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Letter from the
Editor

The End of the World and
Why You Should Care

 


The end
is nigh… Or at least that’s what people are interpreting the end of
the Mayan calendar to mean. Actually, the Mayans make no mention of
“the end of the world.” Their five thousand year calendar simply
had to end somewhere. Seriously, we should be more awed by their
organizational abilities and thoughtful outlook to the future than
anything. How many years worth of calendars do you keep in your office?
Exactly.

However,
that’s not to say that strange things aren’t happening. Last year,
there were record breaking tornadoes. It’s been a banner year for
destructive hurricanes and here in the Northeast, we’ve already had
a few nor’easters. And solar activity is supposed to be at its
highest in centuries. A couple weeks ago, a solar flare erupted
that – had it hit us – would have destroyed all electronics on
Earth. We even had our own mini-apocalypse here at
The Speculative Edge.
All of the files for the magazine are conveniently and
irresponsibly located on a single thumb drive. That drive vanished
for a couple of days. This time, we were lucky and were able to
find it.

Twenty
years ago, describing someone as a “survivalist” evoked a very
specific image. They had crazy eyes, a bomb shelter, and an
over-abundance of camouflage clothing. But prepping is no longer
just for the crazies and soldier of fortune junkies. Shows
like Doomsday Preppers are making it common – even popular. And with good reason –
it’s a smart practice.

If you live in a tornado
or hurricane prone area, you’re probably already prepping and might
not even know it. Prepping is storing drinking water for your
family incase the faucet stops working. It’s storing non-perishable
canned food. If you live north of the Mason Dixon, it’s having warm
sleeping bags on hand and plenty of extra blankets. After hurricane
Sandy, there are a lot of people in New York and New Jersey who are
glad they did these things and even more who wish they
had.

So as we
transition this holiday season from being thankful for what he have
to being lustful for what we want, let’s all take a moment to plan
ahead for what we need. For us at The
Speculative Edge, that means storing
backups of our files on two or even three different
drives.

To help you on this quest,
our essay for this issue comes from a popular survivalist author,
James, Wesley Rawles. He provides an excellent introduction to
prepping for newbies. His advice is practical and thoughtful.
Apocalyptic fiction has always been one of my favorite genres of
fiction. After reading through these stories, ask yourself the
tough questions of “what if”… just in case the Mayans turn out to
be right.

 


 


 


 


 


 


Shane Collins

Editor in Chief


Author Spotlight

Interview with Jo
Cannon
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Jo Cannon is a UK author
who published a collection of short stories called “Insignificant
Gestures” in 2010.

Collins: Thank you so much for
agreeing to interview with us, Jo!

Cannon: Thanks, Shane. I’m surprised
and honoured that you asked!

Collins: Tell us a little about your
short story collection “Insignificant Gestures.”

Cannon: Insignificant
Gestures is a collection of 25 stories.
Some have a surreal edge, but others are grounded in the ordinary
world of family life, urban demolition and dentists. Many of my
characters are misfits, or perceive themselves to be – and many
have made fantastic journeys across the world. Sometimes the
protagonist in one story plays a smaller role, seen from someone
else’s perspective, in another. The stories are variously set in
place and time. My characters lead complex inner lives, far removed
from their everyday external selves, and I hope my readers identify
with this.

Collins: What is it about
apocalyptic fiction that you enjoy writing?

Cannon: I don’t set out to write
apocalyptic fiction, Shane. I’m interested that you see my stories
like that. The dystopian settings are really projected images of
characters’ inward experiences: they represent, like a backdrop,
the chaos of inner worlds which have been overturned by intense
emotions like grief, loneliness or abandonment. In other stories
the surreal location is metaphor, e.g in Jam it signifies time passing
through a life time.

Collins: What’s your favorite story
in the collection and why?

Cannon: My favorite is
Jam because in some ways
it describes my philosophy of life – if that doesn’t sound too
pretentious! I also like Evo-stik and the
Bigamist, which is loosely based on the
family mythology of my childhood.

Collins: What’s your favorite
end-of-the-world novel and why?

Cannon: Probably The Road by Cormack McCarthy, which
I found powerful, moving, and horribly believable. Many parts of
the world are blighted like that even now.

Collins: With the over-abundance of
natural disasters and failing world-wide economies, it almost feels
like the world is ending. What do you think – were the Mayan’s
right?

Cannon: No, I don’t believe so!
Natural calamities and wars have always happened, but in the past
people didn’t hear much about them. Now we are bombarded with
frightening images from all over the world. Young people rarely
believe in apocalypse because they feel invincible; as we get
older, we have a greater awareness of the vulnerability of
ourselves and our loved ones, and the world seems a less
predictable place. I think apocalypse is a state of mind – an
intimation of mortality.

Collins: Where do you get the ideas
for your stories?

Cannon: We all have stories to tell.
Mine are informed by my experiences in life and work, or by things
people have told me or I have read about. Mostly, I just make them
up.

Collins: Is there an over-arching
message in “Insignificant Gestures” that you want readers to
grasp?

Cannon: Maybe it is just that we
share a common humanity; our emotions and inner lives have more
similarities than differences, however unlikely that might
appear.

Collins: Are there any new authors
that have grasped your interest?

Cannon: In UK, only small
independent presses are prepared to take the risk of backing new
writers, and only they support the short story form. Salt, Comma,
Route and of course, my publisher Pewter Rose, consistently publish
good new writers. I recommend recent collections by Carys Bray and
Joel Willans, to name a couple.

Collins: What is the next writing
project you’re working on?

Cannon: I hope to publish another
collection in due course. But it’s a slow job – ‘Insignificant
Gestures’ took five years to complete.

Collins: Many of our readers are
writers themselves. Do you have any advice for
them?



Cannon: I wouldn’t presume to advise
anyone! I just wish them creativity, fun and good luck in their
writing lives.

Collins: Do you have anything
specific that you want to say to your readers?

Cannon: I hope you enjoy my stories
and identify with the characters. And if you do, please buy a copy
and give it to someone for Christmas! I have a day job which
sustains me, but my publishers run their business on a shoe-string.
They are philanthropists who support literature for the most
altruistic reasons.

Collins: What’s your favorite fan
response to something you’ve written?

Cannon: Fan response is an
over-statement! But I was touched that the author Jill Dawson
described my book as ‘beautifully written, subtle and
impassioned.’

Collins: Thank you so much for
interviewing with us! Do you have any final words you’d like to
tell our readers?

Cannon: Just thanks for taking the
time to read this interview. And thanks so much for your time and
interest, Shane.


Fiction

 


Needle-Stick
Baby

By Jo Cannon

 


My hands are red to the
wrist. Blind and clumsy in out-sized rubber gloves, my fingers
probe the uterus to find the incision. The nurse scoops blood from
the opened abdomen into a metal bowl. She pours it through a sieve
and back into the patient via a hanging drip bag and tube. Fast as
she bales the level rises. I locate the cut and through it, a small
hard head. My fingers inch along slippery curves of back and
buttock, hook miniature armpits, slide the baby through the opening
and into Angela’s hands. She wraps the little boy deftly and
continues ladling.

Trembling with tension, I
detach the placenta from its gritty bed and drop it into a bucket.
The barely anaesthetised mother murmurs. Frustrated by blunt
instruments and limited skills, I feel a quick jolt of anger. With
looping stitches I secure the gaping uterus. Angela still ladles
but the lake is subsiding. The patient is stirring as I close the
abdominal wall. No bikini-line incision this, just straight up and
down – the fastest way to get the baby out. The needle slides too
easily through wasted muscle and paper-fine skin.

Nothing is as it should be.
Pregnant women are supposed to be fat. I never claimed to be a
surgeon or an obstetrician, but there’s only me left. Without a
word – no mention of Hippocrates or duty – doctors slid one by one
into the night, taking x-ray plates, sterilizer and any equipment
that could be sold. Nurses followed with bed linen and bandages. We
operate in the few hours when the generator works, by the light of
a desk lamp that an auxiliary shines into the wound.

I glance across at the
baby tucked beneath the nurse’s arm. Calm grey eyes stare
back.

I think, Molly.

The needle snags, slips
through thick rubber and pierces my thumb.

There’s blood on the floor
and inside my plastic boots. At the sink I strip off the gloves and
hold my hand beneath guttering brown water. The puncture wound is
beginning to ooze, the skin around bruising fast. I look again at
the teenage mother. Skin pitted, eyes in dark craters, she’s
clearly unwell. She mumbles as the anaesthetic, delivered through a
soaked rag on her face, wears off.

I’ve been too long at the
sink. Angela looks over my shoulder.

‘Are you alright,
David?’

Seeing the needle-stick
injury, her eyes meet mine in the glass. Later she comes to my
on-call room. We lie together, as often before, on the narrow bed.
I’ve no idea what she means to me, or I to her. We never question
each other’s past or discuss the future.

I rarely leave the
hospital now. The streets are dangerous; snipers take pot-shots at
cars and pedestrians. And I can’t face my flat. Though she left two
years ago, some of my wife’s clothes still hang in the wardrobe and
her make-up litters the dressing table. Every hastily half-emptied
drawer releases potent fumes of rejection. At night, or in moments
between patients, I fantasise scenes of her return. She says it was
a mistake. Or she just went to find Molly. Sometimes I imagine she
brings our daughter home. Molly’s absence is like a glass splinter
in the foot. By treading carefully I avoid feeling it, but when I
forget and put down my heel, the pain, after two years, is the
same.

My wife never forgave me
for sending away our beautiful ten-year-old girl. But there was no
choice; all the children were evacuated.

‘Why can’t you accept it?
Molly is different,’ she said.

Surely I was right. The
city went bad so fast, with burnt-out cars piled into roadblocks
and bullet holes in every wall. The kids that remain, darting
between shadows and doorways, are feral. I remember Molly waving
excitedly from the coach window as if on a school trip. Instead she
was taken to the coast and a ship bound for an unnamed safe
destination. All the women were crying. We were promised
newsletters and regular e-mails home. We have heard
nothing.

 


***

 


Sometimes I lose the will
to get up and work. I lie in my clothes from the previous day,
weighed down as if with extraordinary gravity, and ignore the
uproar outside. Nobody queues quietly anymore; such courtesies now
seem quaint and improbable. Patients bang on the clinic door, tear
it open and crowd around me. The strong fight the weak to push
themselves or their relatives forward. Having so little to give I’m
afraid of their disappointment and anger. Mostly I tell them what
to buy from the street-peddlers who sell pillaged drugs outside the
hospital gate. Antibiotics and analgesics are sold like talismans,
one pill at a time. I’ve bartered the dwindling contents of my flat
for surgical gloves. People mill around, giddily panic-buying,
until a bullet bouncing off the pavement or an explosion a few
streets away makes them retreat inside.

Inert on the bed I imagine
my wife’s return. She says she’s sorry, she knows now she can’t
love anyone but me. I tell myself this story so often, embellished
with little details of tenderness and contrition, that for moments
at a time I believe it’s true. Intrusive, more plausible images of
her with that man, I reject. I pretend I don’t know who he
is.

Sometimes I hear my wife
say, ‘I’ve found Molly, she’s fine. She was looked after all the
time.’

I picture Molly on a beach.
The image comes unbidden, awake or asleep. Fallen trees lie twisted
into giant lattices on the shore. Waves rear and collapse in great
slabs of sound. She’s sunburnt, crusted with salt but not unhappy
as she plays with shells or climbs the trellis of trees. At night
she lies quietly on the sand; she shivers but doesn’t
wake.

Molly has Down’s syndrome.
In my dream she’s not alone. Someone watches over her.

Then Angela comes to fetch
me. She pushes my feet into shoes, splashes my face with water and
I return to work.

 


***

 


Don’t presume I’m a brave
man. When they came with guns to rob the pharmacy, I handed over
the keys and stood aside without a word. Night after night they
return. Sometimes they take women from the wards. I stay in my room
and pretend not to hear the sobs and pleading as girls are led
away. Equipment and drugs still arrive sporadically in trucks with
names of aid agencies on the side. Tough, edgy drivers negotiate
roadblocks and landmines to deliver supplies that are stolen within
days.

The crowds in the waiting
room terrify me. My throat fills with heartbeats so I can scarcely
breathe. Each tight layer of fear that I manage to peel away
reveals another beneath. Then Angela takes over. I hear her crisp
voice outside the clinic door insist on a queue. Passing down the
line, she picks out the sickest children to ensure they’re seen
first. She assumes good will and co-operation, and it works – a
sleight of hand that amazes me though I’ve seen her perform it a
hundred times.

Meanwhile I wait. Piece by
piece I relinquish all I have. When there’s nothing left I’ll go.
For two years I’ve waited for my wife to come back. I feel her
presence as though she’s watching me. If I turn my head to a black
splash of shadow, I’m certain she’s there. I imagine her admiration
– never expressed when we were together – as I operate or cope with
impossible cases. A commentary incessant as tinnitus runs through
my head while I work.

‘Look what I’m doing. I’m
better than him. Aren’t I?’

 


***

 


It’s a relief of sorts, my
illness four months after the needle-stick injury. The anticipation
and dread are over. My skin flushes hot and cold, tender mounds
form in the hollows of my body, my tongue coated with white dust.
We long ago ran out of kits, but the test is unnecessary. Points of
darkness dance before my eyes. Angela’s skin feels cool against
mine yet I don’t pull her closer. There’s no need for either of us
to say anything.

After ten days the fever
subsides. I wake one evening to lightness, as if something has
fallen away. Outside, the silence is stretched tight. At last I
have nothing. I can go find the beach and my daughter. I’ll step
through the hospital gate into the filth of the city. I’m prepared
to walk through sniper fire, continents, and all the broken
doorways of the world. My rucksack is light, so meagre are my
needs.

Raindrops explode in
puddles as I cross the empty car park. The hospital is in darkness;
light shines only from the neonatal unit. As if space walking, I
drift towards it. I step inside to find Angela with the
needle-stick baby. His young mother left one night, slipped back
into the whispering alleys from where she came. Like all our
orphaned and abandoned children, the little boy sleeps in a plastic
tub warmed underneath by hot water in a metal bowl. Angela’s face
is grey and tired, but she smiles as she dips over the cot. The
baby waves star-man hands and grins gummily back.

I say, ‘I’m
leaving.’

Angela doesn’t reply. They
are playing peep-bo, as if untouched by the days that surround
them. She hides behind her hands. Each time her face magically
reappears, the baby laughs.

I wonder whether I’ve
spoken aloud.

I say, ‘Why do you
stay?’

Angela glances up. ‘I’m
needed here.’

She covers her face again.
‘And for you, David.’

Like a pianist who has
practised the same bars over and over, I hear for the first time
the tune that was there all along.

She says, ‘A girl on the
post-natal ward is bleeding. I’ve got the theatre ready. I’m glad
you’re feeling better. I didn’t want to wake you.’

I put my bag down. Angela
fishes the wriggling baby from his plastic bowl and hands him to
me. Compared with my rucksack the child is substantial, chunky.
Grabbing my finger ferociously, he stares as if I’m the shiniest
thing he’s ever seen.

 



Eye of the
Storm

By Jo Cannon

 


Meek and lost behind
spectacles, the dentist’s eyes won’t lock onto mine. They slide in
one direction, his words in another. It’s unnerving.

‘Really, there’s no need to
panic,’ he says.

I don’t accept I panicked.
Gurgled a little, maybe.

‘Try to stay calm. It will
only take five minutes.’

A daddy-long-legs dances,
seventies style, across a digital clock on the wall. 2.16; by 2.21
this will be over. Dislocated sound pours from a radio. The
dentist’s gloved hands are inside my mouth, insistent.

 


***

 


2.17. Lignocaine creeps
through my jaw. Air begins to leak from the room, bit by bit.
Flying litter bumps against the glazed window of the surgery. The
wind has trailed me all summer. Moaning through the canyons of
concrete it followed me here, whipping my legs. I no longer buy
newspapers, but glimpse headlines in shops or over shoulders: high
winds circle the earth; hurricanes trash far away countries; people
are blown away.

At night, storms hunt
across the moon.

Standing at the window of
my flat, I watched the bulldozers and diggers move like aliens
towards us. Everything has been cleared away, block after block
taken down, our building the last. Three residents, old and batty,
refused to be re-housed. The council hopes they’ll die before
eviction notices are served. We stay too, not in defiance or
solidarity, but through inertia. Piece by piece I’ve packed our
possessions into cardboard boxes, taken down pictures and wrapped
crockery in newspaper. We live frugally like saints, one cup and
plate each, waiting for something to happen. Twenty years in one
place should roar as I pick it apart, but disintegrates in my
fingers like damp paper. Only my son’s room is undisturbed. When I
open his door and suggest he starts to pack, he stares with
affronted blankness from a sweet haze of cannabis smoke. He knows
he should have strong feelings about the move, but they escape
him.

 


***

 


2.18. Stopping my mouth
with metal instruments, the dentist murmurs something about a
squirrel he feeds in his garden. Unable to reply, I reflect I
haven’t seen squirrel, cat, or any living thing for some time. I
hang nuts from my balcony but no birds come. The last tree was cut
down a month ago. The buzz of the drill inside my head reminds me
of the electrical saws that took the tree apart – I felt my skin
vibrate even through closed windows. Severed limbs screeched as
they fell. As they dug out the roots with mechanical diggers, the
thump-thump jarred my aching tooth.

My eyes have yet to adjust
to the gaps left by the tree and the demolished buildings. I still
see them, ghost images, behind my eyelids. Losing my mother was
like that.

Agnes, the most nimble of
the remaining residents, was on the stairs this morning carrying a
cardboard box full of rubbish. I watched her trail backwards and
forwards, lug stuff to the tree stump hole and chuck it in. She
must be clearing her flat after all. I’d assumed her to be as
trenchant as the other two. There are years left yet in the old
girl’s body, if not her brain; her legs, although dubiously
stained, still muscular. She smells now – she never used to – and
her grey socks are tangled around her ankles.

‘Shame about the tree,’ I
remarked, trying to help with a box.

Agnes swatted me away.
‘Good riddance, more like. Bloody trees. Suck the goodness out of
the air. Can’t breathe these days.’

She talks like a swimmer
breathing. Cigarette smoke creeps up her face to get lost in her
hair.

The bulldozers haven’t
returned for weeks. All is quiet now while they wait for the old
people to die.

 


2:20.
The dentist rocks backwards and forwards inside my mouth. My head
lurches as if with strange, powerful alcohol. One night there was
an earthquake: a small one. Empty clothes hangers jangled inside
the wardrobe. I thought the diggers were working again. Greg
stirred beside me as the streetlight outside flickered and dropped
blocks of yellow light on his creased monkey-like face. In the
morning he remembered nothing but it was in the papers:
‘Small earthquake shakes city, Richter
scale 3.’ Nothing to get excited
about.

My nerves are peeled.
Never have I felt so short-tempered, so full of aches and unease. I
mentioned it to the doctor when I consulted him about my swollen
face. Taking a chart from his drawer he asked questions, ticking
boxes as I replied.

‘Your scores show you are
moderately anxious and mildly depressed,’ he announced, pushing the
sheet towards me as proof.

His impassivity prickled
me. I imagined him perched on his bed in button-up pyjamas, ticking
a questionnaire. ‘Your scores show you are sexually repelled and
seriously irritated with me,’ he tells his tautly smiling
wife.

‘Actually I think I’ve got
cancer, in the jaw or stomach or somewhere.’

The words are comfort.
They make sense of the foreboding that has dogged me all
summer.

‘Like my mother,’ I
reminded him.

The last time I’d seen him
was at my mother’s bedside a year before. A lifelong hypochondriac,
she nonetheless omitted to tell either of us about her stomach
pains. On her regular visits to surgery she carefully laid a
disappearing trail of irrelevant symptoms. As her flesh melted she
claimed to be slimming, until she was in bed, a yellow skeleton,
too frail to stand but refusing hospital admission because there
was nothing wrong with her. The doctor stood stiff and dismayed
while I berated him and my mother vomited her life’s blood into a
bucket. And all the time we argued and she deteriorated, she was
receiving texts from a medium.

‘Mother, you don’t even
believe that rubbish. And when did you learn to

text?’

. The medium said the
people my mother could see packing the room were my father and
grandparents come to take her home. My mother slid in and out of
consciousness while the doctor fiddled with needles and drips. He
gave up at last because it was too late. Another text came, which I
didn’t read.

How can anyone so
vibrantly infuriating as my mother, be dead?

 


2.21 has come and gone.
The dentist lied: it isn’t finished yet. He adjusts his position.
The nurse hoovers neatly inside my mouth, sucking up bloody
fountains of spittle. All summer an abscess has been forming on the
root of my tooth. Maybe that’s what was wrong with me, all along:
the body’s shocked response to infection, rallying white cells and
discharging chemicals. Irritation seeps like toxin though my blood
stream. No one escapes: not Simon, my slothful son, nor Gabrielle,
my gormlessly holy daughter, and certainly not Greg, my plug-ugly
husband, hiding his wobbly teeth behind his hand.

‘I’ve got dental phobia,’
he says.

‘You’re not phobic. You’re
just scared.’

I find his teeth
sometimes. He hides them like an alcoholic’s bottles, behind the
alarm clock or under toilet rolls. Once in my slippers. As the
house empties he has fewer hiding places. I wonder how long before
all his teeth are gone. Already he’s grotesque as a cartoon tramp.
He sneezes and I see him secrete an expelled tooth in his tissue;
later I find it in my underwear draw. He thinks if he doesn’t smile
I won’t notice. I trick him by talking about Gabrielle, rocking in
the arms of Jesus on a missionary ship off the coast of South
America. Whenever our daughter is mentioned, his face forms dopey
indulgent folds and he forgets to cover his mouth.

‘Don’t you pity those South
Americans?’ I say. ‘She must be getting on their nerves very badly
by now. If she wants to practice her goodness on heathens, there’s
more in this city than there. Probably more in these
flats.’

‘Oh, I don’t know,’ he
mumbles. ‘I think we’re quite a spiritual lot. In touch with the
cosmos, sort of.’

‘Who are you talking
about?’ I snap. ‘Three mad old women, an idiot boy and a
brain-fried old hippy? And don’t you dare suggest I’m in touch with
anything. Don’t even think about it.’

‘You’re proud of her
really,’ he says. ‘Her eyes shine with sincerity.’

‘They bulge,’ I correct
him. ‘She only does it to wind me up. She was always the same,
hanging round my legs when I was trying to get rid of Jehovah's
Witnesses. Smirking at them. She’d tell them she wanted to go to
Sunday school, but her mother wouldn’t let her.’

‘I think she does a lot of
good,’ he says.

‘But there are hurricanes
in South America, landslides, mudslides. Those poor people have
enough to put up with and anyway, it’s not safe. Watch the news –
everything’s getting closer. Look outside – the estate is
disappearing. I had to jump over a crack like a chasm on the way to
book my appointment with the dentist. Have you been into the
city-centre lately? All the trees have blown down, squashing the
cars. There’s hardly any traffic left. Everyone is leaving but
us.’

 


2.35. Soon ten minutes
will have elapsed. I smell the dentist’s deodorant and beneath that
his armpit, which pumps up and down not far from my face. He
continues to blather about squirrels. I wonder where he lives.
Maybe somewhere in this city there’s a better place where trees
still stand. How does he get to work now his surgery is a lone
building in a wasteland of rubble? Where does he cross the
cracks?

Perhaps it’s just my age,
as my mother always said. Exasperation at the memory hurls itself
on nothing. Sometimes I spot it in the mirror: old age, waving
cockroach feelers from a keyhole, gone before you believe what
you’ve seen. With the passage of time my mother’s face thickens
like a skin over mine. But I don’t accept it. I feel the same,
jumpy as a hamster inside my baggy pelt. The old people in our
flats think I’m young, a baby. When we moved in I was pregnant and
they were already old, but now they are ancient, dusty things. For
years I’ve received a few pounds every month from social services
to look after them. At first I shopped and tidied, but as time
passed my duties became more personal. These days I empty commodes
and scrub false teeth. When the bulldozers came, two of the old
women took to their beds. Communicating with each other by text,
they plot against the council. What’s with all this texting? How
did people so decrepit learn such a skill?

‘They can’t carry us out in
our beds,’ they say. ‘It would look bad in the papers.’

‘When did you last see a
paper?’ I say. ‘They’ve changed. Something is happening and we
haven’t been told. The council won’t come, they’ve forgotten us. I
haven’t seen a child for months. I think they’ve all been
evacuated.’

 


One more wrench, something
crunches, and the tooth is out. 2.38: twelve minutes, start to
finish. The dentist shyly waves the tooth, an antique peg – surely
not mine? I stare in disbelief. How did it get so old? Spitting
blood into the sink I feel lighter, purged, with a gap in my head
where a tooth should be.

The dentist says, ‘That’s
the last one I’ll be doing.’

He doesn’t charge me
anything.

I walk home on wobbly
legs. The wind has dropped. Plastic bags and strangely, sheep’s
wool are stuck all over the barbed wire around the demolition
sites. Everything but our block is razed to the ground. Most of the
windows are boarded up; ours shows a sliver of light.

We don’t bother lock the
door anymore and it swings open at my touch. The flat throbs with
music. An old hippy anthem, ‘Free bird,’ is playing and my son and
husband are dancing in each other arms. Boxes are piled up at last
outside Simon’s room. The furniture has been pushed against the
walls. I sink to the floor and watch my family
critically.

‘I think it’s the end of
the world,’ I say.

In the din my voice goes
out like a match.

The music changes pace.
The men twitch around the room, strumming hard on imaginary
guitars. Greg leaps, Mick Jagger style, into the air and as his
feet hit the ground a tooth patters onto the carpet. He stares at
it forlornly.

‘All this hippy stuff is
just a con, ’ I shout. ‘A cover-up for drink and dope and something
wrong inside your head.’

He grabs my hand and pulls
me to him, fitting his roomy mouth around my ear.

‘You never thought you’d
end up with a troll, doll,’ he says.

‘No, it wasn’t supposed to
be like this. And where’s Gabrielle? Why is she so far away? Hasn’t
she heard of texting?’

‘She’s fine,’ he says.
‘Everything’s fine. You’ve had a tooth out; you’re shocked. You’ll
feel better in the morning. And we’ll be leaving here soon. It
won’t be long now, we’re ready.’

Letting myself go loose in
his arms I cry for my tooth and my lost mother, and a world I don’t
understand any more.

Later in bed Greg takes my
hand, holds it to his lips and goes to sleep. For the first time in
months there’s no pain in my jaw. Perhaps I’ll be able to sleep
now. Outside the wind has dropped and a blackbird is calling. I
think of the dentist feeding the last squirrel in the city, and my
three old ladies scheming. I imagine Gabrielle on her missionary
ship, rolling unperturbed in the eye of a storm. In her arms, no
doubt, some toothy God-botherer she has seduced with her pop-eyed
piety and goofy gospel songs, the hussy.

I wish for my daughter
someone to love her until the last tooth drops from her head. I
dream her a world without end.
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The Edge of Something

By Dean Karpowicz

 


The Apophis field hangs
mutely in the void, the meteors somersaulting like the gears of
some vast cosmic machine. Its true ferocious velocity, an
avalanching thirty thousand miles per hour, is masked by the
absence of geographical context. There is no mountain range for it
to zip by, no tree line to bend and blur at its passing. There is
only the light-speckled black of space, which does blur a little
now and then, but just enough to stretch the starlight to the
thinnest gossamer strands. The way the camera swoops and glides
between the jagged stone gives us the impression that we are there,
swimming through the void like curious fish past a slow tumble of
stones.

A voice interrupts the
silence:

“The images we are seeing
are live,” it tells us. “Our feed is direct from the NASA probes
Elpis and Pistis, exclusively.” She speaks in the kind of gentle
voice that might be able to calm those of us in a feral state of
panic and simultaneously narrate our doom.

Cut to a second angle.
It’s more distant, and the blue glow of earth bends into the shot.
Yet the field holds stationary, churning. It’s hard to see any
actual pattern, but the chilling synchronicity of the gear-like
motion suggests an invisible matrix connecting them, an order that
transcends the desultory spatial arrangement.

“There isn’t much time
left,” the gentle voice announces. “We’re working in concert with
the Emergency Broadcast System, and we once again advise everyone
to report to one of the Designated Shelter Areas or to seek
cover.”

The image shifts abruptly.
They’ve done away with cinematic effects - no fades or dissolves.
It’s all cut shot: basic, practical, trusted, scientific. The
camera paths fish-like again, bending smooth and wide around one of
the larger fragments and then stopping just meters from the wreck
of something metallic. It’s stained mostly black, but a few of the
sharper edges catch the light from earth and glint like tiny random
beacons.

“What we’re seeing now is
the wreckage of the probe, Aegis. Experts are still unable to
determine how it malfunctioned during its mission.”

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/261914
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!
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