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         What civil lives we lead. So mannered, so controlled. Everything tidy and safe, everything put in its place. How hard we try not to be frightened, not to let the mind and body misbehave, not to come undone. Look at us in our ties and our stockings, taking vitamins and buying prophylactics, arranging mortgages and emptying the bins, ameliorating, ordering. We’ve almost convinced ourselves.

         But underneath, closer than we dare to think, is the reddish nature of humanity, the strong meat of our anatomy. The force that drives us on, generation after generation, the gust behind us we don’t want to feel but is always felt, moves us towards the edge. How we come in, and how we go out, sex and death: these are the governing drives, our two greatest themes. The humid embrace and the cold sweat. The weight of a coffin on the shoulder, the illicit kiss or la petite mort; the sting of intimately split flesh and the wonder of holding a tiny howling genetic machine in our arms. These are the moments we are left staring into the void, realising, rejoicing, or fucking it all up.

         With its concentrated dosage, its os into the soul, and its existential insolvency, the short story form is the perfect vehicle for our ecstasies and agonies, for reminding us of what we already know but can’t quite reconcile – the cognitive dissonance of living and dying, the attempts at loving in between. By nature, the short story has immense power, as does the human imperative. That the two should meet seems inexorable, like gorgeous and terrible suitors, Eros and Thanatos in coitus behind closed doors.

         Here, then, are twenty splendid adult versions of the truth, or the lie, however we might regard it, newly composed by some of the finest writers across the globe. Here are twenty stripped visions of the meaning of us, if we have any meaning at all. There is no hush-hush come-come, no literary analgesic or barrier salve for our most profound experiences. They move, elate, excruciate, and they arrive at the most unexpected times. In each story, there is no consolation or answer to be found, other than looking into the bare mirror of ourselves, the phenomenology of our shared and varied fates, the beauty of simply saying, ah, yes, here we are, or there we were.

         Sarah Hall and Peter Hobbs
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            Robert Drewe

         

         Don dropped dead on the sand and that was that. We’d just finished our lighthouse walk and he bent down to remove his shoes for our swim and keeled over. He was in his blue board shorts with the red palm trees. One shoe on and one shoe off when the ambulance took him – his new Rockport walkers. Only seventy-eight. Three years ago now and as I said, that was that.

         Since that moment the days often look blurry around the edges, like I’m wearing his glasses by mistake. People loom around corners when I don’t expect them and next minute they’re on the doorstep. Jehovahs. Seventh Dayers. Charity collectors.

         A Green type of woman in drifty clothes came by wanting to save baby fruit bats. She said the cold snap was making them lose their grip and fall out of the trees and they needed to be wrapped up in bandannas and fed mango smoothies. She was collecting money to provide the bandannas and smoothies and she showed me a photo of a baby bat in a red bandanna to clinch the deal.

         ‘Look how cute it is, peeping out snug and warm,’ she said.

         ‘Cuteness is a survival characteristic of baby animals,’ I said. ‘If you ask me, this one looks a bit confused being right side up instead of hanging upside down.’

         ‘But very cute, you must admit,’ she said, shaking her Save the Grey-Headed Flying Fox collection tin. It hardly rattled. She was one of those North Coast women who look better from a distance.

         The reason I was unsympathetic was that we’ve got hundreds of them living in a colony in our street, raiding our fruit trees and screeching all night and doing their business all over our decks, especially the Hassetts’ and the Rasmussens’, and the council playground so kids can’t play outdoors, and probably spreading the Hendra virus or Ebola or something.

         Even worse than their noise and mess and being kept awake all night, the most irritating thing about them is they take only one bite out of each piece of fruit. They like to sample one bite out of every papaya and mango and mandarin on the coast – and they ruin the lot. And of course they’re protected under the Wildlife Act.

         Mind you, there’s even people around here who are fond of brown snakes, the ones that kill you quickest. Those people need a slap, honestly. And down at Broken Head there used to be signs saying Do Not Molest the Stingrays. The tourists pinched all the signs for souvenirs.

         I said to her, ‘Let nature take its course, miss. If I was a fruit bat and the weather got too nippy, I wouldn’t wait for a bandanna. I’d up stakes and fly to north Queensland.’

         Another day a young woman with a bossy accent called in to convince the ‘household’ to switch to a different electricity provider. Sun-Co or North-Sun or something. There were lots of benefits for the ‘household’ in switching to Sun-Co, she said.

         I told her it wasn’t much of a household any more. ‘Just this gnarly old bird.’

         ‘You should go solar and save yourself many dollars,’ she insisted, in a South African sort of voice. ‘The sun is so harsh here you might as well benefit financially from it.’

         The way she said ‘harsh’ it sounded like ‘horsh’. Then she looked me up and down in a superior way. ‘Your skin looks like you enjoy plenty of sun.’

         I let that go. ‘I certainly do,’ I said, and gave her a big sunny grin. ‘I swim every day, rain or shine. I’ve earned every one of these wrinkles.’

         At eighty you can choose which insults you respond to. I said the stove was gas and I just used electricity to run the TV and boil the kettle. I told her I only ate cheese sandwiches and the pensioners’ ten-dollar three-course special at the bowling club. A glass of brown rum of an evening. No point cooking for one.

         I said, ‘Miss, when it’s dark and cold I just creep into bed like the decrepit old widow I am.’

         She raised her drawn-on eyebrows and cut short her electricity spiel then, like I was one of those eccentric old witches with bird’s nest hair and forty-three cats. Maybe I’d laid the elderly stuff on too thick. But she was a hard-faced girl.

         
            *

         

         Ever notice that after people pass away the world seems to have more sunsets than dawns? I try to avoid sunsets. They stand for things being over. With sunsets I think of Don in his palm-tree board shorts swimming over the trees and hills into those pink and gold clouds – that exaggerated heaven you see in the pamphlets the Jehovahs hand out. And our darling boy Nathan and his friend Carlo in ’87. My own Mum and Dad. Oh, sunsets draw the sadness out.

         When that sunset feeling seeps in, watch out. Don’t think about everyone gone, and no grandchildren. Sorrow shows in your face. Stay upbeat and busy is my motto. Don’t worry yourself about last words either. (Don’s final word he bubbled out on the sand sounded like ‘Thursday’ or ‘birthday’ – I’ve stopped wondering what it meant.) And don’t blame Carlo any more for making Nathan sick. I try to face east and the dawn and the beginning of things.

         Just after sun-up every morning, all seasons, I do my lighthouse walk. It’s always interesting – big blue jellyfish the size of bin lids lying there; sometimes an octopus or little stingray beached in a rock pool. One morning the shore was strewn with hundreds of green capsicums, as if a capsicum freighter had jettisoned them. All green, no red ones, just floating there like blow-up bath toys.

         What I enjoy these days is stopping to pick up shells and stones and interesting bits of driftwood to take home. I look for those rare stones shaped like hearts.

         Don called this stuff ‘flotsam’. He hated beach decor. ‘Listen, Bet. Are we doing our exercise or picking up flotsam?’ he’d say. ‘Who wants to live in a beachcomber’s shack?’ He preferred the surfaces kept clear for his barometer collection and shiny brass telescope and Sudoku books and his cricketers’ and politicians’ memoirs. Books with deadly dull titles. Afternoon Light and Cabinet Diary and A Good Innings. God save us!

         After my walk I leave the morning’s beach souvenirs on my towel and then I’m in the sea, swimming the kilometre from the Pass to Main Beach like Don and I used to.

         One thing’s for sure – it’s my love of the ocean that keeps me going. You know what I call the ocean? Dr Pacific. All I need to keep me fit and healthy is my daily consultation with Dr Pacific.

         ‘Morning!’ I yell out to the surfers waxing their boards on the sand, zipping up their steamers. ‘I’m off to see the Doctor!’

         Some of the boys give me a friendly wave. They treat me like I’m their crazy brown granny. ‘Morning, Bet! Looking good!’ They can’t wait to hit the surf and ride those barrels. ‘They’re pumping today!’ they yell.

         You see things out there – fish galore, and there’s a pod of dolphins that lives off the Cape, plus many turtles. And shapes and shadows. Sometimes there’s a splash nearby, but I just keep going. I imagine the shadow and splash is Don still swimming alongside me.

         
            *

         

         We’re on the trailing edge of tropical cyclones here on the country’s most easterly point. One moment it’s a hot summer’s day and then Cyclone Norman or Cyclone Sharon spins south with its high winds, choppy surf and water spouts, little tornados twirling across the ocean. The humidity drives us locals out onto our decks. Everyone sits there with their beers and Hibachis and watches the weather over the sea like it’s the Discovery Channel.

         It’s all to do with La Niña or El Niño or something. Firstly, clouds bank up over the fishing boats and container ships on the horizon, then the sky turns thundery and purple, the sea looks sulky and there’s distant sheet lightning over the Gold Coast. You can smell the storm racing south. The air smells of meat.

         The wind’s blowing barbecue smoke into your face. Pressure builds up in your ears. Then a yellowish mist drops over the ocean and hailstones begin pelting down. By now the fruit bats have got night and day mixed up and they start shrieking in this strange muddy daylight as if the sky’s falling.

         Just as quickly the hail stops, like a tap’s been turned off, the sky’s clear and the wind moves offshore. The waves spray backwards against the tide in lines of spindrift. The air’s so sharp you can see the humpbacks breaching on their way back to the Antarctic.

         Funny how the cyclone weather gets all the bachelor whales overstimulated. The sea’s getting strangely warm for them here and they start displaying for the girl whales. Slapping their tails on the water, showing off like teenage boys. Slap, slap, over and over.

         
            *

         

         During Cyclone Sharon we were all out on our decks every day for a week. Even the main bat victims, the Rasmussens and Hassetts. Curiosity and anxiety plus a faint shred of hope brought everyone out. It was bedlam with the noise of the coastguard helicopters and the spotter planes and the lifesavers in their rubber duckies and jet-skis and the water-police launches. Up and down the shoreline and river mouths they were searching for poor Russell Monaghetti.

         What happened was Russell’s prawn trawler, the Tropic Lass, overturned at night in the cyclone seas off Cape Byron. Russell and his two young deckhands were believed lost. But next afternoon, the youngest boy, Lachie Pascall, crawled up on Belongil beach.

         Lachie had been guided by the lighthouse and swum eleven miles to shore. He was exhausted, flat as a tack, but he told the rescue services approximately where the boat had sunk.

         He said he’d left the others clinging to floating stuff when he set off to swim to land. So they concentrated the hunt and, you wouldn’t believe it, six hours later they found Brendan Lutz, the second boy. Brendan was just alive. He was badly sun-blistered and dehydrated and hugging an ice box. They had to prise his fingers off it.

         For a day or so that gave everyone hope. Brendan said the last he’d seen of Russell he was clutching a marker buoy. But now there was no sign of him, and after another five days the search for him was called off.

         Very sad. I knew poor Russell. His boat operated out of the Brunswick Heads fishermen’s marina and when he wasn’t at sea he was a regular drinker down at the bowling club on Friday and Saturday nights. He was quite a big wheel, on the club committee and everything.

         ‘How’s my surfer chick?’ he’d call out. He liked to flirt with me in a teasing way. ‘Still fighting the surfers off, Betty?’ he’d say. ‘If only I stood a chance!’

         ‘Too young for me,’ I’d shoot back. ‘I’m no cougar.’ Russell was late sixties, I’m guessing. A good-looking silvery fellow. Lovely smile. The dashing, cheeky sort I used to go for before Don came along.

         Russell knew I liked a rum or two of an evening. During the bingo he’d sneak a mojito onto the table for me when I wasn’t looking. Once he pinched a hibiscus flower off the bush by the club’s entrance and left it alongside the drink.

         
            *

         

         That strange time of Cyclone Sharon I’d be walking home from my meal at the bowling club about nine – it’s only a couple of blocks – and I’d look up and the sky would be thronging with dopey fruit bats caught in the lighthouse beam. Flapping wilder than usual, squealing, and crashing into trees and electricity wires. Bats were even on the sand and struggling in the shallows. Where’s your famous radar now? I wondered.

         The colony had started raiding the local coffee plantations. They’d chewed up thousands of dollars’ worth of ripe beans and the local growers were in a panic. As usual, Parks and Wildlife was no help.

         ‘The grey-headed flying fox is a protected coastal species,’ they said. Blah, blah. ‘Try scare guns or netting the plantations.’ But the nets were too expensive and the fake guns only made the bats shriek and act crazier, especially now they were addicted to coffee.

         As their caffeine habit increased, the bats became even more speedy and twitchy. Their flying was more reckless, their screeching and squabbles were even shriller than usual. And they began to fall off the perch.

         It took a while but the survivors eventually woke up to themselves and threw off their caffeine addiction. Mind you, there wasn’t much left to eat around here by then. One full moon there was a great squawking and flapping, as if they’d come to a decision, and what was left of the colony upped stakes and flew north into the wind.

         Carol Hassett’s house had taken the brunt of their droppings and noise. Carol said she hoped they all had headaches from coffee withdrawal.

         
            *

         

         I was on my morning lighthouse walk at low tide. It was three or four weeks after the latest cyclone had rearranged the shoreline and something not regular, a bump on the smoothness, caught my eye on the hard-packed sand. A big shiny white bone had just washed up.

         I stopped and picked it up. It hadn’t been long in the sea. No weed was growing on it, and it wasn’t eroded. It didn’t look like any animal bone I could recall. Thick, quite heavy, it was about as long as – I’m sorry to say – a human thigh bone.

         I know I think about things too much these days. If I’m not careful my imagination runs away with me. But as I turned it over in my hand, boy, I had that prickly sensation on the back of my neck. This old duck almost passed out there on the shore.

         I said to myself, ‘Betty, you’re holding a thigh bone in your hand!’ The sides were smooth and one end of the bone was cleanly snapped. At its widest end the bone was jagged, with a zigzag edge of sharp points, as if it had been severed by a big pair of pinking shears.

         I held the white bone with the zigzag edge and my neck did that prickly thing. I was thinking of the search for Russell, and of his friendly ways, and his silvery looks, and of what I now presumed had happened to him. It took all my concentration not to collapse on the sand.

         What should I do with the bone? Take it to the Byron Bay police? The cops would probably laugh it off as bait from a lobster pot or garbage thrown from a ship. (‘This lady thinks she’s found a femur, Sergeant!’)

         Lots of thoughts struck me. If it was Russell’s thigh bone, would his next of kin appreciate its discovery? (He was close to his three daughters and he had an ex-wife somewhere.) Wouldn’t the evidence of the bone – that sharp, zigzag pattern – be too brutal for his girls? Shouldn’t there be a thingamajig, a DNA test? Could you hold a funeral service for a femur?

         Anyway, what amount of remains, what percentage of flesh or bone was necessary for a trace of a person to be counted as a body? Would a leg bone count? Did it have a soul? I’m not a religious woman – I don’t know these things. What would my pesky Jehovahs and Seventh Dayers say? God’s in nature, is all I believe.

         Oh, I worried over all this. The white bone in my hand now had huge significance. It carried the weight of many emotions. In the bright beach glare it had what the local hippie chicks would call an aura. A pale but powerful aura. The aura of a handsome kind man who’d suffered a violent death.

         I continued my walk while I thought about what to do. And I decided I wanted to keep the white thigh bone. I wanted to treasure the memory of poor Russell Monaghetti. I wanted to be able to look at the femur and recall his smile and the gift mojitos and the hibiscus on the bingo table.

         I had no pockets and the bone was too cumbersome to carry, so I placed it on a patch of dry sand securely far from the water, and jammed a driftwood branch into the ground to mark the spot. I’d pick it up on my way back.

         Of course, as I trudged along I started feeling guilty about Don. I had no treasured souvenirs of poor Don (I’d given his cricketers’ and politicians’ memoirs to the Rotary market stall). All I had were his clothes hanging in his side of the wardrobe, getting musty and moth-holed, but with his smell just faintly on them. Jackets and sweaters I was too sentimental to give to the op-shop. His Rockport walkers growing mould. The palm-tree board shorts the hospital gave back to me.

         How would Don feel about me having another man’s thigh bone on the mantelpiece? Because already that’s where I was imagining putting Russell’s femur – over the fireplace, mounted on a little stand like the gold brackets that held Don’s brass telescope. (Yes, on that very same telescope stand.) With its pale aura gleaming out into the room, through the windows and out to sea.

         I felt strangely unfaithful and wicked for most of the walk, but young and reckless as well, almost like a teenager. My brain was fizzing with excitement. Sorry, Don.

         I picked up the pace on my way back. I was hurrying along the shore to pick up the bone to take home. I reached the spot I’d marked with the driftwood branch but the marker was gone. The tide was still fairly low but obviously a contrary set of waves had swept over the patch of sand, scooped it clean of debris, left it smooth and bare as a table-top, swamped it so recently that air bubbles were still popping on its surface.

         That’s not unusual, of course. Waves and tides and winds seem irregular forces of nature, erratic in their evenness, but there’s always a proper reason for their existence, like Cyclone Sharon being caused by rapidly warming seas.

         I understand all that. I’m an old North Coast girl. I see this every day. More than anyone I understand the way Dr Pacific does things. So I waded into the sea, into that shallow green dip between the shore break and the shore itself, and the bone was lying on the sea bed, rolling back and forth in the tide. Quite easy to find, being so pale.

      

   


   
      
         

            GEORGE AND ELIZABETH
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            Ben Marcus

         

         When George’s father died, he neglected to tell his therapist, which wouldn’t have been such a big deal, except she could cop a mood, and she knew how to punish him with a vicious show of boredom.

         He’d been deep in a session with her, maintaining that when he was younger he had discovered that there was no difference, in bed, between men and women. Literally. At the biological level. If you could wrap a present, you could make one into the other. And therefore this issue of preference had weirdly become moot. You didn’t have to check either box.

         ‘Have you ever worked with clay?’ he asked her. ‘Have you ever pushed pudding around in your bowl?’

         George gestured to show what he meant. Spoon work, a bit of charade knitting.

         Dr Graco waved for him to get on with it.

         It was finally, he explained, just a shame that there were no other categories he could sample.

         ‘So you feel incapable of surprise at the sexual level?’ she asked.

         ‘I’m sure there are things out there I haven’t tried, but in the end they belong to categories that have washed out for me. Just, you know, haircuts I’ve already had, beards I’ve already worn. There’s too much time left on the clock. I wish that I had paced myself.’

         ‘Paced yourself?’

         ‘Yeah.’

         ‘Is it a race?’

         ‘Yes. I just got my number. I should have pinned it to my shirt. Sorry about that.’

         ‘You don’t take this seriously, do you?’

         ‘Well … I pay you to take it seriously. Which gives me room to deflect and joke about it and put my insecurities on display, which you should know how to decode and use in your treatment. Another layer of evidence for your salt box.’

         ‘Do you often think about how I conduct your treatment, as you call it?’

         George sighed.

         ‘I thought about it once, and then I died,’ he said. ‘I bled out.’

         
            *

         

         And boom, the session was over. He was in the waiting room putting on his coat before he remembered his news, what he’d been so determined to tell her, but he had to deal with the ovoid white noise machine which turned speech into mush, and the miserable young man waiting his turn who refused to ever acknowledge George when he burst out of his appointment. It was all a bit exhausting. Were the two of them really supposed to pretend that they weren’t both paying Dr Graco to inhale their misery and exhibit a professional silence about it? And couldn’t they finally just unite in shame and even go sadly rut somewhere? Roll out their crusts against a building, even, or on the merry-go-round in Central Park?

         Sex with sad people was something that could still deliver – in terms of sheer lethargy and awkwardness – but the demographics were stubborn. These people didn’t exactly come out to play very often. It wasn’t clear what bird call you were supposed to use. You practically had to go around knocking on doors. And then the whole thing could verge on coercion.

         The news of his father’s death had come in yesterday from a laundromat. Or perhaps it was simply a place with loud machines and yelling in the background. Someone was on the other end of the phone asking if a Mr George was next of kin.

         At first George was confused. ‘To what?’ he asked. The word ‘kin’ made him picture the Hare Krishna display, human beings going hairless and sleek as they evolved. As if a bald, aquiline man couldn’t swing a club and crush someone.

         ‘All the tenants do a next of kin. I just need to know if that’s you. Tenant name is … I can’t really read this writing, to be honest. I didn’t know this man. We have a lot of units.’

         George very slowly said his father’s name.

         ‘That’s it. Check. And are you Mr George?’

         George said he was. Whenever someone tried to pronounce his true last name, it sounded unspeakably vulgar.

         ‘I’m sorry to report your loss,’ the voice said.

         Try not to report it to too many people, George thought. Cocksucker.

         
            *

         

         He guessed he knew he’d get a call like this one day, and he guessed he’d have to think about it for a while, because the initial impact felt mild, even irritating. He’d have to stick his head into the dirty, hot, self-satisfied state of California and try not to drown in smugness while he solved the problem of his father’s body, which he hadn’t particularly cared for when his father was alive. But what was most on his mind was this question of kin, and why they had not made another call first.

         There was a sister, but she’d scored out of the family. It was hard to blame her. Better food, prettier people, sleeker interiors. George read about her now and then online. She’d achieved a kind of fame in the world of industrial materials. At some point she’d promoted her ridiculous middle name, Pattern, to pole position. Like Onan, maybe. Or Pelé. Her old name, Elizabeth, George figured, was holding her back, and in a way he saw her point, given the sheepish Elizabeths he’d privately failed to grant human status in college. Sleepwalkers, enablers, preposterously loyal friends. Pattern was a family name belonging to their great-grandmother, who lived on a brutally cold little island, and who, according to their mother, had made a sport of surviving terminal illnesses. Now George’s lovely sister Pattern, so many years later, was a person, a business, a philosophy, a crime. She did something in aerospace. Or to it. Had his brilliant sister once said, in a Newsweek profile, that she wanted to ‘help people forget everything they thought they knew about the earth’? One such bit of hypnosis had apparently resulted in immense profits for her, the kind of money you get very paranoid about losing. She produced shimmering synthetic materials from terribly scarce natural resources – a kind of metal drapery that served as a ‘towel’ for drones – which meant Pattern was often photographed shaking hands with old people in robes on the tarmacs of the world, no doubt after administering shuddering hand jobs to them back on the air bus.

         Well that wasn’t fair. Probably, George figured, her staff conducted proclivity research so that it could provide bespoke orgasms to these titans of industry, whose children Pattern was boiling down for parts, whose reefs, mines and caves her company was thoroughly hosing.

         At home Pattern was probably submissive to a much older spouse, whose approach to gender was seasonal. Or maybe his sister wasn’t married? It was difficult to remember, really. Perhaps because he had probably never known? Perhaps because Pattern did not exactly speak to any of the old family? Ever?

         Now, with Mother in a Ball jar and Dad finally passed, George was the last man standing. Or sitting, really. Sort of slumped at home in the mouth of his old, disgusting couch. Trying to figure out his travel plans and how exactly he could get the bereavement discount for his flight. Like what if they tested him at the gate with their grief wand and found out, with digital certainty, that he super sort of didn’t give a shit?

         His most recent contact with his sister was an email from soldier1@pattern.com, back when her rare visits home were brokered by her staff, who would wait for their boss in a black-ops Winnebago out on the street. Ten years ago now? His mother was dead already, or still alive? At the time George wondered if Pattern couldn’t just send a mannequin to holiday meals in her place, its pockets stuffed with money. Maybe make it edible, the face carved from lamb meat, to deepen the catharsis when they gnashed it apart with their teeth. Anyway, wouldn’t his sister like to know that there was now one less person who might make a grab for her money? She could soften security at the compound, wherever she lived. Dad was dead. Probably she already knew. When you’re that wealthy, changes in your biological signature, such as the sudden omission of a patriarch, show up instantly on your live update. You blink in the high-resolution mirror at your reflection, notice no change whatsoever, and then move on with your day. Maybe she’d have her personal physicians test her for sadness later in the week, just to be sure.

         The question now was how to fire off an email to his very important sister that would leapfrog her spam filter, which was probably a group of human people, arms linked, blocking unwanted communications to their elusive boss, who had possibly evolved into a smoke by now.

         Simple was probably best. ‘Dear Pat,’ George wrote. ‘Mom and Dad have gone out and they are not coming back. It’s just you and me now. Finally we have this world to ourselves. P.S. Write back!’

         
            *

         

         George went to California to pack his father’s things, intending a full-force jettison into the dumpster. He’d only just started surveying the watery, one-bedroom apartment, where he could not picture his father standing, sitting, sleeping, or eating, mostly because he had trouble picturing his father at all, when a neighbour woman, worrisomely tall, came to be standing uninvited in the living room. He’d left the door open and cracked the windows so the breeze could do its work. Let the elements scrub this place free of his father. He needed candles, wind, a shaman. And on the subject of need: after sudden travel into blistering sunshine, he needed salty food to blow off in his mouth. He needed sex, if only with himself. Oh, to be alone with his laptop so he could leak a little cream onto his belly. Now there was a trespasser in his father’s home, suited up in business wear. It was enormously difficult to picture such people as babies. And yet one provided the courtesy anyway. An effort to relate. Their full maturation was even harder to summon. He was apparently to believe that, over time, these creatures, just nude little seals at first, would elongate and gain words. A layer of fur would cover them, with moist parts, and teeth, and huge pockets for gathering money. Was there a website where the corporate Ichabods of the world showed off their waterworks, gave each other rubdowns and whispered pillow talk in an invented language? Perhaps a new category beckoned.

         ‘Oh my god. You can’t be George,’ the woman said.

         George sort of shared her disbelief. He couldn’t be. The metaphysics were troubling, if you let them get to you. But day after day, with crushing regularity, he failed to prove otherwise.

         The woman approached, her nose high. Examine the specimen, she possibly thought. Maybe draw its blood.

         ‘I can’t believe it!’

         He asked if he could help her. Maybe she wanted to buy something, a relic of the dead man. The realtor had said that everything had to go. Take this house down to the bones.

         So far, George was just picking at the skin. He was looking through his father’s takeout menus, skimming the man’s internet history. There were items of New Mexican pottery to destroy, shirts to try on.

         Maybe he’d dress up like his father and take some selfies. Get the man online, if posthumously. If no one much liked him when he was alive, at least the fucker could get some likes in the afterlife. Serious.

         The woman remembered herself.

         ‘I’m Trish, Jim’s … you know.’

         ‘Uh huh,’ George said.

         ‘I won’t even pretend to think he might have told you about me,’ Trish said. ‘It’s not like we were married in any real official way. At least not yet.’

         Oh god. A half wife.

         The last time he spoke to his father – months ago now – George remembered not listening while his father said he had met someone, and that she – what was it? – provided the kind of service you didn’t really get paid for, or paid enough, because fuck this country! And that this new girlfriend was from somewhere unique, and George knew to act impressed. Certainly his dad had seemed very proud, as if he’d met someone important from another planet.

         So details had been shared, just not absorbed. Would she tell George now that his father had really loved him? Pined and whatever, wished for phone calls, had the boy’s name on Google Alert?

         ‘Of course, Trish,’ George said, and then he smacked his forehead, ever so lightly, to let her know just what he thought of his forgetfulness. She deserved as much. They embraced, at a distance, as if his father’s body was stretched out between them. Then she stepped closer and really wrapped him up. He felt her breath go out of her as she collapsed against him.

         George knew he was supposed to feel something. Emotional, sexual. Rage and sorrow and a little bit of predatory hunger. Even a deeper shade of indifference? History virtually demanded that the errant son, upon packing up his estranged and dead father’s belongings, would seek closure with the new, younger wife. Half wife. Some sort of circuitry demanded to be completed. He had an obligation.

         It felt pretty good to hold her. She softened, but didn’t go boneless. He dropped his face into her neck. Lately he’d consorted with some hug-proof men and women. They hardened when he closed in. Their bones came out. Not this one. She knew what she was doing.

         ‘Well you sure don’t smell like your father,’ she said, breaking the hug. ‘And you don’t look like him. I mean at all.’

         She laughed.

         ‘Oh I must,’ said George. He honestly didn’t know.

         ‘Nope. Trust me. I have seen that man up close. You are a very handsome young man.’

         ‘Thank you,’ said George.

         ‘I think I want to see some ID! I might have to cry foul!’

         
            *

         

         They met later for dinner at a taco garage on the beach. Their food arrived inside what looked like an industrial metal disc.

         George dug in and wished it didn’t taste so ridiculously good.

         ‘Oh my god,’ he gushed.

         It was sort of the problem with California, the unembarrassed way it delivered pleasure. It backed you into a corner.

         After dinner they walked on the beach and tried to talk about George’s father without shitting directly inside the man’s urn, which was probably still ember hot. George hadn’t unboxed it yet.

         ‘I loved him, I did. I’m sure of it,’ Trish said. ‘When all the anger finally went out of him there was something so sweet there.’

         George pictured his father deflated like a pool toy, crumpled in a corner.

         ‘He called me by your mom’s name a lot. By mistake. Rina. Irene. Boy did he do that a lot.’

         ‘Oh, that must have been hard,’ said George. Who was Irene? he wondered. Had he ever met her? His mother’s name was Lydia.

         ‘No, I get it. He had a life before me. We weren’t babies. It’s just that I suppose I want to be happy, too. Which is really a radical idea, if you think about it,’ Trish said.

         George thought about it, but he was tired and losing focus. He preferred a solitary loneliness to the kind he felt around other people. And this woman, Trish. Was she family to him now? Why did it feel like they were on a date?

         ‘It’s just that my happiness, what I needed to do to get it, threatened your father,’ continued Trish.

         ‘My father, threatened,’ George said. ‘But whatever could you mean?’

         ‘Oh I like you. You’re nothing like him.’

         George took that in. It sounded fine, possibly true. He had no real way of knowing. He remembered his father’s new radio, which he had watched him build when he was a kid, and whose dial he twisted into static for hours and hours. He could make his dad laugh by pretending the static came from his mouth, lip-syncing it. He remembered how frightened his father had been in New York when he visited. George held his arm everywhere they went. It had irritated him terribly.

         What else? His father made him tomato soup once. His father slapped him while he was brushing his teeth, sending a spray of toothpaste across the mirror.

         George was probably supposed to splurge on memories now. He wasn’t sure he had the energy. Maybe the thing was to let the memories hurl back and cripple him, months or years from now. They needed time, wherever they were hiding, to build force, so that when they returned to smother him, he might never recover.

         After their walk, they stood in a cloud of charred smoke behind the restaurant. The ocean broke and swished somewhere over a dune. Trish arched her back and yawned.

         ‘All of this death,’ she said.

         ‘Horn-y,’ George shouted. He wasn’t, but still. Maybe if they stopped talking for a while they’d break this mood.

         Trish tried not to laugh.

         ‘No, uh, funny you should say that. I was just thinking, it makes me want to …’ She smiled.

         How George wished that this was the beginning of a suicide pact, after a pleasant dinner at the beach with your dead father’s mistress. Just walk out together into the waves. But something told him that he knew what was coming instead.

         ‘I’m going to comfort myself tonight, with or without you,’ Trish said. ‘Do you feel like scrubbing in?’

         George looked away. The time was, he would sleep with anyone, of any physical style. Any make, any model. Pretty much any year. If only he could do away with the transactional phase, when the barter chips came out, when the language of seduction was suddenly spoken, rather than sung, in such non-melodious tones. It was often a deal breaker. Often. Not always.

         
            *

         

         After they’d had sex, which required one of them to leave the room to focus on the project alone, they washed up and had a drink. It felt good to sip some skank-ass, legacy whiskey from his father’s Pueblo coffee mugs. Now that they’d stared into each other’s cold depravity, they could relax.

         Trish circled around to the inevitable.

         ‘So what’s up with Pattern?’

         Here we go.

         ‘What’s she like? Are you guys in touch? Your father never would speak of her.’

         Probably due to the non-disclosure agreement she must have had him sign, George figured.

         ‘You know,’ he said, pausing, as if his answer was more than ordinarily true, ‘she’s really nice, really kind. I think she’s misunderstood.’

         ‘Did I misunderstand it when her company, in eighteen months, caused more erosion to the Great Barrier Reef than had been recorded in all of history?’

         ‘She apologised for that.’

         ‘I thought you were going to say she didn’t do it. Or that it didn’t happen that way.’

         ‘No, she did do it, with great intention, I think. I bet at low tide she would have stood on the reef herself and smashed that fucking thing into crumbs for whatever fungal fuel they were mining. But, you know, she apologised. In a way, that’s much better than never having done it. She has authority now. Gravity. She’s human.’

         ‘What was she before?’

         Before? George thought. Before that she was his sister. She babysat for him. He once saw her get beaten up by another girl. She went to a special smart-people high school that had classes on Saturdays. Before that she was just this older person in his home. She had her own friends. She kept her door closed. Someone should have told him she was going to disappear. He would have tried to get to know her.

         
            *

         

         In the morning Trish recited the narrative she had concocted for them. Their closeness honoured a legacy. Nothing was betrayed by their physical intimacy. They’d both lost someone. It was now their job to make fire in the shape of – here George lost track of her theory – George’s dad.

         Trish looked like she wanted to be challenged. Instead George nodded and agreed and tried to hold her. He said he thought that a fire like that would be a fine idea. Even though they’d treated each other like specimens the night before, two lab technicians straining to achieve a result, their hug was oddly platonic today. He pictured the two of them out in the snow, pouring a gasoline silhouette of his dead father. Igniting it. Effigy or burn pile?

         ‘We didn’t know each other before,’ said Trish. ‘Now we do. We’re in each other’s lives. This is real. And it’s good. You’re not just going to go home and forget me. It won’t be possible.’

         George would sign off on pretty much any press release about what had happened last night, and what they now meant to each other, so long as it featured him catching his plane at 9.30 am and never seeing her again.

         As he was leaving, Trish grabbed him.

         ‘I would say “one for the road”, but I don’t really believe in that. Just that whole way of thinking and speaking. It sounds sorrowful and final and I don’t want that to be our thing. That’s not us. I don’t like the word “road” and I definitely don’t like the word “one”. Two is much better. Two is where it’s at.’

         She held up two fingers and tried to get George to kiss them.

         George smiled at her, pleaded exhaustion. It was sweet of her to offer, he said, and normally he would, but.

         ‘You know, research shows,’ Trish said, not giving up, ‘that really it’s a great energy boost, to love and be loved. To climax. To cause to climax. To cuddle and talk and to listen and speak. You’re here! You’re standing right here with me now!’

         ‘I’m sorry,’ said George. ‘I guess it’s all just starting to hit me. Dad. Being gone. I don’t think I’d bring the right spirit right now. You would deserve better.’

         It didn’t feel good or right to play this card, but as he said it he found it was more true than he’d intended.

         Trish was beautiful, but given the growing privacy of his sexual practice, such factors no longer seemed to matter. He would probably love to have sex with her, if she could somehow find a way of vanishing, and if the two of them could also find a way to forget that they had tried that already, last night, and the experience had been deeply medical and isolating. It was just too soon to hope for a sufficiently powerful denial to erase all that and let them, once again, look at each other like strangers, full of lust and hope.

         
            *

         

         ‘Is that a bad thing?’ George asked his therapist, after returning home and telling her the basics.

         ‘And please don’t ask me what I think,’ he continued. ‘The reason people ask a question is because they would like an answer. Reflecting my question back to me, I swear, is going to make me hurl myself out of the window.’

         Together they looked at the small, dirty window. There were bars on it. The office was on the ground floor.

         ‘I’d hate to be a cause of your death,’ said the therapist, unblinking.

         ‘Well I just wonder what you think.’

         ‘Okay, but I don’t think you need to lecture me in order to get me to answer a question. You seem to think I need to be educated about how to respond to you. There are also many other reasons people ask questions, aside from wanting answers. You’re an imbecile if you think otherwise.’

         ‘Okay, you’re right, I’m sorry.’

         ‘Well, then, I think it must be lonely. I do. To find yourself attracted to a woman who also seems, as you say, attracted to you – if that’s true – and to think you’d be more content to fantasise about her than to experience her physically. So it sounds lonely to me. But we should also notice that this is a loneliness you’ve chosen, based on your sexual desires. Your sexuality seems to thrive on loneliness. And I can’t help but sense that some part of you is proud of that. Your story seems vaguely boastful.’

         ‘Plus her being my father’s widow.’

         Dr Graco frowned.

         ‘What was that?’ she asked.

         ‘You know, her also having been involved with my father, before he died. I guess I left that part out.’

         Dr Graco took a moment to write in her notebook. She wrote quickly, and with a kind of disdain, as if she didn’t like to have to make contact with the page. A fear of contaminants, maybe. A disgust with language.

         It had sometimes occurred to him that therapists used this quiet writing time, after you’ve said something striking, or, more likely, boring, to make notes to themselves about other matters. Grocery lists, plans. One never got to see what was written down, and there was simply no possible way that all of it was strictly relevant. How much of it was sheer stalling, running out the clock? How much of it just got the narcissist in the chair across from you to shut up for a while?

         She wrote through one page and had turned to another before looking up.

         ‘I am sorry to hear about your father.’

         ‘I should have told you. I apologise.’

         ‘He died … recently?’

         ‘Two weeks ago. That’s why I was away. My missed appointment. Which I paid for, but. I was gone. I’m not sure if you.’

         ‘I see. Do you mean it when you say you should have told me?’

         ‘Well, I found the prospect of telling you exhausting, I guess. I was annoyed that I had to do it. To be honest, I wished you could just, through osmosis, have the information, in the same way you can see what I’m wearing and we don’t need to discuss it. It’s just a self-evident fact. You could just look at me and know that my father is dead.’

         She resumed writing, but he did not want to wait for her.

         ‘That’s not a criticism of you, by the way. I don’t think you were supposed to guess. I mean I don’t think I think that. Maybe. You know, to just be sensitive and perceptive enough to know. I am sometimes disappointed about your powers, I guess. That’s true, I should admit that. I just wish I had, like, a helper, who could run ahead of me to deliver the facts, freeing me up from supplying all of this context when I talk to people. Otherwise I’m just suddenly this guy who’s like, my father died, blah blah. I’m just that guy.’

         ‘But you weren’t. Because you didn’t tell me. You were not that guy.’

         ‘Right, I guess.’

         ‘So then who were you?’

         ‘What?’

         ‘You didn’t want to be the guy who told me your father had died, so by not telling me, what guy did you end up being instead?’

         For some reason, George saw himself and Pattern, as kids, waiting on a beach for their lunch to digest, so they could go swimming. Pattern was dutifully counting down from two thousand. It was a useless memory, irrelevant here. He remembered when he shopped and cooked for his mother, when she wasn’t feeling well, and then really wasn’t feeling well. He cleaned and took care of her. His father had already planted his flag in California. He was that guy, but for such a short time. Two weeks? He’d been very many people since then. Who was he when he didn’t tell Dr Graco that his father died? Nobody. No one remarkable. He’d been someone too scared or too bored, he didn’t know which, to discuss something important.

         ‘That just made me think of something,’ he said finally. ‘The word “guy”. I don’t know. Have you heard of Guy Fox?’

         ‘I assume you don’t mean the historic figure Guy Fawkes?’

         ‘No. F-o-x. Porn star, but that’s not really a good label for what he does. It’s not clear you can even call it porn any more. It’s so sort of remote and kind of random, and definitely not obviously sexual. Or even at all. I mean almost, just, boredom. Anyway, it’s a new sort of thing. He provides eye contact. People pay a lot. He’ll just watch you, on video. You can stream him to your TV, and he’ll watch you. People pay him to watch while they have sex, of course, or masturbate, but now supposedly people just hire him to watch them while they hang out alone in their houses. Whenever they look up, he’s looking at them. They are paying to have eye contact whenever they want. They want someone out there seeing them. And he’s just amazing. Apparently there’s nothing quite like getting seen by him. It’s an addiction.’

         ‘Ah, I see. Well I’m afraid we have to stop.’

         Afraid, afraid, afraid. Don’t be afraid, George thought. Embrace it.

         For once he wished she’d say, ‘I’m delighted our session is over, George, now get the fuck out of my office, you monster.’

         
            *

         

         Bowing to a certain protocol of the bereaved, George acquired a baby dog: hairless, pink and frightening. His therapist had put him onto it after he kept insisting he was fine. She explained that people who lose a parent, especially one they weren’t close to, tend to grieve their lack of grief. Like they want to really feel something, and don’t, and so they grieve that. That absence. She said that one solution to this circular, masturbatory grief is apparently to take care of something. To be responsible for another living creature.

         Except George and the animal had turned out to be a poor match. That’s how he put it to the dog catcher, or whatever the man was called, when he sent the wet thing back, and then hired cleaners to sanitise his home. The animal was more like a quiet young child, waiting for a ride, determined not to exploit any hospitality whatsoever in George’s home. It rarely sprawled out, never seemed to relax. It sat upright in the corner, sometimes trotting to the window, where it glanced up and down the street, patiently confirming that it had been abandoned. Would it recognise rescue when it came? Sometimes you just had to wait this life out, it seemed to be thinking, and get a better deal next time. God knows where the fucking thing slept. Or if.

         Did the animal not get tired? Did it not require something? George would occasionally hose off the curry from the unmolested meat in his takeout container, and scrape it into the dog bowl, only to clean it up, untouched, days later. The animal viewed these meals with calm detachment. How alienating it was, to live with a creature so ungoverned by appetites. This thing could go hungry. It had a long game. What kind of level playing field was that? George felt entirely outmatched.

         One night George tried to force the issue. He wanted more from it, and it wanted absolutely nothing from George, so perhaps, as the superior species, with broader perspective in the field, George needed to step up and trigger change. Be a leader. Rule by example. Maybe he had been playing things too passive? He pulled the thing onto his lap. He stroked its wet, stubbled skin, put on one of those TV shows that pets are supposed to like. No guns, just soft people swallowing each other.

         The dog survived the affection. It trembled under George’s hands. Some love is strictly clinical. Maybe this was like one of those deep tissue massages that release difficult feelings? George forced his hand along the dog’s awful back, wondering why anyone would willingly touch another living thing. What a disaster of feelings it stirred up, feelings that seemed to have no purpose other than to suffocate him. Finally the dog turned in George’s lap, as if standing on ice, and carefully licked its master’s face. Just once, and briefly. A studied, scientific lick, using the tongue to gain important information. Then it bounced down to its corner again, where it sat and waited.

         
            *

         

         Months after his father’s death there was still no word from Pattern. After he’d returned from California, and cleansed himself in the flat, grey atmosphere of New York, George had sent her another email, along the lines of, ‘Hey Pat, I’m back. I’ve got Dad’s dust. Let me know if you want to come say goodbye to it. There are still some slots free. Visiting hours are whenever you fucking want. – G.’

         He never heard back, and figured he wasn’t going to – on the internet now Pattern was referred to as a fugitive wanted by Europol, for crimes against the environment – but one night, getting into bed, his phone made an odd sound. Not its typical ring. It took him a minute to track the noise to his phone, and at first he thought it must be broken, making some death noise before it finally shut down.

         He picked it up and heard a long, administrative pause.

         ‘Please hold for Pattern,’ a voice said.

         He waited and listened. Finally a woman said hello.

         ‘Hello?’ said George. ‘Pattern?’

         ‘Who’s this?’ It wasn’t Pattern. This person sounded like a bitchy tween, entitled and shrill.

         ‘You called me,’ explained George.

         ‘Who’s on the line,’ said the teenager, ‘or I’m hanging up.’

         George was baffled. Did a conversation with his sister really require such a cloak-and-dagger ground game? He hung up the phone.

         The phone rang again an hour later, and it was Pattern herself.

         ‘Jesus, George, what the fuck? You hung up on my staff?’

         ‘First of all, hello,’ he said. ‘Secondly, let’s take a look at the transcript and I’ll show you exactly what happened. Your team could use some human behaviour training. But forget all that. What on earth is new, big sister?’

         She wanted to see him, she said, and she’d found a way for that to be possible. They had things to discuss.

         ‘No shit,’ said George. He couldn’t believe he was actually talking to her.

         ‘Wait, so where are you?’ she asked. ‘I don’t have my thing with me.’

         ‘What thing?’

         ‘I mean I don’t know where you are.’

         ‘And your thing would have told you? Have you been tracking me?’

         ‘Oh c’mon, you asshole.’

         ‘I’m in New York.’

         She laughed.

         ‘What?’

         ‘No, it’s just funny. I mean it’s funny that you still call it that.’

         ‘What would I call it?’

         ‘No, nothing, forget it. I’m sorry. I’m just on a different, it’s, I’m thinking of something else. Forget it.’

         ‘O-kay. You are so fucking weird and awkward. I’m not really sure I even want to see you.’

         ‘Georgie!’

         ‘Kidding, you freak. Can you like send a jet for me? Or a pod? Or what the fuck is it you guys even make now? Can you break my face into dust and make it reappear somewhere?’

         ‘Ha ha. I’ll send a car for you. Tomorrow night. Seven o’clock.’

         
            *

         

         George met Pattern in the sky bar of a strange building, which somehow you could not see from the street. Everyone had thought the developers had purchased the air rights and then very tastefully decided not to use them. Strike a blow for restraint. The elevator said otherwise. This thing was a fucking tower. How had they done that? The optics for such effects, Pattern explained to him, had been around for fifteen years or more. Brutally old-fashioned technology. Practically cave man. She thought it looked cheesy at this point.

         ‘A stealth scraper,’ said George, wanting to sound appreciative.

         ‘Hardly. It’s literally smoke and mirrors,’ Pattern said. ‘I am not fucking kidding. And it’s kind of gross. But whatever. I love this bar. These cocktails are fucking violent. There’s a frozen pane of pork in this one. Ridiculously thin. They call it pork glass.’

         ‘Yum,’ said George, absently.

         The funny thing about the bar, which was only just dawning on George, was that it was entirely free of people. And deadly silent. Out the window was a view of the city he’d never seen. Whenever he looked up he had the sensation that he was somewhere else. In Europe. In the past. On a film set. Asleep. Every now and then a young woman crept out from behind a curtain to touch Pattern on the wrist, moving her finger back and forth. Pattern would smell her wrist, make a face, and say something unintelligible.

         But here she was, his very own sister. It was like looking at his mother and his father and himself, but refined, the damaged cells burned off. The best parts of them, contained in this one person.

         ‘First of all, George,’ Pattern said. ‘Dad’s girlfriend? Really?’

         ‘Trish?’

         ‘What a total pig you are. Does this woman need to be abused and neglected by two generations of our family?’

         ‘How could you know anything about that?’

         ‘Oh cut it out. It astonishes me when I meet people who still think they have secrets. It’s so quaint! You understand that even with your doors closed and lights out … Please tell me you understand. I couldn’t bear it if you were that naive. My own brother.’

         ‘I understand, I think.’

         ‘That man you pay to watch you while you’re cleaning the house? On your laptop screen?’

         ‘Guy Fox.’

         ‘Oh, George, you are a funny young man.’

         ‘That’s actually a fairly mainstream habit, to have a watcher.’

         ‘Right, George, it’s happening all over the Middle East, too. A worldwide craze. In Poland they do it live. It’s called a peeping Tom. But who cares. Baby brother is a very strange bird.

         ‘So,’ she said, scooting closer to him and giving him a luxurious hug. ‘Mom and Dad never told you, huh?’

         ‘Told me what?’

         ‘They really never told you?’

         ‘I’m listening.’

         ‘I’m just not sure it’s for me to say. Mom and Dad talked about it kind of a lot, I mean we all did. I just figured they’d told you.’

         ‘What already, Jesus. There’s no one else left to tell me.’

         ‘You were adopted. That’s actually not the right word. Dad got in trouble at work and his boss forced him to take you home and raise you. You were born out of a donkey’s ass. Am I remembering correctly? That doesn’t sound right. From the ass of an ass.’

         He tried to smile.

         ‘I’m just kidding, George, Jesus. What is wrong with people?’

         ‘Oh my god, right?’ said George. ‘Why can’t people entertain more stupid jokes at their own expense? Je-sus. It’s so frustrating! When, like, my world view isn’t supported by all the little people beneath me? And I can’t demean people and get an easy laugh? It’s so not fair!’

         ‘Oh fuck off, George.’

         They smiled. It felt really good. This was just tremendously nice.

         ‘You don’t understand,’ he said, trying harder than usual to be serious. ‘Mom punted so long ago I can’t even remember her smell. And Dad was just a stranger, you know? He was so formal, so polite. I always felt like I was meeting him for the first time.’

         He tried to sound like his father, like any father: ‘Hello, George, how are you? How was your flight? Well that’s grand. What’s your life like these days?’

         Pattern stared at him.

         ‘Honestly,’ said George. ‘I can’t stand making small talk with people who have seen me naked. Or who fed me. Or spanked me. I mean once you spank someone, you owe them a nickname. Was that just me or were Mom and Dad like completely opposed to nicknames? Or even just Honey or Sweetie or any of that.’

         ‘Jesus, George, what do you want from people? You have some kind of intimacy fantasy. Do you think other people go around hugging each other and holding hands, mainlining secrets and confessions into each other’s veins?’

         ‘I have accepted the fact of strangers,’ said George. ‘After some struggle. But it’s harder when they are in your own family.’

         ‘Violin music for you,’ said Pattern, and she snapped her fingers.

         He looked up, perked his ears, expecting to hear music.

         ‘Wow,’ she marvelled. ‘You think I’m very powerful, don’t you?’

         ‘Honestly, I don’t know. I have no idea. Are you in trouble? Everything I read is so scary.’

         ‘I am in a little bit of trouble, yes. But don’t worry. It’s nothing. And you. You seem so sad to me,’ Pattern said. ‘Such a sad, sad young man.’ She stroked his face, and it felt ridiculously, treacherously comforting.

         George waved this off, insisted that he wasn’t. He just wanted to know about her. He really did. Who knew where she’d vanish to after this, and he genuinely wanted to know what her life was like, where she lived. Was she married? Had she gotten married in secret or something?

         ‘I don’t get to act interested and really mean it,’ George explained. ‘I mean ever, so please tell me who you are. It’s kind of a selfish question, because I can’t figure some things out about myself, so maybe if I hear about you, something will click.’

         ‘Me? I tend to date the house husband type. Self-effacing, generous, asexual. Which is something I’m really attracted to, I should say. Men with low T, who go to bed in a full rack of pyjamas. That’s my thing. I don’t go for the super-carnal hetero men; they seem like zoo animals. Those guys who know what they want, and have weird and highly developed skills as lovers, invariably have the worst possible taste – we’re supposed to congratulate them for knowing that they like to lick butter right off the stick. What a nightmare, to be subject to someone else’s expertise. The guys I tend to date, at first, are out to prove that they endorse equality, that my career matters, that my interests are primary – they make really extravagant displays of selflessness, burying all of their own needs. I go along with it, and over time I watch them deflate and lose all reason to live, by which point I have steadily lost all of my attraction for them. I imagine something like that is mirrored in the animal kingdom, but honestly that’s not my specialty. I should have an air gun in my home so I could put these guys out of their misery. Or a time-lapse video documenting the slow and steady loss of self-respect they go through. It’s a turn-off, but, you know, it’s my turn-off. Part of what initially arouses me is the feeling that I am about to mate with someone who will soon be ineffectual and powerless. I’ve come to rely on the arc. It’s part of my process.’

         ‘You think these guys don’t mean it that they believe in equality?’

         ‘No, I think they do, and that it has a kind of cost. They just distort themselves so much trying to do the right thing that there’s nothing left.’

         ‘And you enjoy that?’

         ‘Well, they enjoy that. They’re driven to it. I’m just a bystander to their quest. And I enjoy that. It’s old-school, but I like to watch.’

         ‘So you are basically fun times to date.’

         ‘I pull my weight, romantically. I’m not stingy. I supply locations. I supply funding. Transportation. I’m kind of an executive producer. I can greenlight stuff.’

         ‘Nobody cums unless you say so, right?’

         ‘That’s not real power,’ she said, as if such a thing was actually under her control. She frowned. ‘That’s bookkeeping. Not my thing at all. Anyway, I think the romantic phase of my life is probably over now. My options won’t be the same. Freedom.’

         ‘Jail time?’ asked George.

         ‘It’s not exactly jail for someone like me. But it’s fine if you imagined it that way. That would be nice.’

         
            *

         

         George hated to do it. They were having such a good time, and she must get this a lot, but he was her last living blood relative and didn’t he merit some consideration over all the hangers-on who no doubt lived pretty well by buzzing around in her orbit?

         ‘All right, so, I mean, you’re rich, right? Like insanely so?’

         Pattern nodded carefully.

         ‘You could, like, buy anything?’

         ‘My money is tied up in money,’ Pattern said. ‘It’s hard to explain. You get to a point where a big sadness and fatigue takes over.’

         ‘Not me,’ said George. ‘I don’t. Anyway, I mean, it wouldn’t even make a dent for you to, you know, solve my life financially. Just fucking solve it. Right?’

         Pattern smiled at him, a little too gently, he thought. It seemed like a bad news smile.

         ‘You know the studies, right?’

         Dear god Jesus. ‘What studies?’

         ‘About what happens when people are given a lot of money. People like you, with the brain and appetites of an eleven-year-old.’

         ‘Tell me.’ He’d let the rest of the comment go.

         ‘It’s not good.’

         ‘Well I don’t fucking want it to be good. I want it to be fun.’

         ‘I don’t think it’s very fun, either, I’m afraid.’

         ‘Don’t be afraid, Pattern. Leave that to me. I will be very afraid, I will be afraid for two, and never have to worry about money again. Depraved, sordid, painful. I’ll go for those. Let me worry about how it will feel.’

         Pattern laughed into her drink.

         ‘Sweet, sweet Georgie,’ she said.

         
            *

         

         It was getting late, and the whispering interruptions had increased, Pattern’s harried staff scurrying around them, no doubt plotting the extraction. An older gentleman in a tuxedo came out to their couch and held up a piece of paper for Pattern, at eye level, which, to George, sitting right next to her, looked perfectly blank.

         Pattern studied it, squinting, and sighed. She shifted in her seat.

         ‘Armageddon,’ said George. ‘Time to wash my drones with my drone towel!’

         Pattern didn’t smile.

         ‘I hate to say it, little George, but I think I’m going to have to break this up.’

         He didn’t like this world, standing up, having to leave. Everything had seemed fine back on the couch.

         ‘Here,’ Pattern said, giving him a card. ‘Send your bills to William.’

         ‘Ha ha.’

         ‘What?’

         ‘Your joke. That you obviously don’t even know you just made.’

         She was checking her phone, not listening.

         On the street they hugged for a little while and tried to say goodbye. A blue light glowed from the back seat of Pattern’s car. George had no idea who she was, what she really did, or when he would ever see her again.

         ‘Do you think I can be in your life?’ George asked. ‘I’m not sure why but it feels scary to ask you that.’

         He tried to laugh.

         ‘Oh, you are, George,’ said Pattern. ‘Here you are. In my life right now. Closer to me than anyone else on the planet.’

         ‘You know what I mean. How can I reach you?’ He didn’t particularly want to say goodbye to her.

         ‘I always know where you are, Georgie. I do. Trust me.’

         ‘But I don’t know that. I don’t really feel that. It doesn’t feel like you’re even out there. When you’re not here it’s like you never were here at all.’

         ‘No, no,’ she whispered. ‘I don’t believe that. That’s not true.’

         ‘Is something going to happen to you? I don’t know what to believe.’

         ‘Well,’ she said. ‘Something already has. Something has happened to all of us, right?’

         ‘Please don’t make a joke or be clever, Elizabeth. I can’t stand it. There’s nobody left but you. What if I don’t see you again? What will I do?’

         ‘Oh Georgie, I am right here. I am right here with you now.’ 

         
            *

         

         George kept quiet about his sister in therapy. He talked about everything else. But sometimes he’d catch Dr Graco studying him, and he’d think that perhaps she knew. She didn’t need to be told. She might not grasp the specific details, the bare facts – who and when and what and all those things that did not matter – but it seemed to George that she could see, or was starting to, that someone out there was seeing him, watching him. That someone really knew him and that, whatever else you could say about him, it was clear that he was no longer really alone.

         At home George listened, and hoped, and waited, but his phone never made the strange tone again. He found nothing on his sister in the news, though he looked. Whoever had been calling for her blood had gone quiet. And here George couldn’t decide if their silence meant that they’d lost interest, or that they had her, they got her, and Pattern was gone.

         One night it was late and he’d let his uncertainty overpower him. It had been a year since he’d seen her. Where was she? How could she just disappear? He’d been saving up his idea for a moment just like this one, so he sat down at his desk and wrote his sister an email.

         
            *

         

         Elizabeth –

         Is it just me now, or are you still out there? Don’t write back. I cannot imagine how busy you must be! There is a lot that I cannot imagine. But that’s okay, right? You’re out there looking, I know. I am waving at you, wherever you are. I am down here saying hello. I love you very much.

         Your brother,

         George
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