition of colleagues 
or a mate.

Raucous fruit that
decorate the eucalyptus,
dot the high fences;
spectators watching the
students play ball,
watching them litter,
watching them eat
and, in anticipatory celebration 
of the bell, descending in a 
mighty, feathered flock
upon the gleanings of the
unwanted harvest.

The brave pull at the
zippers of neglected bags,
pilfer the spilled guts of
school books and foiled
sandwiches.

They walk indifferently 
between the traffic 
of bored children
escaping class to the
false excuse of nature’s
other call.

When the last bell tolls,
they cry in shattering
warning and retreat
to the trees, rueing 
the season’s turn
towards the holidays
and the coming famine.
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Gibson’s Bat ’n’ Ball
Wayne Marshall

1
Today, the 175 hectares of former bushland beside 
the Princes Highway, an hour’s drive southeast of 
Melbourne, is little more than an overgrown  
paddock. Dumped furniture and other garbage  
peeks from a jungle of grass. An empty car park  
is a hotspot for illegal drag racing. Only a fifty-foot 
tall cricket bat, strangled by vines and scrawled  
with graffiti, offers any indication that a theme 
park once stood here.

On Sunday 29 September 1991, it was a different 
picture. By 9 am the newly laid car park was filling up 
as visitors flocked to Gibson’s Bat ’n’ Ball, Australia’s 
first – and to date, only – sports-themed entertain-
ment park. At half time during the AFL Grand Final 
the day before, park owner and creator Nicholas 
Gibson had joined TV commentators to spruik the 
opening. Promising festivity, he did not disappoint. 
High-profile sportspeople mingled with crowds.  
Staff in green and gold uniforms staged impromptu 
games in front of the park’s mesh gates. Towering  
over it all was the cricket bat, visible for kilometres  
in all directions.

At 10 am a football siren rang out and the 
cashiers’ booths opened for the first time. Visitors 
poured through the turnstiles, encountering a playful 
celebration of all things Australian sport. First was 
a sweeping avenue, lined with life-sized statues of 
national sporting greats. From there, park -goers 
came upon a bevy of sporting arenas – football 
ovals, cricket fields, tennis courts, hockey pitches, 
beach volleyball strips, running tracks, a basket-
ball and netball stadium – where instructors waited 
to facilitate games. In the park’s western reaches 
was the rides quarter: all standard carnival fare 
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with a sporting twist.1 To the east was the Bradman 
Museum, complete with three cinemas replaying 
classic matches. 

That the Bat ’n’ Ball enjoyed immediate 
success came as no surprise. It was, after all, set 
within easy reach of Melbourne, self-proclaimed 
sports capital of the world. Nicholas Gibson’s wealth 
and influence also gave the park the promotional 
clout it needed, outdoing competitors during some-
thing of a golden age in Australian theme parks. All 
told, the future of the Bat ’n’ Ball seemed bright.2

Then, on the morning of Saturday 7 March 
1992, a black BMW pulled up beside queuing guests. 
From the back spilled Nicholas Gibson, who entered 
the park he’d set foot in only a handful of times since 
opening six months earlier.

Gibson was in a state. His demeanour,  
eyewitnesses later told the press, suggested he was 
either drunk or under the influence of drugs, or  
both. Gone was any semblance of his usual cool 
exterior: his immaculate designer suits, his signature 
tan sunglasses. As he pushed his way though the 
queue, he was a bedraggled sight. Beneath a grubby 
white T-shirt and jeans, he was barefoot. His eyes 
were dark-rimmed. His normally clean-shaven  
face sported three-day growth. 

Still, he was recognised immediately.
By 1991, Nicholas Gibson was a household 

name. Famed for his meteoric rise to wealth as a 
pub baron in the late 1970s, he’d since become one 
of the richest and most influential figures in the 
country. Living in a Toorak mansion with a string 

1. For example: Gravitron as spinning tennis ball; pirate ship as America’s 
Cup-winning Australia II; dodgem cars as mini Bathurst 1000 track; and a merry-
go-round with horses painted in colours and numbers of Melbourne Cup winners.

2. A rare voice of dissent came from the Anti-Football League, a sports-critical organ-
isation founded by journalist and author Keith Dunstan in 1967. In mock protest 
outside the park, the group burned an Australian rules football, charging the Bat 
’n’ Ball with further advancing what it termed “the Australian sports pathology”.
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of glamorous but short-lived girlfriends, he was the 
embodiment of eighties excess.

Through the Bat ’n’ Ball he went that morning, 
at every turn his body language becoming more 
hostile. At the statue-lined avenue, he shook his head 
vehemently. On the sports grounds, charging by a 
multitude of games-in-action, he was heard to mutter 
that it was “garbage – all of it, garbage”. By the time 
he shoved open the doors to the museum, Gibson 
was irate. When finally he swung to acknowledge the 
duty manager trailing nervously in his wake, Gibson 
ordered him to shut it down.

“Shut what down, sir?” the duty manager asked, 
reaching for his walkie-talkie.

“What the fuck do you think?” snapped 
Gibson, unperturbed by the crowds turning to watch. 

“The park. Shut it down. Now.” 
Inching closer, the duty manager whispered 

that they were close to a full house – they couldn’t just 
kick everyone out. Gibson countered that they could 
and they would. Frowning, the duty manager asked, 

“But why?”
“Because this place is a disgrace.” As if to 

prove his point, Gibson wheeled and pointed to a 
display case featuring one of Rodney Marsh’s  
wicket-keeping gloves. “You can’t smell it. You  
can’t taste it. It’s all so half-arsed.”

Within minutes, patrons were being 
led to exits.

When the incident broke on the evening  
news, the public was scandalised. Damning  
newspaper articles followed. Headlining many  
of them was the accusation that Gibson’s erratic 
behaviour was due to spiraling cocaine use. Others 
insisted his treatment of customers was nothing  
less than an extraordinary act of arrogance from  
a man who’d built his fortune on one extraordinary 
act of arrogance after another.
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It wasn’t until a week later, fed up with  
the constant slander in the press, that a friend of 
Gibson’s came forward to set the record straight.

Gibson, the source said, was dying. 

2
A week prior to the incident at the Bat ’n’ Ball, 
Gibson had reported to a Prahran clinic for a 
colonoscopy. What the procedure (and resultant 
scans) revealed was stage-three cancer. Confronted 
with death, he had spent the next few days holed 
up in his mansion, shunning calls as he delved into 
sombre analysis of his life thus far. And what he 
saw disgusted him.

Born in the working-class Melbourne suburb 
of Spotswood, Gibson was the son of prominent 
local hotel owner Lionel Gibson. From his father, 
Nicholas inherited a number of qualities that would 
shape his later life. First was a thorough under-
standing of pubs, allowed from an early age to 
roam free in a hotel notorious for its reputation as 
a bloodhouse. Second was an appetite for business. 
Third – a gift as natural as Lionel’s combative 
temperament and lanky frame – was a love of sport.

Every Saturday during football season, 
no matter the weather, father and son trekked to 
muddy ovals to watch Footscray play.3 In summer, 
the sound of test cricket on the wireless filled the 
Gibson house from morning to dusk.

Naturally, big things were expected of 
Nicholas when he took to the field, playing 
junior football, cricket and basketball. Yet for 
all his enthusiasm, he was never more than a 
merely competent player. This disappointed 

3. Years later, it was Nicholas Gibson’s bankrolling of the destitute Footscray 
Football Club that kept it from merging with another team or, worse, outright 
extinction. Gibson remained the number one ticket holder at the club until  
Monday 3 October 1994, when his membership was famously revoked. 
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Lionel, who from his son’s earliest years had boasted 
to hotel patrons that Nicholas would grow to be a star 
sportsman.

At seventeen, Gibson left school to work in the 
family hotel. From the get-go, he was forever running 
ideas by his father as to how they might attract a wider 
clientele. But Lionel wasn’t interested in innovation. 
So in 1973, when Nicholas approached him for a loan 
to buy his own hotel, Lionel agreed, on the proviso that 
it not run in competition with his own.

Acquiring a run-down pub in Port Melbourne, 
Gibson re-developed it for the tastes of the middle-
class residents beginning to gentrify the area. Four 
years later, he bought another. Three years after that, 
another. Gibson invested in the media and brewing 
sectors. A millionaire by thirty, the next decade saw 
him leap into a life of excess. Fame, fortune and well-
heeled friends: he appeared to have it all. And to top it 
off, in 1991 he opened the theme park he’d first envis-
aged as a teenager pulling beers at his father’s hotel.

But the cancer diagnosis forced him to question 
all of it. He had strayed from his roots, that much 
was clear. His father had something worth more than 
money in his Spotswood pub. But what did he have? An 
empire of soulless hotels. An outrageous house in an 
alien suburb. A series of high profile but empty rela-
tionships. From this epiphany came a decision: with 
what little time he had left, Gibson wanted to do one 
great thing, an undertaking not motivated by profit 
but by meaning. And when he searched himself for 
what that thing might be, he saw only one dream into 
which his remaining energies should be poured.

In the early hours of March 7, a drunk and 
dishevelled Gibson called for his driver to take him 
to the Bat ’n’ Ball.

✺

Six months later, on Sunday 27 September 1992, the 
second iteration of the park was launched. With news 

 ©
 G

oi
ng

 D
ow

n 
Sw

in
gi

ng
, 2

01
8.



210

of Gibson’s cancer fight now public knowledge,  
all anger at its hasty closure was gone. Accordingly, 
crowds returned in droves. Gibson himself made  
no appearance, recovering from a two-month stint  
of chemo and radiation therapies. A launch speech 
was delivered instead by a band of Australian 
sporting personalities. Once the words were spoken 
and the ribbon cut, a siren blared from behind  
the park’s now ten-foot-high concrete walls, and  
the crowds streamed in.

Change was immediately apparent. Gone  
were the statue-lined walkways, replaced by rows  
of concrete tunnels, emulating the races that link 
players to sports grounds. Staff waited at the  
mouths, inviting visitors to enter. Peering into 
darkness, crowds hesitated. Children clung to  
the hips of mothers. Smirking men looked from 
tunnels to staff and back again. Eventually, the 
backlog of visitors wanting to enter pushed  
people into the tunnels. The sound of spectator 
applause followed, projected from hidden  
speakers in the walls.

Bursting from openings at the other end, 
visitors drew breath at what they saw.

Backyards. Dozens of them – one at the end of 
each tunnel. Archetypal Australian backyards, with 
lemon trees and vegetable gardens and Hills Hoists.

But there was something else: the yards were 
populated. Women on patios drank West Coast Cooler 
stubbies. Men huddled around sizzling barbecues, 
swigging from cans of beer. The drone of horse  
racing commentary sounded from nearby radios.  

As soon as the first wave of visitors stepped 
into yards bordered by paling fences, a cheer went up 
from the drinkers and a rehearsed scene took shape. 
Two of the visitors were handed bats. Another, the 
ball. The rest were led into fielding positions by the 
men and women, all of whom were actors, some of 
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them big names. Then, with great fanfare, games 
of backyard cricket commenced in every yard.

Afterwards, visitors were directed to 
proceed through adjoining brick veneer houses. 
Inside, every room was the scene of some new 
sporting drama. In the kitchen of one house,4  
visitors found a family of three seated at a table. 
Creeping across the lino, the boy actor began 
using the table as goalposts for covert ball games. 
Encouraged to join in, visitors quickly discovered  
the stakes. To graze even the ankle of the moustached 
father, hunched over the sports section, or the  
tight-lipped mother, staring at the wall, was to 
unleash a fury of threats, chief among them the 
suspension of all pocket money.

Spilling from houses, visitors flocked into 
streets packed with familiar detail. In driveways, on 
nature strips, on the road, beside red Australia Post 
boxes, against a Telecom phone booth, a plethora of 
amateur sports was underway. To the west lay the old 
rides quarter, and the east, the new food and enter-
tainment precinct. The museum had been bulldozed. 

The Bat ’n’ Ball’s revamp was a roaring success. 
Gate takings reached unprecedented heights. Across 
the board, commentators leapt to praise Gibson’s 

“joyous look at the infiltration of sport into every facet 
of Australian domestic life”.5 Interest in the park 
soon gave way to a fixation with Gibson himself. A 
two-page profile on the park revealed that the houses 
in the Bat ’n’ Ball bore an almost brick-for-brick 
likeness to Gibson’s childhood home. Similarly, the 
actors playing the parents closely resembled Lionel 
and Adele Gibson.6 

4. Although the two-bedroom houses were identical, the amusements in each were
different and constantly rotated.

5. Flanagan, Martin (10 October 1992). “Why you must visit Gibson’s Bat ’n’ Ball
Mk 2 now”, The Age, p. 40.

6. The profile also featured photos comparing Gibson’s parents with two of the 
more famous actors currently portraying them: Bryan Brown and Jacki Weaver.
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Some began to speak of the park as a legit-
imate work of art, a deft blending of the personal 
and the conceptual that celebrated a bygone era 
in Australian games – a time of innocence, before 
corporate involvement had transformed sport into 
big business.  

Gibson himself offered no interviews, made 
no public appearances. He sold his Toorak mansion. 
In November, he underwent surgery to remove his 
diseased section of bowel. For the next two months 
he was confined to his new home in Williamstown. 
Despite everything, those who visited reported a 
sprightly Gibson. He spoke of nothing but the  
Bat ’n’ Ball. He had really achieved something with 
the second iteration, he told people as he paced  
about in a dressing gown, but it was the tip of the 
iceberg. There was a fire in his eyes, many said, an 
almost unnerving animation in his gaunt arms.

To this day, little is known about Gibson’s 
movements between February and May of that year. 
Some reports have him flying to Japan and San 
Francisco and several countries in Europe, seeking 
expertise in a range of radical fields, despite his ill 
health. Others have him roaming the Bat ’n’ Ball 
in costume (wig, fake moustache, blue Yankees 
cap), drawing inspiration from crowd reactions 
to his exhibits. Others still have him in an opioid 
haze, addicted to the painkillers he was prescribed 
post-surgery.

Either way, in June the park was closed  
under the guise of routine maintenance. Eight  
short weeks later, rumours abounded of a second 
facelift. These rumours were confirmed in late 
September, when billboards in every Australian 
city, and full-page ads in every major newspaper, 
proclaimed an opening date. The only other  
information, declared in enormous lettering,  
was the name: FRONTIER SPORT.
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3
Crowds began arriving as early as 7 am on the 
morning of Saturday 6 November 1993. From a 
podium halfway up the towering cricket bat,  
some of the country’s biggest musicians belted  
out a mix of hits and sports anthems.7 Improvised 
games took place in every corner of the park’s 
teeming frontage. Whereas previously sporting  
celebrities had appeared for a fee or as a favour to 
Gibson, many now queued alongside everyday  
visitors for a glimpse of the highly touted new park.

When the siren wailed, visitors turned to 
enter. Yet they found the ticketing booths still  
closed, the turnstiles unattended. Confusion  
reigned, until, below the cricket bat, a section  
of wall slid open. In the hush, an approaching 
sound could be heard. It was a short, slapping 
sound, one familiar to many Australians: the  
sound of a football being bounced. Next thing, 
a figure emerged holding a red Sherrin.

Gibson was pale. He was thin. He walked  
with a limp that made his progress painfully slow.  
But on he went, bouncing the football in the awed 
silence, until finally he hobbled up a flight of steps 
and onto a stage. There he stood, with the ball  
tucked under his arm, looking over the sea of faces.

Then, to an audible gasp, he bolted forward.  
At the lip of the stage, Gibson unloaded a thumping 
drop punt, the ball sailing end-on-end over eager 
hands. Just as it was about to be marked, the ball 
exploded in a shower of confetti. At the same  
instant, the siren rang a second time, and after a 
thunderous round of applause, staff began ushering 
patrons into the park.

7. Paul Kelly, Hunters & Collectors and Angry Anderson all played sets. Angry
Anderson, still furious at the widespread condemnation of his ‘Batmobile’ 
performance during the 1991 AFL Grand Final, began his set by shooting 
from the elevator and onto the podium on a snarling Harley-Davidson.
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The joyous atmosphere was fleeting, however. 
Disappointed, visitors found everything was the 
same: the tunnels, the backyards, the houses. All  
the old rides were in action. Nothing, it appeared,  
had changed.

It took a young girl to uncover the secret. 
Wandering away from a game of backyard cricket,  
she discovered a manhole beneath a clothesline. On 
its lid blinked a green and gold handprint. Crouching, 
she touched it. The manhole slid open, revealing a 
slide curling into darkness. Seeing their daughter at 
the edge of the hole, her parents rushed over. The 
family stood inspecting the slide until, receiving a  
sly nod from a nearby staff member, they squeezed 
inside and pushed away.

Over the coming hour, word of the manhole 
spread and more were discovered: under rugs in 
lounge rooms and beneath tables in kitchens and 
along oil-stained driveways. Pushing off, visitors were 
fired down and dizzyingly down, until being spat into 
darkness. Looking up, they found staff in green and 
gold neon jackets offering them a hand, helping them 
from the cushions, and with a smile bidding them 
welcome to Frontier Sport.

Stepping to their feet, visitors entered an 
immense tunnel with soaring, cavernous walls. On 
those walls, giant neon animations enacted familiar 
sporting scenes: a footballer kicking a ball, a tennis 
player swinging a racquet, a golfer teeing off. Once 
struck, the balls fired from the walls and across the 
walkway in streaks of red, yellow and white light. 
Holograms of rugby matches spilled from the walls, 
the grunting players charging by – and in some 
cases, through – patrons in a ghostly scrum. From 
the ceiling dangled holographic fishing lines. In the 
distance, the floor became an illusory swimming  
pool, only the arms and caps of swimmers visible 
above a shimmering field of blue.
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But it was only the start. At intervals, 
offshoots from the main tunnel appeared, leading to 
darkened performance spaces. In one room, a dozen 
footballers (not holograms) were immersed in game 
simulation. Slowly, classical music rose above the 
cacophony of player voices. The gracefulness of their 
movement became more pronounced until finally the 
match became outright ballet, the players pirouetting 
as they delivered or received the ball. Another room 
was bare except for pieces of sporting equipment, 
elevated and bathed in watery light. Occasionally a 
cry would startle the room as a guest toppled to their 
knees in holy fervour, fingers caressing the curve of  
a stump or the stoic rise of a post.8

Still it went on, hidden chutes descending to a 
second, stranger subterranean level.

At either end of the main tunnel were food and 
drinks areas, as well as elevators.

Early reviews hailed Frontier Sport as a tech-
nological feat unsurpassed by any theme park at the 
time, anywhere in the world. More than that, it was a 
committed and thrilling work of art, a vision of sport 
unseen before. It wouldn’t be long, critics argued, 
before it was universally regarded as one.

But the general public wasn’t so sure. The 
underground levels were visually dazzling, but was 
the whole thing simply too much? A drop in gate 
takings suggested it was. As the weeks wore on and 
newer, more daring exhibits were added, a certain 
attitude began to take hold among the public: Gibson 
had overstepped the mark. To their minds, previous 
Bat ’n’ Balls had honoured the unique role of sport in 
Australian life. Yet Frontier Sport had twisted it out  
of proportion, perverted it, committing what for  
many amounted to an act of high sacrilege.

For Gibson, the harshest blow came from 
one opinion in particular.
8. Such guests were later revealed to be plants.
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Lionel Gibson had never set foot in the  
Bat ’n’ Ball. Nicholas hadn’t invited him to the 
original park, seeing it as little more than a money 
spinner until his cancer diagnosis. During the  
park’s second phase, however, Nicholas had repeat-
edly offered personalised tours. His mother Adele 
went through on several occasions, relishing walks 
through houses that so closely resembled her own, 
chatting with the German-accented housewives cast 
in her likeness. But Lionel always declined, claiming 
he was needed at the hotel, or had sporting commit-
ments he couldn’t break.9 When Frontier Sport 
opened, though, Gibson was insistent. Finally  
Lionel agreed, and on a quiet Monday morning,  
father and son entered the park.

Initial signs were promising. Stepping from 
the players’ race, Gibson found his father smiling in 
recognition at the elaborate backyard setting. When 
the actors flocked from the patio, Lionel took the 
bat, belting his son’s right arm off-spinners to all 
corners of the yard. Inside the house, Lionel surprised 
Nicholas by joking with one of the actors modelled on 
himself. The two men even posed for a photo, almost 
identical with their burly moustaches and matching 
blue, red and white Footscray club jackets. 

But from the moment Nicholas moved a couch 
to reveal a manhole, a frown appeared on Lionel’s 
forehead. It only deepened as they entered the under-
ground, his confounded expression lit up in pulsing 
neon. In a room titled The Elevation Chamber, where 
visitors enveloped in red orbs that resembled foot-
balls floated into swathes of heavenly light, Lionel 
buried his hands in his pockets and turned away.  
On the elevator ride back to the surface, Nicholas 
dared to ask his father what he’d thought of it all. 

9. By this time, Lionel was also a part-time employee of the Footscray Football Club,
in charge of the membership department. In the summer months, he coached the 
Spotswood senior cricket side. 
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Never one to mince words, Lionel shook his head 
and said, “Couldn’t make head nor fucking tail of 
it, mate. Doesn’t resemble any sport I’ve ever  
watched or played.”

The words cut deep. Disillusioned, Gibson 
took a month away from the park, travelling alone 
through the Blue Mountains in New South Wales.  
He avoided the radio and television, wanting a total 
break from sport.

In the week he returned, two things 
happened that changed everything.

The first was a phone call from his mother. 
Forgoing small talk, Adele told Nicholas she was 
leaving Lionel. For years, she explained, her 
husband’s work at the hotel and obsession with  
sport had come at the expense of everything else – 
their marriage, first and foremost. She was lonely,  
she said, and bored. Fed up, she was leaving him.

The second thing came the next morning, 
when Gibson drove back to the Bat ’n’ Ball.

There, he wandered through replica after 
replica of his childhood home, like a ghost through a 
former life. Sport, he realised, was everywhere. And 
not just everywhere: it was in plague proportions. At 
every turn, he was confronted with boyish versions  
of himself rabid with sport. In clouds of cigarette 
smoke, versions of his father spoke sentences that 
to Gibson’s ear were incomprehensible, loaded with 
football slang and references to obscure moments 
in cricket. What struck Gibson most, though, was 
his mother. In room after room he saw her: silent, 
unhappy, alone.

Finally, from the back of a crowded kitchen, 
Gibson charged through one of the performances 
and said, “Why are you all doing this?”

The moustached actor turned in his seat. 
“Because you told us to,” he said.
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4
The fourth and final Bat ’n’ Ball – billed as a special 
one-off event – took place on Sunday 2 October 
1994. Like previous openings, the park’s exterior was 
packed from early morning. Although Frontier Sport 
was judged a misfire, Gibson’s promise that the day 
would be “remembered as a landmark moment in 
Australian sport” enticed a return. 

Yet, from the beginning, an atmosphere of 
solemnity projected from the park. The staff, normally 
so colourful in their green and gold uniforms, were 
dressed entirely in black, standing with hands behind 
their backs. When the siren shrieked through overcast 
skies, people swung to the section of wall Gibson 
had stepped from. But the wall didn’t open. Instead, 
crowds were instructed to form orderly lines as the 
staff beckoned people forward.

Things only became gloomier inside. On the 
back lawns the actors, also dressed in black, waited 
to escort visitors into the brick houses. The manholes, 
patrons noticed, had been covered with sections of 
artificial turf.

Crowds were led through narrow hallways, 
stopping at entrances to lounge rooms. Inside were 
wooden chairs ordered into neat rows, facing lecterns 
with in-built microphones. Beside the lecterns were 
tables, on top of which sat wooden caskets. Park-goers 
were asked to take a seat, amid growing murmurs  
of unease. 

Once the seats were filled, funeral hymns 
sounded, and in the lounge room of every house, 
black-cloaked celebrants strode up to the lecterns.

A terrible thing had happened, they  
began, looking over dumbfounded audiences.  
A very sad and terrible thing. And while the  
natural inclination was to feel bitter, to cling  
to the memory of the departed with heroic eulogies, 
the important thing was that people moved on, 
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embracing the new and exciting future that 
presented itself.

In one lounge room, a patron stood. “What 
the hell’s going on?” he asked.

“Sir,” the celebrant said, “I’d ask you to remain 
seated in respect for the dead.”

The patron approached the open casket.  
When he saw what lay inside, he shook his head. 
Turning to the celebrant, he said, “What is this shit?”

“A funeral, sir.”
The man looked again at the coffin, and the 

human-shaped figure within, composed entirely 
of mixed sporting balls. As the celebrant went on, 
proclaiming the death of sport, the man dredged his 
throat. He went to the celebrant, and spat.

By the time pallbearers entered, lifting caskets 
onto shoulders and heading for the graves dug into 
nature strips, tempers had boiled over completely. 

In one house, patrons leapt up and chased 
the bearers, ripping the casket from their shoulders 
as they moved onto the porch. In another, a bearded 
man lifted the lectern above his head and wielded it  
as a weapon. Red-faced celebrants scrambled for  
exits. Pallbearers dropped coffins and ran. 

Pandemonium followed. Windows were 
smashed, walls kicked in. Park maps were set alight 
and fed to curtains. Incensed patrons took to the 
streets, where they continued their frenzy of destruc-
tion. Phone booths were toppled, sections of fake 
turf stripped from the manholes and flaming clothes 
tossed down the slides.

As the first fire trucks arrived, visitor exodus 
from the park began in earnest.

In the vitriolic aftermath, Gibson was 
branded the Most Hated Man in Australia. People 
started boycotting his hotels in droves, vowing never 
to return as long as he was proprietor. The prime 
minister even weighed in, demanding Gibson rescind 
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his offensive and unpatriotic park, which he declared 
a childish attempt at revenge following the failure of 
Frontier Sport. Gibson responded in an Age article,10 
writing that while he had no problem with sport per se,  
the fanaticism that surrounded it needed serious 
re-thinking.

The article was like pouring petrol on an open 
fire. And still worse was to come.

In April of 1995, Gibson’s insurance company 
announced it would not be paying out on the Bat 

’n’ Ball. After interviewing scores of park guests, it 
deemed Gibson had caused more than reasonable 
provocation for the attacks. He was set to contest the 
allegations when, after a routine scan, he received 
news that his cancer had spread. Defeated and 
growing sicker by the day, he moved to the rural 
Victorian town of Macedon, renting a small home in 
which, ten months later, he would die.

There is little to tell of Gibson’s remaining 
months. Hounded by media, held up for ridicule in 
all corners of the sporting world, he became a recluse. 
His only time out of the house was in the afternoons, 
when he hobbled to a chair in his backyard and stared 
at the mountains rising in the distance. 

It was on one such afternoon that Lionel 
Gibson came to the house.

Father and son had not spoken since the  
Bat ’n’ Ball’s demise. Livid, Lionel had adopted the 
cold shoulder,11 maintaining his silence throughout 
his son’s spectacular fall from grace.

On the afternoon Lionel came, Nicholas 
was sitting in the backyard in his dressing gown. 
Adele was also there, reading in the lounge. When 
she answered the door, Lionel offered a meek hello, 
before heading through to the back. 

10. Gibson, Nicholas (8 October 1994). “Our smorgasbord of sport: how much
is too much?”, The Age, p. 3.

11. His only outward show of aggression referenced in footnotes: 3, 9.
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Outside, Lionel dragged a seat beside his son. 
Nicholas glanced at him, then returned his gaze to 
the mountains. Lionel lit a cigarette, staring at the 
grass beneath his feet. For a long time they sat like 
this, the only sounds coming from chirping black-
birds and the occasional passing car.

Suddenly Lionel stood, and without a word, 
left the yard. When the echo of his car door closing 
came from the street, Nicholas’ head drooped. 

But Lionel returned, passing Adele with a  
long blue bag slung over his shoulder. In the yard, 
he strode to the edge of the unkempt lawn. From  
the bag he produced three stumps, which he 
hammered into the ground. He then took out a  
cricket bat and tennis ball. 

“Here.” He held the bat to Nicholas, handle out.
Nicholas shook his head.

“Take it, you fucking idiot.” Lionel’s eyes were 
unwavering.

Nicholas accepted the bat. When he struggled 
to his feet, Lionel caught him off guard by pulling 
him into a hug, squeezing his son’s fragile-thin body. 
When eventually they parted, Nicholas went towards 
the stumps, Lionel the far fence.

“Hey, Nick.” Lionel’s moustache curled in a smirk.
Nicholas looked up, marking out a crease in 

front of the wickets.
“Your middle peg’s about to go flying.”
Nicholas smiled, tapping the bat. “More like 

your ball’s about to be sent three houses deep.” 
It was late autumn. Red and yellow leaves fell 

from oak trees. The first breaths of night-time chill 
descended from the mountains. And in the backyard, 
with his mother stepping to the window with her 
book, Gibson tapped the bat a final time. Ahead, his 
father loped towards him, cheeks wet, arm bending, 
now rolling, now firing the ball across the grass and 
towards the blade of the rising bat.
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The Women
Amal Awad

My mother tells people the day I left home the sky 
turned black. She was speaking of the shame my 
departure brought – a single, Arab-Muslim woman 
leaving home to live with another single Arab-
Muslim woman. And I wanted to make a joke of it.  
That reputations are like STDs, easily spread if  
you’re not careful. But I was already in trouble  
and my mother wouldn’t know what STD means. 

What my mother likes to forget is that the sky 
was a bright blue the morning I carried out my last 
box, so Mama settled for theatre. She sat morosely 
in the kitchen, limply studying her coffee cup for 
clues. Blackness all around the interior would affirm 
her grief. Grains in the shape of talking heads would 
signify the gossip she worries constantly about. When 
the cup refused to indulge her fears, she looked to the 
kitchen window. But the morning sun continued to 
stream through, casting a warm glow on the counter.

Finding answers in coffee grains is  
Mama’s daily ritual. Every morning she studies  
her coffee cup, quietly reasoning with herself  
that intuition is a tool gifted by Allah. It is He  
who made it possible for us to see beyond the  
physical world. To sit inpure stillness and visit  
other worlds – all seven of them, according to  
Mama. The coffee is thick, muddy and bitter.  
Before she drinks it, Mama always sweetens the  
brew with a teaspoon of sugar. She sips her coffee 
slowly, between tasks: a small packed lunch for  
Baba, a few commands shouted to my brother,  
a reluctant offer to make me breakfast. 

Reluctant, it became, because I was leaving.  
I was moving out – moving on – and Mama was filled 
with shame on my behalf. 

Still filled with shame.
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She never asked me why, or tried to understand. 
She only spoke of what it meant. My words wouldn’t 
matter. She wouldn’t trust them, as I’m a sayyah, a 
girl who goes out at night, who lacks adab, which 
are so much more than manners in this bubble she 
has created. 

 All these things between us left unsaid. 
How she must imagine me in her mind. 
 And I wonder how different I am in her 

thoughts. If there is any truth to be found. 
The coffee cup, not satisfying Mama, was 

flipped upside down again. It sat innocuously on  
its saucer for several more minutes. The ritual of 
it has not changed, down to crockery and the silver  
tray Mama uses for serving, a gift from her mother. 
Mama brought it with her from Palestine thirty-five 
years ago, a relic from another time and place. 

My stomach tightened at the sight of the  
cup, waiting for its moment. Its stillness heavy  
and meaningful. Fairuz’s lilting voice filled the  
room, at odds with the tension strung out between  
us. Fairuz, the Arabic singer every woman wishes  
to be, and whom every man admires. She is a fiction 
in our minds: romantic, beautiful, filled with love  
not only for a person, but for her country. She is  
every Arab in the diaspora even though she is not 
among us. Every person separated from an idealised 
homeland because she speaks of wholeness. Every 
person who has longed for something that seems 
impossible to attain.

 B’tadhakkur akhar marratan shaftik senta?
Do you remember the last time I saw you that year?
The coffee cup is neutral and will remain so.  

In Mama’s mind, it never reflects how she feels, or 
what she wishes to see. It is an untainted oracle, a 
place to check in without emotional bias or interfer-
ence. To me, it is charged with a power of judgment 
that feels unjust.
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On the day I left, just as my mother abandoned 
her coffee cup for the second time, the glass evil eye 
that hung above the front door fell to the ground and 
shattered with an almighty crash. Mama exhaled with 
relief. She abandoned her post at the kitchen table to 
retrieve the dustpan and brush.

I stood by the staircase in the hall and watched 
as she carefully, almost reverentially, gathered up the 
broken opalescent shards, whispering invocations 
to the sound of tinkling glass against tiles as though 
they shared a secret between them. I couldn’t help the 
unkind thought that, as strands of Mama’s hair flew 
out in all directions, she looked a bit mad. When we 
returned to the kitchen, Mama’s energy had shifted  
to that of the validated conspiracy theorist, plugged 
into both a sense of satisfaction and unease.

Mama is devout. Prays five times a day. But she 
is consumed by superstition. She is a control freak who 
feels powerless. 

Sometimes I feel sorry for her.
✺

A month has passed since I left home. But instead 
of fixing up my new bedroom, I’m back in the 
kitchen with my mother, waiting for the women  
to arrive. These are the women I have known my 
entire life. Nice, jovial types whom I call ‘aunty’  
or ‘khalto’ even though we are not related.

They gather in Mama’s kitchen at least twice a 
week. Women like her: separated from the homeland, 
carrying grief like baggage, while forging ahead with 
life in a place that has the appearance of ordinariness 
but will never feel like home. Women who, in the 
presence of each other, slip out of their masks and 
somehow become whole again. 

They talk, gossip, smoke and cook together. 
They roll vine leaves and stuff zucchini, enough to 
feed each woman’s family. Their emotions tighten 
then grow large as they unpack the latest mousalsal 
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from overseas, usually a Spanish soap opera dubbed 
terribly into Arabic. And they read their coffee cups. 
All except khalto Salma, who says the priest forbids 
it in his sermon and she’s too close to death to risk 
incurring God’s wrath. (Well, further, because every-
one agrees she is the finest of the readers.) Mama will 
vigorously nod, invoking a similar decree she heard 
from a sheikh on the local Islamic radio station. But she 
can’t help herself. 

“We don’t tell the future,” she tells the group 
with quiet authority. “We peel away the present to 
find the missing parts.”

The house I grew up in has barely changed. 
There are two living rooms: one for the family, and 
one for the guests, with thick velvet curtains in gold, 
polished wooden tables and glassware that only 
comes out on special occasions. 

Mama has already replaced the glass eye that 
broke with a new talisman. A wooden Hand of Fatima, 
a heavy piece painted in gold and azure blue, guards 
the hallway. Both can do the imaginary work she 
intends. The eye was a glossy deep blue, familiar  
and comforting, like it saw all, ready to shatter itself 
in protection. The Hand of Fatima rests differently 
and is more feminine. As though in warning, its 
fingers close neatly together. It’s weighty, watchful, 
like it’s blessing the hallway rather than guarding it. 

As I take my place in the kitchen, I notice for 
the first time how worn it looks. The guests’ living 
room is well-preserved, as though somehow the 
energy surrounding it has stopped the furniture  
from fading. Or perhaps it’s a sign of how little it  
has been used, how the special occasions dwindled 
over the years.

But this kitchen remains the same. The 
cupboards are shiny off-white, with yellow handles 
straight out of 1979. Everything works, but it’s old  
and in need of updating, of new life. But this is 
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Mama’s territory and no one can touch it without 
her permission. She doesn’t like change, not in the 
physical or mental sense. 

I’m here today because khalto Salma’s 
daughter is getting married. The groom’s a nice 
Lebanese boy from the right village. Not an import 
either. She really lucked out, Ruba decrees. I’m 
surprised all of this still matters, then I remember 
that Salma’s daughter is my age. 

This is where I failed. To bring home a  
suitable boy, from a suitable family, with the 
right boxes ticked. 

I smile as the women file in, chattering before 
they’ve reached the large dining table that sits neatly 
between the pristine living room and the kitchen. 
Salma is beaming, as though she has managed a great 
achievement. And I suppose she has: a suitable match 
for her daughter, someone she can speak of with pride, 
who has nothing to hide, or so she thinks. 

Mama has already placed a plastic spread  
on top of the floral, delicate tablecloth. Plastic bowls 
cover its surface, as well as ingredients. Bags of flour, 
tubs of butter, mounds of mejdool dates, shelled pista-
chios and a bag of almonds. 

Today we are making ma’moul: sweet biscuits 
stuffed with dates or pistachios, patterned on the 
outside or dusted with icing sugar. We make them for 
religious festivals, and for celebrations like a wedding. 
I don’t cook, but I have a special talent for baking. 
Even Mama acknowledges that I make ma’moul like I 
inherited the talent from an ancestor. The only thing 
Arab about me, she jokes to the women.

“Yallah, inshallah we’ll be making yours next,” 
says khalto Lena in Arabic. She mock-ululates as you 
would for a bride and the women chuckle, all except 
Mama, who rolls her eyes. 

“Sana prefers to be by herself,” says Mama. 
“She’s a modern woman.” All her words tumble out 
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in Arabic except the last two. My mother speaks in 
Arabic but she peppers her sentences with English 
to inject force, to add meaning.

I tried to please my parents by bending 
my desires towards theirs. I didn’t know anything  
else. But change slowly crept up on me. Things were 
shed, bit by bit. It is not always sudden, though the 
moment of realisation that something has shifted 
feels unexpected.

This separation is brutal, painful, like a  
part of me has been cut out and I am yet to repair.

“Khalas, leave her alone,” says khalto  
Ruba. “Who says marriage is everything?  
I had a husband and the only thing he gave  
me was herpes.”

My mother visibly flinches. “Ya Ruba.”
Ruba laughs. She is free. Doesn’t care  

what they think. Widows get a pass on most things 
once they’ve played out their mourning period. 
Ruba is Christian so hers was forty days. Muslims  
do three months. 

I realise Ruba sees me in the same way she 
views herself. We are the same – single women – but 
to her I’m still a binit, a virgin who will remain so, in 
all other ways free. 

✺

There is more than one way to read a coffee cup. 
The important thing is the quality of the grains. 
Too thick and there is nothing to divine. Too thin, 
and your future is as faint and indecipherable as a 
ghostly spirit.

The women in my mother’s circle sip the 
coffee until there is only a slimy layer of mud, 
enough to swish around the cup anti-clockwise  
to paint the interior. Once they’re done, they tip  
the dregs onto the saucer. Then they get rowdy,  
or cheeky, or hopeful, as though they can manifest 
the stories the cup will tell. 

 ©
 G

oi
ng

 D
ow

n 
Sw

in
gi

ng
, 2

01
8.



229

Today, Ruba prays for a handsome Chris  
Evans look-a-like to appear in the knitted images 
marking the interior of the cup. She saw him play 
Captain America and something within her stirred.  
She cannot forget him.

“Yallah, write to him, ya Sana, tell him I very 
pretty,” she tells me. As though I have a direct route  
to Chris Evans. “Twittar. The online.”

Ruba is attractive but she’s in her fifties and 
seems invested more in her television shows than  
her appearance. She dyes her hair a fire-engine red, 
seemingly in defiance. Because she doesn’t care for  
it beyond that.

Lena snorts. “Ya habla, you think if he  
had a choice between you and Sana he’d pick you? 
Look at her.”

They praise my looks frequently.
“Say mashallah,” breathes Salma, because  

even Christians are superstitious.
I’m practically a spinster, but I receive  

less pity because I’m tall, with long thick hair, my  
skin white and my eyes blue. I’m a beauty to them,  
at least. Consolation for the worriers. There is  
nothing more pitiable than an old single Muslim 
woman who warms herself with a career but has  
little else to recommend her. What man values a 
successful woman? 

“Someone read Sana’s cup,” says Lena  
to the table. 

Ruba’s eyes light up. “You cheeky thing,  
where is your cup?”

Mama practically snorts. “She doesn’t  
drink coffee. She never lets me read her cup.” 

I can’t place her tone, whether Mama  
wishes I had let her read my cup on occasion,  
if my refusal is another way I have disappointed  
her. Have I disallowed a connection that could 
have improved things between us?
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But it’s true. I never let her read my cup.  
I don’t believe in its powers, but Mama does and  
that’s enough to warn me away from handing it  
over. While I inherited Mama’s cynicism, I had  
long ago learnt to subdue the Arab inclination 
towards superstition. But I suspect that Mama sees 
things others don’t, or at least believes she does, 
which in my mind is the same thing.

I wasn’t moved by the shattered eye the day I left 
home. In my mind, it symbolised not the destruction 
of peace, but the distillation of the old and already 
broken. But I was flooded with a knowing: that when 
I returned, I would never be quite welcome. And I’m 
here today with all of this confirmed, because I feel like 
a visitor – too big for this space, or perhaps too small.

✺

In truth, Mama has always been the dramatic type. 
Wailing is forbidden in Islam, but when her brother 
died, she ripped her clothes off her chest and beat 
it while she howled in grief. Years later, she spoke 
proudly of it, as though wailing is a sport, one that  
requires a talent like the poetic ululations women 
offer at weddings. 

That’s Mama. A sorceress of emotion.  
A woman who never forgets. She hovers between 
having a daughter who is cursed, and a daughter  
who curses her family. Her allegiance to superstition 
means she would often try to cure me. Seven recita-
tions of three verses of the Quran, one hand on  
my shoulder, the other on top of my head. A feeling.  
A heavy hand meant there was hassad. 

For very serious cases, she would resort to 
ritual. Melting a ball of lead into a bowl, which she 
circled above my crown as she whispered prayers. 
She would pour the molten lead into a bowl of water 
and watch for the shapes that would form. Animals. 
Letters. Something to reveal the unseen forces at  
play in our lives. 
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It felt good to be protected by my mother. It  
was love without condition. Connection by her rules. 

How things changed. Sudden and vicious  
and sharp.

“Mat’amalish halick zay il slut,” was Mama’s 
goodbye to me the day I left. I chuckled, understand-
ing that Mama was not going to give me a shard  
of a kind goodbye. I assured her I wouldn’t behave  
like a slut. Though to be fair, that ruled out a lot of 
ordinary things. 

I wondered how much she knew about me  
in that moment. The Outside Me. The one who  
lived a non-pious life, who talked to men and laughed 
aloud in public, who went for coffee breaks with male 
workmates, who didn’t always cross her legs, who wore 
skirts tightly fitted to her curvy body. I wondered how 
much she knew about Matt, the non-Arab, non- 
Muslim man I had fallen in love with, who had 
proposed and was puzzled by the secrecy I enforced.

I wanted, for just a moment, to ask her to  
admit her suspicions, because she always had them.  
I was overcome by a desire for us to speak truthfully, 
not loudly. We don’t have inside voices, but even as 
piercing plain talkers, there are layers of subtext. 

When we were younger, we were afraid of  
our father. He was the one quick to anger, to pull our 
ears or smack us as punishment. The offence wasn’t 
always clear. But we learned. We learned. And with 
that we faded, dimmed our lights. Became quieter 
when he was around. I became quiet inside.

My mother was softer, her edges not so hard 
and pronounced. But one day I realised how much she 
had changed. How my father, once so quick to anger, 
was quieter, defeated. My mother, angrier. I saw  
with clarity how Mama was always one to cover up.  
It manifested in the physical – your hair, the curves  
of your body, the way you walk, the sound of your 
heels on the pavement, the shape of your voice  
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as you spoke. Layers and layers. Checking for petti-
coats under skirts. The way she thought she was 
protecting and empowering me by putting me at  
the mercy of the community.

For these migrant women – forging ahead  
in a new land with less freedom, more pressure –  
the trauma sinks in later. PTSD. I don’t know how  
to say it in Arabic. I tried to tell Mama once that’s 
what she suffered. She pretended not to understand. 
Pretended the trauma of migration wasn’t real or 
possible. Pretended under layers to be fearless and 
solid. Still, Mama’s body seemed to get smaller 
each year. Like she was collapsing in on herself. I 
told her to get therapy. Get help. I was dismissive 
and cruel. I didn’t excavate the why. I was just 
mad at the pain and how it trickled down. How we 
inherited suffering. How we inherited trauma.

✺

The night I left home, I slept restlessly and saw 
the future sketched out in a dream. An abstract 
message to decode. My family sitting before me as  
I took their picture, but the screen was cracked.  
I thought I understood the dream: a relationship  
irreparably fractured.

They had stayed quiet when I took off  
the headscarf, when I broke off an engagement  
to a nice Arab boy. But the act of leaving home  
was too much. It led not to quiet observation,  
but deafening silence.

I’m not superstitious. I don’t know what  
I believe. But I knew the dream signalled a  
solitary way forward, a path where I could not  
look back. I’d won freedom with conditions –  
or rather, sacrifice.

“You don’t have to drink it all. It just needs  
your breath, your energy.”

This is khalto Salma. She can’t help herself. 
She loves the ritual.
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We wait for my cup to do its work. “It is 
thinking,” declares Lena. 

Ruba dares to ask how my new situation is 
coming along. Mama visibly tightens. She stands 
over a large plastic tub, mixing pistachios and honey. 
Seeing her like this, I realise she seems even smaller 
now. Are her shoulders always so tense and closed in? 

Her hair is tied back with the usual headscarf, 
because she is among the women. She could dispense 
with it altogether in her home, but she is attached to it. 
Without a head covering, Mama feels naked. 

“Change the subject,” she says.
The women come to my defence. They scold 

my mother. This is Australia, they remind her, all 
conveniently forgetting their own conservatism, the 
ways they forced their own children into categories  
to keep them safe and respectable. None of them 
would want for their daughters what has happened  
to me. But they don’t have skin in the game. They  
can happily endorse my goodness because they are 
not affected by my rebellion. In their eyes, I suppose, 
I am still pure; I’m just restless. I’m a spinster who 
needs some freedom to feel more like a Westerner. 

To them I am polite, good and nice-looking 
enough that my prospects haven’t faded. It’s not me 
who is gossiped about, though my flatmate Mariam 
has a reputation. Being spotted at a queer dance  
party for Arabs. That sort of thing.

Mariam doesn’t care. She likes herself.
✺

Shedding. That’s what Mariam called it. 
What’s going to be left of you, crazy woman?
This, she said, when I first showed up without 

hijab. She’s not religious. Mariam tells me she’s 
barely even Muslim. But I detected the worry in her 
expression, the furrow in her brow. Just tell me: are 
you okay? Grieve into me. Arms outstretched. She was 
the only one capable of understanding the changes in 
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me. The cause. One night after university, the two of 
us waiting at a bus stop, joking about Mariam’s latest 
crush. Then, five boys we didn’t know formed a barri-
cade. We were saved only by the public space. 

They called us names. I got the worst of it,  
the headscarf like a red rag to a bull. One of them  
had a switchblade. I think he surprised himself 
when he drew blood at my neck, the rich red soaking 
through the peach fabric of my scarf. 

I have a tiny scar, a threaded knot of tissue 
I always keep covered with my long hair.

All I thought at the time was how the attack 
would empower my mother’s restrictions. Her 
warnings about staying out late validated. It’s not me 
she doesn’t trust, she would say, it’s other people.

Mariam recovered so quickly after the attack. 
Nothing much shifted in her, except that the divides 
she saw between herself and white people deepened. 
That, and she started to carry a rape whistle. 

But I changed. 
Taking off the physical layers was easier 

than I’d thought. I did it slowly. The headscarf came 
first. One day I realised I’d missed a few prayers. I 
no longer woke up at dawn, before the first peek of 
sunlight, to make ablutions and supplicate. 

Later, I understood my language had changed. 
Once infused with declarations of trust in Allah, an 
obedience to divine destiny drenched in inevitability 
and fatalism and acceptance, I was now a blank page. 

Issa. He was next. He started out as my 
boyfriend, the only Arab man I’ve ever cared 
about, but we never called each other girlfriend and 
boyfriend. That would be haram. No, our relationship 
was pure and it wasn’t long before we were engaged 
then married – Islamically married, that is. We had 
the religious ceremony, but the wedding would wait. 
The most we ever did was steal a few kisses and 
some touching in unseen places. It felt nice but  
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incomplete. Issa had more hang-ups than me.  
He was shy and clumsily tender. Every movement 
tentative, affirming his innocence.

After the attack, Issa approached me gently. 
Gathering words of faith wouldn’t help, he brokered 
the situation with more practical observations.  
But he couldn’t pretend it didn’t wound him to see  
me collapse, not into despair but into nothingness.  
Be angry at God, but don’t stop believing in Him. 
Religious platitudes crept in. God rewards suffering. 
Patience, habibti, Allah loves the patient.

In an instant, my perspective shifted.  
I saw with searing clarity how discoloured I had 
kept my world. A whole palette of shades and I  
was painting in black and white.

Issa’s beard grew longer and my sleeves got 
shorter. There was no overt challenge in either of 
our actions. We were forced to acknowledge how  
far apart we’d grown. 

It was over. I asked him to say the words. 
I divorce you. I divorce you. I divorce you. 
And we were done, the cord between  

us broken. 
✺

I don’t feel nervous about Ruba reading my cup.  
She’s the weakest of the readers. She always makes 
a joke of it. She tells Lena she’s going to meet a  
man who will be her great love. Lena has been 
married for fifty years. 

Ruba winks at me as she ties her bright red 
hair into a ponytail. Her mischievous look sets me 
slightly on edge, because if she jokes about men in 
my cup, it will only fire up Mama.

It would be okay if my mother didn’t take 
everything personally. It’s a demonstration of her 
hubris. That my desires are born of restriction 
rather than something more natural and reasonable. 
Something normal. 
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I am her daughter and there are rules. 
You are always somebody’s daughter in 

Arab families. You are always someone’s parent. 
There is little space for another story and so your 
journey is never singular. It never belongs solely 
to you. It belongs to the collective.

✺

All these things I never thought I’d do. I am a 
person I never thought I would be. And yet it 
never feels whole, even if it feels right.

✺

Ruba squints into the cup. Fairuz plays  
softly in the background, a glamorous, separate 
witness to our play. I lighten up, relaxing more  
the sillier Ruba gets.

“I see a house and lots of money. And 
there’s a plane. Where are you going?”

I smile. My secret life pales in comparison  
to the one Ruba constructs for me.

“Yeeee, I see a baby! Ya Sana, what aren’t 
you telling us?”

Khalto Salma crosses herself. Lena 
delivers Ruba a stern look. Mama focuses on the 
bowl, even though the mixture is ready.

I smile, softening. “Just one?”
But an ache in my body spreads. My face 

warms a little, and I can feel the redness rush  
down my cheeks like wildfire.

I know she isn’t seeing a baby. I know 
she is making all of this up. But my truth  
is showing on my face, I realise, when  
I see my mother staring at me, comprehension 
in her eyes.

✺

Mariam accompanied me to the clinic. Matt had 
commitments. We would see each other in the 
evening, he assured me. Mildly apologetic. 
I had nothing to worry about. 
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Mariam was bubbly. She left me in the  
waiting room because she had to move the car. 
I remember feeling pained by her mood. 

Only later she told me the truth. That she 
wasn’t being nonchalant. She was trying to show 
a brave face. 

“Sana,” she breathed. “I was terrified.”
 Perhaps it was over between Matt and 

I before that. But I couldn’t look at him the  
same way. Even though I knew I had done the  
only thing available to me. Having a baby out of 
wedlock was not an option, and yet an inner  
conflict raged quietly below the surface. That  
I didn’t seek an ordinary, white-picket life.  
That even in a world where Matt and I could be 
together without issue, I would not have wanted 
children with him. The idea of it suffocated me.

And yet, being pregnant created a warmth in 
me that briefly eclipsed my aversion to motherhood. 
I became protective. I looked up information about 
the growth of a foetus. When I told Matt our baby  
was the size of a pea, he grew angry. “Why are you 
doing this to yourself?”

Afterwards, when it was all done, when  
what remained of our connection had dissipated  
and exhausted itself, Matt refused to take the ring.

“I just told you it’s not over,” he said, his voice 
tight. “I want you to keep it. If you decide you truly 
don’t want it, we can talk about it later.” Matt took  
my hand and held it in place, placing the ring in my 
palm then closing my fingers over it. 

Then, as I turned to leave, he took my hand. 
“Do you think I took you lightly?” 

“I don’t know how you took me, or why,” I said 
flatly in response. 

“Maybe your concern should be why you took 
me. How I feel is none of your business,” he said. 

“They’re my feelings. They’re genuine, but you seem 
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to want to find meaning in things that aren’t there.” 
I left Matt’s flat in a state of mourning.  

I had lost my connection to him and wasn’t certain 
it could be restored. 

✺

Lena must see it, too. It’s not warmth I feel now.  
I must have turned white because Lena cuts Ruba 
off. She rises suddenly from her seat and takes the  
cup from an oblivious Ruba. 

Ruba seems taken aback, then shrugs. “I was 
just getting to the good bits.”

“Take it seriously or don’t do it at all,” 
snaps Lena.

Mama is silent, now at the kitchen counter 
busying herself by wiping down the pristine surface. 

Lena smiles then studies my cup. I can’t help 
the uncharitable thought that curiosity has seized 
her rather than compassion. Nor can I tell her to stop, 
because it will confirm what everyone now suspects. 

I clear my throat. “Is there a tall, dark 
handsome man in there?”

And for a moment, I wish the fantasy were 
true: that I was still the naïve dreamer who believed 
that, if I followed all the rules, life would reward me.

“The sun can still come out in winter,” says 
Lena, studying my cup. She pours out some of its 
contents. “Yallah, tears yet to dry.”

I take up a rolling pin and begin to massage 
some pastry. I smile. “I don’t cry.”

“This is why the cup does,” she says, as though 
it makes perfect sense. 

“Are you sure it’s not my cup?” says Mama, 
turning to face us. She doesn’t smile, and the energy 
of room shifts.

“We all have sorrow,” says Salma, who stops 
rolling her pastry and studies the table.

“This one has secrets,” says Mama.
“I see a man, but he’s not here yet,” says Lena, 
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trying to break the tension. I want to tell her there  
is a better way to move the conversation forward.  
Talk about a job opportunity. Go back to Ruba’s fib 
about travel. Lie about something that won’t sway  
my mother further into her anger. 

“He’s older. Ooh, he’s handsome. His 
nose is very pronounced, but it makes him look 
distinguished.”

Ruba rolls her eyes, finally starts to use her 
hands and help with the sweets. “This one doesn’t 
need good looks in a man. She needs someone who 
won’t check in on her every five minutes.” She stops 
and turns to me. “Don’t ever marry a jealous man, 
Sana. They are broken and never worth it.”

I have forgotten how easy-going Ruba is, how  
I have long suspected that she has mastered the double 
life. That her choice not to remarry was not a lack of 
opportunity, but an abundance of choice.

“He’s not Muslim, is he?” This comes from 
Mama and I’m surprised. There is something in her 
tone and expression. She is not asking out of curios-
ity. She is trying to confirm a suspicion. I don’t fancy 
myself very intuitive, but I see it in her face and the 
way she stands, leaning against the kitchen counter 
with her arms crossed. She doesn’t look mad. She 
looks almost pleased.

“Blue eyes, maybe?” she adds.
“I can’t see the eye colour,” says a pained Lena.
Ruba laughs. “No kidding, Sana, I did see a 

man with a big nose in your cup. I swear.”
Matt hates his nose. He broke it when he was a 

kid, playing footy.
I try to master my facial expression, to keep 

my emotions in check. 
The break-up is fresh. It’s easy to disavow the 

vision. “I don’t have anyone like that in my life.”
“He’s coming,” says Lena, in a near-hush. And 

my heart stops for a moment, because I can hear  
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in her voice that she is truly reading the cup now.  
“No, wait. He’s around you. You already know him.”

Lena looks like she’s scolding herself, strug-
gling to comprehend the exact meaning of the images. 
My rolling of the pastry slows, and I realise the 
women have stopped what they’re doing. Only Fairuz 
fills the air.

B’tadhakkur waqtaan akhir kalimat qulta? 
Do you remember the last words you said?
Mama slowly walks over to Lena and peers 

into the cup. I watch as Lena relinquishes her hold to 
allow Mama to study it. “He is tall.”

This is all she says. Mama takes the cup with 
her back to the sink. She turns on the tap and washes 
it out, as though to extinguish the truths we have 
uncovered.

Before I can stop it, tears are flowing. I don’t 
know why I’m crying. It’s not for Matt, a person I 
never really had. It’s for everything in my life that 
could have been.

I am shocked by Mama’s actions. Gone is the 
severe look. Something has replaced it. My mother is 
not smug or victorious. I realise a few moments later 
what it is – relief. She is validated. 

And yet. She is not angry now. Something has 
dissolved, even if not all is forgiven.

Have I mistaken all my mother’s pain for 
anger? Have I failed to separate my emotions from her 
expectations? Have I created a villain in my mind to 
ease the guilt that flows from my upbringing?

✺

“It was nice to see you here,” says Lena, as  
we pack up. “You should join us more often. Help 
us with the vine leaves and zucchini.”

“She always pierces them,” says Mama, amuse-
ment replacing the usual bitterness. I am terrible at 
cooking, but instead of frustration, I find it seems to 
give her some pleasure. That I haven’t been able 
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to master one of life’s simplicities. She has no  
true idea as to the depths of my existence. But  
if I can’t cook, I must be a habla. Who doesn’t see 
the importance of something that sustains human 
life, of a skill that nourishes and unites people?

“Be quiet,” says Ruba, who seems to  
be leaving with more heaviness. “It’s never 
too late to learn.”

Mama almost smiles. “I knew when she 
was in high school that she was never going to  
be the kind who sat in a kitchen rolling vine 
 leaves for four hours.”

The women titter and I come to attention. 
“What is that supposed to mean?” I say it 

carefully, unwilling to fracture the scaffolding of 
peace my cup has afforded us.

My mother looks pleased. I don’t recognise 
the energy of her demeanour until she leans in,  
a conspiratorial air about her. “I couldn’t get  
her away from her books and TV shows. She  
would sulk all day if I asked her to vacuum.  
She was like a boy.”

I realise there is a compliment in there, or 
an insight I never would have expected of Mama. 
That she saw something in me before I did, a 
pathway set out ahead that didn’t subscribe to 
ordinary life in the way she did. She saw it, yet  
it still shook her up as my destiny unfolded.

What I had perceived as an inability to 
accept me as I am transforms into a distinct 
idea of love – that it isn’t clean and easy, only 
complete. My parents, faced with their unmarried 
daughter seeking independence by moving out of 
home, didn’t stop me. They didn’t accept it, either. 

But from here, I understand something: 
that it isn’t a decision for them to accept. As I  
look around and absorb the fractured world that 
raised my mother, I realise that to ask for  
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Mama to accept my choices would be to ask 
her to undo herself.

I remember Mama holding me after the  
attack. Her anger vibrating through her body. Not 
at me. For me. How did I forget this act of love?

“Come when you can,” says Mama. The 
invitation a surprise, it flattens me.

The women are assembled by the archway 
that leads to the hall. They smile. I don’t know  
what they’re thinking, but I decide not to search  
for acceptance in their expressions.

I want something else for myself. I want  
what I have always longed for and didn’t realise – 
freedom. To be wild and free, untethered, that I  
might fly away. 

I envy this contained, safe world. But it’s 
not for me and I cannot pretend otherwise. 

I kiss my aunts in farewell. When I reach 
Mama, I am unsure what to do. We never hug.  
Never express love. 

We look at each other and the moment 
draws out until I lose track of time.

“I’ll try to come next week,” I say.
We pause in the moment, Fairuz serenading 

us as we say goodbye to the past.
Taht el remain, houbi hakani, we samaani ghnani … 
Under the pomegranate tree my love spoke to me, 

sang songs to me … 
Mama half-smiles. “We’re always here.”
The women finally close their drawn-out 

goodbyes and begin walking down the hall. 
It’s uncomfortable to leave with them;  

I used to lead them out, waiting for them to be  
out of sight before closing the door. I feel the  
insult of leaving keenly, the sensation ripping 
through my belly,and I wonder if I should hold 
 back, close the door for them as always. Change 
takes time.
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But I stop myself. Change is inevitable. 
The ability to come and go as I wish, even if it  
comes with conditions. 

Freedom, I remind myself, as I follow the 
backs of the women, even if it requires sacrifice.
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Shearwater Rock
Anna Spargo-Ryan

When the storm ended, the girl was gone. Waves 
came up over the rocks below the lighthouse and the 
currents had torn a seam in the wash. Janet Callaghan 
had watched it form. In the morning before her 
regular swim – it kept the dementia risk low, she’d 
read – she had stood on the sand and looked for the 
swirling undercurrent, the rip. That day, it was caught 
between the inlet and the ‘Rocks Falling!’ sign in 
the shadow of the cliff. Rocks never fell there, but 
having the sign up was easier than trying to explain to 
tourists how the rip could drag them off.

After the rip sighting but before the swim, 
Janet sat on her front verandah and talked to the lori-
keets. She had a big old gum tree and it shot off red 
blossoms and the birds came to eat and chat, like a 
ladies’ club. That day, while she sat there and watched 
the storm clouds move on, her teenaged grandson 
Blake and his friends belted up the hill from the beach 
car park. They were shouting. 

“Hey, Blakey!” she yelled, but they didn’t stop.
She talked to the birds. She told them again 

about Gary and the shipwreck. After a few minutes, 
the boys came running back down again. Four of 
them. Shirtless, long board shorts. It made her 
nervous. She always checked the UV rating before 
she went for her swim and today it was ‘EXTREME’. 
There would be melanomas cut out of all of them.

Tyres squealed at the top of the hill. The town’s 
one cop car came tearing out of the station. It practi-
cally peeled tar off the road getting around the corner, 
following those boys, who were still shouting.

Janet stood. She told the birds she thought  
she should go and check things out in her capacity 
as President of the Bowls Club. She took off her 
round-the-house shoes and put on her sandals.  
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The sun puckered her skin. She collected her purse 
with her photo id, just in case.

The beach siren started.
Other people were coming out of their houses 

now. Soon, a crowd had gathered in the street and 
they hurried down to the beach together. The road 
glowed with wet glare like a mirage. Blake was  
there, and those other boys, Jaxon and someone  
else. Sergeant Fraser was talking to them. They  
stood very close together, like they were having a 
secret meeting. Blake’s face had turned red and  
black. He wasn’t speaking; his lips had pulled right  
in on themselves. Jaxon’s mouth moved and he 
hopped from one foot to the other. The air off the 
water was hot and wet. The wind picked up all  
the white sand and threw it in their eyes.

More people came. A lifeguard was pulling 
down the flags and putting up a ‘Beach Closed’ sign. 
The boys and the cop looked out to sea. The cop 
talked into his radio. Someone got some flares out  
and shot them into the sky. Another cop arrived, the 
one who looked like a teenager; Janet had gone to 
school with his grandmother. The waves beat on. 
Blake paced and punched his fist into his stomach. 
Janet thought she should go to him, hold him. He  
was sunburnt. She thought about calling his father.

The cop pulled away from the boys and 
they crowded around Blake, got down on the  
sand with him. He just stared ahead.

“We’re told there’s been an incident,” Fraser 
said, in his cop voice. Then he said, “At the blowhole.”

The waves crashed over the rocks, showing 
little respect for the situation.

“Who? Who is it?” The parents looked for their 
own children on the beach on the safety of the sand, 
ticked them off in their heads.

Fraser put his hand up. He went to the  
woman standing under ‘Rocks Falling!’: Amy Moore. 
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She owned the bakery on the corner coming into town. 
Before Fraser reached her, she had collapsed on her 
knees in the full sun. Her skin must have burned. 

Once the people on the beach knew about 
Pippa Moore, they came to life. She could still be 
out there. They could find her, save her. They moved 
quickly. They talked to each other in loud voices, 
knowing it would make them more organised.  
They unlocked the lifesaving club and got inflatable 
dinghies and paddleboards. A couple of people  
waded out into the shallows, like the girl might be  
just there and they could heroically drag her from  
ten inches of wash. 

They all shouted at the cop – “What can  
we do? What can we do?” – and they did what he  
said. They were worker ants. They were mice on 
wheels. Janet stood in the middle and they swirled 
around her as though busyness itself were helpful.

She wasn’t busy.
She was listening.
Out past the reef was a small island. Gary 

had taken her there on his ketch, the one he’d named 
after their son. Years ago now. The day had been cold 
but clear. They had sat on the boat and he had shown 
her the wreck of the Lady Catherine. It was mostly 
deep under the water but it had a tall mast and a 
crow’s nest that stuck out. It was illegal to dive around 
it or to climb on it but Gary didn’t care – he belonged 
to the ocean. He dropped anchor right beside the 
wreck and took Janet’s hand with his rough one.  
This was after their marriage was over, but she felt  
the blood rushing in his hands the way it always had. 
He pulled her up to the top of the outcrop. It was 
full of spider holes and tetanus and she said, You’re a 
maniac, Gaz. Dead set. And he had smiled so wide  
she thought she might fall right into him. It was dusk, 
and she had the divorce papers in her car, but the  
little ketch bobbed in the water.
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That was the first day she’d heard the whales.
He talked to them about her, like she was 

bloody Princess Anne. This is my sweetheart, Janet. 
Doesn’t she have the most beautiful eyes? They sat  
with their legs hanging over the rusted metal and  
he shushed her.

Listen, he said. The whales.
Oh, she said.
In the old days when the white sailors were 

coming around these rocks, they thought the noise 
came from mermaids.

Mermaids? she said.
They reckoned this was a haunted island. 

Or a magic island.
Couldn’t they see the whales, though?
Sometimes you just see the things you want to. 

They were quiet for a minute. Maybe they thought the 
mermaids were there to protect them, he said.

Who were they protecting?
Nah, love. That’s the end of what I know about it.
After he left with his little boat, Janet had to 

find another way to get out there. To begin with, she 
could only swim a little. The currents were rough 
and sometimes the rip felt like it might take her right 
down to Warrnambool. But then she was swimming 
up to the reef. Sometimes she pulled herself out 
of the water and sat on the rocks, half-submerged. 
Sometimes she sat for an hour or more. She sat there 
and looked out to the island and thought about what 
Gary had said, about the whales.

Fraser barked an order at someone.  
The mother Moore was running up and down the 
beach, shouting at the sea like it had personally 
insulted her. Demanding it spit out her child. 

Out at the island, where the waves broke 
against the rocks, they breached. A pair of them – a 
huge grey one with pale patches like it’d been dipped 
in paint. And a smaller one, a baby. They cried out. 
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The island moved into shadow. 
Shearwater Rock. It was weeping.

✺

The fact was this: it wasn’t the first time  
Pippa Moore had gone missing. Three years earlier 
she had run away from home to this very spot.

Gordon Moore – notorious lawyer, worse 
father – was never more terrible than when he let 
his daughter, who was fourteen then, find what  
was left of his face in the garage under the house. 
A neighbour had watched her ride her bike home  
from school and go inside. Minutes later she had 
disappeared into the bullrushes by the inlet.  
No one saw her again for four days. 

The whole town had gone looking for her  
then, too. It had nearly put Janet out of business.  
That was the year she’d had the B&B and it didn’t  
help her one bit to have a man with his head  
blown off and a teenage girl missing in the scrub.

Janet’s grandson Blake had looked harder  
than anyone. He was down there day and night, 
taking his big strides along the sand. Janet had 
brought him sandwiches in paper bags, though if  
he ate them she never saw it. After the first day he 
had stopped calling out her name, but Janet could 
hear it coming from him all the same.

At the time Janet thought it important to 
remember what Gary had said about mermaids.  
They might have taken the fatherless girl out to  
sea, taking care of her there until it was safe  
to return. They might have protected her on the 
timeless rocky outcrops, where the wrecked ships 
under the water whispered stories to those who 
needed to hear them. And Janet knew, from subse-
quent investigation, that the howling ocean sirens 
would bring a person back eventually.

Sergeant Fraser had found Pippa under the 
bloodwood trees, curled around her school bag.  
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Blake had run down to the sand faster than Janet had 
ever seen him do anything. He said Pippa looked like 
she was made of stone. Like the earth had carved her 
right into that spot. He was a poet, her boy.

None of the others had been looking and 
calling for her in the middle of the night, with salt-
water up to their knees. They wouldn’t have known 
where to start. But Blake kept on insisting she was  
still out there. He said he’d seen something out on  
the Rock. It might have been a seal, except it looked too 
big. He said it came out of the water and rested on the 
sand and it was all lit up by the full moon. 

When Janet asked him about it later, after the 
stone-faced girl turned up in the shade, Blake said he 
didn’t remember. He had been awake for three nights, 
only stopping to sleep when the ground could no 
longer keep him upright. 

It could have been anything, he said, on that 
different summer afternoon. Seaweed. A crocodile.

A mermaid? Janet asked, and then, A whale?
I guess. I guess it coulda been a whale.

✺

This time, the city sent a different cop to find  
Pippa. A woman in a pantsuit, hair all cropped and 
shiny. They must have called her right away; she was 
on the sand within two hours and Janet only just had 
time to get the after-sun gel and bake some banana 
muffins. From a packet, but still. The city cop  
talked to all the people there, moving from one 
 to the next and nodding like they were friends, but 
also making sure they knew she could arrest them  
just because she felt like it. Janet put the muffins  
on a trestle table someone had set up. 

In the water, swimmers went near the flat 
spine where the ocean tore apart. Janet stood by the 
table and watched the rip stretch its fingers towards 
them. “You need to go with it!” she shouted, but they 
didn’t look back. Now Janet looked up to see Blake 
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standing at the edge of the cliff on his own, a sad 
silhouette waiting to be blown away to the missing 
girl. Too far away to hear Janet call to him.

A sound came from the water. A mournful, 
magical sound.

“Hold on, Blakey,” Janet said in a small voice. 
“I know where she is.”

She stripped to her underwear. There she 
was on the sand with her whole body showing, every 
soft and lined part of it, but she could only see Blake 
on the clifftop. She ran to the water with her skin 
and flesh moving independently. People on the shore 
kept shouting, but with the music of a joke, and they 
laughed even though they were afraid. 

The sun edged over the shoreline. Janet felt it 
on her skin, creating little pockets of permanence.  
She kicked her feet. She let her body drop into the 
waves. It was like breathing, the in-and-out movement 
of the tide. It lifted up her old body. She was weight-
less, like an astronaut. She thought of Michael Collins 
in the landing module, looking out at history. She only 
knew his name because he’d been on the celebrity 
challenge the night before. If Buzz Aldrin had said  
to him, Michael, you go, would he have done it?

Janet pushed her feet into the seabed. She 
churned up the sand and the kelp, so the water turned 
brown and green. People shouted from the trestle 
table in the car park, “Careful, Janet!” and she could 
hear them eating her banana muffins.

She would not have said yes, if Buzz had asked.
“Right,” she said to no one, and dived into 

the water.
Janet listened. She imagined she was in a  

bath with fish and whales and the whale babies. She 
moved one arm after the other in a lazy freestyle 
stroke. Her arms were lead. They flew over her head 
and sank to the bottom. She was a windmill. She was 
a rotary blade. She was an outboard motor. Her arms 
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churned through the water and her fingers caught 
the kelp as they went around. The rip tried to grab 
her but she was too determined.

She lifted her head from the water and looked 
up to Blake. Another boy rushed towards him, 
shouting. Then another, so there were three boys 
looking down from the top of the cliff.

The reef was ahead. Usually she swam right 
over it but if her arms were lead they sometimes 
pulled her down. Sometimes she grazed her knees. 
She thought about the blood attracting sharks. In  
all her time she had only seen a handful of sharks 
and only one big one. They had cleared the beach  
that day and sounded an alarm she hadn’t known 
existed. All it did was attract more attention. The 
whole town stood on the top of the cliff, trying to 
spot the shark. It had parted the schools of fish with 
its titanium body. Blake had been little. He wouldn’t 
go in the water for weeks afterwards; he said he 
couldn’t remember how to swim.

The reef went by beneath her. Just the tips of 
her toes caught on the rocks, tiny pieces left behind 
to pollute them. She looked down with her eyes open 
but the water was cloudy. It got that way after storms. 
All the junk from under the sand got churned up and 
thrown to the surface.

Generally she wouldn’t have gone swimming 
in conditions like these. But she had to, didn’t she?

The water rushed around and over. She tried 
 to move with the waves but they were faster than she 
was and her mouth filled with salt water. She’d heard if 
you swallowed enough of it you’d dehydrate to death. 

Then the reef disappeared behind her. She took 
time to notice the way the water felt around her body. 
She pushed her arms into a breaststroke and made her 
body pierce the water. Dolphins did that. She was a bit 
like a dolphin, in a way. Finding the path to the rocks 
by listening. The keening sound droned on.

 ©
 G

oi
ng

 D
ow

n 
Sw

in
gi

ng
, 2

01
8.



253

Then, the wind.
It was a brush against her face, first. Then it 

was the way the water moved. She knew, because of 
Gary, how quickly a wind could pick up. It was a kiss 
on the water. A ripple, you’d barely notice it. Like 
someone blowing out a candle. And then a minute 
would pass and if you hadn’t got your sails loose you 
would be upside-down in the water. You could run 
with that wind or you could stay and fight it but the 
place you were a second ago wasn’t the place you were 
now. Now, the waves were coming over the side and 
you were still putting down your cup of tea.

The wind moved her again. Janet felt the rip 
shifting, tearing a hole in the channels. She knew how 
to get free of it, she had to, but it wasn’t foolproof.  
A fork of light shot across the cliff to the lighthouse. 
Lord help her, and the girl in the water. Their bodies 
would go wherever the wind wanted them to. Janet’s 
moved towards the rock. She could hear it there, in  
its seat in the ocean.

She hit the sand. Hard. Some of it went into 
her old bra.

Shearwater Rock was small – she could walk 
from one side to the other in ten minutes – but there 
was a spot by the place she’d landed where the stones 
were overhanging. The rain came down in great indi-
vidual drops. She scrambled to the dry patch under 
the canopy.

The sea made such a racket. A lifetime of 
resting beside it but she still didn’t notice unless she 
took a minute to really listen. The growling thunder. 
The wet slap of the rain on the waves, the crack of 
one slamming into the next. Sea birds crying out, 
The storm is coming! and grabbing those silver fish 
clean out of their homes.

Whale song like a serenade. She could have 
been afraid. She had, from Gary’s boat, watched their 
tails thwack against the surface and drop below so 

 ©
 G

oi
ng

 D
ow

n 
Sw

in
gi

ng
, 2

01
8.



254

they were only a shadow. They were like cattle, the 
same gentle lowing.

She pushed her feet into the wet sand. Her 
mindfulness app had taught her that: find a way to 
ground yourself. Look for something real in the world 
around you and say things about it out loud. Janet 
said, “The sand is wet,” and, “There is a bird.” She 
looked for other things to be mindful about. There 
were bushes on this tiny island, shrubs that could 
withstand the constant beating of the sea like she 
could. “I see bushes,” she said. Then she couldn’t tell 
if she was speaking aloud or in her head, the rain was 
so loud, so she blocked her ears and spoke to see if 
she could still hear it. Fork lightning, she said. Sheet 
lightning. She said, I see silver fish. She started to say 
things she didn’t see, just for something to do. The 
rain poured into her and over her and she said, There’s 
a sailboat. She said, There’s a man carrying a basket. 

She said, There’s a mermaid.
She looked again. She heard the cry of  

the mother whale and the little white whale.  
A shape moved near the water’s edge, fuzzy in  
the navy light. Not exactly a human shape, but 
almost. It had a mirror-finish reflecting the  
lightning, a glisten and gleam and sparkle.  
It moved closer, up to the sand, this dark blob 
with disco-ball legs. 

Janet’s heart raced. The sand around her 
feet didn’t help at all – she was not mindful and she 
was not grounded. The shape shifted towards her. 
There’s a mermaid, she said again, inside her head.  
The rain pounded and punched holes into the sand 
and Janet shouted, with all the voice she could  
muster inside her head, THERE’S A MERMAID,  
but it was the same volume as before. The tiny  
silver fish were laughing at her. She thought of  
what Gary had told her, that she didn’t need to be 
afraid, that the sailors had only been confused.
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Then the rain stopped. The whale cried out. 
The clouds parted, and the sun shone through once 
more. Janet stood and brushed herself off. Shifted  
her weight a bit. She felt the strange shape of her body, 
scratched by the reef and the rocks. And she felt the 
wet warm spread of fear in her undies. She pulled 
them down and shoved them between the rocks where 
no one would find them.

From the island she saw the glossy still  
sheen of the rip and the people bobbing around in it, 
colourful like sweets.

✺

In the afternoon, Pippa Moore arrived back in town 
in a red Commodore. She wore a dressing gown and 
slippers with Cookie Monster on them. As soon as 
her mother shouted, “She’s back!” everyone stopped 
looking at Janet and Janet’s metallic blanket. Janet 
hadn’t even been that far offshore but they pulled  
out the surf boat anyway and two of the boys put  
on their red caps. “We don’t have time to rescue two 
people,” they said. She told them she’d lost her  
favourite undies in the ocean.

Pippa’s mother was so relieved she started 
yelling. “I’m sorry!” she shouted, slapping the girl 
across the face. “I just love you so much!” she  
howled, kicking her in the leg.

“You’re embarrassing me,” Pippa said. The boy 
driving the car was not from town. His hair was shaved 
at the sides and spiked in the middle like a cockatoo. 
He smoked a cigarette, but in the trendy way with it 
pinched between his fingers and curled towards his 
palm. The bitumen was hot under Janet’s bare bottom.

Then, movement on the cliff. Blake had started 
running and now his friends were chasing him, all 
knees and tripping and hollering through the long 
grass. He sprinted with his mouth open. He came 
racing down the hill to the beach car park looking like 
a laughing clown sideshow. Janet wondered briefly 
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if insects were flying into the opening and whether 
grandsons could get bee stings in their throats.  
Was he shouting because of the bees? Was he crying 
because they had stung him?

When he saw Blake coming, the boy from  
out of town wound up his windows. Blake grabbed  
at the handle on the driver’s side door. He pulled  
and yanked and shouted but the door did not open.

“Blake,” Pippa said, trying to wrestle out of  
her mother’s grasp.

Janet remembered the younger version of  
him standing on the sand. She remembered the  
fixed distant gaze of him, waiting for the sea to  
give back the girl.

Blake pushed the car. When it budged a little, 
he pushed it again. It was stiff at first, holding the 
ground. But the more he moved it, the more rhythm 
it had. One side lifted, then the other, like a crib. It 
rocked and built up momentum until it had turned 
right over and started rolling down the hill towards 
the sand. The mohawked boy hollered and banged  
on the windows but the Commodore kept rolling.

The city cop was still down on the beach and 
she shouted up to them. “Quiet! Can you hear that?” 
The car flipped and pirouetted across the beach. “It 
sounds like an oboe.” Maybe she had never heard a 
whale, sitting in her tenth-floor office.

Janet pulled her silver blanket closer. In the 
instant before the car touched the water, a door flew 
open and the spiky-haired boy was flung out. He lay 
on his back on the hot salted grit. The Commodore 
bubbled and glugged its way to the seabed.

Blake laughed, only a little, like he hadn’t 
meant to. Pippa’s mother pinched her arm and said, 

“You could have been in that car!”
And there was the rip, that flat stretch of  

water where the currents would collect a lump of 
metal and channel it out to sea. Janet will show  
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Gary the wreck. She will anchor his small boat by 
the silver lion and let him step aboard.
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The Princess and the Irritant
Bob Ritchie

Mother insisted I marry a princess.
Which is fine, in principle, but where do 

you find a princess these days?
I took out an ad in The Journal of Royalty and 

Royal Royalness and crossed my fingers. The responses 
poured in. Girls and boys and everything in between 
ached to be mine.

Mother said: “We must devise a way to separate 
the peat from the laugh.”

The Post-it incident had left her daft. 
But I could see where she was going.

“What do you suggest?” I picked up one of the 
envelopes that had arrived in the day’s post. It wasn’t 
pink. I took care opening it, having already received 
two containing anthrax and one a dunning notice –  
I had forgotten to pay the lease on the well of carnal 
knowledge.

“You must determine whether or not she is 
sensitive enough to be a queen. I will die one day,  
and you will need a woman – or whatever – at your  
side who will faint at the sight of blood, bedbugs and 
the jelly doughnuts.”

“Oh, Mother, cut the drama. You won’t die.  
As is the family tradition, you will withdraw into  
a sullen stupor brought on by your disappointment 
at the current political landscape.” But one could 
hope. I crossed my fingers again and discreetly 
sprayed my lilies with matricide.

“I maintain,” she said. She crossed to the other 
side of the throne room, her flowing skirts mopping 
up the stains left by last night’s revelries.

“Do you?” I asked. I knew that her  
prescription had lapsed and doubted her ability  
to wean herself from the trivial. Father, of course, 
had died in the last election, so his opinion on  
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the matter was less an opinion than a suppressed 
help-wanted ad.

I split my own lip. Mother fainted, slumping 
against the north wall. Alone time.

The non-pink envelope bore a return address 
that intrigued me:

Princhessa Algorithm Saint-Bracket
House of Foursquare for Dietary Restriction
Number 6
Jamstain, Rhosneezia – Ibid
Aster, my man’s man, had left the royal letter 

opener on the empire of my ottoman. I swooped over 
to retrieve it, slitting the envelope with a panache 
unheard of outside metafiction.

“Aster,” I called out when the bells had stopped 
pealing. “Would you like some of my orange?”

He had a way of slipping into a room that 
was both silent and threatening. 

“Suh.”
I started at his voice, which seemed to have 

emitted from my elbow.
I inserted a dripping-with-juice wedge 

into the space between my teeth. The citrus  
burned the open wound on my lip. Juice and  
blood combined. “Breakfast of champions.”

“Suh.” A good man: I had found him in a 
garbage dump, knitting a pop star and her entourage.

And get my mother out of here.
“Suh?”
“Oh, don’t pretend you have forgotten how 

to read my mind!”
I extracted a single, onion-skin-thin sheet of 

paper, peeled the handset and pressed the ‘call’ button.
As I waited for my call to be put through,  

Aster brought the bulldozer to life. Its exhaust and 
throaty roar filled my chamber. He started on Mother. 

“You should probably be careful not to 
decapitate her,” I called above the roar.
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A sweetly congested voice answered. Hard 
vacuum sprayed from the handset, followed by an 
unusually red beep. “Good morning. Princhessa has  
a religion-killing cold and would prefer that all callers 
send eucalyptus-infused steam in lieu of lovey-dovies. 
Thanks for calling. Leave your message at the tone.” 

I’m always caught short when a message 
machine picks up – never know quite what to say.

“I’m a little teapot.” I slammed the handset 
back on the letter.

Aster, dusting off his dust-dusted hands,  
re-entered my chamber, bringing with him a six- 
pack of jelly doughnuts. My tooth-space watered. 
Juiced. Bled. Whatever.

“Whoa, no need for the big guns: Mother’s 
already been cleaned up. Nevertheless.”

I plucked up one of the doughnuts and chomped. 
A spurt of sweet jelly, with nary a trace of umami. As 
weapons of Ma’s destruction go, I’ll take a doughnut 
stuffed with fruity goodness any time.

I tossed the letter at Aster. It exploded on 
impact, blowing a hole the size of my ego in his 
torso. Feeling guilty, I handed Aster my handkerchief. 

“This Princhessa person, get her in here.”
He bowed deeply, recruiting the blood flowing 

from his waistcoat, garnering enough in member fees 
to pay for a nice pair of sutures. “Suh.”

She was a tall drink of bourbon and had to 
bend low to gather the ash from the wainscoting, a 
custom from volcanic predecessors unable to pay 
their help. She objected with a violent sneeze in my 
face; I could tell that we would get along. Look:

“What’s your name?”
“Princhessa, ya idjit.”
“A Bugs Bunny fan! Wonderful.”
“Bite me, ya ever-lovin’ turd snuffler.”
“Fabulous! You’re a beautiful one aren’t you?”
“Scram. I’m eating breakfast.”
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Her voice was rough from coughing. The 
cigarettes in her hands burned merrily. Threads  
of smoke twined, weaving a delicate shawl of dove 
grey that would keep me warm all of Shark Week. 
She spat a thick gob of jelly-tinged snot.

“Cancer of the bakery?” I asked.
She growled a reply that needed a gps  

to find its way through the mucins, water, 
electrolytes, epithelial cells and leukocytes. “Screw.”

“Lovely.”
Princhessa sneezed again, her projectile mucus 

destroying two wall hangings and a candelabrum but 
missing my amazing face. She liked me!

My mother’s living spirit drifted on mists of 
annoyance through the heavy chamber doors, bringing 
unwanted advice and snow flurries. “A test.”

“Aster! You clearer of clouds, you clarifier of 
foggy skies,” I gestured at Mother. “Do something 
about this.”

“Suh.”
Mouthy bloke.
I rounded on Princhessa, pushing through 

the drift of snow, salting the floor in my wake. 
“Come over here.”

The snow having built up around her feet, 
she stomped several times, asking permission of  
her boots to urinate on them to melt the buildup.

“Our tongues swell with adoration, oh 
Princhessa; whiz away,” they replied, as boots do. 

Seventeen seconds of heaven.
I had, then, the Crones of Construction erect 

a bed, five mattresses high and spun of the softest  
jelly doughnuts in my kingdom. ’Neath it, I had put 
into place a tiny pea: a legume of such discernment  
it could take the blood pressure of an ant.

“In the night,” I instructed the pea, “you are 
to monitor Princhessa. If she sleeps the sleep of the 
damned, you are to wake me in an instant, though 
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I will mash you to death for your insolence. Then, 
before inhaling your last breath, slip me the goods.”

“Oh, King, oh, revered vertebrate, could you 
sign my voucher first? You forgot last time and I  
didn’t get paid,” the pea cried, offering me a check, 
blank but for my royal seal and an underline.

Unsympathetic but unwilling, I neverthe-
less did as bid by the wee weepy pea. My signature 
sprawled across the chit and laughed.

✺

That night, on her bed of five, Princhessa was plagued 
by waking dreams. Here is what she related to me the 
following morning over breakfast:

“A fucking loop of the disco hits of the seventies 
cut a shitpath through my actual damn brain. Fuck. 
And this epic damn cold of mast-cell destruction 
didn’t fucking help. And I would swear a shitting World 
War I machine gunner was using my goddamn back for 
target practice, for fuck’s sake. No damn sleep.”

Aster carried in a tray on which he had 
balanced a coffee plantation and six slaves to the 
grind. “Suh.”

“Aster, you’ve read my mind. But you neglected 
to check the fine print.” My scowl dithered about his 
waistcoat, unable to terrify even the meekest stoat. 
Against his marble forehead, I threw: “I need, also, 
a passel of methamphetamines that my lady listless 
might, eyes bright, provide me with the attention I 
require. That is, baby needs a blast.”

“Suh.” A click rang out.
“Careful of those heels, my man.”
“Suh.” Abject apologies. Embarrassing.
Near to falling from the highchair tray on 

which she perched, Princhessa honked her hooter all 
over the rock’n’roll stars inhabiting her jelly-stained 
bib. “T’anks.”

“And bring milady a howitzer.”
I studied her, yawning, grumbling, picking a 
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fight with the TV remote, but otherwise still  
both sharp and tacky. Perhaps five mattresses 
hadn’t been enough.

✺

That afternoon, while Princhessa took the fifty- 
cent tour (to be deducted from any and  
all future wages), I had erected a bed of softest  
down, one comprising not five, not eight, but ten 
mattresses. This tower of sleep cost more than an 
English breakfast, but I took out a loan on  
my Schwinn and got ’er done.

Later, the pea, only slightly squashed for  
wear and preening in the afternoon sun, listened 
to my new instructions for the night.

“She perceived you last night, through five 
mattresses and a Sotheby’s auction conducted in  
the driveway. A sensitive girl, but how sensitive? 
Tonight you must take advantage of the theory of  
relatives and get Newton’s first cousin to move my 
sweaty pie’s ass; if it doesn’t stop until acted upon  
by an exterior force, we will know something.”

“That she is sensitive enough?” asked the pea.
 I mashed it with an angry fist of my smash. 

“No, that the gravitational field is equal though she  
be on top of ten mattresses.”

It bowed, hot snides bleeding from its 
centre. “Milord.”

✺

On her bed of ten she hallucinated. The following 
morning, having rolled off the bed and fallen to  
the floor, she lay comatose and unaware as I  
extracted three of her teeth, putting one beneath  
my pillow and emailing the other two to an  
itinerant geneticist. He swallowed them and  
theorised the following:

“Princhessa spent a night of turrible turrible-
ness, twerking uncontrollably and unable to lower 
the volume to a respectable level. The neighbours’ 
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complaints kept true sleep from knocking her 
senseless, and a heavy burden of planetary  
gravity dragged her hips with such force that 
eventually she was still.”

“Still what?”
The geneticist, crabby from being mistaken  

for a euphemism, bonked me on the forehead and 
double helixed, sliding down the left strand to  
make twist his escape.

“Damn you!” I cried, nursing the knot  
and cursing my lot. But he had left his discussion 
behind, believing her sensitivity owed more to  
nature than nurture.

The cheap damn tooth fairy left only 
twenty- five cents. I made an appointment to 
have him drawn and quartered.

Princhessa awoke, but, groggy as a mama bear 
in mid-winter, she swiped at me with a clawful paw.

Unable to staunch the wounds, I Ubered 
to my doctor.

His waiting room overflowed with hamsters.
Suspicious. “Have you been a veterinarian  

all this time?”
“No, a pediatrician.”
“And the hamsters?”
“I don’t give my patients lollipops. Here.” 

He handed one over. “It’s strawberry.”
The doctor sang a lullaby, sending my blood 

to dreamland. He whispered, “Your bill?”
I whispered back, “No, but thank you.”

✺

I remained unconvinced. Surely a trickster could trick 
most trickily.

The afternoon of the third night, I caused to  
be raised a great temple of sleep. Consisting of seventy- 
three mattresses, it was a bed of such surpassing soft-
ness that it didn’t even exist. Clouds sued it for illegal 
job-outsourcing.
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The pea, exhausted, crouched against 
the napkin holder on the dining room table.  
Sweat dripped from its brow, burning holes first 
in the linen tablecloth and then in the shining 
mahogany tabletop below.

Pointing with my knife, fork poised in 
defence, I instructed the pea on its final mission. 

“Tonight, you must sharpen your edges, push them 
against the bottom mattress, and force the vexation 
of your peaness to wake her. If she is sleepless  
still, I will know that, truly, she is sensitive enough  
to be my princess.”

“As you wish, my stroppy highness.” The  
pea, bowing deep ’pon bended knee, fell over and 
landed in the gravy. I was starving, having eaten  
only a pair of shoes and a ’57 Chevy. It was only  
by great force of will that I removed my appetite  
from the equation, first balancing it with an equal 
number of carbon atoms on the right and then 
neutralising the solution by adding a base.

“Go, then, pea. Go to Princhessa’s room  
and ascertain the kind and degree of her idiopathic 
environmental intolerances.”

✺

Though seventy-three in number, the mattresses 
were not enough to shield the princess from the  
pea. This is how she described her night:

“Damn bed.”
✺

Mother – recovering nicely, dammit – and I 
contemplated Princhessa, satisfied that she  
was a princess of sufficient sensitivity to be  
the queen of the realm. That she was not  
discomposed by jelly doughnuts made her  
more interesting.

Mother, leaning over the slumped and 
exhausted Princhessa, said, “You’ll do, dear,” 
and patted the girl on the head.
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From a fold in her long gown, Princhessa 
retrieved a pistol and shot Mother through the  
heart. She turned to me, gun sniffing at my 
bib-stained jelly doughnut.

“Good show!” I clapped in time to the  
diminishing echoes of the shot. My ecstasy knew 
several bounds. “Will you enter into an archaic  
and unnecessary social construct with me?”

She swivelled on choleric heels.
✺

Aster muscled the corpses from the throne room, 
leaving them piled outside the grand entryway for 
the cleaning staff to dispose of. Returning, he  
saw that Princhessa was nearly asleep on her feet. 
The revolver fell from her hand and clattered to  
the flagstones below.

After retrieving the gun and steering the  
girl onto the throne, he bowed and said, “Mum?”
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The Great Pretender
Claire Varley

Crown Prince Paolo III of the Imperial House of 
Handelburg-Giacomo-Dunsdorf woke up, brushed 
his teeth and took his morning ablutions. In the 
kitchen he spooned the remaining chunky casserole 
into Tibble’s cat dish and swore at her as she raced 
about his feet, leaving smears of white-grey cat hair 
all over his trouser leg. He made himself a piece of 
white Tip Top toast, dabbing jam to the edges, then 
ate it standing over the sink to avoid any crumbs on 
his sweater. Outside, the sun was hidden by clouds, 
the day grey and reluctant. Inside, the fridge rattled 
and moaned and the toilet continued its steady rolling 
trickle. The plumber would be coming today, accord-
ing to the note his son Philippe had left on the fridge.

Crown Prince Paolo III was worried about 
his tomatoes. He’d planted them a few weeks earlier, 
but they just weren’t taking, no matter how much 
fertiliser he used. Philippe had suggested he might be 
over-watering them, but this was nonsense. He barely 
managed a soaking, what with the water restrictions, 
and was forced to creep out in the middle of the night 
to avoid his neighbours’ prying eyes. They were the 
sort to dob, informants and rule-sticklers who grew 
wiry natives and ugly succulents and had no heart  
for proper continental gardens.

Crown Prince Paolo III pulled down the blind, 
bent over to give Tibble a scratch under the jaw, then 
fished his keys off the hook Philippe had hammered 
by the door. The keys were fastened to a little shield-
shaped medallion with the family’s crest inscribed 
on it – another gift from his son. There was a man at 
the markets who did them on the cheap, Philippe had 
informed him, proudly showing off the heaving Ziploc 
bag of personalised key chains he’d acquired for a 
reasonable discount. Born in a suburban Australian 
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hospital, Philippe had no sense of exclusivity, much 
to his father’s embarrassment. 

Crown Prince Paolo III set off down the street, 
pretending not to notice his next-door neighbour, who 
was digging about in her front garden bed. He took 
a seat in his favourite coffee shop and placed a few 
coins on the table. The waitress brought his coffee 
over and he waited until she left before taking a sip. A 
little bitter, but it always was. Crown Prince Paolo III 
looked around the cafe. The Cypriot was here, as was 
the Turk with his little group of paunch-bellied follow-
ers. The Yugoslav was by the door with his hat still on, 
and a couple of Romanians were seated by the window. 
It felt just like the gatherings his father used to host, 
filled with dignitaries from all their neighbouring 
allies. Huddled in the little suburban café, the men 
sipped their coffee, weighing up each sup to see how 
much it reminded them of home.

✺

He remembered touring one of the coffee plantations 
as a child, somewhere on the outskirts of the Empire, 
before the colonies had grabbed at their independence 
like sulky teenagers. His mother had not been at the 
plantation – she was ensconced back at the governor’s 
residence with the perpetual fit of vapours that always 
seemed to appear when they toured the Empire – but 
his father was there, and his siblings too. The boys 
were paraded about in order: Crown Prince Gustav 
with his serious, self-conscious bow and careful study 
of their father, then Princes Paolo and Otto, who 
were lumped together despite Otto still being in short 
pants. Otto was always running off to play with the 
local children and blame usually fell to Paolo for his 
brother’s poor behaviour. Their little sister Claudine 
was there too, though she’d refused to leave the sedan 
because the bent-backed, sweat-browed workers 
caused her discomfort and shame. It was their father’s 
first tour following his coronation – a jaunt about the 
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colonies to introduce them to their new king – and 
the whole family had been dragged along to pose for 
photographs and shake hands with the children of 
various heads of state. Everyone had paid close atten-
tion to Gustav, the oldest of the siblings, and no one 
seemed to care much for second-born Paolo, who was 
relegated to curt conversations with the unimpressed 
children of lesser dignitaries. 

“You’re the spare,” a little girl with tight 
ringlets had informed him. “You’ll only ever be 
the king’s brother and that’s not much chop.”

He had been quietly outraged, his cheeks 
vermillion, for she was the child of a mere 
cabinet member. 

He recalled his father surveying the plan-
tation with an appropriate balance of gaiety and 
solemnity, for it had not been long since they’d 
buried Grandfather. The old man had had the fore-
sight to maintain robust health and fortitude until 
the morning following his golden jubilee, when he’d 
dropped dead of a heart attack during the traditional 
hunt. The nation had mourned deeply, and no one  
in the family was allowed to read the papers for fear 
of catching the unsympathetic headlines directed  
at their father. It was his squint they tended to mock, 
and his intellect. Paolo remembered his father’s 
gallant efforts to contort his eyes into owl-like propor-
tions as he went about preparing to be king, cursing 
under his breath the diminishing DNA pool avail-
able to their close-knit lineage. Paolo’s mother – a 
second cousin of his father and also somewhat slight 
of eye – would have none of this, commissioning the 
most notable of portraitists to paint a series of grand 
portraits, carefully embellished to bring out the  
finest of the family’s features. 

“History will remember our best side,” their 
mother had instructed, turning to her left to ensure 
this was so.
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✺

Crown Prince Paolo III paced the aisles of the  
supermarket scanning the prices on the shelves.  
He lingered over the eggs, eased open the lid of  
a moderately priced carton and checked each  
egg for cracks. When he was satisfied, he placed  
the carton in his basket. They were out of Tip Top 
so he got the home brand version instead and the  
good tinned food for Tibble, then paused before  
the milk fridge, pondering whether he needed a  
full litre. A young woman with a screaming child  
in her trolley hovered beside him impatiently,  
pushing past as he stood mid-decision. 

“My apologies,” he offered, but she was 
already gone. 

He waited in line at the self-serve checkout 
then scanned each item carefully. The screen flashed 
an error warning when he tried to feed his coins into 
the slot and he looked around for a clerk. 

“This machine is card only,” the clerk told 
him. Crown Prince Paolo III patted his pockets. 

“I’ve only cash.” 
The clerk sighed and tapped something into 

the machine. Crown Prince Paolo III deposited his 
coins, one by one, then realised he was short. He 
rifled through his pockets but found nothing.  
He looked around again for help. 

“It appears I haven’t brought enough money,” 
he explained, and the clerk sighed again. 

“You’ll have to put something back then.” 
Crown Prince Paolo III surveyed his items 

and reluctantly pulled out the bread. 
✺

After fleeing the country they’d become paupers, 
relying on distant relatives for loans their father 
would never repay. 

“What idiot doesn’t plan for exile?” their 
mother had cursed, dismayed that, of all her 
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possessions, the only thing she had with her was a 
fawn pantsuit. 

She’d sat, arms crossed, in the back of the 
truck as they’d raced towards the border, the smell 
of ash and gunpowder still about her as she spat at  
the night behind them. 

“I should have married the Greek. He offered, 
you know. But I thought the weather would be better 
for my temperament further north, and now look 
what it’s done for me …”

Gustav was already abroad at his exclusive 
boarding school, and Paolo had sat beside Otto,  
who was overcome with tears. 

“But when can we go home?” Otto had asked 
repeatedly, for he missed his little friends. His voice 
was a soprano soundtrack that accompanied them 
across their landlocked country, until they’d shushed 
him at the border. 

Their father had been seated to one side, 
staring white-faced into the distance as Claudine 
petted his large, trembling hand. 

“They shot at me,” he whispered over and 
over, his chant a counterbalance to Otto’s. 

They’d waited anxiously at the checkpoint 
while men with guns peered in at them, before finally 
shooing them on, their mother’s engagement ring 
remaining behind. She had been silent then, a familial 
hush ushering them into their new lives. Eventually 
they’d found themselves in France, lodging with 
a relative on both their mother’s and father’s lines, 
one of Gustav’s many godparents. The siblings had 
shared a room for the first time in their lives, growing 
familiar with each other’s particular nocturnal songs. 
By day they wandered the estate aimlessly, watching 
their French cousins bewildered, for neither group 
was sure of what the other was saying. Eventually, 
their cousins simply gave up and took to throwing 
rocks at them instead. Their father, too, struggled to 
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communicate, sitting up each night with red- 
cheeked Uncle Philippe to plot his eventual  
return to the throne. 

“Monarchy comes, monarchy goes; nothing 
is ever truly abolished,” Uncle Philippe rallied. 

“Just look at France.” 
“J’ai fini,” their father sighed, pushing  

away his half-empty glass of port, his exhausted 
eyes drawn shut. 

Their mother alone spoke with appro - 
priate fluency. 

“Nous sommes tous fini.”
✺

Crown Prince Paolo III made his way home, 
shopping bag swinging from his arm. From his 
pocket erupted the tinny sound of ‘The Skye 
Boat Song’. By the time he freed the mobile from 
his trousers he had missed the call, but this was 
enough to trigger his memory. The plumber! He 
hurried home, fumbling for his keys. When he 
arrived, his neighbour was still lurking about  
her front yard. 

“There’s a man on your porch,” she said 
suspiciously, eyeing him as she struggled to uproot 
an agapanthus. 

He let the plumber into the house and 
showed him to the bathroom where he set about 
tinkering with the cistern. Crown Prince Paolo III 
left him there and settled at his laptop. He waited 
as it loaded – slower and slower every day now – 
then logged onto Facebook. 

They’d set the group up years ago, he 
and Archduke Augustine of the long-usurped 
Gulzenburgen line. It was a place for claimants 
and their progeny to share the ups and downs 
of life beyond the throne. There were moments 
of celebration: legal rulings that finally allowed 
access to long-frozen assets or much-awaited 
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returns to homelands as private citizens or tourists. 
For a while, things had seemed particularly prom-
ising for the stern-browed Prince Nasir, who hoped 
to see a return to a constitutional monarchy after a 
lifetime of exile, but his people had become nervous 
at the last minute and voted to retain the republic. For 
the most part, though, it was business as usual, with 
Crown Prince Paolo III and Archduke Augustine 
taking turns to moderate the comments and posts. 
Of course, everyone wanted to be a moderator, but 
they remained firm. No one understood how difficult 
a task this was. Inevitably, conflict arose between 
warring claimants with equally strong ties to the  
same defunct throne. Just recently they’d had to 
step in when the bull-like King Fofana had refused 
to allow his successor to join the group. Giddy with 
possibility after Fofana was usurped, the people of  
his erstwhile nation had swiftly abolished the 
monarchy altogether, leaving his successor suddenly 
stateless and sore. 

“Serves him right,” King Fofana had  
scoffed from behind his keyboard in his new 
Johannesburg home. 

And of course, there were constant accusations 
of elitism levelled at members with post-1900s claims 
from those whose kingdoms had long been wiped  
off the maps. Crown Prince Paolo III imagined them 
sometimes, exiled in their new countries for genera-
tions, pinning their hopes on the ever-shifting  
boundaries of history.

✺

His father had eventually rallied, pooling the dwin-
dling allowances he received from distant relatives 
to cloak himself in attire more fitting for a king-in- 
exile. He began to speak in public, at large gatherings 
of their country’s expats and sympathisers, to bring 
attention to what he now labelled the ‘illegal coup’  
that had robbed the nation of its king. Their mother 
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had attended, seated at the back, listening intently 
for her husband’s cue to rise demurely and wave 
modestly at the crowd. Gustav had also accompanied 
their father, having by then completed his studies 
in the States. He stood nearby, his hair coiffed in 
a stylish pompadour, with the dignified bearing of 
a future king. Eventually the crowds had grown so 
large and agitated that complaints were lodged by 
the new government of their homeland. Their French 
hosts, diplomatically uncomfortable, revoked their 
sponsorship and the family found themselves split 
across the globe. Gustav returned to the United 
States, where he was rumoured to have a sympathetic 
fiancée willing to help him obtain a green card. Otto 
followed him across the Atlantic, pouncing on the 
opportunity to break from the rest of the family, and 
eventually settled in Canada. Claudine accompanied 
their parents to England where the family had loose 
familial ties to the aristocracy, and Paolo surprised 
even himself by embarking on the long voyage to 
Australia where the blonde hair and blue eyes of his 
Germanic lineage were welcomed – no longer the butt 
of jokes they had been in their dark-haired homeland. 
As he bid his family goodbye and prepared to board 
the ship, their mother had fanned herself with her 
handkerchief, affronted by their division across the 
remnants of the once mighty British Empire. 

“So this is why we all learnt English,” she had 
sighed. “To prepare us for our exile.”

Some weeks later, Paolo had disembarked 
in this strange new country that existed 17,000  
kilometres from its queen.

✺

Once he was finished with Facebook, Crown Prince 
Paolo III decided to get started on the next edition of 
the official Imperial House of Handelburg-Giacomo-
Dunsdorf newsletter. He double-clicked on the file 
then waited, Tibble purring distractingly about his 
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ankles. The icon flashed then launched itself into 
the rainbow pinwheel of death. Crown Prince Paolo 
III tried to move the mouse but the wheel remained, 
spinning ominously before him. He thought to  
call Philippe, or perhaps his daughter Marguerite,  
but he was in no rush to work on the newsletter 
anyhow. Circulation was down these days. Philippe, 
who knew how to check these things, had told him 
that even those who continued to subscribe rarely 
opened the file. 

The newsletter had been created years ago,  
a rallying cry from the foundation their father had  
set up to advocate for the reinstatement of the family 
title. Well into old age now, he had left the founda-
tion in the hands of Claudine, who saw little point in 
maintaining the newsletter. Crown Prince Paolo III 
continued to produce it each month, more as a 
reminder to Claudine of where the real power sat  
than anything else, but secretly he would be happy 
to see its demise. There was really only so much one 
could put in each edition, and every year the pages 
became fewer and fewer. 

He was currently waiting on the results from 
Otto’s investigations into the family’s loose ties to 
Scandinavian royalty, but this would have to wait. 
These days Otto was too busy with his own family 
anyway, always off skiing at Whistler or hiking in 
the mountains somewhere. Despite their father’s 
best efforts, there had been a distinct loosening of 
the family’s commitment to reclaiming the throne. 
Otto was now part-owner of the accounting firm he 
worked at, and even Claudine had steered the founda-
tion away from advocacy towards philanthropy. They 
funded education programs back home and had made 
what she referred to as a “strategic decision” to appear 
apolitical. In this regard, their father’s growing 
senility was a godsend, as was their mother’s death 
years earlier. She wouldn’t have stood for these things, 
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this dismantling and devaluing of her once proud 
family. One of Claudine’s children managed a chain 
restaurant for heaven’s sake! With what little coher-
ence he maintained, their father continued to speak 
on the odd occasion at events organised by their small 
group of expat royalists, in order to keep the cause 
alive. The events themselves were limited to England 

– as their father still refused to take a surname, no one
would give him a passport.

“A king does not need a surname,” he main-
tained from his little townhouse in the nicer part 
of Hampstead. 

There was a final victorious flush and the 
plumber came out of the bathroom, wiping his hands 
on his overalls. 

“Standard leak,” he told Crown Prince Paolo III.  
“You get that with old cisterns. Really should be replaced, 
but to be truthful, you probably need a whole new unit.”

✺

During his first years in the southern hemisphere, 
Paolo had kept abreast of the various developments 
in the family. He did so with flagging interest, his 
focus now shifted to the new life he was creating for 
himself, buoyed by the recently acquired surname 
he had stolen from the protagonist of one of his 
favourite novels. He kept the letters detailing the 
family’s travels and travails: his father’s success in 
gaining meetings with the heads of several neighbour-
ing states; the riding accident that nearly claimed 
Claudine’s movement below the waist; the terrible 
few months when Otto dabbled in mysticism before 
remembering his proper faith. He read each letter 
written in his mother’s neat hand, then folded and 
replaced them in the airmail envelopes. His responses 
were short, succinct: I have acquired accommodation in 
an agreeable part of the city …  I have gained employment 
tutoring in languages at the local university … There is a 
young woman I have requested marriage of … Phone calls 
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were rarer still, even as the costs fell over the years, 
and in his heart Paolo knew this was because he was 
a surplus son and there was little use for him. It was 
just as he’d been told all those years ago on the coffee 
plantation: he’d only ever be the king’s brother and 
that wasn’t much chop. 

Yet here in this new homeland it didn’t matter 
who he was, for barely anyone could locate his former 
country on a map, let alone appreciate his lineage. 
And he had been happy like this, for a time, with his 
marriage and the birth of the children. Then one day 
the phone rang and, even as he took the receiver from 
his concerned wife, he knew that something irrevers-
ible had happened. His mother’s voice was curt and 
purposeful, removed of any emotion. 

“Gustav is gone. You are Crown Prince now.” 
And it was later in his mother’s letters that he 

learnt Gustav had taken his own life, despairing of 
the crown he would never come to hold. One brother 
driven mad, the other an accountant, the once mighty 
Imperial House of Handelburg-Giacomo-Dunsdorf 
was left in the hands of its unprepared successor. So 
that night, Crown Prince Paolo III had sat his young 
family down and told them the story of his beginnings 
and the new direction he found himself thrust in. 
There had been disbelief and excitement around that 
dinner table, long before the squabbles and bickering 
and the disintegration of his marriage. 

✺

Crown Prince Paolo III sat down to his dinner of 
hard-boiled eggs without toast and flicked on the 
television. There was a movie about a royal family 
followed by a documentary about dynasties. He 
scoffed at them both, though he watched them 
through to the end. The night dragged on and Crown 
Prince Paolo III checked the Facebook group on his 
laptop. King Fofana was at it again, this time posting 
a long rant riddled with links to websites run by 
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pseudo-historians who asserted the dynastic right of 
his family to the throne, and tossing around various 
embarrassing accusations about his successor. Crown 
Prince Paolo III closed the textbox. He would consult 
with Archduke Augustine on this in the morning. 
He scrolled through his Facebook feed, halting at 
a breaking news post from one of the lesser news 
stations. Clicking through to the article, he read the 
limited details. The head of the Imperial House of 
Handelburg-Giacomo-Dunsdorf was dead. Why had 
no one called him? His father was dead. Suddenly he 
was back in his homeland all those years ago, peering 
over the armrest as his father sat with Gustav upon 
one knee and a hefty tome across the other. 

“This is the line of our ancestors,” their father 
had explained. “All the way from Harold the Brazen 
to my mother the Queen Regent who fought the High 
Council for her right to rule and won.”

Gustav had traced his hand over the page 
tracking the story of their ancestors. 

“Here’s you, Papa,” he announced, sounding 
out the letters of their father’s name.

“That’s right. And who comes after me?”
Gustav’s eyes followed the branch downwards. 

Paolo’s eyes did too, finding his own name cluttered 
to one side, a far less elegant afterthought.

“Me,” Gustav read. “It all ends with me.”
“It all ends with you,” their father repeated. 

“The power and history of our family all rests with 
you, my dearest.”

And Paolo had crept away from the armchair, 
unnoticed and unwelcome. 

But now, his father was dead. Dead with 
Gustav and their mother and the hopes and dreams 
of the family. Dead in a foreign land, alone and 
de-throned. There was a pitiful mew as Tibble pushed 
her face into his trouser leg, stirring him from his 
thoughts. He knew he should probably call his family, 
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but he made no move to do so. Instead, he rinsed 
the dried remnants of casserole from Tibble’s dish 
then filled it with fresh food. He thought to water his 
tomatoes, but there was a chill outside so he decided 
to wait until morning. He would do it all in the 
morning – water the plants, call his family. There was 
so little he could do from this faraway place right now. 
He would sleep for now, if sleep decided to come, and 
deal with the rest in the morning. 

All night he lay in bed, his mind caught between 
the long-ago past and the beckoning future, tracking 
the morning light as it seeped into the sky. Imagining 
vividly the tangle and press of limbs and sweat and 
blood and desperation of the centuries of ancestors 
crowded about his shoulders. 

✺

The next morning, King Paolo III, Head of the 
Imperial House of Handelburg-Giacomo-Dunsdorf 
and heir to a throne long abandoned, woke up, 
brushed his teeth and took his morning ablutions.
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Cuddle Me Closer, Tiny Milton
Daniel Keating

My daughter wants to buy the cuddlefish. Problem  
is the one she’s picked is big as a house, fifty feet  
long, its eyes the size of beach balls. Most folks  
don’t know they get that big, but the guy at the  
store is telling me it’s not that uncommon, not if  
you feed them the right diet. ‘Rick’ it says on his  
name tag, a little acne showing just under his black 
bangs – he’s got to be around forty. Love and care  
and attention, Rick says, that’s the key.

If you’ve never tried telling a five-year-old she 
can’t have something, it’s sort of like trying to sweep 
a hurricane up with a broom. I mean, the thing is right 
there. It’s not like we don’t have access to it. And sure, 
she might not be John Maynard Keynes or Milton 
Friedman yet, but she understands capitalism insofar 
as she understands that Daddy has some of the green 
paper and if Daddy gives some of the green paper to  
someone she wants something from, she gets it. I think 
that’s why capitalism won in the end, ’cause kids can 
understand it so easily. Damn capitalism. Maybe 
when we get home I’ll see if there’s a children’s book 
version of The Communist Manifesto online. With 
pictures. For free.

It doesn’t help that the cuddlefish is technically 
a baby. It’s large enough to have its own zip code and 
yet Rick insists that it’s only two weeks old, he’s been 
there with it since it was born, it’s all in what you feed 
it, all in what it’s handed to sustain its existence by 
people who want to profit off it. Okay, so that last part 
is more me than Rick – Rick’s actually a little sullen, 
looking down at the ground when he’s not looking 
proudly at the monstrosity in the gigantic tank in 
front of us. They had to wean it from its mother 
immediately to start feeding it right so it would get 
this big, Rick says, scratching at a scuff on his left 
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shoe, an aged Chuck Taylor, with the other. Instantly 
my daughter’s eyes fill with tears. It didn’t get to have 
its momma, she says. Like me.

And I want, you know, I want to say, low  
blow, kid. It’s not my fault that your mother ran  
off with some guy who had a bigger … investment  
portfolio than mine. I mean, in the back of my mind, 
the bad place, you know, there I think it’s my fault, 
that somehow I could have got a bigger investment 
portfolio if it weren’t for the fact that investment  
portfolios are things you’re born with, damn it, they 
don’t define how good a person you are. Like how 
you’re willing to listen to two hours of complaining 
about the office when she gets home from work,  
how you cook nutritious and damned delicious meals 
every night, how you just shrugged every time she 
brought home some ridiculously expensive trinket,  
a vase from sub-Saharan Africa, an end table assem-
bled entirely from plastic recycled from car batteries, 
gloves made of soy that had been chemically treated 
to change the proteinous fibres to feel like fur without 
actually being fur because heaven forbid you actually  
be something that doesn’t require eighteen syllables and  
a bachelor’s degree to explain, and—

God. Now I’m thinking about my daughter and 
the investment portfolios she’ll want someday. I gulp.

It certainly doesn’t help that the cuddlefish is 
smiling. I know it’s not a smile. I try to tell myself  
that I’m imprinting human behavioural traits onto  
an animal, that personification of non-sentient crea-
tures is just a means of obscuring the truth of their 
existence, which is a disservice to them even if it is 
meant to cast them in a positive light. Of course,  
my daughter doesn’t see it that way. She tugs at a 
handful of my sensible red and purple plaid shirt 
and says, Daddy he’s smiling, look, he loves me. 

I kind of want to explain how her mother used 
to smile at me even as she was checking out all those 
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bigger and better investment portfolios, but that’s  
the spiteful part of me. Instead, I say he has a nice 
smile, honey, but he’s much too big for our apartment.

Rick thinks he’s going to be helpful at that 
point. He says, sir, we offer deferred payment on 
habitat design, our designers have helped craft 
hundreds of perfectly liveable and lively spaces  
for cuddlefish like this one, which are unobtrusive 
and ergonomic and there’s a Feng Shui option for 
forty bucks extra upfront.

My daughter’s still tugging on my shirt  
saying, I named him Milton, Daddy, his name’s 
Milton and he loves me and you just gotta get him.

Milton smiles at me.
Rick sniffles, says, they’re very  

affectionate creatures.
My daughter says, yes, they’re very  

affectionate creatures. Daddy, affectionate  
creatures, Daddy.

I’m sweating. I mean, of course I’m  
sweating, it’s hot in pet stores. I think they  
do that to keep the animals docile. 

My daughter is tapping lightly on the glass, 
saying, you love me, don’t you, Milton?

No, I don’t, Milton replies.
There’s a pause.
What? my daughter asks.
I don’t love you, Milton says, still smiling, 

rocking back and forth slightly in his enormous  
tank. I don’t love you at all, he continues, because  
you are a garbage person. I would poke your eyeballs 
out with a stick if I had opposable thumbs. I would 
sooner chew on piano wire than love you, and I  
don’t have teeth.

There’s another pause.
Rick looks nervous, glancing between my 

daughter’s shocked face and the tank where Milton 
is still smiling his cuddlefish smile. They do that 
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sometimes, Rick says, you know, talk. It’s all in  
what you feed them. I hear that what they say is 
also all in what you feed them, but—

My daughter runs from the store. I turn  
to Rick and feel a surge. I haven’t felt a surge in  
a long time, not since before my daughter was  
born, maybe even before I married my ex. It’s a  
hot feeling, a tingling, starting in my stomach  
and then spreading out, ending in my fingertips 
and my toes. Toe-tips? Is that a word?

Anyway, I lay into Rick. What kind of circus 
is this? I ask, full of the righteous fury of the wronged. 
Your whale just made my little girl cry. I ought to 
report you to your manager. I ought to report Milton 
to Animal Control. I ought to report this place to  
the Better Business Bureau.

I am ferocious, I tell myself. I am vicious.  
I am a valkyrie swinging a fucking sword of truth.  
I am the customer and the customer is always. Fucking. 
Right. Oh, yeah. Ohhhhh, yeah, that’s the stuff. Rick  
is staring at me with wide eyes that get wider with 
every sentence and I’m sick of his stupid face and 
am clearly better than him so I grab his nametag off 
his chest and chuck it over the edge of Milton’s tank. 
It plops into the water and sinks down to land on 
Milton’s enormous head. There. What do you think  
of that, I say.

Rick’s eyes brim over with tears and he’s 
actually crying. So you won’t buy Milton, he asks. No, 
I reply, just flabbergasted enough to forget my right-
eous fury for long enough to give him a sincere answer. 
Rick nods. Good, he says. I couldn’t … well, I couldn’t 
part with him. He’s my life partner. My buddy.

Milton continues to smile while Rick blubbers 
and wipes at one of the tears. Yeah, okay, I say. I’m 
going after my daughter. 

I turn to go, but I look back to see Rick put a 
hand up on the tank, still crying. Milton says, suck 
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my balls, dickweed, and Rick nods. Then I’m 
out the door. 

My daughter is standing just outside, leaning 
against the wall, crying, and I can’t help but be 
reminded of the first time I met my ex-wife. The  
kid has her same long wavy brown hair, extremely 
narrow frame, unearthly skinniness despite eating 
the utter junk I feed her, and she cries the same 
way, with short sobs that send her hair shaking in 
waves and rattle the little purple dress she’s wearing. 
Thankfully, unlike my ex, my daughter’s not crying 
over some boy who’s just dumped her (and probably 
had an outstanding investment portfolio). No, she’s 
crying over something simpler, the loss of something 
she never really had, being let down over something 
minor, something I can explain. Finally. A chance to 
do some real parenting. Time to make the most of all 
those Parenting for Dummies textbooks my ex gave  
me and then never read herself.

Before I can lay a consoling hand on her 
shoulder (‘Chapter Two: Physical Support Isn’t a 
Cliche!’) and tell her gently that sometimes things  
just don’t go our way (‘Chapter Five: How To Tell 
Brats the World Hates Them Without dss Having to 
Get Involved!’) she looks up at me and says, Daddy,  
I want a different pet. Okay, I reply, thinking that 
maybe she’ll go for something smaller, cheaper,  
less intrusive, and then we can have our big father- 
daughter heart-to-heart.

Daddy, she says, I want seagulls. A whole 
fucking flock of seagulls, as many as you can fucking 
find. When she smiles at me it’s Milton’s smile and I 
think, well, seagulls, I guess that’s fine. At least when 
they shit all over me it won’t be anything too new. 
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Kelp Body
Mira Schlosberg

I was in the ocean and in the ocean there was a ghost. 
The ghost looked like a fish, or it was inside a fish,  
but I knew it was a ghost because I had that feeling.

It was like when you’re in a graveyard  
standing on the grass and you know there is a body 
underneath you and you can feel the body and feel  
the grass growing from the nutrients of the body 
breaking down in the earth. Like there are ghosts  
in the grass. I knew it was a ghost because of that 
feeling, and because I felt a hand grab my arm 
mid-breaststroke, though there was no one else 
around me. This invisible hand held me there in the 
water, floating, not swimming downwards anymore. 
Then I knew it was a ghost because it spoke to me.

The ghost said what are you doing here and  
I said I was hoping if I went deep enough into the 
ocean that the pressure of the water would shrink  
me down to the size of a pea and then I would sink 
a little further and shrink a little more and then  
I would be nothing.

The ghost said that sounds good, shrinking. 
But there’s something maybe you could help me with 
first, if you don’t mind. It has been so long since I ate 
fruit, said the ghost. Here there is only seaweed and  
it is slippery and grainy with sand. Every day I crave 
the taste of pomegranate. If you could bring me just 
one – I am only a lost soul in the ocean after all.

I said all right, I would bring the fruit, but  
then I thought about the graveyard grass with ghosts 
in it and I worried. I said what if I bring a pomegran-
ate that has another ghost in it? Will you be able to  
eat it or would that be disgusting, like cannibalism? 
What would happen to the other ghost if you ate  
the fruit it was living in? The ghost said it would  
eat the fruit and then the two ghosts would be  
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together inside the fish body, two souls pressed 
against each other, coiled up and flowing in and out 
of each other. The ghost said a fruit with another 
ghost inside would be the best thing. 

Swimming up, the water was warmer  
and warmer the closer I got to the sun. If I was a  
ghost maybe I could have kept swimming straight 
up into space. 

On the beach the sun was bright, brighter 
refracted through the drops of seawater in my eye- 
lashes, and I shut my eyes and rubbed them with the 
back of my hand and they stung from the salt. All 
around was open space and the brightness of the sun 
and other bright things too – rainbow umbrellas and 
different-coloured folding chairs and skin slick with 
sunscreen. My body felt sticky as the water on me 
dried and left behind a layer of salt that pulled my 
skin taut. I moved my arms and felt them crackle.  
The tar of the road burned me when I crossed it to  
the supermarket.

In the supermarket the light was yellow. In 
the produce section I took a pomegranate from a 
display. There was sand from the beach between my 
fingers and it scratched against the waxy skin of the 
pomegranate. I weighed the pomegranate carefully 
on the checkout scale and then carried the fruit back 
to the ocean with me. Hot sand and sun again and 
then moving down into colder and deeper water like 
flying to the sun in reverse. I swam with one arm and 
with the other I held the pomegranate. It took a long 
time to reach the spot where I had met the ghost, but 
finally I felt the hand on my arm again and I looked 
up and saw the fish there next to me. I’m back, I said.

I stuck my nails into the fruit’s skin and pulled 
it apart. Dark juice slithered into the water around 
my hands. Inside the seeds were all nestled together 
like snake eggs, glowing in the shafts of sunlight that 
reached down to us. I pressed some of the seeds with 
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my thumb and they came loose and floated upwards. 
I took one and held it out to the ghost. The ghost in 
its fish body swam closer and I felt its mouth brush 
against my fingertips as it took the piece of fruit.

The ghost said, listen. I will do something for 
you as a thank you for bringing me this fruit. I can’t 
make you into nothing, it said, but I can make you 
into something else. I said that’s okay, I just want to 
stay in the ocean. The ghost said how about this. I can 
make you into kelp. That way you can be in the water 
until you drift up onto a shore somewhere. Then you 
will decompose slowly and grow into some kind of 
coastal scrub with little flowers and feel the sea spray 
against your leaves and petals every day and the 
moonlight every night.

I was relieved by this and said yes please, 
make me into kelp and a scrub in the moonlight.  
The ghost said have some of the fruit, that will change 
you. So I peeled another seed off the pomegranate 
and ate it. The seed popped and snapped as I bit into 
it and the thin layer of salt water coating the flesh 
melted into sour sweet juice.

It was like taking a drink of something cold, 
the way you can feel the coolness seeping through you, 
except it started at my feet, and the seeping was faster, 
like a rushing. I watched as plant matter consumed 
my legs and travelled up my stomach and my chest, 
and every inch of me that turned to kelp was pressed 
against the water. I felt the slick green-brown-gold 
flatness of myself and I was happy. The ghost thanked 
me again for the pomegranate and I thanked the ghost 
for making my body into kelp. Then I felt a current 
lift me up, and I thought about the moon and the 
calmness of sea spray dancing under it, and I wrapped 
myself around the current and began to drift.
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Salmon 
Atar Hadari

He is not comfortable in her arms,
no longer snuggling, or leaning close.
He leaps athletically like an arch,
a river flowing from her hands to earth.

And his sweet belly is no longer fat,
he stretches, you can see his ribs.
The smile on his face like the Cheshire Cat
that’s eaten more than just the cream.

And the admirers. People smile at him
randomly in the street, like he’s a star.
The girls stand on street corners to meet
and say his name shyly, holding their heart.

This can’t go on. She’s holding strong
but he is leaping like a fish to go upstream.
And in those pools where he was first frogspawn
there’s a star now turned to blackest ice, an open seam.
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The Atheist, Shopping for Groceries on a Friday Night 
(In a Heaven in Which None of Us Believes)

Eric Paul Shaffer

In the express check-out line at Foodland (eight items or less),
Hitch rolled his cart up behind us. Since no one survives

death, we were surprised to see him. He looked good,
in grey jacket, open collar, black slacks and his hair grown out,
lank and gold, falling across his forehead as we remembered.

We nodded since he knew we knew him, and we thanked him
for his hard work and good words, which have often raised

our spirits. He smiled at that. The minutes dragged, the line
locked behind a woman with three squalling children and a check.
I pointed to the ‘8’ above him, noting that the number looked

like infinity standing on its head. He found that mildly amusing,
in the manner Americans find so charming in British intellectuals,
responding that at least the figure wasn’t lying around on the job

as is typical of such a character. The line stalled again
behind a teenager clutching an energy drink while slowly counting

change into the cashier’s palm. Veronica unloaded our spinach,
beer and yoghurt, and the three of us grinned often and awkwardly
at each other. He was gracious but seemed anxious to pick up

his cigarettes and to pay. My wife noticed a bag of kitty litter
in his cart and asked after his cat. Hitch said the cat was an orange

tabby, a male, and Veronica asked for the name. “Smith,” he said.
We were all pleased. We gathered our bags to go, and he wished us
a good day, though evening darkened the doors. Among the bottles

of wine, loaf of bread and wheels of cheese on the rolling black
conveyor were six silver cans of cat food, the special of the week,

and we walked into the darkness, smiling, glad to know
that when he arrived home, someone was at the door to greet him.
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Unequal Payoff
Joan Katherine Webster

An apple a day
keeps the doctor away.
As long as you eat it 

yourself.

Don’t, whatever you do,
offer one to a mate.
The laws of hospitality dictate
we offer comfort, food and rest
but beware –

especially if you’re female and
feeling sorry for a man. 

For that’s how it all began.

Enjoying the sharp, tart taste
one pleasant day, having cleaned
the House of the Lord, made the bed
and done the dishes, Eve leaned
against the shady tree of knowledge
with her pet snake
when Adam sauntered up to chat.
Empty-handed.

What’s a kind-hearted woman to do? 
Say:
Go and pick your own. This is mine?
Commit the sins of selfishness and sloth? 
Or be polite? 
Share.
Offer him a bit.

You don’t expect to be branded
whore 

forevermore.
You don’t expect God to deride
all womanhood for one misguided gift.
You don’t expect your generous gesture
to ruin the rest of your life.

You don’t expect such wrath.
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You don’t expect
a loading of the alleged guilt of one
on all of womankind, 
the visiting of exponential grief
on all those waiting in the wings of the millennia

– not even yet a flutter under a fig leaf –
on all those innocent of apple-theft,

of pomme-icide,

You don’t expect
a god to be so miffed,
to vent his spleen on all those yet unseen,
ordinary, naïve, unknowing girls
misty with the mind-veil-fog of apple blossom 
to be jinxed to greatly multiply their sorrow bringing forth

– Genesis three sixteen –
every time they breed!

Be cursed into malevolent maternity
just for a pomaceous fruit?!

You don’t expect to bear the brunt 
of that small, healthy snack-time stunt
for all eternity. 

Condemned for being nice.
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Earmarked the epitome of vice, 
Paulinised submissive wife,
Medusarised as hyped with hyster,
projected with a phobia of female mystery 
downgraded as subsapiens, weak and rather dim
ordained a lawfully bedded, beaten serf. 
A churl
on call – and at his whim –
to serve the now promoted alpha phallus

all for a bite into the genus Malus.

You don’t expect 
a god to be so callous.

You don’t expect that apathetic Adam 
– who couldn’t even find his own lunch,
think before accepting, 
who could have stayed his greedy, opened, inept hand, 
had no self-discipline, was easily led,
who was a dobber! And,
to boot, with androgens awash, a fool!

– be deemed most qualified to rule.
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The Lit Students
Carl Boon

It’s not enough they haven’t lived,
they repeat to each other
we haven’t lived,
we haven’t lived –
a mantra over coffee,
a saying to soothe their selves.
He wears a T-shirt the others
may decrypt, she flips her hair
upside-down again and again,
and their lives are song lyrics
or the sounding of alarms 
only they can understand. 
Away from them, I feel 
the lingering of bad advice,
the loss of heroes. I feel meaning
discharged, sympathy stripped
until meaning and sympathy
are merely words arranged
on a table to be disarranged
by storm and fruitless adventures
into Kerouac and Dumas.
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i will rather a hole isn't a hole
Fakoyede ’Seun

if i view a few imageries with holes as lace fabric it’s
because i do not want to wear other surfaces – here,

we wear roads till they’re worn & i will rather a hole
isn’t a hole. if it is, a hole will need filling. soil filling

soil: flesh filling flesh & it is my family’s business to
scoff seeds show me a man who doesn’t know how

to plant i ask about lead – i ask of its metallic blood
& of its communion with the bodies it bore holes in.

here’s a riddled body given up: a trail of devastation.
i will rather a surface isn’t a surface – & if it is, i will

rather a hole is not a hole. if both are, it is late, for a
bored body to be lace fabric how do you heal a hole?

i plant what the other body consumes. i plant maize,
cassava & flower because the soil will take in what it

is grateful for & the body. i am not grateful for grief:
the many holes it leaves empty, its tide of bomboras.
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Fragile Y
Rose Michael

We were living under the powerlines, at the end of 
one era and the start of another. At night I listened to 
them crackle and pop. My brain frazzled and zapped. 

Once, I had been sure I was growing a superb-
aby: my belly bigger than anyone’s, my heart rate 
higher, my blood pressure lower. Her staccato kick on 
my taut skin drumming a Morse message for me alone. 
She’d pushed back into the palm of my hand when I 
pressed to feel her edges – an alien intelligence. Soon 
enough I’d know better. 

I listened to the wires whistle above. I booked 
test after test, held onto the megahertz counter, 
measured the microwave, the fuse box and hair-dryer 
emissions. The highest readings came from the speaker 
under the daybed, where we’d spent that first year as 
I worked milk out of me and into her. Breastfeeding. 
Hand expressing. Pumping. Bottle feeding. Where I’d 
slept beside her – if that’s what you’d call the state 
where I skated between waking and sleeping – when 
she wouldn’t. The evidence was meant to reassure me. 
A little off average. A minor variation from normal.

✺

On damp days like these, when the creek swells 
its banks and regurgitates rubbish – old shopping 
trolleys from before gentrification poking the  
surface, plastic bag scraps in similar states of non- 
decay clogging the current – I imagine pollution 
clinging to those black lines strung across the sky. 
Molecules snapping like metal filings to a magnet. 

Else follows me obediently as I walk to the 
water but today, it seems, we are not going to school. 
She won’t cross the stones. She screams and screams, 
an animal sound, and I look at her as though I do not 
recognise this child, while thinking, that’s exactly 
how I feel! She looks back – mouth unsmiling, eyes 
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unblinking – and love threatens to break my heart 
apart. Fuck school. I reach to take her hand, forget-
ting, again. Her tight fist’s refusal to unfurl makes 
me wish I too could wail at the world, but I lock 
my feelings away. We are not so different, despite 
everything they say.

Else signs to go and I turn towards home, mud 
sucking at my boots. One false step and I’ll be in it. Is 
she giving up on speech? She has never talked much: 
no words before two, a handful by four (“no”, “stop!” 
and “Mum … mumumumumum”), but now, at seven, 
she seems to be abandoning what little language she 
has. Head down, trying not to slide on the flat-packed 
grass, I wonder when it began. Her habit of substi-
tuting words only reveals how random her thoughts 
must always be. When I correct her she dismisses me 
as though ‘in’ and ‘on’ are interchangeable, ‘before’ 
and ‘after’ a matter of semantics. Her literal interpre-
tations make such perfect sense: a cupboard is a board 
for cups. At first I thought her habits were as quick 
and clever as she was quirky, walking backwards from 
the shops when I said exactly that: “We have to walk 
back.” But now I notice how, after saying she will 
describe something, she gets up to act it out. Asks for 
a pair of forks when she means scissors. Shouts that 
the time is “twenty already!” 

Tells me not to take defence.
How smart you are baby, I think as we follow 

the wires back west. How very sharp to see through 
all this shit. Rejecting the world that has – I get it – 
rejected her. 

Meekly I follow my daughter into our empty 
house. To me it seems surprised at our return, but I 
don’t feel unwelcome. I work hard not to feel much 
these days. I switch on the coffee machine, glad Ethan 
is at work. That’s one advantage of her not speaking: 
Eath doesn’t have to know how I gave in without a 
fight. Thank god one of us has a job. It’s getting harder; 
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I wonder how others cope. My whole world is her. 
And the wires. They each keep me awake at night. 
Networked interconnections that I think – I know – 
I feel, charging the fearful air. 

When the coffee is ready she is at my elbow. 
Does she like the smell? I can’t tell. Perhaps the bitter 
grind cuts through her sensory-overloaded world. Like 
my edgy morning breath and anxious sweat that she 
sniffs out at our regular check-ups. Just yesterday 
she leaned so low to the manky creek scum I thought 
she’d lick the wet stones where it curdled. And this 
is the same girl who sticks fingers in her ears at the 
sound of motorbikes on the main road, flinches at the 
tic-tic-tic of a pedestrian crossing. 

Ever-contrary Else pinches my arm, bringing 
me back to the present. That is her gift. She scratches 
her cheek against my jumper. Is she scenting me like a 
cat? Maybe she’s not the same girl she was. Could she 
be regressing? Evolving? Softly I stroke her elven-fine 
hair. A strand, more, comes away in my hand. She, in 
turn, raises her palm to my face, thumb outstretched. 
Not pushing me away, exactly, but measuring my 
features. Tracing the distance from eyebrow to cheek-
bone until I pull back, reaching past her for the soy, 
avoiding the cow’s milk that I wish Eath wouldn’t buy. 
Those poor lactating mothers, constantly calving to 
keep up the city’s latte supply, their boy babies sent 
to the abattoir unfed. I never thought of them before 
becoming a mother myself, but now I think on it too 
much. The loss-leader strategies of major grocers 
bankrupting dairies. Families forced off land they’ve 
eked a living from for generations. Fields too barren 
to farm – exhausted by herds, bypassed by weather. 
Endless arid plains the banks, belatedly, learn they 
cannot sell. Homesteads going – only metaphorically 

– to seed.
What about us? I ask my reflection, nursing my 

cup through a veil of rain. Tears. Creek water rising. 
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What will we do today? Winter, wet and dark, hems us 
in. We will draw, of course. Else is drawing already – 
when I tune in I can hear her colouring-in filling the 
room around me. Actually, I can’t hear it; I’m inured. 
The sound is an out-breath, an in-breath, as soft and 
slow and steady as a line of passing time or the hum  
of alternating currents. 

“Hon?” I warn of my approach and though her 
shoulder lifts I can see over it. Oh, she is good all 
right. My daughter’s drawing is not at all average: a 
major variation from any idea of normal. When will 
I stop being surprised? A woman in two dimensions 
stares from the page, weathered and aged and freak-
ishly familiar. Is that what Else was doing when she 
held her hand up to my face? Breaking my expression 
into discrete parts the way I’ve seen her segment a 
picture: into abstract, replicable squares. So she can 
recreate it, her mother, here. 

“Mumumumum.” Is she talking to me or the 
drawing? “Mum.”

“It’s beautiful, sweetheart, it’s perfect. Please 
don’t screw it up.” My hand rises and falls but she has 
left the room, shut her door. And then, the weirdest 
thing happens. When I uncrumple the paper and iron 
it flat with my hand the pencil particles fail to fall 
away. They cling on. Graphite dust gravitating to grey 
lead lines. Gathering. Tiny dots sticking together like 
grains of kinetic sand, subtly moving. Making the 
drawing three-dimensional. Making it – her picture, 
me – animate. 

Impossibly, the pencil powder piles itself  
up and reaches towards me – or so it seems, through 
my tunnelling paranoia – and I realise not that she  
is different, but that we will never be the same 
(and do I even, really, want that?). 

“Elsie?” I blink, putting the paper aside. 
“Where are you?” In my imagination the black spots 
spread from the page to the bench beneath, growing 
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the nub of a new branch from a dead knot in the wood. 
One fleck, one speck, one microscopic mite at a time. 

“Else?” But the house is silent around me. 
Although, when I listen, not quite: from the other 
room now comes that interminable in-breath, 
out-breath, as soft and slow and steady as the pulse 
of blood, as the throb of watts.

It seems that, for all my disaster planning and 
dystopic obsessing, the end of everything we know 
is already upon us. My attempts to prepare Else for 
a world she will never fit are a waste of finite time. 
Nature has changed; I am the one who has to adapt.

✺

The plovers are coming back. The twenty-four-hour canine 
curfew has had the desired effect: cute hooded dotterel are 
nesting in the dunes, running along the shore, hatching in 
the sand. The extinction debt is still there, new numbers 
may not be sustained – particularly if parents spend 
too long baiting joggers away from their eggs, leaving 
unhatched young to cook in the sun. Particularly as the 
restrictions mean other predatory fauna return. Dogs 
chained to houses bark as brown snakes sidle up and tigers 
coil tight, right under their noses. The loss of wildlife in 
what was once Victoria’s most biodiverse patch – where 
roos were so plentiful they flocked like sheep – is on the turn. 

✺

I rinse my coffee cup and place it on the draining rack. 
I have to get out of here. We should go away. I think 
of our beach shack on the skinny wrist of penin-
sula that pincers Port Phillip Bay. Only a nothing 
island between us and Antarctic winds. I gather what 
we need for a trip down: milk (soy), coffee (freshly 
ground). Her white bread. Her flat cheese. Oats for 
both of us. Butter … we should switch to a vegetable 
spread. I put the organic block back. 

She is always better at the beach. I am better at 
the beach. I scan the room, thinking of what Eath will 
see when he comes home. Evidence of our aborted day. 
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I could write a note, say “it was one of those”. He’ll 
understand, sympathise. No doubt feel relief –  
I would. Guilt too. I should tell him we’re leaving  
so he can go out in town or stay late at work without 
risking the ire of his housebound wife. But I don’t 
have it in me and I doubt he does either. He’ll 
probably just stay in and turn up the TV, because 
he can, without us females who don’t like noise and 
baulk at violence. No, that’s not fair, he’s more likely 
to find something broken and fix it. Our house is full 
of defects I’ve adjusted my routine to work around: 
tiptoeing over a complaining floorboard, using pliers 
to turn off the tap when I finally register it’s still 
dripping. Entering our sunroom through the other, 
more silent sliding door when I get up for an early cup 
of tea. Practiced steps to avoid setting off Else.

Where would we be without Eath in our corner, 
fighting the entropy? It’s not that I don’t see it, but 
my daughter is teaching me to turn a blind eye to 
the chips in walls where doors have slammed back, 
the scratches – bite marks? – on tables. The wearing 
away of once-perfect things. From her I am learning 
to accept the endless exoskeletons of pencil shavings, 
the infinite Milky Way of small snapped ends. “This 
is life,” I tell Eath when he asks how I can I stand 
it, gesturing pathetically at the atomised graphite 
trodden into rugs and tagged across walls. “This,”  
I gesture emphatically, “is living. Not degradation: 
transformation!”

That’s what I was thinking this morning as 
I studied the blue-black sky, curled on the day bed 
that’s now out back under the powerlines, coiled on 
our deck that overhangs the creek, the same height 
as the trees. Waiting for night to turn from mussel-
dark to pipi purple. My empty coffee cup growing 
cold. When the megabat colony returned, each inky 
wingspan clearer than the one before, the backyard 
dogs let loose at the overhead threat. One by one the 
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grey-headed foxes, flying, disappeared into the river 
mist – a horror movie rolling in reverse. They love  
it here, under the wires: the slick mud beneath steams 
with their piss. The water, too, stinks like turned 
fruit. My ears pricked at a thousand calls as the camp 
settled back into the bark-stripped trees. My eyes, 
acclimatised, picked up on the softest gradations of 
sky in the unpolluted – the less-polluted – morning 
air. Or so I thought. Really, the darkness could just  
as easily have been descending. 

Until that sabre of light shone out from under 
Else’s door.

✺

I gather the pile of pale, bleached foods – my own 
attempt to control the chaos of living with Else. 
Pre-empting her reactions, I walk on eggshells, wrap 
us all in cottonwool. Hands full, I push past the bin 
overflowing with bottles – another habit we have to 
rethink now they’re no longer recycling. 

I duck to the car, dodging drops. When it 
rains like this – and when doesn’t it, these days, as 
the subtropical climate creeps south? – I don’t feel 
like going out either. The wet seeps into everything, 
making the whole world heavy. Is that how Else feels, 
with her underwater-slow moves? Oh, but it is better 
to be out: to be in the world. Beyond the house. The 
smell is exciting: a green tending to the poisonous  
end of the spectrum. 

Briefly, there is that sweet relief of being  
alone. Me, and the root system that feeds the trees.  
A mycelium network of fungi filaments under my feet, 
connecting the forest beyond and around and under 
these streets. Only recently we’ve learned that, rather 
than attack their hosts, mushrooms help them absorb 
water and minerals. They have more in common with 
animals than plants, providing complex conduits 
between diverse species. Eath wages war on the 
encroaching weeds but he must see we’re the parasites 
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here: a mammalian virus that’s reproduced until it’s 
reduced the biological efficiency of its own home 
planet. Threatened all life, beyond what we know.  
A human infestation that will end as soon as the  
earth decides to shrug us off.

I push back my hood and stick my tongue out 
in the rain, wondering what I’m ingesting. Only what 
coats the veggies I overpay for at the farm gate up the 
creek. Only what comes with the water that strums 
the powerlines as it buckets down. I lick my lips, 
tasting nothing. Some say it’s the increased carbon 
dioxide that’s making our food sweeter by the century, 
not selective breeding after all. Biologists gather 
evidence of algae that are carbohydrate rich but less 
nutritious, so the plankton that relies on them might 
eat more and more and still starve. 

I pull my tongue in. It’s more a drizzle than  
a downpour, which is good. Freeways are bad enough 
but once visibility is reduced to the sluice of wind-
screen wipers Else’s freak-outs escalate. Earplugs,  
I remind myself: you don’t have to be a supersenser 
to be sensitive. I am made more nervous by the day; 
I can’t not see things through her eyes, feel them 
as though I’m in her skin. Storms are scary. Tides, 
currents, rips. Dogs pick up on electricity in the air. 
They run and jump and laugh in your frightened face, 
particularly if you wave your arms and cry. And then, 
when your mum joins in – telling you off for overre-
acting, overcome with a shame she wishes you shared 

– you cry more and start to rock. The dogs leap higher,
laugh louder. Especially when their owner says, “she’s
friendly” or “he only wants to play”, because that’s
the problem, isn’t it? My child isn’t; she doesn’t.

✺

Offshore a cast of crabs is forming. Spider legs so long
they look like they’re striding on stilts as they clamber over
each other. A spectacular aggregation, migrating towards
the shallows, colouring the ocean orange as they come.

 ©
 G

oi
ng

 D
ow

n 
Sw

in
gi

ng
, 2

01
8.



321

Not to mate, but to squeeze out of their old, hard shells. 
They must grow quickly before their new armour hardens. 
Earlier every year, they gather in greater numbers – for 
safety, presumably, though divers have seen them turn 
on each other. It’s not only stingrays and introduced 
starfish that are dangerous: when the crabs are moulting 
the underwater army needs as many nutrients as it can 
get. Gardeners of the sea, they usually feed on algae and 
sponges, but on the march they can turn cannibal.

✺

The beach. I slam the boot and turn towards the house. 
She is watching me from the other side of the glass – my 
daughter, a double-glazed world away. I lift my hand. I 
don’t disagree with her as much as I let Eath believe; 
we should fear the things we think we’ve tamed, from 
fungi flora to flying fox fauna. Weather will win in the 
 end, despite out best efforts to control it. As quick  
as that I’m inside Else’s point of view and there’s no 
going back, no way to un-imagine the (im)possibility 
of charged pencil particles forming and reforming. 
Neither breathing, nor excreting, simply being. Some 
new mineral life, coming together one incremental 
element at a time. Insensate. Unseparate.

I shake off the drops. He’s right, of course. 
Eath is always right: I should stop reading; my  
anxiety needs no feeding. Temperatures are rising 
 fast past initial predictions. Calculations of how hot 
is too hot rapidly drop. Typhoons self-feed and it’s 
never the right time to ask what’s causing the floods 
because somewhere is always being swept away.  
Dams built during decades of drought overflow;  
levies designed to withstand thousand-year storms 
break. Rain is measured in metres. Hurricanes 
register on the Richter scale and the Bureau of 
Meteorology adds a new colour to temperature  
keys as the heat keeps on climbing.

“Lucky you’re in Melbourne,” they say. Up 
north seasons converge over country they’re winning 
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back by the day: the climate has splintered beyond its 
original, Indigenous many into even more microcycles 
of wet rainless minutes and dripping dry days. I wish 
we were even further south, at the very tip where bay is 
sucked out into straits. Where the fine line of sea-blue 
sky meets sky-blue sea.

We’d be all right there, in our bolthole with its 
fire pit and water tank, when everyone flicks on their 
air con at the same time and bang, out go the lights. 
The grid. Off goes the network. We’d be safe enough 
in our asbestos shack when the man-made umbilical 
cord channelling currents between giant generators 
and gargantuan substations suddenly pumps nothing. 
Then everyone will wonder if we shouldn’t have been 
investing in wind farms and solar panels and wall 
batteries and burying the old powerlines deep under-
ground so the earth itself could absorb whatever evil 
they convey. (If they did. Which they don’t.)

Out to the east, older poles run alongside the 
great metal towers that straddle our creek. Leaning 
rakishly, wood weathered to a dull camouflage, their 
wires loop loose and whip in the wind. For a moment 
I imagine they’ve sprung up recently, mushrooming 
through from the understory. 

We’ll be all right. I offer Else a smile from the 
doorway. If anyone understood the worry that eats  
my sleep and feeds my dreams it would be her. 

“Hon?” I scoop up the drawing things. “Else?” 
She follows meekly and I think, it’s going to be okay. 

But, of course, it isn’t. How could it? Ours is 
not a story that fits with whatever ‘okay’ means. Above 
me, the wet wires buzz like the bees that congregate 
down the coast in the abandoned cottage next door 

– more each summer, dripping honey onto the floor. 
The superorganism is alive and thriving. Stingless 
natives, that don’t travel far, might have an advantage.  
(Not stingless – I register the difference in my head – 
sting less. They have a sting; they just don’t use it as 
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much.) Are they nesting near others because of some 
coming catastrophe? It’s hard to think of a disaster 
that hasn’t yet hit. They used to burrow in the soft 
sandstone cliffs; our rocks are riddled with their 
tunnels. Maybe they’ve come closer to gloat, to  
drive me crazy with their constant humming. 

Else gets in the backseat bottom first, belt  
next, legs last like an afterthought. I never knew there 
was a normal way to do the smallest thing, and that  
I knew it, until I saw my daughter didn’t. I settle 
myself in Eath’s seat and press the start button while 
the chair is still moving into its rarely used second-
driver position. I think how Tesla vehicles upload data 
to the cloud overnight – such a step up from us homo 
sapiens, who spend our whole lives working things out 
and then have to find a way to pass on what we know. 
Fleets of battery cars will learn for the herd. It’ll 
happen, I think, as tyres slip and grip on the wet road. 
Then there’ll be no need for parking lanes or traffic 
lights or individual ownership. I should be excited, 
but the social consequences of tech developments 
don’t always go the way us scientists predict. Instead, 
something unimaginable blooms. Like smallpox 2.0. 
Something unanticipated rears its head, and spreads. 
Like Fragile X.

Easing onto the freeway, we join the flock, 
flying in formation to the coast. Where is everyone 
going? I try to put the thought of the always-mounting 
road toll to one side, treating my worry like I might a 
child, like another mother would a different daughter. 
Our national obsession with speed continues but acci-
dents are increasingly the result of road rage or rush-
hour congestion, not epic weather events. Or so I tell 
myself, as our SUV shudders in the wake from road 
trains powering past. Up ahead, brake lights punctu-
ate the whitewash, flicking off and on. Dark clouds 
loom as solar-powered streetlights switch on and stay. 
The weather is worsening. 
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One morning, no doubt, we’ll walk to the 
stepping stones and find them submerged, our way 
blocked by some bigger river’s new route to the ocean. 
Like rain caught on broad leaves, funnelled down 
narrow stems, to branches and trunks. Out to roots, 
and then the waiting basin. Like electricity flying 
in from out past the new estates, over the backyards 
of houses like ours, through flying fox flight paths, 
where sublethal stresses mess with honeybees’ senses 
until their colonies collapse. 

Until the wires no longer buzz. Until there’s 
another blackout and the city powers down. 

Until the rains suddenly and forever cease 
and we are left bereft.

I should call Eath. That’s what we’ve agreed 
I’ll do when I feel like this; when being alone with 
Else gets too much. 

“Eath?” I whisper, hoping the girl in the rear- 
vision mirror won’t see me mouth his name. 

Not that we would’ve been able to hear him 
over the white noise of the freeway, even if the call 
had connected. Which it can’t; we’re well out of range. 
There is no one else. Only our automatic wipers 
picking up the pace as concrete barricades channel 
the rising river of us to the sea. 

✺

They have always been there, in our rock pools, retreat-
ing into cracks and crevices when swimmers bomb in. 
Concealing their electric markings. The southern blue-
ring is a bare ten centimetres long but can push its body 
into spikes and points. Shy, smart, there’s never been a 
reason to fear these octopuses before, but more are floating 
in, finding their way to the bay’s shallows. Blame the 
warming climate for making them wander, and in the 
daytime too. Blame unusually low tides for bringing them 
in: not-rocks concealed in a layer of sand, waiting for 
the turn – of tide, or shell. Most poisonings occur when 
Victorian beachgoers – with no idea something so famous 
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in name could be so unremarkable in form – try to throw 
them back into the sea. To save them.

Blame an inexplicable lack of movement in the water. 
✺

“Talk beetle to me?” 
Else’s words remind me of the pencil drawing 

I left on the kitchen bench, weevilling into the wood. 
Who knows what my daughter sees when she lifts her 
head from a drawing, her nose from a book; hers is a 
fantasy world where the dark is always rising.

“The ladybird …” I calm her and myself. Eath’s 
wrong: I never gave up science, I just stopped believing 
it had any answers. We knew so much and understood 
so little. 

“The ladybird is the largest of all orders,” I 
begin, choosing not to mention how many of its kin 
have become extinct, wondering how big she imagines 
the beetle to be. I wouldn’t want that drawing to begin 
to crawl.

“They’re found everywhere. Except the poles,” 
I correct myself, “where it’s too cold.” 

I turn on the demister but it hardly helps. Our 
wipers thrash but I can’t see clearly enough to change 
lanes. I know not to slow – motorists must maintain 
speed and trajectory, trust their car’s technology when 
they can’t rely on human senses. 

“They interact with their ecosystems in  
sophisticated ways – feeding on leaves and fungi, 
breaking down animal and plant debris. We think 
 of them as agricultural pests, but they aren’t, you 
know. Not necessarily. Some protect crops from 
deadly insects.”

“Lady,” she says quizzically. “Birds?”
I’d never realised what a narrow bandwidth 

normal was before. Never knew how, on either side, 
the known world drops away. 

“Bugs, actually: lady-bugs. The Latin name 
means ‘shield wing’.” In the mirror her hands open. 

 ©
 G

oi
ng

 D
ow

n 
Sw

in
gi

ng
, 2

01
8.



326

Ladybirds – named after Our Lady for their 
scarlet colour – may as well be a litmus test, canaries 
in the climate mine of our one-world experiment.  
A creature whose sensitivity makes her a useful indi-
cator of healthy habitats and encroaching danger. In 
the mirror Else’s hands flutter and flap. Stimming, 
they called that: generating more sensory input than 
her current environment gives. I wish I didn’t wish  
so hard she’d stop.

“The English word, beetle, comes from ‘little 
biter’.” She should like that. “Humans have collected 
them throughout history, prizing their jewel-like 
casings. In ancient Egypt the scarab—” 

“And now?” Her wing-like hands tremor.
And now. A century ago Christmas beetles 

swarmed so thick branches bowed and trees bent 
under their weight. Some entomologists say our 
constant drought has hardened the ground so larvae 
in the soil can’t crack the crust, but I’m not so sure. 

“They fly, they dive, they crawl.” I watch the 
road I can hardly see. “They’re smart: they use pher-
omones to communicate. They’re resilient. Working 
collaboratively, they can overcome a tree’s defences.” 
Maybe beetles will survive the mass extinction of 
non-domesticated animals. We’ve all seen nests of 
cockroaches as impenetrable as a Roman legion’s 
famous formation. Ranks of troops, shuffling,  
shields up. They’ve adapted to us so well we can’t  
get rid of them when we try.

“Now?” Else repeats, looking out through  
her fidgeting fingers. 

“They can tolerate extreme environments. 
Some beetles enter diapause, lowering their  
metabolism to outlast unfavourable conditions.” 
They’ve been found in vast numbers: whole cities 
slumbering, like a cult that’s drunk spiked  
Kool-Aid, not to experience the rapture but to  
outlast some end-time event. 
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“They mutate. They migrate.”
“Here?”
Here, well. “There’s an Australian weevil – I 

can’t remember what it’s called – that practises cooper-
ative brood care. That’s where some females reproduce 
and others … don’t.” I’m never sure whether she under-
stands my textbook talk, but she seems soothed and it 
soothes me too. It sounds so like a fairytale.

“They live in the heartwood of eucalyptus 
trees, feed off the ambrosia symbiont,” I sound it out: 
sym-bi-ont, “that grows there. Spreading its spores.” 

And there they are again, those organisms so 
micro in size and macro in impact. Has Else been 
leading me here? A collector of rocks and bottle tops, 
of rules and regulations, she gathers facts like shells. 

None of it adds up, of course: neither my 
Newtonian simile nor her hard data. The more Else 
knows the less she seems to connect. She is as natural 
a phenomenon as gravity, as planetary motion, as 
Darwinian selection: undiscovered. We are the ones 
on the shore. Her most uncanny comments have their 
own logic, if you can follow her processing – which 
you can’t, not unless you’re already seeing things 
from her perspective. Eath looks for a key to crack 
the code, but the way I see it there’s no lock. She is 
completely available, ever present, utterly herself. 
And as beyond comprehension as a dream is to the 
dreamer. We work so hard to teach her – teach her 
what, I don’t know – but I think, right now, it is a 
good thing, a very good thing, that she is so immune. 

I decide to give therapy away. 
Outside the rain beetles down.
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Cereal Drama
Stephen Greco

To:  28 March, 2018
The Boomer Fun Foods Company
1 Sugar Jolt Road
Whaddamanoo, Wisconsin 54911

Dear Mr Boomer,
I feel it is my responsibility to bring 

to your attention an urgent matter regarding 
your breakfast cereal Major Yummy Clusters. I 
purchased a box recently (lot no. 6785465) that 
contained a human toenail from the first toe (also 
known as the hallux, or big toe). As such, the 
toenail was an appropriate size and shape to  
efficiently obstruct the trachea if ingested, 
presenting a potential choking hazard. Fortunately, 
I did not consume the aforementioned toenail. 
However, as it did present itself upon my cereal 
spoon, events could have easily taken a tragic turn. 

Please be assured that I have no wish for 
monetary compensation. My concern is only for the 
safety of your consumers. As the head of a respon-
sible corporation, I am certain you will implement 
appropriate measures to ensure this will never 
happen again. I merely request that you inform me 
of said measures, so I may make my own judgement 
as to their adequacy. 

Thank you for your cooperation.

With kind regards,
Leonard J Shmoo

✺
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4 April, 2018
Dear Mr Shmoo,
Please accept our sincere apologies.  

We are quite perplexed over your discovery,  
since we have procedures in place to prevent 
such unfortunate occurrences.

Kindly discard the remainder of your  
cereal and obtain another (complimentary) box 
with the enclosed coupon.

Also, please note that there actually 
is no ‘Mr. Boomer’. 

Remorsefully,
Liam Q Pinkum
Customer Relations

✺
9 April, 2018

Dear Mr Pinkum,
Thank you for the free box of cereal. 

However, I must point out that you failed to 
comply with my request. I ask again that you 
inform me of the measures you have taken to 
prevent further contamination of your products. 

I should also add that the toenail showed 
signs of a fungal infection.

With kind regards,
Leonard J Shmoo

✺
14 April, 2018

Dear Mr Shmoo,
We appreciate your concern regarding the 

safety of our customers, but we are confused as 
to the ‘measures’ you feel we should implement. 
Please advise.

Your puzzled servant,
Liam Q Pinkum

 ©
 G

oi
ng

 D
ow

n 
Sw

in
gi

ng
, 2

01
8.



333

19 April, 2018
Dear Mr Pinkum,
I would think the first step would be 

obvious, so obvious in fact that I did not mention 
it explicitly: an inspection of your cereal 
production line workers’ toes.

May I suggest these toe inspections be 
conducted in a timely matter before the missing 
big toenail grows back.

Patiently awaiting your reply,
Leonard J Shmoo

✺
25 April, 2018

Dear Mr Shmoo,
What you are proposing is a practical 

impossibility, as we are certain some of  
our employees would consider such an inspection 
to be an invasion of privacy.

I feel obliged to bring to your attention 
the fact that research on our part revealed you 
are a serial litigator (no pun intended). We cite, 
for instance, the case of Shmoo v Zargonaut Games, 
in which you sued the referenced company for 
failing to divulge the addictive nature of their 
video game Ninja Chipmunk Assassins. Your obses-
sion with the game apparently caused you to miss 
the deadline for filing your tax return, result-
ing in financial penalties. You've sued the Sugar 
’n’ Grease Doughnut Company for making their holes 
too large, the Eat Till You Bust Diner for putting 
five types of beans in their four-bean soup; the 
list goes on and on.

We can only assume you’ve been handsomely 
compensated for your tragic misfortune  
and suffering.

Circumspectly,
Liam Q Pinkum
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29 April, 2018
Dear Mr Pinkum,
It is true that I have initiated several 

completely justifiable lawsuits regarding inferior 
or dangerous products. Should this fact constrain 
me from fulfilling my responsibility to look after 
the safety of my fellow cereal consumers?

Again, please be assured that I have  
absolutely no wish for monetary compensation in 
regard to the toenail incident.

Emphatically,
Leonard J Shmoo

✺
5 May, 2018

Dear Mr Pinkum,
I have excellent news. With the help of 

a clinical laboratory, I have identified the 
offending toe fungus as belonging to the genus 
Trichophyton rubrum. I sincerely hope that this 
information will be of assistance to you in  
verifying the culpability of the guilty party.

Still awaiting, albeit less patiently, 
your favourable reply,

Leonard J Shmoo
✺

18 May, 2018
Dear Mr Pinkum,
If I have not heard from you by May 30, I 

must unfortunately air my grievances to the media. 
Please note that I remain in possession of the 
toenail as proof (kindly refer to incontestably 
repulsive picture enclosed).

Reluctantly willing to take stronger measures,
Leonard J Shmoo

✺
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22 May, 2018
Dear Mr Shmoo,
Are you aware you have no way of conclu-

sively proving the toenail was inside the cereal 
box to begin with? Are you so certain it was not 
your own diseased toenail that ended up in your 
cereal bowl?

That being said, we believe that the matter 
has grown out of hand, and we are writing to 
propose an amicable solution. We ask that you 
sign the enclosed legal waiver and non-disclosure 
agreement, which states that you shall refrain 
from taking legal action over the alleged toenail. 
(Note that there is no admission of wrong doing  
on our part.) Let me assure you that we have 
enacted a new, extremely strict policy that all 
employee footwear be completely closed. We have 
also given our employees extensive new training  
in how to prevent body parts from contaminat-
ing our products. Copies of the said policy and 
training procedure are enclosed. 

As a gesture of goodwill, we have also 
enclosed a voucher for a free Boomer Fun Foods 
product of your choosing, every week, for life. 

We trust that this will finally put the 
matter to rest.

Assiduously seeking an accord,
Liam Q Pinkum

✺
28 May, 2018

Dear Mr Pinkum,
I accept your proposed solution. The signed 

documents are enclosed.

Your finally contented customer, 
Leonard J Shmoo
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29 Dec, 2018
Dear Mr Pinkum,
As a result of consuming one box per week 

of your sugary breakfast cereal Major Yummy 
Clusters for a period of seven months, I have 
developed diabetes mellitus type two. I must there-
fore insist your company provide me two million 
dollars (US$2,000,000) to cover related medical 
expenses for life, with an additional four million 
(US$4,000,000) for any pain and suffering caused. 

Failure to agree will result in my refer-
ring the matter to my attorney.

With kind regards,
Leonard J Shmoo 
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Content Creator
Tommy Grimly

Content Farm Incorporated
ID: SN72809248709580-DKA9889
Content Creator: #787999282D

The library window’s immaculate steel-rack  
collection towered over the books left outside  
to be sold: decaying hardcover volumes lined  
up with military precision. Misshapen paperback 
piles. Side by side, spine by spine. All arranged  
on rusting carts. 

The curious drifted through the tight aisles 
created by the metal carts. On the cheap banner 
dangling off the check-out table, someone had 
awkwardly scribbled ‘Library Surplus Sale’ in perma-
nent marker. Two attendants waited behind the table, 
which held a sole grey box with a sign taped on top: 

‘Paperbacks: $0.25, Hardcovers: $0.50 $0.25’. 
In the past, libraries allowed people to rent 

books for a short time, for free. (Ask your grandpar-
ents about it sometime.) Obviously, market forces 
inevitably replaced this old custom with more  
efficient methods. That’s why this particular library  
was holding a sale to liquidate their overstock.

Edgar approached a cart and dragged 
his fingertips over the titles. He traced engraved 
surnames he didn’t recognise. On several spines,  
he couldn’t tell the title from the author. Paper 
stacked against paper stacked against paper, with 
only thick covers separating them. 

His phone buzzed in his pants pocket. He 
instinctively reached to pull it out, but Katy nudged 
him in the side. “A library sale. Super romantic.” 

“I planned a coffee date. How was I supposed 
to know that you own a K-Cup machine? I had no 
back-up plan.”
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“It says that in my profile. I’ve been unmatched 
before because of it.”

“Because you drink K-Cups?”
“I quote: ‘K-Cups are inauthentic ways of  

experiencing coffee, since they are not swirled with 
the handmade method you get from true baristas.’  
I had to listen to that for three hours. I bought two 
K-Cup packs afterwards out of spite.”

“How can someone be that pedantic about 
coffee?” Edgar itched to check his phone.

“The same guy who has three shirtless selfies 
on his profile, each flexing in a different pose.”

“I knew I was doing something wrong. That’s 
why I wasn’t getting any likes. Too much shirt.”

“You’ve had some awkward dates on 
Tinder, right?”

“Awkward dates? On a dating site purely based 
on looks, where you can dispose of someone with a 
swipe? Nah.”

Those days, Tinder was a popular dating app. 
You could create a profile and browse for potential 
dates, swiping left or right to reject or accept someone 
based on their carefully curated photos. (Ask your 
grandparents for their war stories.)

“Honestly, I’m just waiting for you to tell me 
about your Furby collection,” Katy said. “You must 
have some dark secret that’ll send me running back  
to the safety of my coffee pods.”

Edgar tapped his pocket, right over the firm 
phone case. “I own three hundred and I’ve rigged 
them to a piano to create a Furby choir. I’m recording 

‘We Are the World’ with them next week.” 
Half of Katy’s mouth rose and snickered; the 

other stayed low and guarded. “Swipe left.”
“I’m kidding. It’s obvious I was kidding, right?”
“I don’t know. It’s 2016 and anything is possible.”
Katy picked up a book on a whim and 

scanned the blurb.
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Edgar used her distraction to check his 
phone. Back then, the fastest way to message  
someone was through text. People texted their  
bosses. Their spouses texted them. They called 
only during emergencies. 

—Cecily: Hey Edgar, we’re going to have to 
let you go.

Edgar frantically jabbed his touchscreen 
keyboard. 

—Edgar: Why??
The extra question mark was uninten-

tional, but happened when his finger slipped  
after noticing Katy looking over at him. 

“Don’t tell me you’re texting,” she said.
He dropped his phone back into his 

pocket. “Just a work message. I’m not answering 
it, though. I want to keep a work-life balance.”

“Balance slacking off at work with slacking  
off at life, right?”

“I’ve got plenty of free time now.”
“What?”
“Nothing.” 
“Check out this cheesy book.” Katy held 

up an aged paperback and read from the spine. 
“Michael Parker is a normal man who’s thrust  
into the high-stakes world of international  
cryptocurrency. Meanwhile, David Connolly  
is a detective on the hunt for a missing 
woman … Why is there always a private detective 
in these books? You’d think that private detective 
agencies pulled as much GDP as Silicon Valley.”

“They’re not meant to be read over  
and over. They’re thrillers for aeroplane flights.” 

Katy dropped the book back in the 
cart. Thud. 

Denim vibrated against Edgar’s thigh. “Is 
there anything worse than being the last books 
left at a fifty cent book sale?” 
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“They’re half off now. They’re the last books 
left at a twenty-five cent sale.” Katy turned into 
another aisle. 

Using a metal cart as a shield, Edgar slid 
out his phone. 

—Cecily: You were five minutes late to work 
yesterday.

—Edgar: 5 min is nothing!
Edgar followed Katy into the next aisle,  

this time keeping his phone in his hand, discreetly 
hiding it by his side. 

“You wanna buy any of these?” Katy asked.
“Too pricey for me.”
“You really are a cheap date.”
“I prefer to be fiscally conservative.” 
“Gee, I can’t wait to be treated to the dollar menu.”
“Shouldn’t love be left untainted by capitalism?”
“Valentine’s Day is a cruel, capitalist farce  

only when I’m single.”
Edgar’s phone vibrated in his palms. It startled 

him enough to make his whole forearm spasm.  
“Guess I’ll just write the next Great American Novel 
and save up for dinner, quarter by quarter.”

“Can you imagine being something so useless 
as a writer?” Katy smirked. “Get paid to hunch over a 
typewriter, smoke cigarettes and drink whisky. Stroke 
your beard. Then at parties brag about how genius 
your words are.”

Edgar chuckled. “Being pretentious and 
making useless work for a living. That’s the ideal.”

Katy took another look at the books; Edgar 
snuck another peek at his texts.

—Cecily: You haven’t been taking this job  
seriously. If you had followed our guidelines closer, 
you likely would still be employed. You can pick  
up your last check tomorrow. 

Katy yawned. “Actually, maybe I do need 
a coffee. K-Cups don’t have much caffeine.”
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Edgar wasn’t moving. He was looking away 
from her, with his hands in his pockets. “My boss 

just fired me.”
She paused for a moment, enough for Edgar  

to dream up a thousand different put-downs from  
her mouth. 

So, he—No. 
No. 
This just isn’t good enough. 
I hate myself. 
This isn’t going anywhere. You don’t want  

this meandering nonsense. 
I’ll make it more exciting.
Edgar’s a space pirate. He’s bored with his  

job shuttling illicit cargo across the cosmos, feeding 
the galaxy’s space coke addiction. 

No. That’s too genre-y. I can tell I’ve lost you 
with that logline. 

Maybe this isn’t compelling because Edgar 
is too similar to me? Bored with his job, his life, and 
sighing at the expansive existence before him. I’ll 
make him more fascinating for you. I’ll follow Phil 
from Paranormal Romance’s advice and adjust my 
hero to my audience. 

So: you’re the type who finds genre fiction trite. 
Certainly, nothing historical or romantic. You want 
true realism in your content. You crave authenticity. 

You’re a Roger.
Right. 
A Roger. 
Age: 35-45. 
Status: Married.
Salary: $100,000 and above.
Tier: Primary end-user. 
Archetype: The Authentic. 
Personality: Agreeable, accessible, dependable. 
Roger wants authentic stories that speak 

to his experience. He associates with brands that 
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are upscale and edgy, like, Warby Parker, Tesla 
SpaceTubes and GoogleApple.

All right.
Here goes.
Vincent’s gaze craved a screen. Penn Station’s 

grimy floor tiles dulled his eyes. They shied from 
the Shake Shack’s neon-green sign. His legs strode 
to his calf muscles’ fullest extent, slipping through 
the commuters: project managers, UX designers, 
data analysts, personal data accruers, psychological 
profile creators, online activity observers, account 
managers, content creators, chief financial officers, 
even junior designers. 

He boarded the PATH train car and, envel-
oped by relief, observed sixteen unoccupied rows. He 
selected an aisle seat beside a man already absorbed 
in his iPad, as if nothing existed beyond its twen-
ty-four square centimetre screen. Vincent tried to 
wedge his bag under the seat, but it jammed from 
the bulge created by his Artificial Cinnamon Roll 
Flavor Keurig K-Cups. Instead, he positioned the 
bag between his feet. The cramped space was a tiny 
penalty for enjoying one-minute brewed coffee every 
morning. Unlike those suckers stuck in lines at craft 
cafes along Broadway every morning, he’d be caffein-
ated within seconds, the rich nutty taste lingering in 
his mouth all the way to the office. Plus, the 10-pack 
was on sale for $13.99 at Duane Reade. (Click the link 
to shop now.) 

Vincent started his iPad 300. It hummed to life. 
As it loaded, Vincent removed his Cellulose 

Acetate Warby Parker glasses and shined them with 
his shirt fabric, folded between his fingers. 

The New Jersey Transit PATH took an hour 
every evening and morning to travel to Montclair. The 
vacuum-sealed humanity created its own heat, damp-
ening Vincent’s collar with sweat by the time the train 
halted. He sometimes toyed with the idea of buying a 
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Tesla to commute via the Lincoln Tunnel instead,  
but he always abandoned those thoughts because 
he felt the most content during his PATH commute, 
packed into a seat, between one man at the window 
and another looming over him in the aisle, holding 
the railing to stay balanced. Here, he could escape 
into his mind. 

The Content Farm app loaded on his iPad 
screen. A tailored content selection greeted him.  
He swiped through several titles, skimming their 
summaries, judging them by their cover images. 
Finally, he discovered content that seemed worth 
consuming. After a brief download, the words 
gleamed on his screen. The words coiled around  
him. They fogged out everything else – all he could 
see were the images in his mind, as real to him as  
the train car carrying him. 

He expended the content with ten minutes 
left until his train docked into the Montclair PATH 
station. He completed the post-content survey, giving 
the content creator several fours and a couple threes, 
since the content was entertaining but could improve 
in clarity. Two quick taps deleted the content from his 
iPad. With nine minutes to spare, he contemplated 
the scenery passing outside the window. Housing 
structures glided past. The content had already evap-
orated from his brain. He was upset he didn’t have 
enough time to consume another fresh, absorbing 
content. The sunlight beamed harshly into his eyes.

He came home to his wife, Genevieve, who 
tuned pianos for a living. 

Tuned pianos? That’s too quirky. 
Or is it quirky enough? 
No matter.
Because their marriage was out of tune. It rang 

out a sharp D, when it should have hummed a low G. 
That’s probably musically wrong, but just run with 
the metaphor.
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Vincent saw boredom in Genevieve, and 
Genevieve saw ennui in Vincent. Both had expected 
each other to be better by now. But Vincent was 
still a middle-manager who never bothered to clean 
the stove after cooking. He had forgotten who he 
expected Genevieve to become, but whoever that was, 
she wasn’t the person he woke up to each morning. 

Vincent lived in constant anticipation for the 
past – that, one day, he could relive a moment. Her 
lips pressing into his below a bridge fifteen years ago, 
which he recalled with much more electricity than 
he’d felt in reality. But all he had, instead, was a photo, 
taken right after that less-than-electric moment. 

In the photo, he embraced Genevieve under 
that famous bridge. That famous bridge, the one 
in DUMBO. You know it. You’ve seen it in those 
commercials. That blue one. It’s a big bridge.  
A really big one. With two traffic lanes. And a  
wide sidewalk. And—

Oh god, I’m fucking this up so hard. 
Okay. Okay. 
It’s a bridge. A suspension bridge. 
Can you do me a favour? Google  

‘Manhattan Bridge’.
I’ll wait. The fourth result is the one I’m 

talking about, where it spans the gap between  
two buildings. 

You see what I’m talking about?
It’s like that. Two teal towers. 
Are those towers? They’re like castle turrets. 
Is turret the right word? 
Never mind.
I’m sorry.
So that’s the image. 
Every afternoon, when Vincent arrived home 

from his commuting odyssey, Genevieve was apoplec-
tic at her piano, her fingers motionless atop the keys 
as she eyed the sheet music propped on the piano 
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stand. Vincent implanted the new Keurig K-Cup 
package into the kitchen cupboard. He perambulated 
into the parlour, where Genevieve was perched at her 
Steinway grand piano. They finally spoke when there 
was nothing left to be silent about. 

The End.
Fuck.
I wish I worked in Interstellar Wizard 

Adventures. That department’s so much easier. 
Explosions. Spaceships. An age 9-17 target audience 
that is hardly discerning. Instead, I’m rambling  
about upper-middle-class couples who hate each  
other in elaborate, white-trimmed settings. 

Yes, that’s you, Roger. Fuck you and your 
proclivity for dull, yuppy melodrama.

Bah.
God. 
This isn’t content. This is a neurotic unravelling.
Unless you find neurotic unravellings 

entertaining?
Hah, no. 
I’m sure you’re reading these words and rolling 

your eyes. You’re probably skimming by this point. 
Oh god. Oh god, I have to meet the word count. 

I have to keep typing. Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, 
consectetur adipiscing elit, sed do eiusmod tempor 
incididunt ut labore et dolore magna aliqua. Ut enim 
ad minim veniam, quis nostrud exercitation ullamco 
laboris nisi ut aliquip ex ea commodo consequat.

All right. 
I’ll find a better ending for Edgar and Katy.

✺

I can’t find a better ending for Edgar and Katy.
Christ, this is a mess. 
This is a mess. 
This is a mess. 
I just … my head is aching and I can’t think 

straight. These stories are pretty formulaic. Well, not 
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formulaic, but they follow a pattern. But they  
can’t be too obvious about the pattern, or you 
won’t be surprised.

I think you’ve read enough here and know  
the characters well enough to end this. Boy meets  
girl. Woman marries man. Decades pass. They get 
a mortgage. PATH train commute. Tuning pianos.  
The ending’s clear, isn’t it? 

But I don’t know if that’s the ending you want. 
Only you know what you want. So, here, please, fill 
in the ending that satisfies you. The best ending you 
can imagine. It doesn’t have to be good for Edgar and 
Katy, just good for you. 

Fantastic. 
I appreciate the effort. 
Oh, shit.
I forgot the Keurig machine. 
Please add this to the end of what you just 

wrote: “And after all that, they enjoyed a cup of 
freshly brewed morning joe, diluted expertly from 
their Keurig K-Cup machine.”

Thank you so much!
When you fill out the survey at the end, please, 

give me a good score. Circle all the fours. 
They don’t check the content before sending 

it out. They fired Editorial to save cash. 
We’re judged on our performance scores here. 
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So, please, just pretend this was a good content expe-
rience. (Cindy in my department was fired for aver-
aging a 3.5/4, which is far below the accepted 3.75 
standard. She lost her healthcare coverage and died 
from dysentery – but that’s not a tragedy because  
the Free Market willed it, of course.) 

I promise the next one you consume from 
me will be much, much more entertaining. 

I am so, so sorry. 
It’s been hard today; it built up on me. 
I know that’s not an excuse. 
But, could you please help me out this time?

Please proceed to the next page and complete a brief survey 
that will help us improve your reading experience. You 
could be entered for a chance to win a new Honda Civic 
and a month of free coffee at participating Dunkin’ Donuts! 

 ©
 G

oi
ng

 D
ow

n 
Sw

in
gi

ng
, 2

01
8.



350

YOUR OPINION IS VALUABLE

PLEASE RESPOND TO EACH OF THE FOLLOWING QUESTIONS. 

THEY ARE INTENDED TO ALLOW US TO IMPROVE SPECIFICS OF 

THE CONTENT. TAKE YOUR TIME IN ORDER TO PROVIDE US WITH 

THE MOST ACCURATE ASSESSMENT OF YOUR EXPERIENCE. 

 Strongly    Strongly
Disagree     Agree

I enjoyed my content experience. 
➀ ➁ ➂ ➃

I would recommend this content to a friend.
➀ ➁ ➂ ➃

The content was clearly written.
➀ ➁ ➂ ➃

The content creator upsold me.
➀ ➁ ➂ ➃

 The content creator is knowledgeable 
and professional.
➀ ➁ ➂ ➃

The content flowed well.
➀ ➁ ➂ ➃

The content made me feel emotion.
➀ ➁ ➂ ➃

 I will consume more content from 
Content Farm.
➀ ➁ ➂ ➃

 Have you previously read content created 
by this content creator?
□ Yes  □ No
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 I would read more content by this content 
creator.
□ Yes  □ No

 May we use your comments to advertise our 
content?
□ Yes   □No

Indicate your income level:
□ Below $75,000 per annum
□ $75,000-$100,000 per annum
□ $100,000-$250,000 per annum
□ Above $250,000 per annum

THANK YOU. YOUR OPINIONS WILL HELP US FURTHER IMPROVE 

OUR SERVICE TO YOU.

—Cecily Carnazos
Chief Executive Officer, Content Farm

The preceding content is the intellectual property of Content Farm Content Creation 
Services. Any illicit reproduction is prohibited. Piracy is punishable by lethal injection 
under FCC law. The views expressed herein do not represent the views of Content Farm. 
We know you have a choice in your content, and we thank you for choosing our service. 
Please consume more content with Content Farm. 

YOUR OPINION IS VALUABLE
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