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To Mum, Dad, Amen, Ota and Iredia,
so much love always.


To women whose reconfigurations in the
dark become embers by dawn.







Logarithm


Here is a skillet. Here is a loaf of rye bread. Here is a river. Here are two reflections for it. Here is a chintz skirt. Here is a rib on a bend. Here is a dawn carrying December. Here is a memory growing tentacles in a tall, grainy jar. Here is the umbilical cord slung over the rose-coloured lampshade. Here are the reins for figures that become injuries. Here are two wrists marked with soot. Here is a table. Here are its legs. Here is the shape that departed. Here is the wood. Here is the canvas. Here is the atom. Here is the collision. Here is the infant’s dummy. Here is the blade. Here is the mirror. Here is the right-angle. Here is the cut. Here is the pulp. Here is the runny cherimoya. Here is the cassava. Here is the yam. Here is the pulse. Here is the defect. Here is the smoke. Here is the jackal food rising beneath the tablecloth. Here is the spill. Here is the magician. Here is the pocket. Here is the trick. Here is the light bulb. Here is the wattage. Here is the logo. Here are your fingerprints as hostages. Here is the vow. Here is the burial soil. Here is the margin marrying the peak. Here is the white lie fit for a vein. Here is the graveyard slab. Here is the trampoline. Here is the leaking valve. Here is the golden cup. Here is the net over a dune. Here is the aubergine. Here is the wire. Here is the Dalmatian’s limp. Here is the stained bed sheet. Here is the protractor. Here is Jupiter. Here is the circumference created from a haemorrhage. Here is the leap. Here is the dive. Here is the brink crumbling in the gut. Here is the cold hollow. Here is the constellation. Here is the breath. Here is the bark. Here is the body twisting in brine. Here is the wine. Here is the one-way sign in the bath tub. Here is the sweet mist from a clitoris. Here is a throbbing in the ditch. Here are the crinkled leaves you wore to the birth. Here is a crease. Here is a murmur. Here is the riverbank. Here is the currency. Here is the bottled mutation. Here is the edible wheel.


But where is the baby?


Here is there.


Now, what do I do with the woman holding the reins, shrinking from reflections, the nub of a dummy? Licking Eve’s rib?




Kookaburra Sweet


Several factors contributed to Kara’s series of self-collisions. Several pale, pin-pricked airbags shrank between two victims each time: herself and herself. The airbags wouldn’t have been necessary if she hadn’t missed her original flight at Sydney airport because her mobile died, which meant no alarm to wake her up. If there hadn’t been an issue settling her hostel bill, since the front-desk clerk claimed there was a problem with her Barclaycard, which meant pretending to enter one of the empty pool rooms to call Barclays but slipping into the toilets instead. Then through the window without injuring her legs or alarming the few street kids passing on skateboards, chatting and smoking in clusters.


She jumped out into parched Sydney streets that had become concrete enemies, exiting into the blazing heat, wonky small silver suitcase in tow, wheels squeaking like a distorted instrument for the unlucky. A suitcase full of broken Sydney dreams folded mockingly between bright clothes, her black bartending uniform. And she rushing through traffic to hail a cab, cast out from a bloodshot vision, like a split thirteenth apostle sewn back together.


By the time she reached the airport, made it to the check-in area, breathing heavily as though about to birth something tiny and unrecognisable through her mouth, an offering to the gaunt-faced flight attendant in exchange for good news, it felt too late. The attendant sported a tight brunette bun that made her look severe. Her name badge read ‘Christina’. Calmly she said, ‘I’m afraid you’ve missed your flight, love. It left ten minutes ago. You’ll have to book another one. You don’t have any insurance. There’s nothing else I can do.’ It was delivered unsympathetically, coldly. Kara got the impression she’d said this many times before in autopilot mode.


She ran a hand through her shoulder-length braids, felt her armpits producing sweat beads to water unfulfilled half-formed women that grew on runways. Bodies swirled around her, flashes of colour on a broad never-ending canvas of travellers, who would drink from the periphery while their fingers moulded plane-engine noise into surprising shapes. The din of the airport rose in the afternoon heat. Her pretty face crumpled. Her heart sank. Her mouth went dry. This was the problem with being late often. It actually changed outcomes when it mattered.


She booked another flight to London, which left her with only a hundred pounds for the rest of the month. Jesus Pontius Pilate Christ! She’d have to eat Rice Krispies for breakfast and lunch and scrambled eggs with sardines and hard-dough bread for dinner for at least two weeks. Pontius ras clat Pilate. Kara wandered through the airport shops thinking of home in Forest Hill: the wooden floors, the high white ceilings and large windows.


The stumpy cactus on her cracked kitchen window sill she’d bled on after cutting her finger while slicing plantain. She was convinced it was dead, that her bulbs of blood had sated it only temporarily. She had a way of killing things unwittingly. She pictured the shrivelled cactus, its thirsty soil, the desires she’d hoped would come to fruition in Sydney wearing dead, prickly cactus skin, sitting still on plane seats to be flown to various destinations. She thought of women who didn’t know what to do with the sea inside them. Who didn’t know how to let it line their paths or flush out neon signs forming in the blood to misdirect them in gloriously foreign countries.


After wandering around for about an hour, she settled into the seating area opposite an Espresso coffee house. She looked up at the screen for an update on her flight. The man to her right watched her curiously. He was Aborigine, dressed in blue jeans, a warm-coloured Aztec-style shirt and a black cowboy hat. His long hair curled past his shoulders. He held a dark brown leather bag. He smiled warmly at her. His broad features stretched. It was a beautiful, welcoming smile. He offered her his hand, shook hers enthusiastically. ‘You look like you could do with some good fortune, eh? I’m Kizzy.’


She adjusted herself in her seat, pulling her shoulders up so she didn’t slouch. ‘Kara. Probably not the best company right now, spent more money today than I have in the last month,’ she grumbled.


He chuckled, in a way that was infectious not rude. Not as if he was laughing at her misfortune. ‘A good distraction is to talk to a stranger and eat sweets.’ His eyes were alert, persuasive, the gold in them darkening intermittently.


‘That’s your solution to my problems?’ she retorted, unconvinced, stretching long, restless legs.


‘Well, it’s one solution, eh, missy?’ His lips curled. He opened his leather bag. Sure enough, it was chock-full of sweets, bright red packets of liquorice begging to be ripped open. The brand name was Kookaburra. Kookaburra liquorice.


‘Help yourself,’ he instructed. An announcement for an abandoned dog was made on the tannoy. He opened a packet, popped a short stick of liquorice into his mouth, chewing slowly, savouring the taste.


Kara grabbed a handful she’d save for later, stuffing them into her rucksack, like a magician stowing tricks she’d use in time.


Kizzy smelt like spicy incense. His dark, velvety brown skin glowed. Kara imagined the pulse in his neck had a silvery wing flickering beside it, as if it, too, had attempted a flight journey that had gone wrong. A leather watch in his pocket matched his bag, showing the incorrect time of 11 a.m. He began to hum then. A quiet rumbling that got into her bones slowly, a drug transported through song. She didn’t think to ask how he’d known she’d suffered a misfortune because the air was charged with something indefinable, molten, till she heard the wing beside his pulse changing direction.


‘What does the song mean?’ she asked, resisting the urge to reach out to touch whatever had been released in the space between them.


He took his hat off, turning it slowly to a distant rhythm. ‘Maybe it’s about becoming what we consume, a song for a woman in translation.’


Back in London, Kara emerged from Forest Hill Overground station dishevelled, starving. Plane food had been paltry, inadequate. She remembered the strips of liquorice in her rucksack, followed by Kizzy’s potent smile, the confession that he was of no fixed abode, that he liked to fly God’s class rather than first, that he’d quipped of drinking juice from Banksia plants, instead of alcohol, that tasted like kangaroo piss.


Her stomach rumbled, punctuating the pattern of her thoughts. It was Saturday, the start of Open House week when people in Forest Hill received strangers into their homes to share artwork, conversation, music. Anything. The streets hummed with activity. In the station forecourt, she passed tables of free edible plants. Hordes of people gathered around them were resistant to an orderly queue, grabbing plants like okra, Winter Luxury pumpkin, dill, rosemary. Some children left their parents’ sides, rushing to the ticket machines, pressing their hands against the screens as if gathering evidence of the day’s journeys so far. They ran to the bikes under the shelter, leaning against each other in a false sense of stability. They circled the brightly painted piano, thrashing the keys in barely contained musical chaos before threading their way through the rest of the forecourt.


Kara reached inside her rucksack with tired hands, grabbing two strips of liquorice. She bent one playfully then bit into it, momentarily closing her eyes in delight as the sweet bitter taste flooded her tongue. On the Dartmouth Road where her flat was situated, she passed a mural of a giant white-haired woman in the clouds, surrounded by a fleet of red birds. The strip of liquorice melted into her blood. She popped another into her mouth. They were so moreish, she finished the packet right there on the street. In her suitcase, the bar outfit spilled a small electric horizon from the black shirt collar into a zip, an insect dead from shock in the bright light.


At the flat, she fell asleep in the bedroom. When she woke up, her body felt supple, soft, bendy, unfamiliar. She spotted a dark stain on the blue bed sheet. She looked at it with suspicion, rubbed the spot. Her fingers were black, liquorice-coloured, stretchy. Her heart rate tripled. She leaped off the bed somewhat unsteadily, rushed to the mauve bathroom. Skincare products lined the edges of the tub, crowded the sink. In her haste, she accidentally knocked over a bottle of Palmers Cocoa Butter. Her toothbrush went flying.


She switched on the light. The 60-watt bulb stuttered in anticipation as she rushed to the mirror, light flickering sporadically as though arguing with itself. Chest heaving, she stared at her reflection, her breath pale magician’s smoke. Sure enough she was not herself. Or she was herself but something different. Something skewed and accidental, something tainted with the margin particles of an incense-smelling man who could mimic the curves of a sidewinder. Her bathroom had become a circus balancing on two hinges, rocking unsteadily in the ether. She took tentative steps closer to the mirror. Sure enough she had transformed into liquorice, a black, sweet liquorice woman, a liquorice sweet black woman, bendy, stretchy, adaptable in harsh conditions, resplendent and irrepressible. Reconfigured heart oozing liquid midnight, necessary external jaggedness flung out like day traps, moist-turning tongue set anticlockwise to catch soft light, soft memory, soft landing.


She turned the taps on for the sound of the sea to fill the sink and tub. All that came through was bursting, rushing water. She placed her hand under the cold tap, the weight of water bending her fingers slightly. She used her right hand to adjust them back, then raised both hands to water her head with night dew. She turned the cold tap off. The blast of hot water meant the pipes started whistling. Slowly, then speedily, panicked by the possibilities of changes tumbling through their lengthy, corroded bodies.


She pressed her fingers into her head, feeling her way around for a crack. Steam misted the mirror. She didn’t want to melt. Melting meant not existing. She turned the hot-water tap off, waiting for the whistling to stop. She started screaming.


The fading sounds of the chugging pipes mutated into an alarm ringing in her head. Anxiety spread from the very heart of her, a burning sensation in her new body. Sydney had been a disaster. She was broken by it. Almost. She stepped back from the mirror, trying to weigh the ache within, the losses she’d left on Sydney Harbour turning to twisted currencies glowing in the dark, the octopus-shaped critter that had tried to gain entry to her suitcase to find a corner to possess. She pressed her mouth against that corner to breathe, to steady herself; loss of confidence, loss of income, loss of heart, loss of lover. The ache inside her grew into a kite-shaped slipstream spotted with silver. She started to cry, heaving sobs threatening to become accomplices in the cramped bathroom. She needed to fill the ache, to do something. It was Open House week after all. She grabbed a black bin bag from the top of the cabinet.


Around 1 a.m. she wandered the streets, bin bag in tow. Squishy sounds of her new limbs kept her company. She walked to the sprawling Horniman Museum gardens, found nothing to catch except the reflection of her old self in the café’s glass doors and windows. That Kara had gone to Australia chasing a story: a dreadlocked molasses-hued man who believed his lost mother appeared to him during volcano eruptions, who took tender photographs that captured her silhouette exiting those eruptions. Kara had wanted to write his story but the man gave her heart to a volcano for his mother to eat.


On the steep London Road, she entered the white houses through windows left open. She gathered from the inhabitants things most people would never take during Open House: the post office clerk’s fear of failure, the sweet-shop assistant’s paranoia he’d die before doing half the items on his bucket list, the glint from the blade the kebab-shop owner used to carve scenes for three stillborn babies trapped in a revolving winter, the deli owner’s conversations to the gremlin he’d transplanted into his chest that kept trying to break ceilings with a long, slimy tentacle. She wandered through houses while people slept, humming the tune Kizzy sang at the airport, leaving a trail of deep, warm sweetness, stuffing her bag until it was fit to burst.


When she arrived back home, the bin liner split on her bed, on the crumpled tulip-patterned duvet. The things she’d caught had charred wings and were flapping towards possible exits frenetically. White airbags sprang from the corners of her bed, shrieking incessantly before the air left them twisted into mean, sunken expressions. And the sharp pain exploding in Kara’s chest before liquefying was unbearable.


The next morning, after discovering that a last self-collision resulted in change you couldn’t foresee, Kara limped out onto the Dartmouth Road, having caught her left foot in a trap she’d flung from herself. She clutched her plane ticket to Sydney, a sacrificial woman in the heat hollering Kizzy’s song about becoming what you eat. It was bright out. The day was alcoholic. As she sang, her body began to separate. Her head went first, tossed into the blind spot of a sputtering drunk holding a Guinness can like a lover. Her head shrank rapidly. Her legs came off, tumbling backwards into an argument between the off-licence owner and a woman holding a leash without a dog she claimed she’d lost at Heathrow airport.


Kara’s golden eyes uprooted into the traffic, speedily rolling between lanes, between tyres, frantically blinking away images of a life that were discarded receipts for gutted angels with streaks of black tears on their faces, reduced to husks on the bent skyline. Her arms were dark boomerangs confused by an unplanned separation, the dizziness of slow traffic in the sky, attempting to embrace satellite dishes, antennas, and items that found their way to rooftops while the road swelled with resignation of a split. And a break somewhere that saw small creatures from accidents with Kara’s last heartbeats mutating in their chests as they scurried onto the pavements on either side, leaving patches of unleaded fuel and kaleidoscopic red in their attempts to talk.


People from cafés and the boutique village-like stores and eateries, including the Hill Lounge and Kitchen and Bird in Hand, spilled out onto the street, watching. Two assistants from Sugar Mountain sweet shop abandoned its light, tantalising atmosphere of deep booths, board games and seductive retro sweets in large jars. They rushed out carrying a jar each to catch bits of Kara’s body. Individuals from Forest Hill Pools filed out barefoot onto the pavement still in their costumes, dripping translucent daydreams doubling as swimming strokes beneath the sun. The locals were chess pieces held still by a human combustion on a glimmering day. Kara’s thighs spun. One slid down a lamppost, leaving a dark, honey-like trail before becoming stuck at the bottom. The other slid across the window display of Il Mirto’s Italian Deli and Ice Cream store. Her head now reduced to pulp was being lapped up in abandon by the drunk on all fours. His tongue darting greedily, the Guinness can forgotten, squashed under his knee, pennies spilling from his pocket, like a marauding coppery fountain.


Kara’s mouth was sylph-like, chased by an Aboriginal cowboy’s hat into the distance before it melted onto the rim in the shape of an atom bursting, an accidental decoration. Her scattered teeth were white jewels for the afternoon. A man in a diving costume caught her vagina, sucking on it, the nectar of a goddess. Her hands were clasped together, prayer-like, while bits of clouds morphed into the shapes of temporary pale clothing for the inhabitants of Forest Hill to wear as the uniform of witnesses. After their naïve prayer, her hands eventually melted on the wheel of a dented blue Ford Cortina that, later, would run out of fuel. And all that was left was the morning to come. All that was left was her torso on the edge: black, gleaming, edible, sweet. Liquorice sweet. Full of warped, rhapsodic song in the traffic.



Filamo

The last monk told the tongue that holding a naked sheep’s head underwater would undo it all. Some time before that, prior to the madness beginning, old Barking Abbey loomed in the chasm; grey, weather worn, remote. Inside the Abbey, a tongue sat in the golden snuffbox on an empty long dining table; pink, scarred and curled into a ruffled silken square of night. The previous week, the tongue had been used as a bookmark in a marked, leather-bound King James Bible, page 45, where the silhouette of a girl had been cut out, loaded with words like high, hog, clitoris, iodine, cake, its moist tip glistening in temporary confinement. The week before that, the tongue had been left in the fountain at the back of the Abbey between winking coins. There, it pressed its tip to a stray ripple, cold and malleable, shaping it into a weight, pulling it down, under, up again. Several weeks back, it had been in a hallway window, leaning into Mary’s hands whose fingertips tasted of a charred foreign footprint from the grass. Her fingertips had sensed a change in the air before the monks came, when the corridors were quiet, expectant. And molecules had shifted in preparation for a delivery. The monks arrived through a hole in time on a cold, misty morning, transported via a warp in space that mangled the frequencies of past and present. They had arrived curling hands that did not belong to them. Unaware that this would have consequences none foresaw except a tongue bending in the background, unaware of the repercussions of time travelling.

Each time the tongue was moved, it lost a sentence. The monks missed this in their ritual of silence. They had done for weeks, walking around rooms with arms behind their backs, bodies shrouded in heavy brown robes, shaven sunken heads soft to the touch. They trod this new ground carrying yolks in their mouths, hardening as morning became noon, noon became evening, and evening became night.

One morning, the monks found a miller’s wife gutted on the stone wall enclosing the allotment, a white felt cap shoved into her mouth, her husband’s initials embroidered in blue at the top right corner of her bloody apron: V.O. They threw salt on her skin. The tongue tasted the sharpness, and that night, Dom Vitelli made the noise of a kettle boiling in his sleep. He began to tremble, covered with a cold sweat. He fell to the floor, stuck.

The next morning, the monks rose to discover the empty well near the stone outbuilding surrounded by plump, purple jabuticaba fruit, tender and bruised, the colour dwindling in areas as though a god was sucking it through a crack in the sky. Lonely figures in their heavy brown robes, the monks held their hands out as they circled the Abbey. They heard the sounds of buses on the high street, car doors slammed shut, trains grinding to a halt. They caught items that fell through noise, things they had never seen: a white adapter plug from the sound of a plane speeding through the sky, a black dog muzzle Dom Oman later took to wearing sitting by the fountain, a knuckle duster that fell from the sound of a baby crying. They placed these items at the altar in the chapel, flanked on either side by candles whose blue flames bent, then shrank sporadically. They took turns holding their palms over the flames. By the time the monks began their chores, the cockerel that had fallen over the walls from a car horn began to smash its beak into a jabuticaba fruit. Afterwards, it jumped into the stream connected to the Roding river, following a thinning yellow light it attempted to chase into the next day.

The tongue was warm in Filamo’s pocket, pressed against a copper coin bearing the number two in roman lettering. The musty taste lingered of old items passing through. Filamo, a cloaked figure, a betrayer among the monks, stood outside the prayer room, fingering a swelling on the tongue, listening quietly. Dom Emmanuel paced inside, the only other place speaking was permitted, aside from supper, during this imposed period of silence. A slightly forlorn figure, he shook. The bald patch on his head looked soft, like a newborn’s. Light streamed through the stained-glass window where three naked cherubs wore angry, adult expressions and had changed positions again overnight. One lay on its side holding an ear, the other was eating stigmata injuries and the third at the bottom left corner had tears running down its cheeks into the jabuticaba fruit growing through its chest. Dom Emmanuel faced the silence of the cross on the nave wall without the figure of Christ, which had turned up at supper two days before, bleeding between slices of bread. There were three deep wooden pews behind the Dom, as if half-heartedly built, the seating scratched. Dom Emmanuel began to walk back and forth. Then he paused momentarily as though to catch his breath, chest rising and falling. He held out his arms, confessing that lately he had begun to worry about his lover withering in a wormhole. The man Dom Emmanuel loved had not made it through this time, stuck in a winter that would quickly ice his organs and distribute the seven languages he spoke into the orbit for other monks to grab and stow away along with new disguises.

Dom Emmanuel could feel that cold in his bones, an absence of language, lightness in his tongue. Recently, Dom Emmanuel had dreamed of them running through lush, sunlit fields naked, penises limp at first, then turgid, moist at the tips till thick spurts of sperm dribbled and their irises glinted. He missed the warmth of holding another body skin to skin, the innocence of early youth, the freedom of making mistakes. He moaned that his hands ached, that they had begun to talk to him, consumed by restlessness, till he sat up in bed sweating, tense, listening to a distant mangled cry travelling towards his organs, to his hands. For days the cry had come to him each night while the others slept, on each occasion magnified by the constant silence, taut, suffocating. The cry grew in volume, weight, intent, till he was led by it, until he found himself stumbling outside into the grounds, disrobing by the darkened stream gleaming in the night. Naked, covered with bite marks, he hunched down to catch things from the water: Siamese green lizards who shared an Adam’s apple, a piece of jabuticaba fruit, which grew another layer of purple skin each time you touched it, one cherub whose eyes had blackened from things it had witnessed upstream, a lung wrapped in clingfilm. Surrounded by his discontented small audience, Dom Emmanuel removed the clingfilm, crying as he ate flesh. It tasted like a man he once paid four gold coins in Tenochtitlan to keep him company, to be rough then tender with him afterwards, who had stuck his curious tongue into his armpits as if digging for his body’s secrets using a pliable instrument. Dom Emmanuel did not turn around when Filamo moved towards him lifting the blade. The cut to his neck was swift. He fell to the floor, blood gushing. The cry from his lips was familiar. It had been chasing him for days. He pressed his hands desperately against his neck, attempting to catch one last item rising through the blood. Dom Emmanuel died thinking of his lover’s sour mouth, praying into it. The wound on his neck a cruel smile, clutching the lines of an old rectory sign bearing roman number two in the left corner, his talking, gnarled hands slowly eroding. And half his body purple from a winter he already knew. While the monks scattered in shock, the tongue inherited Dom Emmanuel’s last words El Alamein.

When the saints arrived through their time cannon, continuing their ancient tradition as watchmen over the monks, the night was onyx-shaped. A faint howl followed them onto the tower. The Abbey was formidable in the moonlight; imposing, damp, grey, surrounded by high stone walls. The saints were orange-skinned from the festival of memory. Each had a feature missing but something to replace it within their bodies. St Peter was missing an ear, yet had a small translucent dragon’s wing growing against a rib. St Augustine had lost a finger on his left hand but had two hearts, one pumping blood, the other mercury, so much so his tongue became silvery at particular angles. St Christopher had lost an eye and gained a filmy yellow fish iris, which cried seawater no matter his mood. This time, each had been fired from a cannon. Temporarily deaf, they clutched instructions for short transformations in golden envelopes. They wandered the cold halls lined with carvings and paintings on the walls, while the monks were gathered at supper, oblivious.

The saints deposited the envelopes beneath their beds. Each individual instruction for transformation sealed, yet written in the same long, right-leaning handwriting by the same white feather dipped in blue ink. Each slip of yellow paper wrinkled at the corners, worn from weather, prayer, silence. Then the saints fashioned three flagpoles from sticks they found in the cellar. They planted them on the grounds. The blue flag for go, red for pause, breathe, green for transform. Afterwards, on their journey back to two golden towers erected between wormholes, the saints became infants in the wind.

Later that night, the remaining Doms filed from the front of the Abbey holding their golden envelopes. Dom Ruiz led the way, stopping to take his position at the green flagpole. The other Doms followed. Dom Mendel, slighter than the rest, took a breath on the steps by the Roding river’s stream. The white hexagon several feet from the flagpoles spun seductively. In the library window, old leather-bound books nursed the wisdom of hands slowly erased by time. The Doms took their positions on all fours. Light trickles of dark rain began to fall. They uttered, ‘Pater tollis peccata.’ Their mouths distorted. The bell rang. They darted forward, towards the centre and each other, growling. A sharp, splintered pain shot through their heads. Spots of white appeared in their vision. Bones cracked as they expanded, organs grew, teeth lengthened, fur sprouted, hoofs appeared, nostrils widened. Their sense of smell heightened. Dom Ruiz became a boar lunging at Dom Mendel, the centaur, chasing him with an urgency that had his teeth chattering. Dom Kamil became an epicyon hunting Dom Augustine, the procoptodon, between all three flagpoles, through the other side of the white hexagon where the static hissed, then back up again. They snarled at the skyline, leaping, rushing, following the strong scent of old flesh emanating from the soil. They buried their faces in it, dug, leaving large prints around the Abbey that had a peculiar beauty from above. Three hours later, they retreated to their starting positions, becoming men again, exhausted bodies heaving. Speckles of blood fell on the golden envelopes, over the lines in foreign hands that had arranged into blueprints.

There were always injuries during a transformation. But the small, morphing nuclei they had generated would flatten in their brains, rising again when necessary, mimicking the silhouettes of tiny watchmen. As their breathing steadied, they studied the red flag flapping in the wind for stop.

After the transformation, the silence within the Abbey was heavier, loaded. Having been banished by the saints for the fallen monk in their midst, each monk was busy dealing with the repercussions of their borrowed hands. And who knew what that could do to a man? Seeds of doubt and mistrust had begun to take root in this fertile ground of the unspoken, watered by the saliva of sealed envelopes. The monks did not venture beyond the Abbey, afraid of being sucked into a vacuum of noise they would not recognise. Noises of a future they felt unprepared for, frightened that the influences of an outside world would somehow shorten their time at the Abbey. Everything they needed was within the Abbey’s walls. They grew their own food using the allotment at the back. At least twelve chickens were enough to feed from for a while, producing eggs for breakfast and the occasional comic attempt at escape. One chicken laid ten eggs that would not hatch, each filled with a finger of a new monk poking through deep red yolks. And somehow the Jesus figurine had found its way to these eggs. Stained with mud, it sat among them as they rolled and the other chickens leaped over the sound. Fed on bits of sullied bread, little Jesus waited patiently for a different kind of resurrection.

The saints made several visits back to the Abbey through their time cannon to deliver items: salt, a bow and arrow, a television remote, nails, a hammer, three serrated knives. Several days after the transformation, Dom Augustine woke in the middle of the night barking, like a dog, tongue slightly distended, skin clammy. The next morning, he began to set animal traps around the grounds; one on top of the tower, one in the allotment, one behind the middle pew in the prayer room, under his bed, one on the white hexagon slowly fading from damp and cold. After all, who knew what a man’s shadow would do while he pretended to look the other way? Dom Augustine felt panic rising inside him. Each day his tongue loosened further, as if it would fall out at any moment. He did not know whether it was his increasingly intensified barking at nights that was the cause or his particular kink from banishment, from flight. There were always complications. He had arrived in the main chapel, between two tall marble grey pillars, deposited on the alabaster altar, naked and wrapped in a thin silvery film reflecting past angles of light. His limbs had hurt, his head throbbed. His breaths were slow, deep, attempting to acclimatise. He had broken through the film, instinctively grabbing at items from a past that would never appear, knocking over two large white candlesticks on either side. Famished, he scrambled along the cold altar. He looked down; his gaze met the knowing blue eyes of a cherub, who jumped up and down excitedly, showing him its scarred back from repeatedly falling through stained-glass windows. Its mouth was purple after eating a combination of plump fruits and unidentifiable things. He’d had to break his hands in just like all the other Doms: carving a small Jesus figurine, fixing the hole in the cellar roof, building a pantry. The ache in his hands never fully left, only dulling with time. His fear of items and sounds from the outside threatening to infiltrate the Abbey had become so potent: one afternoon he had been washing his hands in holy water by the pantry when the sound of an axe lifting, falling, chopping, breaking, smashing had almost deafened him. Slow at first, coming from afar. Then closer, louder, heavier till he curled up by the metallic bowl of water screaming then barking, breaking the silence.

A week after Dom Augustine set the animal traps, parts of his body were found in each trap. Pieces in the traps by the fading white hexagon looked like an offering. The axe the saints delivered had vanished. The tongue in Filamo’s pocket dined on splattered blood.

It was a chilly evening on the occasion Dom Kamil decided to perform his act of rebellion against the silence. A light frost covered the grounds, more jabuticaba fruits from the well scattered. Large pillars at the Abbey’s entrance bore tiny cracks oozing a sticky, thin sap. The intricate golden chapel ceiling, depicting Old Testament scenes, began to shed tiny specks of gold from the corners. Only an observant eye would notice the figures had begun to head in the opposite direction. Metallic bowls of holy water carefully placed outside room entrances collected reflections as if they were a currency. Dom Kamil awoke to find himself doused in kerosene and Doms Ruiz and Mendel absent. Throat dry, he trembled before swinging his feet over the bed onto the floor. The smell of kerosene was acrid. He did not call out. Instead, he slipped on his dull, weighty brown cloak, briefly running a hand over the length of wooden flute he’d kept close during the daytimes. For weeks he had found the silence unbearable, craving the joy music brought. He had resorted to wandering around the Abbey with the flute he’d made secretly, rubbing his hands along it when his fingers curled and flexed with intent. Beyond the Abbey walls, an ambulance siren wailed. Dom Kamil rushed outside. At least fifty yellow notes were strewn on the frosted ground. He scrambled between each one, eagerly opening them but they were mockingly empty. Distraught, he pulled the flute from his pocket and began to play. When Filamo set him alight he did not stop, playing urgently until he fell to his knees, the heat of the flames licking his skin, veins, blinding him. The sound of the flute hitting cold ground reverberated in the abyss, the ambulance siren shattered. A dark curl of smoke shrank into the tongue poking out contemptuously from Filamo’s pocket.
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