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MARIANA [SARA

Self portrait as Everyday Samoan
(Samoan Grammar)

[t is the time the pretty sun
says in a cloudy blanket

and the rain is out blowing minutes
of cold. I searched the ground

about half a gentle hour
as if we died

3 years ago, before
a mountain of sunrise.

Gone sea, lest, time, etc. Waves.
Come in out of the umbrella.



MARIANA [SARA

Self portrait as Ode to Chang Kung, Recipe

Fresh black safflowers

an ode

over your chest
to sliced water

& rooms of salt
who sprout shoots

a small heat each
drained until

tender you taste
& taste



MARIANA [SARA

Self portrait as an Anagram
of her name

[ am a lute
a rain’s
aria



MARIANA [SARA

Self Portrait as Mughlai Curry Corner
Indian Takeaways Menu

Days dip
in deep saffron

& mix
the boneless honey.

Nights coat
all salty

& sweet
black spiced

over
a low flame.

© Mariana Isara

Mariana Isara’s poems have recently appeared or are forthcoming in Sport, the Lumiere Reader, Otoliths, and Blackmail
Press. She is currently working on a zine inspired by the mesmerising street performance My Heart is a Beast.



DAVID EGGLETON

The Tall Man

At the Dunedin First Church Service for Hardwicke Knight, (1911 —2008)

The tall man stoops,

becomes the nonagenarian,

bending into a question-mark, a spiral,
child-like,

an embryo curled round time’s injuries.
The great rock they crushed the ore from
has gone.

Into that box.

A long white cloud of hair is streaming,
tufting into wings,

into a twinkle-toed walker,

on a clean-swept floor,

in the stillness of the starry sky.

Are six enough to carry out

the funeral rites of the mind?

The iron tongue of some great bell

is tolling its doleful chant

to the hand-me-down city.

Wombed, then housed, then coffined,
daylight secretes its silences,

and expires like a flame.

Any life is a story to be told

in shadows thrown by a lamp:

under lunar light, a dark halo,

a trembling staccato of shadows.

After winter trees, spring

will bud to feel the gnarled future.
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DAVID EGGLETON

The Burnt Text of Banks Peninsula

All over Banks Peninsula in the middle of the Nineteenth Century,
sure-footed on slopes, forest shook out wings;

could not flee; began to singe:

the white cloak was not feathers but smoke —

a hinaki of creeks twisted and broke.

Axes more weighty than an adze split bark;

tackles harnessed to bullocks dragged logs apart;

peat exposed beneath fallen kahikatea began to rot.
Steam sawmills chugged to life; wairua shrank away:
great trunks of totara wallowed down gullies,

stumped up to blades spinning in light and shade,
were cradled so the timber sawn would not warp —
wanted for floors, walls, bridges and wharves.
Wreathes of flames combed gullies to char strewings
and bare blunt brute land: its broken-off stands
reduced to shadows, scars, and a few nikau palms —
the gallows haze of carbonised trees, intended to purify
and fertilise, hung over paddocks until Gallipoli.

© David Eggleton

David Eggleton is a poet and writer whose articles, reviews and essays and short stories have appeared in a variety of

publications. He has had published five books of poems and a book of short fiction, and has written or contributed to many

works of nonfiction. He has also released a number of poetry recordings featuring his collaborations with musicians. His most
recent book of poems is Fast Talker, published by Auckland University Press in 2006. His most recent book, published in 2007
by Raupo Publishing, is Towards Aotearoa: A Short History of Twentieth Century New Zealand Art.

11



TALIA MARSHALL

Lagoon

My little white dog has been seeing ghosts again, that’s why he has tender
dark wings on his face. We walk the lagoon to see what the yin yang birds
are doing, they take flight by walking on the water, I'm so jealous I'll have
to build myself an aeroplane but I hate flying like my dog loves rabbits. One
of these days he’ll tear one to pieces in the funny dance of the unrequited.
What [ need is a good lie down, here under the pines on their bed of rusty
needles. I would call them a cathedral but I know better, there is no choir
here either, no sea, but the sound of waves.

V)

[ like to think of him looking out to sea not thinking of me, ah grace is a
leaving thing, there now, don’t cry, he’s gone. I remember kissing is a velvet
thing and would tie us up a little, there is nothing new in this except the
bruise, it gets darker before it fades to that sick green colour.

Y

The older I get the more I think there must be another place where things
turn out. There are palm trees there and I can do the hula forever.

V)
[t’s my dog that knows how to get on with things. He ripples through time

but I am wading, stuck on the thought that a swan’s neck is a snake waiting
to happen

© Talia Marshall
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JENNY POWELL

Silly Old Jenny

Jenny dropped a timepiece down a deep well. She obsessed over the loss and spent
the rest of her days and night trying to fish up the timepiece, right up until the day she died.

From Lloyd Jones’ Elsewhen, ‘Are Angels Ok?”

She’s waiting out her days

trying to make up for lost time.
She’s waiting for the right time

to scrape the bottom of the well

to recover the time of her life.
There is a time for every purpose
she was once reliably told

but time doesn’t stand still.

The seconds grow harder to hear
and time takes off and flies beyond
her reach it is only when Jenny dies
that the time for every purpose

is under heaven.
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JENNY POWELL

Farewell Spit

Homeless

on a thin road, the end
delayed by Collingwood,
Pakaurau, Puponga. Brief
islands of respite.

Sea of steel

needling the sky, spearing
the loose land, leaving

a jagged trail

of lost time.

The long arm

of goodbye shapes the horizon,
curves our letters of love
into one last line

of shifting sand.
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JENNY POWELL

Tone Poems

Interval |

Not at regular
intervals
these are notes
on the other side
of everything

Interval 11

4.30 Wyeth Wednesday
time turns
into a note
for the memory

Interval 11

he aims for a G
lips pull into
a pucker he
turns the air
intoa C

Interval [V

my G is a straight
arrow
a note to pierce

his black

armour

15



JENNY POWELL

Interval V

his C wavers
into an E
he is not holding
my note

Interval VI

no trumpet
to hurtle the air
from wall to wall

from wall to floor

Interval VI

no intervals no
scales no steps
only this note
[ am holding

4.30 Wheth Tuesday
4.30 Wheth Tuesday
4.30 Wyeth Tuesday
4.30 Wheth Tuesday
4.30 Wheth Tuesday
4.30 Wyeth Tuesday
4.30 Wheth Tuesday

© Jenny Powell

Jenny Powell is the author of three books of poetry, Sweet Banana Wax Peppers, Hats, and Four French Horns (all from
HeadworX.) Double Jointed (Inkweed, 2004) is a collaborative collection between Jenny and ten other poets, and Locating
the Madonna (Seraph Press, 2004), is a collaborative work with Anna Jackson. She was a finalist in the UK based 2008 Aes-
thetica Creative Works Competition, and she can be heard in New New Zealand Poets (Auckland University Press, 2008).
Her latest collection, Viet Nam, a poem journey is due out from HeadworX.
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NICK ASCROFT

What to Do with the Exiting Hair

Shave me like you’d shave a pig to make a fancy lather brush,
Or stuff it in the lavatory, weigh it down and jab the flush.

Lop it off and bottle it, then hawk it as a cheesy snack,
Or leave it on a pillow as an anti-aphrodisiac.

Don’t pawn it just to plug some wig, rent single strands for single moles,
Or tie them end to end for near-transparent puppeteers controls,

Or make a line across the world for Peace in the Sudan, although
We could just knit some hoods and jumpsuits, sell them to Guantanamo.

Smelt a hairy medal for ‘tantamount to bravery’,
Or clone me from the follicles and sell me into slavery.

Craft a carefree snood for jetset businesswomen on the go,
Or darling little overalls for Emma and Geronimo.

Dapple it in weasel pee, paint it puce and call it art,
Or post it up to Shortland Street to screen-test for a major part.

Burn it, eat it, shred it, boot it, stick it in a letterbox.
Just spare me it, a short-hair schlub with sour glares at better locks.
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NICK ASCROFT

Posh Poem on Wine

Orally, the Syrah slips
(And wakes up black along my lips).

Astride my point, with stirrups stuck,
[ slurred and slurped its syrups up.

How louche and gauche,
How loose it goes,

My purple tongue
Speaks weeks of prose.

© Nick Ascroft

Nick Ascroft has two collections of poetry available on Amazon. Born in Oamaru, he now lives in Oxford, England.

18



KAY COOKE

Mallard and Teal

By the glitter of a schist-dusted lakeside,
hills smoking cold with the tricks of mist
or crackling brittle with heat, I've watched

the ducks how they like to get about in pairs,
the mallards’ peaceful paddles,
she in homespun sparrow-patterned tweed,

he more dapper in buff-grey, indigo feathers
on his wings, the peek of a white skivvy
ringing the shimmer of an emerald neck.

And the baby-faced teal ducks,

their silent-filmstar looks, semi-autistic
smiles from cold beaks a faint blue,

compact as corks they bob like twigs
above the trail of limp-lettuce feet
until as if on an invisible spit they upend

to dive underwater, their feet now sturdy rudders
and their wings fins to guide their flight.
Dark as bats they skim the lake’s bed. Then
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KAY COOKE

the pop-to-the-top, as slick as gel,
to mingle mute among the mallards’
crescent spanner’s ratchet-click.

By the time I leave the lake behind
the ducks are tucked-up like kettles
to sleep until dawn when as if on crippled feet

they stumble back to the swell of the lake’s
safe breathing, the swing
of its deep and sombre bell.

© Kay Cooke

Kay Cooke is from Dunedin. She has had two books of poetry published with Otago University Press;
Feeding the Dogs (2002) and Made for Weather (2006). Work committments as an EC Teacher force her
to use the slower conveyer belt as far as writing output goes. She is at present pottering away on her third book
of poems, as well as making intermittent forays into a slow-moving short story collection. A nowvel continues

to simmer at the back of the hob and may never reach boiling point. But she’s okay with that for now.

Her blog can be found at andbottlewasher.blogspot.com.
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EDNA WEEDON

Old-Fashioned Stock

[ts spicy fragrance

transports me

back to nineteen hundred and fifty five
sharing new concrete

steps with my friend

in Sunday sunshine

on the foothills of

the Ureweras

looking down the valley

across farms

to my home

edged by the adult Kaingaroa forest
Tarawera and Edgecumbe blue

on the horizon

Angela’s long black plait

slaps the length of her backbone
as we run barefoot through grass
to the dammed stream

to the secret sack of rotting corn:
a few more weeks to kanga pirau

she cradles a warm pink-brown
turkey egg in her hands;

“for your dinner,” she says,
duck eggs aren’t always

safe for eating
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EDNA WEEDON

we sit in the new kitchen

eat Maori bread and home

made plum jam, drinking

orange cordial

under the table a kune kune lies on
his side grunting in ecstasy as we
trace his belly with our toes.

© Edna Weedon

“Since moving from the hilly suburbs of Lower Hutt to the comparatively flat landscape of Invercargill at the end of 2001,
I have been continually surprised and delighted with the glorious sunrises and sunsets, cloud patterns, double rainbows of
intense hues, and changing rural scenes. It has been almost a return to Nature and the rhythm of the seasons, which almost
compensates for the short daylight hours of winter.

Since graduating from the Aoraki Polytechnic Creative Writing Course in 2006 (tutored by Diane Brown), I have
participated in poetry festivals and workshops, receiving encouragement from the Otago Poetry Collective members, and
gaining places in local poetry competitions.

In January this year [ was invited, as guest poet, to read my poems at the Summer Arts Festival at Lawrence, South Otago.
I am working towards publishing a collection of my poems.”
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SIMON PERCHIK

Three Poems

This dead root, its light
handed up — the sun
accepts the offering :mornings

are weightless and the stump up-ended
— what’s in these bleached fingerbones
beside the shattered wind

frail as quivering moss

still aches for leaves — the sun

lets my yard lift

by the elbows — a child

hugged by uncles to cousins, aunts

circling on light, on warmth and overflowing

while birds blown around and around
and always the dead root

pulled from a kiss, another and another
clenching — the sun too

must have been slashed at the wrist
and these axe-marks

where the shade was struck

on its way to the ground, homesick.

It’s dark half the time now, all night
my eyes left open, lit

so the Earth can see

will find the sun as once I was warmed
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SIMON PERCHIK

tumbled into orbit, taught around and around
a child how this morning star

exalted above all others

is the same Venus each evening looking off
the first to sight the darkness and goodbye

— the root dead and [
still move my hand over the stars
who at least have a name — the sun

now someone else’s star
someone bravely, far off
who sees it first and alone.

&

These leaves although the sunlight
fluttered, each branch
tightening some birdcall

eaten alive — the leaves

still thin, will prowl all winter
for roots almost bones

almost dry :each leaf

brackish, sharpening itself
will strike through the Earthd
as if it could overflow

and you drink without a cup

or hands. Or lips. All night

a river, unbreakable — you break a branch
as paths still fork
reaching for leaves, still mark
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SIMON PERCHIK

where lightening buttresses the Earth
with fountains — you will kneel
lift each leaf, your hands

greener than each day
half out some mountainside already warm
already loose and singing.

&

[ still dress in the fire

in a ceiling bulb

letting off steam, the walls
almost standing — a pull-string

as once a letter could chain your hand
and you sift for shoes, the green tie

— it takes hours to button one sleeve
the other folds into paper

midair, leaping from a mirror
deformed by panic: a fireball
yanking a dog’s collar

and under the shirt the Earth
on its feet — my hand can’t open.

© Simon Perchik

Simon Perchik is an attorney whose poems have appeared in Partisan Review, The New Yorker and elsewhere.
Family of Man (Pavement Saw Press) is scheduled for Fall 2009. For more information, including his essay
“Magic, Illusion and Other Realities” and a complete bibliography, please visit his website

at www.geocitices.com/simonthepoet.
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MARCO POLIDORI

At the Harbour of Fiumicino

Here we are, at last; here the Tiber dies.
Blond river, long ago, as blond as the corn
growing on the gentle slopes around Rome,
who flew under an endless blue sky of hopes,
of sacrifices and of virtues,

and blond as the hair of the centurion

on guard at the door of the camp,

and at Rome’s law; and now it’s flowing,
muddy menses from bellies of concrete,
smelling of dish soap and pushers’ corpses,
enough to wrinkle one’s skin; and, on the dock,
homeland of cowardly rust which bartered
the pure salt waves for a troubleless death,
the absurd son of an absurd country;

a gate, closed in front of the sea.

Maybe they feared that when people came

to the terminus of this drain

their vision could range too far afield,

and they could smell too clearly the scent of freedom?
A wall, that’s what they really needed.

The sea, so huge, so lacking in gates and jails
is a perverse symbol; better a wall,

that could prevent even the sight of the sea.
As a matter of fact, that sail now pregnant
with doubtful wind and with foolish hopes,
cutting floods, sailing towards the north

can still be seen by everyone: a lapse !

Even now I wonder where it’ll be

in a day and night - don’t you!?

That boat can reach its final destination -
what’s more, in a free country!
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MARCO POLIDORI

Saint Valentine

Silence, please. Here again comes

Saint Valentine, bored with the turmoil

made by money, chorus girls and flowers,

and disdaining all drums, he wants to ask

for silence. Let us sit down on this damp bench
belonging to the Spring, who's lost her watch,
and is now parading her fine jewels

on the branches, pathetic old lady

covered with acne and gold, so eager

to see somebody steal her precious goods,
provided that the burglar is young and handsome.
Wait.

Look how Time is anxious for his rhythm,

give him rhythm yourself, make him quiet

tell him we are still alive, tell him that we’ll never
have enough of dances and flower crowns,

that make all of us look like kings,

and pretty fat Zephyrs blowing petals.

Time, you damned wind-soled burglar,

if you are unable to stand still

at least try to find your own rhythm,

and be a bit more elegant about your race.

We want to stay just here, sitting down

in this immortal island that love

saved from the coarse twist of haste;

on this marble remnant crashed down

from a huge arch overlooking nothing,

ever burning with wisteria and moss.

© Marco Polidori

Marco Polidori was born in Rome on November 15th, 1948. He studied Law at the University “La Sapienza” of Rome.
He speaks (and translates from and into) English, French, Spanish, German, Portuguese. His work was shortlisted in the

2009 Bridport Prize.
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GARY LANGFORD
The Country of Our Body

The country of our body is beyond the coastline,
even if many of our people live there.

The urban eye gathers them in daily judgment.
Customs lie, and lie, at the border of us all.

Words are missiles launched over the walls.

Clouds move across the plains; crops of hair.

We hurry over the main bridge.

We are still the young country, or so we say.

The mine of bones has not completely decayed.

We seed in the minefield of expectancy.

Years pull the heights down; rivers spread; banks fall;
windows collapse in the hardening pavement of skin.
People wander down Freedom Street.

We boldly state, the country is ours.
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GARY LANGFORD

Sky-gods

They have the clarity of sky-gods.
Paradoxically they pray to be rescued.
The world sees the membrane of success.
They are not even on the ait’s breath.
Pessimism opens like a shoe box.

They cry that the shoes will not fit.
The shoes do, neater than make-up,
and more indifferent than a scowl.
They are packed away like potatoes.
Bidding will only peel hope away.
They stand up to sell what is left.
Nobody buys sound in a distant cloud,
floating higher. They call nothing.
Sleep makes them as still as toys.
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GARY LANGFORD

At the Shelter

She brushes her hair back and forth, back and forth.
Years go by like sleek. She is a postcode.
Smog slowly covers her hair.

The brush fades before her hands are still,
hair in silent waves on the ground.

She becomes a lamppost, heavily wired,
leaning towards the traffic.

Her clothes are sold at the corner store,

at the shelter where the city groans,
coughing up its problems at night.

Dogs admire the lamppost, moon-like howls.
Conferences are held there. Each participant
aims and wears away her ankles in the soil.
Finally she is cut down to become firewood.

© Garry Langford

Gary Langford is the author of 25 books, the dominant forms being 12 books of fiction and 9 books of poetry. Apart from being
a writer based in Melbourne and Christchurch, he is an international poetry consultant for Kritya (India) and is coordinator,
Selected NZ Poets, The Poetry Archives, England. Presently he is working on his next novel.
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AMY BROWN

Poems based on Saint Augustine’s Confessions

Words

[ came to be by nothing

but his utterance.

He said the word, [ arrived,
wanting instantly

tools for enunciating. Speech
plunged me in deep

to the storm-tossed lives of grown-
ups. Words, the first sign

of infants’ sin, the honest
creatures God uses

to make beauty, and the show
ponies I groomed to distract
from ugly riders, the gists
they carried. I taught a whole
stable of young trainers how
to strap lies onto

polished backs, slap a sentence’s rump
and send it galloping

into the world, tail swishing.

Some men distrust dressed-

up slogans because of dog-

and-lemon dealers

like me. Others can’t resist

listening to pretty
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things or are attracted to
tongue-tied underdogs.

[ always sought beauty and
later decorum,

but was a fool to believe

[ could train a tall phrase
to rear me up to his level.
Now I know the eloquent

need not be true, nor

the stammered false. If

it were possible to make
meaning walk on its own two
feet, steedless, life would be
easier. Perhaps

God should have reserved
the right to breed words.

AMY BROWN
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AMY BROWN

Massadamnata

First [ wanted words.
Next [ wanted sex.
Concupiscence

consumed me and
[ consumed it, so
consumed myself. My

putrescent flesh rubbed
against whatever,
scratching this itch with that

false shortcut to love, lust.
[t can’t have been love I felt
for the woman who wasn’t

my wife but mothered my boy.
We were young and manic, just bodies
worshipping each other as gods. How

stupid to be a man and resent
the condition. My lovely
distraction of thirteen years, grafted

to my heart, kept me from reflection
that would alleviate the pain
inherited from Adam. That push-

me-pull-you affliction. Grant me

chastity and continence but
not yet. Not evil, I lacked

33



AMY BROWN

goodness. As a sleeper is not dead,
just lacking vim, I would wake one day
and rise. Give up indulgence

and drunkenness, give up lust
and obscenity, give up strife and
rivalries, clothe yourself in Jesus

Chvrist the Lord, leaving no allowance

for fleshly desires. This sentence
flung me out from the bed of disgrace.
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AMY BROWN

The Classroom

The human intellect is full of its own emptiness.
At school I learnt to preen giddily via rhetoric.
[ continue to be a show-off desperate for praise.

At an inter-school competition I recited
Juno’s speech and won! So many ways
we find to honour the dark angels,

teaching our children to ravel out their hearts’
young ringlets and let them become the rotten
lunch of vultures. Never gladder was I than

on leaving my classroom in Milan for the last time.
Once, in Carthage, [ would’ve adored my eager
Milanese boys, who listened and did their homework.

But, worse than the rabble of naughty no-hopers
is a group of haughty sycophants
who reminded me of myself.

At ten, I lapped up stories of men succeeding
superhumanly, as a cat consumes broken egg.
Fantastic acts tickled my ears and made them itch

for more. This was my early education. To think

[ gave the same to a hundred or more boys fills me
with ignominy. I taught essentially good children
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AMY BROWN

to garner a hopeless sense of importance
from using words to impress and confuse.
If a man is wise, correcting him will make him

love you. If a man is wise, he will scorn a tutor
who teaches at great length by saying nothing.
[f a man is wise, he will pack his school bag

and leave as soon as he feels his vanity twitching.
In God are all the treasures
of wisdom and knowledge. These are what I seek.

© Amy Brown
Amy Brown’s first collection, The Propaganda Poster Girl (VUP), has been nominated for the Jessie Mackay Best First Book

Award for Poetry 2009. She is currently six months into a PhD in creative writing at the University of Melbourne. These poems,
based on Augustine’s Confessions, are part of a long poem about Christianity, which will make up half of her thesis.
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CAROLYN MCCURDIE

Sky Dive

Wakeful on the beach,

her sleeping bag scratchy

with heat, salt, sand,

heavy eyes,

surprised

by the oceanic blaze of stars,
whirl and pull of constellations,
vertigo.

She rolls over, sleeps.

Now, a shift

in the balance.

‘Don’t fall,

her children say, ‘be careful,
get a walking stick.’

She won’t.

But the years

are faster,

gravity fiercer,

sky-dive that began in the birth canal,
illusion of flight,

plunging toward hard fact.

Sleepless, by the back door;
there’ll be a frost tonight;
the stars so close

over the hedge,

like a fine knitted shawl,

in place, and ready to catch.
Her scalp prickles with cold
and distance,

as if her fontanelle

is open.

© Carolyn McCurdie

Carolyn McCurdie lives in Dunedin. Her poetry has been published previously in Deep South and has appeared in several publi-
cations. She also writes for children, and her novel The Unquiet was published by Longacre Press in 2006.
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FERNANDO SORRENTINO

The Ushuaia Rabbit

[ just read this in a newspaper: “After long months of futile attempts and several
expeditions, a group of Argentine scientists has succeeded in capturing an Ushuaia
rabbit, thought to be extinct for over a century. The scientists, headed by Dr. Adrian
Bertoni, caught the rabbit in one of the many forests that surround the Patagonian
city. . ..”

As I prefer specifics to generalities, and precision to transience, I would have said
“in such and such a forest located in such a spot in relation to the capital of Tierra
del Fuego.” But we can’t expect blood from a turnip or any intelligence whatsoever
from journalists. Dr. “Adridn Bertoni” is yours truly, and of course they had to mis-
spell my name. My exact name is Andrés Bertoldi, and I am, in fact, a doctor of
natural sciences, specializing in Zoology and Extinct, or Endangered, Species.

The Ushuaia rabbit is not actually a lagomorph, much less a leporid. It’s not
even certain that its habitat is the forests of Tierra del Fuego. Moreover, not one has
ever lived on the Isla de los Estados. The rabbit I caught - I alone, with no special
equipment or help from anyone - showed up in the city of Buenos Aires near the
embankment of the San Martin railroad, which runs parallel to Avenue Juan B.
Justo where it crosses Soler Street in the district of Palermo.

Far from looking for the Ushuaia rabbit, I had other worries and was headed
down the sidewalk of Juan B. Justo, a bit downcast. It was hot, and I had some
unpleasant, not to say worrisome, business to do at the bank on Santa Fe Avenue.
Between the embankment and the sidewalk there is a wire mesh fence supported by
a low wall; on the other side of the fence, I spotted the Ushuaia rabbit.

[ recognized it instantly, how could I not! But I was struck by the fact that it re-
mained so still, for this animal is normally jumpy and restless. I thought it might be
wounded.

Be that as it may, [ backed up a few meters, climbed the fence, and lowered myself
catlike to the ground. I advanced stealthily, fearing at each moment that the Ush-
uaia rabbit would take fright, and in that case, who could catch it? It is one of the
fastest animals in creation; though the cheetah is swifter in absolute terms, it is not
in relative terms.

The Ushuaia rabbit turned and looked at me. Contrary to my expectations, how-
ever, it did not flee, but kept still, with the sole exception of the silver tuft of feath-
ers that shook as if to challenge me.

[ took off my shirt and waited, stock still and bare-skinned.
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“Easy, easy, easy . ..” | kept saying.

When I got close I slowly deployed the shirt as if it were a net, and suddenly, in
one quick swoop, I had it over the rabbit, wrapping it up in a neat package. Using
the sleeves and the shirttail, I tied a strong knot, allowing me to hold the bundle in
my right hand and use my left to negotiate the fence once more and return to the
sidewalk.

I could not, of course, show up at the bank shirtless, much less with the Ushuaia
rabbit. Thus I headed home. I have an eighth-floor apartment on Nicaragua Street,
between Carranza and Bonpland. At a hardware store I picked up a birdcage of
considerable size.

The doorkeeper was washing the sidewalk in front of our building. Seeing me
bare-chested, with a cage in my left hand and a restless white bundle in my right, he
looked at me with more astonishment than disapproval.

As bad luck would have it, a neighbor followed me in from the street and into
the elevator. With her was her little dog, an ugly, disgusting animal. Upon picking
up the smell ~unnoticed by human beings - of the Ushuaia rabbit, it erupted in
earsplitting barks. On the eighth floor I was able to rid myself of that woman and
her stentorious nightmare.

[ locked the door with my key, prepared the cage, and with infinite care began
unwrapping the shirt, trying not to upset, or worse, to hurt the Ushuaia rab-
bit. However, being shut in had angered it, and when I opened the cage door I
couldn’t stop the rabbit from hitting my arm with a stinger. I had sufficient pres-
ence of mind not to let the pain induce me to let go, and I finally managed to
maneuver it safely back into the cage.

In the bathroom I washed the wound with soap and water, then right away with
medicinal alcohol. It then occurred to me that I ought to head to the pharmacy
for a tetanus shot, which I did without wasting any time.

From the pharmacy I went straight to the bank to conclude the cursed business
that had been postponed because of the Ushuaia rabbit. On the way back I picked
up supplies.

Since it lacks a masticatory apparatus during the day, the most practical thing
was to cut up the lights into little pieces and mix in some milk and chickpeas; I
then stirred it all together with a wooden spoon. After sniffing the concoction,
the Ushuaia rabbit absorbed it with no problem, just very slowly.

[ts process of expansion begins at sunset. | therefore transferred the few pieces
of living room furniture - two modest armchairs, a loveseat, and an end table - to
the dining room, pushing them up against the dining table and chairs.

Before it was too big to get past the door, I made sure it left the cage. Now free
and comfortable, it was able to grow as needed. In this new state, it completely
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lost its aggressivity, and now became apathetic and lazy. When I saw its violet
scales pop out - a sign of sleepiness - [ headed for the bedroom, went to bed, and
called it a day.

The next morning the Ushuaia rabbit had returned to the cage. In view of this
docility, I felt it was unnecessary to shut the door. Let it decide when to be inside
or out of its prison.

The instincts of the Ushuaia rabbit are infallible. Every evening it would leave
the cage and expand like a fairly thick pudding on the living room floor.

As is well known, its feces are produced at midnight on odd days. If one collects
(in the spirit of play, naturally) these little green metallic polyhedrons in a sack
and shakes them, they make a lovely sound, with a rather Caribbean rhythm.

To tell the truth, I have little in common with Vanesa Goncalves, my girlfriend.
She is considerably different from me. Instead of admiring the many positive
qualities of the Ushuaia rabbit, she thought best to skin it in order to have a fur
coat made for herself. This can be done at night when the animal is elongated and
the surface of its skin is broad enough that the cartilaginous ridges are displaced
to the edges and don’t get in the way of the incision and cutting. I did not want
to help her do this operation. Armed with only dressmaking scissors, Vanesa
relieved the Ushuaia rabbit of all the skin on its back. In the bathtub, with deter-
gent and running water, a brush and bleach, she washed off any amber or bile that
remained on the skin. Then she dried it with a towel, folded it, put it in a plastic
bag, and very happily took it off to her house.

[t only takes eight to ten hours for the skin to completely regenerate. Vanesa had
visions of a great scheme: each night she could skin the Ushuaia rabbit and sell its
fur. I would not allow it. I did not want to convert a scientific discovery of such
importance into a vulgar commercial enterprise.

However, an ecological society reported the deed, and a paid announcement
came out in the papers accusing “Valeria Gonzalez” - and, by association, me - of
cruelty to animals.

As I knew would happen, the onset of autumn restored the rabbit’s telepathic
language, and although its cultural milieu is limited, we were able to have agree-
able conversations and even to establish a kind of, how shall I say, code of coexist-
ence.

The rabbit let me know that it was not partial to Vanesa, and I had no trouble
understanding why. [ asked my girlfriend not to come to the house any more.

Perhaps in gratitude, the Ushuaia rabbit perfected a way of expanding less at
night, so that [ was able to bring all the furniture back to the living room. It sleeps
on the loveseat and deposits its metallic polyhedrons on the rug. It never eats to
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excess, and in this as in everything else, its conduct is measured and worthy of
praise and respect.

The rabbit’s delicacy and efficiency reached the extreme of asking me what
would be, for me, its ideal daytime size. I said I would have preferred the size of a
cockroach, but I realized that such a small size put the Ushuaia rabbit in danger of
being stepped on (though not of being killed).

After several attempts, we decided that at night the Ushuaia rabbit would con-
tinue to expand to the size of a very large dog or even a leopard. During the day,
the ideal would be that of a medium-sized cat.

This allows me, when I am watching television, for example, to have the Ush-
uaia rabbit on my lap where I can stroke it absentmindedly. We have formed a
solid friendship, and sometimes we need only look at each other for mutual under-
standing. Nevertheless, these telepathic faculties that function during the winter
months disappear with the first warm spells.

We are now in the last month of winter. The Ushuaia rabbit is aware that for
the next six months it will not be able to ask me questions or make suggestions or
receive advice or congratulations from me.

Lately it’s fallen into a kind of repetitive mania. It tells me, as if [ didn’t know,
that it is the only surviving Ushuaia rabbit in the world. It knows it has no way
of reproducing, but - though I have asked many times - the rabbit has never said
whether it is bothered by this or not.

Moreover, the rabbit continuously asks me - every day and several times a day
- whether there is any use for it to go on living like this, alone in the world, with
me yes, but without other creatures of its own kind. There is no way it can kill it-
self, and there is no way I could - and even if there were, I would never do it - kill
such a sweet, affectionate animal.

And so, as long as we experience the last cold spells of the year, I continue to
converse with the Ushuaia rabbit, stroking it absentmindedly. When warm weath-
er returns, I shall only be able to stroke it.

Translated from the Spanish by Michele Aynesworth.
First published as “El conejo de Ushuaia” in the magazine Proa 70, Buenos Aires, September 2007.
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Problem Solved

Who hasn’t heard of the Insignia Financial Group, a lending institution that
underwrites vehicles, agricultural and industrial machinery and, generally, all types
of manufacturing products’

[ spent three years working at the branch office over in the Parque Patricios neigh-
borhood located on Avenida Caseros. After I was promoted to a higher position,
the company transferred me to the Palermo branch on Avenida Santa Fe. Since I
already lived over on Calle Costa Rica, just six blocks away, the change worked out
very well for me.

Although prohibited by regulations, every now and then we were visited by a
few vendors and sales representatives who peddled a variety of articles. Our bosses
tended to be lenient and let them in, and so it had become routine practice for the
employees to buy things from these people.

This is how I met Boitus, an exceptionally odd person. He was thin as a wire and
balding, wore antique-style glasses, and always dressed in the same grimy, thread-
bare gray suit, all of which gave him the air of a man who had escaped from a silent
film era movie. He had a speech defect, causing his “t” to sound like “d”.

He sold encyclopedias and dictionaries in installments and took cash payments
for other less costly books. I became one of Boitus’ clients because it proved to be
a convenient arrangement: [ would ask him for a certain book by a certain author
and a few days later Boitus would show up, always reliable, with the book in ques-
tion and at the same price as at the local book store.

[t didn’t take me long to figure out that Boitus was not only extravagant in the
way he looked, but also in the way he moved and talked. The vocabulary he used
was both peculiar and exclusive: when speaking of Juan Pérez, our nation’s presi-
dent, he referred to Chief What’s-His-Name. He didn’t use the sidewalk, but rather
the public walkway. He didn’t ride on the underground rail, microbuses or trains; in-
stead he traveled on the public passenger transportation system. He never said, “I don’t
know”; it was always, I'm unaware.

One day, as I listened to a certain exchange, I could hardly believe my ears. While
at my desk, concentrating on some work related matters, I heard Lucy, one of our
most veteran employees on the verge of retiring, ask him, “Tell me, Boitus, have you
ever thought about getting married?”

My curiosity forced me to look up and glance over at Boitus. He broke into a
smile that was considerate, perhaps even indulgent.
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“Why, my dear Ms. Lucy, there’s a simple answer to your question.” He paused
for effect. “I can’t marry for three reasons: in the first place, 'm not in an economic
position to do so; secondly, I lack the funds; and thirdly, I'm broke.”

Boitus’ answer and, especially, the bewildered look on Lucy’s face caused me to
burst out laughing, although I tried my best to contain it. “Well, well,” I told my-
self, “this Boitus guy is quite the comedian.”

[ got used to Boitus’ periodic visits, during which, besides finalizing book pur-
chases, I was entertained by his eccentricities, paradoxes, logic and outlandish ide-
as.

He always showed up carrying a brown leather briefcase, so worn that it had be-
come gray, in which he kept invoices, receipts, brochures on encyclopedias, business
cards... anyway, a collection of business related papers which, God knows why, he
generically termed his judgment tools. But besides the briefcase, he always carried five
or six packages with him: cardboard boxes filled with books to be delivered.

The day came when our branch manager, Mr. Gatti—an easy going and under-
standing guy—was promoted and transferred to the head office. His replacement,
Mr. Linares, wasn’t really a bad person; however he had a baroque way of speaking,
loved circumlocution and was a stickler for rules and regulations. The moment he
took over, he laid down the law and from them on, neither Boitus nor any of the
other salesmen were allowed over the threshold of the Palermo branch of the Insig-
nia Financial Group.

[t was a minor problem, quickly resolved. Boitus and I exchanged phone num-
bers and thus, my purchases and his sales could continue, but with one difference:
instead of delivering books to the office, Boitus brought them to my house.

At some point [ realized that I'd now been working at the Palermo branch office
a full year and that, consequently, I'd known Boitus for a year and that I bought
books from him at fairly regular intervals. But at no point did he ever refer to him-
self as a “bookseller”. He called himself a cultural disseminator.

The cultural disseminator would arrive at my apartment weighted down by his di-
lapidated briefcase, packages and cardboard boxes to deliver my books, after which
he would usually rattle off a string of surprising sophisms and, after about 15 min-
utes, would leave.

[ remember well his final visit. Boitus had unleashed an especially strange and
extended monologue aimed at instructing me in the use of an absurd taxonomy of
his own invention. According to his schema, coffee was a brew, tea was an infusion
and boiled mate leaves, a tonic. However, I couldn’t get him to explain the grounds
for these classifications.

Then something weird happened: his ideas, which had seemed funny to me
at first, suddenly started to irritate me, undoubtedly because of the visceral rejec-
tion I feel toward irrationality and error. And, despite suppressing my aggravation,
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[ watched happily as Boitus finally departed with his shabby briefcase and his boxes
and packages.

Being that the ground level entrance was permanently locked, I had to follow
him down and let him out of the building. Returning to my apartment, I realized
Boitus had forgotten one of his parcels on a chair.

[t was a round cardboard container, very similar to the ones used to store men’s

hats. Two green ribbons, originating along its edges but now fallen against each
side, functioned as a way to carry the box comfortably.
I removed the lid and, although he couldn’t possibly have arrived home vyet, I im-
mediately called to inform him of the forgotten merchandise. The phone rang five
times before the answering machine picked up. I left a message, the tone of which—
polite, yet urgent—left no room for doubt.

That night, Boitus did not return my call. The next day, either. I tried calling and
leaving messages for several days at different times.

When 1 called a week later the phone rang I don’t know how many times but
neither Boitus nor his answering machine picked up. “The phone must be discon-
nected,” I told myself.

A few hours later my calls were answered by a female voice that recited: “The
number you have dialed does not belong to any client within the Telecom network.”
A while later, dialing Boitus’ number produced nothing but silence, as though both
the number and the phone itself had disappeared.

At the office, | mentioned all this to Rossi, whose desk adjoins mine, and he of-
fered to come over to my place.

“As long as it isn’t a bother,” he added.

“Quite the opposite,” 1 said, “I'd appreciate your help.”

And so it happened that, having finished our workday, Rossi visited my apartment
for the first and last time. Opening the box he drew back with a distasteful look on
his face.

“Oh man. Looks like this is going to be complicated.”

“Definitely. Can’t say I didn’t warn you.”

Then Rossi completely lost interest in the box and became distracted as he looked
around. In a matter of seconds he had me feeling nervous. He’s a restless guy and
started walking the length of the apartment offering different criticisms or sugges-
tions which [ had never asked for, such as, “This would be a good place to hang a
mirror,” or “Aren’t your doors sealed against draughts? There seems to be air getting
in.

He stopped in front of a framed picture of Cecilia Capelli, picked it up for a mo-
ment, put it back down in a slightly different location and then commented, “So
this is your girlfriend? Cute girl, congratulations.”

[ told myself that he could have dispensed with both his remark and the con
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gratulations: my love affair with Cecilia was in a state of deterioration and several
times | had been tempted to get rid of the picture since its presence only served to
upset me.

He then inspected my library and seized the opportunity to ask to borrow
A History of Argentinean Soccer. I detest lending books (or borrowing them, for that
matter) but as he had been so kind as to come over and help me, I couldn’t say
no.

[ had ascertained that Rossi was restless. A few days later I found out that, in ad-
dition, he tended to talk too much. Consequently, on Friday, Mr. Linares called me
to his office and closed the door after I'd entered. Through the intercom he com-
manded, “Flavia, no calls until further notice.”

He had me sit facing him over his desk and then, with a smile that was intended
to look congenial but was obviously forced, he told me, “My dear Sainz, it’s not
that I want to involve myself in something that’s none of my business, but in a cer-
tain way, you being a young man of 28, relatively new to the company, and seeing
how...”

“I'm about to be heaved down into the labyrinth of his meandering prose,” 1
thought.

“... 'm somewhat older, with more years under my belt, and your manager on
top of that, a kind of father figure within the company you could say, I have a kind
of—how should I put it’/—moral obligation to help you. Am I right!”

Since Mr. Linares was waiting for an answer, | immediately agreed, motivated by
the desire to get him to stop talking as soon as humanly possible.

“Well then,” he continued, “if it is acceptable to you, tomorrow, which is Satur-
day and will give us some free time, I'll take a little jaunt over to your house to see
what we can do...”

[ had no choice but to accept his offer. Back at my desk, Rossi avoided eye con-
tact. However, a few minutes later he approached me and muttered in my ear,
“Don’t think I'm the one who told him about it. He already knew. It’s hard to hide
these things.”

[ wondered how Rossi knew that Linares had found out.

On Saturday [ had to get up early. I couldn’t have Mr. Linares over to a typical
bachelor’s apartment that hadn’t been cleaned in at least two weeks. I spent most
of my morning on detestable chores: vacuuming the floor, dusting the furniture,
cleaning the bathroom and kitchen... Finally by 11 my house was in a presentable
state for receiving Mr. Linares.

When he showed up he wasn’t alone. With him were Araujo, our office errand
boy who was fond of gambling, and another gentleman I had never met who wore
a suit, tie and spectacles.

“Dr. Venancio,” said Linares, introducing him. “He’s a legal representative, or,
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if you prefer, an attorney, who will certify the affidavit. As for Araujo,” he added af-
fably, “he needs no introduction. Who doesn’t owe Araujo a favor or two, right?”
Araujo, dressed in his office uniform, smiled shyly.

“Araujo is only here as a witness, so that Dr. Venancio can get his signature on
the affidavit.”

“Fine,” I said. “Sounds good.”

Mr. Linares took the lid off the box and, holding the lid in his right hand, care-
fully examined the contents. Dr. Venancio and Araujo immediately did the same.

“Everything in order, Araujo!” Mr. Linares asked.

“Yes, Sir, no problem.”

Dr. Venancio spread the affidavit out on the dinning room table. It was three
pages long. He signed his name in the margins of the first two and at the bottom of
the third. Then he turned to Araujo and indicated he should do the same. Araujo
signed slowly; it was obvious he was not very seasoned at working with papers and
documents.

“Should I sign?” I asked.

“It’s not necessary,” replied the notary public, “but it isn’t prohibited, either. It’s
up to you.”

“I'm going to sign just in case.”

[ took a moment to read the affidavit and confirmed that it rigorously conformed
to the truth. Then I signed it.

“And you, Mr. Linares! Would you like to sign?”

“No, Doctor, it doesn’t appear to be necessary. Or even prudent.”

After exchanging a few platitudes about the weather, my visitors left.

[ had planned to go to the movies that night with Cecilia but around six in the
evening she called to cancel the date.

“The problem is my father,” she explained. “Well, that is, if you want to call it a
problem. I don’t think there’s any reason for concern, but he does. He thinks that
your situation might affect his chances of getting elected mayor.”

[ felt like telling her to go to hell, along with her distinguished father, a power
hungry political schemer, but I held back and only said, “Fine, sounds good.”

[ thought, “It’s just as well, I'm fed up with her.”

[ looked up Boitus’ telephone number using a directory on the Internet and
found out he lived on Calle Fraga, in the Chacarita neighborhood. Sunday morn-
ing I headed over to the house in question. There, I found a wooden barrier around
the building with a sign that read: NOTICE: BUILDING TO BE COMPLETELY
DEMOLISHED. NEW CONSTRUCTION OF ONE AND TWO BEDROOM
APARTMENTS.

With the exception of a few unexpected events, my life continued its normal
path.
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[t wasn’t long before I was given another promotion that entailed one advantage
and one drawback. The former involved a substantial salary raise: suddenly I was
earning practically double what I had been up to now (which already was no small
sum). The drawback resided in that I had to carry out my new duties in the suburb
of Béccar, quite a distance from my place on Calle Costa Rica.

[ added up the pros and cons and, after finally accepting the promotion, resigned
myself to a long commute between Palermo and my new destination. The ideal situ-
ation would have been to buy a place in Béccar or in San Isidro, but to come up
with the money I first would have had to sell the apartment on Calle Costa Rica.

Without meaning to I had also gained a certain notoriety and I discovered that
having it wasn’t all that bad. Photographers and feature writers showed up from the
newspapers La Nacion and Clarin and from the magazines Caras and Gente. I was
subjected to interviews and was photographed—now smiling, now solemn—next to
the round box. I was also invited to talk on television news programs, something
[ did with some degree of vanity. I didn’t even turn down invitations to appear on
frivolous talk shows filled with gossip and tabloid stories.

In the end, “Doctor” Ignacio Capelli didn’t succeed in being elected mayor of
Tres de Febrero County, a fact that pleased me to no end. At this point I had had
it with Cecilia, so a few days later I found a random excuse to break up with her.
On the other hand, something wonderful had happened. I had gotten into the
habit of having an afternoon snack after work at a café near Béccar station. At the
same time of day, several teachers from a nearby school would come by after finish-
ing with their classes. They were lovely girls who spoke loudly and always roared
with laughter.

[ was attracted to one of them (I already knew her name, Guillermina) and, more
than once, our eyes—hers a crystal blue—met across the tables. One day as I was
leaving, I arranged for an “accidental” meeting out on the sidewalk and was able to
strike up a conversation. Straight away [ accompanied her home, first by train until
we reached the Belgrano neighborhood, then by foot a few blocks. She was 25 years
old, her name was Guillermina Grotz and she still lived with her parents.

Things went well and it didn’t take me long to become her boyfriend and, a few
weeks later, begin intimate relations.

One afternoon, as we lay on a hotel bed, she asked me, “Wouldn’t it be cheaper
for you to invite me to your apartment!”

Surprised, I looked her in the eyes. “Aren’t you aware of the problem I have...?”
“How could I not know! Everybody knows about it. But it can’t be all that bad.”

The generosity [ saw in her eyes moved me. [ felt a tear welling up, but quickly
wiped it away.

The following Saturday I took Guillermina out to a movie in Belgrano. After-
ward, I treated her to dinner at a restaurant on Avenida Cabildo.
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“Well,” I told her, “now we’re going back to my place to end the night on a digni-
fied note.”

As we entered the apartment and I turned on the light, Guillermina cried out,
“At last, [ get to see Mr. Sainz’s mysterious bunker!”

But before she had a chance to get to know the place, she stopped in front of the
round box. She hesitated for a moment, and then lifted the lid. The expression on
her face didn’t change one bit, but she said, “You were right. We should go back to
what we were doing before...”

[ wanted her to define her terms, so I asked, “Should we go to the bedroom or
do you want to leave!”

“I hope I don’t offend you, but I prefer to leave.”

“Why should I be offended? You're completely within your rights...”

Guillermina lived near the corner of Cuba and Mendoza. I stopped a taxi com-
ing down the street and bid her farewell.

But not for good. There was no reason we should break up. On the contrary—the
experience had drawn us closer together.

Three months later we were married and went to live in a tiny apartment we had
rented outside the city, in San Isidro, a place that was soon crammed with all the
belongings Guillermina and [ had brought from our respective former homes. My
dinning room set consisted of a table and four chairs, but I could only bring three
of the four to San Isidro.

At my workplace I was subjected to questions that were as naive as they were pre-
dictable, and, as well, faced some slightly troublesome bureaucratic snags, none of
which kept me from continuing to rise in the company.

In fact, I'd say that in this regard I couldn’t complain. Each new success brought
me a higher position and I continued to climb the hierarchical ladder and earn
more money.

One Friday afternoon (the best moment of the week) I was summoned to the
head office. No less than the senior director himself offered congratulations and
assured me that, without a shadow of a doubt, within the year I would be named
manager of the Mar del Plata branch office.

“So, Mr. Sainz, it would be best for you to begin getting your affairs in order
ahead of time.”

Mar del Plata is a magnificent assignment, although being so far down the coast,
it will mean Guillermina has to resign her teaching position and the two of us
will have to move. Once there, it won’t be hard for my wife to get a job at another
school.

Guillermina and I have become frugal to the point of greediness. We want to
have enough money to buy a relatively spacious apartment in Mar del Plata, and I
believe we will. The only possible way is to save and save and save, since we can’t
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count on the money we would get from the impossible sale of my former residence
on Calle Costa Rica, which—by the way—had all its utilities cut off: electricity, tel-
ephone, gas, water... [ also stopped paying the building maintenance fees and the
municipal taxes.

“They’re going to take you to court and foreclose on the apartment,” Guiller-
mina often comments.

Without fail I answer, “But they’ll never find a buyer.”

“That’s true,” Guillermina always replies in turn, “but it’s not our problem.”

Translated from the Spanish by Jonathan Cole.
Finalist in the 23vd annual Hucha de Oro Competition (FUNCAS), Madrid, Spain.
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Ecstasy

My father usually arrived home before lunch, bringing the morning’s catch with
him. Together, he and my mother would decide which fish were to be pickled and
which dried out in the sun. My sister and [ would watch this ritual, imagining that
those fish destined for the pickling vats were being saved, while those sent out into
the sun were doomed to die a fiery death. My parents knew this, and would toy with
us accordingly.

“What about this one!” my father would ask my mother.

“I don’t know,” she would say. “What do you girls think?”

“Pickled! Pickled!” we would scream, cheering when the fish was placed on the
pickling pile. In those days, everything was a game; the house echoed with laughter
even when no-one was inside. My sister and [ would often arrive home from school
to find it empty - my father out fishing and my mother outside hanging up the
damned fish or tending to her berry-trees - and hear the windows giggling in the
wind.

Bedtime was my favourite part of the day. My sister and [ would lie in our shared
bed, blanket over our heads, whispering to each other. After a while, my father
would sneak silently into the room. We always knew he would come, and tried to
listen for his footsteps, but never once did he fail to surprise us. My sister was con-
vinced that he flew in - like a fairy. He would creep right up to our bed and shout,
“Who’s making all that noise?” We would erupt in fright, fling the blanket off and
jump into his waiting embrace, screaming, knowing that a bedtime story would fol-
low. My mother would sometimes watch this scene from the door-less entrance to
our room; but most of the time she would be sitting outside the door - our guard-
ian angel - making the beaded necklaces and earrings that she sold at the weekend
market.

“Can’t you girls get to sleep!?” my father would ask. “Maybe a story would help?”

“Have you heard about the man who was swallowed by a whale?” he would say.
Or, “Did I ever tell you the story of the Indian magician who turned people into
camels!” We would always shake our heads. In truth, my father only had six stories
and, since he told them using exactly the same words each time, we knew them
off-by-heart. Still, we shook our heads, trying to conceal our smiles as he began the
night’s narrative. At the end of the story, my father would kiss my sister and me
good night and we would sleep, full of magical dreams. Snug as two bugs in a rug.
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My father was always gone when we woke in the mornings. Being a fisherman,

he worked from the last hours of darkness until midday - when the sun became
unbearable - returning to the water for a few hours before sunset. We would rise
with the sun and eat a breakfast of home-made bread and jam. But this was no ordi-
nary jam: it was made from the fruit of the berry-trees that my mother had skilfully
managed to grow - despite the climate and to the amazement of our neighbours. In
fact, when the berry-trees grew and flourished, a rumour started in the village that
the trees were magical, and that the jam made from them would bring good luck to
all who ate it.
After our breakfast, my sister and I would help tidy the house, sweeping out the
previous day’s sand and making sure that our few belongings were neatly packed
away — “to protect them from the elements,” my mother would say - before walking
to school.

Occasionally, we played a game while we walked where we each had to pick an
animal - my sister would always choose the whale - and imagine what sort of con-
versations they would have with one another. I prided myself on the accuracy and
variety of my animal voices, my most accomplished being the elephant’s. My sister’s
impersonations were equally as varied as mine, which always made me laugh; and I
never figured out exactly how whales spoke: one day, they sounded like camels; the
next, like crows or crocodiles. Of course, we had never seen most of these animals;
but my father told us about them so often, that we felt like we knew them each per-
sonally.

We walked home from school just before the hottest hours of the day, rushing on
our way to avoid missing out on my father’s arrival with his morning catch.

One blisteringly hot day, with the sky so blue and bright you felt like it was
turning you inside out, we were delayed at school. No clouds were present to
offer relief from the sun, and our teacher asked all the children who had to
walk a long way home - which was most of us - to wait until she found some-
thing to shield us. We sat bunched together under the tree where we usually
took our lessons, waiting. After some time, our teacher returned balancing a
pile of big palm leaves on her head. She shared them out equally and patiently
instructed us in the art of making what she said were “emperor’s treats.” I had
never heard of these before, but I dared not admit this. Instead, I watched
closely with the other children as we were taught how to weave the leaves into
each other, creating a mat. My sister and I had, we realised, seen these mats
before at home: my mother had constructed her berry-tree protector out of the
same material, although we hadn’t seen her do it. How pleased she would be
to discover that we had learnt her trick!
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As soon as our emperor’s treats were completed, we bounded off, racing
home, eager to display our new creations. We burst into the house, waving our
emporer’s treats around triumphantly.

“Mama, Mama. Look!”

My mother didn’t move, but continued to gaze blankly out the doorway across
the vast space between our house and the ocean. My father would normally have
emerged from this distance: first a dot, then a blur, and finally a figure, growing and
growing as he neared the house. Now, though, there was nothing but space and sun.
[t was impossible to tell where the earth ended and the sky began.

“Where’s Baba?!” asked my sister, tugging on my mother’s skirt.

No answer.

We waited in silence through the afternoon and dusk, and into darkness. Eventu-
ally, my mother turned towards us.

“It’s time for bed.”

We knew from this new sound in her voice - like the sound in a crocodile’s voice
- that there was to be not debate, and slunk off to our room. We shed our clothes
and slipped under our blanket. My sister was crying, so [ held her hand and told her
the story about the man who ran so fast that his skin turned white and crows started
following him around, thinking he was a giant worm. But [ couldn’t tell it like my
father did. I missed all the pauses and rushed the funny bits. Nevertheless, she fell
asleep; and some time after that, I did too.

[ dreamt of an open field, extending forever, eternally flat. There was nothing but
dust on the ground, and the wind whipped it up into a rage all around me. I was
naked and helpless, my screams drowned immediately in the sandstorm.

When my mother woke my sister and me up in the morning, I could see that she
had not slept. I looked at my sister. There was sand suck to her top lip underneath
her nose - she must have been in the same dream as me. My mother dressed us and
sent us out to find my father.

He was easier to find than we had thought. We saw his figure sitting cross-legged
- like the Indian man in one of his stories - on the shore. He was stripped of all
his clothes and stared vacantly towards the sea. We helped him to his feet and sup-
ported him, draping his arms across our tiny shoulders as we made our way home.
My mother, seeing us approaching from afar, ran out to meet us and took over as
his crutch.

He ate nothing and said nothing, allowing only water to pass his lips. My sister
and I tried to show him the emperor’s treats we had made the day before, but he was
unresponsive. He stayed like this, nearly comatose, for three days. Our house was
cold, then, like it had never been before. And it was hollow, feeling and sounding
like an empty stomach, growling in the bowels of the night.

On the third evening, my sister and I were asleep, dreaming our fears. My fa-
ther shook us awake roughly, terrifying us. He said nothing for some time, and an
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uneasy silence, like a breath held for too long, loomed around the room. Eventu-
ally, he spoke. His first words in three days.

“Do you know the story about the fisherman and the wind funnel?”

My sister and I shook our heads. It was true, we had never heard that story. Out
of the corner of my eye I watched my mother shade into the door-less doorway, her
eyes alive with hope.

“There was a fisherman, once, in a land not unlike ours. One day, he was sitting
in his boat. It was the hottest day he had ever experienced and there was not a cloud
in the sky to ease the sun’s heat. The fishing had not been good, as fish don’t like
to get caught when it is too hot, but he persisted. After a while, he found himself
gazing at his hands’ reflection in the water by the side of the boat.

“He looked at their creases and scars, trying to recall the entire treasury of stories
they contained. He brought them up to his face and smelled them, trying to imag-
ine all of the places they had been, all of the things they had touched. He thought
of his beautiful little girls’ hair, like princesses’. He thought of his wife’s face. He
smiled.

“Suddenly, as he was thinking about his family, the world around him blurred

and he was spun and twisted upwards into the air, floating above the boat, sup-
ported by a wild wind which surrounded him, carrying him. Gently as a kiss, it
deposited him on the shore, facing the sea. He knew where he was immediately,
but his senses were confused and he couldn’t move. The wind funnel, which had
appeared out of the bluest and hottest sky in the history of the land, had vanished.
All he could hear was the gentle lapping of the water on the edge of the shore. To
him, it sounded like music from the place of his birth. Looking out to the sea, he
saw pieces of his boat, floating directionless, irretrievable. He was so shocked that
he couldn’t speak. He had lost his most prized possession, his fishing-boat, but the
wind funnel had saved him, like a guardian angel, placing him safely on the shore
where two dazzling fairies found him and led him home.
“After three days, he felt normal again. He could no longer fish, because his boat
had been destroyed, but he had a plan to earn money for the family. You see, his
wife was an expert berry-tree tender, and his daughters were expert shade-weavers.
Together, they would grow an orchard of magical berry-trees - trees whose fruit
would make jam that gave whoever ate it good luck - and they would make jams to
sell to the whole land. They would live happily together forever after.”

My father finished his story and looked at his daughters. They were asleep, and
they were smiling at their dreams. He kissed them gently on their foreheads, strok-
ing their dark hair. My father turned to his wife. He walked towards her, raised his
weathered hands to her face, and ran his fingertips along her cheek, rubbing his
thumb across the softness of her lips. My mother took his hands, and let him out
of our bedroom. I closed my eyes again, this time falling asleep for real in the warm
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house whose windows giggled in the wind. I dreamt of elephants and whales, of
guardian angels, of princesses with emperor’s treats. I dreamt of the fisherman who
was sucked up a wind funnel out of the blue. My father’s seventh story.

© Mark Robertson
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Three song-lyrics from the ‘Realist Set’

The German Miserere (trans. from Brecht)

One fine day our superiors issued orders
To capture a town called Danzig,
For the safety of our borders

Our planes & tanks went to Poland,
We invaded guns a-blaze

And the job was as good as over

— in twenty-one days

One fine day our superiors issued orders
To take pretty France & Belgium,

For the safety of our borders

Our planes & tanks went to Belgium,
We invaded guns a-blaze

And the job was as good as over

— in thirty five days

One fine day our superiors issued orders

To march into mighty Russia,

For the safety of our borders

Our planes & tanks rumbled Eastward

To mow down the Russians

And for years we've been lucky, lucky to save

our own skins!

One fine day

Our superiors will issue orders

To conquer the ocean or the moon,

For the safety of our borders...

Ah! but it’s hard going in this place called Russia, the enemy is strong,
we're completely lost

and we’re frozen to the bone.

God save us!

God! — show us the way —

Show us the way home
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Samuel Hall (trad. adapt. Direen)

Well my name is Samuel Hall, Sam Hall (2)
My name is Samuel Hall
and I hate you one and all

You're a bunch of muckers all, blast your eyes!

I was born meek and mild (2) ]’ suis né doux et tendre, tendre et beau (2)
Born meek and mild ‘suis né tendre et beau
but the eighth-too-many child mais ¢’était encore un d’ trop
[ was born meek and mild, blast your eyes! ... tendre et beau, All-ez au diable!
I studied the law of thieves (2) J’ai suivi la loi des voleurs (2)
I studied the law of thieves, J’ai fait mon chemin dans I’ crime
There’s an honour and there’s a creed J’ marchais au bord de I'abyme
If you break it you will bleed, blast your eyes! ... la loi des voleurs, All-ez au diable!

I learnt a life of crime, life of crime (2)
I learnt a life of crime life of crime
And I learnt it just in time

I learnt a life of crime life of crime, blast your eyes!

I killed a man, they said, that’s what they said (2) Jai tué un homme (2)

Well I killed that man j’ai tué ¢’ bonhomme,

[ left him lying dead Pour quelques bagues et un peu d’rhum
I bashed his bloody head, blast yr eyes J’ai tué ce bonhomme, All-ez au diable.

They're gonna hang me from on high from on high (2) On va me pendre haut et court, haut et court (2)

They're going to hang me from on high, Jusqu’a ¢’que mort s’ensuive
& they'd better hang me till [ die A demain! sur l'autre rive!
Hang me from on high, blast your eyes! ... haut et court, All-ez au djable!

‘Cause my name is Samuel Hall, Sam Hall (2)
Well my name is Samuel Hall
and I hate you one and all

You're a bunch of muckers all, blast your eyes!
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Dans La Rue (Aristide Bruant)

Moi, je n’sais pas si j'suis d’Grenelle,
De Montmartre ou de la Chapelle,
D’ici, d’ailleurs ou de la-bas

Mais j’sais ben qu’la foule accourue,
Un matin, m’a trouvé su’ I'tas

Dans la rue

Y a ben des chanc’s pour que mon pére
Il ay’ jamais connu ma mére

Qu’jamais connu mon daron,

Mon daron qui doit I'avoir eue,

Un soir de noc’, qu’il était rond,

Dans la rue.

b ) e . . b b .
J’'m’ai jamais connu d’aut’ famille

Y, ) . b . .
Que la p’tit’ marmaill’ qui fourmille,
Aussi quand ej’ m’ai marida,
J’m’ai mis avec un’ petit’ grue
Qui truquait, le soir, a dada,
Dans la rue.

C’était un’ petit’ gonzess’ blonde
Qu’avait la gueul’ de la Joconde,

La fess’ ronde et I'téton pointu

Et qu’était aussi bien foutue

Qu’les statu’s qui montrent leur cul
Dans la rue.

C’est ca qu’c’était ben mon affaire!

Mais un beau soir a s’a fait faire:

Les moeurs (meuss) 'ont fourrée au ballon
Et, depuis qu’alle est disparue,

J’sorgue a la paire et j’fais ballon

Dans la rue.

A présent, ou qu’vous voulez qu’ jaille?
Vous vouderiezty que j’travaille?
J'pourrais pas... j’ai jamais appris...

Va 