INTRODUCTION

It is not quite December as I write this. It's several hours off, in fact -
so really, I'm doing quite well for time. Anyway. On to more important
things, before those few hours flit away.

For Semaphore, Decembers hail not only a new quarterly issue but
also the publication of the annual Semaphore Anthology, the third of which
is now on sale (see the Semaphore website for more details). It's got a
gorgeous cover, by Kirsten Brown, and what’s inside is no less gorgeous.
If you've enjoyed what Semaphore has published in the last year, then
you'll love this book, which collects together the best short stories and
poetry published from December 2009 to September 2010. It’s also filled
with even more pretty pictures. Tempted yet? I hope so.

As for this issue - well, Semaphore has never claimed and very rarely
tried to give a theme to any of its issues, and in light of that, the theme of
this issue is very nearly one of pairs; of doubles, companions, second
appearances. Thus this issue begins with the return of Camille Alexa,
whose “Dear Zombie” appeared previously in these pages, with the poem
“A Proposal for Perspective;” then, intertwined, two stories by two New
Zealanders and two poems by Alexandra Seidel: A. J. Fitzwater’s “My
Dad, the Tuatara” is, as the title suggests, intimately New Zealand and a
softly poignant tale of transformation, while Campbell Taylor talks time
travel in “Passport Revoked” and Ms Seidel explores the modernisation of
ancient stories in “Dot Come” and “Prometheus (revisited).”
Penultimately and near-penultimate are two stories by sisters, and finally,
we come to the theme-breaker, H. Edgar Hix’s “Sounds After We Were
Gone.” This issue’s cover is We might be landing on Triton, a work by Otago
School of Art graduate Nicola Gibbon. More of Nicola’s planetary
portfolio can be found at coca.org.nz/artists/94/ if you are inclined to
seek it out.

Enjoy!
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A PROPOSAL FOR
PERSPECTIVE

waxers wax lyrical of slipping into sleep,
of dipping into dreams

as though to be unconscious

for no certain duration and

with no certainty of waking

is somehow a welcome thing

how like death!
breathing, yes, but senseless

and so-vaunted dreams are
ephemeral bastards, illusory and cold:
what matter worlds unimaginable

if they cannot be imagined?
imagination and rational

-- even irrational -- thought

are the province of the waking

sleeping, we may as well be zombies
inanimate, senseless, grotesque
regardless of traditional poetic
romanticizing of the slumber state

sleeping, one is less than rock
(rock is enduring)

less than dirt

(dirt is nourishing)

less than nothing

(nothing is so absolute!)

less than cold dead rotting things,
which at least know their
place in the world and

have no pretensions

about the dawn



MY DAD, THE TUATARA

By @. 9. Fikgnater

Dad began turning into a tuatara on the day he retired.

I didn't have the time to go see him that night - work, then night
class, then class reading to catch up on, and somewhere in between, I had
to eat and not neglect my wife - so I rang him up to ask him how his last
day went.

Fine, he said. The office put on morning tea, gave him a book
voucher and nice painting - one of those landscapes by a soon-to-break-
big-but-not-quite local artist - and the boss shouted him a beer after work.
Now at home enjoying a solo celebratory steak, he'd like to get back to that
juicy morsel, thanks.

He could have been describing any birthday, or Christmas. I had a
sudden flash memory of granddad's retirement party - dozens of his
mates! -and that gold watch, which dad didn't dare wear in public. Rolex,
and imported.

I bit my tongue. I told him mum would have been proud, reminded
him a bottle of Pinot Noir resided in the cabinet, and that Shelley and 1
would come round to cook him a fancy dinner on Saturday.

I hung up with a sigh, and rubbed my eyes. No more reading
tonight. Shelley described circles on my back with her fingers, a gentle
smile ushering me into her arms. She stroked my long black hair and
murmured reassurances and nice things about my mum, though she'd
never met her. She made them sound much more sincere than I ever
could.

Saturday rolled around. We got the best looking leg of lamb we
could find, a dozen of dad's favourite beer - though I didn't like them -
and trundled on round to that empty house in cookie-cutter, weedless-
lawn Christchurch suburbia.

Hey girls, dad greeted us at the door, ushering us into the as-always
neat house. Shelley cracked her usual joke about the bachelor lifestyle -
Hey Trev, no dishes in the sink, yeah? Not a spot of dust on my finger,
yeah? I cracked us open a beer each and toasted to dad's freedom. His
smile tucked crow's feet into the corners of his eyes, but his untidy
eyebrows threw shadows.

When he hugged me, I jumped as sharp points poked me in the back.
I grabbed a rough hand - had he been out in the sun too much? -
examined his tapered fingers, and pointed out the longer than usual
fingernails.
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Letting yourself go already, dad? I teased, and he peered at the nails
in surprise. He said he hadn't noticed, they hadn't bothered him. The
search for nail clippers ensued.

Looking back, I can say yes, it definitely started with the fingernails.

The next weekend, he wanted me to go shopping with him.
Specifically, he wanted a rod and reel. A really good rod and reel. I
stared at the price tag, trying to comprehend the figure, then glared at
dad. Well, tried to glare at him - I always found it difficult, him with his
sheepish grin and sweet shrug and blue eyes.

You have to think about your finances a bit more carefully now dad,
I admonished.

But he did that shrug, and said it he and mum had sorted all that out
years ago. Even after the eighties financial crash? I asked, surprise
colouring my tone, still fondling the rod which may have well been gold
plated and studded with diamonds. Even after paying off all mum's
treatments and funeral costs?

Dad didn't usually wince when we talked about mum. I bit my lip
and handed the rod back to him, stepping back to let the sale's assistant do
her job. Dad left the shop not only with the rod and reel, but also a
season's licence, a full tool box, and signed up to a workshop on fly
making.

Fly making. My dad the gardener, an expert on dirt and made his
career out of the land, wanted to tie flies.

Had we reached the post-retirement week panic? Oh hell, 1 could
imagine him thinking, I have all this time on my hands, what do I do? He
never seemed the golfing or church type, and he did travel a bit with
Probus. But fishing? He barely watched the rugby, only doing the big
screen thing with his Probus mates for the odd test match.

Back in the car, I softened my harsh words - you unthinking dolt,
Rachel - with a grin. Shall we head to the pub for a beer?

Sure, why not, he said, affable grin creeping back. He scratched at
the wattles on his neck - a leftover from having lost diabetes weight
twenty years earlier - and mindful of my most recent stupidity, I made no
comment.

I tried not to look for the tell-tale patches we'd been hyperaware of
during my eighteenth year. His neck showed the same roughness I saw
earlier on his hands, but I put it down to age.

I settled for reminding dad to wear a hat and, oh yes, don't forget the
sunscreen when you go out fishing. He assured me, without objection or
pointed looks, that he would.

And so, with our classic avoidance tactic, we moved on.

Then it was the eyes.
Shelley came back from borrowing some of dad's architecture history
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books for work and asked me whether he'd been in a fight. I laughed and
asked what could possibly make her think that.

His left eye was all swollen and watery, she explained with a shrug.

Did he rub at it? Did it bother him? I pressed, and she shook her
head. I rang him up and reminded him to take his antihistamines. Your
hay fever can get away on you when you're not paying attention out on
the river you know, I reiterated.

Again with the gentle assurances. I'm fine, I haven't caught anything
but weed yet, but the pollen isn't so bad this season, he said.

When we went for dinner the following weekend, his right eye
displayed the same symptoms Shelley had described. I made him promise
he would go see his doctor on Monday. Dad smiled, rolled the watering
eyes - one eye on me, one eye on Shelley? Were they working
independently? - and said he would. It better not take three days to get
an appointment, though, he said, because he was off on a fishing trip to
the West Coast with some of his Probus boys.

I folded my arms across my chest, tipped my head to one side and
sighed, but he just poked his tongue out at me - my goodness I didn't
remember it being that long - and continued explaining the intricacies of
fly tying to Shelley. Always the sort to be interested in anyone, Shelley
was the conversationalist of the family.

I sighed once more - you're very good at sighing, Shelley often said -
and poured myself another glass of wine, admiring where he'd hung his
retirement present from work. He'd put it near some of mum's work in
the dining room, but not near enough that it would overwhelm.

Mum hadn't got enough time to practise, to become really good, but
dad kept her paintings on the wall, even the unfinished ones, because we
admired their potential.

Dad went fishing. A lot. I had to give it to him, he persisted.
Sometimes we enjoyed baked or barbequed trout for a weekend treat,
occasionally a bit of salmon. More often than not we didn't. He didn't
care. Happiness shone through the rough tan on his face.

The spare bedroom, the one that got the good afternoon sun, became
a mess - most unlike dad. But he could see the order in the chaos. The
beds, at first stacked up against one wall then removed entirely, were
replaced by a large wooden trestle table and a mechanic's professional tool
chest, the drawers stuffed with the tools of a fisherman. Flies in various
states of production littered the table. Finished flies were stored in see-
through plastic boxes, by size, colour and species.

When he started selling them on the side to friends and the local
sports store - not the one in the mall, of course not, he said - I had to
remind him of his Super Ann. Don't let WINZ catch you making
undeclared money on the side.

This time dad did roll his watery, slightly bulging, eyes - were they
getting darker? - and said he had it all taken care of. Your dad has been
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nothing but honest for the last sixty-eight years, he said, and I ain't gonna
stop now.

I reminded him of the school meat raffle, and the clutch in my first
car when we'd sold it on. He gave a pointed grin - or pointy, because of
those strangely angled teeth? - and shooed me away. Go make your old
man some dinner, woman, he teased.

Not likely, old boy, it's your turn, what with that trout in the fridge, I
shot back. Dad didn't like Shelley or me preparing his caught fish. Those
clear eyed, delicious water babies got dad's undivided attention from river
to dinner plate.

The dinner plate, which his fingernails clicked against as he ate.

Next to go: the hair.

Dad had never fussed too much about his hair. Your mother never
worried about my bald patch, I didn't see why I should, he'd say. In the
past, I'd sometimes reminded him to comb it if heading out on one of his
infrequent dates, or to Probus meetings.

Busy out searching for his fishing sweet spot I didn't see him for a
few weeks. The campervan was certainly getting used far more now than
in thirty years. Only a phone call away, he always rang or left a message
before he went, and kept his cell phone turned on.

Not that I needed him. Study and work were more than enough to
make me go spare - someone always needed a trip to a place I hadn't yet
seen. Next year, Shelley would say.

A few weeks removed from each other, his hair loss was apparent.
Over at our place for dinner - chilli, the only thing I knew how to make
really well - I sat him down within moments of his walking in the door,
searching for the dark brown patches like spread out squashed moles
amongst the wisps of grey hair.

There are none, stupid girl, he scolded, flapping away my worrying
hands. For chrissakes, can't a man just get old?

You don't get old Trev, Shelley teased, widening her eyes at me, her
look reminding me of the conversation/argument we'd had after the Eyes
discussion. Leave your dad be, you're fussing too much, she had said. He's
happy, we can tell when he's not ok, and he's just fine.

Fine. I'm just fine. He's just fine. Fine, fine fine, everything's fine.
That word. I'd heard it lots twenty odd years ago, and it lost its meaning
then. Did it mean anything now?

I rubbed the top of his head affectionately, signalling, erroneously,
my capitulation. He scratched his mottled pate - no, not brown moles, but
a little grey-green stain - and then at the scruff of his neck.

I looked down. While scalp definitely shone through, an obvious
ruff prickled at the top of his vertebrae. I told him to hold still, and got the
clippers from the bathroom cupboard. He bore the attention with a grin -
those pointy teeth again - and a roll of his large brown eyes, that
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reminded me of mouldering forest floor leaves.

Time rolled on over my dad. One day, desperate for a mental
distraction, the only thing half decent on my hardly used television was a
documentary about lizards. Why of course.

A tidy fellow, the hair, the fingernails, and the skin didn't make
sense on my father. I got no sense of him giving up post retirement. He'd
found something that kept him well occupied, and mentions of mum were
made with fondness, not the longing of a decade ago.

Right there, on my television screen, lizards. Oh, not those darty
little green things, or that vicious Komodo dragon with poisonous saliva.
They weren't dad. Nor the chameleon. No, dad didn't hide. He beetled
around the countryside with his rod, campervan and flies, getting to know
the resident communities at the many campgrounds and fishing holes he
frequented.

I tentatively brought this up with Shelley. She smiled, caressed my
cheek, and set about retelling me about Fu Xi, teacher of fishing, a story
she had learned from her waipé.

But if we're talking about a scaly old New Zealand lizard like your
dad, she said at the finish of her tale, I'd say he'd be a tuatara.

I blushed. It had been a long time since school, and I only knew
what one looked like. Hard, but so very easy, to miss when it's on a coin
for most of your life. Not for a few years now, Shelley reminded me.

Tuatara: minions of Whiro, god of death and destruction. Oh lawdy,
harbinger of death? Don't like that at all. Tuatara: now taonga. Yeah,
that's good - dad is a treasure.

Shelley continued to stroke my cheek. Have you told him that
lately? Iblushed again, giving a little dismissive, one-shoulder shrug.

From then on, it was only a matter of waiting and watching:
watching his skin turn grey and wizen, and not from a general lack of
health - he moved a little slower, but his fishing-induced grin never
faltered; watching for that skin to end up in chunks and strips on his
bathroom floor; having him smile up at me, shrunken and hunched at the
shoulder, when all my life it had been him smiling down at me; feeling the
ruff grow and stiffen on the back of his neck.

At a Christmas Probus lunch dad hosted at his house, I even
questioned some his friends. Do you not see the way his hands curve, the
middle finger elongated, and those long nails? How about his slow,
deliberate movements?

Age, they said. Age, and arthritis, and a little bit of being allowed to
let yourself go for the first time in your life. Stop fussing, they said. I
frowned at them for that one, but let the rest slide. If they did notice his
slowing down, his shedding, his eyes, his colour, none of his friends
showed any sign of caring or concern. Perhaps they too, in their
retirement, were dealing with their own shedding, their own animor.

They didn't see what I could see.
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Dad's metamorphosis didn't bother Shelley either. She pointed out
that tuatara were long lived, and surely that meant he would be around
for a while to come.

I asked her how easy it would be for him to be a dad if he was a
lizard. Shelley gave me an unusual look - head to the left, right eye
squinted closed, reminiscent of her mother the day I'd met Mrs. Lo - and
told me his identity did not revolve around just being my dad.

So it became a summer of beer, basking on the patio, and baked fish.
When I got sick of the repetitive meals, I gave dad a seafood recipe book.
He took to the new venture with relish, watching cooking shows and
questioning chefs for tips. He sure loved his fish.

Dad's success at hooking a good catch progressed in tiny
increments. His speed of movement, speed of living, might have had
something to do with that. He spent more and more time up river, and I
did worry as autumn progressed. The cooler nights could have an effect
on him, if his arthritis came into the equation.

But I saw him in no pain. His big black eyes - not watering now, but
certainly liquid - told me not to worry the way his voice could not with its
grunting tone and broken glass crackle.

I found him on the patio.

The first frost of winter had hit, and knowing dad was - should have
been - away fishing for three days, I went round to his place to put covers
on his citrus trees.

I stepped out the ranch slider, recalcitrant sun finally making a
decent gesture towards the day, and snatched my foot back from standing
on his tail.

One eye focused on a lazy blowfly crawling up the rose urn, he
licked the other and flicked its black opaqueness up and down in my
general direction.

He grunted once. It was to be the last vaguely human sound I would
hear from him.

My legs folded beneath me - whether from shock, or from a need to
be in his presence, I don't know - and I basked with him on the patio.

The patterned concrete radiated heat. No wonder he liked it out
here.

I watched, with some disgust, as he finally devoured the poor
blowfly, his near needle-like teeth grinding, tongue gulping. I found a
praying mantis deeper in the garden - this wonderful garden, who would
look after it now? - and with apologies to the poor fellow, offered it up to
dad. It too suffered a masticated fate.

We sat, quiet in each other's presence, until the crispness of the post-
frost day rumbled into a nor'wester, casting its alien light from the
horizon beneath the arch of grey cloud.



10

At just under a metre long, dad was big for a tuatara. I gathered him
into my lap, careful of the sharp talons and teeth. Slow and content, he
didn't use them on me.

What do I do with you? I asked of the grey-green lizard. One eye
looked up at me, then away.

My dad rejected exhibitionism, and I couldn't bear the thought of
people poking and prodding at him. I remember him saying after mum
died that he'd had enough scrutiny and sympathy to last a lifetime. But
my home and my life weren't adequate to the task of keeping him, no
matter how close to hand I wanted to keep him.

Conflicted, I called up Shelley, and asked her where a tuatara could
live comfortably, without bother from predators.

The protected sanctuary on Stephen's Island, she said. Why?

Gosh, that's a long way, a difficult journey with inconvenient
questions - as inconvenient as they would be if I housed him at a wildlife
park. Uh yes, I'd like to drop off this tuatara. Where did I get it? I'm not
sure you'd believe me ...

Dad? She asked.

Dad, I said.

Willowbank is closer, Shelley said.

I blew a breath out and shook my head, even though Shelley couldn't
see me. I don't know ... I just don't know ...

Come on dad, we have a bit of a road trip to undertake. I'll think of
something on the way. No pooping on the front seat now. Il take you
some place where you'll eat well, and bask to your little lizard heart's
content.

The goodbyes will come soon enough.
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DOT COME

By @lexandra Seidel

the chat room witch sends out cursed viruses
every other day or so
she finds it very amusing :) lol

the wireless dragon has moved his binary hoard

to government servers

and uses their firewalls to disconnect

twittering hackers brandishing their digital swords

Merlin has a facebook page

and the Holy Grail was hidden on eBay
by the Phisher King

several prominent oracles

are networking to keep google running

and if you want the tooth fairy to Paypal you
you must leave your Windows open at night
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PASSPORT REVOKED
Compholt Fosfer

When people ask me what I do, I say I translate the future. Actually,
I'm more of a travel guide but that doesn’t tell the whole story. Of course,
I could say I invented the future and that would be no more misleading
than saying Rutherford got famous for splitting the atom.

My employer is a privately-owned fTravel provider located across
the road from where I was born. Look Beyond isn’t the largest future
travel (or {T) firm but as all of the big franchises operate out of this one
facility on the way out of Christchurch it can get pretty busy.

Now, I'm not supposed to say this but I really don’t see why people
are so interested in the future. Yes, it has the allure of a trip into the
unknown with strange customs and bizarre foods to explore, but I've seen
the travel logs and the majority of people only want to go to next week,
which is kind of like visiting Australia and you hardly need a translator
for that. And, because of the underlying physics involved, you can’t
actually touch anything, so it's the polar opposite of the past which is
totally tactile (that’s why you're not allowed to go there. There is the over-
lying ethical argument regarding unexpected consequences, but it’s
mainly about the touching).

I got the job straight after my paper was published. Both big business
and government agencies were hot for me. It was a bit embarrassing and I
suppose I should have been flattered, but the concept seemed so simple I
just didn’t believe I was the only one to have thought of it. But there you
go: the first practical theory of time travel, conceived by me, Alex L.
Barrie, and though you should recognise my name maybe you won't.

Actually, I prefer general anonymity. After all, time travel has
become so mundane that no one thinks too much about who came up with
it. The free drinks have ended, which is a pity, but it also means that the
drunks have stopped trying to point out how I could have made a lot
more money. And maybe I could have, but the thing is that as soon as you
come up with an idea as big as the one I conceived, it either gets taken out
of your hands or your hands are removed.

Me, I was silenced by the International Convention on Time Travel.
They made me a consulting director and from then on I was stuffed: a
museum piece put on display for sightseers to gaze upon.

At the time, I assumed it would be impossible to get international
agreement on anything so universally desired and significant, but it turns
out I was wrong. I believe the unprecedented consensus was driven by the
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realisation that it was now possible to head back in time and affect the
hegemony of every elite of the planet. Yes, they could gain more wealth
and power, but they couldn’t be certain. What if someone stepped on a
butterfly while visiting Ancient Rome, causing a revolution in
contemporary New Zealand, or farted on a Mesozoic vacation, forestalling
our evolution? Consequently, travel to the past was totally banned.

So how could my discovery best benefit humanity? The debate
seemed endless. And while all great theories have an innate beauty, mine
was legislated into the proverbial camel now known as “frivolous Time'.

It was like inventing the wheel and having it used exclusively as a
Lazy Susan; I'm surprised I'm not an alcoholic. And yes, I am slightly
drunk as I write this, but that doesn’t devalue my words - I'll just head
forward twelve hours to sober up and check my writing. That’s a joke; I
would never do such a thing. Nor would I pull the same trick to see if I'll
still fancy you in the morning. Such abuses are dangerous and illegal: a bit
like sticking a baby in a microwave (but not really). I quote the second law
of fT: “fT can only be used for anything deemed without direct purpose.”
So that’s a no to turning your grumpy old cat into a kitten (not that you
could, it’s not how it works), and a yes to slightly bemused voyeurism.

So, how does it work? Basically, if you look at any day a good part of
it is made up of nothing in particular happening. Overall, there is little
movement or change in any given environment. For instance, the room
you're sitting in right now will probably exhibit an overwhelming stasis.
Some components will be moving but mostly there is very little going on.
The same goes for anything outside your window. Of course, we're all
flying through space but even that overall state doesn’t change. So, like a
pie dropped on a speeding train, we act like there is no external
acceleration: the pie lands in your lap, not your face.

Think of an elephant. Every day of its life, it's an elephant: it never
turns into anything else (except a dead elephant or something made out of
a dead elephant). This ubiquity is important on a sub-atomic level as yet
un-collided and unseen, but it’s there in the maths and this passive inertia
of space, time and mass is the fuel of fT which allows us to move through
the moments that make up time. It’s called the Barrie Effect.

Did I publish these findings straight away? Nope. Like Darwin, I was
a bit freaked out. Plus I wanted to look for a practical application. So I sat
on my findings expecting someone else to discover the theory.

Eventually, I took up road cycling to try and clear my mind - I loved
the isolation and exercise. Every weekend I'd head up the hills to gaze
upon the city and the mountains beyond. Depending on which way I
went, I'd either stop at the port or the beach for a sausage roll and some
lollie cake.

It was a stinking hot day when I cracked the theory. I'd had my
treats and was about to saddle-up for the ride back over the hills when I
noticed a shop called ‘God Save the Queen’. Intrigued, I went in. The shop
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was full of retro toys, curios and quirky items. Since I had no need of gifts
I picked up a book with an interesting cover; it was a survey of Eastern
religions. I opened it up and the first thing I saw was my middle name:
apparently I share it with an ancient belief that the universe is the result of
divine play, or Lila. It's funny the things your parents never tell you.

On the bike ride home I solved the problem of fT.

As would become clear, through its very nature, time travel must be
without purpose. If you do it with an aim then it just won’t work. All past
attempts have failed precisely because people were trying to do it. The
implications are many but this is part of why my discovery has amounted
to so little. I could blame the limiting factors incurred by the Treaty, but it
all comes down to basic physics.

You see, the journeys people undertake don’t work if they go with a
specific purpose. You can relax and take in the sights, but you won’t see
anything you plan to see. Try and sneak a peek at the winning Lotto
numbers or observe your own fate, and the inherent laws of fT mean that
the journey will fail. But people are still lining up to do it, hoping to catch
sight of something significant. Apparently, it's a bit like listening to a
language you've never heard - you recognise the general form but none of
the specifics. My ‘translation” provides some understanding and gives you
something to skite about to friends and family, but there’s no actual
translation as I don’t speak the language either. Nevertheless, having Alex
L. Barrie translate your journey is akin to saying Newton planted your
apple tree.

It's fair to assume that I feel undervalued and underutilised but I've
come to see things in a slightly different light. You see, just as Einstein
produced his best work while working as a patent clerk, I've done mine
while working as a travel clerk.

What could be bigger than thinking up time travel? Finding out what
is wrong with it.

I've noticed something peculiar about people who do a lot of fT: it
affects them and not just in a broadening way. It's quite subtle but over
repeated journeys it clearly adds up. I'd liken it to looking at a high-
quality photocopy of a high-quality photocopy. The difference is
indiscernible between copies but becomes evident when you compare the
original to the twentieth version.

I mentioned this to my boss but she laughed, said I looked stressed,
and offered me a holiday on the company while they looked into my
concerns. I said yes to the holiday but declined any fTravel.

When I returned to work my computer had been replaced and I was
offered a new contract with greater benefits and more restrictive terms.
Happily, I signed it. I had been riding every day and felt refreshed and
confident - I had also been scouring the book on religion and had an
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interesting lead on fT.

If I thought about reincarnation at all I had always conceptualised it
as the never-ending journey of a sentient consciousness: a voyage to you
from cat to Egyptian Princess to Joan of Arc. But it’s actually like a flame
going from candle to candle. When I read this, I realised what's going on
with fT.

You see, if you broke the Treaty and travelled to the past, you'd go
from one moment that’s existed to another moment that’s existed. You'd
have a strong bodily connection to the time of the near past, while distant
moments could be linked through the physical persistence found in your
DNA. But when you go to the future you have no such continuity and you
rely entirely on the strength of the Barrie Effect to pass through the non-
existent. This is picky but explains a lot.

I used my holiday to do more than go for bike rides and read books. I
also did some digging and it would seem that multi-fT users tend to be
over-represented in anxiety, suicide and cancer rates. It's my belief that
like the tobacco and cell phone companies of old, information is being
squashed in order to maximise profits before any proof becomes
irrefutable.

Other people have noticed this, too. Two weeks ago Jake, the son of
one of my clients, came into work and asked to meet me. I was reluctant
but my boss said his parents were valued customers and as part of the PR
aspect of my new contract I had no choice.

I took Jake to the local tearooms for a pot of tea and a plate of cakes
on the Look Beyond account. After devouring a cream-horn and half a
neenish tart he told me that he was concerned about his parents and their
travels. I empathised but suggested that maybe it was because they were
seeking a desired result. He finished his tart then mentioned that they had
been buying quite a lot of Lotto tickets but didn’t seem entirely convinced.
Nevertheless, he seemed pleased to talk and insisted that I ate the last
brandy snap.

When his parents booked their next journey I gave them our
information pack, pointing out the example of soup being repeatedly sent
forward to develop its flavour, how it starts to taste a bit unusual - not
quite off but getting there.

A week later, they died in a murder-suicide. I was shocked and felt I
had to go to the funeral. I wasn’t sure if I'd be confronted or not and when
Jake saw me he grimaced. I went to leave but he came over and gave me
an impassioned hug - it felt honest and awkward. He thanked me for
coming and insisted on introducing his parents” friends.

They were sitting in an ante-room by themselves. All avid fT buffs,
they had done at least a dozen jumps each. They looked fit and healthy
but seemed somehow off-register. They appeared a separate species
huddled for reassurance in the face of an unseen threat.

When I left, Jake went to kiss me and I must have flinched. He said 1
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shouldn’t blame myself - it had been their choice to travel.

So what am I going to do? Should I confront the multinationals and
governments of the world? That would be stupid. I'm going back to work
to do my job. It's not my fault that abstract thought has led to so much
suffering.

But it doesn’t mean I can’t set things right. While it’s an international
crime punished with the utmost severity, I plan to head back in time to
put an end to this suffering.

It's quite simple. The Passport at work is on an upgrade so the
interface is temporarily malleable. Such a situation shouldn’t happen and
there are onerous penalties under the Treaty for unsecured access, but the
machines are always in need of a bit of upkeep. I'm not entirely familiar
with the hardware but I'm pretty sure I can hot it up: I'm a clever sort, I
invented the future.

If T get it right then no one will notice a thing. Sure, I'll be out of a
job, but I'm willing to make that sacrifice.
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PROMETHEUS (REVISITED)

By @lexandra Seidel

You wild-haired fire-tongued dude
tearing the stars from the sky

just like the latest movie-made hero
(I'm sure that if it came down to it
you'd save cheerleaders too)

I think they should have named stuff after you
streets, hair gel, firstborns

but this being the realm

of commerce Olympians

they did not

seeing as how those were their stars you took,
downloaded them all

from the internet

they chained your sorry arse

to a rock

which I imagine is quite a hard place to be
and then they set an eagle

to feast on your liver

and I think that, yeah,

looks like an American eagle, definitely

Perhaps you think each night

that you spend sleeplessly hanging

from your twinkling chains

that you'd better not have spoken up

when that reasonably enlightened fella asked
what a light does to the darkness
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THE MINOTAUR'S WIFE
By Megan Cekenberg

I think it is fair to say that when you saw me for the first time, small and
thin for my age and unimposing in a poppy-coloured wedding gown, you thought
you knew precisely what you were getting. You knew my brother — knew him too
well, the rumours said — and at seventeen, I was much like Sphairos to look at, too
pale, too skinny, my dark hair dry and thin. But you thought I had my brother's
thoughts as well, spidery and tangled and poppy-coloured, and in that, my
husband, you were quite wrong.

I, too, thought I knew you on that pale blue morning thirty years ago. You
were no beauty, your skin as brown as a dock-slave's, your nose long and narrow,
your hair slicked out of the way with sickly-sweet oil. You were younger than I
had expected — twenty-six, twenty-eight at the most — but cruel for all that, biting
Sphairos' lip when he gave you the greeting kiss, looking me over with your wide
brown eyes and saying, with no trace of desire or satisfaction, "It will do." I
accepted your cruelty; girls who marry to settle their brothers' debts can hardly
expect angels. But I had hoped, with a girl-woman's vanity, that I could also claim
your desire.

When the ceremony was over, we walked briskly down the temple steps to
your waiting carriage, its black door stamped with a golden bull's head. You held
the door open as I dragged myself gracelessly into the purple plush interior, then
followed with an odd wariness, as though I were some strange dog crouched in
your path.

"Are you fully aware," you asked, "of the reason I asked Sphairos for your
hand?"

There it was, I thought: the consummate business-man, the poppy-baron of
Sarangay. I smiled my sweetest smile. "Because you clearly have no desire for the
rest of me," I said.

It was the only time you ever struck me: a soft touch on my cheek with the
tips of your fingers. I returned it with my open palm, hard enough to make you
wince.

You pulled something from your waistcoat pocket. I tensed, half-expected a
dagger or a tiny pistol, but it was only a scrap of newspaper.

Priam, poppy-baron of Marathon, hanged at Antigone Springs prison, |
read. There was a picture of a well-built man in a blindfold, his hands bound
behind his back. "That could be me in a month or two," you said. "A bachelor
opium dealer on his way to the gallows. But my solicitor found a most convenient
law on the last congress' books; a man cannot be executed if he has one or more
dependents." You dipped your head at me, neither a bow nor a nod, but something
of both. "That would be you, Naxos."

"Your dependent," I said. Disappointment made my tongue dry, my lips
heavy. "Your ticket out of a noose. How disagreeable."
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"I thought you might find it flattering."
I could not tell, then or in all the long years that followed, if you were
making a joke.

I would be lying, my husband, if I said those first hours as man and wife
were anything but a disappointment. Your house was fine and large but half-
unfinished, your gardens exquisite but only a thin mask for the poppy fields
inside. Your library covered three stories but was nothing but plays and old
poetry, no trace of history or architecture or law, not even a volume of botany.
Stories were your vice, you told me later; your money went to tracking down
more volumes and commissioning new ones before anything else, even furnishing
your home.

The biggest disappointment, of course, was our wedding night. I knew from
the beginning that you did not desire me; I have never told you how much I
desired you. Even knowing, knowing you as I do, I imagine the feel of your red
lips under mine, imagine biting them, imagine catching your whimpers in my
open mouth. I imagine your hair against a white pillow, imagine seeing my
reflection in your brown eyes made soft by need. These are fruitless imaginings in
a woman who will be ancient before she sees you again. I should not need to tell
you how they were for a girl of seventeen.

I did not come wholly unprepared to your bed. My elder sisters had helped
me weave a gown of black lace and silk, and Sphairos gave me a bottle of amber
scent to wear on my wrists. You must admit, my husband, that I was beautiful
when I came to the door of your bedchamber and knocked a sweet tattoo on your
door.

"What?" you demanded, flinging it open. You were nude to the waist, your
dark skin gleaming in the candlelight, your hair, free of the oil that had slicked it
back, tumbling around your shoulders in soft waves. You were no beauty, but you
were the Minotaur, the poppy-baron of Sarangay, and I would give as much to
taste the hollow of your neck as my brother would give for his next draw of
opium.

But I saw the shock on your face, the flicker of disgust you were not quick
enough to hide, and over your bare shoulder I saw Stephanos, the manservant,
reclining on your bed, and despite the damp heat of the corridor I shivered in my
black lace gown.

"Ah," you said, your eyes bright with mockery. "There's more where he
came from, my lady. Help yourself."

And you slammed the door in my face.

Do not think I dwell needlessly on these disappointments, my husband.
They were far from my mind these last fifteen years, lost in the smell of wallpaper
paste, the soft scuffle of furniture legs on new carpet, the colour of sunlight in a
poppy's petal. In spite of who I am, in spite of who you are, I have learned to be

happy.
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But in those first years, caged in an empty stone house between the poppy
beds and the sea, I thought ceaselessly of my own misfortune. You were hardly to
blame for these thoughts, locked away in the mountain cells — little better than
caves — at Antigone Springs. It is not as though I expected you to write me love
letters, or to have made plans for my entertainment while you were in prison. But
it would be wrong to absolve you utterly of my unhappiness while I lived —
orphaned, friendless, virgin — beneath your roof.

You were arrested nine days after our wedding. It came as a surprise to me,
but I suppose you had been expecting it all along — the dirty uniforms and rifle
barrels, the cold eyes, the huge hands, the pain in the side of your head when the
gun knocked you to the floor. I screamed and clawed at them, bridal instinct
rushing to your defence when personal affection would not. They pushed me onto
the floor beside you. One of them spat on me and stepped on my fingers on his
way out the door.

I served my purpose: you were not hung, though from what I have learned
since of Antigone Springs — the experiments, the beatings, the rapes — I doubt you
were grateful during the fifteen years of your sentence. I should not have pitied
you, for you were undoubtedly guilty of every crime they charge you with, and
more besides. But I did pity you. Even then.

Selene was the first one to come after your arrest. I do not know if she was
so stupid that she did not hear of it, or so addicted that she did not care. The
servants told me she was waiting in the conservatory, one of the few rooms you
had bothered to furnish, with its heavy dripping trees and cushion-mounded
divans and pools of sparkling golden fish. Selene looked like one of those fish,
liver-yellowed and glittering with jewels.

"Who are you?" she demanded, looking me over as you had. Appraisingly.

I offered her my hand. "I am the Minotaur's wife," I said.

(Would you believe, during those first years, I had no other name for you?
Even in my fantasies, when I whispered into my pillow and imagined you
moaning my name.)

"Your husband has some things for me," she said. She did not take my hand.

It was this insolence that made me decide to give her not the truth — that you
were in prison, and that I knew less than nothing of your business arrangements —
but exactly what she was looking for.

When I was a young girl, I kept a sort of journal in a blank book my eldest
sister had bound for me, and I hid the journal in a locked drawer of our
grandfather's desk. Sphairos taught me to hollow the margins of a book to hide the
drawer's key. The trick, which you had not learned, is to put the book somewhere
inconspicuous; for example, on the shelves of a library. Not on top of the desk
which the key opens.

Your lack of guile in this regard made if very simple for me to find your
records book, to find Selene's name and see that she had purchased a fifth of your
crop for seven hundred drachmae. I noted the sum, returned the book and key to
their hiding places, and rejoined Selene in the conservatory.
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"I will send the servants with the poppy tears as soon as the flowers are
ready," I said, "and not before I receive payment. My husband's records show that
you still owe us fourteen hundred drachmae."

"Fourteen hundred drachmae!" she shrieked. "You'd be lucky to get half
that, with most of your clients too scared to leave the shadows."

"Indeed, lack of customers drives me to raise the price for the ones we
retain. We must keep the farming worth our while." I folded my arms across my
chest. "Of course, you may buy the poppy elsewhere, but I fear getting in touch
with Priam of Marathon is not as easy as it used to be."

Her colour deepened a horrid wash of red and yellow fighting on her cheeks.
"Bitch," she spat. I smiled my sweetest smile. And, in the end, she paid.

It is not easy, being the Minotaur. Your clients are by definition desperate
men, and desperate men do foolish things. The law fears and hates you, and your
solicitors must be both well-paid and bound to you with blood. And there is the
poppy itself, threatened by heat and drought and lack of sunlight. They ask you
how you sleep at night, those virtuously superior moralists, but they could not in a
thousand years imagine the exhaustion in your bones at the end of the day, the
quick and poppy-scented kiss that welcomes you out of consciousness.

I told you that I spent those years in disappointment and loneliness. That is
true, but it does not mean I was entirely unhappy. I became good at being the
Minotaur, and so I came to enjoy it, to embrace the secrets and the bargaining and
the creamy pages of your records book, to find satisfaction in orange petals and
tiny black seeds. It was not what I had dreamed of when I was a child scribbling
in my sister's book, but for better or worse, it was my life.

And then you came back, fifteen years and three months after I watched you
led out the door in chains. Your hair was streaked with grey, your long nose
faintly crooked, your brown eyes webbed 'round with thin lines. There were other
scars, too, that I did not see but that Stephanos told me about in horrified
whispers. But you were still strong, still proud, still the Minotaur.

You came up behind me as I worked at the desk in your study, writing
letters to the railroad barons around Lake Argos. You lay a hand on the paper in
front of me, stopping my pen. "Boats are cheaper," you said. "I knew a woman
some years back in Ptolemy; she might still have a fleet. Let me find you her
address."

You never thanked me for the work I did those fifteen years, nor confessed
your surprise that [ had done it. I am glad. Gratitude would have felt too much like
a dismissal, a relief of a temporary duty, and my work did not feel temporary. I
had not chosen to marry you, but I had chosen to become the Minotaur, and to do
it well.

When I had folded and waxed the letter to the woman in Ptolemy, as I
pressed my wedding ring into it to form the seal, you leaned across the desk and
kissed me briefly on the wrist. "Naxos," you said, not the needy whimper I had
imagined at seventeen, but the whisper of a man on trial naming his co-
conspirators. I shivered.
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"Tell me your name," I said, lifting my ring from the wax. A bull's head
stared back at me.

"Asterion," you said. You looked as if you were about to say something
more, but I shocked you into silence with a smile. And we settled down to work.

I suppose, in a way, this is a love letter.

I am sorry, now, that in all the years I ran our business I never bought a
book for your library. It is not that I thought only of my own comfort, for you
came home to a house every bit as empty and sterile as the one you left. Every
drachma I made I invested — in farms, in trains, in a painter whose work I was
inordinately fond of — or hid in the hollow slats beneath my bed. But when I
finally saw you happy, and knew that happiness had come through me, the feeling
was as heady and addictive as opium, and I wished that I had even more to give
you.

As soon as you were able, we began to finish the house. Some of the rooms
were sheerest whimsy — the parlour full of clocks, the spare bedroom with roots
painted on the ceiling and branches across the floor, the tea room with a mirror for
a table. But there was also the salon that we converted into our new study, twice
as large and with a magnificent view of the poppy fields, now hidden from the rest
of the world by a labyrinth of hedges, and the music room where I installed a
pianoforte as soon as I learned that you played. I remember the first song you
preformed for me, your voice lifted shyly on the folk tune's chorus.

But contentment cannot last, not in a line of work as dangerous as ours.

The letter came fifteen years to the day after you told me your name and let
me kiss you. I had not seen the seal before — an ouroboros in green wax — but the
moment you saw it you began to tremble.

"No," you said. "No, I will not go there again. I will drink hemlock first."

It was, of course, an order for the arrest of the Minotaur.

I did not lie, my husband, the day they came for you. I said the drink would
calm you, and that is something syrup of poppy does very, very well.

When you were asleep, I hid our records in the slats beneath my bed and
sent the servants to bring bushels of poppy to the kitchen hearth. We burned what
we could, and sank the rest into the ocean past the Sarangay reef. When that was
done, I went back to the house and changed into a black gown and black gloves
and sat in the parlour to wait.

The clocks chimed five, then six, then seven in the evening. At quarter to
eight, they finally came.

"We have a warrant for the arrest of the Minotaur," the tallest one said, his
eyes wet and bovine. For the first time in my life, I thought how stupid it really
was, their fear to use your name. As if Asterion were someone else, someone
more dangerous.
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"I am the Minotaur," I said, and I did not have to counterfeit disdain for
them, or fear for what was coming. "Please, my husband is sickly from his years
in prison. He hardly stirs from his bed. Please, do not take me from him."

They looked at each other, these dirty-faced men on our doorstep, and they
looked at me. I bit my lip, hoping your solicitor's long-ago advice would hold
true.

"Well, Mistress Minotaur," the tallest one said, "I suppose you'll be coming
back to him. Fifteen years ain't so long, is it?"

I closed my eyes and held out my hands to be chained.

But fifteen years is long, Asterion. In fifteen years I learned to be the
Minotaur. In fifteen years I learned to care for you. What will I learn in the next
fifteen years, walled up in this place you would rather die than return to, far from
our home between the flowers and the sea?

I will learn patience. I will learn to bear disappointment. And I will write to
you, because your vice is stories and stories are all [ have to give to you. Because
I want you to see yourself, if only for a moment, the way I have learned to see
you.

You called yourself the Minotaur because in the stories, the Minotaur is a
monster, unworthy and incapable of love. But you love your work, and you love
me. For better or worse, I love you, and I am counting down each heartbeat until
the day I see you again.

Your wife,

Naxos



24

MS BRELLIN
Ry Shersse @ekonborg

I'm writing this as an explanation. This isn't a story I want to tell
more than once. It's easier to write it down and let people read it when
they want to know why I can't stand being without other people.

As some have guessed, it's because of the Brellin sisters. I think it
was Madeline I met first — my confusion isn't because I confused her with
Sarah, though to those who didn't know them well they looked very
similar, but because I first saw them both at the exact same time. Three
weeks after I moved into my last apartment, I stepped out to get the paper
and saw two ladies in the garden of the cottage across the street.

Sarah was sitting on a bench-swing, rocking back and forth while
staring at a tangle of weeds and dahlias. She was the thinner of the two,
and also looked taller, but neither Brellin was a giantess. She wore the sort
of dress my mother wore on Sundays, a sack-like white gown with big
blue splodges I barely recognised as flowers. Her feet were covered in slim
bedroom slippers, damp with morning dew.

Her sister was on her knees in the midst of the dahlias, attacking
weeds in their defence, armoured in a tattered sweatshirt and pair of jeans.
Madeline's greying blonde hair was pulled back in a ponytail; she ripped
up plants with hands in sleek black gloves that didn't seem made for
gardening. No true gardening tool was in sight, expect maybe the straw
hat lying at Sarah's feet, bedecked with a ribbon and plastic sunflower.
There was something so charming about the two of them that I found
myself walking across the street to introduce myself.

Madeline saw me first. She waved and bared the toothiest grin I
had ever seen on a lady her age. Many teeth, pearl-white and tiny.
Definitely originals. "Young blood, Sarah," she said.

Sarah looked up and offered a smile that must be what people think
of when they say 'beatific.' "Who is this?"

"Amanda Colt," I said. "I just moved in—" I gestured lamely across
the street " — the first floor apartment."

"Pleased to meet you," Madeline said, then introduced herself and
her sister.

"What brings you to Hartfield?" she asked. "For years I thought it
was the domain of dried-up prunes like ourselves.” Sarah laughed softly
in agreement.

"A job opening," I said. "I'm an assistant accountant."
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They asked a few questions about the work, mostly to be polite.
They sounded sincerely interested, but I couldn’t believe anyone besides
me and some of my colleagues was honestly interested in number
crunching. I figured I was doing them a service in turning the
conversation to gardening. I learned a lot about dahlias, most of which I've
now forgotten.

Honestly, I can't remember much of what we talked about that day.
The thing is, we had so many conversations after that and the topics ran
together. What I do remember, more than the words, is what the Brellins
looked like when they said them. I can describe every one of Sarah's
outfits, though to be fair, she never had more than a dozen. Madeline's
animated motions were so fascinating — her hands never made the
gestures I'd expected, and she was as likely to point with her chin or
elbow as with a finger — I found myself watching them rather than
listening. I think Sarah felt the same way. Whenever we spoke, her eyes
rarely left her sister, and that first day she didn't say a word until she rose
and murmured about getting some iced tea.

"We'll go with you, dear," Madeline said. Something about her tone
made my stomach clench. She sounded as if Sarah had betrayed her by
trying to leave.

"Yes, let's go inside," I said, adding an eager smile which had
smoothed things out in my past experience. "I'd love some tea. Thank you,
Sarah."

While her sister worked, Madeline and I sat at the kitchen table,
chatting about whatever we'd discussed before. I'm bothered that I can't
remember it. And yet, as time goes on it seems harder to remember
anything about the Brellin sisters.

It really is good that I'm writing this.

We drank our tea pleasantly enough, and I found myself agreeing
with my first assessment that the Brellins were charming, if unusual,
ladies. I left around noon, promising to visit again.

I forced myself to wait a few days before coming over, so I didn't
seem intrusive, but it was hard. I really wanted to see Sarah's smile, and to
speak with Madeline. Hundreds of topics struck me that I realised we
hadn't discussed yet, and I felt as if I was dying to hear her opinion on
them.

One Saturday morning at ten, I rang their doorbell — it was
surrounded by a bronze Celtic knotwork, and resinware frogs flanked the
welcome mat — and after one second of fretting over how I would be
received, I was grabbed by the arm and pulled into the foyer by Madeline,
who treated me to her toothy smile.

"Why, it's Amanda! How are you, dear? Come, sit down — keep us
company — Sarah must be weary of listening to me." Sarah nodded with a
smile that seemed drawn, and I found myself thinking Madeline's laugh
was too insistent.
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"How are you doing?" I asked.

"Healthy as a mare," Madeline giggled.

"Oh, I'm all right," Sarah murmured, and that was when I realised
that she wasn't.

Her arms were so thin and pale that the bones of her wrists and
hands showed through, and they looked like the wickerwork backing of a
garden chair. Her hair, still faintly wheat-golden, was thinning, and her
eyes were sunken and red. I remembered how she did everything so
softly.

"She isn't feeling very well, poor dear," Madeline said. She kissed
Sarah on the forehead. "So tired all the time."

"I'm sorry," I said.

"Oh, it's all right," Sarah murmured. "Your visits are nice."

For a moment the only sound was the whirr of the corner fan.

"It's such a warm day," Madeline said. "Would you like something
to drink, Amanda?"

"Yes, thank you."

"There's cola in the fridge." She started for the kitchen. "Come with
me, Sarah."

It seemed cruel to expect the poor, frail woman to walk all the way
to the kitchen just to keep her company, but Sarah didn't seem to mind. I
offered her my arm and she leaned on it for support. Despite the thinness
of her wrists, she was heavier than I expected.

Over glasses of Coke and some generic white soda for Sarah, we
talked about the Brellin family history.

Most of it I forget — the founding American members were
middle-class immigrants turned modest capitalists — but rather than stop
at her parents' or grandparents' generation, as most tellers of family
histories do, Madeline went on to share her own. That I remember.

"We were born right here in Hartfield," She said. "Never spent a
day in our lives outside of it." She exchanged a glance with Sarah, who
nodded.

"We're perfectly happy here. With each other."

"With each other." Madeline bobbed her head and flashed another
toothy grin. "Sarah almost married away from me once, back in '64."

"It didn't go through," Sarah murmured.

"Just as well. Men —" Madeline laughed "— I have no use for
them."

"Sometimes," I agreed.

"Always get in the way. Always interfere. Not like ladies, now.
They're always welcome to stay for a chat. They always respect
boundaries."

I nodded just so I wouldn't be called upon to say anything.

Madeline traced imaginary borders on the tablecloth. "We had our
girl friends, growing up. They're mostly gone now. Moved away, in place
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or heart, or died — so sad. Good friends always go."

"But so do the bad ones," Sarah interjected. "Thank God."

I laughed. I can't tell why that conversation stuck in my mind, but
since it did I thought I should add it. Maybe, looking at what came next, it
said something important.

It was true, all of it. Madeline had no use for men. She and Sarah
had no other friends. They were perfectly happy together.

~

I continued visiting throughout the summer, and with each visit I
was offered more of Madeline's thoughts and insights from sixty-odd
years of living in the world, or Hartfield to be particular. I assume she was
sixty-something. She may have been older.

Accounting, history, natural science, gardening, weather, fashion,
religion, and every aspect of politics flowed at some point from Madeline's
mouth and gesturing chin and fingers. She never asked much about me,
which was just as well — compared to her, I didn't have much to say. I
enjoyed hearing her, though. Sarah sometimes added something, but more
often, like me, she just listened. As autumn came around, she began to fall
asleep during my visits.

I asked Madeline one rare time when we were somewhat alone — I
was helping her trim her way around the house and Sarah was slowly
rounding the corner after us — what was wrong with her sister.

She shrugged one shoulder, then the other. "She's tired, poor dear."
She shrugged the first shoulder again.

"Do you know why?"

She snipped off the top of a wayward hedge and stepped back to let
me collect the clippings. I threw them in a trash bag and we moved to the
next bush. "The years are piling up on her, I suppose."

"Is she the eldest?" I asked. It would be a rude question to ask
anyone else, but Madeline didn't hold with the concept of rudeness.

"She is." She lopped off more springs. "['ve never lived a day of my
life without Sarah."

"Do you two ever go out?" I asked. I was about to raise an idea that
had been on my mind for weeks, and Madeline, being less talkative than
usual, had given me the opportunity.

"Except to the farmer's market and the grocery store, no. We've fine
right here. Why do you ask?"

"I was thinking I could take you two out to lunch some day."

She stopped trimming. "Lunch. Hmmm." She clacked the shears
idly as she thought. I stepped back and nearly collided with Sarah, who
had caught up with us.

"Oh! I'm sorry, Sarah."

"What's going on here?"
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"Nothing, darling." Snap-snap.

I read the sound of the shears as shh, shh. I didn't obey them. "I was
thinking of treating the two of you to lunch sometime."

Snap! Madeline severed the fresh green fingers of a reaching bush.

"Do you think we should?" Sarah asked.

"Whatever you'd like," Madeline and I said at exactly the same
time.

The Brellin sisters exchanged a glance, if you can call something
that lasted so long a glance, and at last Sarah said, "Well, why don't we?"

"I don't go out much," Madeline said. "I'm happy here."

"Just lunch — only an hour or two," Sarah said.

"Well, that's fine," Madeline said. "But we can't be out for long,
Sarah. It'll tire you."

"Not too much."

Madeline nodded and lifted the handles of her wheelbarrow. I
piled in the rest of the clippings. She started moving before I could finish,
and I sprinted after her with an armful of prickly branches, Sarah drifting
behind us.

Madeline stopped at the compost pile and upended the
wheelbarrow. It was a simple pile, filled only with garden waste — no
manure; I'm not sure if the Brellins were so squeamish or just didn’t care
to buy any. Nothing seemed to be rotting yet. It was a dry summer.

I tossed the branches onto the pile and rubbed my palms on my
jeans. "How about we meet on Sunday for lunch?"

"That sounds lovely," Sarah said.

"Whatever you like," Madeline said. Her tone sounded perfectly
sincere, but I saw her shake her head when she said it.

Sarah didn't seem to. "It's so kind of you," she said.

"My treat," I said. I left with a smile, but it didn't last long after I
was gone from Sarah's sight.

When I arrived at eleven on Sunday, I had to ring the bell and wait,
scuffing my shoes across the welcome mat, until the door was opened.
Normally Madeline was out and greeting me before I reached the front
step.

Sarah opened the door a crack, peered out, then threw it wide with
a bright, "Hello!"

"Good morning, Sarah." I wore a nice blouse and one of my
mother's necklaces, and worried that I was overdressing, but Sarah was
done up in a full, long-sleeved gown — white, as always, and
accompanied by a prim hat. I looked at her hands, half expecting to see
gloves, but she wore none.

"Well," she said, smoothing her skirt with ivory fingers, "shall we
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go?ll

"Madeline isn't coming?"

"She says she wants to work in the garden today." Sarah frowned.

I found myself looking over her shoulder, but I couldn’t see
anything in the dark house. And if I had seen Madeline, there wasn't
anything I could have done — Sarah's frown told me that much. So I left
with her, and with the feeling of taking a victory where I could get it.

The restaurant was a small place, family-owned. I wouldn’t call it
formal, but there were dark green tablecloths, cloth napkins, and the steak
didn't arrive with the bars of a grill seared into it.

I was the one who ordered the steak. Sarah had a soup and salad
combo, and nibbled both daintily. Her eyes were in constant motion,
darting from the door to the windows to the corners of the room.

"I'm not sure how I feel about coming out like this," she said. "It's
strange not to have Madeline around."

"It's too bad she couldn’t come." I forked a potato, but didn't lift it
from the plate. My mouth felt too dry for eating.

"T don’t think she wanted to," Sarah said with the air of a
confession. "She hates leaving the house. I can't remember the last time she
did, except to shop. And I hardly ever leave her alone ... to tell the truth, I
can't remember the last time that happened, either." Her small, age-
webbed hands held each other and twisted.

"l guess it can be hard to live with someone who's so ... clingy." I
regretted the words as soon as I said them. I wanted to sympathize with
Sarah — I did sympathise with Sarah — but I didn't want to do it by
cutting down her sister. I still admired Madeline, and didn't want to
gossip from what I knew was a lingering resentment against her for not
coming.

"Clingy." Sarah nodded. "That's exactly it. She can't stand being
without me ... and it's exhausting, being needed." She stirred her soup,
but didn't each any more of it. "I thought I would feel better away from
her, but I just feel nervous - as if something horrible is going to happen
without me ... Amanda, thank you for taking me out, it's really sweet, but
please let's go home now."

"Are you sure?"

"Yes!" She braced her hands on the table, and her arms tensed as if
about to push her to her feet.

"Okay, Sarah. Just let me pay the bill."

We paid and left. The drive home was quiet. I broke the speed limit,
and even so the ride didn't seem to go fast enough. Sarah sat beside me,
silently wringing her hands.

The garage door was open, and Madeline's wheelbarrow was out in
the driveway.

"She'll be in back," Sarah said. "I'll speak with her first."

She got up and was around the corner of the house before I could
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reply. I turned off the ignition and got out slowly. As I went after her, 1
heard raised voices.

"I don’t ask so much," Madeline said. "I just don’t want you to run
off on me like that." Her voice was rough; I realised she was close to tears,
if not already in them.

"And all I wanted was one day out, one day on my own. I came
back to you ..."

"Where's the little bitch?" Madeline said.

I stopped walking.

llWhO?ll

"Where's Amanda? What makes her think she can just take you
from me for a day and drop you off and not even apologise?"

"It was barely an hour ..."

I heard Madeline's steps, nearing the corner, ready to round it and
confront me and -

I'm not all that proud of it, but I ran. I turned and dashed to the car
and was in it, starting the engine, before Madeline's gardening shoes
touched the driveway. I saw in the rear-view mirror how her hands,
wrapped in scuffled black leather, were clenched into fists.

Since I only lived across the street, I must have looked foolish
backing into the road and making a Y-turn to enter my own driveway at
breakneck speed. Right then, I didn't much care about looking foolish. I
opened the door as I pulled the key from the ignition. I hadn't' buckled the
seatbelt, so there was nothing holding me back as I leapt out and ran for
the apartment door.

Madeline never even went across the street.

It took me two days to gather up the courage to see the Brellins
again.

At first I thought of apologising to Madeline, but on reflection, after
the dread faded, I felt I had nothing to apologise for, and my pride
rebelled at the idea after I had been monikered ‘the little bitch’. Instead, I
went to see how Sarah was doing.

Madeline opened the door. "Why, hello, Amanda," she said, and
grinned with all of her teeth.

"Hi." I swallowed, dampening the squeak in my voice.

"You here for something?" She put one hand on her hip, the other
on the door frame, and raised her chin. Her tone was reproachful, but I
couldn't be sure what her body language meant — maybe the same. As
I've said, she never moved the way it seemed she would, and it both
mesmerised and threw me.

"How's Sarah?"

Her eyebrows shot up, though I thought she should have expected
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the question. "Sarah? Oh, she's ... tired. Not very well, honestly."

"What's wrong?"

"Tired, I said. I told you taking her out would wear her down."

"I'm sorry," I said, though I hadn't intended to.

"You want to see her?"

I nodded.

"Come back later." The door snicked closed.

I went home. And though it took more than two days to regain my
nerve after that, I did come back.

Madeline let me in. The house was filled with the musty odour of
mothballs, something sickly-sweet that made me think of illness, and the
bitter-strong smell of tea.

Sarah sat huddled in a parlour chair, muffled in a brocade
nightgown. Her complexion, always parchment-like, had actually
darkened to a waxy grey. Her hair and the whites of her eyes were both a
yellowed-ivory colour.

"Hello, Amanda," she whispered.

"Sarah! What's ... how are you feeling?"

"Very tired ..."

Madeline perched on a chair near the door. She was wearing black
that day, I remember, and I don’t know if I thought of it at the time but
now she seems so much like a vampire bat fluttering around the ceiling.
She was smiling, showing all her white and tiny teeth.

"Have you been like this ...?"

"Since our lunch, yes." Sarah smiled, but it wasn't her usual beatific
smile. "I'm like this a lot, Amanda. It comes and goes."

"And visitors will only make you more tired, poor dear," Madeline
crooned. Her voice travelled up and down my spine on spider legs of ice.
"You've seen her, Amanda." She refrained from saying Now go.

I pressed Sarah's hand, then left the room. "Madeline," I whispered
once I was in the hall, "maybe you should do something. Call a doctor ...
maybe even bring her to a hospital. She doesn't look well."

"That's overreacting," she said evenly. "There's nothing she needs
that I can't provide at home."

I've never enjoyed being competitive, but I was worried enough
about Sarah that I might have tried to press the issue, and then Madeline
bared her teeth at me with such a look that I left, fled the house without
another word. From the day I met her I knew she was unusual, but before
her eccentricity had charmed and drawn me in, while now she was just
weirdly feral.

Sarah died three days later.

It was a hasty funeral, sparsely attended — the priest, myself,
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Madeline, and the body in the casket. Madeline cried through the
ceremony, but quietly and with dignity. She seemed to be holding up well,
and more, the feralness of Sarah's final days was gone. She met me at the
door of the church with an embrace, and when she welcomed me her
voice was as it had been when she called me to report Sarah's death, soft
and warm.

The church was small, old, made of golden stone on the outside
and panelled with dark wood within. The Brellins almost never left the
house, even on holidays, and I don't know Sarah came to be buried at it,
but the eulogy was kind enough and seemed sincere.

"You'll have to visit sometime," Madeline said before I left. She was
going to the cemetery with the casket, and though I offered to accompany
her she refused with a jerk of her head, a gentle smile, and "No, I'd prefer
to see her off myself — alone."

"I'll drop by," I promised.

"Thank you. I'm afraid I'm going to be lonely now." Her tone was
flat, as if the life had been drained from it. I put my arms around her.

"Madeline, I'm so sorry."

She leaned into the embrace. "It's all right, Amanda. I forgive you."

~

Autumn that year was warm and dry, and as I crossed the street to
Madeline's house sprinklers chittered over lawns around the
neighbourhood. Oddly, Madeline didn't have hers out. With a chill I
wondered what effect the loss of Sarah must be having on her, if she
neglected her beloved lawn and garden's upkeep.

She had finished raking the first good fall of dead leaves into a pile,
and was now forking them into her wheelbarrow. As I approached, she
looked up and grinned. Her smile had an air of relief.

"Amanda, it's so good to see you! I was just bringing this lot to the
back."

"Il help." I took the wheelbarrow's handles and guided it to the
compost pile.

"Should stir it up," Madeline mused. "Getting dry."

When we had forked the last of the leaves onto the mound, she
brushed off her hands and invited me in for tea. I accepted.

"It's so good to see you," she said again as she offered me a steaming
mug.

"How are you ... lately?"

"It's just quiet around here." Madeline rubbed her wrists as if
chafing away cold. "But it's all right with you around. I'm just ... not used
to being alone."

"T understand," I said.

"Do you?" Her hand snaked out suddenly and grabbed my wrist.
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"You're going to leave again, aren't you?"

"What do you mean?"

"You're going to go home and leave me here, alone! I'm not used to
it. I've never been ... all by myself ... " She shook her head. Tears glistened
at the corners of her eyes.

"T'll keep visiting, Madeline. You don't have to be ... alone ..." I
wiggled my fingers, but she wouldn't release my wrist.

"] needed Sarah. She knew, she knew and she left me anyway. Left
... first for you, then ... She was so tired. She said I wore her out. But I just
wanted to be with her!"

"Madeline! Please, calm down." I twisted my wrist out of her grip.

"Amanda ... Amanda ..." Her voice was very quiet. "Don't you
want to be with me?"

Her eyes bore into me with a feral intentness. Madeline's mouth
hung open, revealing bright, slick teeth. I found I couldn't breathe, could
barely move. My wrist still ached from her grip on it.

"[ -I-mno."Istood and started for the door. I heard steps behind me
— without Sarah in the house, Madeline had no reason not to leave it.

With no care for looking foolish now, I ran across the street, back to
my apartment, and shut the door. For a moment everything was still. I
heard my own panting and sank to the floor.

The doorbell jingled. "Amanda?"

I almost rose, but then I saw her face pressed to the hall window
above me.

"Amanda ..."

I curled against the wall, shivering, and didn't answer.

At some point as evening fell Madeline returned to her house. I
don’t remember it well; I know only that sometime the silence returned,
and by then I was too weary to move. I was exhausted ... so exhausted ...
I remembered what Sarah had said.

It's so exhausting being needed.

I slept long and deep, until noon the next day, so deeply I never
heard the sirens. The first I knew of anything was when I rose from the
hall floor, rubbing my aching muscles, and looked through the front
windows.

The Brellin house was a smoking ruin.

The fire department judged it started in the compost heap, the
desiccated, mounded leaves smouldering in the heat, then bursting into
flames. It happens sometimes, though rarely with such a spectacular
effect. Sparks must have jumped a long way over the dry lawn to ignite
the house.

Firemen found Madeline while shifting through the rubble. I didn't
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attend the funeral. I don’t know if anyone did.

For at time I wanted to leave town, but I didn't have the money and
I wasn't certain I could find another job. I did get a new apartment. Of
course, that was only to be expected, given what was across the street.

There's still something about being alone that gets to me, the quiet,
the realisation that there's nobody nearby I can rely on, no one to hear me,
no one who cares. But worse than being alone is finding myself with only
one other person. Sooner or later they'll have to go, and I'll be alone again,
or worse — I'm afraid one day I'm going to try to stop them for leaving.

But I feel so tired, having no one to rely on, no one to be with.

The sisters weren't well known in town, since they rarely let their
house — don’t I know that — but sometimes, in conversation with my old
neighbours, or in the farmer's market, or at the little gothic church I've
joined, the names come up. And that's the last part of why I wrote this: to
explain to everyone why I shudder at the mention of Ms Brellin.

I can only hope the explanation doesn’t drive you away.
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SOUNDS AFTER WE WERE
GONE

By K. Bagar Hix

After we were gone there was the sound of the dogs

trapped in homes with doors, locked or unlocked, impassible
as they died of thirst. The bay of hounds. Terriers yapping.
The great bellows of Saint Bernards. Finally, doggie silence.

Coyotes heard them. Perhaps they wondered. Perhaps
they simply appreciated crumbling highways, streets, dirt roads.
They continued eating rabbits, being quenched with their blood.

After we were gone the sound of cats was not heard through windows
that would never be opened again. They stood by drawers with

cans of cat food. They stood by empty water bowls.

If they lived with dogs, they were eaten. If not they died more slowly.

Cougars never noticed their absence. Before they were gone,
Cougars slept on rocks and drank from dirty rivers. After,
the water was cleaner; the rocks moved less often.



