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Editorial 
Djibril al-Ayad 

How many of you have made new year’s resolutions 
along the lines of “Be yourself”? (Unfalsifiable clichés 
make great resolutions, avoiding the risk of being called 
out on them—even by yourself.) “Speak up.” “Be seen.” 
(Except when it’s safer to be unseen.) “Don’t undersell 
yourself.” “Make room for joy in your life.” Easier said 
than done? 

The corollary of these self-affirming resolutions is to 
make it possible for others to be themselves. Don’t judge 
the outcast, the other, the shy, the counter-intuitive. As 
Soto tells us: be willing to let everyone speak (but not, I 
would add, when their speech is designed to silence and 
persecute others). Let people be themselves, let them 
speak. See them. See the discarded, the invisible, the 
underdog, the unseen. Pay people what they are worth—
half the workforce are currently striking for basic 
working conditions. Let people have joy in their lives, 
and maybe let them bring joy into yours. It becomes 
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easier to foster good habits when our neighbors, our 
colleagues, our friends go out of their way to hear us, see 
us, value us. 

These may be platitudes when I abstractly list them, 
but the stories and poems in this issue of TFF are full of 
concrete cases where we have to deal with society’s 
controlling rules, the despair of the discarded and the 
unseen, the balance between important struggle and 
allowing yourself small joys. They ask us: who is allowed 
to speak? who does the dangerous and unpleasant work 
and for what pay? who—however resilient they are—gets 
to be alone? and can we just be allowed not to be happy 
all the time? Throughout it all we see the magic of small 
things, the wonder of worlds other than our own, the 
warmth of human touch among the alien, the monstrous, 
the cold, uncaring universe. 

So please start off this year by enjoying the beautiful 
words of Avra, Brackett, David, Elizabeth, Jennifer, 
Jonathan, Simon and Ujjvala, and the gorgeous art from 
Cécile, Fluffgar, Joyce, Miguel, Dr T. and Toeken. And 
above all, be excellent to each other! 

Djibril al-Ayad, January 2023 

Comment on the stories in this issue on the TFF blog: 
http://press.futurefire.net/2023/01/new-issue-

202364.html	



Purity 
Jennifer R. Donohue 

Art © 2023, Fluffgar 

Whenever possible, Corli’s pappa closed one deal and 
opened the next on the same day. It was efficient, and it 
was lucky, and he stacked the deck whenever possible. It 
was a simple formula: any final payment was given to 
Pappa, and Corli would hand over the object. Then they 
moved on to another outdoor cafe for the next contract. 

The object was always kept in a modified instrument 
case, black with bright brass clasps. Inside, the gleaming 
spiral length of ivory was nestled into red velvet, or blue. 
Rarely did the clients open the case immediately; it was 
too risky. But Corli would envision their faces at the 
moment of reveal. As she grew older, she wondered if it 
was worth it. 
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It was the first of the month, white rabbits Pappa said, 
but also Tuesday. Slated to be particularly favorable. The 
handoff was picture perfect, the client sweaty-palmed in 
anticipation. The next client did not come himself, but 
rather sent a proxy, a jumpy guy in squeaky new clothes. 
Boots which had never seen mud, shirt with the super-
clean stripe on it from where the size tag was adhered. 
Five minutes into the discussion, he pulled up a 
cryptocurrency calculator on his phone. 

Corli sighed. 
“I don’t accept that,” Pappa said. 
“Mr. Bekker, I find most professionals I deal with 

enjoy the anonymity and security of cryptocurrency. 
Many of them are no longer associated with 
governments, per se.” 

“I want something that’s still money if the power 
happens to go out. Cash, metal, gems. I feel this was 
communicated very clearly.” 

The proxy put his phone down. “Of course, of course. 
You understand, I had to try. Mr. Smith prefers digital but 
can accommodate your needs.” 

“If it’s a problem, we can stop wasting everybody’s 
time and walk away now.” 

“No, not a problem, not at all.” The proxy licked his 
lips, glanced at Corli, then back to her father. “Our agreed 
upon price was five hundred thousand, correct?” 

“Correct. Half now, half on delivery.” 
“Mr. Smith is prepared to offer considerably more, 1.5 

million in total.” Pappa grunted, right eyebrow raised just 
a bit. 

“And the reason?” 
“He wants to come along, with one guest.” 
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“Absolutely not,” Corli said, pushing her chair back. 
It wasn’t part of the act, for her to engage, especially now 
that she was no longer a pigtailed child. But for an 
outsider to come on the hunt was unheard of, it was 
horrible to consider, it was— 

“We can work something out,” her father said. He 
finished his coffee and signaled the waitress for another, 
eyes resting on Corli briefly. 

She bit her lip and sank back in the chair again. The 
proxy looked at her. 

“Forgive my daughter’s outburst, we have a way of 
doing things, you understand.” 

“Of course,” the proxy said. “You two have an 
impeccable track record. Not a single unhappy client.” 

“Just talkative ones, apparently.” 
“You’re willing to negotiate my client’s wishes, then? 

Make it a bit of a safari as opposed to just a delivery?” 
“Your client will only be a spectator, but yes, give us 

a couple of days to hash out a contract with rules needing 
strict attention. For safety’s sake, of course. We’ll bring 
in another guide as well.” 

“Of course.” The proxy removed a folded piece of 
paper from his inner pocket and slid it across the table to 
Pappa with a small metal key. “I trust that’s acceptable as 
a down payment? Take your two days, Mr. Bekker, Miss 
Bekker, and then call the number provided.” 

Pappa lifted the edge of the paper, then left it on the 
table. “Yes, it’s acceptable.” 

The proxy left, and Pappa sipped his coffee. Corli sat 
as long as she could, watching the edge of the paper flap 
in the breeze. The key could only be for a bank box. 
“Pappa, how could you—” 
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“I understand you think this is a partnership,” he said. 
“And your part in our hunt is crucial to our success. But 
I make the decisions.” 

“Yes, Pappa.” He had never once hit her, but some of 
his strictness had always implied that he would be willing 
should he deem it necessary. 

“Now let’s collect our down payment and make 
arrangements.” 

“Yes, sir.” Corli left her coffee unfinished. 
The bank was in City Centre, and the whole way there 

Corli imagined how to tell Pappa she didn’t want to hunt 
any longer. Her father lived and breathed the hunt, while 
she preferred tricking rich people out of money to 
actually killing unicorns, preferred it when the mark 
didn’t know what they were asking for, and could be 
provided with a white narwhal horn instead of the light-
drinking black ivory of the real deal. They’d done both, 
but Corli knew where Pappa′s heart lay. 

Pappa left her in the bank vestibule when he went in 
to retrieve the deposit box’s contents, coming out within 
the half hour, his canvas satchel considerably heavier on 
his shoulder. Once they’d fetched the car and were on the 
road home, Corli lifted the flap of the satchel and peeked 
inside at a black velvet bag. Diamonds. 

“Where will we go?” she asked. 
“We won’t need to leave the country, love. One’s been 

spotted on the Highveld within the last week. There’s a 
bounty on it, so we’ll be paid twice for one job. Can’t 
graze cattle when a unicorn’s about.” 

“Oh good,” she said, because it was expected. She 
wondered, sometimes, what her long-dead mother would 
have thought of this. Corli had no sense of her from 
personal experience, just a few round-cornered pictures, 
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yearly awkward meetings with her grandmother. If she 
left Pappa, somehow, could she live with her 
grandmother? Perhaps not. She was old enough to go off 
on her own, really, but how would she get a job and 
protect herself? 

They met up at the airfield. The clients were 
Americans, dressed in what they must have imagined 
safari clothes looked like. Corli nodded and mouthed 
appropriate greetings to the client, a dark haired man with 
silvering temples. His son was tall and dark, probably 
university age. Corli concentrated on the dogs while 
Pappa talked to the pilot. The guns were all logged and 
signed for, and then they strapped in for the two hours’ 
flight north. 

The client seemed torn between being very friendly, 
or keeping himself and his son anonymous. They gave 
their names as Mr. Smith and Jack, which Corli 
understood to be fake. Jack sat across the narrow plane 
aisle from her, and Corli stole glances at him; Jack was 
more than handsome. She wondered what kind of work 
Mr. Smith was in, and if his son had ever worked a day 
in his life. Perhaps she was spoiled too, if she considered 
what they did work. Did emotional burden count? 

“So this is kind of a joke, right?” Jack asked at one 
point, with an easy grin. 

“What do you mean?” Corli turned to him. 
“Unicorn hunting? Really? My dad just brought us out 

here for a regular safari and wants to dress it up. People 
aren′t so happy anymore if you go shoot a lion.” 

“It’s not a joke.” 
When they landed, Pappa strode off towards the 

garage for their Land Rovers while Corli uncrated the 
dogs and had a bouquet of baying leashes to deal with. 
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They were well behaved, the Ridgebacks, just antsy. She 
let them blow off some steam then whistled through her 
teeth once, sharply. All seven tawny heads turned to her 
as all seven haunches hit the tarmac. 

“Wow,” Jack Smith said under his breath. They 
belonged to her father, heart and soul, but she had some 
small bits of their hearts, anyway. She was softer of word 
and generous with treats. From his earliest hunting days, 
before Corli was born and before unicorns reentered the 
world in whatever manner they had, Pappa always used 
Ridgebacks. They were tireless and they were loyal, and 
maybe that was why Corli couldn’t tell Pappa she didn’t 
want to do it any longer. The words just wouldn′t come, 
and even if they did, he wouldn′t hear them. 

Pappa pulled onto the tarmac, followed by a guide 
they’d worked with before, Alphonse, a giant 
Frenchman. She loaded the dogs up in the second Land 
Rover and climbed in with them. Jack and Mr. Smith got 
into the first one with Pappa. Jack turned his head 
towards her more than once, eyes obscured by mirrored 
aviators. Mr. Smith and Pappa got along famously, and 
more than once, the roar of Pappa’s laughter floated back 
to her over the growl of the engines. 

They parked near accessible water, though far enough 
away not to invite local fauna through the camp. Corli 
took the dogs round the perimeter, and they roamed at the 
ends of their leashes, sniffing intently, marking the 
occasional bush. Alphonse and Pappa set up, Mr. Smith 
and son standing about with canteens. Corli set up the tie 
outs for the dogs and popped up her own tent before 
rummaging in the cooking supplies. The dogs were not 
fed the night before a hunt; Pappa said it helped make 
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them sharper, more intent on the trail and on pleasing 
their masters. 

That night Corli fidgeted. It was far too early to go to 
sleep, but she was unprepared for being social around a 
campfire. They’d hunted with Alphonse before, but 
typically for something more run of the mill like a cloned 
rhinoceros. 

Jack moved his chair a bit nearer. “At least our dads 
get along,” he said. 

“Pappa finds it easy to get along with people,” she 
said. 

“I feel like they’re pretending.” 
“Maybe.” 
“My dad’s really good at pretending about things. 

Like this. He decided for my birthday I needed an African 
safari.” He glanced at Corli. “I know, boo hoo, rich kid 
didn’t want an awesome trip. But really? I don’t want to 
seem ungrateful, but it’s nothing I asked for.” 

“I get it.” Corli had a hard time listening to him. 
Across the fire, Alphonse was using his penknife to work 
the cork from a bottle of wine. None of the adults had 
looked their way in a very long time. “Nobody’s ever 
come with us before. I wouldn’t have thought Pappa 
would allow it.” What if Pappa would change things, now 
that they′d had spectators along once? What if he made 
all of it a larger production, parading her for show, never 
again using a Narwhal? Always having the carnival of 
slaughter. 

“So this is weird for you too.” 
“Very much so.” 
“I’m sorry, then. It was my dad’s idea. He got on the 

internet and found something he knew would be 
expensive and make people jealous.” 
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Art © 2023, Fluffgar 

 
“What’s the point of that?” 
“I don’t know. Unicorn horns are worth a lot.” 
“I know.” Corli stood, and in the darkness one of the 

Ridgebacks yipped. She turned her head, but no other dog 
noises happened. “I’m going to bed. We’ll be up early.” 

“Goodnight.” He watched her go, Corli could feel it 
between her shoulder blades, but she didn’t look back as 
she went to the flickering edge of firelight and zipped into 
her tent. Until lately, she′d done her best to never think 
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about how much it cost her to be the virgin lure for 
unicorns, year in and year out. She’d been a child for so 
many and not kept count, and then grown into her teens 
and adulthood and now, it seemed like it must be such a 
staggering number. How could there possibly be more, 
why would they keep coming? 

In the morning she put her hunting face on and went 
out in her tall boots and khakis, loose light scarf around 
her neck, shirt buttoned up all the way. Then an idea 
began to form, or had begun to form last night, and she 
undid a few of the buttons. She might not have to tell 
Pappa anything. The dogs leaped around her in joyous 
greeting, already in their hunting vests, and on her 
father’s nod she turned them loose with the command to 
track. They tore off in a tawny trail, tails erect, noses 
sweeping. Jack and Mr. Smith trailed behind with 
Alphonse while Corli and Pappa led the way. 

They saw signs. Acacia trees nibbled on at a certain 
height. Three long silver-grey hairs wrapped around a 
branch. In one spot, Pappa paused and showed Mr. Smith 
and Jack a partial track, indistinct cloven hoofmark in the 
light soil. But the dogs never went into full bay, and they 
circled back around to camp by noon. “No sense running 
them ragged,” Pappa said, and fed the dogs half rations, 
an unusual allowance. 

Corli and Jack once again found themselves sitting 
together as the afternoon wound into night and the men 
drank and smoked, Alphonse telling complicated jokes, 
which always lost the thread but were still somehow 
funny at the end. To the men, anyway. She found it hard 
to look at Jack, and hard to look away. His eyes were the 
color of the sky, and his tan had deepened from their 
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morning in the sun. “Do you have a girlfriend?” she asked 
finally. What did one talk about with boys? 

“Not really.” He looked at her, really looked. She′d 
hoped Jack and nobody else would notice her undone 
buttons. Her pulse thrummed in the base of her throat. “Is 
it stupid to ask if you have a boyfriend?” 

“Probably.” They laughed, a static field of tension 
between them. 

“Do you think we’ll find the unicorn tomorrow?” he 
asked. 

“I do. It’s never more than two or three days, once 
we’ve seen signs like this.” Corli looked off into the 
night, the velvet black in which all the world’s beasts 
roamed unseen. She ran through her head, a few times, 
how to say it. Businesslike was probably best. “After 
you’ve gone to bed, come to my tent.” 

“Don’t you think that’s awfully fast?” 
“There isn’t the time to go about it a different way.” 

Corli walked off to her tent, glancing backwards at him 
once, breathless. He was still in his chair, finishing a 
soda. She zipped herself in with shaky hands. Maybe he 
wouldn’t show up, wouldn’t that be an embarrassment. 

She’d almost gone to sleep when the zipper on her tent 
made its slow arc. “Sorry I took so long,” he said, as he 
slid next to her on the slick sleeping bag, breath wine-
sweet. “They decided it was a good night to talk about 
what it meant to be a man, in anticipation of witnessing 
my first kill. Alphonse especially thought this was 
important. There′s something about drinking blood?” 

“It′s a thing men do, when—” Corli said, but then he 
was kissing her, and her hands were in his hair, and all 
she could think or feel was his lips, his hands. She′d never 
had a boyfriend; it would have been impossible. This was 
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nice. They paused for a moment, fumbling with buttons, 
zippers. “Do you have a condom?” she asked. 

His hands stopped. “No.” His disappointment 
palpable. 

Corli rolled towards her bag, stretching to slip her 
fingers into the depths. It was kind of funny, she had them 
to keep equipment dry. The ability to take charge like this 
pushed away her nervousness. “Always have condoms.” 
She pushed the foil packet into his hand. 

In the small hours of the morning, Jack disentangled 
himself from her sleepy embrace and went to his tent. 
Corli smiled and pushed her head into her pillow. He was 
sweet, and kind, and she would probably never see him 
again. But she would be free. She could figure out the 
other details as they came. 

At the day’s dawning, they again released the 
Ridgebacks, and immediately they set up the cry of a hot 
trail. “Take the GPS and go to the clearing,” Pappa said. 
Corli nodded and set off, her steps light. The dogs would 
circle the unicorn around to find her there as the final lure. 
She didn’t wait for Alphonse, or Jack and Mr. Smith. 
They would catch up, and they would be disappointed. 

The clearing was a killing field they had used before; 
it was some small miracle the earth there wasn’t barren 
with the sin they’d committed, over and over, but tender 
young grass grew, and Corli settled herself cross legged 
to wait, GPS beside her. Pappa was still trailing the dogs 
trailing the unicorn, a click or so away. Alphonse settled 
Mr. Smith and his son at a safe vantage, with field 
glasses. The sound of dogs drew closer, and then the 
unicorn broke the tree line. 

She loved this part, and she hated it, when the unicorn 
stepped from cover and into the misty sunlit morning, 



Jennifer Donohue	

16 

preceded by its spiraled black horn, dark eyes limpid, 
thin-skinned nostrils wide and quivering. More beautiful 
than any horse, more graceful than a deer, its cloven 
hooves seemed not to touch the ground, and left almost 
no trace. This time would be the last; the unicorn should 
not cross the clearing to her, should not breathe its sweet 
breath onto her face, should not fold its legs and lay its 
head in her lap to be stroked. 

But it did. 
Corli could not stop herself from caressing the curved 

alabaster neck with her fingertips, stroking through the 
silken mane. Hot tears ran down her face and fell on its 
head even before the shot rang out. The unicorn stiffened, 
then relaxed, sweet breath coming no longer. 

Pappa stood over her and Corli, frozen, stared at the 
unicorn’s eye, already dusty dull. “On your own mission, 
weren’t you?” 

“I can’t do this anymore.” 
“I think we just proved you can.” He pulled the saw 

off his belt and held it out to Jack so the birthday boy 
could take the horn. Jack took the saw hesitantly, looking 
at Corli, looking at the unicorn. He didn’t believe it until 
now, she could see that, even as she struggled from 
beneath the neck and head, the limp weight of it. 

“I said no, Pappa!” The ragged edge of her voice 
caught in the air. Father and daughter stared at each other 
over the corpse, over the years they’d spent hunting 
unicorns, together. Her entire life. A quiet thump, and 
they turned; Jack had dropped the saw in the grass. “I’m 
not doing this anymore.” 

“And I suppose we’ll leave this one to rot, because 
you’ve taken this idea in your head?” 
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“I don’t care what you do anymore,” Corli said. She 
whistled for the dogs as she began to walk back to camp. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



	

 

His New Body 
Simon Kewin 
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He scavenged the parts for his new body from the back 
streets of London. 

He waited for the safety of night. Night and cold kept 
the people—the living people—off the streets, and this 
was a raw winter night of ice and fog. If he stayed away 
from the bright lights he’d be, at most, just a ghost image 
on grainy CCTV feeds, easily missed. 
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He pulled the tatty umbrella from the bin in 
Marylebone. That would be one arm, its plastic crook a 
hand. The umbrella had given him the idea. Drifting by 
that afternoon, daylight dissolving him almost to nothing, 
the umbrella had looked like a hand reaching across from 
the material world. A body part. He suddenly saw. He 
needed a body again. He’d seen too many other spirits 
fade into oblivion. It would be so easy to succumb. A 
smudge of light in the fog, then a whisper on the breeze, 
then nothing. He wouldn’t let it happen to him. 

He looked around, wondering how to do this. He 
spotted a mound of black plastic rubbish sacks left in an 
alley beside an antiques shop. One of those would be his 
body, its soiled cartons and rotting fruit his internal 
organs. With an effort of will he could move items, of 
course, propel umbrella and sack together. Anyone could 
do that, anyone dead. He did it now, piercing the shiny 
black plastic with the sharp tip of the umbrella. The hard 
part would be making everything articulate like a real 
body. Make it sway and strut. That would take practice. 
He would be a baby again, a toddler, learning to 
coordinate distant, alien limbs. 

Legs. He needed legs. A length of rusting drainpipe 
and a rotting timber almost the same length made a 
workable pair. He punctured two more holes in the 
bottom of the sack. Some curdled liquid seeped out. He 
really needed knees, of course: lacking them he had to 
waddle awkwardly. Perhaps he could work on the legs 
later, break them in two so they flexed. 

Wedged beneath a parked car he spotted a crumpled 
football, tattered black and white hexagons. His head, for 
now. He could find nothing for a second arm. In the end 
he snapped off a low-hanging branch from a plane tree. 
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With its side-twigs trimmed it was close enough. A 
child’s idea of an arm. A snowman arm; a scarecrow arm. 

Back in the shadows of the alleyway, just him and the 
wheelie-bins, he set about learning to walk. The uneven 
scuffing of his feet sounded like the steps in some 
ponderous dance. A police-car wailed by but didn’t stop. 
He kept on at it, trying to concentrate on all his body parts 
at the same time. He failed again and again. He’d focus 
on his legs and the black sack would overbalance and 
collapse to the floor. How did people do this? How had 
he ever done it? 

When, finally, he could hold everything together, he 
staggered and clumped his way back toward the street. A 
person again. He peered around the corner, checking no 
one was about. The sodium streetlights left deep shadows 
behind cars, in doorways. Nothing moved, apart from a 
cat staring at him from across the street, its back arched. 
That was fine. Cats didn’t count. 

He stepped out onto the street and, step by clumsy 
step, walked to the window of a pizza take-away, its 
interior dark. He stopped to admire his reflection. He 
didn’t need to, of course; he could have just floated out 
of his new body and looked back at himself. But this was 
what you did. What living people did, when they had new 
clothes or a new hairstyle to admire. 

He gazed at himself for a long time. The misshapen, 
dumpy sack. The unmatched limbs. The football with its 
frozen scream. None of it was what he’d hoped for. This 
hideous parody of a person. He would never be able to do 
what he needed looking like this. He wanted to look away 
but couldn’t bear to admit defeat. 

“What the hell is that?” 
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He’d stared at himself too long, had forgotten to keep 
an eye on the street. Four people, two couples, young and 
rowdy, on their way home from pub or club. One of the 
men, the one who shouted, pointed at him. 

“Hey, you!” 
“Is that a costume?” The woman on the man’s arm. 

She sounded disgusted. “What is that?” 
Uselessly, he tried to back away from them, old 

instinct kicking in. He could have fled the material 
objects. But a thrill of panic had seized him, or a memory 
of panic, and he played his part, trying to scuttle away 
from them, knowing he could never be quick enough. 

He waited for the suck of pain from their gaze upon 
him, the draining of his energy. When he realized there 
was none he stopped moving, confused. He let them 
come closer. Nothing. His body, poor as it was, fixed him 
somehow, made him real. He wasn’t just a wisp of energy 
to be consumed and drained by the gaze of human eyes. 

“Freak!” Another woman’s voice. “Get him, Dave. 
Come on, let’s get him. Bloody hell, it’s hideous.” 

He stopped and turned around to face the four of them, 
remembering what fear was like. They were close to him 
now. The first kick whumped into his bin-bag body, 
ripping it open and sending half-empty cans and 
discarded milk-cartons splashing to the ground. One leg 
buckled and gave way. He half-fell, holding his head up 
with the branch. The rickety umbrella was uselessly bent. 
He looked up at his attackers, still using the imagined 
eyes in the football. The woman picked up one of his legs, 
the rotting timber, and swung it at his head. He had a 
moment of dizzying disorientation as he saw the world 
from the spinning ball: ground, buildings, sky, ground. 
He let his tattered body go then, let rubbish-sack and 
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limbs collapse to a heap on the floor. He soared away, 
immaterial once more, the visceral fear fading away as he 
flew. 

 
He vowed he wouldn’t go back, wouldn’t risk the 

possibility of being seen again. But when night fell, he 
did. The truth was, he’d felt more alive in those few 
minutes than he had for a long time. They’d actually seen 
him, spoken to him. He longed to feel it all again. Fear 
and terror were poor emotions, but at least they were 
emotions. 

He floated back over the scene where they’d attacked 
him, the alleyway in which he’d assembled his body. 
There was no sign, now, of any of it having happened. 

He drifted around in circles for a while, half-hoping 
his attackers would return, imagining they would be back 
just because he was. No one came. A van roared down 
the narrow street, squeezing between the lines of parked 
cars. The only other movement was the same cat, lying 
on top of a wall but clearly watching him as he circled 
around and around. 

“Over here!” 
He was about to leave, drift back down to the Thames, 

the bright lights of the river where so many ghosts 
gathered at night, when the voice stopped him. A woman 
called to him from the shadows of a doorway, a shop side-
entrance boarded up and plastered with fly-posters. He 
couldn’t see anything of her. He stopped and waited, not 
even sure that she, whoever she was, was speaking 
to him. 
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“Come on, I know you’re there. I can’t see you, 
maybe, but I can see the cat and I know she’s watching 
you. I won’t harm you.” 

He drifted over towards her, not manifesting, 
completely invisible, completely safe. The cat panned its 
head around as he moved, following him. He’d been 
allergic to cats when he was alive. 

The woman sat in a nest of rags and boxes, a slanting 
board the roof of her little cave. She looked like she’d 
been there a long time. Her hair was a matted mess, her 
face streaked with dirt. 

“Come on,” she said. “See, I picked them up for you. 
Your legs and arms. Take them.” 

On the ground next to her upturned-crate table stood 
the umbrella, pipe, length of wood, branch and football, 
neatly arranged like a diagram of his body. 

“Collected them didn’t I? Thought you might be back 
for them.” 

She didn’t look dangerous. She didn’t look very 
mobile at all, sitting there huddled up in countless coats 
and blankets. He stopped in front of her and allowed 
himself to slip into the material world very slightly. A 
wisp of smoke, an outline. Enough that he could 
communicate while only having the merest sliver of his 
spirit leeched from him. 

“Why?” 
When she saw him a small smile of victory spread 

across her filthy face. “I saw them. Saw what they did to 
you. I’ve seen what they do all too often.” 

“You knew them?” 
“Them? Nah. Just their type. You see plenty of that 

living out here, let me tell you. You learn to sit quiet in 
the shadows, don’t you? You and me both, eh?” 
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“You picked my body up?” 
“I did. Took me all night. Not so mobile as I was. Had 

to crawl around on me hands and knees, if you can 
believe such a thing. These legs of mine aren’t what they 
were.” 

She whacked her limbs with the wooden stick she 
rested her chin on, as if they were completely without 
sensation. 

“Why?” he asked. 
“Oh, now, aren’t you the bright one? I said. I picked 

them up so you could use them again.” 
He floated towards her. He could smell her now he 

inhabited the material world. A fug of must and dirt, the 
tang of urine. 

“That’s it. Go on. Take ’em, they’re yours aren’t 
they?” 

She watched with the appreciation of a connoisseur as 
he slipped into the objects, possessing them, filling them. 
She hadn’t recovered the rubbish-sack, but there were 
plenty of those lying around. He could take his pick, slot 
the limbs back in. Then perhaps he could find something 
better than the rickety umbrella, build a better new body 
piece by piece. He made the limbs dance, lifting them off 
the ground, articulating them as if a torso held them 
together. It already felt easier, more natural. 

“Got you!” 
The woman had pulled a camera from somewhere in 

the folds of her rags and held it up now, pointing at him. 
She’d clicked the button, taking a picture of him 
manifesting there in the open. It was an old camera, he 
could see, a film camera, and she had to ratchet it on 
manually with her thumb to take another. He fled from 
the limbs, letting them clatter to the floor, the football 



His New Body 

25 

landing on top of them and rolling off to the side. But she 
clicked and clicked again, catching all the evidence of 
him. He felt sharp agony as the camera and the woman’s 
gaze combined to drain him, reduce him. 

“You come back here! I’ve got you now, ain’t I? I 
know how it works. You’re in my control now.” 

He fled, flying up over the rooftops, the mountains 
and valleys of the London skyline, getting away from her 
as rapidly as he could. She continued to call after him as 
he flew, a mad woman shouting into the night. 

He stopped when he reached the Thames, hovering 
over the dark waters, feeling safe there. She couldn’t 
reach him now. But it didn’t matter. She’d captured his 
image; had it stored on the film of her camera. That was 
the killer. That was why so many got drained away. 
Pictures of ghosts. That was why so many sought 
deserted houses and lonely hilltops. The poisonous gaze 
of the living. 

Somehow, he had to get the camera off her. Modern 
ones were worse, of course. Instant images that could be 
copied and sent around the world, each one another 
pinprick in the soul. And video cameras, thirty frames per 
second, were almost instant oblivion. At least, with the 
woman’s old film camera, he had time. 

Dawn was a few hours away. Did she have money? 
Was there somewhere near she could get the film 
developed, fix his image in the real world? He had to 
assume so. He had to go back now. His thoughts of 
walking among the living again, saving himself, 
forgotten. 
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He floated up to her warily, watching her all the time. 

At least the cat had vanished. She had no idea of his 
presence. She hummed a tuneless song to herself as she 
sat there, turning the camera over and over in her hands 
like a priceless treasure. He wished he could just take it. 
But it was hers, not something discarded in the street. He 
needed her consent. That was the rule. 

He drifted up to her and then to the side of her little 
hut. Once out of her direct sight he manifested as before, 
as slightly as he could, the wounds still raw. The smell of 
her hit him immediately. She continued to hum her 
contented, aimless song. 
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“Please. Let me have it.” 
The woman went quiet immediately. He heard a 

rustling as she hid the camera in the folds of her clothes. 
“So, came back did you? Thought you would.” 
“You tricked me. You must know what those images 

will do to me.” 
“Oh, I know. Worked it all out.” 
“Then why? Why are you doing this?” 
She didn’t reply for a moment. He prepared to slip 

back into the ether, imagining her ready to jump out of 
her lair, camera clicking again. Instead, she changed the 
subject completely. 

“Know how long I’ve been sitting here?” 
“No.” 
“Well, I’ll tell you. Ten years come this summer. 

That’s a long time with the same view, let me tell you. A 
long time.” 

“Then move on.” 
“Ah, that’s it, you see. That’s the problem. It’s these 

legs. Can’t get more than a few yards without them 
buckling on me. Useless! And where would I go?” 

“Then how do you live?” He tried to recall everything 
you had to do when you had a body. A lot of time was 
spent simply meeting its physical needs. 

“Oh, people come and help. Do-gooders, enough so I 
don’t keel over and die. But I’m still stuck here aren’t I?” 

“But why do this to me?” 
Her voice went quieter. “Want to bargain with you, 

don’t I? This was the only way of getting your attention.” 
“I don’t understand.” 
“When you walked last night. And when you made 

these objects dance around like that. You just, what, 
possessed them?” 
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Was that what it was? “I suppose.” 
“And you could do that with anything?” 
“Anything discarded. That’s the way it works.” The 

pampered, privileged living. Another reason the dead 
ended up alone in deserted old houses. 

The woman went silent for a while. He thought she 
must be preparing some new trick, but then she spoke 
again. 

“Look, here’s the camera. Take it. I feel bad about it 
now. Truth is, there was no film in it anyway. Here.” 

She tossed it onto the cracked concrete in front of him. 
Was it a trick? Perhaps she had a video camera ready. 

“Go, on. Destroy it. Then you might listen.” 
She sat resting her hands on her stick, knuckles 

knobbly. He nudged the camera on the floor. It was 
cracked, broken. Keeping one eye on her, he poured heat 
into it. Soon it was just a pool of acrid, molten plastic. 
The woman didn’t move. 

“Now, will you listen?” 
“Go on.” 
“Tell me this,” she said. “Why are you still here? 

Haunting old London when you should be dead and 
buried?” 

“There are reasons,” he said. 
“‘Course there are. Unfinished business, things not 

said and done. I know how it goes. And we can help each 
other.” 

“How?” 
“You a man or a woman?” 
“A man. I was a man. A boy.” 
“Ah. Well. Don’t suppose it matters really.” 
“What doesn’t matter?” 
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The cat ambled up then, deliberately ignoring him, to 
jump up onto her lap and curl into a half-circle. 

“Look,” she said. “Here’s what I’m suggesting. You 
take over my body. I’ll give you it. You leave me free to 
float around all spectral like. Free to travel, free to get out 
of this bloody doorway. And you get a body to walk 
around in, see to whatever it is that’s troubling you.” 

“Your body?” 
“Don’t you see? It’s useless to me but you can animate 

it like you did them sticks, eh? That’s pretty much all 
these legs are these days. Sticks.” 

He looked at the umbrella and pipe, the branch and the 
football. He thought about what he’d looked like in the 
shop window. He thought about a small body, soft limbs 
blue from the cold, pulled from the Thames those years 
ago. He wondered again how old he actually was. Still 
eight, nine? Or two centuries older? He was just glad she 
hadn’t asked him the one question he really feared. 

“I don’t know,” he said. “I don’t know.” 
If he could work her body, he’d be a person again. Of 

sorts. Then he might be able to find answers. What had 
happened to him. Who he was. The prospect was 
dizzying, terrifying. It was too much. He dematerialised 
and floated upwards, away from the woman. 

“Don’t go,” she called after him. “Please.” 
He stopped and looked down on her: her filthy, damp 

doorway, her pathetic collection of possessions. He 
floated higher, up into the night sky, the orange-grey 
glow of the city around him. 

“Please!” she called again. She sounded as if she knew 
she’d missed her chance. 

He bobbed there for several minutes, thinking about 
everything. The woman sat unmoving, staring into the 
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distance, her chin resting on her old cane once more. A 
fine drizzle filled the air but she didn’t appear to notice. 
The cat stood, circled and lay back down on her lap. 

She smiled and nodded her head in appreciation when 
he rematerialised in front of her. 
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Humans, the matriarch Sara understood, experienced time 
as a thing to be counted, as if days were hyenas guarding a 
watering hole. 

They’d used only numbers (310 days each way, plus 40 
on the alien world, all carefully translated) to tell her how 
long she’d be away from Earth. 

What they should have said, if they cared, was that she’d 
miss family and sky as long as any of her pregnancies had 
been, with just as many tears. 
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Almost a year: she spent that long in a virtual reality 
chamber on the FTL ship, pretending she was back in the 
savannah, as if empty holograms were family. At landfall 
she burst from the checkpoint gate—rushed ahead of the 
humans comprising the rest of Earth’s delegation—and 
found herself in a luxurious multispecies hotel. 

The Gesht hosts promptly ushered her to a large and 
private room with robust VR capabilities to keep her busy. 
Delegate or not, Sara was perilously close to a zoo exhibit, 
like so many Loxodonta africana had been once upon a 
time. The human negotiators would bring her out as the 
representative of Earth’s only other surviving sapient 
species—one of the few points of alien protocol that made 
it through translation in any meaningful way. Language, 
she well understood, was power. A few poorly-understood 
words at the wrong moment could, say, bind you to an 
interstellar diplomatic mission for 660 days. For example. 

Outside those meetings she was restricted to the VR-
equipped bedroom, and one beautiful courtyard suitable 
for—and smelling of—a range of very large species. 
(There’d also been a well-meaning afterthought offer to 
arrange sightseeing in the local equivalent of a national 
park, as if half a day in an alien jungle could heal the 
monotony that might very well kill her.) 

So she developed a slim strange hope for something 
interesting. 

The multispecies hotel’s conference rooms offered an 
enticing, albeit blurry, view of interstellar commerce at its 
liveliest. The open-air courtyard let her catch a thousand 
fascinating scents that eased her heart after the FTL ship’s 
ugly little smells. 

In theory, as an official representative, Sara was free to 
leave. In practice, neither the Gesht Unity nor the human 
delegates would want a four-thousand-kilo Loxodonta 
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africana matriarch to go shopping. Therefore she would 
need to be sneaky. 

She had a small local-currency room service account in 
the care of Hobbie, her translation unit. Hobbie was as close 
to true AI as humanity had figured out, and eager to please. 
No, Hobbie wouldn’t be an obstacle. 

Neither would her suite’s door. The resort catered to a 
hundred species, some of them much larger than Sara. And 
while the humans disliked the idea of Sara having free rein, 
they couldn’t very well lock her in without signalling that, 
wait, maybe Homo sapiens hadn’t grown past its 
condescension toward Loxodonta africana. In certain 
interstellar circles, the optics could be crippling. 

Her door hissed open—a subtle mismatch of air pressure 
and composition—and gave her access to a stretch of 
corridor, then the large courtyard. Hobbie rolled along on 
soft treads, casting holographic warnings or ‘go ahead and 
taste this’ symbols across the courtyard’s plants. Sara 
stuffed a radiant fern in her mouth in passing. Her stomach 
growled at the beautiful smells of the market outside the 
walls. 

Yesterday she’d noted a rollup utility door behind 
iridescent potted plants. She wrapped her trunk around a 
huge planter, braced it with her tusks, and shifted it 
carefully aside. 

She rattled the padlocked door with the tip of her trunk. 
<How heavy is it?> she asked Hobbie in newlox. Even 
after Homo fucking sapiens killed 99% of her species, 
African elephants’ original language—context-dependent 
combinations of gestures, postures, interactions, 
vocalizations, pheromones, long-range subsonics—still 
retained the equivalent of a few hundred lemmas, 
comparable to some human languages. In the family groups 
with the least interrupted line of grandmothers, anyway. 
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For most elephants, the mother tongue (so to speak) was 
a fragmentary memory. Newlox was part pan-generational 
linguistic revitalization, part well-meaning underfunded 
research project. Unprofitable—until the Gesht raised 
humanitarian (so to speak) concerns about the relationship 
between Earth’s two surviving sapient species. 

Using a small holoprojected elephant to speak/gesture 
newlox, Hobbie provided an estimate of the service door’s 
mass and thickness. By long experience with Loxodonta 
africana, he also volunteered that Sara would cut herself 
badly if she shouldered through the door. 

Tough plastic rods supported the potted plants. Sara 
shoved a rod through the squareish alien padlock and 
twisted. 

The door rolled up to reveal a market that held the wares 
of a hundred worlds. Long-haul 0.8c freighters ran across 
the Gesht Union, bouncing between stations and Strigari 
nomads. Purlanni sidestep motors powered smaller and 
more expensive FTL ships like the one that had carried 
Earth’s delegation. High orbit held a Quezyn gate, so fast it 
made the Purlanni look incompetent. The Gesht had never 
developed faster-than-light travel, but they’d managed to 
make their homeworld into an interstellar crossroads. 

Sara ducked through the service door. Instead of a 
sameness of human scent and motion and aesthetic taste, 
the alien city bombarded her with the unique. She closed 
her eyes and breathed deeply through an upraised trunk, 
relying on her powerful sense of smell instead of her weak 
eyes. Her stomach growled again, but this place had so 
much more to offer than food. 

Things Hobbie couldn’t order for delivery. And things 
the human delegates would prefer she didn’t know about at 
all. 
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They’d never explicitly said she was here to nod and 

keep quiet as humanity negotiated Earth’s place in 
interstellar economics, but the message—all translation 
challenges notwithstanding—had come through clear as 
day. 

 
Everyone who shopped or hawked here was either 

bulkier than a human or used to getting out of the way. With 
Hobbie trundling along beside her, translating trade 
languages into audiovisual newlox with his little holo 
elephant, Sara headed deep into the market. 

She lingered at a street-meat booth, less interested in the 
meat than the huge leaves wrapped around it. Once Hobbie 
made himself understood to the caterpillar-like vendor, 
Sara stuffed sauce-soaked leaves in her mouth gleefully. 
The sauce was peppery and heavy with burnt sugars. It 
reminded her of her few visits to human bazaars back home. 
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It had more taste than everything she’d eaten in the past 
year put together. 

Sara drank her fill at a grand fountain and hurried on 
through multispecies crowds that didn’t care about her in 
the slightest, unless she was buying. And she was. 

She’d spent much of her adult life pondering 
interspecies communication. For humans and Gesht alike, 
the value of communication came down to money. She’d 
come to terms with that strange thought not long after she 
learned about money itself. It explained, among other 
things, Hobbie’s limits as a translator. She couldn’t talk to 
the Gesht alone, or the Purlanni, about anything of 
substance. She couldn’t do much of anything except order 
room service and change the channel. And that left her 
deeply, but perhaps temporarily, alone. 

Between an arms dealer and a pseudopod-friendly 
bathhouse, Sara found an interchange facilitation kiosk. 
Analog phrase books, assistive technology, exotic currency 
exchange, multispecies prophylactics in case that special 
someone had trilateral symmetry and too many limbs. 

That, and plentiful translation tech. 
The merchant was a Quixnix, a pillbug the size of a dog. 

They chittered excitedly, too fast and commerce-focused 
for Hobbie to offer a reasonable equivalent in pure newlox. 
The little holographic elephant shivered, clips coming 
unspliced, as Hobbie fought for real-time translation. Sara 
squinted at a symbol-heavy English ticker-tape across the 
bottom of Hobbie’s holo-display, a simultaneous secondary 
translation feed. She got the general idea. 

Newlox, like the traditional language behind it, offered 
nuanced options for managing conflict and building 
connection. As Sara moved, spoke, gestured, almost 
danced, Hobbie chittered back at the Quixnix merchant to 
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the effect that, no, he was not for sale—but Sara would pay 
well for an upgrade. 

To ease things along, she had Hobbie purchase a 
multifunctional heads-up display, the kind of thing you’d 
sell to a customer from a world with an ultraviolet sun, or a 
half-blind matriarch. The HUD hovered beside her head, 
just below her field of view, and moved with her. The 
HUD’s edge-detection outlined people and structures to 
bolster bad vision. Sara’s world expanded rapidly as the 
HUD made it sharper. It reminded her of the first time she’d 
seen a slow zoom-out from the savannah to the solar 
system. 

The hotel and other large buildings loomed over the 
market district. The human delegates might not even know 
she was gone. They always had so much on their xenocidal 
little minds. 

Carefully, Sara gave Hobbie a clear—if complex—
request to the happy Quixnix vendor. Who promptly said 
that, of course, what they were after was a common 
package, pricey but ready to go. 

True AI. Context-intuitive, very strong interpretation, 
something that said what you meant. Not bought: hired to 
piggyback on Hobbie and use him as a Rosetta stone. He’d 
stretched his capabilities to the limit for this shopping trip, 
cannibalizing diplomatic phrasebooks and meeting 
minutes. But to really make herself heard, Sara needed 
better help. 

As the freshly hired translation AI settled into Hobbie’s 
body and not-quite-sapient programming, the little robot 
went silent. His eyes flashed inert blue, the mark of a 
potentially dangerous restart. The Quixnix made reassuring 
chitters. A pang of fear shot through Sara, the thought of 
being alone without a translator. 
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Hobbie turned her way on his soft treads. She thought 
she detected a silent, eager readiness. 

“Hello, world,” he said, simultaneously in English and 
Gesht and Purlanni and Quezyn and a thousand other 
tongues. Some of that was barely audible or used Hobbie’s 
holoprojector to mimic gestures, grand or strange or 
beautiful. He spoke in ways that couldn’t help but be heard, 
that could force others to understand. Ways that could, in 
the coming weeks, let Sara understand and leverage her 
ostensibly token seat at the table. 

Sara trumpeted a laugh and ambled off to explore the 
meaning of something called a ‘pedicure.’ 
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My friend, neighbor, and colleague will be in need of a 
cigarette once she stops hovering above our apartment 
building as a cloud. I place her favorite brand on the low 
wall by the solar panels. She’ll thank me later, when the 
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effects of the trial pills wear off and she lands back to 
solid ground. 

Today I was given a placebo, and normally I wouldn’t 
mind since the pay is the same either way. But Joanna 
makes being a cumulus cloud look so elegant. The 
psychological effects kicked in a little while ago. I feel 
all light and fluffy on the inside, although I remain 
unchanged on the molecular level. I suppose things could 
be worse. I could have ended up as heavy and resentful 
as a storm cloud. 

I stand in the shadow she casts and take one last, 
lingering look at Joanna in the sky. Then I bum a few 
cigarettes and climb down the communal stairwell to my 
apartment below. 

I unlock the door to find my daughter Spark and 
Joanna’s son Ten tangled up on my couch. Molted shirts 
and socks form a nearly ceremonial circle around them. 

“Ten,” I snap, and take some satisfaction watching 
him blanch. “Go to the roof and wait for your mother to 
come down.” 

Ten’s skinny teenaged body scrambles away from 
Spark and back into his clothes. 

“I’ll text, yeah?” he says, hip cocked against the door 
frame. 

“Mom! What’d you do that for?” Spark demands once 
he’s gone. She crosses her arms over her chest. 

I get started on dinner: no-brand spaghetti and instant 
meat powder for the tomato sauce. 

“Kick Ten out, you mean? His tattoos were ruining 
my appetite.” 

A snort escapes Spark. Ten’s back tattoo really was a 
bad choice on his and Joanna’s part. An extinct Bengal 



Side Effects May Vary 

41 

tiger, opening and closing its jaws cartoonishly whenever 
he shrugs his shoulders. 

Then, Spark remembers herself and whose side she’s 
on. “You can’t speak that way about my boyfriend’s ink.” 

I stop my clanging rummage through the kitchenware 
cupboard. Only Ten’s heavy footsteps can be heard 
pacing the roof above. “Does he know he’s your 
boyfriend?” 

Spark surges to her feet and glares at me, eyes aflame. 
Her irises are violet, a modification that cost half my 
monthly cashier’s paycheck from the local supermarket 
when colored contacts could have done the job just 
fine. Like Liz Taylor, I said as a way to console myself 
when I first saw her purple irises. Spark had rolled her 
eyes. Who? 

“What’s wrong with you?” my daughter shouts, and I 
crash-land back to the present. “Do you enjoy seeing me 
miserable like you?” 

She stalks across the kitchen and slams the door of the 
single bedroom behind her. So hard, in fact, that plaster 
rains down like dandruff. I look at the meal I’m 
preparing, and I don’t feel like eating a single bite. My 
good mood from the sugary placebo pill, gone. I’m back 
to worrying about the shitty apartment, the mounting 
bills, and the teenager who has vowed to forever mistake 
my concern for callousness. 

My thoughts, as always, drift to Joanna. I drop my 
head onto the kitchen counter and picture her floating up 
in the smog-veiled sky without a care in the world. 

 
“It’s not like they’re getting married,” Joanna says 

with a breezy laugh, as she flips through the bright blur 
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of her magazine. The two of us are in the private clinic’s 
testing room, waiting for the floral injection to kick in. 
“They’re kids, barely seventeen.” 

“Exactly,” I say through gritted teeth. “Kids. Besides, 
no offense, but we’re already in each other’s pockets 
24/7. I don’t want us to be co-mothers-in-law, too.” 

I can already tell this is going to be a bad trip. I try to 
distract myself from the discomfort, reading one of the 
magazines provided by the nurses who hooked us to IVs 
and strapped us to these padded chairs. It’s impossible to 
focus on any of the pictures, let alone the text. The ads 
are moving. Are they supposed to do that? Spark would 
know. My veins feel too small for my body, bursting at 
the already frayed seams. Discomfort teeters on the edge 
of pain, then plunges right over it. I was given no placebo 
this time, that’s for sure. 

Joanna prattles on. First about the latest Ten and Spark 
gossip, then about this article in her magazine I 
just have to read. Something about in-vitro human body 
parts cultivated in disused dairy farms. It all seems so far 
away, removed from my reality. I toss my magazine 
across the room and grab the bowl in my lap just in time 
to violently vomit into it, a pink sludge dotted with rose 
petals, torn daisy chains and—are those thorns? I choke. 
My throat is scraped raw, coated in sickly sweetness and 
pine sap. 

I yell for the nurse to dislodge the tubes from my 
veins, but Joanna shakes her head at me and makes soft 
clucking noises with her tongue. “Lydia darling, relax. If 
you leave now, you aren’t getting a single coin out of 
this.” 

Sometimes I think Joanna is here for the drugs, not the 
money. Or perhaps it’s the thrill of the unknown that 
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appeals to her. The pharma scientists, on the other hand, 
want to eliminate any unknown variables so they can sell 
their pills and injections to alternative psychotherapy 
centers or rich college kids looking for creative party 
drugs. But who tests everything beforehand to make sure 
the products are fun, safe, and relaxing? We do. People 
like Joanna and I, who need to supplement our income so 
we don’t end up evicted. 

I slam my neck against the headrest and try to breathe 
despite the floral juice clogging my veins and oozing 
through my orifices. Chattering nurses come and go, 
sometimes accompanied by a young doctor, who takes 
notes of the progress and replaces our IV bags when 
they’re empty. Apparently even through the ordeal, we 
need to stay hydrated. 

Joanna requests a different magazine and sits back to 
read serenely. Models catwalk up and down the glossy 
pages, the motions of their hips hypnotic. She didn’t get 
a placebo, but the floral medicine seems to agree with her 
body in a way it definitely doesn’t with mine. It leaves 
her all calm and lax, a slight smile lifting the corners of 
her mouth. She looks at the fashion models, and I look at 
her. 

After it’s finally over, a couple of sullen techs escort 
us to the front desk. We sign yet another confidentiality 
agreement and fill out a retroactive consent form before 
we can get our payment—cash, of course. Joanna offers 
me a ride home in her pick-up truck. It’s a hybrid, though 
not in design or efficiency; a motley beast of a vehicle 
made up of several different car parts. She seems sincere 
enough. Perhaps a bit guilty, too. After all, she’s 
completely fine, while tremors are still running through 
my body and my mouth tastes like rose jam and blood. 
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“No thanks,” I say, flagging down a taxi cab that’s 
going to cost me tomorrow’s food budget. “You have a 
hot date tonight. Your words, not mine.” 

Joanna waves and winks as the cab drives away with 
me slumped in the backseat. Her turquoise eyes are 
painted in perfect detail. I watched her apply at least five 
different products back at the clinic once it became clear 
her trip was going to be a good one. I don’t want to think 
about her and her date, not tonight. It’s true, what I said 
earlier. Joanna and I live next door, work neighboring 
cash registers in the supermarket, and do the 
pharmaceutical trials together. Sometimes we need a 
break from each other. It’s fine, truly. 

When I arrive home, Spark is painting her toenails, 
propped up against the windowsill. Neon orange polish 
dries on the curtain. She takes one unimpressed look at 
me and orders, “Shower, now.” 

I do as I’m told, letting the brownish water from the 
showerhead wash over me. By the time I return to our 
kitchen-and-living-room combo in my ratty T-shirt and 
sleep shorts, Spark has finished cooking. Instant soup, but 
soup nonetheless. She watches me eat with poorly 
concealed worry in her violet eyes. I have no luck hiding 
from her the way each swallow hurts my throat. But after 
a few spoonfuls, I’m beginning to feel marginally more 
human. 

I crawl to the pull-out couch where I usually sleep, and 
Spark follows without a word. She tucks herself against 
my side and throws a scratchy blanket over us both. We 
talk about random, silly things. Or rather she talks, and I 
listen. Celebrity android singers, body mods, and animals 
coming back from the brink of extinction. After a 
moment’s hesitation she tells me about her vigilante 
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social justice group, which, to my surprise, is neither 
random nor silly. 

For the first time in a while, I get the feeling Spark 
doesn’t actually hate me. So, of course, I open my mouth 
and ruin everything. “Please promise me you and Ten are 
being careful. I can’t become a grandmother yet. I’d have 
to visit the organ harvesting clinic, because pill trials 
don’t pay enough for baby supplies.” 

It’s like Spark can’t climb off the couch fast enough. 
I’m cold despite the blanket. Bereft. 

“Just when I think we’re okay, you go and say shit like 
this,” Spark says, shaking her head. She punches her arms 
through the sleeves of a transparent vinyl coat and laces 
up her knee-high boots. “I’m going out with Ten. Don’t 
wait up.” 

Just like that, she’s gone. 
Time passes slowly, afterward. Although I regret 

bringing up the baby thing, I can’t stop picturing it: a 
study of human bioluminescence to buy a baby stroller. 
A test run of mood stabilizers that can knock out a horse 
to afford diapers and formula. In my fantasy, the test 
subject is always me, not Spark. Never Spark. I know Ten 
sometimes participates in trials from shadier districts that 
don’t ask for an ID. Those are high-paying, but also high 
risk, jobs. He’s a bad influence on Spark, just like his 
mother is sometimes a bad influence on me, as far back 
as when we first moved into neighboring apartments 
within days of each other, both very pregnant, and very 
alone. 

 
When it happens, Spark packs a small bag and 

disappears into the night without a word. I like to think I 
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wouldn’t have been smug about it; I would have 
comforted her if she’d let me. Perhaps it’s a good thing 
she left before she could put me to the test and watch me 
fail her again. 

I sink into a plastic chair on my tiny balcony and 
browse the ads section on my phone, occasionally 
circling one in red. The activity offers me a fine view of 
the gray street below, in case Spark decides to come back. 

I sense Joanna before I see her. Without looking away 
from my screen, I ask, “Did you know your son broke my 
daughter’s heart?” 

Her exhaled smoke from the balcony next door clouds 
my vision. It’s tangy and herbal, but not outright 
unpleasant. “Yeah? What’d he do this time?” 

“Broke up with her, then told her they were never 
together in the first place.” 

Joanna makes a commiserating noise. “Hey, I’ll talk 
to him.” 

“No need.” I don’t want Ten coming back to gaslight 
and string her along. She should focus on school or, I 
don’t know, her vigilante group. Even yelling at her 
mother is better than wasting all her time and energy on 
some boy who won’t give her the time of day. 

Joanna offers me a cigarette over the balustrade 
separating us, then motions for me to hand over my 
phone. She circles a few pharma trial ads with a 
manicured nail and gives my phone back. She’s lucky 
this week, doing a long-term study from home. The batch 
of pills is almost ready to ship too, so they want to re-test 
some side effects, but nothing too serious. The same can’t 
be said for the ads Joanna has picked for me. 
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“Hey, no,” I say, tapping on an uneven red circle. 

“Liliput Pharmaceuticals. No way I’m working for them 
again.” 

Last time I was injected, I became small enough to fit 
inside a pickle jar. The doctors promised me the meds, in 
their final form, were going to help people. “Imagine 
coming home after a long day of work. You could unwind 
by napping inside a flower or on the back of your favorite 
pet!” they said. 

It swiftly became one of the most harrowing 
experiences of my life, other than giving birth to Spark at 
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home while I fractured Joanna’s hand from how hard I 
was holding on. The doctors and nurses of Liliput 
Pharmaceuticals couldn’t hear me when I screamed 
through the thick glass. Let me out, let out. Small, 
unimportant, crushable; it was like everything bad I’ve 
ever felt about myself had been made manifest. 
Meanwhile, Joanna got the big pill, which says a lot about 
us as people, I think. She was a giant walking the hills 
around town for hours, free from the smog and 
claustrophobia. 

Eventually, we each returned to our regular size. The 
money was good, but after that I swore I’d be more picky 
with the trials I signed up for. 

“Why not, Lydia? We could do the study together 
after I’m done with this one,” she says. “I won’t let you 
go alone, pinky promise.” 

I shake my head no again. Joanna makes me stupid 
sometimes. Her infallible cheer and reckless confidence 
rub off on me and cause me to agree to quick-money 
schemes with lingering effects. Then there was that one 
time I made out with her in the back of her truck after a 
drug trial. We weren’t nearly high enough to pretend this 
wasn’t something we’d both been craving for years. I 
know I still do. But Spark needs stability, not a typhoon 
like Joanna in her life. 

So what if Joanna is always in my mind, on top of all 
the other spaces I share with her? 

I could kick myself when I ask out of the blue, “How 
did your hot date go?” 

Joanna throws her head back and honks a laugh. It’s 
almost as charming as the softer smile she aims my way 
afterward. “It was fun, but don’t worry about it. I will 
always like you best.” 
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Before I can overcome my shock and say something, 
anything, she leans down over the balcony railing. “Is 
that Spark?” Joanna asks. “She’s in a hurry.” 

I look too, my heart pinching tight in my chest. It 
really is Spark. I wave my hands as if to banish the scent 
of smoke from my clothes, or Joanna’s confession from 
my mind. Then I go back inside to wait for my daughter. 
Except her footsteps—wobbly, almost airy, and so unlike 
her usual stomping of boots—pass our floor and head up 
to the roof. 

“Spark?” I call out as I slide my bare feet into canvas 
shoes. 

The roof access door clicks open, then slams shut. I 
sprint up the damp-smelling stairwell, careful of the last 
steep steps, and burst out onto the rooftop. Spark stands 
in the middle of the grimy expanse of concrete, 
surrounded by cables and solar panels. She is 
trembling—from sadness or anger, I think at first. But 
then her form vibrates and oscillates as if without her 
consent. 

I step nearer her, only to notice she isn’t entirely solid. 
The sun’s rays pass right through her. 

“Spark!” I shout, thrumming with panic. “What did 
you do?” 

“I’m sorry, Mom,” she whispers, her body already 
dissolving. “I just didn’t want to think for a bit.” 

Spark begins to levitate, shifting forms mid-air. I try 
to grab hold of her, but all I feel is cold vapor against my 
hands. 

There’s someone next to me, holding me back. 
Joanna, speaking soothingly in my ear. “Don’t do 
anything stupid, it’s just a pharma trial. We did it too not 
so long ago, remember? Perfectly safe.” 
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“The cloud one,” I say, relief spreading thickly 
through me. “Ten and Spark—have they been doing this 
together? Did you know and hide it from me?” 

Joanna chews her bottom lip. Her expression is 
distinctly guilty. I bat away her arms around my waist, 
fuming. 

“Look, it’s fine, she’s fine. The study is almost 
complete, they only wanted to check the duration of the 
effects on young adults.” 

I stare at Joanna in disbelief. I am about to say 
something that I know I will regret, when the first 
raindrops hit us. It’s been sunny and dry all day, but 
Spark’s cloud is bruise-dark against the vapid blue of the 
sky. A storm cloud, heavy with rain. My daughter’s tears 
drench me, and in them I taste her heartbreak. Soon, the 
nebular mass of her starts moving away from the rooftop, 
out toward the town’s clusters of buildings. It takes me a 
moment to realize what’s going on through the salty blur 
of my own tears. 

“Um, Lydia, this wasn’t supposed to happen.” Joanna 
is looking at me like I can absolve her. Mascara streaks 
her wet cheeks, while her soft-focus eyeshadow gives her 
the impression of a watercolor painting abandoned in the 
rain. 

“The stabilizing serum.” I curse and kick at the rain-
slick cement. Of course. When Joanna and I did the study 
last month, she was given a serum that ensured she 
wouldn’t drift away during her temporary transformation 
into a cloud. Did Spark refuse the serum on purpose? Did 
the interns in that shabby clinic Ten favors neglect to 
mention the serum in the first place? 

I make a mad dash down six flights of stairs until my 
feet hit the graffiti-tagged sidewalk below. My gaze 
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scours the sky for my daughter. There she is, my Spark, 
my Liz Taylor, my storm cloud shot through with barely 
contained forks of lightning. She’s moving past 
skyscrapers and billboards, headed for the green of the 
hills beyond our town. Rain still falls on the dry tarmac, 
painting it darker with her sorrow. 

Joanna has followed me to the street. 
I look at her, doubled over and panting by my side, 

and I sternly say, “Keys, now.” 
She straightens and gawks at me. “What?” 
“Joanna. I need to borrow your truck, and you can’t 

say no.” 
She fishes the keys out of her pocket and places them 

in my hand, but she doesn’t let go. Her cool fingers wrap 
around my wrist, holding on. “They’re kids. You have to 
let them live their own lives.” 

“Exactly,” I say, although my anger is evaporating 
fast. “She’s my kid. And she needs me.” 

I extricate myself from Joanna, not ungently. It’s true 
that she makes me foolish, but a lot of the time I want 
nothing more than to be a fool with her. Not this time. 
She stands on the curb and watches me climb inside her 
pickup truck. I shove the key in the ignition and sweep 
her old fast food wrappers away from the dashboard. In 
the rearview mirror, my friend, neighbor, colleague, and 
almost lover looks strangely small and fragile. Right 
now, however, I have to focus on Spark. We can fight, 
and she can hate me all she wants, but she’s still my top 
priority. 

I clutch the pink-furred steering wheel. The 
accelerator hits the floor. I drive toward the hills, leaving 
my cacophonous, steel-gray town behind. I’m not 
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following the dark nimbus cloud that is my daughter so I 
can gloat and say I told you so. 

When the pills wear off and she falls to the ground, 
I’ll be there to catch her. 
 
 
First published in Fusion Fragment 8 (2021). 
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Like Persephone, you hear 
the rivers gurgling in the caves, 
like bells that sing, “Come to us, 
you know you want to.” Don’t you? 

Well, perhaps the time’s not ripe 
to fling aside your cloak of care 
of children, husband, home and work, 
to disappear beneath the earth. 

Happy in the sun, you say. 
Surely it’s light, not dark, 
that would illuminate the moments 
when, like a sudden thunderstorm, 

you weep. 

 



	

 

Solitary 
David Birch Ellis 

 

 
Art © 2023, Joyce Chng 

 



David Birch Ellis	

56 

If a tree walks through 
the forest 
and no one sees it 
and the other trees stand mute, 
unseeing, unmoving but for 
the wind rustling 
their branches, 
does it feel unreal? 
Does it get lonely? 
Does it wonder if it will always walk 
alone? 
Does it finally stop 
and stand, 
years passing, 
hoping that one day 
another tree will walk past? 
Does it try to imagine what it 
will say 
and how it will feel 
and what it would be like 
to walk side by side 
with another?



	

 

The Later Life of Herr 
Samsa’s Picture 

Elizabeth R. McClellan 
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There was no reason to pick it up 
from the curb, except that the rain 
had just come, and the frame was so 
fine: turned neatly, made with care. 
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The picture was an advertisement 
I remembered: a woman in furs, 
flushed warm, with the smooth lips 
of someone whose water was always clean. 

Why such a fine frame for an ad? This 
G.S., who had etched his initials in the 
thing he built, did he love her like we love 
the dreams they sell us to keep us quiet? 

Did she remind him of sister, lover, wife— 
even self? Such things are not unheard of. 
Stuffing it beneath my ragged jacket, 
I felt something crusted and dried 

on the thin glass, barely adhesive, 
coated with grime. rubbing did not 
remove it, and it rained harder now, 
so I hurried home before I was soaked. 

It came clean with some alcohol and salt, 
and yes, the bourgeois in the picture had 
a prettier face when seen clearly, but 
furs are the province of the oppressor, 

the uniform of the class enemy. Still. 
She had mattered to this G.S., before 
whatever spill had left his picture obscured, 
whatever ill fortune had left it to gather 

dirt and later be rained on with the rubbish. 
My comrade, he made fun of me, the 
snobbish bastard: “Furs and fine ladies, 
then, instead of revolution?” I told him 
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to bite his tongue until he gave up his 
grandfather’s linen handkerchiefs, and he 
shot me a look that was not solidarity, 
muttered something he would not 

repeat. I studied the furred model while I 
sewed my living, and wondered about him: 
had he died? It seemed a shame to leave 
such a perfect frame in the rain. Did they 

not miss him enough to keep a memento? 
Perhaps he built better ones, to hold more 
cherished things, and there was not room 
for one more? Perhaps they didn’t even 

know him, just bought a pretty piece from 
a workman with a steady lathe-hand, but 
it fitted the picture so exactly, like one was 
made for the other. When I was next around 

that street, after a meeting where nothing 
was decided except that men of every class 
talk too much and listen too little, and me 
in my better clothes, as not to attract suspicion, 

I knocked at a door near where I remembered 
picking up the frame, and asked “do you 
know a woodworker who may have lived 
near here, a Herr G.S.?” The door slammed 

in my face like a shot, and the woman 
who opened the next door looked at me 
like she would rather shoot me dead than say 
“He’s dead. Family gone. Get off the street, 
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it’s late.” I did not risk a third. Perhaps G.S. 
was a revolutionary too, perhaps he died 
gloriously, and his family fled. Perhaps the 
lady in furs was a trick, a bit of misdirection. 

My comrade isn’t welcome around now. 
I told him it was my landlady, but I prefer 
her quiet company by candlelight, 
subversive pamphlets tucked behind her frame. 



	

 

Mageochory 
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(based on photograph © 2021 by Ramin Talebi) 
 

They sit in storage, in rows, 
underground and awaiting 
each one a slightly different shade— 
cobalt, ochre, viridian—colors of magic. 
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They don’t always grow, if you plant them 
and when they do, you might not get what you expected. 
Magic doesn’t conform. 

I’m not sure magic is entirely Euclidian 
the seeds seem to take up more space 
than just the plane of cabinet drawers. 
They cut through deception, false flattery. 
They tell the truth. 

I’m not sure I fit in this world either, 
so I scatter them when I can, 
somewhere they might grow freely 
somewhere I could stand in relevé, 
let my movements, my truths take space, 
feel the seeds’ magic 
use it to grow. 
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