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Ausra Barysiene



 I haven’t been sleeping much this week. I keep 
waking up a little earlier than the previous day, try-
ing to steal some extra free time for doing chores and 
personal projects. Work has become more engrossing 
than I’d like and it’s eating up the “normal” hours of 
my day. So I keep cranking back the alarm earlier and 
earlier, seeing how little sleep I can get. Willful sleep 
deprivation, what an idiot.

I didn’t sleep a lot in college. This past week has re-
minded me of college in that sense; when I get to a cer-
tain point of sleep debt I get really loopy, my body stops 
regulating temperature the way it normally does so I 
always feel slightly 
cold, my quads and 
calves start to ache, 
and I get these really 
intense hallucinations. 
It freaked me out the 
first time it happened 
back in college.

A man stood in the 
distance, his shape 
and form ambiguous, 
fuzzy around the 
edges. I was walking 
through the courtyard 
of all the lecture halls, 
there were hundreds 
of other people walk-
ing in every direction. 
But burned in my vi-
sion was a person that 
my brain couldn’t 
quite process fully. I 
started to hyperventi-
late and I sat down in 
the middle of the sidewalk. Someone asked me if I was 
okay, and then the next thing I remembered was waking 
up at the health center.

I tried to get more sleep after that. 

But now it’s many years later and I can feel that figure 
just over the horizon. He’s out of view but I can feel his 
presence, I know he’s coming. My legs are heavy and 
throb with a dull pain. I’m thinking of weird and wild 
story ideas that don’t track in any linear way. I’m put-
ting on my sweat pants and a hoodie. 

I know he’s walking towards me, a crooked smile with 
too many teeth waiting to greet my weary eyes. I hope I 
end up somewhere safe again, but I know my luck has 
run out. Just keep chugging coffee, fight off sleep a little 
longer. 

Say hi and smile when he says hi and smiles.

*****

Thank you for confirming your subscription to Ear 
Rat Magazine Issue Six: Ephemera. We have already 

charged your credit card 
on file. We have a no 
refund policy, but if you 
pay cash we offer a $2 
discount.

This issue came together 
a little differently than 
normal; it was a (most-
ly) secret issue and the 
total turn around ended 
up being just under 
a month. Even with 
basically no time to do 
anything, we still had a 
lot of our friends throw 
some truly beautiful, 
haunting, and stupid 
things our way. There’s 
too many to list but I 
think we all know which 
one is the stupid one.

Ear Rat continues to 
be a labor of love and/

or a torturous prison sentence of existence from which 
we will never escape. Because of this, we will return for 
issue seven shortly. 

Thanks to everyone for all the things you did, even if 
you didn’t do anything.

Mwah,
Mike V.

From the Editor
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 Kent C Ashton. Dead after 23 hours, 58 min-
utes and 3 seconds. He is survived by his parents, Clive 
G Ashton and Jane Bell Miller-Ashton, his wife Marga-
ret Hall, and as well Kent C Ashton.

Kent stared at the writing. It was scrawled in golden 
ink on black pages, one line on one page among many, 
many, many others in the massive tome. It smelled like 
freshly-dug earth. It was also very much so wrong, and 
not just because he was, y’know, *alive* to be looking 
at it. “This is mistaken. I mean, it doesn’t make any 
sense.”

The person in front of him didn’t move, or otherwise 
acknowledge what he said for several seconds that 
somehow seemed almost to stretch out for a lonely 
eternity. But then that voice trailed out from under that 
obscuring hood, haunting and mournful and pissing 
him off. “There is no mistake.”

“Uh-huh. And this, right here? Where it says I died 
after two days?”

“Just shy of two days.”

“Right. Well, I’m 38! I mean look, I have a wife, right 
there.”

“Yes. You did. I’m sure you’ll be pleased to hear that 
she’s not due for some time.”

“...Well.” Kent squinted. That was nice, he guessed, it 
was sort of difficult to really take seriously. On account 
of how absolutely none of it was actually happening, 
like, obviously. But, wait, no, business profession-
al Kent Ashton would not be taken in so easily. “No 
changing the subject! That’s glaringly wrong.”

Clerical Error
by Preternaturality
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“You were alive for precisely one hundred seventy-two 
thousand, six hundred and eighty-three seconds. 
I counted. You can as well, if you like.” The figure 
reached one sleeve into the other and fished out an or-
nate little hourglass, pinched between two fabric folds, 
the hand under the sleeve. It was full of a fine powder, 
grains of sparkling black sand which were all gathered 
in the bottom half.

“That doesn’t mean anything.”

“It means everything. But it’s understandable you 
might have difficulty understanding it. No matter.”

“Look here, okay. I don’t care if you count that wrong 
time to the second. I was born 38 years ago, okay. 
What, are you saying the world was made last Thurs-
day?”

“If it was, then so was I, and without any memo to the 
effect.” Somehow, despite the entire lack of any visible 
face, Kent felt the other figure smile. “No, you, Kent 
C Ashton, in particular, lived for a total span of twen-
ty-three hours, fifty-eight minutes, and three seconds. 
Consecutively, before you ask.”

“Yeah. Okay, sure, that’s what you think. But how? I 
was born in 2350! You’re not gonna tell me the year 
isn’t 2389. My 39th birthday was coming up.”

“Indeed it was.”

“Then— What are you even saying? Like I said, non-
sense. Let me go.”

“Kent, I am honestly not sure what is so confusing. 
But perhaps you might be better served by asking new 
questions.”

“Fuck you.” Kent took a deep breath and then shook 
his head. Calm down, champ, stay cool. So that was a 
scratch, but it was just the warm-up, not the clincher. 
Here he went. “Okay, sorry, I got mad.”

“I understand. I took no offense.”

“Great. Okay. Here’s a question. What are you trying to 
say here, where I’m survived by Kent C Ashton?”

“Simply what it says. Kent C Ashton is one of the re-

maining living members of your immediate family.”

“But I’m Kent C Ashton! C standing for C, nothing 
else! That’s me!”

“You are Kent C Ashton. He is also Kent C Ashton.”

“That doesn’t make any sense!”

“It makes perfect sense. Oh. Perhaps you will under-
stand better when I explain how you died. I always 
thought that should have been included in the book.”

“Oh. Uh... Well, like I’m telling you, I didn’t die.”

“You died of total disintegration at an atomic level.”

“What? How? When? I was just— Oh, no. Oh no, you 
are shitting me.”

“I am not.”

“You mean I... My daily commute kills me?”

“Technically speaking, it only killed you once. But yes. 
Kent C Ashton dies twice most weekdays.”

“And transporting back from weekend vacation this 
time yesterday...”

“That is correct.”

“But that’s... I mean... What the shit, man? This is a bad 
joke.”

“I’m quite sorry. I do not make the rules. But I’m glad 
you are now accepting what happened.”

“Yeah, I... Wait. You said my wife wasn’t gonna die for a 
while. But she came with me on that Saturday away.”

“Yes. She will stay home for the next one. Relative-
ly speaking, thirteen days is reasonable to class as ‘a 
while’.”

“Great. Absolutely peachy. I’m sure she’ll be thrilled 
about that. But... What does that mean for me? Am I 
gonna get overwritten when I, I mean the other me, 
takes his trip back home today?”
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“Oh, no. That would simply be cruel. Nothing of the sort will happen to you. You already died once.”

“More like a thousand times, apparently.”

“Ten thousand, four hundred and eighteen times, to be precise.”

“Great. Splendid. Stellar! That’s fucking absurd.”

“My condolences. Here, Kent. If you would, might you follow me?”

“Uh...”

The figure held out a hand. Or, well, a draping sleeve with the vague impression of a hand underneath. Kent hes-
itated a second, and then sighed. Or mimicked a sigh with his astral ghost body, or whatever. He took the hand, 
entirely unsurprised by the distinct impression of it being all bones under there. The figure led him forward, to a 
pair of big doors in front of him. He swallowed, gripped the hand tighter, and then pushed the door open. There 
was a blinding light, and then—

He was in a large room. It looked like his bedroom, except way too big, and blending into his work room at 
spots. It also went on for what looked like forever. More than anything, though, the place was crammed with 
people he knew. A big cheer went up, followed by some laughing, waves, and someone came over to give him a 
hug. Kent couldn’t help but tear up, the catharsis of a happy ending after everything, even if he hadn’t been ready 
for an ending yet. It was nice to be surrounded by familiar faces.

Even if most were familiar from the mirror.

*
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We met on the lines,
back then they were the same.
We dangled on them together,
sharing meals we’d never taste
and
learning things we’d never know,
a useless blizzard of knowledge
that didn’t mean anything other than
it mean’t something to us then.

I was stuck in my car without
any way or where to go;
I could shout and you’d hear it,
but the language was sticky,
a mess. 
Everyone finds a mess,
everyone hates a mess.

“Sam, Sam, Sam, Sam,”
I kept whispering
under my breath,
hoping you’d hear it in
the back of your mind
and your eyes would dart
over to exactly where I was.

You would crawl outside 
the skin of your body,
slither through the meadow,
and we’d have that moment
on the ground together.

The space grew, it’s always growing,
and we let it throw us further apart.
Even the lines couldn’t hold us together.

It Snows in 
Canada
by: Magie Tarrazane
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It Snows in 
Canada
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 If you walk through a cemetery and see an 
open grave, ready to receive a body, you know that you 
have an opportunity to commit murder and get away 
with it.

I think this as we pass through our local cemetery, not 
far from our house. Thoughts like this routinely cross 
my mind. Not all are so dark, but they come to me, un-
bidden, like light and shadow under the trees. My wife 
and I walk this route every weekend to avoid a blind 
corner on the road where there is no pedestrian path 
and cars are upon you before you know it. The ceme-
tery has a gravelled road that cuts through its centre, 
forming a broad turning circle at one end where we 
enter through the bush, and reconnecting with the 
road on the other side, which is our walking route into 
town.

“You know the difference between a cemetery and a 
graveyard?” my wife asks. A graveyard is attached to a 
church, I think.

“A graveyard is a part of the grounds of a church,” my 
wife tells me. I nod, waiting for the rest. “Cemeteries 
were probably first used as populations increased, 

making space difficult to find in small graveyards. Can 
you imagine in times of plague?”

These small sallies against the bulwark of existence; 
small sorties to fend away nothingness encroaching 
between us.

I think of those first people buried outside the church 
precinct, long ago, and wonder what their families 
may have thought about that. And then I think of 
Rookwood, a cemetery closer to Sydney, although 
Rookwood is probably more correctly described as a 
Necropolis. It’s the largest cemetery in the Southern 
Hemisphere. Back in the nineteenth century, when 
travelling wasn’t as easy as now, families would make a 
day out of visiting the graves of loved ones, with picnic 
lunches and games for their children to play. I buried 
my father there and my mother too, the final locus of 
my fading memories.

I note that the new section in our local cemetery, 
cleared from the bush only a few years ago, is rapidly 
filling, and I decide that it won’t be too many more 
years before the cemetery will be full. It is the same at 
our local tip, only a few suburbs away. It is sited in a 

God’s Ephemera
by bikerbuddy

9



small valley and years of community refuse have cre-
ated a mountain you can now drive your car onto. In 
the past few years the council installed unloading bays 
at the base of the mountain where you can back your 
car up and toss your rubbish into a large bin below if 
you want to avoid the trek to the top of the pile. Even-
tually, the bins are full and a truck with hydraulics lifts 
them into the air and trundles them up the mountain. 
The council cleared more bush a couple of years ago 
to extend the tip on the other side of the valley, but I 
imagine it would be like the cemetery, the detritus of 
life spreading out and rising.

Everything is filling up. Except memories. Memories 
do not fill up like this.

Memory is a slow-leaking sieve in which all that is like-
ly to remain when the details of life have escaped is the 
ephemera of existence. In my garage I have parts of my 
father. There is a magnifying glass he took out one day 
during summer to show me how to concentrate the 
sun’s rays to burn grass; a pair of pliers with red insula-
tion handles he used to cut wire with; a lawnmower he 
hit with a hammer because it wouldn’t start and then 
had to have repaired; a large glass jar with clips and a 
rubber seal he used to preserve a snake he killed in the 
long grass down the back yard. These things, hard and 
tangible, fill my mind endlessly like a museum of the 
past. But they lack context. He is not there. In his wake 
are only the words that get repeated and these fin-
gerprints of his passing. Things. Things. A hand-saw, 
toolbox, axe. They crash and clatter and impose them-
selves. But my father is gone.

My mother, likewise exists now only in bibs and bobs 
that litter the house with hopeful reminiscence: her 
crocheted rugs which I gave to the dog, or that table 
she’d rescued and refurbished as her personal project. 
She had imagined it at our doorway, the first thing 
guests would see – where they’d put their keys or stop 
to inspect framed photos that made us look like them.  
Photos before photos became digital, their colours 
fading, inscriptions printed on their backs increasingly 
obscure to me.

I remember the table filled my mother with pride.

My father had been obsessed with tracing our family 
history, but the pages upon which he recorded all that 
he discovered became desiccated leaves, their veins 

brittle, with nothing but names and dates and uncer-
tain stories that became the questionable avatars of the 
lives of others. People reduced to things, I thought, and 
I burned the papers in the fire and watched genera-
tions dance into the sky.

I came to understand this vanity early on. The belief 
that lives could be reconstituted from the bones of 
existence.

I’d been put to bed one night. The light was turned 
off. I lay, staring at my ceiling, only a child, perhaps 
three or four or five, looking into the darkness that 
is non-existence, the sense of nothing above me, as 
though I could reach out and touch the lid of my cof-
fin, touch the ceiling of my grave. I realised for the first 
time that I was not forever. And I cried. And because 
my parents could not hear me, I cried louder, and they 
came to me. And I said that I would die and they said 
not for a long time and they thought this would com-
fort me. Each person is a bright star, my mother told 
me, shining brighter and brighter as they grow. And 
the special stars – and by her telling me this I thought 
she spoke of me – do special things that make them 
shine brightest of all, like a comet bursting in the sky 
for all to see, and they are remembered forever.

Even so, each night I was settled into my grave I could 
not explain to them why I had trouble closing my eyes: 
why I found it difficult to sleep. My mother’s reassur-
ance was a veil of expectation that now shrouded my 
life, like a burden I had not expected to bear.

My wife, who works in childcare, is full of happiness 
and she tells me of the happy moments she spends 
with other people’s children during her days. As the 
years have passed we have become so very different 
that people wonder at us with a polite laugh that is 
meant, I think, to hide perplexity.

She says, as we walk, “That is so and so’s grave”, which I 
know – I think I told her the first time – but she is like 
a hopeful child, scraping at the bottom of an empty 
biscuit jar. “He wrote that thing.”

I woke up one morning – this is years after I cried be-
cause I knew I would die – and realised that every mo-
ment I existed, everything I said and did which defined 
me, was being swept away with the tide of every mo-
ment. I wondered at famous people, if they knew be-
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fore they died how lucky they were, that something of 
them would be remembered. Which gave me an idea. 
I could make a record of my life, moment by moment, 
and then nothing would be lost. Like the boy holding 
back the waters with his finger in the dyke – stories I’d 
heard at school – Canute ordering back the waves. So 
I grabbed an exercise book that I had spare from my 
table and a pen, and I waited. Waited for something 
to happen. But neither my mother nor my father were 
yet awake, and I knew that until they were, nothing 
could happen and time could not shunt its train onto 
the morning’s main line. So I made a noise, or maybe 
I said something – memory! – and my mother awoke 
and said What’s that?

And I wrote, ‘“What’s that?” said mother.’

And I said that it was just something (I can hardly tell 
you what now) and I wrote that down too, and contin-
ued to write everything she said and everything I said 
until my mother was out of bed and my father was stir-
ring and the futility of my project – the hope that exis-
tence might be stolen back from death by recording its 
minutiae – became apparent in my mother’s quizzical 
expression. I abandoned my project that morning and 
the horror of existence became plain to me. This pen. 
This book. This toy I found in the cereal packet. A wa-
terproof watch I was wearing years later as 
I almost drowned. Its tick tick ticking like 
a heart that would outlive my own.

Objects. Things. The trivialities of my 
existence might be lost or stolen, passed 
on or thrown away. But they were what 
they were, and as long as they existed, 
they might again be what they had been 
made. We – I mean the factories, and the 
governments that said they could conduct 
their business wherever it was that they 
made these things, and all the people who 
bought what they made and every act of 
possessing and brandishing and displaying 
and coveting – had made the adornments 
of our lives our testament to the future.

I, on the other hand, had been made to be 
unmade. I was God’s ephemera.

Like a faint star burning away.

I call over to my wife as we return from our walk later 
in the afternoon. The morning has been bright blue 
and the air has been warm. But the clouds now roll 
across the sky like a frown. I wait for my wife to catch 
up. She is distracted by something, a flower perhaps, 
and she has stopped to look. Meanwhile, I look into 
the open grave again and wonder whether the change 
in the weather will bring rain. The funeral is probably 
tomorrow and the ground here will turn to a thick 
slurry. Eulogies will be spoken: kind words. Because 
moments of quotidian sadness, bad behaviour and 
shit-faced drunkenness will already be forgotten, and 
there will be one or two stories to be shared, ones ev-
eryone knows and find comforting, at least as much as 
they can muster between them, and then the mourners 
will leave in a hurry and soon there will be no-one to 
remember. The ground is probably soft, I think. The 
cemetery workers use a small earth mover to dig, but I 
am willing to bet it would not be much harder to move 
the earth with a shovel.

I recall something, now, the way memories intrude 
sometimes like light through the trees. We went on a 
holiday in Tasmania several years ago and toured the 
ruins of the convict settlement at Port Arthur. Port 
Arthur had been the scene of a gun massacre in 1996, 
which helped usher in tougher gun laws in Australia. 
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Just off shore there is a small island called Isle of the 
Dead. It is called that because convicts who died in 
the prison colony were buried there. But the island 
is small, so prisoners had to be buried one on top of 
another, sometimes six high to a grave.

But it is the massacre everyone remembers these days.

“What did you want?” my wife asks as she sidles up 
to me. She is holding a splay of flowers picked from 
beneath a tree.

I nod at the grave. “How deep do you think they dig 
them?” I ask.

My wife looks into the grave for a moment and consid-
ers.

“The saying is they put you six feet under,” she recalls. 
She likes facts. They are reassuring.

“I know that,” I say, ruminating. “But it’s really hard to 
tell, don’t you think? I wonder how deep this one is.”

But she isn’t interested in the grave. “I picked these 
flowers,” she says, thrusting them forward enthusiasti-
cally.

“They’ll be just perfect,” I say. I take them from her and 
I press my hand against her back as we look into the 
grave. For moments we stand, until I feel the muscles 
in her back go tense and she tries to push back, trem-
bling like a small dance that nobody sees.

*

Ausra Barysiene
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in 1907 the first fully synthetic plastic was created. 
despite the fact that it lasts hundreds, 
possibly even thousands of  years, 
we use plastic as a completely disposable material.
used once, here forever. 
 
our food, water, and soap comes wrapped in plastic. 
our babies are born with micro-plastics in their blood. 
our ocean is washed in millions of  tons of  plastic pollution. 
 
the companies that produce, 
market, and sell us plastics vow to be 
‘carbon neutral’ or 
‘net-zero’ or  
‘climate positive’ or 
‘100% recyclable’ or 
‘fully-compostable’ or 
‘clean’ 
by the year 2025 
or 2030 
or 2040 
or 2050 
or whenever. 
we’ll get to it,  
just keep buying our shit. 
we’ll get to it.

this is where the happy-ending, 
easy-fix-solution
to the problem would go.
but we still don’t have one yet.

words and art by:gina mazarateré

10% 

only

of  all plastic ever created has been recycled.
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 “What’s the youngest you ever worked on?” asked David, his eyes never leaving the view of the display 
screen in front of him. Either hand hovered above their respective keyboard, just barely touching the keys, the 
symbols on the key caps worn down from years of use. David pecked rapidly at differing keys, nuanced inputs to 
slightly change the view in front of him to find exactly what he desired.

“I’m not sure,” answered Robert, his eyes locked on his own screen. His hands performed a similar ritual dance 
as David’s. “Maybe fifty-five or so. You?” Robert’s screen display highlighted an area with a light red square, 
which caused Robert to tap out a sequence on both of his keyboards which ended with him double-tapping the 
return key to proceed through a confirmation box that appeared and vanished rapidly on screen. Robert stood 
up immediately after the input, “Locked,” he said to David as he walked to the back of the room towards the 
kitchenette.

“Locked, locked, locked...” David said to himself as he continued to lightly tap keys on his own keyboards. His 
eyes remained fixed on the display, his focus totally on the task before him. His display highlighted a red box 
and he tapped out the same sequence that Robert had, only the inputs were reversed between his keyboards. He 
punched through the confirmation screen and then immediately slouched his shoulders and back down, releas-
ing a tension he had held the entire time. “Locked, retrieval process initiating,” David said quietly aloud as he 
stayed in his seat a moment to rest.

Robert opened the cabinet above the coffee pot, pulled out a mug with the words Active Recovery Mnesio on it, 
and then turned towards David. “You want?” 

“No, no I’m fine. Thank you.”

Memorizing
by Garret Ian Ezama
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“‘Kay,” Robert said as he closed the cabinet door and grabbed the coffee pot handle and poured himself a cup. 
He grabbed the mug and slowly walked back over to his work station, which sat directly across from David’s. He 
carefully placed the mug on his desk before he sat down in his chair. “We have any more today?”

“One more,” David said, still slunched down in his seat. “Thirty-four,” he said as his eyes darted through the gap 
of his display unit and locked onto Robert. Robert idly tapped through a few screens before he realized what 
David actually said.

“Thirty-four?” he said, his eyes squirreled through the gaps to look back at David.

“Thirty-four. Youngest I’ve ever worked on. Youngest I’ve ever even heard of.” David and Robert sat there in 
silence, their eyes locked for a few moments before Robert broke off first to look back at his display. David kept 
his eyes on Robert for a few more seconds before he too looked at his own display and began to prepare for their 
next appointment.

/ / /

What type of question is this? Ellie thought to herself as she read the question on the form again:
Have you ever attempted or succeeded at proving someone wrong?

What does this have to do with anything? Why do they ask ‘attempt or succeed’ specifically? Wouldn’t everyone 
in existence answer yes to this? What does this tell them? Ellie scribbled yes in the line below the question and 
flipped the page to look at the remaining questions. To her relief, the page was empty. She stood up and walked 
to the administrator and handed her clipboard and paperwork over to him.

“Thanks ma’am, please take a seat and we’ll get you set up soon,” the man said as he unclipped the form inserted 
it into a folder. The man looked back at Ellie and furrowed his brow slightly before he returned his view to the 
computer screen in front of him.

Ellie walked back to her seat in the waiting room and plopped down into the chair. She gazed toward the large ta-
ble in the center of the room, scanned the magazines that laid on it for something worth reading. She was bored 
by all the titles she could see, which all seemed to be related to medical technology.

She decided instead to thoroughly, yet discreetly look over the rest of the patients in the waiting room. She 
glanced over to an old woman sitting diagonally across the room from her. The woman had short cropped all-
white hair, a baby blue shirt with a white cardigan over it. Ellie stared for too long, and the woman met eyes with 
her. 
 
Oh fuck. Don’t engage, don’t engage...

Ellie looked away quickly, but it didn’t matter. The old woman hobbled up off the chair and slowly crept over to 
Ellie. “Morning dear, mind if I sit next to you?” Before Ellie could say anything, the woman gently fell into the 
seat directly next to Ellie. 

 “Morning...” said Ellie as she slid down into her seat, trying to make herself invisible.

“Pardon me hon’, but can I ask if you--”

“Eleanor Swenty?” the administrator called out. Ellie stood up immediately. The woman next to her looked at the 
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man behind the reception desk. “They’re ready for you.”

Thank god. Ellie walked across the room to the open doorway cut-out and passed through it.

/ / /

Robert and David sat at their respective module stations, an anxious energy in the air of their usually boring yet 
productive office. Robert absentmindedly rubbed his tongue on the roof of his mouth, convinced his coffee had 
burned it. David took measured breaths; he counted rolling four seconds between each inhale and exhale, fo-
cused on nothing but breathing.

A soft tone rang from both of their displays simultaneously, and a dialog box appeared on both screens. Rob-
ert moved his eyes from the screen onto David, who had done the same. They looked back at one another for a 
half-moment, and then David barely nudged his own head downward, the slightest of slight nods to confirm he 
was ready. Robert returned it with an equally invisible nod.

Both men punched in routine sequences on their respective keyboards, dialog boxes popping up and going away 
quickly as they each keyed in the necessary patterns to get to the exploratory stage of the procedure. 

A dialog box appeared on both of their screens simultaneously. David closed his eyes and re-engaged his con-
trolled breathing. Robert cleared his throat, “We sure this is legit? Thirty four years old and needs a reconstruct-
ed memory?”

David inhaled and exhaled again, then opened his eyes and stared at his screen in front of him. “It’s legit,” he said 
before striking the Enter key. “Engaging EMM, countdown beginning.” David moved his hands to their natural 
position on his keyboard, his breathing started to lose it’s controlled rhythm. The dialog box on both of their 
screens showed the countdown, now at seven seconds.

Robert’s eyes locked back onto his own screen, he edged up closer and wiggled his fingers as they rested slightly 
on his keyboard. Five seconds to go. “We’re fine, we’re fine. Just another rebuild.” Two seconds.

One second.

The dialog box on both of their screens vanished. 
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Seconds
by Preternaturality
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KINDLING
by Pike Malarkey

 Fire was a welcome break in the monotony of the day, filling in the empty space between lunch and 
dinner. Neighbours and passers-by huddled up closer to its warmth and light. Occasionally they looked at each 
other with sad eyebrows, but the rubbing of hands and the shrugging of shoulders could be read without too 
much difficulty. For all its leaping flames and scorching drama, the neighbourhood fire was merely a water cool-
er moment. Better than a chat about the weather, sure. Yet nowhere near as exciting as the time when Georgina 
from number 12 was throwing Royal Doulton figurines out the window, her husband screaming bloody murder.  
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Lying on the lawn in front of the burning house was a grown man in tracksuit bottoms and a paint-stained 
shirt. He was maybe in his forties or fifties, both too old and not old enough to be comforted by a stranger. His 
age notwithstanding, he looked like a picture of childhood heartache with his face hidden in the grass, his fists 
clenched and his body contorted in agony. The onlookers left a respectful circle of space around the man, stealing 
glances at him only occasionally and for the most part directing their gaze over him and at the firefighters who 
were being brave. They did not speak to the man on the ground because they were minding their own business; 
it was just incidental that they were minding their own business in a huddle by this improvised neighbourhood 
bonfire. 
 
The house, once it gets going, burns down pretty quickly and the whole dramatic event is over in a flash, leaving 
plenty of time to fix up a dinner and still catch the evening news. The loud crunching sounds and the collaps-
ing internal walls draw some gasps from the spectators, but once the fire is brought under control, everyone has 
somewhere else to be. The crowd disperses. Firefighters are standing over Joseph and talking, then they leave as 
well. When he hears their truck back out of the street, Joseph lifts his face up from the ground, puffy from cry-
ing, and looked at the absence of his house. 
 
When looking at some aspect of our being, we like to trace it back to a formative event, to know how it all be-
gan. I am afraid of needles because I received a surprise lumbar puncture when I was six. You get stressed when 
moving house because your parents moved around for work and you had to leave your friends behind. Since we 
are a storytelling species, we join the dots to create a pattern which is 8% truth, 90% lies and 2% elastane. It is the 
greatest story of our lives, the story of who we are and why we are that way. It’s a magnificent fabrication. If we all 
agree to know it, it becomes true.  
 
And the story goes like this: Joseph was eleven when Neighbours and Back to the Future came out. He didn’t 
watch Neighbours. But here’s what’s more. There is a part in Back to the Future, a very important part, where 
Marty McFly looks at a family photograph and notices that his siblings are starting to fade and disappear. Sure 
enough, as the movie progresses this disappearance is re-
versed, but by that point the Schrodinger’s cat was out of the 
bag and eleven-year-old Joseph was horrified. If we all agree 
to know it, it becomes true. But what if the reverse occurs, 
and no one knows or there is no one to know? Have the en-
tirely forgotten ever existed? 
 
After the screening ends, Joseph leaves the movie theatre with 
his mother and father, completely unburdened by all these 
questions. He is eleven and his horror exists in abstractia. 
When he asks his parents for their used movie tickets, they 
hand them over without a thought. Joseph places them in a 
notebook for safekeeping. Later he moves them to an album 
and under sticky transparent film, where they are joined by 
other movie tickets, photographs, gas station receipts and 
other memorabilia from his family’s day-to-day existence. 
Joseph’s mother says that he is ‘scrap booking’. But Joseph 
knows it’s more than that. He is holding the reality of his life 
together. Sometimes he suddenly gets out of his bed at night 
and opens his albums – by now, they exist in plural – shielding the light from his flash light with a cupped palm. 
When he turns the pages and looks at the photographs, his family are still there. But Joseph’s stomach contracts 
with unease. Those Kodak moments look sun bleached and slightly faded the moment they’re developed. Some-
times it’s hard to tell. 
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Years pass, a wealth of Christmases come and go and we go back to the future. By now a grown man, Joseph has 
outlived his parents and looks somewhat faded himself. There are parts missing, most notably around the crown 
of his head and between his second molar and the back of his mouth. Joseph’s collection of life mementos has 
spilled out of the leather-bound albums and into his living room, bedroom, kitchen, garage, even the corridors 
and the bathroom. He dreams of organising them as he manoeuvres between stacks of cardboard boxes, plas-
tic containers, towers of notebooks and magazines. In the grey light of the morning he sits on a cardboard box 
that serves as a kitchen chair and, clutching his mug of tea in one hand, picks out something from the mess of 
memorabilia on his kitchen table. It’s a trio of passport photographs of his mother as a university student. The 
fourth one has been cut out, presumably to use for an ID. She looks like Joseph’s mother but at the same time she 
doesn’t. Short-haired, in a V-neck knit and wearing a tie, she faces the camera with an air of defiance. It moves 
Joseph to think that whilst he looks at the photograph, this version of his mother lives. He thinks of a movie he 
once saw where a character glances at a photograph and the static picture suddenly comes alive. Joseph has no 
such power but it somehow it doesn’t seem ridiculous, either.

Joseph knows he’s a hoarder and he would have known it even if a neighbour hadn’t called him that, wrapping 
an insult in misplaced concern. However, Joseph doesn’t mind. At his age, everyone has baggage, his is just more 
amenable to being seen and touched. And he feels safe amongst his things. Stepping outside confronts him with 
all the parts of his life he wasn’t able to preserve, now gone forever. Old buildings torn down to make way for 
new developments, corner shops closed down, neighbours replaced by Airbnb tourists. Living in the same town 
your whole life does give you a sense of belonging. You pay for that belonging by having yet another loss to en-
dure when the place you knew changes irrevocably. 
  
It’s not clear how it started. Joseph was taking an afternoon nap – he had taken to those when it became harder 
to fall asleep at night – and then next moment he was awake, flames already gorging themselves on his life, his 
parents’ lives, his very existence. Stacks of documents and photographs were perfect kindling, allowing the fire to 
spread and grow in all directions. Joseph leaped out of the bed but the course of action was unclear. He frantical-
ly glanced around the room. Even as he considered the jug of water on his bed stand, he knew he couldn’t do it. 
Water damage would wreak destruction on the aged film and the fragile paper. If it had to happen, it wouldn’t be 
by his hand.

There was a loud crash downstairs, perhaps the fire was already raging there too. Joseph picked up a blanket 
from his bed and held it out at the flames. He vaguely knew that he was prepared to do whatever it took, but 
that never came to pass. A man in a bulky firefighters’ suit appeared in the doorway and shouted at him. When 
Joseph ignored him, he grabbed Joseph like a rag doll and dragged him outside, laying him in the front yard. The 
firefighter said something again, placed his heavy gloved hand on Joseph’s shoulder and rushed back to the build-
ing. By now the fire was in full swing, flames leaping out of the upstairs window like outstretched arms. Joseph 
lifted his head, his temples were hurting. Even through the distortion generated by emanating heat he could see 
that the house was successfully erasing itself out of existence.  
 
At one point a woman approached Joseph, crouched next to him and asked something. He vaguely recognised 
her tattered cardigan but he couldn’t make out what she was saying, so he stared at her blankly until she left. And 
with enough time, everyone left. Neighbours, other onlookers, firemen, all the way down to the last uncertain 
glance cast his way and the last turned back. Joseph knew this much now: given enough time, everybody dis-
appears. Even his castle of memories was a desperate grab at something that would not be held, or not for long. 
When he wouldn’t release it, it self-destructed. 

Suddenly – it felt sudden, but did it mean it was so? - his senses returned to him. Joseph could smell the bitter af-
termath of the fire now, his ears picked up the faraway wail of an ambulance. Whilst his life was saved, someone 
else’s was fading, and it wasn’t a matter of some musty photographs. The thought was sobering. Like a djinn, he 
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had been trapped in his relics, conjuring a reality that was far removed from the world around him. The no man’s 
land between memory and imagination proved to be a trap. Ironically, the fire that caused him so much anguish 
brought purification he didn’t know he needed. 

Joseph slowly walked to the remains of his house, where a row of pansies seemed indifferent to the destruction 
wreaked right next to them. Burnt scraps of paper were floating in the air like wartime propaganda dropped 
from a plane. Joseph stepped on one piece and, leaning over, scraped it up from the ground. It was a family 
photograph in which he, aged eight or nine, was standing in between his parents outside a theme park ride. The 
picture was so badly burnt that all three people in it were only visible from the waist down. Joseph regarded it for 
a little while and then released it from his palm, letting it float to the ground.  
 
There was a shuffle of feet behind him. Joseph looked back and recognised the neighbour who’d previously tried 
to speak to him. He could place her now as a local gossip who lived nearby with a small, loud terrier.

“What an awful tragedy,” - said the woman, staring right through Joseph with her watery eyes. Joseph didn’t 
reply.  
 
“Awful, an awful tragedy. It is a blessing that you are still here after all.” 
 
“Yes,” - conceded Joseph, putting his hands in his pockets. - “I am still here after all.” 
 
It was the kind of truth that was clear without verification, colloquially known as ‘the bleeding obvious’. Joseph 
turned his back on his neighbour and left in the direction of the rail station. By now he’d had enough of staring 
at the ashes of the museum that had become a mausoleum long before the fire even began. He knew his town, he 
didn’t know anything about the world outside. This trip would need no baggage. *22
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