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This issue brings three great stories—we've been reading for the feminist science fic-
tion themed issue (to appear early next year) so this quarter is relatively quiet, al-
though the stories and artwork we bring you are at least as excellent as usual. We have 
a child awed by technology facing the only true demons—humans; a woman living in 
a dream house reminded what her youthful dreams were really about; and a tale of 
transhumanism, the loss of mortality and the call of the Cosmos. 

We should try never to forget that the world is beautiful, that even the most artificial 
and industrial sights can be glorious, delicious displays of magnanimity and imagina-
tion. And we shouldn't fear the dark—although we must never turn a blind eye to the 
basest impulses of humans, especially those in power or who feel the need to dictate 
the morals of others—for it is in the dark that our imaginations run free, that adrena-
line courses through our blood and drives us to heroic action. We should try not to be 
so seduced by mystery and beauty that truth ceases to be important, but we should not 
fear to let go, to let instinct take us some of the way. 

And so although writing and artistic creation is an organic process, something that we 
undertake with our hearts and our viscera as much as we do with our brains and our 
intellect, we should pay attention to what we write, and expect others to pay attention 
to us, to challenge us, and to hold us to high standards. Indeed we should thank them 
for it. 

Oh, and happy birthday to Mark Twain. 

Djibril Alayad, November 2009 



  

The Future Fire 2009.18 2 

Nasmina’s Black Box 
by Jennifer Marie Brissett 

Her name was Nasmina. Her mother combed 
her hair and braided it into a multitude of 
plaits that jutted off her head every which 
way. The ends were finished with pastel col-
ored clips, making her look like a short 
brown court jester—especially when she 
jumped up and down, which she often did 
when she was excited about something. 

Nasmina was the daughter of a great 
fixer. Her Dada could fix just about anything 
that broke down, from toasters to computers. 
And in the heat and humidity of the Carib-
bean island where her family lived, all ma-

chines would fail sooner or later. Nasmina’s 
father wasn’t just some simple tinker. In 
many countries he would have been consid-
ered an inventor, or even a genius, but there 
on a small island where the surf greets the 
sand in washes of salt and white spray, he 
was just called a fixer. He was very well re-
spected in the village. The villagers knew his 
value and treated him well. Life for Nasmina 
and her family was humble on the island. 
And that was just fine by her Dada. 

In the month that Nasmina turned six she 
was finally allowed to go inside her father’s 

Illustrations by Rhiannon Rose © 2009 
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workshop. It had long been a forbidden place 
for her, since her fingers were known to be 
much too eager to touch things that weren’t 
hers. After much begging and pleading, she 
finally convinced her Dada of her restraint 
and he allowed her into this most secret and 
magical of places. So many wonders existed 
in that shack. Wonders that, she was told, 
were never to be talked about with anyone. 
This was very important, her father said, and 
he made her swear to keep her lips still about 
all she had seen. She swore and crossed her 
heart. 

It was a small shack that he built in the 
backyard near the entrance of the old rainfor-
est that lay just beyond their property. Even 
though there were only three walls to the 
shack, the workshop was cool inside as her 
father had invented an air conditioner that 
didn’t need to have the room enclosed. Dur-
ing the day the shack was open towards the 
rainforest and at night her Dada and her 
brother Jessem dragged the corrugated tin 
sheet that leaned against the side of the 
shack to cover the opening. 

The cool ocean air permeated every as-
pect of life on the island. It drifted high and 
low and spun around and around, caressing 
the skin and making brightly colored dresses 
on stocky women wave. This was the same 
breeze that blew through the workshop as 
Nasmina was given the grand tour. In that 
shop her Dada had turned cans and the con-
tents of an old radio into a mobile radiation 
emitter to catch fish. With parts from a bro-
ken TV and an old computer, he had made a 
unit that displayed a life form that her Dada 
said existed outside of our dimensional 
space, though he had to admit he wasn’t 
quite sure whether it was a creature from the 
past or the future. Her brother leaned against 
a table as his little sister gasped at their fa-
ther’s work. Jessem was lucky. He had been 
apprenticing with his father for almost two 
years. In that time Jessem had grown to be a 
bit taller than their father and was showing 
signs that he shared more than just their fa-
ther’s smile, but his brilliance as well. He 
was well pleased that his little sister could 
finally see their workspace. It was like let-

ting a little elf in on a delicious secret. 
Her Dada had even made a satellite re-

ceiver with which he secretly monitored the 
government’s communication. It’s important 
to watch “di president and di Tontons,” he 
said, then he made a face of disgust. 

“What are Tontons?” Nasmina asked. 
“Tontons are demons that live in the 

city,” her brother answered. “They have 
goat-like horns that turn about their ears and 
walk hunched over on hooved feet.” Jessem 
bent his back and demonstrated. 

Nasmina narrowed her eyes and folded 
her arms across her chest. She knew that Jes-
sem sometimes liked to tell her tall tales. 

“It’s true, Nasmina,” Jessem said. “The 
Tontons are very dangerous. They are terri-
ble, terrible, and you should run if ever you 
see one.” 

“Jessem, stop,” their father said, seeing 
how frightened his little girl had become. 
“They only stay in the city,” he said to Nas-
mina. “They would never come here.” 

“They don’t like us,” Jessem said. 
“Why don’t they like us?” Nasmina said. 
“Di president and his people think we are 

different,” her Dada said. “We, here on di 
countryside, come from different roots, dif-
ferent ancestors. But fi we be di same, Nas-
sie. Don’t let no one tell you no different. 
We di same people. We all human beings.” 

 
 
Nasmina and her brother shared a bed-

room. Jessem kept a desk in the corner that 
Nasmina did not go near, knowing that her 
brother kept his secrets there, though in the 
past she had been known to take a peek or 
two. 

“Little Shadow,” her brother called (that 
was his name for her), “I want to show you 
something.” He turned around from his desk. 
Jessem held out a small black box. “Now 
that you are old enough to go into Dada’s 
workshop you are also old enough to see 
this.” He opened the box and it was filled 
with connected wires, gears, and little glow-
ing red, green, and yellow lights. 

“This is my special project. Not even 
Dada knows about it.” 
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“What does it do?” 
“It makes things invisible.” 
Nasmina scrunched her face. “You are 

lying to me. Dada says not to tell lies.” 
“I am not lying!” he said. His face was 

serious and hurt (with a slight smile). Nas-
mina couldn’t tell if he was just playing or 
telling the truth. 

“Here, hold it and turn the switch.” He 
gave it to her. It was slightly heavy in her 
hands and warm. She could feel the gears 
moving inside after she turned the switch. 

“Is it working?” Nasmina asked. 
“No,” he said with disappointment. “I can 

still see you. You only faded a little. I had it 
working for a while on smaller things. It’s no 
good for things as big as you. I need to work 
on it some more.” 

“You will get it working,” Nasmina said 
encouragingly. She felt guilty for having 
doubted him. 

“Maybe,” he said. “The problem is the 
batteries. They always run out before I have 
time to figure out what is wrong with it.” 

“I can get you batteries.” 
“Little Shadow, these are no ordinary bat-

teries. I make them myself out of a metal I 
found. I need to find some more. The place 
where I get it from has very little left.” He 
reached into the top drawer of his desk and 
pulled out a strip of the metal that was the 
heart of this homemade battery. It was cop-
per-colored with a bluish tint and tiny flecks 
within the material sparkled as they caught 
the light. 

“Have you ever seen this material?” 
“All the time,” Nasmina almost lied. It’s 

not like she hadn’t seen the material some-
where before. She just couldn’t remember 
where that somewhere was. She made her 
face firm and confident so as not to reveal 
her uncertainty. Her brother looked skepti-
cal. 

“I’m going to make a battery right now. 
Want to see?” Nasmina jumped in the af-
firmative, bouncing up and down so that her 
barrettes clicked together. 

She watched her brother as he dropped 
metal shards into a small thick metal bowl. 
He set a small burner aflame underneath the 

bowl and waited minutes as his metal turned 
into a golden goo. Nasmina held her arms 
tightly behind her back and craned her neck 
to peek over her brother’s shoulder while he 
worked. With a thick potholder glove he 
poured out the liquid metal batter into a 
handmade mold to form his battery. 

Nasmina felt proud to be a part of the 
great invention that her brother was making. 
His black box sat open on his desk with 
wires and things pulled out of it. Jessem left 
his battery to cool and reached into his desk 
drawer to take out a notepad and began to 
write. He wrote on the notepad what looked 
like squiggles with numbers and symbols 
that Nasmina couldn’t read or understand. 
Then he turned to a fresh page and began to 
sketch. Nasmina watched as he made a stick 
figure with spindly antennae coming out of 
the head. 

“Little Shadow, this is you.” 
“No, it’s not!” she giggled and punched 

his arm. 
“Yes, this is you,” he laughed and contin-

ued to draw. He put arms and hands on the 
figure and drew a box in its hands. Then he 
sketched a wide circle around the figure. 

“This is how my box will work. It creates 
a distortion field around itself that will cause 
light to pass through so that everything 
within a radius will seem invisible. It will be 
a very useful tool one day. That is, if I can 
get it to work.” 

“How do you find the box when it’s in-
visible?” 

“I try to remember where it is and feel 
around for it. Besides, the battery usually 
runs down before too long and it reappears.” 

“Is Dada helping you?” 
“No. This is my own project. I want to 

surprise him with a working prototype. So 
don’t tell him about it.” But the real reason 
Jessem didn’t want his Dada to know about 
the box was because he wasn’t sure that it 
would ever work. He wanted to make his 
Dada proud or maybe, truthfully, he wanted 
to make him jealous. Dada was a very smart 
man and Jessem wanted to show him that he 
was clever, too. 

Their Dada was completely self-taught. 
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There were books all over the house that 
Dada had read, but mostly he learned from 
doing things and figuring things out. He had 
gone overseas once in his youth and came 
back within a few years proclaiming that 
“a’foreign” had nothing to teach him. His 
new bride back then—Mumma now—
always thought that he had some bad dark 
experience out there that he was never will-
ing to talk about. They settled in a tiny house 
on a parcel of land far on the outskirts of 
their hometown, intending to live out their 
lives quietly. The shack of wonders seemed 
to be enough for their Dada. It wasn’t for 
Jessem. 

“One day, Little Shadow, I want to go 
a’foreign and learn in one of the great uni-
versities.” 

“Dada says that they have nothing to 
teach.” 

Jessem smiled. “We will see.” 
 
 
For many months Nasmina stood guard to 

the entry of her Dada’s workshop. She did 
her job diligently, accepting the orders of 
desired customers and turning away those 
people who only sought to waste her Dada’s 
time. (Especially that chatty-chatty woman 
from down the road, who Nasmina was told 
to always say that her father was very busy.) 
She was always polite, but firm with adults 
despite being a six-year-old. 

Nasmina sat on a grassy hill that you had 
to cross in order to reach her home. The 
grass had grown tall enough to reach the 
back part of her shins. Yellow wildflowers 
surrounded her on all sides of the hill. Nas-
mina liked to pick the flowers there and 
count their petals. She would count petals 
and wait for the customers to come. Nasmina 
held her knees folded close and hugged her 
legs and tried to remember where she saw 
her brother’s strange metal. Was it on the 
beach? Nasmina thought hard, picturing all 
the places along the beach where she was 
sure to go. No, it wasn’t there where she had 
seen the metal. Was it in the marketplace? 
She thought of all the stalls and the big 
women who spread their baskets of fruits 

and vegetables on the long tables to sell. Her 
auntie had a stall there and sometimes Nas-
mina would visit and taste the sweet, sweet 
mangos from her table. No, not there. Then 
where? Where did she see that metal? 

Then one day Nasmina remembered. It 
was by the old green forest. She used to like 
to visit this place before her mother found 
out and told her the story about children dis-
appearing in the forest never to be seen 
again. There was a small river that ran by a 
tuft of trees whose water was clear and 
tasted light and refreshing like melon juice. 
It was at the place where the water came 
bubbling out of the rocks that she saw this 
metal. Not much of it but there would be 
enough to satisfy her brother’s needs for a 
while. She made up her mind that as soon as 
she had the chance she would go into the old 
forest and find the metal for her brother. 

At high noon, when the sun sat firmly in 
the sky above, it became very hot. That was 
the time when Nasmina could come inside 
the shack to escape the mid-afternoon heat. 
There her Dada’s many clocks would each 
click-clack and chime in their own unique 
way, ringing in noonday. The feed from the 
government receiver droned on about the 
cost of bananas and the foreign exchange 
rate while Jessem was hard at work on a 
watch repair job and Dada worked on a cir-
cuit board. Nasmina sat near her Dada to 
watch his nimble fingers twist a wire and 
solder a lead. He blew on the new connec-
tion gently to help it to cool and solidify. 
Then he placed the prongs from a scope to 
the wires he had connected to the circuit and 
observed the signal wave it created on the 
scope’s screen. He touched a screwdriver to 
turn a pin on the circuit, which made the 
wave on the screen grow. Nasmina’s big 
eyes widened even more as she observed the 
signal wave changed by her father’s slightest 
move. He made the signal wave peak and 
trough so high and so low that the wave ap-
peared like vertical lines. Then when he 
turned the pin all the way down the wave 
became a flat undulating line. 

The announcer who had been speaking in 
a monotone over the airwaves stopped in 
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mid-sentence and was interrupted by a 
rushed voice. Then silence. The sudden lack 
of mundane chatter sent a cold shiver across 
Nasmina’s forearm. 

“Dada?” Nasmina asked. 
“Shh!” her father said and put up his had 

for her to be still. They waited for the next 
words from the announcer that never came. 
The national anthem played instead and so it 
remained. 

“What does this mean, Dada?” Jessem 
asked. 

“I don’t know. You two, please go inside. 
I will call for you later.” 

His children did as their father asked, but 
wondered and worried. Dada called for Jes-
sem later as the rain began to fall. Nasmina 
watched them through an open window 
working in the backyard behind the shack. 
They spent an hour or more digging in the 
earth even as the rain came down in sheets of 
white. Nasmina saw them go back and forth 
from the shack, bringing out their father’s 
best inventions and burying them in the hole 
they dug. Jessem and father came inside wet 
and covered with mud on their clothes and 
hands. No one said anything. The men 
washed up for dinner in silence. Mumma had 
made her best stewed chicken, and rice and 
peas with gravy. It was Nasmina’s favorite 
dish. She only picked at it. Mumma would 
normally trouble Nasmina to not waste food, 
but tonight she said nothing and waited for 
Dada to speak. 

The rain eased and fell now only in mod-
est drip-drips that bounced off the corrugated 
tin roof, making a gentle rhythmic ting. It 
sounded like a sad song made on purpose for 
the occasion. 

After listening to several bars of the tune, 
Mumma finally asked, “What is happening?” 

Dada could not dismiss her like he did the 
children. He finally answered, “Di Tontons 
are on di move.” 

“Di Tontons? Will they come here?” 
Mumma asked. 

“I don’t know,” Dada said. “Tomorrow I 
will try to find out more.” 

 
 

Nasmina dreamed that night. In a dream 
Nasmina saw herself. She was herself and 
then she was outside herself. She was her, 
yet someone else. She spoke to herself in 
conversation, giving advice and then warn-
ing. The words were hard to hear for their 
truth and then hard to remember as they be-
gan to fade. In this dream Nasmina was 
walking down her hill. Then, as it is in 
dreams, she was suddenly all the way back 
in her home just outside the green forest. She 
saw herself not as the little girl that she was, 
but as someone else who wore her favorite 
flowered shirt and her most comfortable 
knee-length denim shorts, the ones that were 
like her brother’s. 

The dark forest gave Nasmina shivers. 
She saw what she thought was a Tonton 
among the trees. It had curled, twisted horns 
that turned about its ears, flaring nostrils, and 
eyes a red burning flame. Then the image 
faded away, as did her fear. She had to go 
inside, for her brother’s sake. Her heart beat 
fast as she got closer and closer to the rain-
forest that stood menacingly deep and dark 
as an open grave against the blue Caribbean 
sky. Nasmina looked around carefully to 
make sure that her Mumma would not see 
her and then she entered. 

She walked along a familiar path. It was 
just as she had remembered it (because in 
dreams everything is familiar). She ap-
proached a babbling brook and followed it 
until she got to the place where the water 
came bubbling out of the rocks. And there 
she saw the flecks of the blue-green metal 
loosely embedded in the rocks at the bottom 
of the water. She scooped some into her 
hand. Then she was out in the sunlight with 
her brother’s metal in her hand. Her brother 
would be so pleased. She shook with glee. 
She shook and shook and shook ... 

“Nasmina, wake up,” her brother hur-
riedly whispered as he shook her by the 
arms. 

He covered her mouth so that she could 
not make a sound. The moon shined brightly 
through the window of their shared bedroom 
as if it were the sun. It was full and heavy 
against the dark blue night. 



  

The Future Fire 2009.18 7 

“You must be very quiet,” he said. “There 
are Tontons in the yard.” 

Jessem picked up his sister and placed her 
in the bottom of the closet among his shoes. 

“Take this,” Jessem whispered and 
handed her his black box. “Hold this for me 
and do not let it go. No one will see you. 
You must stay very quiet, Little Shadow. 
They cannot see you, but they can hear you.” 

She nodded with her eyes wide like white 
orbs in the blackness of the closet. 

“Stay in here, Nasmina, and don’t come 
out until I come and get you.” 

She was surrounded by her brother’s 
clothes. They smelled of him. His shoes 
rested uncomfortably against her bare uncov-
ered legs. He shut the door and all was black. 
Nasmina heard voices. Her Mumma and 
Dada spoke. Something tumbled. Then a 
slap. The voices were loud then distant. The 
closet door suddenly opened. A dark man 
stood before her and looked right at her. He 
held a gun. It was big like in the movies. He 
stared into the closet for a heartbeat more. In 
that moment Nasmina was not sure if her 
brother’s box really worked. Then the Ton-
ton shut the door as if he had seen nothing 
but the dark and stomped away. The slam of 
car doors. The sound of a vehicle leaving. 
All was so quiet then. The Tontons looked 
nothing like what her brother said. They 
were just men. Evil men with guns. 

 
 
Nasmina stayed in the closet. She was 

silent and still and watched the moonlight 
turn to day through the crack where the edge 
of the door almost met the wall. She waited 
and waited for her brother to return. She 
waited as her bowels ached with the urge to 
go to the bathroom. It was so quiet. She 
feared to leave her hiding place. Then she 
remembered that she held her brother’s black 
box. No one would see her if she left the 
closet. She could go to the bathroom and no 
one would know. 

She timidly opened the door and looked 
around. There was no one. She crept out of 
her bedroom and into the hall. Still no one. 
She made her way to the bathroom where 

she relieved herself. She did so as quietly as 
possible and left the toilet unflushed so as 
not to make a sound. She knew her Mumma 
would chastise her for this later. She would 
explain that she was just scared. Her 
Mumma would be mad for a while, but she 
would understand. 

Nasmina held her black box and walked 
around the house. “Where did everybody 
go?” she asked herself. Outside was all quiet, 
even the birds. The sky was gray-blue and 
the sun struggled to peek through and could-
n’t. It’s hard for the sun to shine after a 
storm. Nasmina decided to go to town to find 
her auntie. She could stay with her until her 
Mumma and Dada and Jessem came home. 
That’s what her Mumma always told her to 
do if ever she was lost. Go to auntie’s stall in 
the marketplace and wait for Mumma to 
come get her. 

She made her way down the road to town 
holding her brother’s black box. Nasmina 
knew the way. She had walked it many times 
with Mumma and sometimes with Jessem. 
There were bushes and trees that lined the 
road. She thought she saw something in the 
bushes. Something wrong. She didn’t stop to 
look. Nasmina kept walking, silent as a lamb 
and as quick as a thrush. She passed the 
beach, which was on her way. There were 
people sleeping on the beach. Lots of people. 
It was strange. They were unmoving but for 
their clothes which waved about in the 
breeze. Nasmina approached a man. He was 
still and covered in brown sauce. His eyes 
were closed and he had a deep cut on his 
side so that Nasmina could see his pink in-
sides. She stepped back. She felt cold. She 
knew he was dead. They were all dead. Nas-
mina looked all around and pulled her 
brother’s box to her chest. Then she ran as 
fast as she could. She ran and ran and didn’t 
stop. 

The market was silent. It was never silent. 
The fruits and vegetables were all mashed 
up. The stalls and tables were turned over 
and strewn about the street. There were peo-
ple lying with their exposed limbs in brown 
sauce. She didn’t want to find her auntie’s 
stall anymore. Nasmina wanted to go to the 
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church. She would find the priest. He would 
know where Mumma and Dada and Jessem 
were. He would know what to do. 

When she got to the church she pushed 
the front door open. The heavy door closed 
behind her. The church was full with people 
in and about the pews. Brown sauce was 
everywhere. Stillness. Nasmina walked on 
the side aisle of the church near the multicol-
ored window. She knew these people. These 
were her people. 

The church door opened and a Tonton 
came in. He wore a green uniform with a red 
beret. He carried in his hand a machete like 
her father had for cutting down the sugar-
cane that grew near their backyard. He saun-
tered about looking at the dead people. Then 
he saw Nasmina. Her body stiffened and she 
held tighter to the black box. The Tonton’s 
jaw went slack in surprise. Then he slowly 
swung his machete onto his shoulder and 
backed out of the church. 

Nasmina’s throat was dry. She felt an itch 
on her face. She scratched at it and found 
that it was a tear from her eye. She wiped her 
cheek with the back of her hand and looked 
around. Something snapped in her mind. She 
didn’t want to be in the church anymore. Si-
lently she crept to the church door and 

opened it a crack. Outside she could see the 
priest talking to the Tonton. They spoke qui-
etly and then they laughed together as if one 
had told a joke. The priest’s long lean fingers 
gestured as he spoke, like they did during 
services. Nasmina watched them for a while, 
then the priest said goodbye, got into his car, 
and drove away. 

Nasmina felt the hum and warmth of the 
black box in her hands. The batteries would 
run low soon and she would be seen. She 
needed to go to the place where she could 
find the metal for her brother’s battery. 
Maybe that was where her family went. To 
the green rainforest where the trees grew tall 
like the pillars of a great cathedral. To the 
place where the sun was blocked out by 
large green leaves. She could find the brook 
and follow it to the deepest part of the forest. 

She opened the door of the church and 
walked out. The Tonton turned and held his 
machete. His face twisted, but he didn’t 
move. Nasmina held tight to her black box 
and turned towards the road. She was going 
to the rainforest to find the babbling brook 
where the flecks of blue-yellow metal sit un-
der the water that comes out of the rocks. To 
the heart of the forest where no one else 
knew where she could be found. 

Illustrations by Rhiannon Rose © 2009 
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Maryann Saves the World 
by Michael J. DeLuca 

On her first morning in her newly finished 
dream house, Maryann awoke to a distant 
pounding. She covered her head with her 
pillow as usual and tried to go back to sleep. 
But it occurred to her that this must be some-
thing other than the usual pounding. The 
builders were long gone. The movers had 
unloaded the last sofa more than a week ago. 
Dale had kicked out the interior decorator 
once and for all on Sunday when the woman 
tried to talk him into re-detailing the foyer 
trim a third time. And yesterday the landsca-
pers had promised, having planted the last of 
the bulbs and activated the irrigation system, 
that she wouldn't be seeing them except on 
Wednesday afternoons. 

She thought maybe Dale had forgotten his 
keys on his way out the door and had locked 
himself out. Then she remembered Dale had 
left for Amsterdam last night—another eco-
nomic summit. The reality crystallized that 
someone must be knocking at the door. 

The identical clocks on the nightstands on 
either side of the enormous bed read 6:01 
AM. Maryann threw off her pillow and the 
Egyptian cotton sheets and wriggled her way 
across Dale's side of the bed to peek through 
the blinds. Way down at the end of the drive-
way, a pristine white minivan idled—one of 
those new biomass fuel models. She'd never 
seen one used commercially before, though 
one of the richer neighbors had a biomass 

roadster. There was a tree-shaped logo sten-
ciled on its door, and a uniformed man 
unloading a row of tall gray cylinders onto 
the grass. Plumbing? Maybe they worked for 
the town. 

Fine, she thought. Fine. I'll just go see 
what they want. 

She levered herself in the direction of the 
walk-in closet, feeling that bottle of wine 
she'd drunk before bed. The closet's empty 
echo oppressed her. She wrenched her rose-
colored robe from among the mostly-bare 
hangers, slid her feet into slippers, then shuf-
fled across the dense, creamy carpet into the 
seaside tones of the master bathroom. Mary-
ann turned on the nearest sink, splashed the 
blear out of her eyes. This was Dale's sink, 
technically, but her own was too far from the 
bed; she hadn't used it since their first night 
here. 

She gave the array of bottles in the 
makeup chest a cursory glance. Dale wasn't 
here. Not worth the effort. She'd just apprise 
the bumbling maintenance men of their mis-
take and climb back into bed. This was sup-
posed to be her day of rest, well-deserved 
and long in coming. The inconsiderate bas-
tards who'd disturbed it could stand to have a 
look at her without her face. 

She headed for the back stairs, along the 
blinding, skylit upper hallway, past innumer-
able empty bedrooms. They didn't have chil-

Illustrations by Carmen © 2009 
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dren, but Dale and his patriarchal ambitions 
had insisted. Maryann hadn't argued. She 
never wanted to move again. 

The back stairs led into the kitchen, and 
she'd made it all the way to the foyer before 
she realized she'd forgotten to use the Grand 
Staircase again. Damn it, Maryanne, she 
thought. She knew she really ought to go 
back up and do it right, train herself into the 
habit. One staircase was enough, she'd said. 
Dale had held firm, though. You had to be 
part of the system before you could change 
it, he said. Peer pressure, she thought. But of 
course she'd caved. It was his money. 

The hammering at the door persisted. 
"Alright, enough! I'm coming!" 
On the doorstep stood a small, friendly-

faced young man, sandy-haired and dressed 
in white coveralls identical to those of the 
man in the yard, with the neat green tree 
logo embroidered on the breast. He carried a 
tablet under his arm. "Good morning, ma'am. 
Very sorry to have to disturb you at such an 
early hour, but timetables this time of year 
are always tight. Lots of new construction." 

The indignant tirade dropped from Mary-
ann's lips. Ma'am. He'd called her ma'am. 
She blinked away sleep, studied the courte-
ous young man with disbelief. The zipper 
was open at his neck, revealing a pink and 
white tie-dye shirt. He couldn't be more than, 
what, three years her junior? They'd proba-
bly been in college at the same time. Was it 
the makeup? Or the house? 

"Could you step outside please, ma'am? 
This will only take a moment. Five minutes 
at the most. For your own safety." 

Five minutes. Maryann cinched her robe 
tighter around her waist and plodded after 
the young man down the front steps to the 
end of the walk. 

It was a cool morning. The breeze raised 
goosebumps on her legs. Across the house's 
three rolling acres of immaculate, fairway-
quality lawn, each blade of grass glistened 
with dew. A blue jay cried from the distant 
treeline. Maryann had lobbied to keep a few 
of the lot's original maples, but the landsca-
pers argued against it, saying something 
about how natural competition for space had 

limited their growth, made them unsuitable 
for decoration. Dale was so busy he couldn't 
care less. But she didn't want to be a bother. 

"Understand your husband is away," said 
the young man, studying his tablet. "No chil-
dren in the house, ma'am? No pets or in-
fants?" 

She shook her head no. 
"All right, then. Guess we can go ahead." 

He tapped at the tablet, then nodded to his 
co-worker, who hoisted one of the long tubes 
to his shoulder and dropped to one knee at 
the edge of the driveway. This must be the 
man she'd seen from the window. He was 
taller, rougher, not nearly as appealing, 
though he did touch his cap dutifully when 
she met his gaze. The cap was black, em-
broidered with a stylized, angular skull. She 
studied the gray tube, trying to guess its pur-
pose. Some kind of surveying equipment? 
"Are you gentlemen with... the zoning de-
partment?" 

The tall man grunted. "No, ma'am. Con-
cerned citizens." 

Maryann needed coffee. This was making 
no sense at all. 

She went and picked up the morning 
newspaper from in front of the gate, clamped 
it under her arm and shoved her hands into 
the pockets of her robe. She looked up at the 
house—a monstrous thing, really, five thou-
sand square feet, with its imposing brick fa-
cade, its silly profusion of gables and preten-
tious plastered columns. 

But she shouldn't think that way. It was 
luxurious. It was what Dale's ambition, his 
unswerving goal to change the world, re-
quired. It was her home. 

Maybe she'd throw a little party this 
weekend, before Dale came back. Invite a 
few of their old college friends, the ones she 
still talked to. Make the place feel lived in. 

"You might want to cover your ears," 
warned the young man. The tablet emitted a 
series of unobtrusive trills. 

A rocket emerged from one end of the 
gray tube, screeched across the lawn and 
smashed right through the arched, two-story 
picture window over the entryway. It struck 
the Grand Staircase and detonated with a 
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percussive implosion that broke every win-
dow in the house, sucked the chandelier 
down off the foyer ceiling, and caused the 
walls and roof of the house to visibly buckle. 

"Holy shit," said Maryann. "What the hell 
are you—" She took two steps forward. The 
sandy-haired young man put out a hand to 
stop her. The man in the black cap laid down 
the first tube and shouldered another. 

This time she covered her ears. 
The second rocket brought the roof down. 

The whole west-facing wall collapsed in-
ward, dumping tons of brick and debris onto 
the luxury SUV and the sleek black soft-top 
still parked in the three-car garage. The noise 
was so loud Maryann couldn't hear herself 
gasp. 

It was shocking. She felt... indignant. A 
lot of time and effort had gone into that 
house, and it did seem a shame to see it all 
so calmly and systematically undone. On the 
other hand, witnessing the act of destruction 
as it happened was... actually fun. It didn't 
feel as though she were losing anything im-
portant. She was quite wide awake now, and 
probably couldn't have got back to sleep, 
even given the opportunity. Which didn't 
seem likely. 

In the aftermath of the third rocket, when 
the remaining structure of the house had 
been pretty nearly demolished, a secondary 
effect became apparent. There was a rustling 
sound, and dark, sinuous shapes moved 
through the dust cloud—as though there 
were giant serpents in there, dancing to a 
subaural rhythm that occasionally broke 
through into audible range with the crunch of 
a snapped beam, the rumble of a heap of 
bricks plunging into some resistant cavity. 

"Implosive Refoliation, we call it," the 
sandy-haired young man explained, raising 
his voice to be heard over the howling of the 
neighbors' house and car alarms. "It's a new 
technology we're hoping will soon come into 
widespread use worldwide. Of course, it 
can't restore 'developed' land to its original, 
natural state. Nothing can do that. But we're 
optimistic the replacement growth will pro-
vide comparable CO2 processing volume, 
watershed filtration and purification, and 

wildlife habitat. Insurance will cover your 
losses, and we encourage you to rebuild—
provided you adhere to our specifications. 
Otherwise, well, you'll be seeing us again." 
He handed Maryann a white card, which on 
one side bore the tree logo, and on the re-
verse listed specifications for resource usage, 
structure footprint, drainage and environ-
mental impact. "Again, I'm very sorry for the 
inconvenience. Please try to enjoy your day." 

Maryann stared at him blankly, open-
mouthed. 

The dust began to settle, revealing, in 
place of where the house had stood, a shad-
owy, slowly expanding mass of dense 
thorns, twisted, nightmarish black branches 
and grasping creepers. As she watched, the 
thicket began to eat the driveway. 

Police sirens insinuated themselves over 
the cacophony. The two gentlemen in the 
white coveralls hastily shoved the empty 
rocket launchers into the back of the van. 

The breeze picked up. The goosebumps 
on Maryann's legs prickled. She wondered 
what they expected her to do now, standing 
here in her bathrobe and slippers, with no 
house to go back to. She supposed she could 
go knock on one of the neighbors' doors. She 
doubted anyone was sleeping now. But 
somehow the idea of going up to one of 
those other pristine, spanking-new mansions 
and petitioning for help made her feel... 
guilty. Like the bearer of bad news. No 
doubt their names were next on the tablet. 

"Hey!" she said. "Why me? Why us! We 
were barely settled here. The Mancinis have 
been living here for months, and their house 
is just as big and... almost as ugly. What the 
hell? Couldn't you have given us a couple 
months and hit them first?" 

The sandy-haired young man paused, his 
hand on the driver's side door. "Look, I'm 
sorry. Rome wasn't burned in a day?" His 
eyes flicked to the tablet, then to the ap-
proaching police cruisers. "Uh... kids. They 
have two girls. And a black lab, juvenile. If 
you'll excuse us...” 

Two car doors slammed, and the minivan 
pulled backwards out of the driveway, its 
biomass drive belching fumes that smelled 
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vaguely of salt marsh. 
It occurred to Maryann that she would 

have to explain all this to Dale when he got 
home. That what had happened could be 
considered her fault—since there was no 
way she could sufficiently explain why she 
had felt inclined to step out of the house at 
the request of a friendly, sandy-haired 
stranger, in order to watch her brand-new, 
absurdly expensive, custom-built mansion 
razed to the ground practically at its moment 
of completion. 

She remembered the small, guilty feeling 
of glee she had experienced as the first 
rocket cremated the Grand Staircase. 

"Wait!" screamed Maryann. She pitched 
the morning paper into the encroaching 
thorns and ran into the street, chasing after 
the white minivan as it accelerated towards 
the main road. Her slippers flew away be-
hind her. Her bathrobe flapped and fluttered, 

the terrycloth belt barely holding it closed. 
"Take me with you!" 

The van screeched to a halt. The driver 
cranked down the window and stuck his 
head out, looking back. His sandy hair 
glowed in the clear sunlight of the spring 
morning. His face broke into a beatific smile, 
the promise of youth, of hope. Saving the 
world, one shoulder-fired rocket at a time. 
Just like everyone had wanted to in college. 
Even Dale. 

The harsh red and blue of police lights 
flickered between nearby mansions. "Cops!" 
roared the young man in the black hat. "Let's 
go already!" 

The sandy-haired ecoterrorist angel threw 
open the sliding door. Piled inside were doz-
ens of long gray tubes. Maryann threw her-
self on top of them. They were cold. 

The white minivan peeled away like a 
rocket. 

Illustrations by Carmen © 2009 
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All The Way 
by Graham Storrs 

‘Someone’s on the down-wire,’ the super-
visor told me over the link. I looked up from 
what I was doing, bolting a bracket the size 
of a house onto the end of T15. ‘She says she 
wants to see you.’ 

‘Who is it?’ 
‘Eden, she says.’ 
I looked out at the stars all around me and 

the thick trunk of the tether climbing up to 
vanish into the Moon above. ‘ETA?’ 

‘Bit more’n a day.’ 

In the distance I could see the bright slash 
of the supply tether that would bring the 
gondola and my granddaughter down the 
wire to meet me. 

The two-tier space-elevator was invented 
because people aren’t really designed for 
living in zero-G. After a while they get sick 
and die. So you take a standard space eleva-
tor—which is a space station in geosynchro-
nous orbit with a tether down to the planet’s 
surface—and you extend the tether way, way 

Illustrations by Sarah Cerulean © 2009 



  

The Future Fire 2009.18 14 

beyond the station and tie on a second sta-
tion. This second station is now swinging 
‘round the planet like a bucket on a string 
and people can live there quite happily, feel-
ing the force as if they had real gravity. 

So it’s sort of ironic that, by the time the 
first two-tier el was being built, there were 
hardly any standard humans left in space to 
enjoy it. People I met these days just weren’t 
standard any more. 

Take me, for instance. This is my fifth 
deathday. Five years now since my old 
blood-and-bone body lay down and died and 
I was uploaded into a little box about the size 
of one of those thumb drives I had when I 
was a kid. It took me a while for me to work 
out what to do with myself, now that I was 
immortal and all, but, like most scans these 
days—the ones who don’t want to live in VR 
- I chose a career in space. 

My deathday party was a quiet affair. Just 
me and bottle of scotch. I drank to the old 
bastard who died and bequeathed me him-
self. The alcohol had no effect on me, of 
course, but I’ve got I nice little add-on I 
found on the grid that simulates getting ham-
mered almost perfectly. Doug Cameron was 
his name and I will be, quite literally, eter-
nally grateful for what he gave me. Here’s to 
you, Doug! And to me too, I suppose, since I 
took his name along with the rest of his per-
sonality. 

 
 
‘Granddad?’ 
You couldn’t blame Eden for being un-

sure. Last time she saw her granddad, he was 
a shrivelled thing lying in a hospital bed, 
ninety-five and riddled with cancer. She was 
a scared-looking kid back then, genemodded 
in the fashions of the time, trying to look 
cool, or hot, or something, with leopardskin 
fur growing on her upper arms, and her eyes 
and hair bright violet. Fifteen and trying not 
to retch at the sight of old Doug’s decaying 
body, hanging back behind the other visitors 
so she wouldn’t have to talk to him. I re-
member seeing her through old man’s eyes, 
looking for her mother’s face and not finding 
it. Her grandmother, my own dear Penny, 

didn’t go to see the old man. Not even once. 
‘My you’ve grown, Eden. I suppose I 

should get Earthside more often. Keep in 
touch more.’ It felt funny to say words out 
loud instead of just thinking them into the 
link, but Eden wasn’t auged like that. She 
wore her linknode as a facial tattoo—a pretty 
one, all flowers and birds—and talked to 
people with her mouth when they were right 
there with her. 

She ran her eyes up and down me. ‘You 
look...’ 

‘Different?’ 
‘...imposing.’ 
I smiled. I supposed I must. Three metres 

tall and almost as broad, the macrobot my 
brainbox rode around in was built for 
strength. My hands, with a span as wide as 
Eden was tall, could wrestle multi-tonne 
masses in free-fall, and my feet and tail were 
designed for gripping onto things while I 
worked. ‘I was out on the wire when you 
arrived. I didn’t think to change into some-
thing less... functional.’ 

‘It’s OK. I sort of knew what to expect.’ 
‘It’s good to see you,’ I ventured, al-

though it wasn’t, particularly. The old man 
had seen her a dozen times, maybe, when 
she was growing up. I didn’t know her at all, 
really. 

She nodded. A silence fell. I dredged up 
another platitude to fill it but she didn’t let 
me get it out. 

‘Grandma’s dying,’ she blurted. ‘We need 
you to come and talk to her. She’s being so... 
She won’t listen to anyone.’ 

I looked into her distressed face. In the 
old man’s time, I’d have got up and paced 
around in agitation but my hormones weren’t 
like that now. There was a module in my 
software that simulated them and I’d tuned 
the responses way down. Who needs agita-
tion when you can have inner peace? 

‘Penny doesn’t want to talk to me either,’ 
I said. ‘She hasn’t wanted to for many years 
now.’ The fact still filled me with bitterness. 
It made me mean. ‘You’ve wasted your trip. 
This was your mum’s idea, I suppose.’ My 
daughter, Terri, had always been romantic 
like that. 
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Eden steadied her gaze, tilting up her chin 
defiantly. Now I saw Terri in her! ‘Mum 
asked if you’d come. I said you’d only upset 
Gran, but Mum asked me if I’d come and get 
you.’ 

 
 
We rode the wire up to Partway Station, 

neither of us talking much on the long jour-
ney. It would be another six years before 
Alltheway Station was complete. Until then, 
the best way to leave the Moon was from the 
Partway Shuttleport at the zero-G point. As 
we exchanged the gondola for the shuttle, I 
took Eden to visit the observation lounge. 
We hung in the webbing and admired the 
massive disc of the Moon, and I pointed out 
several of the hundred-plus settlements down 
there. 

I shed most of my mass before we set off, 
storing all those litres of nanites away in 
their vats in my quarters. After that, my body 
was as near standard as it could be. I was 
even wearing clothes, although it was pretty 
obvious I wasn’t exactly human anymore. 
Eden seemed much more comfortable with 
me now. Looking human wasn’t a big deal 
here at Partway but I knew it would be down 
on Earth. 

The shuttle took almost a day to get us to 
Earth orbit and we spent yet another day 
crawling down the old Florida Spacebridge. 
Blue ocean and brown land rose to meet us, 
and when we finally hit atmosphere and the 
sky started turning blue, I felt my mood lift-
ing. Whatever the beauty and grandeur of 
space, there’s nothing like that feeling of be-
ing home when you go back down. 

By the time we reached the ground, Eden 
had been out of Earth’s gravity for about a 
week and it took her most of the four-hour 
hop to London Heathrow to get her land-legs 
back. Me, I just let my body automatically 
adjust—strengthening its endoskeletal matrix 
and amping up its muscles —and I didn’t 
even notice the change. 

‘You’re quite a lot like him,’ Eden said in 
the taxi out to the hospital, ‘but not in some 
ways.’ 

‘What?’ I’d been gazing through the win-

dows, readjusting to the scale of it all. Ten 
billion people squeezed into one tiny planet! 
It was something I’d just taken for granted 
before. 

‘I mean, I remember him as grumpy and 
sarcastic. I never dared talk to him. You’re 
sort of calm, peaceful.’ 

‘You only knew me when I was sick.’ 
‘Grandma’s sick. She’s still nice.’ 
 
 
The hospital was just another hospital, its 

wide, bright corridors full of bustling robots. 
I linked to the local grid as we entered the 
building and asked for Penny. A simulated 
nurse appeared in my sensorium and led us 
along the route to my ex-wife’s room. Eden 
said she was going to the café and left me to 
gather my courage outside the door. 

‘I wondered how long it would be before 
they sent you to see me,’ she said, scowling 
at me. 

She looked tired and worn. She looked 
every year of her very long life. I wanted to 
weep for her all over again. 

‘They think I can talk you into being up-
loaded.’ 

A tiny smile appeared on her thin lips. 
‘Go on then.’ 

I smiled back and sat down beside her. ‘I 
think I will. You know my views on the mat-
ter. There are people who love you and don’t 
want to lose you.’ 

‘They’re going to lose me whatever I do, 
only, if I have myself uploaded, there’ll be a 
copy of me hanging around that thinks it is 
me, like some kind of animated holograph. 
It’s too damned creepy.’ 

‘You could come out to the Moon with 
me. I’m working on Alltheway. When the 
station is built, we’ll start on the starship. 
Ten years from now, I plan to be in the crew 
that takes her out.’ 

‘A crew that’s all uploads and AIs, I hear. 
No people.’ 

‘I’m still people, Penny. I’m still Doug 
Cameron. Everything about him that mat-
tered, anyway.’ She shook her head, looking 
sad. ‘And I still love you. When they copied 
Doug into here, -’ I tapped my head as if 
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that’s where my processor was. ‘- they cop-
ied everything, every memory, every 
thought, every feeling. I was there the day 
we met. I was there the first time we made 
love, when Terri was born, when we paid off 
the mortgage... I sat up all night with you 
and watched the first Mars landings. I held 
you when your sister died.’ 

‘Stop it!’ 
I closed my eyes and looked away, all the 

old pain flooding back. The silence dragged 
out until she spoke again. 

‘We went through all this when Doug 
made his decision. You were there that day 
too, right? I told him if he did the upload, I 
didn’t want anything to do with whatever 
they copied out of him. With you. There was 
only one Doug Cameron, only one man I 
loved and wanted to spend my life with. That 
man wasn’t a piece of software running in a 
fancy robot body. He was a unique and frag-
ile accident of evolution, the product of a 
time and place we grew up in together before 
cognitive augmentations and cyborgs and 
space elevators and genemodded teenagers. 
Do you know there is a gang of wolf-kids in 
New York who have been killing and eating 
rival gang members?’ 

She fell silent again and I absorbed the 
fact that in her mind I was the same kind of 
abomination as those kids with their illegal 
mods. I’d known it would be impossible to 
reach her but I’d known I would try anyway. 
I gave it another shot. 

‘What harm would it do you to be up-
loaded? As you say, when you die, you die. 
But an upload would mean you were still 
around for your family. Eden tells me she 
has a partner and they’re thinking of con-
tracting to have kids one day. Wouldn’t you 
like to know that something of you would 
still be around for your great grandchildren? 
I know Terri would like that, and Eden. And 
maybe... Maybe if you were uploaded, you’d 
see things differently. I’d like to take you out 
there, show you some of the things I’ve seen 
these past few years. We’re going to the 
stars, Penny. Can you believe that? I’m go-
ing. And you could come too. We could start 
again, you and me. It would be like...’ 

I stopped talking. The tears running down 
her face were eating into me like acid. 

‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘I didn’t mean to...’ 
‘But you did. That’s why I didn’t ever 

want to see you. You’re too like him. It’s 
horrible. And I know how you must feel—
about me—and I always hated the thought 
that I’d have to reject you again, because I 
know what it’s like to be in love like that and 
see the person you love pull away from you 
and go somewhere you don’t want to fol-
low.’ 

‘I—I was dying, Penny. I had no choice.’ 
‘Rubbish! You could have chosen to go 

on living. You might have had another five 
years, ten even. We could have had those 
years! Me and Doug. You stole them, so the 
cancer wouldn’t get to your precious brain, 
so they’d get a clean upload. You could have 
had more treatments but you thought you 
could live forever, you stupid, selfish man!’ 

I stood up, horrified at what she was say-
ing, aware that she wasn’t even railing at me 
but at the old man, that I was just a reminder 
of her pain, not in any way a substitute for 
what she’d lost. I stumbled through an apol-
ogy and fled the room. I ran down the corri-
dors and out of the hospital and I kept run-
ning until I was off-planet and headed for 
home. 

 
 
The big, concrete platform for Alltheway 

Station was being spun up. A whole comet, 
rubble and ice, mixed with cement, inside a 
tough polymer bag, was being warmed by 
the sun at the aphelion of its tight, elliptical 
orbit, and whirled around so fast it would 
flatten into a gigantic plate, two kilometres 
across. By the time it reached us here at the 
Moon, the tethers would all be in place and 
the platform could be guided in and attached. 
We were building the biggest space station 
ever. A whole city, with one-third gravity 
and a spaceport on it’s outer face that, one 
day, would fling the first starships out into 
interstellar space. 

I had a message from Eden when Penny 
finally passed away. It was there in my mail 
one day when I got off my shift. It was short 



  

The Future Fire 2009.18 17 

and to the point and it thanked me ‘for trying 
to help Grandma’. It made me laugh and 
rage both at the same time. So I wasted an-
other bottle of scotch on my unresponsive 
system and let my illegal software add-on 
keep me drunk for three days before I went 
back to work. 

I hung by my feet on T17 and watched 
the tugs nudging a freighter into the dock on 
T2. From her markings she was carrying 
nanite paste from the new factory on Ceres. 
Behind her, the Earth was a blue crescent, 
dazzling and remote. 

Another world. 

Illustrations by Sarah Cerulean © 2009 
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Rhys Hughes, The Smell of Telescopes. 
Eibonvale Press, 2008. Pp. 464. £22.99. 
Reviewed by Sarah Ann Watts 

 
‘I arched an eyebrow. It remained arched for the rest of 
the day – I was determined to anticipate any more impos-
sibilities. Sighing, I made an appeal: “Has anyone got any 
bright ideas? Wan ones will suffice.”’ 

So speaks Giovanni Ciao, narrator of ‘The Hush of 
Falling Houses’ and citizen of Lladloh in just one of the 
twenty six interlaced stories that make up The Smell of 
Telescopes. 

It isn’t easy to read 460 pages with an arched eyebrow 
but it might be prudent. However I defy anyone to antici-
pate the trove of ‘impossibilities’ that this collection con-
tains and that Rhys Hughes lays out so generously for our 
delectation and delight. Wan ideas may suffice for Gio-
vanni but his creator is unlikely to settle for anything so 
mundane – these stories are all amusing, inventive and 
absurd. 

We begin in Ingolstadt where Fraulein Radcliffe is 
endeavouring to persuade a recalcitrant bank clerk to 
open a student account for her. Many of us will have fond 
memories of similar interviews while seeking a sympa-
thetic home for our grant cheques. Fraulein Radcliffe – 
studying Sociology and Reanimation - has to deal with 
old fashioned prejudice in that the clerk refuses to accept 
that she, as a woman, can really be a student. “Begone! 
Take your provocative bosom and radical egalitarianism 
away!” ‘The Banker of Ingolstadt’ is a tale of the unex-
pected that sets the bar for the rest of the collection and 
concludes with one of many inspired final lines. 

The second story is ‘Ten Grim Bottles’ set in the vil-
lage of Lladloh where ‘the uncanny is a part of every day 
life.’ Here we meet Emyr the landlord, Hywel the baker, 
Elizabeth Morgan the fiery witch of cobweb cottage and 
the local poet who has been denied planning permission 
to extend his – small - ego. It begins: ‘I want to tell a 
story about the cannibal who lives under our stone bridge 
but first I need some characters and a pot – I mean a 
plot.’ Who could resist such an opening? 

In the next story we meet a pirate barber, Spermaceti 
Whiskers where we learn that ‘A corsair’s etiquette is 
that of a vicar; only the quality of china is different’. 

Other members of Henry Morgan’s immortal pirate crew 
are the eponymous heroes of their own stories: Lanolin 
Brows, Muscovado Lashes, Thanatology Spleen and 
Omophagia Ankles. 

‘The Blue Dwarf’ is a Faustian tale introducing the 
fateful love triangle between Gruffydd and Myfanwy and 
Owain ap Iorwerth , and featuring trousers, lost souls, a 
clock, a carrot and blueberry pie. 

So it goes on – characters slip in and out of each 
other’s stories like friends dropping into the ‘local’ inn – 
perhaps The Plucked Eyeball in the quaintly named vil-
lage of Purloin My Liver where the ales are a little too 
real for comfort – ‘Leprous Pustule, Purple Haemorrhage, 
Garrotted Baby, Witch Burn, Eat My Cousin and Twisted 
Ear.’ How the eyeball came to be plucked and the village 
to be named are mysteries that will be revealed in ‘The 
Yellow Imp’. 

The stories range through many strange landscapes 
from Lladloh to Monmouth to the wilds of Shropshire, 
Cornwall and Yorkshire. In ‘Depressurised Ghost Story’ 
the narrator takes us on an expedition from Colchester to 
Tibet and urges us to ‘stay close to my prose’. ‘The 
Haunted Womb’ features a true phantom pregnancy and 
in ‘Telegram Ma’am’, tradition is the mother of inven-
tion. Perhaps my favourite story is the wonderful ‘Bridge 
Over Troubled Blood’ with Mrs Robinson, Artery Gar-
funkle and Appalling Simon and there is also the surreal 
brilliance of ‘Burke and Rabbit’. 

Rhys Hughes’ writing is brilliant and inventive and 
carries us along in a sparkling stream of stories that re-
flect and complement each other. In ‘Nothing More Com-
mon’ Mr Hugo Bloat, ‘an oddity among antique collec-
tors’ asks the proprietor of the Trevaunance Point Hotel, 
“Why did you call Mr Grebe a ‘bedsheet’?” and receives 
the reply, “He comes over all comfortable and snug but 
then tangles himself around your legs’ – which somehow 
makes perfect sense and seems, to me at least, to sum up 
some of the peculiar and irresistible quality of this collec-
tion of stories – in which the author does nothing less 
than have his characters remake the shape of the world. 

‘You, sir, are a squonk. There is no sadder entity in 
the known cosmos.’ 

If you want to know why ‘The Squonk Laughed’ - 
there is no alternative but to read and enjoy. 

Reviews 

Catherine J Gardner, The Sour Aftertaste of Olive 
Lemon. Bucket O’ Guts Press, 2009. Pp. 23. $6/$7.50. 
Reviewed by Steven Pirie 
 

This is the ‘first chapbook’ from the wonderfully named 
Bucket O’ Guts press; a short tale at twenty-three pages 
start to finish, Gardner's tale is the perfect length to while 
away a short commute or pass a lunch break. Folded and 
stapled, it’s unashamed in claiming to be ‘Designed and 
Printed in a Garage Somewhere in the USA.’ And why 
shouldn’t it be? The cover artwork by Stephen Blundell is 
as good as any, and the print within decently sized and 
legible. I’ve seen supposedly professionally produced 
works that don’t look half as good. 

The publisher’s website states: “We want fiction that 
cannot be classified or pigeonholed. The only contingency 
is that your story must leave us all scratching our heads.” 
So, not being a fan of “bizarro” fiction, which is what I 
assumed the publishers are hinting at above, I wondered 
what to expect from The Sour Aftertaste of Olive Lemon. I 
needn’t have worried. The story is conventional in that it 
has a beginning, middle and end, and there’s an adherence 
to logic and cause and effect throughout. The result is a 
delightfully off-kilter dark fantasy that's a pleasure to 
read. 

In many ways I’m reluctant to summarise the tale. The 
fact that the story is so short makes it almost impossible 
not to add spoilers should I do so. I’ll say only that the 
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tale is a journey through Olive Lemon’s dark and trou-
bled mind. Her world is a town populated with colour-
ful neighbourhoods and strange characters; with a 
mayor, for example, who imposes some odd rules in-
deed: “The use of ladders was restricted…” and 
“Puzzles were banned—both cryptic and Jigsaw”. But, 
of course, infringing such restriction is normal behav-
iour for Olive Lemon. 

The story is a good one. Gardner skilfully weaves the 
narrative along at a sidestep to reality. And she’s care-

ful to provide enough subtle foreshadowing to keep the 
reader guessing what’s going on yet still lead that 
reader to a believable conclusion. It makes for a satisfy-
ing read indeed. 

My only criticism is that The Sour Aftertaste of Olive 
Lemon was over too quickly; I'd have liked another 
couple of stories from Gardner thrown in to follow, to 
beef it out a little. Still, it left me wanting to read more 
from this author. I’ll watch out for her, and for Bucket 
O’ Guts press, with interest.  

2012, dir. Roland Emmerich. Starring John 
Cusack, Amanda Peek, Chiwetel Ejiofor (2009). 

Reviewed by The Exploding Boy 
2012 is directed by Roland Emmerich, the same guy 

who brought us Stargate, Godzilla, Independence Day 
and The Day After Tomorrow. All monumentally suc-
cessful movies, bringing high-tech effects and epic 
storylines to the silver screen—but nothing that com-
pares to the monstrous overkill that is 2012, a movie 
that has already cleaned up at the US box office. Inter-
nationally, reviews have ranged from mixed to nega-
tive. 

The basic premise of the film stems from the myth of 
the Mayan Long Count Calendar, which apparently 
predicts the End of the World on December 21st 2012. 
Emmerich focuses on the imagined horror of this event 
in order to shape his disaster movie, a movie that US 
critics have already hailed as ‘the mother of all disaster 
movies’. Due to a solar flare heating up the Earth’s core 
at an unbelievable rate, the Earth’s crust begins to shift, 
sparking a worldwide Doomsday Event. The film fo-
cuses on several characters as they duck and dive 
through the ensuing digital chaos in an effort to reach 
the Himalayas where salvation may or may not wait for 
them. 

In a movie like this, the CGI is the real star, and if 
you think along the lines of Armageddon, The Day Af-
ter Tomorrow and Deep Impact, all turned up to 10, 
you’ll have already seen this movie. Here Emmerich 
goes all out, and it’s hard not to feel awed as you watch 
California slide into the sea or tidal waves decimate 
Washington. The action, as usual, centres mainly on the 
US, with a few token acknowledgements along the way 
that other countries actually exist, in the form of India 
and China (and a very stereotypical Britain, complete 
with Queen and corgis—you almost feel patted on the 
head). 

The destruction is, admittedly, stunning, but sadly the 
only strength of this film. The human drama just can’t 
compete, as you eagerly await the next sensational ca-
tastrophe. As you’d expect, the script is little more than 
a series of clichés, delivered by clichéd actors reprising 
the roles of other clichéd actors in other clichéd disaster 
films (there are, naturally, the obligatory cute kids). But 
if you can put all that aside and focus on the unfolding 

mayhem, you might prise a little sadistic enjoyment 
from this movie. You won’t find many thrills in the 
acting, that’s for sure—John Cusack is John Cusack, 
Danny Glover is Danny Glover, Woody Harrelson is 
Woody Harrelson etc. etc.—or in the saccharine-
drenched moralising about humanity, compassion, self-
sacrifice etc. etc.—all the things that the US govern-
ment are so adept at practising in real life (ahem). 

As in Independence Day, Armageddon and The Day 
After Tomorrow, if it wasn’t for the States, we’d all be 
doomed. To be fair, there is a thread in the film that 
shows governmental wrongdoing by the good ole US of 
A, but all the speech making and ‘one-for-all’ posturing 
by the good ole American president (Glover) quickly 
swamps it. I guess that’s the most fantastical thing 
about 2012. Despite the fact that in real life the United 
States pillage the Earth’s resources more than any other 
country and are currently involved in an illegal war, 
Emmerich portrays the US here as the paragon of hu-
man achievement, decency and our only hope of salva-
tion. Ok, so it’s only a film, but it still grates. Gauche is 
the word. 

In summary, 2012 is a big dumbass action movie. I 
winced at the Bentley advert slapped right bang in the 
middle of one OTT scene (and it’s OTT all the way 
here—subtlety took a rain check). Product placement 
aside, it’s one of those films where you can play 
‘follow the stereotype’ and guess who’s going to cop it 
next with zero difficulty, where the characters have the 
emotional range of a small tree and the plot holes gape 
almost as wide as the snaking cracks in the pavement. 
It’s popcorn, it’s ‘fun’, it’s done. The preposterous leap 
into sci-fi towards the end of the movie almost goes 
unnoticed, the production is so overwhelming. The 
veiled Biblical message comes over as laughable. 
America vies for cinematic sainthood yet again. Think 
Noah’s Ark and you’re on the right track. 

With the scale of the destruction, one can only guess 
where filmmakers will go to next. There doesn’t seem 
much ground left to cover unless an imploding universe 
movie is on the cards. One thing’s for sure, as I 
watched the seas rise and continents shift, I couldn’t 
help but wonder that if this really was the End of the 
World—Hollywood style—why I wasn’t more sorry to 
see it go.  

Reviews 
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David Rix, What the Giants are Saying. 
Eibonvale Press, 2008. Pp. 200. ISBN 
9780955526862. £9.95 
 
Reviewed by Terry Grimwood 

 
When on a weekend break in Yorkshire a year 

or so ago I took a walk through a valley filled 
with giants. They were impassive, impressive, 
inscrutable and very intimidating. They were, of 
course, those love-'em or hate-'em wind turbines. 
I am one of those who finds the things graceful. 
They are strange beasts, there is a near-life feel 
about them and, as David Rix shows us in his 
novella, What The Giants Are Saying, they are 
far from silent. Their song is, indeed, the voice 
of giants. 

In the novella, Rix introduces us to Don, a 
landscape painter, disillusioned by the medioc-
rity of his work and in the process of splitting up 
with a girlfriend he blames for the dissolution of 
his artistic inspiration. He is depressed, angry 
and self-destructive. Dangerous enough, in fact, 
to crash his car out on a lonely moor watched 
over by countless, whispering wind turbines. 

That’s where he meets an enigmatic woman 
named Feather. Otherworldly and seemingly im-
pervious to the bitter cold, she first haunts his 
thoughts then draws him into a bizarre, destruc-
tive relationship. She too is an artist, but the 
landscapes Feather creates are far more physical 
and bloody than anything Don has so far 
dreamed of. And watching over it all, their whis-
pering song a haunting soundtrack, are the gi-
ants, hallucinatory and thrumming with a strange 
and threatening life of their own. 

Following the novella is a short story called 
'Red Fire', a prequel where we first meet Feather, 
this time the relationship reversed, she the can-
vas, her lover Cal, the artist. The result is just as 
brutal and unsettling. 

What the Giants Are Saying is an unnerving, 
edgy work. It asks the inevitable question, what 
is art? And then explores the issue in a su-
premely visceral and unflinching manner. Yes, it 
has become acceptable (though controversial 
still) to manipulate inanimate tissue, such as 
Damian Hurst’s sharks and sheep, or Dr. Gun-
ther von Hagens’ corpse sculptures, but to carve 
and stitch your art onto living flesh, to mutilate 

the breathing, that is another matter, or is it? Af-
ter all, who owns our flesh? We accept the tat-
too, the piercing, gender change (whether medi-
cally necessary or simply a need), even genital 
mutilation—weren’t the Castratos of a bygone 
age mutilated in the name of musical art—so 
who is to say where it ends, what is acceptable 
and what is extreme, if not even criminal? 

Don’s ex-girlfriend sees Don’s new and 
bloody art as somehow a personal affront, it re-
pulses her, is, in her mind, a crime. The irony of 
her role in the story is that she is seen by Don as 
the destructive influence in his life, the reason 
for his breakdown because she is “normal”, con-
ventional, actually cares about his health and 
physical well-being But what right has she to 
judge? Whose body is it anyway? What are our 
responsibilities, to ourselves and to those around 
us, those who depend on us? 

Don is a typical independent press character, 
self-centred, self-obsessed and far from easy to 
get on with. It makes a change from the taciturn 
square-jawed hero of course and is much more 
realistic, but it can be annoying, there are times 
you want to shout at him, shake him, tell him to 
pull himself together, but he is an artist, and, tra-
ditionally, the artist stands outside the main-
stream, so much art flows out of suffering. These 
outsiders exist, have given us so much music and 
writing. . 

What the Giants Are Saying is a bold work, it 
eschews story-telling conventions, it is readable, 
but difficult. It gives no easy answers or com-
fortable conclusions. It asks mote questions than 
it answers. It is horror, and then it isn’t, not in 
the conventional sense anyway, it is that rare and 
wonderful thing, an unclassifiable work. Even 
the beautiful, striking and disturbing cover is 
ostensibly horror, but then, on closer examina-
tion probably not. In fact the cover art has the 
same edgy, bold and savage imagery examined 
in the story itself. 

David Rix is, as I understand it, the man be-
hind the remarkable and adventurous Eibonvale 
Press, publishers of the off-beat and different. 
With his own book he has certainly flown the 
Eibonvale flag and all power to him for stepping 
off the main road into wilder, more difficult 
country.  

Reviews 
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