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Five years ago, on the 9th of April 2016 when my children were six, four, and two, I sat down and decided to write a middle-grade high fantasy novel. The last time I had written fiction would have been sixth-form English when I was sixteen. My husband was a screenwriter when we met, but I’d never had the energy or inclination to extend beyond writing the policy briefings and cabinet papers of my day job. That night, I wrote my first 685 words and over the next 18 months I wrote 64,000. 

In February 2018, I started writing short stories and I wasn’t just writing for my kids anymore. At some point I started calling myself a writer even though it felt like I was pretending. I had stories accepted into magazines and anthologies. I set up a website. I found the most amazingly supportive group of writing friends I could ever wish for and I found myself. It was an alternate self I desperately needed that was entirely separate from being Mel the mum or Mel the bureaucrat.

The first two sentences I wrote back in 2016 were these: Curiosity flew above the shipyard of Anderah leaning into the warm thermals rising from below. The people working on the ground, tiny in the distance, took no notice. It’s easy to forget how high we’ve managed to soar and to feel like no one will notice. I rack up well over 100 story rejections every year. Last year, I burned out and wrote nothing at all for months on end. Sometimes it feels like nothing will ever happen again.

This book is my reminder that things have happened and that they will continue to happen. It is my reminder that writing is joy; that my brain loves to drift through alternating genres, ideas, and lengths and twist them up into stories I didn’t know were hovering in my consciousness. I’ve written over 300,000 words over the last five years. It’s not much for some, but it’s a lot more than the zero I’d written before that and it’s a lot less than I will have written in another five or fifteen years. 

This collection includes a story for each year of my life so far, alternating between micro-fiction and longer stories and including five previously unpublished works to celebrate my fifth anniversary of writing. The stories are fantasy, science fiction, slipstream and horror. They’ve been published in over 20 different publications. They range from sweet or light-hearted to downright dark, but even in the sweet there is always a hint of the creepy, strange or melancholy.

Alt-ernate is a window to the alternate me that has been growing since 2016. I hope you enjoy the view. Thank you for your support.
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AN AVIAN INTRODUCTION
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First published in GeyserCon Book in May 2019.
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There are places where the boundaries are thin and a step off the path could take you further than you meant to go. There are three kinds of travellers there – those, like most of us, who never notice the rent in the veil; those who take that step and wander lost forever; and a very few who return carrying the ethereal boundary with them to become a nexus of fragile reality walking the earth. 

[image: image]

Anna had a pouch of scroggin hooked on her belt, a friend lifting her pack from behind to take the weight off her shoulders, and the alluring memory of a painting of the Pink and White Terraces from a dimly-lit art auction drawing her on.  

Kōkako had the nearby flowering flax for energy, a careless ponga that had lost its top to perch on, and the songs of her family echoing across Lake Rotomahana calling her to fly.

Anna’s right heel was forming a blister. The path seemed to go on forever. Her curious eyes wandered, searching for the origins of the birdsong riding the breeze.  

Kōkako’s wings ached to stretch free. The air currents played before her. Her joyous cascade of chirrups burst forth, telling the story of layers of reality hiding beneath the trees.

Anna gasped as a view of the lake opened up before her. She watched a tiny green shape flitting from a ponga, down towards the water and then back upwards to the safety of the bush. 

Kōkako felt the eyes watching. Maybe this time they would see. She twisted through the rift Mount Tarawera had torn all those years ago, flew high above terraced pools glinting in the sunshine, and then back down to the place between. 

Anna blinked. 

Kōkako waited.

[image: image]

There are guides who mean you well even as they lead you astray and there are guides who act for their own designs. A portal goes both ways. When you carry those ethereal boundaries with you, new fissures open in places they were never meant to be—supermarkets, libraries, the streets of nearby Rotorua. The past is not the only place they will take you and you are not the only thing that will travel between. 

What follows you home will not be New Zealand’s first invasive species.
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STRANDS OF OUR TOMORROWS


[image: ]




First published in The Arcanist in August 2019.

––––––––

[image: ]


They say your hair keeps growing after you die, but it isn’t true. It’s just your skin shrinking away from long-dead cells as if dissociation might somehow undo death. Most people have over 100,000 hairs on their head. The day she left me, I only asked for a lock. If I’d asked for more she would have said no. She gave me 157 strands.

They were dark, glossy brown and the same length as the line from the inside of my knee to the top of my inner thigh that she used to trace with her kisses. She was used to my strange requests and it wasn’t until she was holding the lock out to me that she hesitated. I think she would have asked why, but the tears were rolling down my cheeks. Instead, she just let me take it.

We were camped by a river surrounded by weeping willows with draping branches that screened her from my view as she walked away. My pain radiated out to my breasts and down my body, fusing me to the ground. My tears rolled down to the river, making it swell in its banks. The wind whipped the branches of the willows across my face. They tangled with my hair until it was impossible to tell where the tree ended and I began.

I came to my senses when I smelled springtime — ducklings, sweet hyacinths, and friendlier rain. I reached into my pocket for her lock of hair and drew out a single strand. I tore my own hair from the grasp of the willow and knelt down to dig into the damp earth. I planted that single strand in the ground; that strand as long as my lap where she would lay like a newly born baby with the shape of an adult woman. When the hair was safely nestled in the earth, I watered it with my tears and blew springtime’s breath into her growing lungs.

She grew quickly, her body racing to match the age of the hair it seeded from. Soon I had a companion again, but that growth does not slow. She reached the years we had been together in the blink of an eye and before I knew it, I was watching her walk away. My heart breaking all over again.

I tried all the different seasons’ breaths (except winter, of course, I wouldn’t waste a precious strand like that). But in the end, she always left. Finally, I reached into my pocket and a single strand met my touch. The last one. Even as she grew before me, I felt the pain of her leaving start.

This time, when she pushed the willow branches aside to leave me, I called out “May I come with you?”

She stared at me for a long moment, one eye slightly wider than the other in that look she always gave me when I was being ‘other’ and then she nodded.

We travelled to the city together, not touching. I could feel my pain wrapping around us, pulling me forward. When we got to the hospital my companion started to look confused. When we got to the room she stopped in the doorway and began to cry.

I walked to the bed and looked down at my lover. Her hair was white and her skin was wrinkled from a lifetime I had not been there to see. She didn’t have much time left. Her eyes were fading, but they widened all the same when she looked at my face.

“You look just like when I left you by the river,” she said. I sat down and held her dry textured hand in mine.

My last companion — number 157 — stepped into the room and stood by the bed. She was only weeks from this state herself but I had never been there to see it before. Right now, she looked just like my lover did when she walked away 50 years ago. She sat down and held my lover’s other hand.

The old woman looked at me with one eye slightly wider than other and tears tracing down the streambeds of her wrinkled cheeks. “Is she like you? Will she live forever?”

I shook my head and my companion looked confused again.

“May I have another lock of your hair?” I asked, and I saw my lover start to understand. She shrank away from me and my companion then, pulling her hands away as if that dissociation might change the reality sitting before her.

We stayed like that for a long time before she responded. The gap between each of her breaths growing longer and longer.

“No, my love. Find something else to grow,” she said.

Her breath became ragged and then silence fell as I watched her life slip away from her.

My tears poured down to the floor and flooded the hallways. I leaned forward and kissed her lips while they were still warm, blowing winter’s breath into her old lungs. Her body stayed motionless and quickly cooling, but her white hair grew so long it filled the room, filled the hospital, and carried me out of its doors into the sunshine cradled in the strands of her death.

When it finally stopped, it spilled me out onto the road. I knelt on the rough asphalt and watched my tears spread as sheets of water to fall down the drains nearby. I don’t know how long I knelt like that. It could have been a minute, a day, a season, a year.

“Are you OK?” a voice asked from behind me.

I turned to face the sound. My eyes traced up black skinny jeans and a loose singlet to a face framed in flowing red hair. My breath caught.

“Maybe,” I said and the woman smiled.

I was more prepared this time, it only took me a week to convince her. The hairdresser gave me the ponytail as she cut it from her locks — 100,000 strands.
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First published in Takahē in April 2020.
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I had forgotten how the harbour’s waters speak the mood of Wellington. Static, sparkling cerulean. Violent, murky brown. Capped in trembling froth like a vast flat-white with the wind just another stimulant to the city’s residents. 

When you have been away from a city and return, it can feel like you are a stranger. Ethereal urban landmarks disappear to be replaced by glass and steel, twinkling laneways and rainbow tar seal. The foundations remain though. A city reclaimed from the ocean, built on creativity and public service.

I’m sure you can see my nostalgia runs deep. We did not part on the best of terms. I hope you understand I never meant to hurt you. I, of all people, understand when life’s pressures grow too much to bear, or even just too much to bare.

You stood in voiceless condemnation when I left and I thought perhaps this time would be different. Perhaps this time I would stay away. But, the fissures of past pain draw me back every time. It wasn’t all bad, was it? Was there a time your trembling was not fear?

I used to think I changed you when I broke you. When my actions left you crumpled. I saw your scars and thought I had marked you as my own. I know different now. Your scars do not define you. Windswept waters still sparkle in the sun. Creativity and service shine even brighter in the wake of my destruction. 

Your foundations go deep, but not into the earth. 

All my love,

Kēkerengū Fault
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A DEVOTED HUSBAND
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First published in Breach Zine in November 2018.

Finalist, Best Short Story, Sir Julius Vogel Awards
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“Silver lining is definitely one of our most popular. An excellent choice,” Madam Lutien said. The customer’s hands shook a little as she took the package from her and hurried out of the dim shop. Business was always good in winter. It had to keep them going for the rest of the year.

Belle, the shop assistant, restocked the shelves throughout the day—silver lining, nostalgia, opportunism. At midday they received a Government batch-order for impartiality. 

“We’re running low on devotion,” Belle called to the Madam as she re-checked the shelves.

In the mornings Mr Lutien harvested the stock. In the afternoons, he minded the store-front while Madam Lutien tended the orchard. Every day he brought her a carefully constructed bacon and avocado croissant made just the way she liked it and a cup of strong black tea. It had been thoughtful the first time. 

The Madam had taken to checking the accounts as she ate. Mr Lutien would hover nearby waiting for some sign of approval, hands clasped before him, hazel eyes locked on her. She pretended not to notice. Each day the ledger moved a little further into the red. Madam Lutien couldn’t bring herself to care. She was tired of being tied to this place. 

When the shop was built, it had been on the edge of the city. Madam Lutien’s forebears had fenced a paddock behind it and planted thirty-seven matte-black twisted trunks that formed a spiral path. The city had long since swallowed both shop and orchard. Where fences had once bounded the paddock, there were now three-storey blank concrete walls on all sides. It hadn’t even occurred to the neighbours to put windows on those walls. No-one wanted to see what grew there. Generations of Madam Lutien’s family had tended the trees and sold their fruit according to strict traditions passed from mother to daughter.

Madam Lutien shivered a little in the winter chill as she made her way out the back door of the shop. The shaded orchard was only marginally brighter than the store’s dim interior. Each black trunk was covered in spiny branches that crept outwards over the path. The fruits of those branches were eyeballs. As Madam Lutien stepped onto the orchard path, hundreds of eyes turned to track her movements. Irises of blue, brown, green, hazel, grey and all the shades in between nestled in heavily bloodshot white globes all around her. There were no eyelids to protect them and no tear ducts to wash the dust away. 

Madam Lutien cursed as she felt a wet popping underneath her foot. An over-ripe eyeball had fallen to the ground. Mr Lutien was becoming a problem. He didn’t have the affinity needed to assess when the stock was ready. Her mother had tried to warn her. But who listened to their mother’s opinion on such things? Now her mother was gone and it was her job to keep the family business afloat.

The undertakers had delivered a new set of bodies, carefully tagged with personality profiles and left in silver-lined boxes along the walls. She checked the profiles and then wheelbarrowed each body to the appropriate trunk. She watched as black roots twisted up out of the ground to encase the latest acquisitions and suck them into the earth. A lifetime of watching the orchard meant she could identify when a neighbouring tree’s roots were trying to snatch the wrong body away. A sharp jab with a silver poker made the roots snap back into the ground. None of the latest deliveries were going to fill their shortfall of devotion.

Once all the bodies had been absorbed, she wandered the spiral path misting water onto the reddest eye-globes. The customers found overly-bloodshot eyes challenging. She carried secateurs on her belt and ensured every stray branch she passed was cut right back. The trees were constantly testing boundaries and had to be kept ruthlessly under control, much like an elaborate topiary garden.

Her wandering took her to a bench in the very centre of the spiral next to a stunted trunk that barely reached her waist. It was blacker than any other tree here. Its eyeballs alone were often discarded unsold. There was a place for every product, but some must be treated with caution. 

The Madam stood there for a long time thinking and remembering. The sun was setting by the time she reached out and pulled an eyeball with a crystal-clear blue iris from the stunted trunk. It wasn’t quite ripe. Its effects shouldn’t last long. Before she could rethink, she put it into her mouth and bit down until she felt the soft explosion that filled her mouth with sour vitreous fluid. 

She’d forgotten how intoxicating the rush of feeling was. Her eyes dilated and she slumped back onto the bench letting the sensation overwhelm her. That was how Mr Lutien found her 30 minutes later, although he mistook her intoxication for despair.

“Come, my love. You’ll feel better after I make you some dinner.” 

He pulled her to her feet and led the way back out of the spiral path. Madam Lutien pulled them to a stop by the bare devotion tree. The hungry roots were starting to pop out of the ground like garden eels; finger-length undulating tendrils waving back and forth. She crouched down to look closer, wondering how long they had before the tree took matters into its own ‘hands’.

“Come away from there Alice, it’s not safe,” Mr Lutien called uneasily. He came to stand next to her and put a hand on her shoulder.

Madam Lutien didn’t move. All she could see of her husband was his black gumboots standing next to her. She watched with curious detachment as a waving black tendril popped up just behind them. For a moment she tried to remember how that should make her feel. Then she let the cold rush of intoxicating detachment wash over her again. 

She put a hand out to catch herself as the ground lurched around her. The soil vibrated under her fingers. She felt something caress her palm where it was pressed flat against the ground. Mr Lutien’s hand left her shoulder. She closed her eyes and wondered what all the noise was. 

When she opened them again, she stood and collected a pair of empty black gumboots from beside her. She looked at the tree before her and traced her finger over the many new buds that had formed along the nearest branch; far more that would usually grow from a single dead body. Most of them would take a week or more to mature, but two were growing much faster – one near her and one high above facing up to the sky. She watched as they swelled and bulged in their black casing, pulling back and forth as the fruit struggled to break free. 

A tiny crack appeared at the bottom of the globe nearest her and spread upwards. Madam Lutien reached out and carefully peeled the casing away. A familiar hazel eyeball stared back at her, the pupil so dilated that the colour was just a thin halo. The thrill of artificial detachment was starting to fade and she imagined she could see accusation and betrayal in its depths. 

She shifted her weight from foot to foot and the eyeball waved back and forth tracking her movements, locked on her. Madam Lutien frowned in annoyance; that wouldn’t do. She reached out, plucked the ripe eye from the tree, and popped it in her mouth before she could rethink.

Warmth radiated through her body from the eye settling in her stomach. For a minute she felt the warmth fighting with the artificial viewpoint already coursing through her. Then the two flavours seemed to find an equilibrium. She pushed aside a memory of her grandmother warning her against mixing the stock and looked around herself with burgeoning enthusiasm. 

The dedication she had felt when she first took over the family business was returning. She was sure she could get them back in the black. The answer was volume. She needed to branch out and explore new supply chains for the bodies that fed the trees. She stared at the multitude of buds on the tree in front of her, three or four bodies worth. It was so much more efficient. Once production was up she could reduce the pruning schedule so the harvest was larger. There was no point sticking to her family’s strict rules if it meant the business died.

She felt a single drop of water fall on her lip as she turned away. She looked up in surprise at the cloudless sky. All she could see above her were the twisting bare branches of the devotion tree and the single ripe eyeball staring upwards. She licked her lip and tasted salt.

She was so deep in thought as she returned to the house that she didn’t even notice she was still holding the empty black gumboots until she was standing in the study. Just like she hadn’t noticed the devotion tree reaching its branches wider and higher than it ever had before.
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The next week the shop was busy and Madam Lutien was heading out to meet a bank manager about expanding the business.

“I’m sorry Sir, we’re running low on Devotion. Can I interest you in a Sanguine?” the shop assistant Belle said to a gentleman in a trench coat and trilby.

“I harvested some fresh Devotion last night Belle,” Madam Lutien called over her shoulder.

Her eyes looked far into the distance as she stepped out the door. Her mind was full of plans to grow the orchard, devoted to its propagation. Beside her feet, unnoticed, a single undulating black tendril was peeking through the cracked concrete steps that led into the city.
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SHE WAS NO WITCH
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First published in Curses & Cauldrons from Blood Song Books in August 2019
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They called her witch in whispers thinking she would not hear. Nothing made her madder. She was no witch. She had no healing potions to misunderstand. No jealous neighbours imagining shadows in the night. No covetous men with insecure wives. She was no witch as they defined. 

They came to her forest when she was walking by the river. Men tied her hands to her feet as she laughed. They thought she would float. When she started melting, the hunters howled their success. When her roiling darkness spread across the water to crack the earth, their howling turned to screams.
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UNREQUITED SONATA
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First published in NewMyths in September 2019

––––––––

[image: ]


They told Deirdre she was unnatural, a freak. Her family told her she was an embarrassment. It had always been this way. Each time it whittled a tiny piece of her away and each time she wondered if there was enough left to go on.

When Deirdre got the invitation to perform solo at the Soundshell, she was sitting on the pier staring out across the bottomless lake with her long fingers tucked tight into her pockets to protect them from the chilly air. She’d been arguing with her brothers all morning. Her father had threatened to cut her inheritance if she didn’t stop bringing her family into disrepute. It was bad enough that she was a female playing percussion; but to be a goblin playing classical music was unforgivable. The silence ricocheted off the still water, just like it had ricocheted around the room that morning.

She could hear the clockwork starling that delivered the message well before it arrived because the whirring of its wings was interrupted by a loud thunk every seven seconds. She watched as the glittering blue metal bird plummeted to the side each time the thunk sounded before valiantly struggling aloft again when its wings kicked back in. There couldn’t have been a more apt analogy for her musical career.

When the defective collection of springs and cogs finally descended towards her perch at the pier, Deirdre had to throw her hand out to catch the poor thing before it plummeted into the lake. The bird’s beak clattered open to deliver its message. Deirdre gently held the bird and inspected its parts to see if she could figure out what was wrong while she listened to the message. 
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