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About the author:
Paul Haines was raised in the 70s in the wrong part of Auckland, New Zealand. After completing a Bachelor’s degree in the frozen, drunken depths of Otago, he wound up working in computers and was eventually lured by sex and money to Australia in the 90s. Vowing to never call it home, he now lives in Melbourne with his wife and daughter.
He is the author of the award-winning collections Slice of Life (The Mayne Press, 2009) and Doorways For The Dispossessed (Prime Books, 2006). Paul survived the inaugural Clarion South writers workshop in 2004, and he has won the Aurealis, Ditmar, Chronos, and Sir Julius Vogel Awards and made the James Tiptree Jr. Honours List and the Locus Recommended Reading List for his writing. He is also a member of the Melbourne-based speculative fiction writers group SuperNOVA.
Lately, he’s been struggling to fight cancer.
More information on Paul can be found at: www.paulhaines.com
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Praise for Paul Haines’s work:
“Take a slab of Hunter S. Thompson, add some Philip K. Dick, and throw them into a blender for a while. Add a little dash of Brothers Grimm and a spoonful of American Psycho and what do you end up with? Paul Haines.”
– Strange Horizons
“Paul Haines knows what it is to be human, in all our cruel beauty, with all our vile dreams. His stories tear the masks off our civilized faces and expose the raw, bleeding apes cowering beneath.”
– Sean Williams, New York Times Bestselling author Stars Wars: The Force Unleashed and the Books of the Cataclysm series.
“Paul Haines has an unnerving sense for the softest, most secret corners of the male psyche, and in this collection dissects them with excruciating skill.There is no better horror writer working in Australia today.”
– Max Barry, author of Syrup and Jennifer Government.
“I’m just not sure that I ever want to shake the author’s hand; rightly or wrongly, I have the sneaking suspicion that I know where it’s been ...”
– Chuck McKenzie, HorrorScope
***
Dedication:
For my family.
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Introduction: Who is Paul Haines?
The Past is a Bridge Best Left Burnt
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Introduction: Who is Paul Haines?
Paul Haines is a mysterious figure. He's an award-winning Kiwi author ... or so we're led to believe. You can check out Wikipedia for all the superficial facts about this Paul Haines. But does that explain Paul Haines, the bloke in stories written by the author of the same name; the bloke who revels in all things nasty, disturbing, and disgusting? Paul Haines the character rarely appears in this book, although you'll find thinly-veiled versions of him in many stories, particularly his 'backpacker horror' stories. However, he is front and centre in this collection's original, the painfully raw "The Past is a Bridge Best Left Burnt".
So who is the real Paul Haines, the man or the monster? The author or the character? Authors and editors closest to him offer insight into this perplexing question:
People say that Paul Haines has bad taste. Try telling that to those he cooks for. Try telling it to the beneficiaries of his music collection culls. Try telling that to Paul Haines, the cannibal gastronome of his "Slice of Life" story suite, who knows just the right cuts and how they're best served. In the thick of the muck, Paul's fiction explores highbrow themes like the mystery of conception, the unreliability of perception, and the violence of redemption. Paul is a principled aesthete and a candid man of honour.
Paul is the guy who, at the first Clarion South in early 2004, kept my broke arse supplied with booze. As us ferals partied after six weeks of reprogramming, he bought two beers at a time as if my thirst was his own. This was a sincere morality adapted from the macho drinking culture of his uni days. He couldn't let an orifice go dry, not when he was in a position to lubricate. And he refused my indebtedness: I owed not him but future poor lads in need of a drink. Pay it forward, with a twist. Of lemon.
This decent bloke is, of course, the same warped creature who makes readers squirm and cringe with his surrealist black humour, his confused, cruel, hungry, horny, unhinged characters and their equally fucked-up worlds. His exposed backpackers wander through the disorienting East or the degenerate West or somewhere else entirely, preyed upon by the powers-that-be or their own shadowy natures. Many of these characters go by the name of Paul Haines. I have often seen people recoil in his presence as a result of his work—and he's quivered with satisfaction in response.
To read his fiction is to question the character of Paul Haines. His stories are plenty unsettling even without those infamous self-tuckerisations. His dystopia "Wives" with its brutal misogyny is simply the latest and finest in a long, disquieting stream. But when he does decide to give his protagonist his name, the disturbance multiplies.
It is a venerable technique that the likes of Chaucer and Dante up to Dick, Ellis, and Kaufman have experimented with, and Haines self-inserts with the best of them. Uncareful readers will confuse the protagonist with the author or perceive a monstrous ego at play in this literary autofellatio. All the better for Haines.
Paul Haines is not a wish-fulfilling Mary Sue; he is a fully developed, viscerally scarred character. Paul Haines is not a didactic author surrogate; he preaches nothing but the wages of existence. This is no cameo, no proxy, no Narcissus. By projecting himself into his narratives, he becomes the willing victim of his readers' own projections. He wallows in the viral dispersal of his proper name.
Paul expects academic wankery of me, so how's this for a dubious homonymy: there is a Greek verb phainesthai, which means "to appear"; it is the root of phenomenon and phantasm and incorporates the sense of both pretence and manifestation. Phainesthai is to appear in a form undecidable between truth and falsehood, fiction and reality. It's what Paul does. Against vivid exotic backgrounds, the character of Paul Haines dissimulates with a fierce honesty.
The SuperNOVA addendum to the Turkey City Lexicon will include phainesthai, or perhaps simply haines, to refer to self-insertion as literary extreme sport. This is how it will be used in the crit circle upbraiding of wannabe writers: "If you're gonna to try to haines it, newbie, then don't shy away from the verdict. You gotta put it all on the line."
Haines puts it all on the line. The man has travelled, has lusted, has feared, has hurted in unimaginable ways. He laughs and cries as life bends him over and drives its toxic probe up his arse. He tells us all about it. He shames common delusion with his clarity of observation and frankness of expression. He gives the finger to death, to our decomposing bodies, to our poisonous world in exemplary fashion. He has struggled, and he has fought to flourish, too. He creates and fathers and loves.
Today, there are no more vulgar drinking sessions. Paul's colonoscopy punctured that blokey utopia. It forced him to vegetables and administered chemicals, forced him and others to a painful knowledge of the world as it is: singular bodies, each desiring and broken in its own way. The world according to Haines.
He and his character deserve the sweetest of revenge.
— Matthew Chrulew
I love how when readers meet Paul Haines for the first time they are surprised and relieved at how 'normal' he appears.
He is indeed normal in many respects: personable, warm, generous and funny. He's an audiophile and he likes wine and good food. He has a beautiful wife and a lovely daughter, and he lives in a nice house.
But underneath it all, Haines is a very complicated man. Readers, don't be fooled. I have long suspected that the real Haines harbours thoughts that look a lot like those of the Paul Haines character in his fiction.
And this is exactly what makes him such a great writer and it's what excites me so much about his writing. Haines inches the reader out along a ledge, drawing from his own life and experiences with such authority and power that you are prepared to go along with him even as he expertly manipulates your emotions and shows you the true emptiness, brutality, and horror that lies in the hearts of men.
I co-edited an anthology called c0ck, the concept for which was in large part inspired by Haines's writing: his clinical ablation of the bullshit that surrounds masculinity to present a wholly compelling and wholly terrifying glimpse of the white heterosexual male.
When I was editing his story "Father Father", I emailed him to make sure he knew the implications of the last line. He wrote back almost immediately, adamant it should be kept in. There are no wasted words in a Haines story, and of course, its effect was entirely intended.
Paul Haines is not a character. He's far more complex than that. Unlike most of us, however, he doesn't deny his darkness. He accepts it and acknowledges it in his fiction. His integrity, courage, and honesty make his writing ring with an undeniable truth that gives us an insight into the beast that is man.
— Andrew Macrae
Paul once told me, several years ago, that he considered himself unlucky. At the time, I remember I had to agree with him—this even though I didn't believe in luck (and also reckoning without his beautiful family, the fact that he had the good fortune to live in first world circumstances where he's not starving, has a roof over his head, etc. etc.). I had to agree simply because although he was sensible and well-organised and hard-working, things kept going wrong for him—a long list of mishaps—sometimes big, sometimes not, always unfair.
A few years later, he was diagnosed with colorectal cancer. This was after visits to a GP who said it couldn't be cancer because he was too young. And before the perforated bowel caused by the clumsy endoscopy. Followed by the secondaries in his liver, then his lymph nodes; his bad reaction to the chemo; his ghastly skin affliction—and so on.
Those who consider themselves unlucky are those who believe they are unworthy of whatever misfortunes befall them. So if you feel you're the victim of bad luck, it might be more a sign of a sense of entitlement, as it's termed, than an unwarranted degree of misfortune. Indeed, it's possible you deserve the bad things that have befallen you (this statement is meaningless, of course, justice being just a human construct, unreflected in the world at large).
But in Paul's case, it really is unfair. He really doesn't deserve this grief. He's a good guy. Not a saint, but a good guy. He works hard, and he's generous and smart. Everyone likes him, except for those who don't—and remember what Confucius said about never trusting the man whom everyone likes. And he is trustworthy. I trust him implicitly, and I have issues with trust. And he's a decent man, even when he's being appallingly indecent (I'm talking about his writing; he brings an unflinchingly honest point of view to a genre still notorious for flinching from emotional honesty).
I can't put it better than that. Think of some good guy you know, then think of lots of horrible things happening to him, and you have Paul.
But it's not all bad. Physics tell us that the apparent flow of time is just that—apparent. Time's arrow is an illusion, an artefact of the thermodynamic nature of consciousness. Every moment is eternal; there's a rhythm to the universe, and the rhythm is a single beat that lasts an instant and forever. We can take comfort that when bad things happen to someone good, at least the sweet moments of their lives aren't as evanescent as they seem. Further, this element of existence has allowed statistical physicists to generate what have become popularly known as 'luck maps', charting the bright points of our lives to delineate the swathes of misfortune, the existential dark matter—an endeavour in which Paul himself has been instrumental, his circumstances helping in the development of a science that promises to determine the very shape of adversity. Although many who pursue this goal have met with
EDITOR'S NOTE: The text ends abruptly here at the moment the author sustained the paper cut that led, after an improbable escalation of calamities, to his own death and the serious injury of fourteen bystanders.
— Adam Browne
Paul Haines: a handsome, confident and overly hirsute Kiwi who easily takes you in his stride and tells you how much he admires your work while his mantelpiece sprouts yet another award. When I first met Paul, he wrote what I called fairytale porn and backpacker splatter, the latter including visceral tales like "Shot in Lorelai", "The Punjab's Gift", "The Last Days of Kali Yuga", and "Doorways for the Dispossessed"—exciting, alienating adventures to reveal the gritty, 'what would you do?' side of (your) human nature, yes, you—because he does involve you the reader—you are his plaything and he shows you that your self-assured readiness only makes it sweeter when he twists the knife.
Paul's early stories included a series of dark backpacker adventures far off the beaten track, and in these one would wonder—did that happen, did he do that? Is this an extrapolation based on reality? How much of an extrapolation—where does the fact end and the fiction start? How does he know so much about things so tawdry and tacky? These questioning, ambiguous glimmerings in early works were the first steps down that Damascene road that now has him creating narratives where the reader skates along a razor's edge of truth and delusion in point-of-view character nightmares. A staid and well-tamed married man who goes on far fewer holidays than in his troubadour youth, he now vicariously, voyeuristically writes himself into the text, openly names the protagonist Paul Haines—a truly unreliable narrator—like a challenge, like a slap, to create horror fiction on one level, whilst simultaneously conjuring a metafiction in which the reader is caught by the ambiguous reality of the point-of-view character and the point-of-view author, putting his hand up, saying 'it's me, it's me, I dare you to think it's me', bringing a human face to depravity, humanising the 'other', because he writes in the first person brutal: sometimes brutal violence, sometimes brutal honesty, but always with the question 'who is the first person?'
'I don't do that stuff anymore,' Paul shares like a twelve-stepper about the backpacker splatter, but if that is true his other great love—fairytale porn—is his secret nose candy: from the open spoof of "Doof Doof Doof" to sinister takes on Hamlyn and the festive season, this love that should dare not speak its name has since devolved into his depraved and ongoing tales of The Interferers. Always a genre unto himself, Paul Haines now has the honour of people describing others' stories as 'Hainesish'. Ladies and gentlemen: Haines fiction.
— Brendan Duffy
If I had to choose one word to describe Paul Haines, it would be 'honest'. If I could throw in an adverb, it would have to be 'fearlessly'. I'm lucky to call Paul a good friend, and I've been fortunate enough to publish a number of his stories: the 2004 Aurealis Award nominated "The Gift of Hindsight", the 2007 Ditmar winning novella "The Devil in Mr Pussy", and "Wives", which so far has won the Ditmar, Aurealis, and Vogel awards and made the honour list for the James Tiptree Jr. Award. I guess we've been good for each other.
But apart from winning prizes, there's another reason I seek out Paul's work and why, I think, people tend to gravitate towards it. It comes back to that 'fearless honesty' again. I've heard people say of Paul's stories that they couldn't bear to read what they were reading, but they couldn't bear to stop. Paul's a writer's writer. He does what a lot of us wish we could do: he lays everything bare. But his work is never self-indulgent. Self-referent yes, Paul often appears in his own stories, but that works, and his words demand to be read—even if they make you feel squeamish—because what you get with a Paul Haines story is an essential distillation of the human condition. His stories hurt because they are true, the emotions are real, the situations are real, the crushing, inescapable conclusion is real. There are very few places you will find fiction that is so fearlessly honest, that will touch that guilty, shameful, secret place you don't even show to your closest loved ones. That will let you know there is another human being in this world who feels like you do, and who knows what it is to be human.
If you haven't read Paul Haines before, then welcome. Stick with it. He's worth it.
— Keith Stevenson
The Haines I know isn't dark at all but his fiction lies deep below the belt. The word I'm fishing for is raw, followed by others like honest and ugly and stripped bare naked to the bone. Paul writes about the stuff polite folks never mention, described in all its fluid intricacies. The dirt we nice folks wipe off the visor, smeared liberally across the lens. The uncomfortable itch in an embarrassing place. Yeah, you know exactly where that hand of his is going next.
Paul works at deconstructing the Aussie male mystique. Transgressing the precipice, his prose is a map to mateship and aggression. A secret society decoder ring revealing roles imposed by society and hormones. He opens visceral sexual wounds, always with an underlying certainty and strength. There's an element of bullying and coercion to his style. Sharp, smart, and observant, he makes the gross stuff funny. Sympathetic to tragedy, he entices me to enjoy things I don't want to read.
Life has rendered him a fighting man who stands a fighting man's chance. You might not like his work, but you won't forget it.
— Cat Sparks
So who is the real Paul Haines? Read on to discover for yourself ...
***
For a long time, I used to go to bed early. I relished any chance I had to practise. But not now. Caffeine, sugar, speed: anything to keep me from going back there. Exhaustion is here living with me though it goes by another name, creeping behind my eyes and pulling me down.
Sleep, Richard.
I know I'll have to go back soon and I don't want to. I can hear it whispering. There are too many doors still open ...
I'd met her when travelling through India. Her name was Monika; she was in her late 20s, green-eyed, tall, lean and tanned, her English blurred with Italian and something Eastern European. She was searching for spirituality. I was looking for drugs and sex. In particular, sex with her.
We sat side by side on the walls of the fort in Amritsar, smoking hash and talking, as the sun slowly burnt off the horizon. Her skin was warm upon mine as our arms brushed when she leant closer to pass the joint. The smoke curled off into the twilight, and the first stars peeked tentatively above. I dragged deep. Tonight could be the night.
'Have you travelled far?' Monika asked.
'I've seen a bit. About a third, maybe. Still got two continents to go.'
'You've seen a lot then.'
'Not really, the world is a huge place. I don't have enough money or time to see it all.' I passed the joint back, trying to get some eye contact. 'I'd love to though.'
'Yes.' She stared out over the village below. 'Time and money. It all comes back to that, doesn't it?'
We sat in silence for the next few minutes as the night rushed down to meet the desert.
'Do you remember your dreams, Richard?' she asked.
'Sure. Most of them.'
'I met a man, a sadhu, when I was in Varanasi. He claimed to be able to travel in dreams.'
'Yeah?' Now I did have eye contact. She was looking for something; sarcasm, cynicism, or maybe something simpler—belief. Back then I'd say anything to get a root. 'Tell me more.'
'He began to teach me. The first step is to realise you are dreaming and not wake up. Once you know this, then it's all about control. You must hold your left hand up to your face in your dream. It must be your hand.'
'Your hand? Why your hand?'
'The sadhu said it was because you never look at your hands in dreams. It is a detail you would never remember, never think of. He said you need to be able to master the smallest detail before you can journey. Once you have your left hand, you must bring up your right, and when you have mastered this task, you are ready for the next step.'
'And you can do this can you, Monika?'
She nodded and smiled, her teeth straight and white. 'It took me many months, but I can do it. It's very difficult to stay in a dream once you know it is one.'
'I know what you mean.' All those dreams, all of them; I'm surrounded by gorgeous women and I'm about to come, lots of those; it's the rare double album of my favourite band, cheap and in mint condition and I don't know any of the songs; my life is how it should be, happy, content, my furtive male hungers satisfied; and then I recognise them for what they are—dreams and I wake, never climaxing, never fulfilled. I don't tell Monika any of this though. She's searching for something much deeper than what can be found in my shallow life.
'It's the next step I'm working on now,' she said. 'When you take your hands away from your face there will be a door. And if you can open it, behind it lies your destination. You can step through and you will be there.'
I tried to keep the scorn out of my voice—after all, tonight could be the night. 'Like what? As a ghost? Can other people see you? Are you real?'
Monika shrugged. 'I don't know, Richard. The sadhu did not tell me what I would be like. He said the place would be real; it would be as it is now. He stressed that you must close the door when you leave, that they shouldn't be left open.'
'Why?'
'I don't know. I didn't ask. He just said you must close it. Why are you looking at me like that? Don't you believe me?'
'I didn't say that.'
There were a lot of people travelling the East who believed in all that mystical shit. Looking for the inner 'soul', who they are, what they are, where they fit in the cosmos, one with God, whichever one it was; all that unattainable, born-again shit. I just wanted to fuck her.
I took a battered photo out of my wallet and gave it to Monika. It showed a younger me, lying back on a recliner next to a pool. Behind me, a gum tree towered over ferns banking a small creek.
'If you want to see where I live, then check this out. There's something to the right of me, just out of the photo. When you get there, tell me what it is.'
Monika laughed. 'Look how young you were. You must be only, what, eighteen then? You are funny. Now I must go to bed and practise.'
At first, I thought she meant with me, but she put the photo in her pocket, kissed me gently on the cheek and walked back to the hostel. I lit up another joint. Tonight would not be the night, but at least she would have something to remember me by, even if it was ten years out of date.
#
We travelled together for the next few weeks, making our way down to Bombay. She would ask me how my dreams were going, and I would tell her I was still trying to bring my left hand up. The craziest thing was that it was true. I could picture my hand in the dream, yet I would get too excited when I understood what was happening and wake up. My nails, bitten and uneven, my lifelines, even the silver Celtic ring I wore. And Monika? She was still trying to form a door. It could have been great between us, but the lust of the beast was too strong in my blood. For all my efforts, I still hadn't managed to get any more intimate than a kiss goodnight; she was infectious and unattainable, and eventually frustrating. I needed more than friendship.
Monika and I parted ways when I headed off to Goa with a young blonde German girl who had found what I was looking for. In the weeks that followed, I lost myself in ecstasy-fuelled nights and bhang-lassi days, loving all and being loved. This part of the world catered for all of my worldly desires, and I soon forgot about Monika and hands and doors. I lived for the me in the now. There was no time for dreams; I was living them.
#
My eyes are full of sand. Grain after grain scrapes raw against flesh as my eyelid closes, briefly, only briefly. I am not ready. Sleep calls me. What happened to you, Monika? Did you forget to close them, too? Dragging me down ...
#
London reality had stripped me back to my bones and leeched the sun from my face. Grinding away at low-paid bar work or dull, well-paid bookkeeping tasks kept me going, and for all the urgency that surrounded me, I felt myself worn-down and slowly bludgeoned into a corporate slavery. I'd arrived broke from India, and seemed to be barely keeping my head above water.
I shared a room with too many people, I owned nothing in a city that boasts of wealth, and it was always cold and wet and dark and crowded. Most people I knew were scrounging to earn enough for their next trip away, somewhere magical and ancient, primitive and spiritual, and I think I was finally beginning to realise what they were looking for. I'd been there, I'd almost had it, and with a Western indignity I had abused it and myself, losing sight of what was within reach. Karma, finally, for me was real and believable, a tangible essence reaching out and making me pay for my highs.
At my lowest ebb, and a year and a half after I had last seen her, I received an email from Monika. Her message was short:
Hi Richard, Long time no hear. The gum tree has been cut down, there's only a stump now. It's a gazebo, and it overlooks a small pond that is fed by the creek. It's real and you can do it. Open your mind. Believe. Thinking of you, Monika xx
I read it three times. Dad had cut the tree down a few years ago because its leaves choked the garden and filled the pool. He had built the gazebo and dug out the pond before he'd even planted the tree. My first instinct was that she had called my parents. She hadn't. She'd been there, had seen my parents, she described them to me, she'd heard them talking, and they had never seen or spoken to her. It was real.
Monika sent me another message with an attachment. It was a recent picture of her standing in front of an apartment block, stone and ivy, shuttered windows. 'Start with what you can see. Come and visit.' It read. There was no address.
I believed. I wish to God I never had.
#
Sleep now. You owe me.
I can hear it—the one who calls itself Zaehner, I don't know what it is—whispering, clawing at the inside of my head, persuasive, insistent, insidious. It wants to be me. I can't find all the doors I've left open and I'm scared to go back in. I might not come out as me, but then, that is the deal ...
#
I took every opportunity to practise in those days. I stuck to bar work in the evenings, it afforded the best REM moments, late morning, late afternoon, eyes bulging under closed lids, a little booze, a touch of hash, and I became a regular entrant into the world of dreams. It took me a month before I could bring my left hand back into my dreams, another two before my right materialised. It wasn't easy, sleep was often interrupted, a factor, from sharing a flat with seven others, that gradually became intolerable. I worked fewer hours and went out less. While those around me partied and drank and fucked and travelled to Amsterdam and Morocco and Spain and Greece, I slept and dreamt.
By the time the weak English summer tiptoed back, I had managed to form a door. A simple white door, wooden, with a copper latch, standing solitary in a field of grass. I opened it and stepped through into Monika's world.
It was as her photograph showed. A two-storey, stone-block apartment building, not built in this century, with vines creeping over and across the walls. A narrow cobblestone path led between similar buildings, down to what appeared to be a market. Old women called 'Hola' to each other from balconies and I realised she didn't live in Italy at all. On a nearby wall, a matador danced with a bull—a poster declaring to all the bullfight this weekend in Sevilla. People passed me by, oblivious. I could smell the heat in the air, hear fragmented Spanish conversations as people walked past, I could almost taste their cologne and yet I couldn't touch them. My hand passed through them as they lived their lives, oblivious to me. I was here, I was real, and yet I wasn't.
Behind me stood my door, and people passed through it as if it didn't exist. Never once did it occur to me I was dreaming. This was real for me, why would I think to wake up? Monika. She would be here, too. I looked for her door, a door of this world, a door on the apartment, and knocked. I knocked again, this time louder. Either nobody was home or they couldn't hear me. I suspected the latter. I tried to open the door, but my fingers slid around the handle, refusing to find purchase.
I stepped back and looked up at the building, trying in vain to peer into the windows. As I was about to give up, a window near the top opened and Monika looked out. The photograph had been recent, she looked the same. Beautiful, restless.
'Monika!' I called waving my hands up at her. 'I'm here. I've made it!'
She looked past me, through me, down the cobbled street.
'Hola,' she waved, and a woman from a balcony across the street called back. The rest was lost on me as they conversed in Spanish. Monika didn't know I was there, she couldn't hear me or see me. I was a passive observer here, unable to affect those around me. I watched her as she spoke and when she closed the window and didn't come out I wandered down to the markets and immersed myself in smells and colours, food, textiles, people and eventually found myself being drawn back to my door. It started as a niggling feeling and quickly became too insistent an urge to ignore. My feet moved quickly over the cobblestones, almost floating, and the door came rushing up to meet me. I stepped through, closed it behind me, and woke up. I had been asleep for no more than an hour and I had spent half a day in Spain.
I wrote to Monika, describing what I had seen. She told me of the places she had been and the people she had met, most of the destinations from an image she had focused on before sleeping. I didn't tell the people I shared the house with what had happened; they had begun to think of me as reclusive and eccentric. 'Weirdo' was a term I heard used on more than one occasion when they thought I wasn't there.
I travelled more often; safe places to begin with, the Spanish Steps, the Vatican, Berlin, and the pyramids. I went to shows at the Edinburgh festival and even followed my flatmates on their regular excursions. Sometimes I felt that I was not alone, that there were people with me, doing the same thing, but I could have been projecting what I was missing: food, drink, and sex, the purely physical pleasures. My sexual appetite had not been diminished, of course, God forbid the day. My job as a barman kept me in bed with numerous women, most of them young Aussie and Kiwi backpackers out for a good time. I wanted more though. I was lonely travelling by myself.
I decided to move back home. There was nothing in London keeping me and I was definitely not taking advantage of living there. Back home things would be cheaper; I could go on the dole and do some bar work while I figured out what to do next. I didn't travel for the first few months back in Melbourne, content instead to find some sort of routine, some normality.
I thought about writing down some of my experiences and began going through the email correspondence I had saved. One of the first I read got me thinking about travelling again. It was an early one from Monika. In it she talked of 'the people she had met'.
How? I had never been able to communicate with anybody. I had to ask her.
She sent me a photo of the Taj Mahal. The message said:
Hi Richard, I thought you would never ask. Sometimes you don't see what is in front of you. Sometimes you just don't listen. I know we've both been here before, but a familiar place is good for a first time. You never know, maybe this time we'll get a proper sunrise. Meet me here. Your time 7pm. Love, Monika xx
I arrived half an hour before dawn. People were already pouring in, cameras ready, sketchpads raised. Indians took rupees from tourists and herded them into lines for the perfect photograph. Last time I had been here the smog and cloud had hidden the sun until it was well overhead, denying me the pink-and-rose marbled marvel vista that greeted the dawn for the deceased and beloved Mumtaz Mahal.
I wandered around looking for Monika but she found me.
Something whispered in my ear. It sounded much like the voices of the dead that are rumoured to be echoing in the dome of the Taj's tomb: faint and echoey. It whispered again and this time I could understand it. It was my name.
'Monika?'
'I'm right here.' The hairs on my neck tingled. 'Can you feel that?'
'Yes.'
'That's me. It's my hand.'
'Can you see me? I can't see you.'
'Be patient, Richard. It will come. You were always in too much of a hurry.'
Something light brushed against my lips. She closed my eyelids. I could feel her breath on my face. It smelt fresh and minty. My scalp tickled.
'What are you doing?'
'Helping you. Don't open your eyes yet.'
'Why?'
'You ask too many questions. Because.'
We waited for what must have been only a minute, and a pin-prick of intense light shot through my head.
'What the fuck was that?' I tried to open my eyes.
'Not yet,' she said. 'That's just me. I'm giving you something, from me to you. I'm helping you open the eyes inside your mind.'
The tickling moved inside my head, and the blood behind my eyes danced, thick and alive. I gradually felt her body firm next to mine, and my hand reached out, groping her arm, until her fingers entwined with my own.
'Now,' Monika said.
I opened my eyes as the sunrise crept across the marbled surface of the Taj Mahal, infusing the stone with glowing pinks and reds. I stood next to Monika, hand in hand, and saw what I had been denied.
Monika turned my cheek gently with her hand, soft skin, warm, and kissed me gently on the mouth. She kissed me again, and our lips parted slightly, wet, searching, and I kissed her back, her taste intense. My lips burned as we pulled apart.
'Wow. That's like when I was fifteen.'
'Fifteen?' Monika grinned. 'You were slow, weren't you?' I pulled her closer and as we kissed, her hand slid down my pants, and curled around my erection. I hoisted her skirt, rubbing my hand against her, hot and yielding, moist. She moaned gently as my fingers kneaded her, at first slowly, and then with more urgency. She pulled down my pants and as I kicked my way out of them, she thrust her hips against mine. I pushed back, feeling her groove, sliding, hot and wet. I cupped one of her breasts, small and firm, the nipple long and hard, fingers squeezing harder, harder.
'Fuck me,' Monika whispered, dragging us down, kissing, stroking. 'Here. Now.'
Her thighs wrapped around my waist and I slid into her, soft, hot, wet, her hands gripped my buttocks, trying to push me in deeper and deeper. I was a virgin again.
We made love in front of timed exposures and popping flashes, in the water gardens amongst the fountains that led to the monument.
We met once a week thereafter. We'd swap photos of places we'd never been; the ruined rock city of Petra, the stucco mosques of Timbuktu, the ancient Persian mud city of Bam, Babylon, Kakadu, Mecca, Kathmandu. We visited them all. I even walked on the moon.
I gradually became aware of other travellers, at first indistinct and distant; eventually shapes became people and people became faces and the faces became familiar: Asians, Indians, Africans, Europeans. I formed friendships and took lovers, I assumed Monika did the same, though I never mentioned it.
I never got sick from the food or water, no diseases, no malaria or yellow fever, no herpes, crabs, warts, no AIDS. My life, as shallow as it may seem, was fantastic. I felt complete, I wanted nothing more than I had. I would have happily stayed there in the dream world if my subconscious had allowed me to. But the door, ever the door, always came rushing to meet me, swallowing me and shutting me off from where I'd been. I would awake almost instantly, in a sleeping bag on an old mattress I'd picked up outside the Salvo's, in a room devoid of possessions and decoration. My flatmates didn't mind; Dave was a junkie, and I didn't know what Stacey did. The place was cheap and I didn't need much besides food and water. Like I said, my life was complete.
#
Halcyon days, where confidence can turn easily into arrogance, and you don't realise until you've stepped from one to the other. I took that step. I took many of them.
Karma comes back. It's what karma is. I have to sleep soon, I must sleep.
Richard? Are you ready?
I think I'm about to pay the price for those steps ...
#
It started, as always, with Monika. By telephone. It was generally faster and more immediate than setting up a sleep time convenient to us both.
'Do you ever think of other places to go, Richard?'
'Yeah, sure, all the time. I'm thinking about seeing some of my own country again, maybe Fiordland, or the Sounds ...'
'No, that's not what I mean. Other places.'
'What do you mean?'
'Turn on your computer.'
She sent through a picture of Tolkien's Middle-Earth, a terraformed Mars, a lost world teeming with dinosaurs. It had never occurred to me.
'These places aren't real,' I said.
'Aren't they?' She also had the Koran, the Ramayana, and the Bible. 'There's more. Confucianism, Taoism, Buddhism. What if we can find them?' I realised then that Monika had never stopped searching.
'They're stories, Monika. Stories, that at their best explain away our fears and tell us how to live our life. Give meaning to our world.'
'How can you think that? What have you been doing for the past couple of years, Richard? Was it just a story the sadhu told me? That I told you? You of all people should realise that there is more to believe in. Has everything that mankind has lived by for thousands of years been just stories? I don't think so.'
'Do you know anybody who's done this sort of thing?'
'No, but I've heard of people who have. We can arrange a meeting with one of them. His name is Dariq.'
It wouldn't have surprised me if Monika had already had contact with Dariq. Her accent thickened the more she became excited. She knew I would follow.
'How do we get hold of him? Do you have his number?'
'We can only meet him in the dream,' she said quickly. 'He's funny like that.'
'Fine. When do we do it?' I asked. I should have done some asking around of my own, but I didn't.
#
We were told to meet Dariq in the rock-cut houses in Göreme, somewhere neutral he had suggested. Neutral? I'd never been there before; I'd thought it was the name of a pizza shop back home. We sat huddled in the darkness of what appeared to be a cave, overlooking a valley. My door shone behind me, casting no light upon the cave's interior. I couldn't see Monika's but then she couldn't see mine.
'Where is this?' I asked. 'Cappadocia,' Monika replied. 'I think Dariq may be Turkish and that's why he chose here. He's supposed to be very old.'
As if that made any difference. He was late. We sat here for almost half an hour. Monika had initially been excited and talked of the places she had in mind, particular versions of what she thought were true, as far as heaven or hell was concerned. I felt uneasy, and didn't talk much. Occasionally something hairy crawled over my skin and I'd brush at it frantically only to find nothing there. Eventually Monika also sat in silence. Every now and then I saw her brush her arms, or shake her leg.
'It's almost like when you first feel the contact of another traveller, before you're made aware,' I said. 'Though this isn't pleasant, is it? It's not like tickling or a light caress. It's like ...'
'Something's in here with us,' Monika whispered.
Her hand fumbled for mine, finding my fingers and grasping hard. Her fingers were icy. I reached out and touched her face. She flinched away, but not before I felt cold, clammy skin.
'Monika, what's ...' And then something damp and freezing wafted against my face, the last expulsion of breath from the lungs of something long dead. I reeled, my stomach turned, and the world around me wavered.
'Oh, Jesus,' Monika sobbed quietly. 'Oh, Jesus.' Her body trembled against mine.
In the dream world you can see things, hear things and smell things. The only thing I had ever physically felt here were other travellers. Something in this cave, hidden in the darkness, thrust ice into my veins and muddied my insides. I could hear laughter echoing in the back of my skull, coarse and venomous.
'Begone!' A rasping voice commanded and the cave flooded with light and warmth, and then back to darkness.
Candles flickered alight around the perimeter and a soft glow spread over the cave. Ancient crosses had been carved into the ceiling and walls. In the shadows before us sat a dark-skinned man clothed in grey robes. His hair was thick and dreaded, and woven into his long beard. Candlelight glinted off his pitch-black eyes and his lips peeled back from long, yellow teeth as he smiled at us.
'I am Dariq. I have been searching for you.' A voice of sandpaper, coarse with disuse. He stared alternately between us, and finally his gaze lingered on Monika. 'You seek guidance, yes?' He hissed his esses.
'Yes,' said Monika. She unfolded her hand from mine, and shifted her body, minutely, away from me. Her hand was warm again.
Dariq nodded and drew a circular symbol in the dirt on the ground.
'This is a mandala,' he said, swallowing her with those dark eyes of his. He leaned forward and smiled. 'I will help you focus on it. It will become your doorway to many doorways.'
'Yes,' said Monika.
'But we haven't chosen where we want to go,' I interrupted.
'You choose after you step through this doorway,' Dariq said, dismissing me.
He swirled his finger through the dirt in the circle and it turned opaque.
'Oh my God, it's beautiful ...'
'What is, Monika? I can't see anything.'
Her body spasmed and her head lolled back on her shoulders, her throat upturned, artery pulsing. Monika swayed forward, her head swinging toward the circle, her eyes rolled over, white. She moaned low and her body shuddered. I had felt her beneath me when she moved like that. I had been inside her. She was orgasming. Dariq leaned closer, and his tongue flicked once over his thin lips.
'Yeesss,' he urged.
I still couldn't see anything in the circle. Monika began to keen and I reached out to touch her. Dariq's hand closed around my wrist, shooting pain up my arm, wrenching my body by the shoulder, twisting me off my feet.
'No,' he said without taking his eyes off her. Something moved beneath the skin of his face, another skull, another being. 'I do not need you yet.'
Monika's body began to twist and screw, as if giant unseen hands wrung her like a dishcloth, and her image wavered, flickered, and began to flow into the circle inscribed upon the floor of the ancient cave. The laughing in my skull intensified, and hundreds of whispering voices chattered unintelligibly beneath that laughter.
I writhed in the dirt, my free arm clawing toward the circle on the floor. 'Monika! Monika!' I wanted to scream, to cry, to break Dariq apart, but I couldn't move. I lay helpless, my stomach roiling and watched Monika disappear.
Dariq still held me in his grip and he turned to stare at me. He laughed, and it was the same laughter in my head. Wet tendrils sprouted from his hand and wrapped themselves around my arm, creeping up toward my neck. Their touch burnt.
'Your doorway is closing,' he rasped.
One of the whispers in my head called to me. 'Wake up.'
'I will keep you here in case. Look,' Dariq pointed toward my doorway. 'It begins to close.'
I struggled to turn my head. The door began to fade.
'No! You can't ...'
'Wake up.' Whispers. Louder. 'Richard.'
My feet swung toward the doorway, but Dariq kept me pinned to the ground.
'Not for you,' he said. His eyes were yellow, each slashed with black.
'Wake up, Richard.'
My body shook. I had to get to the door.
'WAKE UP, RICHARD!' my flatmate Stacey screamed as she shook me.
I shot up off the bed, staggered around the room, arms flailing, and crashed into the door.
Stacey grabbed me again, still screaming, her eyes red, her face wet with tears. 'He's fucking dying!' She beat her fists on my chest. 'Fucking help me!'
At first, I thought she meant Dariq, but I couldn't see him in my room. I was back, here in my room, my world, so he couldn't be here. My mind slowly came back to be my own.
'Calm down, Stacey,' I said taking hold of her arms. 'What's happened?' She pulled me down the hallway into Dave's room. He lay sprawled on the floor amongst his gear.
'Shit, shit, shit. Have you called an ambulance?'
'Of course I fucking haven't,' she cried. 'Do you think I'm fucking stupid? Do something, Richard.'
Stacey helped me drag Dave out onto the road where we left him, hoping someone would stop and phone the cops. That day, I found out that Dave wasn't just a junkie, he was a dealer, too, and Stacey and her friends who worked the streets got their hits from him. Dave's habit probably saved my life—it definitely changed it. It was the day I left my first door open.
And the last time I ever heard from Monika.
#
It took until the early hours of the morning before sleep finally overcame my fears, and I fell into a broken, haunted slumber, where things unbidden crept into my normal, everyday dreams. Things whose faces melted, and insidious whispering frayed the mind, where talons clawed faces, and shifting shapes fought for control. Creatures, like Dariq, who could maintain physical contact with the dream world, who could see others' doorways, and enter them. Curious creatures, hungry, envious.
#
You can achieve many things when you are driven, focused, searching. I phoned Monika, I emailed, I wrote to her, I visited her house in dreams. I managed to contact the landlord and discovered that Monika was behind on her rent. The landlord discovered the apartment empty save for most of Monika's possessions. Dishes had grown mould and fused themselves with the dishwasher. Clothes sat damp and musty in the washing basket. No one had been there in weeks. I left the landlord my contact details in case Monika returned.
Reluctant travels took me back into the dream world, searching for Monika. I formed doors within doors, frantically jumping from place to place, hoping to find her. Many times I woke prematurely, soaked in sweat, still shaking from things I couldn't remember, leaving door after door open behind me. Monika had not been seen or heard from. Dariq was a subject of myth, everyone knew of him, but no one knew him and no one wanted to. Monika had described him as 'very old.' He wasn't; he was ancient. Dariq was one of the Dispossessed. A man who had been to heaven and hell, or at least somewhere not of this world. Two rumours abounded. The first was that on his return, he had found his body possessed by someone else. The second was that he had consumed his body in the real world. The result was the same; Dariq preyed upon those in the dream world, burning lives out as he lived in them, passing from one to another as he needed, doing as he pleased.
I discovered that there were many of these so-called Dispossessed, travelling the world of dreams, taking what they wanted, being who they wanted, experiencing the real world through the bodies of the unsuspecting and vulnerable. And finally one who could teach me what I needed crawled into my mind through one of the many doors I had left open. Zaehner.
#
I visited Monika a month ago. The landlord notified me that she had been deported back to Romania, her home, after the Spanish authorities realised they didn't need to foot the bill. A dirty shell of a building housing empty husks that resembled people. A thick-set orderly, who spoke little English, escorted me to a room with large windows that several people sat staring out of. One of them was Monika. Her skin was pale and what was left of her hair was thin and greasy. Her face was pulled tight over her skull, any excess flesh burnt away.
I sat next to her holding her hand like we used to. I could barely feel the beat of her pulse in the small bundle of bones that built her wrist. Her eyes stared vacantly, nowhere outwards, and when I spoke she appeared not to hear me. Her eyes were empty; vacant, oily, black pools. Once they had been the green of the ocean in sunlight. Now they were like Dariq's. He had taken what he needed.
Across her cheeks, the blood vessels had burst into myriad tiny, red stars. The universe had made its mark on her. There was nothing here for me. Maybe she didn't want to return to her body, to this world. Maybe she couldn't. I hoped she had found what she was looking for. I made the deal shortly after.
Courage can be hard to find. I've used up my pills, my amphetamines, the speed. Zaehner is insistent now, demanding I relinquish. I can hear it inside my skull, every second of every day, excited, urgent, insane. It's managed to destroy the others that were competing for me.
Now. The time is now. You must sleep.
Its voice is clear now, thick and heavy with lust.
The pact has been made. You would not cheat me, would you?
I don't think I can. I'm not strong enough yet. But I will be. Zaehner has taught me much. I now have the ability to manipulate the matter that exists within the dream world. I can do what Dariq did, I can move objects, I can draw in the dirt, I can summon candles and demons and light. I can see others' doorways, and step through those left open.
I can cause pain. I can kill. I don't need my body to do this.
Zaehner told me of a room, a hallway, with a hundred doors. A hundred heaven and hells to choose from. One of these doors leads to Zaehner's world, its plane of existence. It tells me that this hallway is the starting point for those called the Dispossessed.
She will be there. You will find her. It must be now, Richard, I will wait no longer.
It claws at the back of my eyes, pulling me under.
Sleep.
I lie on my stomach on the mattress, exhaustion rolling over me. This is the last time I'll see this world with my eyes. The paint is yellow and peeling. Ants make their way across the wall from the ceiling duct to the window to the rubbish bin outside. From where I lie I can see blood seeping into the stained mattress. It trickles from my ear lobe where fishing wire has been freshly threaded. When Zaehner awakes in my body it will want to turn its head away from the wall. It will want to see my world. The last thing it will hear is the roar of the shotgun suspended above the bed as the fishing wire pulls the trigger. I hope it feels my body shredding.
This is not a suicide note. I'm going to close them all.
Sleep, Richard, sleep and dream.
***
Afterword: Doorways for the Dispossessed
While travelling long and distant, I met a girl called Monica who told me she was practising a form of dream travelling that a sadhu in India had taught her. The process, which she attempted to teach me, is described in this story. I remember being struck with both awe and cynicism. Awe in that she had had personal contact with a sadhu—I had been more than intimated by the crazy-looking dreadlocked, pot-smoking seers wandering through the streets—and cynicism in that she believed that this could be done. That in itself led me back to awe, in that she was so open to the other side of the world, and in some way, I wished, too, for that innocence and naivety, that sense of child-like belief she possessed. Yet she was neither innocent nor naïve, and I was simply cynical.
Monica said it was very important that you close the doors before you wake up. When I questioned why, she didn't know. This is my why. As far as I know, the real Monica had never managed to form a door in her version of transcendental meditation. I never managed to even form a hand. I did try but just not for long enough.
Later in my life, I discovered stillness meditation and practised it consistently for a year. I still steal snatches of the meditative zone, but as always with things that are worthy, it's hard to do and I need to work harder at it.
Incidentally, this is the first short story I finished writing where I sat back and thought, "Wow, I've written a real one." It set the tone and voice of what became known amongst my Australian peers as backpacker horror.
I'm not so cynical these days, either.
***
'You will be famous. Imagine!'
The words ooze from beneath Taurus's plastic lips. The light from the open refrigerator shines on his mask, a bestial contraption fixed with worn hide and yellowed horns. He removes a tray of test-tubes and places it on the chipped, laminated table in front of us. 'This will be a beautiful thing!'
This is about belief—and no one's belief is stronger than mine. I will become an angel. The angel.
'Is this it?' Craig asks, indicating the tray. His brow is furrowed and worry lines already crease his olive teenage skin.
Four of us, all volunteers, sit around the table in front of Taurus. I thought I might recognise their faces but they are blanks drawn on different coloured skins. One is even a woman, a white woman. Why have us know each other? Why draw the noose tighter than need be around their necks?
A laugh wheezes from Taurus. 'Yes, this is it.' Dark eyes peer through the slots in the mask, fixing each of us in turn. He taps a gloved finger on one of the four tubes suspended in the tray. 'There's one for everybody.'
'Looks like a vodka shot.' Craig laughs nervously. 'Do we drink it?'
The woman sends a scornful glance his way. I don't know her name; she hasn't spoken once since we descended to the lab. Unlike Craig, who hasn't stopped.
'No.' Taurus snaps his fingers at one of his masked attendants. The attendant shoulders his Uzi and places a syringe on the table. Dried blood coats the needle. Taurus picks it up, depresses the plunger and inserts the needle into one of the tubes. 'We do it this way.'
'But the needle's not sterile ...' Craig's words fade. He bites his lip and stares at the table.
Taurus wheezes another laugh. 'Very good. Very funny.' He draws back the plunger and the opaque liquid is sucked into the syringe. 'Now, who will go first?'
This is about belief—and no one's belief is stronger than mine. I roll back my sleeve and slap my arm on the table. The vein throbs in the crook of my elbow like a butterfly ready to burst forth from the cocoon. People will remember that I was the first, the bravest, the most loyal. I will be the first angel to step out into the city.
'Good boy, Malik,' croons Taurus. He taps my vein and with a lover's touch slides the icy needle into my arm. I steel my jaw and narrow my eyes as the fire roars in my bloodstream.
I stare at the others. The woman's face is focused on the needle, the young Chinese boy is smiling and Craig is finally silent, his eyes wide and burning into mine. I hope my eyes don't mirror his—there's a sheen of madness glazing his stare.
The needle slips from my skin and a bubble of blood follows. Taurus pulls my sleeve back down. The eyes behind the mask intensify. He thrusts the needle into another tube and sucks back its contents. 'Next.'
A slap of arms on the table. Taurus selects a vein and punctures it. The Chinese boy moans but only once.
'You have six hours, children. Use them wisely. Mingle. This world, our people, our faith, will never forget you.'
When Taurus has finished, the attendants herd us out of the lab, up dank stairs and through the back of the warehouse into the lane outside. The sun creeps towards the skyline. Dawn slinks into the streets. Rush hour will soon be upon us.
We head through the waking city towards the station. I don't feel any difference.
'What do you want to be?' asks Craig.
'What does it matter?' says the woman.
'A vampire,' says Craig. 'Bringing those who oppose us to our cause! Making my enemies my own brethren! Do you think I'll grow teeth?'
The woman laughs. 'It's a metaphor, stupid. Make sure you get on the eastern line.'
'What's a metta for?' Craig asks.
'Salvation,' I say.
'I don't understand.'
'You don't need to,' she says.
Ahead lies the station, its stonework golden in the early morning. As we purchase tickets, I smile at the CCTV. 24-hour, slow-motion, instant replay, infra-red won't spy any weapons this morning. I hold up a picture of an angel wielding a flaming sword. We descend on different platforms and wait for the morning trains to open their doors. I'm heading south. Infected. A part of the first viral cross to purge this city of the wicked.
This is about belief—and no one's belief is stronger than mine. I can feel the wings forming between my shoulder blades, cartilage sprouting through the pores of my skin, heavenly feathers fanning over my back.
Soon I will fly.
***
Afterword: Malik Rising
One of my early goals as a writer was to be published in all of the Australian speculative fiction markets that existed. I had managed to eventually tick them all off the list when I noticed that Shadowed Realms, an online market, was getting a lot of exposure. I checked it out. The production values looked high and the pay rates were even higher. Unfortunately, it meant I would have to write flash fiction, stories with around 1000 words.
Flash fiction is notorious for being a) hard to write, and b) hard to read. Most rely on a pun or twist ending, as both plot and character development are severely limited due to word count, and generally the puns are poor and the twists screamingly obvious. In Australia, Bob Franklin can pull them off wonderfully with both a twist and a pun, while Shane Jiraiya Cummings has made it his art form as both editor and writer, but there aren't too many authors operating successfully and consistently in this most difficult of sub-genres.
I had written flash fiction before, had it published, and received critical appreciation, so I knew I could do it, although there had been something extra with those stories that made them easy for me to write. Each and every one had arrived fully formed and had, for the most part, written themselves. A vision, you might say, a gift.
This time, I had nothing. However, Shadowed Realms was another box to tick on my to-do-list and they paid better than most of the markets. How hard could it be? (Just so you know, I have a folder on my hard drive full of unfinished, unpublishable flash and shorts that are truly awful).
So I sat down to write to order. It's all about belief, especially in oneself.
The vision came almost straight away.
***
Carla liked to think of the viewing as a post-coital cigarette that didn't damage our health. We'd watch ourselves afterwards on the enormous flatscreen television in her bedroom. Then we'd have sex again. Usually with the camera off. It had only been two months, and though I hadn't said those three words yet, I was falling in love.
I had never been good with intimacy. The word itself conjured up inadequacy and awkwardness. Dare to show my heart? To give it to someone? With Carla, it was different. I felt I could tell her anything. She would listen and accept me and love me regardless. I trusted her completely.
So one night, as we lay naked in each other's arms watching a particularly beautiful moment, I decided to tell her. I had never said those words to a woman I cared for. Before I met Carla, I had never cared about a woman. Women were just there to have a good time with for a while.
'I love you.' I whispered, followed by a kiss on her ear. Her auburn hair smelled of apples.
'Oh, Matt.' She squeezed me and kissed my chest. 'You're so sexy.' She snuggled in closer and rubbed her thigh over mine, but she didn't return the sentiment.
We watched the rest of the recording in silence. I lay there, breathing in the clean sweat of her body, feeling her heart beat against mine, terrified I'd said the words that could end it all. Had I overstepped boundaries that I hadn't understood? Would we now go through a cooling-off period until there was nothing left between us except the uncomfortable unsaid?
When our screen versions climaxed, she killed the television and propped herself up on one elbow. Her breast hung above my chest, and as she moved closer, her nipple brushed my skin. Her green eyes had that fuck-me look. Her fingernails traced my stomach as she gently kissed my lips, and again, we lost ourselves in each other.
#
The late morning sun sparkled on the water. Businessmen and criminals lounged on launches moored at the docks, while brunchers dined at harbour-side cafes. We sat on Carla's seventh-floor balcony, overlooking the docklands. She sipped coffee, soaking in the view, while I admired the curve of her throat. I wondered how many other lovers had pressed their lips to her soft skin.
'Do you ever watch us without me?' I asked.
'I might.' She smiled and placed her cup on the table. 'Why do you ask?'
'Does it turn you on?'
'What do you think?'
'Stupid question. I've seen your drawer full of toys.'
'Not just seen.' She kicked me under the table. Her bare foot lingered against my shin. 'Why did you really ask? You jealous if I watch without you?'
'Not at all. I'd get a kick out of watching you watching us. But only if you didn't know I was there.'
'This apartment's too small. I'd know you were here. It wouldn't be the same. You wouldn't be seeing the real me.' Her toes tickled the soft skin beneath my ankle.
'True.' I slid my foot up her calf, then along the warmth of her inner thigh. 'Can I have some of the recordings?'
She pushed my foot away and laughed. 'So you can post it to the web? Show all your friends? You've got to be kidding.'
Her reaction was honest, but the words stung. 'Is that what you think of me? Jesus, didn't you hear what I said to you last night? I've never said that to anyone before.'
Her face softened, and she held my hand. 'Hey, I didn't mean it like that. Those recordings are intimate. They're mine. Ours. I don't want anyone else to see them. Except you.'
I nodded, taking comfort in the warmth of her fingers tracing the veins on my wrist. 'Do you keep them all? Of us?'
'Of course.' She pressed my hand to her lips. 'Do you want to watch one?'
'Maybe later.'
She kissed my hand again before returning to her coffee. My eyes lingered on her throat, wondering about those countless unknown kisses, my original question unasked.
#
I always knew when Carla was about to orgasm as beads of sweat formed in the small of her back seconds before her eyes fluttered and her thighs squeezed hard against my hips. I told her again that I loved her as the last shudders wracked her body.
She lay on her stomach, her eyes closed, smiling, with candlelight flickering over her skin. I kissed the sweat away and lowered myself next to her, wondering if she was ignoring my words or perhaps hadn't heard me.
'Mmmm,' she murmured.
'You liked?'
'Very.'
We lay in a comfortable silence, content with the press of our bodies, her back curved against my belly.
'Go on,' she said. 'Ask me.'
'What? To marry me?'
She giggled. 'No. About the others. It's what you wanted to ask me the other day.'
I did want to ask. The sudden, nervous unease in the pit of my stomach argued against it. I'd never had a relationship last longer than a month—my choice. I'd slept with maybe forty women, and I was no stud. I wanted her to say she'd had a few long-term boyfriends, a couple of one-night-stands. The fewer lovers the better. I wanted her to make me feel superior in my sexual conquest of the world.
I wanted her to say that, but I knew she wouldn't.
She recorded our lovemaking sessions to watch later. I knew what that meant in terms of experience. I wanted to be cool about it. I wanted to be able to handle it. Whatever went before didn't matter.
'Do you keep all the recordings?' I asked.
'Yes.'
'Do you watch the other ones? The ones I'm not in?'
'Yes.' She wriggled around to face me and wrapped her arms around my waist. 'But I haven't watched them since I've been with you.'
She was studying my face, looking for something.
'There are four separate cameras in the room. I edit the performances afterwards, cutting between shots,' she said. 'Each disc holds up to three hours. A separate disc for each lover. Some discs might only have five minutes on them.' She smiled and massaged my penis. 'They didn't last long if you get my meaning.'
'How many discs am I on?'
She nipped my lower lip. 'Ooh, confident. What makes you think I've got enough footage for more than one disc?'
'Because I'm fucking good, baby!' I rolled her onto her back, parted her thighs, and slid inside her.
'And. I. Love. You.' I punctuated each word with a slow thrust.
She laughed. 'I've started the fourth disc. You're in the lead.'
'And?' I held the thrust, waiting for those three words.
'Fuck me hard.'
#
We were sitting at the bar in Mancini's seeking the comfort of air-conditioning on a suffocating summer evening. She drank chardonnay while I nursed a beer to soothing acid-jazz.
'So when do I get to meet the olds?' I had meant it to be a flippant comment. Something that would get a laugh, or maybe, hopefully, what I asked for.
The smile on her lips fled. The temperature of the room dipped. She stared at the condensation on her glass. The background music now seemed loud and vulgar, but the song hadn't skipped a beat—we had.
'Hey, just a joke,' I said.
'That's not funny.' Her voice sounded strained. 'I think I'd like to go home now.'
'Are you okay?' I reached over to caress her arm, but she brushed me away.
'I need to be alone.'
Without looking at me, she got up, kissed me on the cheek, and left.
I should have chased her into the street, swept her up in my arms, said I was sorry. Said I loved her.
Instead, I sat there and fumed into my beer.
#
She called for me three hours later, after midnight.
We sat together on her couch. She held a framed photograph of herself with her parents and brother. I'd never seen it before. Although original artwork adorned her apartment walls, photographs were not displayed anywhere.
'I thought I'd told you already,' she said. 'This was the last photo we had taken together. Six years ago.'
I sat there, thoughts swirling madly in my head. One of those detached moments as I realised the implications of what I had said at Mancini's.
She traced her finger around her father's face. 'He was killed in a skydiving accident.'
'Oh God, I'm so sorry, Carla. I didn't—'
'Mum committed suicide a year later. She couldn't bear it without him.' Carla's face was emotionless, her voice calm. 'My brother died shortly after that in a car crash.'
I didn't know what to say, so I held her until we were woken by the soft light of dawn through the balcony windows. We made love on the floor, and when I told her I loved her, she cried.
#
I knew where she kept the discs. It was no secret. Up until then I had convinced myself I didn't need to know, and I hadn't looked or asked again. But temptation can be a parasite that feeds and grows and eventually consumes. Can be. It wasn't yet, but it was nibbling.
She labelled the spine of the disc case with my name and the date with a red pen.
'Not just anyone gets this colour,' she said. 'You join a very select few.'
I watched her put it into the wardrobe. Her naked body obscured my view from where I lay on the bed. She turned, winked, and slipped into the bathroom. The shower splattered water onto the tiles.
She wanted me to look. I wanted her to say she loved me. I suspected—hoped—that maybe this was the first step to those words. To trust and intimacy. That maybe this is how she dealt with the loss of her family. I hadn't told her I loved her in over two weeks. I didn't like the misdirecting gestures. The kiss. The hug. The lack of reply.
But I needed to say it to her, and I hoped she needed to hear it.
The wardrobe took up the entire wall, with multiple sliding doors. The primal brain that spoke from my gut was terrified there might be no clothing hung behind those doors. That the entire wardrobe was crammed with recorded discs, thousands of them, name after name after name. Phonebooks. Names I knew. My rational brain dismissed this thought. It didn't matter. I was the red pen, and there weren't many of those. My primal brain whispered, 'Not many compared to what? Forty red names? Fifty? Never mind all the black names.'
I stood in the bathroom doorway, watching Carla rinse the lather from her hair. My hand rested on the wardrobe door. She smiled and nodded.
I opened the wardrobe.
#
I wasn't sure I could handle watching Carla with someone else. Watching her eyes roll as another man brought her to orgasm; penetration; taking him in her mouth; even the simplest of intimate acts—kissing. Black leather masks, whips, asphyxiation, faeces, rape ... These ideas had already crawled from my primal brain and clouded what I felt and thought about her. I needed to know.
And here was my reality.
Custom shelving built into the wardrobe housed roughly two hundred discs. I scanned the names, and my interest was piqued. Lisa. Delia. Kelly. More than half the titles were women. Andrea and Sonya. Karyn, Mel, and Toni. Orgy#3. There was only one disc with a red spine. It had my name on it.
Carla slipped her arm around my waist and pressed her wet body against my back.
'You okay with this?' she asked.
'Yeah,' I said. 'I thought you said there were other red ones.'
She kissed my shoulder blade. 'There are.'
'And?'
'Don't worry. When I said a select few, it is. You join three others. Two men and a woman. But you're different.'
'You don't have them here?'
'For my eyes only, baby.' She paused, entwined her fingers with mine and squeezed gently. 'The ones here on the shelf are fair game though. Are there any you'd like to watch?'
This was the real test. Could I handle her past?
In that moment between breaths, the answer came to me with a sense of relief, and a rush of joy and light-headedness. Her past didn't matter. It was where we were now, together, that mattered. She was my future.
And in that same moment, you move forward, the test passed.
'Sure.' I handed her the disc labelled Brigette and Sofia. I'd work up to the men later.
#
I moved in two weeks later.
She still hadn't said the words, but I knew it was only a matter of time. We stopped using protection, and when she asked me to pick up a pregnancy test a few months later, I panicked at first but soon felt like a god. I understood that having her say those three words to me didn't matter at all. I knew how she felt; how we felt.
We celebrated with champagne, or at least I did. Carla drank water. Later, we watched the episodes where we might have conceived. Afterwards, we turned the cameras off.
One night during her second trimester, Carla seemed different. Nervous. One of the red discs sat on the coffee table. It wasn't mine.
'Why have you never asked me before?' she said.
'It doesn't matter.'
'Don't you want to hear me say it?'
'I think I know why you can't, Carla. Your family.'
She picked up the remote. 'There's something you need to know, Matt. Something I need you to understand.'
I had been wrong. This was the real test.
She pressed play.
Sound before the light.
'Is it on, Carla?'
The picture wobbles. Brown grass dead from the sun. A field. People and hangars.
'Yes, Mum. Where is the birthday boy?'
The picture jars into blue and steadies. 'There. Can you see him?' says Carla's mother.
Wobble. Jerks and tilts.
A skydiver freefalls onto the screen, his shape barely discernible. 'Got him.'
The camera follows him down, his arms spread, flying through the cloudless sky.
'Why hasn't he pulled his chute yet?' says Carla's mother. 'Everyone else has.'
He falls and falls. His body starts to tumble through the air.
'Oh my God.' Carla's mother again. Her voice is fainter as she moves away from the camera's microphone.
Shouting. Screams.
The horizon smashes into the skydiver. The camera jerks up and down as Carla runs towards the body. Her mother is screaming, sprinting across the brown, dead grass. The picture goes black.
I sat there, my palms covered in sweat. My stomach churned and blood flushed from my head. I thought I was going to be sick. She had not only witnessed her father's death, but she had recorded it. How many times had she watched this in those dark moments when the world slept and her mind insisted on screaming? How many times had her mother watched it before committing suicide? I couldn't handle this, I didn't know how. My mind crawled with the image of the horizon rushing up to meet the freefalling twisting body.
'Are you okay?' Her voice trembled. 'Can you handle that?'
'Oh, baby, I don't know what to say.' I needed to say something, for her sake. For my sake.
'Can you handle knowing that?' Her face was expressionless, those green eyes aching for an answer.
I reached for her hand and nodded.
She smiled; a gentle smile that spoke more of sorrow than joy. 'I need you to understand me.'
She removed the disc, put it in its case and pulled another red disc from the drawer. They had never been stored in there before. She sat down, squeezed my hand and pressed play.
The sound of an engine idling.
The inside of a garage. The camera swings around, past shelves crammed with tools and boxes, until it comes to rest on a station wagon. Carla's mother sits inside the car staring at the camera. She blinks.
A hose connects the exhaust pipe and the window.
The engine idles.
And idles.
The camera zooms in on her mother's face. She stares, vacant, unbelieving ...
Carla changed the disc. Her brother appeared on screen about to climb into a car. She sat beside me, kissed my cheek, and placed my hand on the bulge in her belly.
'I love you,' she said.
***
Afterword: Her Collection of Intimacy
This is the story where my horror took a step sideways, away from the physical horror of the traditional monster—the zombie, vampire, or ghost—and more into the dark heart and mind of the only monster that exists on this planet: Man. (Or Woman, as is the case with this story). Fiction, for me, becomes that much more disturbing and scary when you can relate to it. The horror that humans inflicts upon each other is everywhere and everyday and often overwhelming. It can be huge and political or small and personal. I prefer the latter. To be truly frightened, you need to understand and empathise with what it is you are reading, and bringing it into your love life, home or your family is where the desperate fight for survival really begins.
I wrote the story halfway through Clarion South, a speculative fiction writing boot camp that will either destroy you or make you stronger. I found the total immersion in Clarion with the freedom to write at any hour without the constraints of a 'normal life' liberating. I wrote polished prose, near-finished stories, and at least one story a week for the six weeks there. When I presented this story to the Clarion group, I was unsure of the response. This was different to what I was writing before, though still easily identifiable as a Haines story, but mostly because the speculative fiction element was negligible. Did this qualify as speculative fiction? It was no longer supernatural horror, but does horror have to be supernatural or even fantastical?
Clarion South gave it the thumbs up. It was about this point in time that I realised I was a real writer, albeit a short story one, so therefore not a proper writer. That makes sense, right? Regardless, my doubts about my ability were growing smaller.
"Her Collection Of Intimacy" went on to gather nominations for the 2008 Australian Shadows Award, the 2009 Chronos Award for Best Short Fiction, and the 2009 Ditmar Award for Best Short Story.
***
She lay upstairs in darkness, alone in her bed, listening to the rapping on the front door. Each sharp rap sank deeper into her bones and she pulled the blanket up tight around her chin, willing the sound away. Soon all she heard was breath in her ears, rising and falling with the rustle of sheets, in time with the racing beat of her heart. Her fingers slowly released their grip on the blanket.
She could creep to the window and pull back the heavy drapes. She could call the police. She could turn on the lights and answer the door. She could scream for help. And if she peered past the drapes down to the front doorstep and there was no-one there? And if the police arrived, could she be sure it was them knocking on the door?
She could hear their voices now, spinning and echoing, as they laughed and pointed and whispered behind each other's hands.
'She's never been the same since Frank left ...'
'How healthy can it be to stay cooped up in that house ...'
'My, how she's aged ...'
'My, hasn't she let herself go ...'
And if she opened that door, and whoever—whatever—had stood there knocking patiently for so long, night after night, had given up and gone, what would she do?
She held her breath, straining to hear the creak of weight upon the veranda, the assurance of footfalls retreating on asphalt, the humming engine of a car passing by in the street, hoping to hear anything but the words that followed the silence.
'I know you are in there.'
And she pulled the blankets over her head and hid beneath her pillows, sure that there was no-one at her front door, the words spoken only inside her head. She drifted then, as she always did, in a shallow slumber from which even the dead could wake, and when dawn finally beat against the house and crept through the chinks between wall and window and drape, her eyes fluttered wide open in surprise, her lips dry and cracked, the stale saliva caught in the wrinkles at the corner of her mouth, and she rose cautiously and pulled back the drapes to let the light enter her world once more.
#
She sat in her chair in the sitting room sipping a cup of tea. Early-morning television filled the room, though she wasn't watching. The volume was too loud, she knew, but it gave her comfort, provided voices for any room in the house. As she sipped, the photo on the television of her husband, Frank, bulged and his mouth and lips formed the words the newsreader used. Frank smiled and laughed as he told her about the boats pulled up off the north-west coast, warned her sternly not to trust any foreigners, and suggested that with interest rates at a thirty-year low, property was a good investment.
'Oh, Frank,' she laughed, rocking back in her chair, as her two children smiled mutely from their mounted positions around the room, around the house. 'We've all we need right here. Why would we need another house?'
Frank looked at her stonily and disappeared back into the photo. He didn't like to talk when the woman who read the weather spoke, but he mouthed something sullenly before he left.
'Sorry,' she said, leaning forward and turning up the television. 'I didn't quite catch that, Frank.'
Frank sat silently, staring blankly outwards circa 1984.
She turned the television up a little more hoping to coax him. 'What was that, Frank?'
Underneath the sounds from the television she thought she heard him speak.
'It would be best if you left.'
But she couldn't be sure if it was Frank's voice or the one that came from the front door in the dark, dark hours of the morning.
#
That night, huddled in darkness, swaddled in blankets, she almost called out to the person—the thing—knocking on her door. Almost, for her tongue stuck in her mouth, the words unformed lodged in her throat. The knocking ceased momentarily in anticipation, the unseen hand hovering over the peeling painted wood for one more rap, hungry for the words it wanted to hear.
She waited with breath held tight in her chest for the hand to fall. She feared what lay unbidden in her heart. Was it a plea to leave her in peace, or was it an invitation?
#
She spent the afternoon staring at the autumn trees lining the street from the safety of the bay windows in the sitting room. The wind rustled through the branches, tugging at them, urging them gently onto its breeze. She followed a leaf, flickering between brown and gold in the pale sunlight, as it drifted free over fences and roads until she fancied she followed its flight.
The phone rang, startling her.
'Hello? Who is this?'
'Mum? It's me,' said a male voice.
'Who is it?' she asked again, her gaze flitting around, seeking solace in the photographs on the shelves, sills, and walls.
'Mum, it's Daniel.'
'Daniel?'
'Are you okay? Jesus, Mum. It's your son, remember?'
'Daniel! Oh, it's so lovely to hear from you. How are you? You haven't written or called in so long. I was getting worried about you. Have you ...'
'Mum, look I don't mean to cut you off, but the money is going to run out soon and I don't have any more coins. I want to tell ...'
'Then I'll call you, Daniel. You'll have to give me your number though. You know I could call you if I had your number.'
'I don't have time for this right now, Mum. I need a place to stay for a while, okay? I'm catching a train tonight. I'll be there by about lunchtime tomorrow.'
'Is everything all right? You're not in trouble are you? Daniel? Daniel?'
The line was already dead. Outside, she could see a man mulching the fallen leaves, the angry buzz of the machine chewing up and spitting out the leaves into a caged trailer that would be later carted away.
She moved quickly around the house, sweeping up any photos of her husband while he complained bitterly as she did so. She hid them beneath the tea-towels in one of the drawers in the kitchen, piling heavy cookbooks on top hoping to muffle her husband's cries.
She planted herself in front of the television and turned it up loud, this time to drown Frank out rather than encourage him.
'You're only fooling yourself,' he called from his cell in the kitchen.
She refused to acknowledge him, burying herself in the sounds and images emanating from the screen. Her mouth betrayed her though, and her lips were willing conspirators.
'I can't hear you, Frank,' they whispered.
#
She lay in wait for the knocking that night, but it never came. Instead her mind raced with Daniel's face ageing through his childhood and the soft timbre of his voice and creamy skin and fine, blond hair; the warmth of his touch and smell of his young body cleaned and dried and powdered; the birthdays and cuddles and kisses and crayon drawings taped to fridge doors and tears wiped from eyes and blood cleaned from scabbed knees; her son; her baby.
She wondered what he looked like now, whether time had been kind, whether the world had replaced his anger and fears with wisdom and temperance. Whether she would recognise him. It had been more than ten years.
As she drifted into the land between the living and the dead, she dreamt that they had forgiven each other, and maybe, just maybe, she had forgiven Frank.
#
By noon a thick minestrone simmered on the stove, filling the house with warm, earthy smells. She rang the station to check arrival times, and a woman reassured her that the train from Melbourne would be in by half twelve.
She popped cheese and onion scones into the oven at half past twelve, knowing that in fifteen minutes or so they'd be ready for her son when he walked in the door. She sat in her chair, pretending to read a book, and waited. Frank said nothing from the kitchen.
At one o'clock she called the station again, and was informed that yes, madam, the train had arrived half an hour ago. By two that afternoon, she nibbled listlessly on a cold scone, occasionally dipping it into the minestrone, though her appetite had disappeared with her son.
'What were you thinking, woman?' Frank called, the spite sliding from beneath the towels. 'Did you think he'd come home?'
She chewed, swallowed, ignored. Leaves swept past the window, laughing, screaming, as they danced to Frank's words, battering up against the pane.
'When I left you, woman, you tried to turn my son against me. So he left, too, woman, see he hates ...'
'Be quiet!' she yelled, dropping the scone into the soup bowl. Little brown splashes stained her frock, but she didn't notice.
Frank's low chuckle emanated from the drawer. 'You don't think you actually spoke to Daniel, do you?'
'You're dead! You can't hurt me anymore.'
'I'm not dead, woman,' said a dozen Franks. 'And I'll never stop hurting you.'
Stifled giggling from a young Daniel on the mantelpiece. Sniggering from the teenage Daniel on the bookshelf, and soon all the Daniels in the room were laughing at her, laughing with the Franks hidden in the kitchen.
#
In the pitch black of night she woke to the sound of knocking on the door. She lay frozen, as the pounding increased, hammering into her heart. And for the first time in years her throat coughed up an anxious plea, though it drowned in the darkness.
'Go away, Frank.'
The pounding on the door resumed, each thud on the wood resonating through the house, climbing stealthily up the stairs and creeping into her bed to swallow her bones. She lay in silence, the blanket tightening around her chin, drawing it around her head like a hood, a deep shroud to hide within.
'Go away, Frank,' she whispered once more. 'Just go away.'
'Let me in! I know you're in there,' a thick voice slurred, heavy with the night.
The blood in her veins iced, the hair on her body stretching away from her skin, eager to flee with her thoughts and her mind to somewhere safe, some place still innocent and untouched. It—he—had never, ever, spoken from behind the door in all these long years.
'Frank?' she croaked, though the sound barely passed her lips. 'Is that you?'
'I'm sorry,' the voice called. 'It's me. It's late ... I've come home ...'
She heard him start to cry, small, snuffling sobs, and she slowly, cautiously crept from her bed, tiptoeing to the bedroom door. The door hammered again and she froze halfway between the landing and the safety of her bedroom.
'Let me in!' he roared.
She slid to the floor, trembling, burying her face in the sleeves of her nightgown. It wasn't meant to be like this. She had hoped and dreamed and prayed he would return, waking every night for years, thinking she heard him approach the door. But it had been too long, far too long, and she was unsure of herself. If she were to answer that door and find no-one, what then? She feared that behind the door lay nothing but the workings of her mind, and if her last hope shattered, then the descent into her final days would be swift.
She heard Frank, the other Franks, rattling in the kitchen, banging against the drawer.
'Let me out,' those Franks pleaded. 'Let me go.'
'No, I can't ...' she cried.
Other voices sprung from the photos on the walls, as one Daniel and then another called out to her. 'Let him go, Mum.' Deborah—her daughter long dead in a twisted car wreck on a country road—smiled and reached out. 'Open the door, Mother. Let him go. Let us go.'
'I'll have nothing,' she wept into her hands, tearing at her hair. 'I'll have no-one.'
The voices rose and spiralled into a noise that smothered her and filled her ears. The hammering on the door stopped and the room fell silent.
'Mum? It's me, Daniel ...' said the voice behind the door, faltering and hitching.
'Daniel?' She scrambled to her feet, urgency lending her strength. 'Daniel,' her throat too dry to sound the words, 'I'm coming.'
She slipped and staggered down the stairway in the dark, fumbling against the banister, fearful of the photographs' silence, terrified that their voices would return and drain her of all strength.
'Daniel?' she rasped, though her throat lent her no mercy, the words barely a whisper. Her hand closed upon the latch of the door and drew back the lock and chain. Sweat, cold as winter chill, streaked across her palms and she drew down the handle and pulled the door open.
The night swept howling into her house, past the empty front porch, pouring down her throat to still any cry she might have made against it, flowing despair through her veins, and pulling the final blanket down and around her.
Like a drowning woman granted one more breath, she thought she heard her son's footsteps shuffling away through the fallen leaves, fading into the night, but before she could be sure, the whispering from the walls inside the house pulled her back under.
***
Afterword: The Light in Autumn's Leaves
The first and only (I think) ghost story I have written, and a ghost story where the dead are only dead within the confines of the house the elderly woman has trapped herself in. Fear can take many forms, in particular, the fear of change, the fear of loss, and the fear of being alone. Fear can only be overcome from facing it, and if you haven't experienced that or been forced to, then the statement itself can seem trite. Many people never overcome their fears. It becomes too insurmountable, a bridge too far, and like the woman in this story, eventually, the fear will come to define you.
I find it unnerving to go into other peoples' houses and see dozens of photos of people who don't live there lining the walls and the shelves and the corner tables. All these eyes frozen in time, staring at you. I'm still young and I know I don't feel that need to surround myself with memories yet, but it is clear to see in the generations older than me that the need grows stronger when the nest empties, and hearts stop beating, and lungs cease to inflate, where the blood is long cooled and the voices slowly but surely make themselves heard from the photos beneath the glass, trapped in the frames.
The 1970s were the age of the photographic slide, and the 2000s the digital revolution. What the hell are we going to line our shelves with as we enter our prospective autumns? Dozens upon dozens of LCD screens displaying fragmented images from decaying hard drives? The ghosts will be pixellated with voices suffering digital dropout.
My grandmother, in her 80s with a strong dislike of speculative fiction (it's all too far-fetched to be believable in any way whatsoever) liked this story. She thought I got it right.
"The Light in Autumn's Leaves" received a Honourable Mention for the 2005 Aurealis Award for Best Horror Short Story.
***
The town was called Pushkar and it clung to the edge of the desert near the shadow of Nag Pahar, the Snake Mountain. Pushkar circled a lake, an oasis supposedly formed from a lotus blossom dropped by Brahma, if you believed in all that shit. I wondered why high white walls crowned with broken glass surrounded the New Sunrise Hotel.
The only reason I was there was because I couldn't stand another six hours on the road to Jaisalmer. I had been suffering from the joys of exotic travel—hot flushes and chills—and desperately needed to find accommodation for a few days until my affliction passed.
A brawny Indian sweating in a faded uniform guarded the iron gates leading to the courtyard. He ushered me inside with a grunt. The shotgun he brandished did little to alleviate my unease. The hot winter sun glared off its shiny barrels.
The courtyard inside was surprisingly lush, with low wooden seats nestled amongst manicured gardens. Large palms provided shade from the persistent heat, and the rooms on the second floor had balconies overlooking the courtyard. A stone fountain gurgled in the centre of the garden. Several Westerners clad in colourful hippy gear lounged around smoking cigarettes and eating fruit.
A young boy in the early bloom of acne leaned on the reception desk reading a comic. Behind him, a cheap-looking scimitar was mounted on the wall, partially obscuring a faded poster of Vishnu. The boy pushed the guestbook lazily towards me without looking up. I wrote in a fake name.
'Single, fifty rupees. With bathroom, one hundred rupees,' the boy droned.
'Bathroom.' I pushed a pile of dirty rupees onto the page of his comic.
He looked up and stared at me with dark, lifeless eyes. The edges of the room seemed to twist and then snap back into reality as he dropped a key onto the counter. I reached for the key, needing its cold metallic touch, suddenly unsure of myself, of where I was, and even more importantly, who.
Something large moved in the shadows of the reception room. Something watching, wanting ...
I grabbed the key, heard flesh sizzle as my palm seared. A sharp white pain ...
... and the key bounced back onto the counter. An enormously fat man lurched from the shadows towards the desk. He wore a billowing white business shirt, trousers, and a strongly-spiced perfume. Large rings of sweat spread from beneath his armpits and his black hair lay slicked to his scalp. His skin was the colour of chocolate.
'Namaste,' he said, offering his huge, pudgy hand, the fingers adorned with thick bands of gold.
'No.' I recoiled, blowing on my burnt palm.
He cocked his head, studying me with large, murky eyes. He withdrew his hand, a curl at the edge of his mouth. His head rocked from side to side.
'Yes. I can see you are not all here yet.' The gentle, swaying, knowing nod of the Indian. 'Welcome home, my son. You are late.'
He pushed the key slowly back towards me, the sound of the metal on the wood like thunder grinding in my head.
'You are here for Holi, yes?' he asked.
'What? Holi? I don't ...' Sweat leaked from my skin. What the hell was happening? I was going to be sick.
His hand touched mine and I thought I would scream, but, with his touch, clarity returned. His skin was warm and soft, and he turned my hand over gently. My palm was untouched, my skin—white skin—creased with desert dust.
'Take the key.' He pressed it into my hand. 'I'm happy you are here. Guptal here will help you to your room.' He closed the comic and tapped the boy on the back of the head. 'Go.'
Back in the courtyard, amongst the tourists and trees and cigarettes, the memory of what had happened slipped sideways. I looked at my hand again. Nothing. No burn, no tender flesh. Too many drugs, not enough sleep. And in this heat, who knew what I was really thinking? I followed Guptal up stone steps to the second floor and looked back at reception, wondering if there had really been a fat man. He waved at me, then retreated into the coolness of the shadows.
'What's his name?' I asked.
'He calls Harry,' said Guptal. 'Not his real name.'
'What's his real name?'
'I don't know, Darth Vader.' He gave me a sly glance followed by a grin. 'What is yours?'
'You read the guestbook?' I laughed. 'You got me. I'm Shane.'
He wobbled his head, the smile on his face evidence of some small victory. 'We are not stupid as you think. Not stupid as you.'
'I'm stupid? I suppose I am. Harry said something about Holi. What is that?'
'Big party. Lots of fires and water balloons. All day. It's called the Festival of Colour and we say goodbye to winter and hello to spring. Maybe you have alcohol you give me for the festival?'
'Why would I do that?'
'Because I help you. I know many things of Pushkar.'
'Maybe I have some alcohol.'
Guptal pointed out a rooftop garden on the other side of the courtyard. A blonde woman was bending her back towards her thighs, working through a series of yogic stretches. Guptal grabbed his groin.
'She very sexy.' He thrust his hips back and forth. 'I fuck her.'
'Yeah, little man. I'm sure you do. She catch you jerking off?'
'Ha, ha! So you know?'
She stood, rising athletically on long, lean legs, and turned to face us. Goosebumps rose on my neck, defying the sweat and sun. It was too far away to make out any details, but it felt as if she bored into my head with
(... feline, deep, seductive blue ...)
her eyes. I shuddered and my knees buckled.
Guptal took my arm and helped me to my room. 'Things are not what they seem. Holi comes.'
And though I hadn't spoken to her, or even clearly seen her, I felt I knew her.
#
I rolled myself a joint, then poured myself a shot of whiskey. I figured I'd knock myself out and hopefully sleep through the rest of the day. The whiskey, cheap, nasty Indian stuff, should help kill the bug I'd picked up.
While I waited for it to kick in, I lay back on the bed and leafed through my guidebook, looking for Holi. What had the kid said? The Festival of Colour?
I found two references. The first described the celebration of the passing of winter and the arrival of spring. That fit with the timeframe, though I'd hate to be here in summer, because so far it had been a fucking hot winter. Same legends, different countries. No big deal.
The second described an old legend where an evil Asura king called Hiranyakashyap tried to kill his son Prahlad. The king enlisted his sister Holika, who was immune to fire, to do the job. But she fucked it up, got burnt to death, and Prahlad called down Vishnu, who killed his dad.
The part that interested me most was that India celebrated this by getting drunk and stoned, lighting bonfires, and bombarding each other with dye-filled water bombs.
I knocked back another mouthful of the whiskey and took a deep drag on the joint. I'd be right at home at a party like that.
#
A knock at the door. I awoke with a dull ache in the back of my head.
Dusk had crept into the courtyard and shadows fluttered into the room. The air inside was cooler than before. Another knock, this time harder.
'Hello?' I climbed off the bed and pulled on a shirt.
'It is me,' said a voice behind the door. 'Harry.'
Christ, what was he doing here? I hid the whiskey bottle under the pillow and hoped the room didn't stink of hashish. 'What do you want?'
'I have a gift for you.' A pause. 'And we need to talk.'
I opened the door and Harry stepped inside. He had changed into a dusk-coloured robe and carried a tray upon which were three bowls of brightly-coloured powder: yellow, blue, and red.
'These are for you.' He placed the tray on the dresser, clasped his hands before him, and smiled.
'Thanks.' I returned the smile, waiting for him to leave. Then stared at the faded rug, the threadbare curtains, the open door.
Silence. Awkwardness.
And unease, as Harry shut the door and pulled up a chair at the battered table next to the balcony doors.
'Please sit.' He propped his head up with his hand, the fingers sinking into the fleshy folds of his cheek. He indicated the bowls on the tray with his other hand. 'You will use these, yes?'
'What are they?'
Harry stared at me for a long while, then leaned forwards, the chair creaking beneath his bulk. 'Gulal. Dye for the festival. For Holi.
You are here and you do not know.'
I mistook his statement for a question. 'Know what?'
He leaned closer. Heat emanated from his
(... giant, clutching fingers ...)
body. 'It is not too late. Spring has not yet arrived, my friend. Perhaps this time the winter will not pass.'
I laughed, a nervous hiccupping noise that scrambled from my throat. 'Look, Harry, I'm pretty tired and I don't know what you're talking about. Thanks for the powders, but I'm not going to buy them.'
Harry grinned.
The corners of the room twisted.
'It is a gift,' he crooned through his wide, white teeth. His hand suddenly on my thigh, the thick fingers squeezing. Moving towards my groin. 'You will become aware. I know. You always do.'
I tried to push him away, but I couldn't lift my arms
(... flames ...)
and Harry released me, sitting back straight in his chair. My leg ached from his clutch and my head throbbed. I realised the heat was emanating from me, not from Harry, a thick line of fire sliding up my spine ...
'Have you been drinking alcohol?' Harry's twitching nostrils loomed in my face.
... to the base of my head, fanning around my skull ...
'It's been a while since I've had a drink.' Harry's bulk moved. 'Do you mind if I have one?'
... the room a blur; then a spasm swept my body. The hairs on my skin stood in the sudden chill. And normality returned.
Harry handed me a glass of whiskey and eased himself back onto the chair with one for himself. He took a sip, grimaced, upended the glass into his mouth, and refilled it. He took another mouthful.
'You know this is forbidden.' He tapped the bottle with his finger, one of his rings smacking the glass with a chink. 'Pushkar is a holy place, and you bring this here two days before the festival?'
'I didn't know it was a problem for non-Hindus.'
'Heh, heh, heh.' He drained the glass, grabbed the bottle, and heaved himself to the door. 'No, it's no problem, my friend.' With whiskey glistening on his fat lips, he leered and pointed towards the bowls of dye. 'Just remember to use the gulal on the eve of Dwadashi, the festival.'
Before I could answer, he closed the door behind him. I heard him chuckling as he walked away. I swirled the amber liquid in my glass, the whiskey whirling, forever and ever. I swallowed it, relishing the brief flush of warmth in my belly. What was this guy's problem? Did he hassle all single travellers? Most likely he got a kick out of it.
I should've told him to fuck off.
Another knock at the door; a gentle tapping, not the affirmative rap of Harry.
'Shane?' A whisper. 'It's Guptal.'
I opened the door. 'What?'
Guptal danced from toe to toe, glancing down the hallway.
'Quick. No want Harry see me.'
I let him in, and before I'd shut the door, Guptal had picked up one of the empty glasses and buried his nose in it. 'Whiskey!' He rubbed a finger around the inside of the glass and licked it. 'You have more?'
'Harry told me it's illegal. What do you want?'
'I have news for you.' He grabbed the other glass and began cleaning it with his finger. 'You sure you no have whiskey?'
'Perhaps. What news?'
'The woman asked about you. Sexy. She is waiting for you.' Guptal waved the glass, his face shining. 'She is wanting you.'
'Where?' I tried to contain a shiver of excitement. She wanted me? Jesus Christ. I'd had some wild times in India, but they didn't usually come this easy.
He shook the glass again.
And I'd been ripped off before, too.
'First you tell me, then whiskey.' I wasn't going to let the kid push me around, too.
Guptal rocked his head sideways. 'By the lake, on the ghats.' He proffered the glass.
'After,' I lied. 'First you take me to the lake.'
#
Twilight soothed the dusty streets, or perhaps Guptal's presence shielded me from the usual frantic activity at the merchant stalls lining the main road. The shopkeepers regarded us with cool glances as they sat within, smoking tobacco amongst desert textiles, bright silks, and embroidered cottons. Lights flickered on in small cafes and restaurants, and the smell of spice and curry wafted on the breeze. Most of the tables were empty. The occasional tourist stared uninterestedly as we passed.
Not only the bustle was missing but also the noise; there was no bansuri wail of snake charmers, no rhythmic beat of the tabla, no sitar, no shitty transistor radios rasping into the night. Even the notoriously stoned bhang cafes were quiet, though the tourist population had, as usual, congregated there to drink yoghurt and hashish lassis. They conversed in hushed tones, punctuated with furtive glances and sullen looks. Pushkar was not soothed, I realised, not even subdued. Oppressed.
'Is this normal before a festival?' I asked. 'This place seems dead.'
Guptal didn't answer, but increased his pace, his skinny legs almost trotting. 'Hurry, before Harry sees I am gone.'
He led me to the end of the street and pointed to a narrow, winding lane lined with crooked walls.
'To the ghats. You will find her there.' He turned and ran back down the street, disappearing into the shadows and dust. He'd forgotten to hassle me for the whiskey.
I followed the lane down, wondering what this woman really looked like and why she wanted to see me. Guptal wouldn't even tell me her name. I suspected he had been setting me up, that she wasn't down here and that right now Harry was rifling my room for more whiskey. How could I have been so stupid?
I was almost at the lake now. What if she was waiting? A sensitive guy would have said he was following the unknown, the sense of adventure, whatever, but not me. I followed the wrong brain, the brain below the waist, down to the waters.
#
The lake swam with shadowy reflections of the dying sun. It was cooler down here, a breeze rising from the surface of the water. An ancient, deserted palace hugged the opposite edge of the lake, its stone walls crumbling, encroached upon by neighbouring buildings. Picture-postcard sort of shit if you could be bothered. I couldn't.
She sat cross-legged near the water's edge, up on the ghats, staring at the sunset. She waved and beckoned me over. I climbed up the steps, the stone worn smooth by centuries of pilgrims' wet feet. My stomach fluttered as I approached and again I had that sense of the surreal, as if I'd been here before, with her blue eyes locked on mine, an embrace deeper than a lover's. Sometimes, in a moment of vulnerability, I'd experienced this when meeting someone for the first time. That deep acknowledgement, a subconscious pull of mutual attraction. But never the feeling without meeting first.
'Hi,' I said, trying to keep my voice cool, staunch, wise. Travelled.
'I'm Shane.'
'Hello,' she said. A soft English accent, maybe London. 'Please sit; we don't have much time.'
She wore loose-fitting, dusk-coloured cotton clothing, typical long-term tourist attire. Her blond hair had been tied into a braid and hung over her shoulder, resting on her breast. Her perfume hinted of jasmine and sandalwood. As we made eye contact, I expected the deliriously uncomfortable feeling to continue, but it didn't. And her eyes weren't blue, they were hazel.
'You're late.' She stretched out her legs. In this light, they looked smooth and tanned.
'Guptal only just told me,' I said. She seemed pretty forward. I hoped that equated with eager.
She shook her head. 'You were supposed to arrive a week ago. We have little time left to begin the rituals.'
Overhead, the sky darkened as the sun dipped behind the horizon. From the east, clouds smothered the sky. Thunder rumbled in the distance.
I laughed. 'Look, lady, I think you're mistaking me for someone else. I don't know anything about any rituals. I don't even know your name.'
She smiled sadly. 'I suspected as much. We have less time than I hoped. How much do you remember?'
'I have no idea what you're talking about.' I hated it when people played games like this. Especially sexy women. I'd been played too many times before. 'I just got here. And now I'm leaving.'
She grabbed my arm as I tried to stand, her touch electric—a spark of sweat and flame.
'I'm sorry. Please, sit. You can call me Holly.' She slid her hand down my arm to my wrist, curling her fingers gently around mine. She pulled me back down.
'Let's start again. Why did you come to Pushkar?' she asked. The standard, comfortable getting-to-know-you question.
I didn't want to say I was suffering from fevers and diarrhoea. 'Felt like a good place to stop. What about you?'
Holly nodded. 'Exactly. I was drawn to this place. From the moment I arrived, I knew I was supposed to be here. Do you believe in reincarnation?'
I smiled. The spiritual ones were the easiest. Three months in the sub-continent had taught me that. 'It's something I'm interested in.'
'The closer you are to the source,' Holly said, pointing towards the lake, 'the more of your past lives you'll remember.'
'Is that what you meant when you asked me how much I remembered? How much do you remember?'
'By the time I arrived in Pushkar, I knew who I was. And now I know what must be done.' Holly smiled again and touched my arm. No sparks, just warm flesh. 'Sounds crazy, I know, but you must accept it.'
'I don't remember a past life,' I said.
'This will help you remember.' Holly stood and slipped out of her clothes in one impossibly fluid movement.
I felt that hot surge of blood, an equal dose of desire and embarrassment, and quickly looked away, suddenly unsure of who had control of this game. That brief glimpse of her inner thighs so close to my face, the curl of hair above the slit. The thunder rumbled again, this time closer.
She waded into the lake, its dark waters claiming her skin inch by inch, moving up and over the curve of her cheeks until it caressed her waist. The muscles in her back shuddered. She pushed forwards from the ghats, propelling herself towards the centre of the lake. She turned back to me, her shoulders bobbing above the water.
'Are you coming in?'
I watched for a second, wondering if I was in a position to tease her, to make her come out and get me. To have that beautiful naked body dripping above me. To pull her into a wet embrace. But only for a second. I wasn't that stupid.
I stood at the edge, naked and self-conscious. The water felt warm, almost thick. A chill gripped me, instantly countered by a hot flush. I stood disoriented, staring at the surface of the sky as clouds filled the lake.
Holly called.
I followed the ghats down into the lake. Slime squelched between my toes. Holly bobbed further away, beckoning. The waters sucked at my thighs, lapped at my groin, seducing me. Lightning split the sky over the ancient palace. Thunder roared, its anger rumbling across the ghats.
I dived into the lake, its once-smooth waters rippling with fat raindrops. Instantly cocooned, my momentum lost in an embryonic drift, I floated in a suspended state. In and back, further back ...
need to breathe
suck
shapes in the blackness below
hungry, swarming
breathe
I broke the surface, choking on the scream lodged in my throat. I gasped, floundering, trying to climb from the water into the air. I gulped a breath before I sank below the surface again.
But it was water, only water, polluted by the filth of centuries: the essence of life. And here in this desert, an undrinkable bath. I trod water, looking for Holly. Around me, the surface of the lake danced and spat, the rain sheeting from above.
'This is a good sign.' Holly touched my shoulder from behind.
'They say it hasn't rained here this winter. Even that winter never came.'
I turned and we were in each other's arms. Our thighs brushed as we trod water; our legs intertwined.
Her body pressed against mine.
'This lake can wash away the sins of a lifetime,' said Holly. 'For some, it is salvation.' Her hand moved down to the small of my back and she pulled me closer. 'The water holds memories from as far back as creation.'
She smiled as our groins touched. I knew she felt my erection.
'And if the lake is salvation, where do you think the sin is washed to?' she asked.
'Who cares?' I kissed her.
We wrapped ourselves in each other's bodies and sank below the surface. Down. Mouths exploring, at first tentatively, and then, as our breath faded and lungs tightened, with more vigour. Holly wrapped her legs around my waist. As we sank, I gripped her buttocks, trying to position myself to enter her, but it was too awkward. Her hands cupped my cheeks as we kissed. I fumbled again, trying to guide myself in. My lungs burned. I slid my hands under her armpits and kicked gently, trying to urge her to surface with me. She resisted, tightening her grip around my waist. Holly's fingers were suddenly in my mouth. She pulled away from the kiss, prising my mouth open. Her thighs squeezed tighter. I opened my eyes. Through the murk, Holly stared, her face a mask of concentration. She squeezed again and I gasped, sucking in a lungful of lake. I panicked and the water poured in, to fill me, own me.
I kicked upwards. Black lights burst behind my eyelids.
An arm around my chest. Pulled up and up and need to breathe ... skin scraped on stone steps, bumping, dragged. Someone turned me on my side. I coughed and water gushed from my mouth.
Holly whispered into my ear, 'Don't believe what Harry says. He may try to kill you. Neither of us needs to die, but spring must come.'
Her footsteps on the ghats made wet slapping sounds that eventually faded away.
I lay unable to move as chills racked my body. The storm had passed, and though Pushkar was blanketed in darkness, the white walls of the deserted palace shone under the waxing moon. And soon that blanket of darkness lay over me.
#
A hand pressed against my face. Hot and smothering.
I tried to sit up, but was pushed back. Onto something soft. My hotel bed.
Harry sat on the edge of the bed, his big hands forcing my shoulders down onto the mattress. A damp cloth slipped from my forehead onto the pillow. He took it, dipped it in a bowl of icy water, and returned it to my brow. I was burning up.
'Easy, my son,' said Harry. 'You are safe now.'
'She tried to drown me!'
Harry shook his head. 'Calm yourself. Guptal, hand me the cup.'
Guptal appeared from behind Harry's bulk and gave him a small cup. His eyes no longer seemed lifeless; instead they burned with an intensity to match my fever.
Harry propped up my head and put the cup to my lips. A dark, murky water, reminiscent of the lake. It smelt of cardamom and cloves.
'Drink. You have malaria. This will help your fever.'
'No, I have pills. I need a doctor.'
'There is no doctor here any more.'
He poured the liquid into my mouth. Sweet and warm, and I swallowed.
'Your cries were heard all over the courtyard,' said Harry. 'I had to let myself into your room. You would not answer.'
'My room? No, I was at the lake with Holly. She tried to drown me.'
Harry shook his head, jowls wobbling. 'No, you were here on your bed. In the fever dream. We had to hold you down. So much sweat.'
I spied my wet clothes on the floor. Guptal held damp bed sheets, avoiding my eyes.
'Guptal, tell him!' I said. 'You took me to see Holly at the lake.'
The boy shuffled out of the room. My head felt thick; a numbing buzz danced over my brow. Harry leered over me, his face blurring into the back of the room. He may try to kill you. Leaden limbs. Mud on the floor. From the lake. Poison in the cup. Must move ... can't ...
Harry's voice spoke from the pillow. 'This will lend you strength, help you sleep. The memories will come.' His hard cotton lips whispered into my ear, 'You and the demon are eternally linked. She will try to kill you on the eve of the festival.'
Door closing, lights fading, fast ...
#
I stepped over a blackened body, flames eating what little flesh still remained on the bone. There was no sun or moon; instead, the sky had been washed blood-orange. Waves of heat bellowed from behind, urging me up the palatial steps to where a Harry carved in youth and muscle stood waiting. His face showed no comprehension that all he was would soon fall apart. Ants swarmed over the stone tiles, oblivious to the heat. Long, coarse hair had sprouted from my skin, which was coated in yellow and red dyes. Harry slowly backed away, unable to take his eyes from the burning body. In the entranceway to his palace, I tore open his throat to bring the rains.
God is great.
#
Morning sunlight slapped my face.
My muscles ached and my head felt cloudy, but aside from that, I felt fine. I showered until the water ran from hot to cold, trying to gather my thoughts from the previous day. I was no longer sure what had happened. Memories bled into each other, indistinct and hazy, married with dreams. Harry had been here, though; the bowls of dye sat on the dresser. I suspected he'd given me hallucinogens. If I had malaria, I needed to find a doctor fast.
The courtyard was deserted, the hotel grounds silent. I rang the bell at reception and waited. The gates were ajar. The guard had apparently deserted his post. I rang the bell again. When no one came, I wandered into the street. The stalls were boarded up, the streets empty. Even the persistent flies had vanished. The air smelt electric and the charge was still building.
I wanted to go back to my room, to lie down and wake up again. But my legs marched forwards in long, confident strides. My body wasn't listening; instead it led me back to the lake.
The water mirrored the sky, an unbroken blue. Three-storied buildings with peeling whitewash ringed the shore of the lake. There was no palace.
Holly stood submerged to her waist, her back to me. The water splashed around her. It looked as if she held something beneath the surface.
'Holly!' I ran towards her.
She turned, her face impassive. Guptal broke from beneath the water.
'Prahlad, help me!' he screamed.
Holly thrust him under again. 'He has chosen. He is free.'
'You're killing him!'
When I was within arm's reach of her, the thrashing in the water frenzied then stopped. Guptal's body bobbed to the surface, red blossoming around him into the blue. His head lolled backwards, almost severed.
'Oh, Jesus.' The words barely a whisper from my mouth. I wasn't running any more. I just stood there, hip-deep in Guptal's blood.
Holly brought a six-inch blade up to her mouth and kissed it. A smear of red stained her lips. 'Not Jesus. Vishnu. God is great.'
'What have you done?'
'Only what was asked.' She stepped towards me, her hazel eyes on mine. 'The demon has been set free.'
I couldn't move. The tip of the blade pricked the flesh beneath my chin.
Holly's face was calm, almost serene. 'Brahma forsook this place long ago. His worshippers are trapped here in bondage. Vishnu has returned to free them.'
She kissed me gently on the lips. Guptal on my lips. Her breath smelt sweet. Clean.
'I have always loved you,' she said. 'Our blood is the same blood. You have the choice. Join me.'
'Holly, please.' I tried to move, but my limbs were frozen. 'This is not right. You need help.'
'I know.' The soft English accent. So calm and understanding. 'Help me kill the king of the demons plaguing this oasis. Help me kill Harry. Or I will kill you.'
I knew none of this was happening. Guptal's body wasn't floating in the lake. She wasn't here. I wasn't here. But I didn't know where I was.
I heard someone screaming and wondered if it was me.
#
The shower pattered on the chipped tiles in the bathroom.
I stood naked and shivering on the balcony outside my room, looking out over the courtyard. Above me, the sun bled into the sky. People below were laughing and pointing. My chest, still damp, had been smeared with red gulal. My thighs were coated blue. I touched my face. A scab of yellow dye came away on my finger.
Wet footprints trod rainbow patterns across my room. Candles floated in bowls of fragrant oils, dozens of them, lining the dresser, the table, edging the walls on the floor. The door hung from its hinges. How long had I been standing here?
Someone screamed in a room nearby. Another scream, a piercing shriek that sliced off at its zenith. The people in the courtyard below scattered. Harry appeared from the shadows around reception. A grin split his face when he saw me.
'It begins. Stay there!' he yelled.
He unsheathed the scimitar from the wall behind the desk, then ran for the stairwell. Holly had been right. He was going to kill me.
I ran into the hallway. Maybe I could get to the walls of the hotel—fuck the broken glass; it wasn't to keep people out, I realised, it was to keep them in—and make the safety of the crowds of other people in the town. There had to be an embassy, a police station, something.
Holly stood at the end of the hallway, framed in the dying light of day. She stepped over the body at her feet—Guptal, huddled in loops of intestine—and advanced slowly. Her naked body glistened wet with blood. She pointed the blade in her hand towards me.
'He cannot touch us until you decide. His fate is determined by your actions.' Her face was emotionless. Blank.
Holly. Holika. The demon reincarnated.
'You're insane,' I said. 'What fucked-up, paranoid trip are you on?'
'Are you with me?' she asked.
I backed away. 'I won't help you kill Harry. I'm not Prahlad. I'm not your salvation. But I can help you if you put down the knife.'
Holly shook her head, her lips tight. 'If you're not with me, well, then....' She lunged forwards, her blade missing me by inches.
I sprinted back to the door, grabbing the frame and swinging into my room. I slipped on the wet floor, crashing into the oil burners. The oil ignited. The muslin curtains whooshed, framing the window in flames. I scrambled to my feet.
'Holika!' Holly screamed, and leapt onto me, the snick of her blade slicing my ear.
We tumbled to the floor, her momentum sliding us through the burning oil. The knife slashed my chest and she lifted her arm to strike again. I caught her wrist. We held that position for what must have been only seconds, then slowly the knife made its way back down, inching closer to my skin. In my weakened state, there was no way I could match her strength.
Her hazel eyes stared into mine. There was no hatred there, no anger. Only pity. My other arm, pinioned by Holly's elbow, had started burning, but felt detached from the pain.
The sheets on the bed burst into flames. Sweat dripped from her brow into my eyes. I groped blindly for the braid hanging down her back.
'Forgive me, Holika,' she said. 'Vishnu gave you the chance. Remember I always loved you.' The blade kissed my skin. She pushed against my grip.
My fingers found her braid and I pulled her head back hard. She let out a grunt and the pressure on the knife relaxed. And then resumed. The tip of the blade pierced the skin of my chest. I gasped. So this was how it ended. No loved ones, no memories, no life before the eyes.
Holly's head shone like it was haloed. And for the first time, she allowed herself to show emotion, with a smile. The smile of a mother putting her child to bed.
Then the halo erupted into a ball of flame. The stench of burning hair filled my nostrils. She screamed, the knife forgotten, and tried to douse the flames with her hands. I bucked and she sprawled sideways, her head engulfed, still screaming. I kicked her away and picked up the knife. I stood up, legs shaking. I was aware I, too, was on fire, but I felt nothing. The dye, the gulal, burned instead of my skin.
Harry loomed in the doorway, the scimitar clutched in one massive hand. The sweat on his face shone in the firelight. He grinned at me.
'What have we here, sister? Have you killed my son yet?'
Holly managed to stumble to her feet and lunge towards him. He sidestepped and severed her head. Her body dropped to the floor.
He kissed the blade and nodded to me. 'Thank you, Holika.' His fat lips glistened with Holly's blood. 'But only one of us three can survive the festival. And with Prahlad dead, well...even Vishnu knows what must happen next.'
He advanced through the flames, the fat melting from his body, as I retreated.
I had never been Prahlad. I was Holika.
I leapt from the balcony.
#
I staggered naked into the street as flames consumed the hotel. Firelight flickered in the sweat on my body. Rivulets of red and blue and yellow burned away as they merged with the blood streaming from the gashes on my chest. There was no longer any dye; my skin had become gulal. Throngs of people lined the street, bodies pressed close. Black faces, brown faces, white and sunburned, cooked like leather and baby skin. The thud of thousands of feet pounding the earth, the incessant, rhythmic stomp of the mob.
Harry's laughter rose with the crackling flames, until I could no longer tell if they weren't the same, a roar crashing inside my head. I dared to glance behind. Harry strode through the fire, melting, shifting, transforming girth into height with every step. Hiranyakashyap walked again, Asura king of the underworld, cruel and ruthless. His eyes glittered, as did the scimitar slicing the air around him. The rings on his giant fingers shone and sparkled, refracting the rays of the dawn sun.
'Another year, Holika!' he shouted. 'Another year!'
I tripped and sprawled in the dust. My chin crunched and teeth snapped down onto tongue. Clambering to my feet, I spat out a mouthful of blood. It hit the dirt with a puff, a listless rolling of once-life coated in dust.
Beneath the roar, the slow-boiling chant of the crowd: 'Holi! Holi! Holi!'
They pressed closer, funnelling me towards the far end of the street. I swung Holly's blade before me and the throng leapt back, hissing, then closed in again. Pushing me, driving me forwards.
A water balloon exploded near my feet. Blue dye splashed the dirt. Steam rose from the earth. I ran, my vision blurred and stinging. Another balloon arced through the air, splattering my legs. Another hit my back as hard as stone, rupturing acid. I screamed and gagged on the blood in my throat. A flurry of balloons burst on me, my head, my groin doused in liquid fire. I tried to shield my face. More dye rained down and I ran forwards again. I could no longer hear Harry, only the thunder of the crowd.
'Holi! Holi! Holi!'
Holi!
Cow dung hurled from the mass, striking me on the side of the head. Soon dung flew from all sides; fresh, wet, and cloying; hard and stale, cutting edges into my flesh. The crowd surged closer and bowls of blood were upturned, stinking coppery swathing heat.
I ran.
Chicken heads, feet, beaks, and feathers flew through the air.
'Holi! Holi! Holi!'
Intestines, stomachs, livers, organs, flesh.
They were on me; hands clawed and tore. I swung the blade again, scything a path ahead of me towards the lane leading to the lake.
If this lake is salvation, where do you think the sin is washed to?
I could hardly breathe; the air tasted thick, like butter rancid from the sun. The crowd seethed closer, fists pumping into the air.
One face, one chant.
'Holi! Holi! Holi!'
Flames swallowed the hotel and murderous clouds billowed into the morning sky. The stalls along the street blazed, fire leaping from house to house. Harry was nowhere to be seen. The crowd advanced slowly, forcing me down the lane.
I knew what they wanted. I knew where I had to go.
The lake caught the eye of the morning sun, the water a shimmer of flame and sparkle. The ancient palace of Hiranyakashyap loomed over the ghats, its stone walls bulging impossibly, bullying the neighbouring buildings. Lights burned brightly in the once-deserted arches. Shadows of thick-limbed beasts fell over the massive tiles. Laughter and screaming echoed from within the palace walls.
The crowd urged me up the steaming ghats. The cracked steps sizzled the soles of my feet. The pain helped to focus, to drive. Up and up, to the lip of the lake. The surface churned.
Harry, now an oiled column of muscle purged of fat, stood in the palace entrance. He thrust the scimitar into the air with every chant.
'Holi! Holi! Holi!'
The sun raced into the sky, burning away the clouds to sear the land. The lake hissed and heaved.
If I opened my mouth to swallow the water, to drink my sins, I would wake up. I'd be lying in my sweat on the hotel bed. Hot flushes and chills. Harry would speak to me of delirium and offer me pills. That is what I wished for.
But there would not be that awakening. The lake offered salvation, but the sins stayed in the water, always in the water. And when I swallowed, the lake would reveal my past lives in this death. That I knew.
The demon demanded to be set free. An awakening after all.
For I am Holika and I shall open Vishnu's throat and Prahlad's veins, bathe in your blood and bring down the rains.
I began to drink ...
***
Afterword: The Festival of Colour
I happened to be in Pushkar, India when Holi, or the Festival of Colour as it is also known, was celebrated by people throwing coloured powder and coloured water at each other. The myth it is based on is also the myth running through this story, of Prahlad defeating the demoness Holika through his devotion to Vishnu.
I hit the streets of Pushkar with my posse, all of us armed with bright dyes and waterbombs, and we strode through town like a dishevelled version of the Magnificent Seven. The town's kids were waiting for us, oh yeah, were they waiting. Within an hour we were wet rainbows retreating to the safety of our tourist hotel, with its broken glass topped walls and shotgun guard. I didn't notice any Indian women participating, only men and children. I remember one young American girl surrounded, trying to cover her head with one arm as she was bombarded by the children while trying to fend off the men casually groping at her breasts beneath her shirt. I asked her if she needed help but she was determined to handle it herself. It wasn't only the town's kids who were waiting for us, oh no.
Holi can become something much worse than that. Pushkar is a sacred town and no alcohol is allowed. Instead, there is plenty of bhang—hashish and big thick chunks of it in yoghurts, smoothies, cake, what you need I make for you. The bhang provides a much mellower experience of Holi for the ignorant traveller. In the towns soaked with whiskey, violence is not uncommon and groped breasts a preferable alternative for many a tourist than what can and does happen.
I loved Pushkar, even if I spent the first two days huddled on the toilet floor covered in diarrhoea and barely able to move. On the third day, I rose to discover Pushkar in the grips of Holi, and I embraced it.
This was the last of my backpacker horror stories. I have more of them, but have been reluctant to write them. I don't know why, perhaps the fear of being typecast. (Ha! I already have been). I am still unhappy with the ending of this story. I have rewritten the last two pages probably a dozen times, and I feel something is still missing from the ending. I've asked and asked, but nobody has been able to tell me what that something is, let alone that it was missing.
***
Now
I'd like to say I feel unsettled here, but I don't.
From my hotel room I can see the river Torrens snaking through the park, the lush of leaf in contrast to the desert sands that lap at the shoreline this city makes. The sun is settling on the horizon, finally a thing of beauty rather than the raging father in the sky, now its urgency is almost spent. One can imagine the river, that gurgle of water, a searing temptation for the heat bursting forth from the dead heart of this red island continent. A thirst to be quenched? Or something to be destroyed, the last bastion of hope holding back the inevitable conquest that shapes this dry land? Ornate spires reach for the heavens, dozens of them, over trees, nestled between crossroads and office buildings, the cross of Christ thrust up bold and true. One only has to glance in any direction to find the house of God here. From this spot alone I spy the Holy Trinity, Scots, St Patrick's, St Peter's, Christ's, Brougham Place and Immanuel. And here I am. In the City of Churches. Adelaide. My new home for the foreseeable future. The murder capital of Australia.
My window looks towards the west, over the grand boulevard that is North Terrace, a street lined with massive sandstone monuments—libraries, museums, art galleries, parliament—proclaiming the greatness of the only settlement to be founded without the stain of convict blood. These buildings humble the rest of the city, not so in size but in grandeur, as if they were built for a time when the streets prospered and the anticipation of unbridled growth reigned. For an Adelaide where the young didn't leave as soon as they could, and the old stayed not to die.
If my room were on the other side of the hotel, I would see darkness rushing from the east, for once the sun descends beneath the lip of the desert, night blankets the city. And so, soon, it will be time to leave my room and explore the streets. To see if the city lives by night as it does, barely, by day.
I shower and masturbate listlessly into the drain. The life that spills onto the floor is quickly cooked and hot water tears it into swirling strings of muck. I always do this before I go out. Helps me to quell any premature urges—to keep some modicum of control.
I dress and take the elevator down to reception. The concierge approaches with a friendly smile and small pleasantry. With his well-groomed body, sharp and spick, he urges me towards the restaurant.
I decline. 'Where's a good place to go in the city?'
'Ah,' he nods effortlessly. 'East Rundle Street has a good selection of cafes and restaurants, you know, if you like the café sort of thing. It's just around the corner, just after the mall ends. Where are you from, sir?'
'Melbourne, originally.'
He grins and laughs something polite. 'Ah, the Paris of the south. Well, the East End's not quite your Acland or your Brunswick streets, but the food's good and the prices affordable. Chinatown is not far from there either, but,' he grins again, 'if you've been to the one in Melbourne ...'
'Sounds fine. How do I get there?'
He shows me a tourist map—the city centre is only a small grid—and offers it to me as I leave. I decline. I don't think this place is big enough to lose myself in.
I take a small piss-stained and stinking alleyway near the hotel and emerge into the neon porn of Hindley Street. It's not like Sydney's King Cross—there are no hookers, the pimp's menace is noticeably missing, and pushers are nowhere to be seen. Club X, the McDonald's of Australian porn, proclaims 'Cyber Sex here!'. Black doors with red fluoro lead to dark hallways for Gentlemen's Clubs. Mostly, though, pubs advertise live nude dancing with the allure of pokies. It seems the plague of poker machines has decided to nestle comfortably in this part of town. It shouts louder from the signs than silhouettes of long legs and pert breasts. And what could be better than a bit of tit, a cold beer and a pull—not on your cock, but on a pokie machine? Or so it seems. At least these places have patrons; the niche restaurants and bars along this stretch of road look decidedly forlorn.
A scraggly-haired guy who looks in his late thirties staggers towards me. 'You goddenny blowie, mate?' Stains on the shirt stretched over his paunch are stale. 'Caarrmon, mate, just some fucken blowie, fer Chrissakes!'
A young drunk, standing sentinel over an old drunk collapsed in a puddle of piss, howls into the night as I pass—some wordless, tuneless sound that had perhaps once been a song he'd known in better times. A scrawny middle-aged Aboriginal man argues with his haggard-looking wife over cigarettes as they enter through a doorway crowned by a TAB sign. I pause in the doorway and glance in. A reflection in the mirror over the bar shows a woman gyrating against a pole. She's wearing jeans and a tight T-shirt. An old song blares from the pub. This is not my beautiful wife, this is not my beautiful life. I wonder how this can be considered a song for erotic dancing then realise no one really cares. They're just waiting for her to get her gear off. The singer wails again. How did I get here? The dancer's young and bored, and it looks like she's going to disappoint her customers. Her clothes are staying on.
This is the red-light district in the City Of Churches. Tame, really ...
How did I get here?
#
St Kilda—Before
'Nah, I grew up in Brisbane.' He takes another slug of whiskey and coke. He's dressed in black, with soft, expensive-looking leather shoes. Beads have been braided into several strands of his long, black hair. A spidery hand, dripping with ornate, silver rings strokes his goatee. 'Came here about four years ago.' He laughs. 'Usually the other way round. All the Melbournites are heading north for the sun. Me? I like the dark.' He offers me his glass again. 'You sure you don't want a drink?'
'No thanks.' I'm waiting for the girl I was kissing in the pub to come back from her bedroom. I'm hoping she's making herself more presentable for the rest of what the evening has left.
'St Kilda's got this vibe, you know,' the drinker continues. 'An amazing sort of vibe.'
I can't remember his name. I'm not sure the girl I'm with introduced us. I guess that means I'm disposable and that suits me fine. I can't remember her name either. Meeka? Mica? Michelle? Who knows? I cast a glance towards her doorway. She told me she'd be back in a second. Should I just go in?
A dreadlocked girl passes a joint from a tired beanbag she and her boyfriend are nestled in. I pass it straight to the whiskey drinker who's changing the CD. The Church's "Magician Amongst The Spirits" resonates eerily into the lounge room from speakers hidden in crammed bookshelves sharing space with statues of Buddha and Chinese dragons, crystals, incense burners and paraphernalia for smoking.
Her door is still shut. How long's it been? Ten minutes? Is that too long?
'You been living in St Kilda long?' The drinker washes down the smoke with his drink.
'About a month.'
'Not long then. Enough for first impressions only. What do you think?'
'Seems pretty cool. Good pubs and cafes and things. The beach is a bit rough.'
The girl in the beanbag laughs, a smooth smoky sound. 'Too many needles.'
The drinker swallows the contents of his glass and refills it, more whiskey than coke. 'And what else?'
I glance at her door. It's painted a seductive green, the brass door handle shining, calling my hand to turn it. 'I dunno.'
'She'll be a while, mate,' says the drinker. 'Micana likes to take her time. This place is more than just pubs and restaurants. It's more than a beach. Why did you come here?'
'Micana. She invited ...'
'Not here, mate, not to this house. To St Kilda.'
'The drugs, the prostitutes ... you know, why everyone else comes here.' I laugh and the drinker smiles politely, though the edge of his smile waits for the real answer. 'I heard it was a good place to be. All the travel guides say to check it out. Lots of people. Like you said, it's got a good vibe.'
'Why do you think?'
This isn't going the way I thought it would. Micana's door is still shut and I'm stuck talking to some bohemian 'intellectual'. I shrug.
The dreadlocked girl exhales a blue cloud between me and the drinker. The cloud shifts and swims, curling in swirls to break across the ceiling. Tiny stars glow beneath the dissipating smoke, where little moons and planets rise, an artificial constellation glued to the ceiling.
'What about all this?' the drinker indicates the incense and crystals.
'Sure, there's a lot of that around here. Lots of yoga and massage. Spiritual healing, that sort of thing.' I don't know if he's for or against it though. If he lives here then maybe I should stay tight-lipped. 'Good energies, right?'
'Ever felt drawn to a place?' The drinker asks. 'Ever wondered why all these spiritual—shall we say magical—things congregate in the same place?'
A soft breath of perfume and an arm slips round my shoulder as a warm body snuggles in against me on the chair. Micana strokes my cheek with a gentle finger and smiles.
'You talking about your magical nexus again, Dave?'
'A nexus?' I ask.
'Don't get him started,' Micana says.
'A nexus is a connection.' Dave takes another slug; he's started already. 'And St Kilda is one of them. And it's not just sweetness and light, it's not all that Moonstar massage and crystals and dragons and meditation shit you see down Acland St. Sure, that's part of it, but it's only a part. You heard of Aleister Crowley?'
I haven't, but I don't get a chance to answer.
Micana whispers in my ear, her hand inside my shirt. 'Come into my room. Let's play.'
#
Now
The river Torrens slithers past the zoo and Adelaide Oval, beyond the airport to spill into West Beach, where the water is unseasonably warm this summer. A few minutes south lies Glenelg beach, where the first South Australian colonists landed in 1836. A site steeped in historical interest, a beach famous for its gentle waters and clean sand, where predators lurk a little further out in the deeper waters. Shark attacks are not uncommon in such places, but this beach in particular is famous for other reasons. Perhaps famous is not the right word. Children go missing here.
Dusk falls late this time of year, the sun still high, the early evening softening its blows, allowing people to spill out from the four-star hotels, the seafood restaurants and noisy bars onto the warm sands where the water sucks at the shore. The skins adorning the sands are mostly white, though a tan cannot hide the ancestry within the genes. The Aboriginal community appears to be missing here in this rich vacuum of holiday-makers, though their traces can be seen littering the parks and alleyways of the city, half-empty bottles cleverly disguised in worn paper bags.
The smell of tanning oils and fried fish mixes with the fresh salt of the sea as I meander along the beach. In any other beachside town of a major city—say a St Kilda or a Surfer's Paradise or a Fremantle—the new-age shops, the experiential, celestial, spiritual side would have moved in to celebrate such a place, such a nexus. But not here. This is not a soulless place of cheap tourism and cheaper T-shirts—the things that epitomise the southern coast of Queensland—it's subtler than that. Almost relaxing, calm. I don't know why, but this feels good. And as soon as I realise this I feel nauseous.
Something flashes behind my eyes, a quick, sharp bolt of light, and a shudder crawls over my skin. The colour of the sand shifts from dull white-yellow into a brighter spectrum where the sunbathers fade into the background. I turn slowly—or is it the world spinning around me? An Aboriginal man emerges from the water like a silent hunter from a jungle river stalking his prey. He clutches a tall, jagged spear in one hand. His face is smeared with ochre, and white dots encircle his armpits and genitals, linked by undulating red-dotted lines to the centre of this chest. His eyes are black holes, his thick lips pressed tight and heat coruscates from skin resembling ebony, skin that is hard and unforgiving. The stench of wet, bloated flesh envelopes me as he steps closer. I can't see anything but his face—his emotionless, ochre-cracked face. The beach is gone, dead and buried in another time. Raw meat seethes between those cracks, oozing pain and hate like heat shimmers from the baked skin of the desert. How can this be? He should be wet, I think, trying to back away, but my legs won't move. The sand has crept around my ankles, drifting up my shins, clutching me tight in its embrace. Tiny, animal teeth line the ridges underneath his dead eyes, bright white and sharp. His mouth opens wide and a terrible heat pours from his maw, burning the breath in my lungs.
'Open your eyes. Look at my past.' He thrusts the spear into my stomach and twists, the pain ripping through the veil, and I collapse onto the beach falling on something warm and soft, something that yells in surprise.
'What are you doing?' A woman, a sunbather, something real. 'Get the hell off me! Hey, are you ...'
And the pain twists again and sweeps me away ...
A giant heart pulses one last time and serpents spill from its hardening flesh. They weave through the desert sands towards the north and the south, eastwards and westwards, radiating from the dead heart, over desert and mountain to the distant coasts. Their trails fill with moisture, the moisture grows to a trickle, and as the trickle gains momentum, the rivers fill with life and spill into the sea.
The pain twists again ...
'Take my hand.' My voice. Not my voice. A voice. 'It's not safe here.'
Her skin is soft with youth, nine years of innocence. She holds her younger sister's hand, who in turn takes their even younger brother's. They'll be more than enough.
The nation celebrates. The turning of the land. The taming of the beast. Birth anew.
It's Australia Day, 1966.
And it twists again ...
The serpent heading south, fat from consuming the land, struggles as it burrows through the last mountain range barring it from the sea. A thin trail of blood lines its passage. Something deep within the serpent has ruptured, and the poison slowly seeps throughout its body. It eats everything in its path, hoping to devour the pain burning from the inside. And by the time the serpent slides dying into the sea, its wake has swollen with blood and rot. And something dark and twisted crawls from the serpent's corpse and secretes itself into the riverbed.
And again ...
The house screams of excessive late '70s architectural lauding. Sharp, angular roofs point inwards, the walls bending to the whims of the designer. It could be the house for the curator of Sydney's Opera House, if there were such a thing, where the sails are pointed not curved. Sun shines on large windows, reflecting back at the bluestone neighbourhood that surrounds it. The doors slide open and an evil heat emanates from within, drawing me closer, no ... not me ... someone else.
... the pain twists once more—a bright flare of panic and primal fear, the brain in the stomach screaming to run and run and run, to go back where it was safe—and then darkness.
#
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