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Dedicated to my mother







PROLOGUE








I had to walk to school each morning with my older brother. He was only two years older than me, but that was enough for my presence to cause embarrassment. He was always a good thirty seconds ahead of me and would grow visibly agitated if I tried to catch up. As far as my recollection is concerned, it was always winter back then. In each childhood memory, swimming up there in my brain stew, I’m always so cold. 
This morning was the same as most other mornings I can recall. I awoke in a jelly-like sweat by the abhorrent sound of my mother warbling folk songs in her bedroom. These songs had never been heard before – songs invented in the moment. Her spontaneous outbursts of musicality, as poorly sung as they were, made me so happy. My mother was sick. As the year progressed, she spent more and more of her time in bed. I had no idea what was wrong. I was under the naïve belief that it was merely a really bad flu. My experience with illness didn’t extend beyond that. I tried to help her the same way she would help me when I was sick. I made her hot water bottles, almost always scorching my hands and injuring the kitchen sink cassowaries in the process. I’d hold tissues up to her nose and force her to blow, whether there was anything to evacuate or not. I’d make her the healthiest breakfasts I knew how to make. Our cupboards didn’t really contain much of what one would term ‘healthy’ food. Once a week, dad would go shopping and buy whatever his meager income would allow from the sort of supermarkets most people had never heard of. This resulted in some unusual culinary adventures. On this particular morning, I made my mother a breakfast consisting of fried chinchilla fat and yeast. I’ll never forget the woeful smell. Smoke would waft from the battered pan, filling up the kitchen and reaching for the other rooms in the house. It was usually the smoke that woke my older brother. He’d stumble from the bedroom in his underwear, coughing and trying to hit me through the smoke – his grip on wakefulness still too tenuous to allow his fists to connect.
Every morning dad would leave the house long before we woke. I have no idea what time he got up. One morning, jolted awake by a nightmare, I swear I heard him leave for work. I remember looking at the clock and seeing a time I’d never seen before. For many years after that, whenever I saw a clock, I couldn’t help but search for that esoteric time. When my mother first got hit with her perpetual flu, my father sat me down and asked me to make breakfast for her each morning before I left for school. I remember the sense of pride this instilled in me. Previously, my father had only ever asked for my help when he needed tiny fingers to fit into something marginally bigger. This request felt like genuine responsibility. This was a responsibility I took very seriously, at the expense of everything else. I’d spend my days planning the next morning’s breakfast and then, without an iota of cooking ability, I’d fashion something vaguely edible, which my mother, in a constant battle with the rancid taste, would force down her throat. If my morning duties didn’t include wiping vomit from her chin, I’d done well.

My brother would make me wait for a minute after he left for school before I could start walking. My brother had fists like balls of asphalt and I didn’t want to be at the receiving end of them, so I obeyed. With each step toward school, my blood would lower in temperature until it was a plasma slushy forcing its way through my veins. My brother, unless in a particularly bad mood, remained in sight, steam billowing from his little body with each breath. The steam dwarfed him in size before dissipating into the freezing sky. He’d often stop and talk to people, which meant I’d have to patiently stand still until he started moving again, lest I caught up. On this morning he happened across a naked man on stilts sitting on a rubbish bin. I couldn’t make out what they were saying. All I could think about was how cold this man must be. They passed things back and forth to each other – I couldn’t make out what they were, but they glittered in the daylight. My brother put them in his pants, and very carefully resumed walking. By the time I passed the naked stilt walker, he was silent… nothing to suggest he was even still alive. I didn’t dare try and find out otherwise.
I pulled the sleeves of my jumper over my balled fists, trying my best to keep them warm. I don’t know how effective this technique was. It was usually early afternoon by the time my hands had thawed enough to de-fist. This was in spite of the school grilling the poorer students each morning before class.
There were about 10 of us who had to assemble in the school cafeteria upon arriving at school. We were the students whose family couldn’t afford a warmer method of travel to school other than walking. We were an unwilling posse of the disadvantaged. The lunch lady would meet us, filling us all with an unnamable fear. Her apron was more stain than material and as she gave us a morning hug, we’d all cop a whiff of months of rotting food. There was a large grill, big enough to fit five of us at a time. We’d lay our freezing bodies on the grill, side-by-side, and wait anxiously for the lunch lady to push us below the flame. When this was done with care, it was a beautiful feeling. The heat would penetrate our little bodies just enough to let our blood start moving again and remove the corpse-like colour our skin had attained. When, as was often the case, we were grilled poorly, our skin would burn and blisters would form. More often than not, this was the result of an ill-timed cigarette break on the lunch lady’s part. I still have red lines down my body from the school grill. They no longer cause pain. They tattoo my body with unwanted memory, impossible to forget. 
On this particular morning, I was, along with the other children in my batch, over-cooked. The lunch lady squeezed cream that smelled like rotten eggs onto our burnt skin and rubbed until it was absorbed. This would cool our bodies rendering the previous attempt to imbue us with warmth useless. It was in this state that I sat in class, my hands too cold to hold my pen, and disappeared into a mental world that the basic education we were being given couldn’t penetrate. Math class was the worst. I had a teacher who opted to wear a monocle on each eye rather than standard bifocals. His eye sockets chewed down on them, causing a constant furrow on his brow. He would revel in making examples of students like me. Math has always been a source of frustration. Whenever I am faced with a math problem, the numbers start fighting in my head until there is nothing left but mathematical gore. This teacher, whose name now escapes me (he was more a concept than anything else), saw fit to jolt me from my stupor with a ruler across the back of my neck. My burns started howling, which made the other students laugh and imitate the sound. The teacher confronted me with a math problem that required the multiplication of decimals. My pupils morphed into momentary question marks and the urge to cry begged for satisfaction. Instead, I sat silent, completely unable to tackle the problem. When my inability to answer the question became obvious, I was made to stand on my desk. The other students were then requested to write math problems onto sheets of loose leaf paper, ball them up, and hurl them at me. Amidst a sea of increasingly malicious laughter, this continued until the class was over. I was made to stay back awhile so the teacher could throw a few at me himself outside the gaze of my fellow students

None of this was a rare occurrence. I wasn’t the only one treated this way. Each class had a couple of daydreamers, who couldn’t bring themselves to leave their own imaginations long enough to appear connected to the world. We were all made examples of. If anything, it just re-enforced our desire to remain within ourselves. In my mind, I was always warm and cooking mouth watering meals for my mother. In my mind, I was one meal away from the perfect combination of food that would rid my mother of her nasty flu.
What made this day different from all the rest was that which awaited when I arrived home. I always enjoyed the walk home. It was never quite as cold and the promise of my mother’s affection was a mere 30 minute walk away. I would be given a generic biscuit to tide me over until dinner and then I would stand beneath the comfortable warmth of the shower until the water heater decided it was sick of heat and went cold. I was gearing up for this routine as I walked in the door. My father’s work van (he delivered pens that didn’t work to those who only liked pretending to write) sat in the driveway, dripping with sweat. I ran my fingers along its length and made my way toward the front door. It was slightly ajar, making my entry just that little bit easier. 
As I walked toward the kitchen in pursuit of my daily biscuit, the muffled sound of my mother crying floated from the bedroom. I started running toward the sound, but collided with my father before I could offer help. I bounced off his legs and scrambled about on the floor. He was staring down at me, not offering to help me up, not offering any comfort. He was dressed in a tuxedo I’d never seen before. I wasn’t even aware we had clothes that one might call ‘fancy’. He brushed away the creases our collision had caused with firm hands. Our eyes were probably only locked for a few fleeting seconds, but in my memory, we stared at each other for lifetimes. It was while staring into his eyes that I intuitively saw the collapse of everything. In his eyes I saw my birth and my death. And as I stared, I just knew this was going to be the last time I ever saw my father. He knelt down until our eyes were level and placed a hand on my shoulder. The pressure of his hand was such that I was sure I would fall. Before I had a chance, he ushered me into my bedroom and shut the door. 
I can only recall a few conversations with my father. Up until this point, the conversations seemed so inconsequential they were rendered useless. In light of the way everything turned out, I often find myself scouring these banal conversations trying to glean significance. My father didn’t talk much to my mother or about my mother – he just looked after her. Since the flu had started, he had been a vigilant caregiver, but nothing else. I don’t know what my father used to do before he delivered pens, but I get the impression at one point he was quite an important man. When he sat by my side in the bedroom and told me he wanted to talk about my mother, I didn’t know what to think. I just listened. He told me that my mother’s flu wasn’t really the flu at all. He said that my mother had something very serious and that she would always be sick. I wanted to hug my father, but something about his body language filled me with fear and I couldn’t bring myself to show him affection. He very calmly explained that my mother would only continue growing more sick and eventually she would be unable to move. Up until this point, I didn’t even know it was possible to get this sick. I figured being sick was a transient state and I was sure that this was the case with my mother. The tone of my father’s voice convinced me that I had been wrong. As he spoke, I knew he was right. 
After detailing what he understood of my mother’s condition, my father then made of point of letting me know that she started getting sick on the day I was born. I didn’t know what to make of this information. Then he looked me in the eyes, draped and arm over my shoulder and with something resembling a smile, told me that I was responsible for my mother’s illness. With his free hand, he poked my forehead with a finger and repeated, “You made her sick. You made her sick.” While this occurred, my mother continued to cry from her room. I wanted to break down the wall that separated us and hold her. I couldn’t understand why she was crying or, more importantly, why my father wasn’t there to comfort her. He told me to stay on the bed and quickly left the room. I was only 9 years old, so rather than disobey, I sat frozen until he returned. He was holding a black, leather briefcase with gold clips. He sat beside me once more, unclipped the briefcase and foraged around inside. When he found what he was looking for, he removed it and closed the briefcase. I was told to hold out my hand, which I did. He placed an antique looking cigarette lighter onto my palm. It was bronze and engraved with a picture of a farting aristocrat with stink lines emanating from his backside. He told me to keep this lighter safe – to make sure I never lost it. I closed my hand as tightly as I could, feeling the cold of the bronze infiltrating my bones. My father stood up, planted a kiss atop my head, picked up the briefcase and said goodbye. I heard his footsteps leave my room and walk outside. I clamored toward the window and watched as my father stood at the curb, glancing every so often at his pocket watch. A short while later, a large falcon swooped down from sky and dug its talons into each of my father’s shoulders. The falcon began to flap its wings, kicking up refuse much like the blades of a helicopter. Soon after, the falcon had lifted my father from the ground and slowly flew away, until he was little more than a speck in the sky. The last thing I remember before he vanished from our life completely was him checking his watch, presumably not wanting to be late for wherever it was he was going. 
With the antique lighter still in my hand, I ran toward my mother’s room and dived onto the bed. I threw my arms around her and held on until her crying subsided. My memory tells me this took days, but it’s hard to believe it was really that long. All I know is that I refused to let go until her tears were no more. I didn’t ask her to explain what had just happened, and she didn’t offer an explanation. It wasn’t important. All that mattered was looking after her – making sure she was okay. I now knew I was responsible for her illness, therefore I was responsible for her care. I fixed us both a horrendous dinner and sat with her until the sun came up. 

With my father’s paltry income now gone, there was no money coming into the house. I took it upon myself to find a job in order to ensure we could continue eating. Although my brother was older, I couldn’t rely on him. He had recently discovered death metal and I didn’t want to disturb him. Besides, I was the cause of my mother’s illness. It needed to be me. Had my brother tried finding work, I would have actively sabotaged his efforts.
There weren’t many people out there willing to employ a nine year old child, therefore my options were limited. After managing to fool an interviewer into thinking I was older by donning a fake moustache, I landed myself an entry-level job as a lecturer of Occult Mime Studies at a local university. The pay was poor, but it allowed something resembling food to fill our stomachs. I had no idea what I was doing and most of my classes were nothing more than an amalgam of random words and doodles scrawled on the blackboard. In what one must consider an indictment on our educational system, this didn’t seem to matter. 
My brother spoke to me very little after this. We never talked about dad’s absence and he started spending more and more time away from home. I was later informed that he had started a death metal band and was involved in some never ending tour of local train stations. It was really just my mother and I after that. I did absolutely everything I could to keep her comfortable and happy, even as her condition began to deteriorate in ways nobody could understand. The more she deteriorated, the more vital my care became. My mother went from resisting it to depending upon it. My father made no effort to re-enter our lives. It was probably for the best. Had he returned, he would have found his place occupied by his youngest son. The wife he once had was gone. She was now defined by her disease. Most of us wind up caring for our parents – some just start doing it sooner than others.

Our childhood is like a really complicated recipe, made of many ingredients. These ingredients form a batter that is cooked into the people we become. It’s virtually impossible to get this batter right, and any inconsistencies will show up in one way or another when we’re finally cooked. The inconsistencies in the batter form our humanity and are just as important as everything else. Perfect batter will give birth to boring results. When it comes right down to it, some of us are just made with really low quality batter and when that batter is cooked, nobody feels like eating it.







PART ONE








1.
I haven’t been in a doctor’s office for nearly 15 years. It’s not that I don’t get ill – quite the contrary. I just avoid the urge to parade my various illnesses and injuries around. When your wage is lacking like mine, bolstering the pockets of some, already overpaid, GP doesn’t sit in my stomach quietly. So I suffer my ailments until they retreat. What can a doctor really do to aide a cold or flu? They excel at giving you easily researched advice before removing valuable money from your malnourished wallet. For these reasons, and so many more, I avoid the doctor.
And what does it mean to be ill anyway? The body regenerates itself. It’s more resilient than a teenage boy’s wanking hand. The truth is, if it weren’t for the fact so many workplaces require proof of one’s ailments, we wouldn’t waste time going to a doctor at all. I’m the sort of person who goes to work when they’re sick anyway. You know those work colleagues who cough up wads of phlegm onto their computer screens just before asking you to come over and double check some sales figures? That’s me. I’m the guy who blows his nose just before shaking your hand. There’s usually a disease infested hanky in my pocket that I utilise regularly. When you hate your job as much as I do, it’s those subtle acts of sabotage that give you reason to continue. If I were being honest, I’m probably more comfortable when I'm sick. It gives my miserableness something to hang on to – it gives me an excuse. Why would I go to a doctor? I’ll leave that task to those I infect. To even consider seeking professional help, I have to be really fucking sick.
Sometimes, no matter how hard you try and fight it, you can’t stop shitting blood. I did an admirable job of convincing myself the bleeding was a result of some constipation-induced tear. My diet is such that constipation is a regularity. The only time I eat healthy food is when it happens to be included in whatever microwaved monstrosity I happen to be eating for dinner. But time went on, and long after a tear would normally heal itself, the blood was still there, as if my bowels were vomiting beetroot. This went on for weeks and no matter how hard the dreaded ‘C’ word tried forcing its way into my conscious mind, my stubborn self-delusion kept pushing it away. My self-delusion took a real blow when the stomach pains started. It felt as if my organs had found switchblades and had decided to attack my insides. It was a sharp, cutting pain that refused to abate. A month of this was too much for even me to bear, so I took a bite from the bullet and made an appointment to see a doctor.
The morning of the appointment, I stared hard at the blood-smeared toilet paper and cried like an onion full of eyeballs. 

My inexperience with doctors really slapped me in the face. The waiting room I was in looked like a bunker and smelled sanitised into non-existence. It was the victim of industrial strength humanity removal. The grime and filth were there in abundance. The walls and carpet were painted with it. But the filth had been fossilised beneath layers of disinfectant, rendering it ugly but harmless. No matter where people sat, they all looked like shadows. Quiet, yet distorted music sprayed from roof-mounted speakers. It sounded like a musical interpretation of a stagnant aquarium with all the emaciated fishes bobbing on the surface, blackened seaweed tendrils floating below. Surely there are better waiting rooms than this, I thought. I had a knack for choosing poorly and I blame it on my unwillingness to do research. I could have hopped online and found the best medical clinics in the area. Instead I picked up a four year-old phone book and rang the first place that looked even remotely doctor-related. I thought I’d chosen well. The receptionist was very careful to tell me that all appointments at this clinic would be rewarded with a free spoon, collectible upon exit. I kept losing my spoons so I figured it was a good sign. I was quite wrong. 
When my name, Bruce Miles, was called (and somehow mispronounced), I felt a surge of victory. I glanced around the waiting room, bathing in those looks of envy the shadows cast my way. It was upon rising that I really began to understand the necessity for waiting times at medical clinics. It gives you a fleeting sense of having won something ambiguous when your name is finally called – everybody gets a prize. I felt conspicuous like an erection on public transport as I made my way up the faded corridor. Everyone’s eyes were still upon me, wishing, if only for one regrettable moment, that they were me.
The doctor was hunched over a foldout table and introduced himself in an indecipherable voice that sounded like an old refrigerator. He motioned toward a filthy looking beanbag and told me to sit, his back turned to me the whole time. After a few minutes of thick, awkward silence, the doctor shuffled his body around until he was straddling the chair. 
“So… tell me why you’re here,” he asked.
I had been dreading this moment. I’d rehearsed what I was going to say in the mirror again and again, trying to find the least embarrassing way to explain my problem. I tried shrouding my problem in the most abstract metaphors, just to avoid saying anything cringe-worthy, but it reached a point where a World War II code breaker would have struggled to decipher my problem. I reasoned with myself that, as a professional, a doctor is well-versed at handling awkward illnesses and, as such, I had nothing to be worried about. So I decided I’d simply cut to the chase, the benefit being that it would get it over and done with in the quickest manner.
“Umm… it’s my bowel movements,” the doctor scrunched up his face rudely. “Lately they’ve contained a lot of blood.”
The doctor’s mouth fell open and he started fanning his hand about his nose. “That is fucking gross! What the hell’s wrong with you, man?” 
The question took me completely by surprise. It was as if this doctor had made it his mission to turn this into the most awkward moment of my life.
 “I was hoping you’d be able to tell me,” I said cautiously. 
“What do you think I am, a fucking doctor?”
 I nodded pathetically.
“That is some nasty business. Why did you have to go telling me that for? I’m eating lunch after this appointment. Now all I’ll be able to think about is your disgusting problem.”
I was far too shocked to feel offended. In fact, had I been in the doctor’s position, I wouldn’t have responded well either. 
“Well… I was hoping you might be able to tell me what’s wrong,” I continued.
“I’ll tell you what’s wrong. You’re disgusting! It’s not normal to,” his voice dropped to a whisper, “shit blood.”
“I know it’s not normal,” I replied in a whisper to match his. “I’m not exactly pleased I have to come and see a doctor about this. I’m feeling really uncomfortable about it.”
“Well join the damn club, man! There seems to be some wacky notion that doctors are immune to the human body’s vulgarity. It ain’t the case, pal. When it comes to areas best left private, I don’t want to know about it.”
I studied the miserable excuse for a doctor that sat before me. He was wearing a stain-riddled singlet and what looked like lime green pajama bottoms. The skin on his face was stretched tight and vaguely translucent. I could see a forest of writhing veins beneath. A tuft of white hair sprung from atop his egg-shaped head. There was nothing nice about this man. I started to fight my way out of the beanbag. 
“What are you doing?” asked the doctor.
“I thought it might be best if I left. This isn’t very nice for either of us.”
“Sit back down, you idiot. I’m a doctor aren’t I? God… my conscience won’t allow for me to let you up and leave like that.”
I was stuck halfway between sitting and standing, eyeing the doctor, trying to figure him out. “Is there anything you can do for me?”
“I don’t know,” admitted the doctor. “There’s probably some tests I can run or something.”
“So you’ll take a look at it?”
The doctor grimaced in disgust. “Yes… I suppose I can take a look at it. But seriously, man. If you tell anyone about this, I’m going to fuck you up. When chicks think of doctor’s, they imagine a handsome dude saving lives and helping small breasts to grow. They don’t picture a dude fondling another dude’s arse.”
I fell back into the beanbag, cautious yet confident that an agreement had been reached. “So… what do you need me to do?”
“Just take your damn pants off and we’ll get this over with, okay?” 

There are few things less comforting than the feeling of standing in front of a man you don’t trust with your shame exposed – except for maybe spreading your arse cheeks and bending over to give that man an intimate look at your pucker. My pants were around my ankles and my palms were pressed against the doctor’s foldout table. I was paying this guy to violate me. 
He began by prodding the general area cautiously with a stick, like he thought it would bite him. When he sensed no danger, he moved in closer. “This is some sick shit”, he kept saying to himself. The anticipation this built in me was painful but nowhere near as painful as the feeling of his ungloved and unlubricated fingers entering my body. I inhaled deeply, clenching around his anxious digits. As the tension built, I applied more pressure on the table, which was wobbling beneath the strain. 
“You’re most likely going to feel a little uncomfortable now,” the doctor said.
Now? I thought. I had a naïve hope that I was already experiencing the worst but no… it got much worse. He began to force his whole hand inside me. I bit down on my lip, my eyes welling with tears. I focused my attention on a faded postcard tacked to the wall. The landscape it portrayed was barren, except for an old government building off to the side. It was one of those early 70s buildings with an obnoxious lack of character – the kind ‘designed’ by a bottom-line architect following a depressing formula. I placed myself in the postcard building, trying desperately to extract myself from the invasive situation. My mind darted back and forth between the doctor’s ever-disappearing hand and the imaginary postcard world. 
“Yuck! I got something,” said the doctor.
“What is it?”
“Hold on. Give me a chance to pluck it out and then we’ll both know.”
He began twisting his hand inside me, like he was picking a piece of fruit. Pain radiated from the area. The postcard became a grey blur and my mind started begging me to pass out – anything to escape the situation.
The doctor’s hand, accompanied by a wet, sucking sound intervened. I gorged on oxygen and went limp. I didn’t dare turn around. I could feel breeze gusting into my gaping, spent arsehole. 
“This is officially sick,” said the doctor. “You oughta take a look at what I just plucked from your jacksie.” 
Nothing within me wanted to know what the doctor was holding, but I couldn’t help myself. I turned my head and felt a rush of vomit climb my throat. In the doctor’s hand was what looked like a fleshy, bleeding apple. It was an abstraction from deep within – from a world that existed inside me that I had never visited. This was from a place I didn’t want to know – a place that most of us never want to know.
“What is it?” I finally asked after swallowing my vomit accumulation.
“Well, I’m no doctor, but it looks to me like a tumour.”
This is when the first wave of panic hit. In one demeaning moment, everything I’d managed to successfully ignore punched me in the stomach. Breath escaped me and I collapsed to the floor. I was overcome by an animalistic response. Notions of civility were nowhere to be found. Everything I had ever known briefly vanished and all that existed was this primal moment. My face was pressed against the carpet, inhaling the traffic of every patient before me. I rolled onto my back and stared up at the doctor, feeling fragments of civility returning. 
“But you got it out, right?” I said with an air of hope that I couldn’t believe.
The doctor burst into laughter. “Yeah, well I got this one out but your bowel is full of the fuckers.”
“Do you know for sure that it’s definitely a tumour?” I asked hopelessly still on the ground.
“Who do you think you’re talking to? I’m a damn doctor, ain’t I?”
“Isn’t there some tests you can run or something? I need to know for sure.”
“Umm… yeah… I guess. There’s a dude I know. I’ll chuck the tumo… ah, the growth to him and get him to check it out.”
“When?”
“I’m going to his place for a jam session tonight. I’ll drop it off then.”
“Will he look at it tonight?”
“You’re a needy little fucker, aren’t ya?” said the doctor, disbelief filling his face.
If I hadn’t felt so weak and pathetic, I’d have introduced my fist to the doctor’s face. This is what I told myself anyway. I’d only ever been in one fight before and that was just a bout of shin kicking when I was five. I was more of a natural born coward than fighter. What really stung was the knowledge that despite the indignity and apathy this bastard had thrown my way, I’d still thank him and offer to shake his hand afterward. It didn’t matter that I thought I was going to die; I’d still shake his fucking hand. 
“Look… I just need to know,” I said. “I’d appreciate whatever you can do.”
The doctor dropped my anal apple on the table, where it landed with a wet splat, and helped me up, smearing my shirt with his bloody hand. He even pulled up and buttoned my pants for me.
“Look, dude. I’ll do what I can. I’ll try to get him to have a look tonight. When we get jamming though, we rock pretty damn hard. I play a bag of scraps that I hit against things. I know what you’re thinking, sounds like a shit instrument, yeah? Well, like anything, you can spend your whole damn life mastering it. I wave a scrap bag like a rock god! He plays a coil of rope. He just throws it at things mostly but sometimes he rubs stuff with it. He’s damn good at what he does. We’re recording a demo that will blow you the fuck away! I’ll sling you a copy.”
“That would be nice,” I found myself saying, regardless of the fact that his demo was the last thing I’d ever be interested in. He gave me a thumbs up in response. “Do you need my number so you can contact me?”
“Yeah, why not? Wanna write it down for me?”
I scanned the room for a pen and paper. There was absolutely nothing to write with or on. Given the appointment up until now, I don’t know why this surprised me. I made do with a toe nail clipping and a length of pipe that I’d found on the thinning carpet. With the clipping, I began furiously scratching my number into the pipe like a prisoner counting down his stay. I passed the pipe with its slight engraving to the doctor who tucked it awkwardly into his pant leg. 
“Alrighty, I’ll contact you soon. Don’t forget to grab your free spoon on the way out.”
I made sure to do just that, but not before thanking the doctor and shaking his hand.
2.
It’s hard to find the motivation to work when you think you’re going to die. I sat at my desk, staring vacantly at the empty data spreadsheet on my flickering monitor. A pile of invoices sat to my right and my phone to the left. I kept casting my gaze toward the phone, willing it to ring. I needed closure. I was too afraid to fall asleep the night before. I’d managed to neurotically convince myself that if I closed my eyes, they’d never open again. Considering how pathetic my life was, I was slightly surprised that the concept of it ending wasn’t one I could comfortably accept. 
I work for a company called ‘The Nipple Blamers’. As far as I can ascertain, the company makes its profit by abusing a legal loophole that allows the blame for certain criminal charges to be transferred to nipples. Of the more serious charges tied up in this loophole are arson and matricide. A slew of lesser charges are also covered. This works well because juries are typically reluctant to send a nipple to jail when it has a legally innocent person attached. Would be jailbirds are willing to part with a lot of money to avoid their fate. As a result, I have a job. I don’t know the first thing about the mechanics of the loophole. I’m just the guy who transfers information from the invoices to the databases. I’ve been doing this for 13 years. Any hope of following some ambiguous ‘dream’ died in my 20s. Now it looked like the rest of me was going to die in my 30s.
I was still hurting from yesterday’s medicinal fisting, which served as a constant reminder that my body was failing. My phone remained frustratingly dormant and no amount of telepathic voodoo would change this. I get about five calls a year, usually from my mother so paying such close attention to my phone felt alien. I defiantly slid it into my pocket, determined not to be its slave. Sure, I was most likely dying but that didn’t mean I had to neglect my work. I picked up an invoice and tried to make out the information scrawled on it. My eyes weren’t cooperating. Where words and numbers should have been, all I saw was a whorl of black smudge. An attack of nausea ravaged my stomach and before I could get it under control, a spray of vomit flew from my mouth, coating my shirt and keyboard. 
I sat in my own cooling filth, completely still and feeling the eyes of coworkers boring into my back. My only desire was to run away and never look these people in the eye again. Jerry Turnbull made this impossible. Jerry was the only coworker who actively engaged me in conversation. You certainly wouldn’t call what we had a friendship – he spoke to everyone at least as much as spoke to me. He was just a slightly odd guy you could depend upon. Someone who helped you momentarily forget about your loneliness by virtue of his dependable presence. He had a reputation as a bit of a maverick, which always made me feel a little uncomfortable. Today his maverick nature had manifested in his extremely confronting nudity. He slid up to me like a waterless surfer, his penis sticking to his right thigh. 
“How goes it, Brucey Ducey? Haven’t had a chance to talk…” He stopped mid-sentence when he saw the vomit that caked me. “Shit, my man. Are you alright?”
I managed a thumbs up that didn’t exactly ring true. 
“You got a gut nasty? Shit, dude. You gotta get outta here. I’ll cover for you.” 
“I’ll be fine,” I moaned. My watering eyes scanned up and down Jerry’s body. “Why aren’t you wearing anything? You’re going to get in so much trouble.”
Jerry laughed. “Fuck that, dude. If those fucks upstairs don’t like my freak flag flying, they can throw me out of here themselves.”   
He turned his back to me and bobbed into an unstable Cossack dance that might have been amusing had it not been for my burning esophagus. Sometimes I envied Jerry to the point of hatred. He was stuck in the same day job as me and somehow he hadn’t fallen prey to it. Somehow he retained a personality. When you watched Jerry go about his daily interactions, you got the sense that he really lived life. He always had a story to tell and unlike most people of his age, he didn’t have to recycle stories from his delinquent teenage years. His stories were new – always some new girl or vaguely dangerous adventure. He had lived a thousand more lifetimes than me and he was only a couple of years older. It wasn’t so much that his life was more fulfilling than mine that bothered me, no, it was because he had the decency to ask me about mine. What’s more, he never responded in a judgmental way when I admitted my weekend had been spent watching DVD box sets of television shows that no one else in the world remembers or cares about. He bothered me because, save for his attitude toward public nudity, he was the sort of person I wanted to be.
“Look at 'em,” Jerry said, still Cossack dancing. “They’re all ignoring me!” he yelled. “Ain’t ya ever seen a naked dude before?” He commando rolled out of the dance and sat up on my desk. His genitals were spreading like an oil spill. “Look, if you’re feeling up to it, you should totally come out with me tonight.” 
The concept actually made me laugh. Jerry had a habit of asking me to go out clubbing or bar hopping with him and although a part of me had a strange desire to accept the offer, the anxiety-ridden cripple that made up my greater self always refused. “Nice offer, Jerry but look at me? Think I need to get an early one.”
“Suit yerself, man,” he said with a firm back pat, “but the offer stands. Nothing gets rid of them gut nasties better than drunken debauchery.” 
He leapt from my desk and began mock flying around the office cubicles yelling, I am Super Batman! I remained soaked in vomit and wishing I was Super Batman. 

I’d managed to get myself more or less cleaned up. I flushed my soiled shirt, clogging up the unisex work toilet pretty bad in the process. I just wore my singlet and suit jacket and from a distance, I looked comfortably banal. My keyboard was still an issue. It was caked in vomit and my tentative keystrokes were met with a squishy resistance. It was official: I needed to request a new one. This was easier said than done. In the 13 years I’d been an employee at The Nipple Blamers, I had never been given a technology upgrade. I was the only one in the office still using a computer less powerful than my piece of shit wristwatch. It drove me crazy. While the other staff were enjoying widescreen LCD monitors, Blu-Ray burners and computers faster than male orgasms, I was stuck in the mid-nineties. My primary mode of data transfer were floppy discs. I had three which I had to juggle my important data between. The fact I was able to fit my important data on these discs indicated how unimportant my job was. I didn’t have internet access, which meant I had to commandeer other computers to read the fusillade of work e-mails that arrived daily. I had to stoke a bellow-desk furnace with coal just to keep the monitor illuminated and my keyboard possessed an ancient alphabet, no longer in use by the populace. It was a cruel timestamp, never letting me forget how long I’d been here. 
I unplugged my rancid keyboard and walked it toward my supervisor’s office. I’d requested tech upgrades before and it was always met with, I’m sorry Bruce, we’ve blown our tech budget – try again next quarter and I’ll see what I can do. I needed stark proof that an upgrade was necessary and my fetid vomit was the ticket. The fetid stench it kicked up was firmly on my side. I couldn’t help but think that if my impending death helped earn me a new keyboard, it was in some ways worth it.
My supervisor, Kerry, was a strange woman both in appearance and demeanor. She had an obese person’s head, which sat atop an anorexic body. It was a jarring combination that, no matter how many times you saw it, always led to double takes. Encounters with Kerry always made me a little nervous. If I were being honest, this had more to do with my relationship to authority figures rather than her curiously confronting appearance. As I approached her office I could see her hurling heads of iceberg lettuce against the wall and yelling the names of zodiac signs with each impact. She caught me out of the corner of her eye and ushered me into her office.
“Hey, Bruce. Want to sling some lettuce?” she said in a voice that fluctuated in pitch. “What’s your star sign?”
“Umm… I’m a Scorpio.”
She took a step back and waved her hands comically. “Oh, I should keep away from you. You’re a dangerous one.” 
I don’t know whether the smell hit her first but she caught a glimpse of the keyboard in my hands. “What’s all this about?” 
“I had an accident, Kerry. Think I finally need a replacement.” 
“You threw up on that, didn’t you?”
I nodded slightly, my cheeks flushing with shame. 
“Are you okay, Bruce? Perhaps you should go home and sleep it off.”
“It’s okay. Just need to get my keyboard changed over so I can get back to it.”
“I’ll see what I can do.” She hurled another head of lettuce. “The tech budget is blown… unless… give me a minute, Bruce. I think I can help you out.”
A smile filled my face. I was finally about to receive something new. I imagined my fingers tapping the pristine keyboard and the smile grew larger. Kerry was on her hands and knees, boney arse jutting skyward. She was shuffling around under her desk. I remained lost in new keyboard fantasies. 
“Eureka!” she yelled, eventually reemerging with another keyboard. 
My heart sank. It was exactly the same as my current keyboard, sans vomit. 
“I thought we’d trashed all these things. Pretty sure yours is the only computer it even works with. Your lucky day!”
“Thanks,” I seethed. I plucked the new/old keyboard from Kerry’s hand and stormed out of the office. I flung the old one in a bin. The sound of pelted lettuce accompanied my exit. 
I was ruminating on the sheer inequity of life when my phone started barking. I dropped the new keyboard, a few keys coming loose and shooting straight up. With my phone in hand, I stared in dread. The message was from my doctor. I opened it with eyes shut. When they opened, I was faced with the following:

Hey Bruce. The Doc here. Checked out the tumour. It’s definitely a tumour. You’re pretty much fucked. It’s okay though. Heaps of people die of cancer. You should come and hear me jam some time. We seriously fucking rocked last night! Later, dude.
3.
“You’re gonna love this place, man. It’s called ‘The Tent’. All the people behind the bar dress in a tent! It’s nuts. You should see ‘em try to pour a drink in those things.”
Jerry was ecstatically happy. After receiving the text message to end all text messages, I decided that numbing my brain with alcohol was a good idea so I accepted his offer. He was bouncing down the footpath with me lagging behind. 
“Gotta say, dude. I never expected you to actually get fucked up with me. I had you pinned as a stay at home kinda guy. Hell, it’s a Tuesday!”
“Normally I am that kind of guy. I just feel in the mood today.”
“How’s the ol’ upchuck problem?”
“Better,” I lied. Truth was, the nausea hadn’t subsided and now it was joined by a stabbing pain in the pit of my stomach. News of the cancer had given my body permission to start feeling everything that was wrong with it. Each ache was amplified and now it was almost as if I could feel the tumours in my bowel dancing. The birth of awareness heralds the death of ignorance, no matter how blissful.
“Know what we need, Brucey?”
“Please, tell me.”
“We gotta get laid! My balls are packing so much baby batter that I’m about to spit jizz.”
I found the upfront way in which Jerry spoke uncomfortable. The self-censor that controls most of us, especially me, didn’t appear active in him. Getting laid was something that filled me with excitement, but I knew it was unlikely to happen and I’d certainly never announce my desires out loud. My sexual life wasn’t something worth writing home about. I’d been laid once when I was in my mid-twenties. The girl’s name was Polly and she thought I was someone else. I was in the pharmacy picking up some medication for my mother and Polly waltzed in, drunk out of her mind. She stumbled toward me and lowered her sunglasses while staring. She kept calling me Patrick, asking over and over where I’d been. I tried being virtuous and informed her I wasn’t who she thought I was. The alcohol had a hold of her pretty bad though and she simply wouldn’t believe me. Before I could really comprehend what was happening, I’d been dragged back to her apartment. I was frozen with fear, wondering if it was finally about to happen. I watched as Polly stripped naked. It was such an unusual feeling to actually see a naked woman in person who wasn’t my mother. She climbed on top of me. My erection was so intense that it hurt. She tore into my pants like a birthday present and I watched in awe as this stranger manipulated my penis with her hands. I couldn’t believe that someone other than me was touching it – it looked so big in her small hands. After that, I became so paranoid about cumming that I couldn’t enjoy the moment she slipped me inside her. After five awkward hip twists, it was over. Polly collapsed beside me and I snuck out, never seeing her again. I was finally sexually active. A few years later, I accepted the fact I was dormant again. I guess I always assumed some dream sex life would greet me one day. Now that prediction seemed unlikely. 



When we arrived at ‘The Tent’ I was reluctant to go inside. I hadn’t been in too many bars and on the occasions that I had, it was usually with large groups of people, allowing me to easily blend in. Now it was just Jerry and I, one on one. I would be expected to participate. 
Jerry darted inside too fast for me to adequately procrastinate so, like the good lamb I was, I followed him. The bar was dark with long bars of garish, multi-coloured neon light strewn awkwardly about. Half-speed Shania Twain songs droned from the jukebox.
“They’re juke has been fucked for like, three years,” said Jerry. “How awesome is that? It’s become expected so they never bothered fixing it. People actually come for the slow-mo music. Weird fucking world, man”
The drifting music hovered above the room while clusters of people mapped various areas beneath. Their combined voices congealed into an ugly foreign language that hurt my ears. The bar itself was the only brightly lit area in the whole place. Three bar-staff dressed uncomfortably in tents were attempting to maneuver around each other while serving. They kept colliding, spilling drinks and looking understandably agitated.
“Let’s liquor ourselves up, man,” said Jerry, making a bee line for the bar. 
He pushed through strangers and I followed, growing more disoriented with each step. I was led to a barstool and sat down gratefully.
“What’ll it be?” Jerry asked.
I stared at the wall of liquor bottles, scanning their labels for something I’d seen in the movies. “A shot of Jack Daniels, thanks.”
“Adda boy, Brucey! Let’s hit the hard stuff. Two shots of Jack, thanks love.”
The tent-enclosed woman behind the bar smiled politely and spent the next 15 minutes attempting to prepare our drinks. I was mortified at the spectacle, whereas Jerry was laughing like a pre-recorded sitcom audience. 
“How can they make these people dress like that?” I mumbled. 
“Ha! Just be thankful it ain’t us. There are worse jobs out there than ours, Brucey.”
When our drinks were finally placed before us, the poor bargirl looked dead inside. Her head popped awkwardly through a hole cut in the tent apex. “Thanks,” I said with genuine warmth, trying to inject some compassion into her day. 
She smiled, took a few steps back, looked around and approached me again. “Hey, buddy, could you do me a favour and scratch my nose? It’s been driving me crazy and I can’t reach.” 
I obliged, scraping my fingernail over the bridge of her nose, feeling good about myself for the first time that day. Knowing my fingernail was collecting her dead skin struck me as intimate.
“Thanks so much! I’ll hook you up with a free round of shots. Make sure you remind me.”
I wasn’t going to remind her. It wasn’t my style. I picked up the shot glass and knocked it back. The bourbon slithered down my throat like a fire snake. I scrunched up my face involuntarily before coughing blood all over myself. Jerry burst into laughter, clearly and thankfully not seeing the blood.
“I’m more of a shandy man,” I joked through sputters. 
“Hey, whatever gets you fucked up, my man!”

Three equally painful shots later and I could feel my brain changing. I was gently rocking back and forth on my stool and slurring my words – words which were flowing a lot more freely now.  
“Tell me, Jerry, how the fuck do you manage to be the person you are?”
“Huh?”
“I mean, let’s face it, you just do whatever the fuck you want.”
“That’s the way it oughta be, Brucey. Let me be frank…”
“But you’re Jerry,” I poorly joked.
“Nah, seriously, man… you gotta stop thinking shit through so much. I see your face around the office. You always look so fucking tense, like the world’s out to get you.”
“The world already got me, Jerry,” I burped.
“That’s bullshit,” he replied, handing me another shot which I instantly threw back. “You’re carrying on like a victim. The world don’t owe you shit, Brucey. At the same time, the world ain’t taking anything from you.”
I lifted my leg and farted in response, feeling my pants get wet. “Think I got blood in my knickers,” I laughed. 
“You alright, man?” Jerry asked seriously.
“Just hunky fucking dory.” 
“Be honest… why were you puking this morning. I like you, and that sorta shit melvins my buzz.”
“Dunno! Guess it was the cancer or something.”
He fell silent and, even in my increasingly inebriated state, I could sense the discomfort I’d caused. Neither of us knew what to say. I think Jerry was trying to ascertain the validity of my claim by throwing back a couple more shots in quick succession. He glanced back at my wobbling body, paying close attention to my shirt. “Shit, is that blood on your shirt?”
I nodded playfully while trying to guide another shot toward my gaping maw. Most of it trickled down my chin but I swallowed enough to feel the increasingly comfortable burn. 
“You’re not fucking with me, are you?”
I shook my head from side to side, sensing jowls I hadn’t previously been aware of. “I think my face is getting fat,” I said with a pout.
Jerry ignored my observation and pressed ahead with the questions. “When did you find this out, man?”
“Wouldn’t you know it – it was just this afternoon. Got a text from the good ol’ doc. Says I’m fucked or something.” I waved my phone about as evidence, lost my grip and felt it collide with my penis. “Owww!” 
“What are you going to do?”
“I’m thinking of taking up smoking again. Seems like the right time.”
Unsure what else to say, Jerry handed me another shot, which in a display of poor coordination, I splashed over my forehead. It stung my eyes and I laughed without reason. 
“Screw this!” Jerry yelled, rising quickly from the barstool. “We gotta get you laid, Brucey.”
My upper body flopped forward like an abandoned marionette. The laughter continued, heaving my shoulders and stealing my breath. I scrambled to my feet and began climbing the stool. I stood atop, swaying dangerously, sensing eyes upon me and bathing in the attention. 
“Whadaya say, ladies,” I yelled with drunken strings of drool swinging from my lower lip. “Who wants to donate their cunt to me for a little while? I promise, promise, promise that you’ll get it back. You probably won’t even know I was there.”
Jerry was suppressing laughter and tugging on my shirt, trying to get me down. I batted his hand away, determined to continue down my oratory path.
“Before you disregard my request, I feel it’s important to inform you that I have cancer. I’M A DYING MAN!” I screamed. “Who among you would deny a dying man a simple fuck?”
Having become impatient with my semi-balance, gravity grabbed my hair and pulled me down. My legs swept up, knocking over glasses on their journey. I landed hard on my back, taking a few onlookers with me and spraying a thick fountain of vomit upon impact. The last thing I remember was the itchy-nosed tent girl coming to my aid – or at least trying to. There was a brief flash of me in a bathroom, tent girl wiping down my face. Then another flash of me helping her escape the tent. My last memory was of my mouth clamped around one of tent girl’s nipples and suckling like a piglet. At least I think it was tent girl’s nipples…

I woke up naked and shivering in a bathtub full of freezing cola. It was my bathtub. I was home and I had no idea how I got there. I knew I’d overdone it. This was part of the reason I didn’t drink much. Whenever I let inebriation take hold, I always woke up in a bath full of something one shouldn’t bathe in. Last time it was pen ink. To this day I still wondered how long I must have spent draining ballpoints to fill the bath. 
My body had almost seized and it was a painful struggle to move enough to extract myself from the cola. I shuffled toward the shower, craving warmth. The cola had discoloured my skin tobacco-spit brown. I looked like the tip of a smoker’s fingers and smelled chemically sweet. I fondled with the shower door and realised that I’d fondled incorrectly when the whole thing tore off. I let the shower door fall and shatter around me, stepped over the squares of glass and cranked the hot water tap. Eventually the warmth hit, stinging my freezing body in a glorious way. 
With the chill leeching from my body, I began to concentrate on my drunken night. There was tent girl. There was the nipple – it had to be hers. Did she have sex with me? I focused all my attention on remembering. I couldn’t recall past the nipple sucking. I inspected my genitals for the telltale signs of intercourse. What were the telltale signs of intercourse? My dick still looked the same as the water cascaded over it. 
I remembered my stool-top cancer speech and I felt anvils of shame flatten me. I remembered tent girl coming to my aide and wiping the puke from my face. That means… if she did have sex with me, it was out of sympathy. This possibility sat very poorly, and I began instinctively scrubbing at my body with a cracked bar of soap. It wasn’t right. I’d used my cancer like a divorced man uses his children to attract women. I’d become somewhat desirable by virtue of my impending demise. I wanted to throw up again but my stomach was too empty to wretch up anything other than foam. I needed to lie down. I needed to go to sleep and bypass waking up. All of a sudden, my death couldn’t come too soon.
4. 
Bed was really kind to me, hugging my body in all the right places and cocooning me from the world in general. This made the shrill ring of my phone all the more frustrating. I ignored it at first, adamant that whoever was trying to destroy my warm bliss would lose the fight. I remained still with my eyes stubbornly closed for what must have been 15 minutes. Then I started counting the incessant rings. 90 minutes and over 500 rings later, I gave up. I caught a glance at my bedside clock. It was 2pm and it was a work day. This sped my pace dramatically. I couldn’t believe I’d allowed work to slip my mind. I had only ever been late for work once and that was because my home was invaded by Spaniards. This was a case of getting shitfaced and sleeping in. This wasn’t on. I dived for the phone (although, after nearly two hours of ringing, the last minute dash seemed inappropriate). I snatched the receiver and held it nervously against my ear. It wasn’t an angry supervisor like I expected. Instead my ears were being caressed by a gentle, measured female voice.
“Hello, may I speak with Bruce Miles please?” asked the voice.
“This is him.” My voice sounded like it was broadcast from ham radio, fighting its way through a hangover static.
“Hi, Bruce. My name is Fiona Sinclair and I’m a counselor calling from the Bad Bowel Institute. I understand you recently received some very difficult news.” 
“Umm… Yeah, I guess…” I might have hung up right then if her voice hadn’t been so soothing. Why did she have my number and what business was it of hers?
“I’d like to meet up with you, Bruce, and discuss your options.”
“Options?” I scoffed. “I was led to believe I didn’t really have any.”
“We all have options, Bruce. We can investigate the potential for treatment or at the very least, I can help prepare you.”
“Prepare me for death?”
“That’s right,” she responded. Her voice maintained the calm.
“How did you get this number?”
“Your GP. He was concerned about you.”
I laughed so hard that the mouthpiece became coated with saliva. “Are you sure we’re talking about the same guy? The doctor I saw was a bit of a bastard.”
“Look, Bruce, I’d love for us to meet tomorrow morning and have a chat. You don’t have to go through this alone. There is help out there.”
I thought back to the night before. Me on the stool, regaling a room of strangers with my tales of woe. I’d had enough of cancer talk. All I wanted to do was live my life as normal until my body gave out. When the time came, I’d hide away in my bedroom with a boxset of Jem cartoons and fade out. What else was I going to do? I wasn’t so naïve that I believed there was genuine hope for me. Cancer doesn’t just happen. It grows inside you. When it first strikes, it does so without warning and remains within you as a clandestine intruder, sucking away your life in order to make it strong. I wasn’t coming out of this illness. I had no doubt it would take me as it had taken so many others before.
“It’s a very nice offer but I’ll have to pass,” I said with determination. 
Before she could get another suspiciously soothing word in, I slammed the phone down. The last thing I needed was to sit down and discuss the tumours in my arse with another stranger, no matter how soothing her voice was. Maybe meeting up with this Fiona woman wouldn’t result in an attack of invasive fingers, but it would still be invasive, and that’s exactly what I didn’t want. 

I was in a mild panic. It was nearing 4pm and I still wasn’t at work. I had been pacing my apartment compulsively until a short knock on the door broke my trance. I approached my door like it was a sleeping guard at the entrance of a stronghold. I flung it open in one swift motion then realised I was still naked. I instinctively fell to my knees and found a bouquet of bark leaning against the entryway. I snatched it up and commando rolled back inside, knocking awkwardly into a floor lamp and cringing as it began to fall. As it did, it struck the top of my head. I could feel the developing bump inflate. I allowed the pain to subside and cast my attention toward the bark bouquet. An envelope was attached stating that it was ‘a bouquet of bark’. There was a letter inside from my supervisor, Kerry. It read:

Bruce,
We all chipped in and got you bark.
I couldn’t be sorrier about the cancer if I tried (and I have).
Jerry wrote a song about you but it’s not very good. It’s called ‘Bruce’s Triumph’.
Take all the time you need unless you need more than the allotted sick leave allowance specifies. If this occurs, I’ll submit an E95 leave extension request on your behalf.
We’ve found a trio of meerkats that are happy to do your job until you return.

Warmest everything,
Kerry Cartwright-Mueller

I was torn between anger toward Jerry for spilling the beans and elation at the feeling of freedom my absolution from work inspired. I’d never been given the green light to stay at home before. Once I had a five day weekend but that was only due to a front door malfunction at work. If my hangover hadn’t been so severe, I may have attempted a little jig. But then there was that part of me that couldn’t help but conjure absurd scenarios relating to office gossip about my bleeding arse. I imagined contorted, laughing faces, bowel cancer impersonations, but maybe worst of all, the feeling that half my co-workers were asking the inevitable question, who the hell’s Bruce? I wondered how much the bark bouquet had cost and what the average contribution per employee was. I wondered how fond of the meerkats my coworkers would become. I wondered if I’d ever live long enough to find out.
I had an urge to go back to the tent-themed bar and find the tent girl who quite possibly fucked me. Shame at my drunken behaviour prevented this urge from sprouting. Instead I recalled the ambiguous nipple that my mouth had so gratefully sucked upon. I hoped like hell it was hers. The phone rang again. I picked it up straight away.
“Tent girl?” I asked.
“I urge you to reconsider, Bruce. We should talk.”
It was that Fiona woman again. She was a persistent sort. “I don’t think there’s anything to talk about,” I said honestly. 
“That’s where you’re wrong. If you’d just give me ten minutes of your time. It won’t cost you a cent.”
“If I accept, will you stop calling me?”
“Of course I will.”
“Okay, fine. Whatever you want.”
“Fantastic! Thank you, Bruce. I can’t stress enough how much you stand to gain from this.”
I wrote down all the details and agreed to meet her the next morning. I wasn’t going to do it of course, but it got her off my back. I had become the centre of morbid attention and although it was exhausting, I kind of liked it. I wondered what Fiona meant when she said I stood to gain from meeting her. It was probably just some manipulative way to trick the dying into adhering to mandated process.
It wasn’t until the third time I caught myself staring at Fiona’s details that I knew I was falling victim to the insincere promise it provided. A reality wherein these details would lead to an eventual cure wasn’t something I could believe in. Determined to retain freewill, I scrunched the paper into a ball and tried to swallow it. It lodged in my throat like smoker’s phlegm and I began choking violently. I slammed myself back-first into the wall, improvising what I understood the Heimlich maneuver to be. Three fruitless slams later and I’d crashed right through the wall into the neighbouring apartment. 
Assuming I was a particularly unsubtle burglar, the man of the house, Vince Stotson came down on my chest with a golf club. The ball of poorly swallowed paper flew from my mouth and clung to their ceiling. I was naked, covered in rubble and clutching my chest in agony. 
With his adrenaline subsiding, Vince attained enough lucidity to realise it was merely his quiet neighbour writhing on his floor.
“Holy flip, it’s you, Bruce!” he said, coming to my aide. “What did you come through the wall for? It’s not a particularly sensible way to enter a domicile”
“Accident,” I wheezed. “Very… sorry… to have… disturbed you…”
“Rhonda!” yelled Vince. “We got ourselves a situation here. We’re gonna need bandages and some Vaseline.”

My eyes fluttered open with the speed of hummingbird wings. Vince and Rhonda had their faces uncomfortably close to my own. I was wrapped in a blanket and contorted on their couch, which was far too small to accommodate a full-grown man at full stretch.
“Two questions,” said Vince while holding up three fingers.
I gave a slight nod.
“Why are you naked and why did you break the wall? We’re not angry, mind. We’re just intrigued. This isn’t something one expects to experience on any given day.”
“Umm…”
I was a mess of verbal stasis. Sub primal sounds escaped my mouth that couldn’t be attributed to any language.
“Oh, leave him alone, Vince,” said Rhonda. “We’re terribly sorry about the little cancer situation.”
I stared hard at the two of them. It was only now that I noticed the leather bondage gear they were wearing. In my opinion, they were both a little too overweight to pull it off. Rhonda was perhaps the shortest woman I had ever seen and Vince was quite possibly the tallest. The extremity of their physical opposition somehow made them a perfect couple in my eyes. Like most of my neighbours, I hadn’t talked to the Stotson’s much. Occasionally I’d bump into Vince during a rooftop walk and we’d discuss the weather or something equally as superficial. Truth be told, I quite liked these people. If I were a more socially apt person, I’d have no problem envisioning a friendship between us. Although, it seemed reasonable to suspect that my positive feelings toward the Stotson’s had more to do with their propensity toward leaving me alone than anything else. Right now though, I was dumbfounded that they somehow knew of my cancer.
“How did you know?” I asked.
“It was on the news,” replied Rhonda. 
“The news?”
Vince started to chuckle. “Yes, it’s a new preventative measure apparently. They figure that they’ll publicly shame the cancer. The logic goes that if the news networks spend ten minutes each night naming cancer sufferers, the cancer will feel so ashamed and embarrassed that it will cease attacking people such as your good self. There was some massive write-up about it in yesterday’s paper. The results of a trial were published and even I, cynical as I am, had to admit that the findings were very convincing. They chose five volunteers, all of whom were definitely not suffering from cancer and for three weeks they were subjected to a barrage of reports about new cancer diagnoses. Guess what? At the end of the three weeks, only two of them had developed cancer. That’s less than half!”
“Your cancer was mentioned right toward the start,” interjected Rhonda. “Vince and I were aghast at the horrible news. At the same time, we couldn’t help feeling a bit star struck. And to attack your backside like that! Nasty. Simply nasty.” 
I was immediately infuriated. I didn’t give those fucks permission to publicly broadcast my illness. Whatever happened to patient confidentiality? How many people now knew? The indignity of it all stole my breath. Then it hit me like an abusive father – what if my mother had been watching? Since confirmation of the cancer, I hadn’t even contemplated how I was going to tell her. She was the only person who would actually care. My mother was someone who, without any shadow of doubt, loved me and cared about my wellbeing. The news would be crushing and the thought of her finding out via the repulsive, fake smiles of plastic news presenters enraged me. The throbbing pain in my golf club-beaten chest dissipated, the hangover fog whistled out of my ears. I was lucid – perhaps for the first time in weeks. It was enough to deal with the cancer but to have to deal with this shit too? It was too much. If I was going to die, couldn’t I at least enjoy a modicum of privacy? 
I dismounted the Stotson’s couch and marched through the hole my misguided Heimlich had created.
“Don’t worry about the wall right now, Bruce,” yelled Vince. “We can fix it up later. We have nothing to hide.”
The two began engaging in the masochistic sex games I had clearly interrupted earlier. I picked up the phone to call my mother with the alien sound of their eroticism ringing in my ears. I hoped like hell mum hadn’t been watching the news. If anyone was going to tell her, it needed to be me.
5.
I had become phobic of my own bowel movements. The morning toilet trip always revealed some new, horrifying physical deterioration. Today it was pink anal foam. I had grown used to blood, mucous and stools of every sort but the foam threw me. How could something so foreign to my own experience form in my body? We live with ourselves for every miserable, waking second and yet, there’s so much about what we experience that we don’t know. Within me was an invasion that I couldn’t see. My outward appearance possessed the eerie calm that heralds the start of a storm. I was beginning to convince myself that I could feel the tumours growing. Ever since I was introduced to them, they had a physical presence. I felt more like an incubator than a person. 
I was readying myself for one of the most awkward conversations I was ever likely to have. Thankfully my mother appeared blissfully ignorant when I spoke to her on the phone, which meant that at least it was in my hands. I arranged to deliver her medication and tend to her bed sores. It was a struggle to keep from crying when I heard how excited this made her. Ever since my brother moved to Poland to mock death metal bands, I was all she had. I was about to take that away from her and it was the single most painful aspect of the whole ordeal. The more I tried to kill the thought, the more powerful it grew until it was throbbing like a headache.
I was thinking much more clearly this morning, which was a mixed blessing. I didn’t miss the hangover but I longed for the way it stifled my depressing clarity. With clarity came reality and reality was a bitch. The apartment was abhorrently messy. It was so stereotypically ‘single male’. There was no design aesthetic at all. The only ‘art’ on the walls were faded posters of Olympic steeplechase champions, which I won in a raffle 20 years ago. The only reason I was so insistent about their display was because they were the only things I’d ever won. Clinging to these now seemed profoundly pathetic but I still couldn’t bring myself to remove them. That said, Marina Pluzhnikova was an undeniably handsome woman.
The urge to clean intrigued me. Other than maintaining a basic level of hygiene, I wasn’t much for cleanliness. I appreciated the pleasant atmosphere a clean environment created but as far as my own squalor was concerned, it was enough to occasionally remove rotting food. The tattered yellow carpet was stained with ten years of spillage, which sat beneath modest mountains of general trash. A rich, stale scent permeated everything which, other than being admittedly disgusting, was a constant reminder of home. I guess the broken wall, which now allowed the Stotson’s clear visibility into my environment, made me more self-conscious about my living situation. At the same time, it almost felt as if I were now living with people – somehow I was less alone. I’d caught glimpses of Rhonda going about various domestic duties and it pleased me. After I’d met up with mum, I had a determination to whip my apartment into shape. 

I had to stop by the pharmacy on my way to mum’s. I had grown incredibly intimate with the pharmacy environment over the years. I was essentially mum’s designated care giver, ever since dad and Tom went away, and it was an intricate job. Mum’s medical situation was an endlessly complex ordeal, which given the nature of her unusual condition, was understandable. After dad left, she started to deteriorate rapidly and still, 20 years later, no course of treatment had been successful. All this time later, I’m still confused by it. At first it was just a vague sense that her body was changing. Nobody could have predicted the ways and extent in which her body was destined to transform. Her pain was constant during the period I now call the ‘metamorphose’. After the first five years, it grew increasingly apparent that mum’s body was slowly turning into one big arm. After ten years, the transformation into an arm was complete. Since that point, she’d remained bedridden – my mother’s warm, loving head now sat atop a grotesque, hairy, body-sized arm. 
We have dedicated a substantial amount of time talking to doctors of all varieties in the hope that we’ll find a solution to my mother’s dilemma. Even knowing how such a malady is possible would provide me with some solace. No documented evidence exists that suggest my mother’s symptoms have been seen before. Doctors love the ambiguity of it all. My mother is a cipher that, if cracked, could lead to a prestigious journal article. I don’t know what passes for fame in the world of medicine, but it’s clear that my mother is viewed as a key in which attaining it might be possible. My mother is subjected to all manner of bizarre tests and medicines. It won’t be long until every medicine currently available will have coursed through her system. One week she’ll be taking heart medication and the next she’ll undergo a treatment for lupus. And with each new change in her chemical landscape, a new set of side effects emerge. These are usually mild, but every now and then, my mother is at the mercy of side effects no living person should have to endure. I encourage this course of action. Intellectually I know that it’s fruitless, but still, I’m always at hand, making sure she’s taking whatever pill is on the menu this week. Each new pill I place on her tongue runs the risk of damage and yet I still place the pill.
There’s only one pharmacy I’ve ever been to. They understand my mother’s situation and know better than to ask invasive questions when I pick up medication. They live in a basement underneath a pornographic bookstore a few minutes from work. Even without a prescription, I get the sense they’d give me anything I asked for. They don’t enjoy substantial patronage, other than the occasional porn connoisseur, so the money I give them is always received gratefully. 
You have to walk through the bookstore in order to reach the stairs that lead to the pharmacy. I’ve succumb to pornographic desires on more than one occasion as a result. When you can’t shake the thought of death, sometimes a distraction is in order, so today was a day in which I indulged my carnal desires. I’m not much of a fetishist, but I couldn’t pass up a magazine devoted to ‘wool mouth’ or, ‘the sexual desire to stuff your mouth with wool’. The woman on the cover found a way to blend the ridiculous and the alluring. Lustful eyes, mouth overflowing with red wool. I paid for the magazine, tucked it under my arm and made for the pharmacy.
Lacking natural light and victim to decades of neglect, the pharmacy wasn’t a pleasing environment. It was a perfect accompaniment to the illnesses they specialised in treating. Health posters from the 70s still adorned the walls and spreading damp coloured the low ceiling. Against the far wall sat the counter. As ever, standing proud and round behind the counter was Arthur Pecks, the world’s most socially inept pharmacist.
“Huzzah, Bruce!” said Arthur upon spotting me. He reached out his arm to give my hand a shake. Our hands met, he shook and forgot to let go. Five minutes went by, ten minutes went by – at the 15 minute mark I had to request an end to the shake. With a bumbling apology, he broke the hand lock and grovelled, bowed and curtsied before losing his footing and falling backward into poorly assembled and overly laden shelves. This wasn’t unusual. A long, wooden stick was propped against the counter for this exact purpose. I shoved the stick into the collapse and fished Arthur out. After struggling to his feet, he simply asked, ‘So what’ll it be today, Bruce?”
This month’s prescription called for Sulfasalazine, which was most commonly used in the treatment of Crohns and Colitis. I handed the prescription to Arthur.
“Oh boy! This is a good’n. I used to live on the stuff in 'Nam,” said Arthur.
Knowing full well that Arthur had never fought in Vietnam, I simply smiled politely and took a seat while he prepared my mother’s chemical feast. Listening to Arthur forage around behind the counter had always amused me. He never failed to break or knock something over. He was possibly the clumsiest person I’d ever met. Despite his chronically accident prone tendencies, he always maintained such a positive mood. I was the kind of person who flew into a brief fury at the mildest hiccup. Arthur’s positive attitude was bound to grant him an extended, albeit dangerous, life. 
Despite being the only customer in the store, Arthur still found it necessary to announce my name in an officious tone when the prescription was ready. I took the drugs, and against my better judgment, participated in another painfully extended handshake before leaving.

Other than pulling over briefly to masturbate while indulging in ‘wool-mouthed sluts’, I headed straight to my mother's. I spent most of the drive mentally rehearsing the best way to break the cancer news to her. I wondered if perhaps a comical approach would work but ousted that idea when I remembered that laughter made her nose bleed. I had to be upfront. It would be like tearing off a Band-Aid. Just get the critical dialogue out and spend the rest of the time dealing with the aftermath. Whenever my inner coward reared its head, I reminded myself that this was better than her finding out about my death one day without context. It was with this resolve that I lurched up her driveway.
With the assistance of nerves, the pain in my stomach kicked up a few million notches. Vomit climbed my throat like mercury in a thermometer. A flush of diarrhea swam through my bowel, begging for release. I clenched every muscle, shut my eyes and focused on breathing. I don’t know how long I was involved in this for, but when my eyes eventually opened I was feeling somewhat better. Before my body had a chance to turn against me again, I escaped the car and made a beeline for the front door. 
My mother’s house was a time capsule. Without the benefit of easy mobility, her home was virtually untouched. A cleaner came by once a week to tackle dust accumulation and remove garbage but that was it. For this reason, her home had a distinct early 80s luster. This environmental stasis filled me with comfort. I always knew what to expect and being reluctant to embrace change, this was superficially a good thing. I could always watch the residual echo of a childhood version of me running through the house. These nostalgic echoes have the strange ability to project abject happiness… no matter how little it rings true. 
“Bruce, baby… is that you?” my mother called from the bedroom.
“Yes, mum. I’ll be right there. I have the new meds.”
I took one more deep breath, reaffirmed my resolve and entered her bedroom. Seeing her lying on the bed helplessly threatened my resolve in one quick burst of despair. Tears began to scratch my eyeballs and the careful breathing that helped me reach this point became a lost talent. She flashed a smile warm enough to bake muffins and her eyes beamed as if snatched from a cartoon. I choked at the sight. The reality of my death hadn’t hit as clear as it did in this moment. Mum’s arm/body sprawled over the bed, bruised and twitching occasionally. Who would look after her when I was gone? I was all she had. How could life be so cruel as to take me away from her? For the benefit of us both, I avoided further eye contact as I sat myself down at her bedside. 
“Give me a hug, dear,” she requested.
With eyes still averted, I leant down and cradled her head in my arm. “Hi mum,” I mumbled. “How ya been?”
Giving my arm a gentle kiss she began giving me a breakdown of the television she’d seen, the mail she’d received and food she’d consumed. It all flew from her mouth in one unbroken sentence, assailing me with redundant information. The parent/child relationship, especially when the child has entered the world of adulthood, often descends into a series of practiced platitudes. The automatic drive to conduct the relationship without emotional interference enforces itself. I saw my mother multiple times a week and each conversation was a variation on a well-practiced theme. I broke the hug and finally caught her eyes again.
“Mum… I gotta tell you something… something pretty important.”
“What is it dear? You look upset.”
My mother was no fool. The slightest variation in my emotional demeanor was seized upon by her instinct. When you spend long enough in the presence of another, you can read the energy around them. The moment I pulled up in the driveway, I have no doubt a strange knot formed in the pit of her stomach. That knot was about to get so much tighter.
I took one more choked breath. “Okay, so I need to just say this so please, just listen to what I have to say and we can discuss it afterward.”
“Okay… go ahead, love.” Worry filled her voice.
“I’ve been experiencing some pretty messed up health issues lately… so much so that I went to the doctor. I mean… I don’t just decide to go to the doctor. It has to be serious. Anyway, I had some tests run to see what was up… It turns out… I have bowel cancer. It turns out… that I’m going to die.”
After these words left my mouth, we both sat in total silence, our eyes locked. The silent seconds were a painful drag amplifying the dread that permeated us. A single tear drizzled from my mother’s left eye and travelled down the wrinkles on her face, leaving a wet stain. I bit my bottom lip, warding of my own water works, biting as hard as I could to keep them in. A bead of blood consumed my front teeth. 
“So, what do we do?” she finally asked in a disarming, professional tone. “We’ll sit down and write a list… concoct an attack. We’ll approach it methodically and sort this out.”
“Mum… I don’t think there’s anything we can do…”
She began to jitter and her tears fell freely. I shuffled closer and held a tissue to her nose, which she filled, wet and warm with snotty tears. I wrapped my arms around her, pulling her into me, feeling her sadness soak into me. A sickness in my muscles made them feel heavy and my brain felt like wood, pushing against my skull, trying to break through. 
“How can you say there’s nothing we can do?” she screamed. “I’m not going to lay back and watch my baby die!”
I’d never heard such desperation in my mother’s voice. As I cradled her, I felt heavy dread crawl over me like thousands of ants. My body tickled and stung. I wanted to hug all of her fear away, even if it meant taking it on myself. The truth was my body was already full of so much fear that I doubted I’d have found room for my mothers… but I’d try.
“I’m going to get help for you,” she said, the big hand that concluded her body balling into a tight fist. “If there’s anything that can be done, we’re doing it. I’ll call every damn doctor in the country if I have to. Someone somewhere must be able to do something. People get cancer all the time. Technology has become better than you or I will ever imagine. There’s probably a pill you can take that’ll dissolve the cancer. There’s natural remedies, faith healers, dietary plans… there will be something we can do.”
I was a fool to believe she’d just accept it. That wasn’t her style. I was my mother’s world and she wouldn’t let me go without a fight. In the condition she was in, I didn’t want her fighting on my behalf. I thought about that Fiona woman and her pledge to help me. Her contact details were seared into my memory, despite trying to swallow them. If it would help my mother, I’d see her. I’d make an appointment the second I got home. If there was something to be done, I’d do it. Sure, my mother raised a quitter, but it wouldn’t help to let her know that.
“Mum, there’s someone I can see. She’s a counsellor. She said she could help me. I’ll make an appointment when I get home.”
She lifted her head and nodded gratefully. “See! You’re going to be fine dear.” She buried her face into my shirt again.
“I know, mum,” I replied even if I didn’t believe it.

I sat in my car, completely drained with my head slumped against the steering wheel. From the passenger seat, the wool-mouthed sluts were smiling at me, promising me a brief escape. I drove to a quiet side street and masturbated, knowing intuitively that ejaculation would bring more self-hatred… more fear. 
6.
I slumped through my front door, chock full of post-orgasmic guilt. The apartment I entered didn’t look like mine. They key opened the lock, which suggested this was definitely my place. What struck me the most was the cleanliness that now surrounded me. I had never seen my apartment so clean. It was confronting. I stepped inside cautiously, like it was a trap. Even the stale odour was gone, replaced with a pleasant citrus scent. How was this possible? Where had all the rubbish gone?
“Oh, Bruce! Came a voice through the hole in my wall.
It was Rhonda, wearing an apron, a feather duster and what looked like a steel wool bra. She waved and came bounding toward me. I instinctively cowered.
“I hope you don’t mind, dear, but I straightened up a little. I just thought, in your condition, you needed a nice, clean place to relax. You don’t mind, do you?”
She looked genuinely concerned, like she’d broken the cardinal rule of the faceless neighbour. I didn’t respond straight away. I was still entranced by the state of my apartment. It looked immaculate. I wanted to run my tongue over every surface. Not only wasn’t I angry, but I wanted to pick Rhonda up and kiss her. I wanted to hold her close and thank her again and again. “No… I don’t mind. I don’t mind at all. Thank you.”
She beamed a relieved smile. “I’m so happy you’re not angry. I didn’t even think about what I was doing. I just saw a mess and had to clean it. Ask Vince. I do it all the time. I think I have a touch of the obsessive compulsives when it comes to this.”    
“This must have taken you hours.”
“Not really. I have the whole cleaning game down to a fine art. You break it down into quadrants and just attack it. If you get better, I’ll teach you…” As those last words escaped her mouth, she took a few steps backward. “I’m so, so sorry, Bruce. I didn’t mean to say ‘if’. I meant ‘when’. When you get better.”
I brushed it off. “It’s okay.’ I stared at her. “I’m probably not going to get better. That’s just the way it is. I’ll be fine. People get cancer every day.” I walked to my armchair, embracing the absence of clutter that usually blocked my path. I let my body fall and the cushions kissed me. “Would you like something to drink, Rhonda?”
“No, dear. It’s fine. I was actually going to invite you to eat with Vince and I. I’m making Baked Meal tonight. There will be more than enough.”
“You’ve already done enough. It’s fine. Think I’ll probably have an early one, but thank you, Rhonda. I mean it.”
She walked toward me and gave me a peck on the forehead. “You don’t have to thank me. It’s strange to admit this but when you fell through our wall yesterday, I was happy. It feels like we gained a roomie. Feel free to come on by anytime. If you’re hungry or just bored and want a chat. With Vince working all day, I get quite lonely and it’s always nice sometimes to just talk.”
I was staring in disbelief. I didn’t know it was possible for anyone to be this kind. I wanted to shake and pinch Rhonda to see if she was real. Part of me expected her to be a figment of my imagination that would float away like dandelion spores the second I got too close. “Thank you,” I said once more as she walked away.
“Oh, one more thing, Bruce. There’s a queer stain on your kitchen ceiling. I couldn’t get at it. You may want to give it some attention if you feel up to it. I’m sure it wouldn’t take long to clean. I would have done it, but I’m shorter than a postman’s temper. Take care.”
She disappeared through the hole in the wall. I spent some time lost in thought. Not bad thoughts either. There was an undeniable pity involved in Rhonda’s actions but there was definitely more to it than that. She was a good person… the sort of person whose existence I had always doubted. When she gave me permission to enter their place uninvited, I knew she meant it.
I craned my head and stared at the stain on the kitchen ceiling. It had a dark green edge that darkened to black in the centre. I’d never really noticed it before. It looked conspicuous in the newly cleaned surrounds. It was a vulgar indicator as to the squalor I had been living in only hours before. It pulsed ever so slightly and I swear I could hear it wheezing. Who knows what I’d allowed to grow up there. I made it my mission to remove it. I didn’t want to let Rhonda down. It was my duty to prove to her that her kindness did not go unnoticed. Before I did that, I needed to give that Fiona woman a call. I had no desire to meet with her, but the look on my mother’s face was too heartbreaking for me not to. If Fiona could provide my mother with hope, I wasn’t going to turn it down, even if the hope provided was ultimately bound to be false. It would be easier for her to accept my fate if she believed I had gone down fighting.

She answered the phone after the first ring. She didn’t even ask who I was – just went right ahead and greeted me by name. This Fiona was a self-assured sort. I wasn’t given a hard time for my no-show (which I’ll admit, had caused me some anxiety) and made an appointment for the next day. I was given a time, an address and that was it. No foreplay – just business. I guess that’s all I was to her. I was probably one of 100 terminal losers she was meeting with that day. I’d listen politely to what she had to say, thank her and go home. I doubted the possibility of a follow-up session. This was merely so I could look my mother in the eye and honestly tell her that I was doing everything I could.
It wasn’t worth wasting anymore think space on the cancer, my mother or the appointment with Fiona, so I focused my attention on the ceiling stain in the kitchen. I’ve never been taught the fine art of cleaning, so I had no idea how to tackle it. I couldn’t reach the ceiling with a damp rag (my usual approach to stains) so I settled with poking at it with a broom handle. I scraped cave wall-like symbols in the stain, which summoned a shower of toxic dust to float upon me. The surface of the stain was hardened with age. Just below this surface was a sludgy interior that began to drip and kick up a sickly sweet stink. It felt like I was making progress so I poked harder, revelling in the movement of my arms more than anything else. With a burst of unnecessary momentum, I pushed the broom handle through the stain and then through the ceiling. It lodged itself pretty tight and I met a lot of resistance gently trying to tug it to freedom. I wrenched at it, freeing the broom and bringing the surrounding ceiling down with it. I fell backward as the plaster and wood ravaged my kitchen floor. I surveyed my body for damage, found nothing and turned my attention to the damage. Beneath the ceiling rubble something was writhing – something big. My body froze, except for my left arm, which crept toward the broom. Whatever it was, I was going to fuck it up. With my weapon in tow, I slowly got to my feet and made a creeping advance. I prepared to strike the mess in its writhe but lost my concentration when an arm broke through. In its hand was an unsullied cup of tea. I was too confused to attack.
“Excuse me, sir… would you mind giving me a hand?”
Whatever lurked beneath the collapse had an awfully proper English accent, which disarmed my fear somewhat. English accents, I’ve always reasoned, are unfair… a nice English accent can deliver the most terrible news and still find a grateful ear. I kicked away the mess, revealing more of this odd intruder along the way.
“That’s a good lad,” he said while wobbling to his feet.
He was an old sort, in his sixties by the look. His right eye socket munched on a monocle and he was dressed impeccably in a two piece suit. “What the fuck?” was all I managed to say.
“I’m awfully sorry about this. I’m not sure what happened really. I was resting and then all of a sudden… I found myself in this unusual situation.”
I stared at his cup of tea. “You were resting with a cup of tea?”
“Of course, old chap. I never go anywhere without a nice Earl Grey.”
“You didn’t spill a drop.”
“When you’ve been enjoying the Earl for as long as I have, you get rather good at it.”
“Who the hell are you?” I finally asked.
“How embarrassing to have not afforded you an introduction. Arthur Middleton, at you service.” 
Arthur extended his hand toward mine. It felt like a dead fish, which made me hungry. “Do you live on the floor above?”
He laughed nervously and took a sip from his tea. “Not exactly… we share a floor, you and I.”
“We what?”
“I don’t quite know how to tell you this… it’s been a long time coming I suppose. I… live in your ceiling.”
I slapped my face, determined to believe it was a dream. All the slapping achieved was the urge to cry. 
“How can you live up there?” I asked with a finger point.
“It’s an odd story… I’m an Oxford man. I immigrated to your fine country 40-odd years ago. I was chasing a particularly lovely woman called Beef.”
“Beef?”
“Yes indeed. I’ve never fallen for a woman who wasn’t called Beef. It is firmly ensconced in my heritage. My parents would be most dismayed were I to find love outside of this name. Anyway, I followed Beef to this country and we pursued a romance of sorts. The romance was awkward and short-lived, thanks in part, to her complete loathing of me. I was too pigheaded to stop my pursuit, even after my face became nothing more than a mace-induced blister. The new fellow she started seeing just about knocked my pig head off. He didn’t take too kindly to my increasingly desperate advances and gave me a solid beating that sent me to hospital. Well, I was discharged some months later and found I had no place to go. I became a low-cost escort for a brief while but made very little money and my pimp had me incarcerated. The injustice of it was staggering! Myself and some of my fellow inmates devised a rollicking escape plot that involved seducing the warden at the jail ball. Long story short, I managed to escape and found myself on the run. I needed a place to lay low. At the time, this was an abandoned apartment block and I figured it would be a suitable place to buy some time. As it turns out, I purchased an awful lot of time. So much time that I’m still here.”
Listening to Arthur’s story, I found myself strangely drawn to him. He seemed like a nice individual and rather than creeped out, it made me feel comfortable to know that I had been sharing my home with him for so long. “How long have you been here… in the ceiling?”
“About 30 years.”
The shock knocked me backward and I began to cough until sprays of blood coloured the wall beside me.
“Good god, man! Are you alright?” asked Arthur before sipping once more at his tea.
“I’ll be fine,” I replied, having grown accustomed to my own decay. “How can you live in a ceiling for 30 years?” My composure was coming back but my throat burned like hell.
“Would you like to come on up and have a look?”
“Yes, I believe I would.”

I had to borrow a ladder from the Stotson’s, which filled Rhonda with an odd glee. I’d never been in my ceiling before – never really saw the point. For most of us, especially those dwelling in apartment blocks, the ceiling is just something that separates you from the apartment above. 
I followed Arthur’s slow ascent of the ladder, paying attention to the rigidity of his joints. He still had a dainty grip on his cup of tea, which he sipped from every few rungs. I had to give his bony arse a little push to help him into the ceiling. 
As I emerged into Arthur’s cramped home, my mouth fell in astonishment. The available height couldn’t have been more than two feet, but what he’d done within the confines of his environment was a marvel. An ornate carpet stretched out beneath us. A series of low wattage lamps peppered the space with delicate light the colour of which reminded me of an old map. A wall of bookcases, three shelves high, were crammed with leather bound monographs about the nature of subtlety. Plump, dignified cushions artistically mapped the ground. 
“Follow me to the tea area,” said Arthur. I watched as he rolled, cup of tea in tow, toward a wooden chest. The way he rolled was amazing. It was as if he were compelled by an invisible momentum. I adopted an army crawl that stole my breath like a noose. 
“Join me for a cup of Earl Grey,” he said when we arrived at the chest.
We were both rolled on our sides, our heads on a cushion, facing each other like late-night lovers. The tea he handed me smelled and looked like dishwater and tasted far worse. I couldn’t bring myself to appear rude and spit it out, nor could I bring myself to swallow the foul brew so I instead, I dribbled it down my chin.
“How is it?” asked Arthur.
“I’m afraid I’m not much of a tea man.”
“Normally, sir, I’d slap someone for speaking ill of the Earl, but as I am an unpaid lodger residing in your domicile, I’ll let it pass. Tell me… what’s with the blood you were coughing before? It looked quite unpleasant.”
I gulped down a mouthful of rotten Earl Grey spit and felt the burn in my throat intensify. “I’m not well. I have cancer.” My responses had become so workman-like
Arthur’s eyes began to well with creamy tears. “Oh dear. That’s no good at all. Wait here would you.”
He rolled toward a small cabinet and fondled about inside for a while. He returned with a photo in hand, which he passed to me. A strikingly unattractive woman with a pinprick mouth stared vacantly. “Who’s this?”
“That’s my Beef,” replied Arthur, wiping at the encroaching tears. “From what I understand, she died of cancer some 15 years ago.”
“I’m sorry to hear that. What sort of cancer did she have?”
“All of them.”
“All of them?”
“Yes. Every single one. She was a rich, cancerous gumbo.”
I didn’t have the energy to question the validity of Arthur’s claim. It didn’t mater. Watching this old man gently weep tugged at my heart and made me think of my mother. Would this be her in a few years? Trapped within her bed, pining after her son. It was a painful thought. A thought I wanted to vanquish.
“Would you like something to eat?” asked Arthur, his eyes now drier than day old cake.
“Yeah, that would actually be nice.”
Once again he rolled away and when he returned it was with several squares of carpet sample under his arm. “Take your pick,” he implored.
I absentmindedly reached for a square of shag, which seemed to make Arthur happy. He settled for a red square of flatweave and gnawed on it like a weaning baby. “You eat carpet?” I asked.
He finished his mouthful before responding. “It’s a surprisingly nourishing culinary delight. Who would assume that something so delightfully tasty could nourish one’s body so? You’re going to eat yours, I hope? Someone in your condition should eat.”
His face was full of anticipatory earnestness and so, not wishing to disappoint, I nibbled on the corner, wishing like hell that I wasn’t about to swallow. 
“Is this all you eat?”
“It’s my primary food source, yes. Occasionally a wayward moth or millipede will venture into my domain. I make quick work of those little blighters,” he said with a rub of his stomach and a purple-tongued lick of his lips.
7.
I’d been running my impending meeting with Fiona over and over in my head since leaving Arthur’s ‘house’. What could she possibly have to offer that improved my situation? She was a mere end of life counselor, nothing more. Why the hell did I need counseling anyway? It seemed to me the ones most in need are those the dying leave behind. Mum’s the one who’d need to pick up my post-life pieces. Would Fiona be there for her? I couldn’t shake the damaging image of my mother, trapped on her bed, no one coming to her aide. Her big arm wasting away. Her face turning sallow and dry. My stomach responded poorly to the image, twisting itself so tight I thought I’d never breathe again. I felt the presence of my tumours, like they were inflating, growing larger with each passing second, consuming me. I just wanted my mum to be okay. She didn’t deserve this. But then again… who truly deserves tragedy? 
I was feeling far too grim to drive to the meeting so I caught the bus. Somehow the sick and diseased are always drawn to the bus. I didn’t feel out of place among my fellow commuters. Some of them made me feel downright healthy. A man with tubing jutting from his throat sat beside me. Pink sludge would occasionally spit from the tube and glop down his already heavily stained shirt. He glanced at me with apologetic, pupil-devoid eyes. The sludge smelled like a teenage boy’s bedroom and I wanted to run, but everywhere I looked were more wretched souls. And old lady with a bird impaled in the side of her face sat sobbing in the adjacent seat. The poor bird kicked its legs slightly, suggesting life was too cruel to let it die. The lady whimpered pathetically with each kick, letting those around her know the bird was eating the inside of her face. A child in front coughed broken glass into his brother’s sleeping face. A naked lady pressed her bleeding breasts against a window, screaming about ‘the burning’. I plugged my ears with freezing fingers and willed the journey to end. This bus was a travelling circus of hopelessness and I was just another attraction. 

My meeting with Fiona was to take place at a restaurant called ‘Truman’s Basket’. It resided on one of those trendy, foodie streets that I never bothered visiting. Each place had a ‘funky’ name that faded into a blur of banality due to sheer volume. Each try-hard eatery swarmed with middle class boredom and lifeless ‘cool’. My desire to meet with Fiona waned with each passing café. 
I couldn’t escape the sensation that people were recognising me, and I swear one person even pointed straight at me. Clearly the coverage the evening news gave my cancer had turned me into something akin to a celebrity. I’m not the sort of person that gets noticed and the attention upset me. I consoled myself with the knowledge I’d be a nobody in a few days. At the same time, I was strangely dreading the loss of my meager grain of recognition. People had become famous for far less. 
‘Truman’s Basket’ sat nestled between two restaurants of similar name and style. I walked past it several times before it registered. I didn’t want to go in. The thick scent of coffee beans wafted around the entrance. Inside was populated with the expected crowd of suited working drones and identically individual University students. I wanted to waltz up to these students, direct their attention toward the depressed workers and say, ‘welcome to your future!”.  
An overly pierced waitress approached me and asked me if I needed a seat. I mentioned Fiona, was told there was a booking and led toward a small table in the far corner.
The woman waiting at the table had short red hair and a porcelain face. A faint smile contorted her lips. She was attractive in a profound way. My cock was flooding with blood and I had to take my seat fast to hide it. She reached out a delicate, manicure-tipped hand, which I greeted with my pale, sweaty one. She retrieved a packet of cigarettes from her handbag and placed it on the table.
“Would you like one?” she asked.
I stared at them. I hadn’t smoked in over ten years but that desire never really goes away. I wanted to suck one down bad. “I’m pretty sure we’re not allowed to smoke inside,” I replied, primarily as an excuse to ignore my own destructive craving.
“It’s fine,” she said with a slow wave of the hand. “I know the owner. Please, have one…”
She pushed the packet closer toward me and it was impossible to refuse. If I was going to die anyway, what hurt would a cigarette do? I swooped up the pack, shook one out and flipped it toward my mouth where it sat, dormant, waiting for flame. Fiona clicked open a Zippo lighter and waved it over the cigarette tip. I sucked hard, watching the tip glow with glorious orange light. The smoke flooded my lungs and sent my brain into a joyous spin. My body went limp and a goofy grin formed on my face. The beautiful fragility that rides the fine line between sickness and bliss occupied my blood.
“Thank you,” I said in a drawn out tone. “I forgot how nice these bastards are.”
“Have as many as you like. Take the pack. You look like you need them more than me.”
A strange rhubarb aftertaste began to form in my mouth.
“These don’t taste like the cigarettes I used to smoke,” I said.
“Let’s just say you won’t find these in your local supermarket. This is my special little recipe.”
I stared at the packet before me. It was a black cardboard box devoid of information. 
Fiona’s slight smile remained. This wasn’t the way I expected our meeting to start. There was something devious about this woman. What kind of cancer counselor begins a meeting by offering cigarettes to a cancer sufferer? I was disarmed, but in a pleasant way. My cock throbbed in response to her measured movement. I savoured the cigarette until I got a dirty blast of burning filter. I coughed a spray of blood over Fiona, colouring her face with my innards. I froze. “I’m soooo damn sorry.”
Fiona maintained her smile and calmly wiped the blood from her face with a serviette. “These must be troubling times for you.”
“Yeah… I guess you could say that,” I replied, still mortified by the bloodbath I’d delivered.
“You must be wondering why I’ve been so eager to meet you.”
“Due process? It’s your job to meet up with people like me.”
She chuckled quietly. “Absolutely not, Bruce. I see very few people. To say my consult is exclusive would be an understatement.”
My brow furrowed in confusion. I reached for another cigarette, which Fiona was quick to light. “So… why did you want to meet with me?” The smoke churned in my lungs.
“I’m not sure you understand how special you are.”
Before I had a chance to dig deeper, the waitress intervened. I had no idea what to order… hadn’t even looked at the menu. I just pointed randomly and hoped she’d return with something edible. Fiona was taking her time, asking questions about the menu. I wanted to slap it out of her hands and tell the waitress to fuck off. This lady had referred to me as special. Other than my mother, no one had ever referred to me as special. My ego was turning in cartwheels of impatience. Why the fuck was I special?
When the waitress walked away, I waited for Fiona to rekindle her previous line of conversation but it was almost like she’d forgotten. I couldn’t take it anymore. “So… you said I was special? Why am I special?”
She placed her hand on mine. It felt so warm and soft. I prayed she’d keep it there. It was a tactile drug.
“Your cancer is special, Bruce. I want to show you something.”
She placed her handbag on her lap and started foraging around inside. “I know it’s here. I was very careful to pack it before I left,” she said. As she foraged, I could feel the tumours inside me buzzing with an apian intensity I’d never experienced. They were making my body shiver and tingle. I took up another cigarette, hoping to calm it down but it only seemed to strengthen the vibrations. 
“Got it!” exclaimed Fiona. I didn’t know what it was at first. All I knew was it smelled terrible… like rotting meat. She placed it before me. It was a spherical piece of flesh, pocked with hair and chewing gum wrappers. “Do you recognise it, Bruce?”
I shook my head slowly, an ominous current running through me. The internal vibrations were only gaining in strength.
“You should recognise it. After all, you made it. It’s one of your tumours, Bruce.”
My mouth fell open. There was nothing I could say. Fiona held it up like a crystal ball, slowly rotating it in her fingers. Violation didn’t even begin to describe the way I was feeling. An endless stream of questions started accumulating on my tongue, forming a ball too big to spit out.
“Look at it, Bruce. It’s so beautiful.”
I stared past the tumour and directly into Fiona’s eyes. They beamed with seduction, refusing to betray her motivations. 
“Who are you? What’s happening? How did you get my fucking tumour?” These questions came in one hyperventilated breath.
“Calm down. Believe me, you have nothing to worry about. As you know, my name is Fiona Sinclair. What you didn’t know up until now was my ‘occupation’, if you can call it such a thing. I spend my time looking for perfect cancers. I obtained your tumour via your doctor, whom I share an arrangement with.”
The sense of indignity escalated. Reason was a concept fast becoming foreign to me. Out of all the doctors in town, I had to choose the most inept… the most morally bankrupt. 
“That cunt gave you my tumour?” 
“He’s really a very nice man, Bruce.” She pointed at the cigarettes. “Please, have another. You’ll feel better.”
I obeyed, although I didn’t know why. “What do you mean by ‘perfect cancers’?” I asked between panicked drags.
“Look at your tumour, Bruce.” She held the rancid thing just below my nostrils. “I mean really look at it. It’s perfectly spherical. It’s the size of a tennis ball. It feels like silk.” She ran her tongue over the surface. “It tastes like truffle. I don’t think you understand how rare a cancerous growth of this quality is.”
This bitch was fucking mad. Watching her tongue travel about the surface of my tumour made me want to puke, even if a small, detestable part of me felt aroused by it. Did she honestly want me to feel proud of that filthy, life-draining thing? “Forgive me for not feeling the same way about my tumour as you do,” I said snidely.
She laughed patronisingly, actually making me feel stupid for not seeing things from her point of view. The waitress came back and placed a bowler hat with two dead sparrows contorted inside. She handed me a metal straw and told me to enjoy. Fucking trendy cafes! “What the hell’s this?” I asked myself rhetorically.
“If you didn’t want it, why did you order it?”
“Can we just forget about that for a second?” I seethed. “Look, as far as I’m concerned, you dragged me down here under false pretenses. I’m sure the way you obtained my tumour wasn’t exactly legal.”
“Why are you so angry?” she had the gall to ask.
“Fuck you! You and I both know that the only reason I’m here with you right now is because I thought you could offer me an avenue of treatment. I have a sick mother who relies on me to look after her. I promised her I’d visit you and see what could be done. Is there anything that can be done?”
She fell silent for a moment, placing the tumour back in her handbag. “There’s always something that can be done.”
“Like what?”
“Well, you can have an operation in a futile attempt to remove the tumours and any cancerous tissue around the area. After that, you can blast yourself with chemotherapy in an effort to kill the beast that already owns the better part of you. The chemo will further weaken your already ravaged body, but hey, throughout it all you’ll have a false sense of hope that you can share with your mother. Of course the death will only hit her harder, but at least you will have experienced that fleeting false hope. By all means, Bruce… travel down this redundant path. It’s of no concern to me.”
Her words were too real to ignore. I was stunned into meek silence. My tear ducts vomited down my face. I hunched forward, rocking slightly and starting to sob. I knocked the sparrow hat from the table and heard the contents slide across the floor. My sobbing graduating into wailing. “IT’S ALL OVER!” I yelled, again and again. If I thought my impending death was vivid before, I had just been schooled. Every part of me mourned itself. I was dying. My mother was going to be left alone. There was nothing I could do. There’s this little thing I’ve always done – I’m sure I’m not the only one. I’ve always made it a point to expect and accept the worst. What I learned at this moment, as Fiona stared dominantly at my trembling body, sly smile still unwavering on her face, was that the version of ‘worst’ I’d created was a lie. It had always been a lie. At a deeper level, I always knew my doom-laden predictions would never come to pass. Life is, more often than not a mild disappointment. It’s rarely the catastrophic disappointment we convince ourselves we’re going to accept with cynical stoicism. When the storm really hits, we cower and hide. I didn’t want to die. I wasn’t ready to die.
“Please, Bruce. Try and calm yourself down,” said Fiona, with all the sympathy of a statue. ‘It’s really not as bad as you think.”
My head was buried in my hands, gushing tears like an open wound gushes blood. “I don’t want to die,” I snivelled through bubbles of snot. It was here, in the pit of my misery that I felt Fiona’s foot brush my inner thigh. As if on cue, my snot bubbles retreated back into my nostrils and my tears dried up, leaving stinging eyes in their wake. My cock sprang back to life, panting like an excited dog. She ran her foot in delirious circles that drew me away from everything.
“Has anybody ever told you that you’re a very handsome man, Bruce?”
I slowly began to raise my head, catching her horrifying, seductive stare. No. I’d never once been told I was handsome, cute, attractive, hot or any other variation. Once a woman at the button market told me I might look decent if I got a haircut and separated my unibrow. But here was an attractive woman, crazy as she may be, who was looking me in the eye and telling me something I’d always dreamed somebody of her calibre would tell me. With everything that had happened, I knew it wasn’t real. I knew it was a fugazi, but it intoxicated me. There’s nothing wrong with choosing to believe the occasional lie.

For the next hour I sat across from Fiona, her foot slowly working my inner thigh into a stupour. Precum drenched my underwear to such an extent that it blotted my jeans. I let her tell me how special I was. I even let her convince me to hold my tumour. I watched her run her tongue over its surface and I forced myself not to gag. I accepted her fascination. As long as her foot stayed on my thigh, I’d accept anything. I agreed to meet her again, this time at her home. She insinuated the possibility of sex. Her foot moved closer to my crotch whenever mention of her home occurred. I was her slave. She could have told me to bite into my tumour like an apple and I’d have obeyed, oblivious to the cannibalistic nature. If I was going to die, at least I might get to fuck first. But really… it was more than that. Yeah… I would have like to have sex with this woman, but I’d like to have sex with most women. This was more about someone wanting to have sex with me. A part of me was ashamed to respond to such a basic level of seduction, but I had never knowingly been the subject of seduction. The thought that Fiona might actually be willing to let me do this to her gave me a sense of validation. It made me feel important.
8.
I invited Arthur to join me for dinner. I had to coax him out of the ceiling like a cat from under a bed, eventually dragging him out by one wrinkled leg. If anyone needed company, it was him. He needed to eat something that wasn’t a carpet sample, and truth be told, I needed someone to talk to. The residual effect of my meeting with Fiona, although bizarre, had me thinking I was a bit special. My tumour was pretty fucking round after all. I wanted to say these things to Arthur but he was too busy squinting at the bright lounge room light and swatting invisible insects he believed were on his clothes.
“You’ve really hermitised yourself up there, haven’t you?” I said, pointing my fork toward the roof. 
He poked at the spaghetti bolognaise on his plate, clearly unsure what to make of food so overtly edible. “I’ve never viewed myself as a hermit,” he said. “Yes, I’ve grown somewhat accustomed to my life in your ceiling, but I am rarely alone. I would always hear you plodding about down here. Pottering away and watching your television. Some nights I’d listen as you sobbed wretchedly into your pillow. Although you were unaware of my existence, I’ve always felt that I’ve known you.”
To think of Arthur up there, listening to me crying at night was an embarrassment I couldn’t process. A man who sobs into his pillow is rarely in want of an audience. I tried to shake it off. He was here before me after all. “Why didn’t you ever think to introduce yourself?” I asked earnestly. 
“Let me ask you this, Bruce. Let’s say I had ventured into your quarters – how would you have felt knowing you had an ‘interloper’?
Rather than answer his question, I reached into my pocket and withdrew a cigarette. I placed it between my lips and sucked at it, enjoying the faint taste of unburned tobacco. 
“You don’t smoke,” said Arthur, disappointment colouring his voice.
“Used to smoke like a campfire. Gave it up at the bequest of my mother.”
“So why start up again? Such a profoundly filthy vice.”
“Because they make me feel good,” I replied in defense. “Because I’m dying anyway so why the hell not?”
“Oh yeah… the cancer… so I guess you haven’t managed to beat that yet, huh?”
I swiped at the plates on the table in a rage, sending them crashing through the window with a tail of bolognaise sauce in its wake. “Beat it? Since yesterday? I don’t know, Arthur… let me check.” I punched my stomach and fell to my knees. My whole body filled up with shakes and I felt my pants fill with warm sludge.
Arthur leapt to his feet in a panic. “Holy heck! Is there anything I can do, Bruce? Preferably something that enables me to keep distance from the stench escaping your pant area.”
I pointed toward the cigarette in my mouth. “Light… light…” I wheezed. 
“I’m on it!” declared Arthur.
I could hear him clambering around, breaking my possessions. I didn’t care. I just wanted to feel little tornados of smoke wreak havoc in my lungs and absorb into my body. Why didn’t I buy a lighter on my way home? 
Arthur returned with a piece of kitchen drawer which he snapped over his knee. He started to frenetically rub the two pieces of wood together. 
“You hang tight, Bruce. I was a scout. I can start a fire with anything. Once I set the Liberty Bell on fire by throwing a blanket over it.”   
It wasn’t long before a spiral of smoke floated toward my nostrils. Arthur was getting excited and hooting like an owl. The rubbed piece of drawer was starting to glow with heat.
“Would you like me to light it for you?” he asked in between hoots.
I nodded with all the strength my neck allowed. Arthur started jabbing at my face with the piece of drawer. The first jab burned a hole through my cheek. I wailed in pain, almost dropping the cigarette. He regrouped and went in for another go. This jab seared through my forehead and knocked against my skull. I could feel the skin around my poke holes bubbling. 
“This isn’t going well,” said Arthur.
I nodded but maintained a healthy level of gesticulation that urged him to get the fucker lit. The next poke kissed the cigarette tip and I sucked like a thirsty rat. The smoke didn’t just enter me, it became me. The tumours were so proud. They were pairing up and dancing to the sound of the churning fluids in my body. If I had to live with them inside me, it made sense to please them. Fiona was right – my tumours were so special. I was special for having grown them. 
I felt Arthur’s hands slide beneath my armpits and raise me from the carpet. I was dragged toward the couch and placed gently down. My pants were being tugged down in reluctant jerks. “What are you doing?” I slurred.
“Have to get you cleaned up. You’re a mess.”
I wanted to fight against the indignity but I didn’t have the strength. He was wiping at my arse with a moist towelette.
“I don’t know what on earth your bowel has evacuated, but it’s pink!” He edged closer. “And it appears to contain whispy veins.” 
I remained silent, resolved to my immediate fate. Arthur kept wiping, only stopping when a knock at my door startled him. He dropped the towelette and moved to answer it. “What are you doing?” I whispered. “Don’t answer the fucking door. I’m not wearing pants.”
Maybe I wasn’t producing sound because he slung that door open like I didn’t exist. I tried to ball up my body in an effort to hide my shame. A small pony tailed girl wearing a white summer dress skipped inside. She was holding shattered bits of plate in her cupped hands. 
“Excuse me, mister,” she lisped. “You dropped some plates out of your window. Thought you might want them back.” 
Arthur patted the child on the head. “Isn’t she adorable?” he said. 
“The plates are broke. I can fix it for you but I’ll need some thread.”
“Who taught you how to stitch plates together?” asked Arthur.
“My mother. She taught me how to do everything.”
“Where is your mother?”
She slunk her head forward. “She’s gone.”
“What happened?” I managed to say.
“Plate killed her.”
I sat up straight, almost like the past 10 minutes hadn’t happened. “Which plate?”
She held up her hands and showed me the broken bits of window-tossed plate. “The one that fell through your window, mister.”
“What’s your name?” I asked.
“Belinda Garbo Mayfair.”
“Belinda… I killed your mother.”
She started to giggle. “You big silly! You’re not a plate.”
I massaged my temples, trying to assimilate what was happening. “No, Belinda. I’m not a plate. However, I was the one who threw the plate. Therefore, I killed your mother.”
She dropped the shards and stared at me with doe eyes. “That wasn’t a very nice thing to do, Mister. That was my only mother. She was going to buy me a lizard.”
“I don’t suppose you have a cigarette lighter handy?” I asked, trying to ignore the fact I was a murderer.
Belinda touched her pointer finger against her chin and began to scratch like she had the pox. Soon another finger and another had joined the first and she raked them liberally across her pale little face, leaving red trails of pressure behind. Then her eyes lit up and she raised her hands to the ceiling. 
“I think I know where you can find a lighter, Mister,” she finally said.
“Where?”
“Look in my hair. Before my mother died, she said most things were in my hair.”
I tried to ignore the mention of Belinda’s dead mother as I foraged about her pony tails. It was like a magician’s suitcase. I kept retrieving items that no hair should contain. I found a stuffed parrot, a foam comma, a guide to fjords, bread and finally, a lighter! At this point, I could have wasted brainpower wondering how and why any of this was happening. Instead I lit another cigarette, fell back on the couch and tried to clear my mind.
“So I guess we need to call the police,” I said.
Belinda sat next to me with her head mashed against my arm and asked, “Why do you want to call the police?”
“I killed your mother. I think they’ll wanna know.”
“Please, Bruce,” implored Arthur, his hands clutching at my leg. “Don’t inform the police. I’m an unlawful tenant in your home. They might ask questions.”
“I wouldn’t worry about that. Somehow I think they’ll be more interested in the corpse outside.”
I shook my leg free of Arthur’s desperate hands and patted Belinda on the head. I was walking toward the phone, contemplating prison when I heard someone yelling Belinda’s name just outside. I turned with a start to face the sound. It grew louder and was soon accompanied by heavy, resonant footsteps. I could hear whoever it was fall against my landing. I scrunched my face in agitation and, very cautiously, opened the door. Standing before me was a stern looking woman with blood drizzling down her face. She was wobbling about on unstable feet and trying to flash me a courteous smile. 
“Excuse me,” she warbled. “I’m looking for my daughter. I saw her run into this building.”
“Mummy!” yelled Belinda. She brushed past me and embraced her mother.
‘You’re not dead,” I said, feeling my body melt as it filled with relief.
“What do you mean ‘dead’?” the woman asked with bug eyes.
“I’m sorry, ma’am. Your daughter here said you’d been killed. Why don’t you come in so I can take a look at that head wound?”
The woman started to shake and whimper. She placed a hand on each of Belinda’s shoulders. “What do you mean ‘killed’, dear?” she asked.
“The plate hit you in the face, mummy. You died.”
Her shaking intensified and she pushed by me, seeking someplace to lie down. I guided her toward the couch where she fell with a fart.
“I can’t be dead,” she cried. “I was going to buy my daughter a lizard.”
“Umm… I don’t think you’re dead. Maybe just a little concussed.”
Her eyes widened and her fists balled. “Are you calling my daughter a liar?”
“Why would you call me a liar, Mister?” Belinda asked.
“No, no, no… I wasn’t doing anything of the sort. I was merely suggesting that your obvious mobility and vocal capabilities might suggest you were still alive.”
I felt like I’d just accused an overweight person of being pregnant. Both Belinda and her mother were crying and it was clear to me that nothing I could say would resolve the issue. I looked toward Arthur, hoping to receive support but he just shrugged his shoulders. 
“I don’t want to be dead,” said the woman.
“I don’t want you to be dead either, mummy,” replied Belinda.
The woman stood up and glared at me. Her eyes reminded me of my grade 2 teacher, Ms Heinz. Ms Heinz would make me eat crayons whenever I didn’t wet myself like the rest of the children in her class. The way she stared had me stuffing crayons down my throat without a second thought. I simply had to obey them. As this bleeding woman stared at me now, I knew instinctively that I was about to agree with whatever she said and if she insisted upon her death, I would believe it.
“My daughter is NOT a liar, sir! If she says I’m dead then, unfortunately, I am. And please, for the love of all things remotely decent, put on some pants!”
I glanced down at my exposed genitalia and then toward Belinda. I felt like such a dirty pervert. I don’t even like seeing myself naked, yet here I was, pantless in front of a child. My inner thighs were stained with anal leakage and my pubes were clogged with cigarette ash. I made a dash for the bedroom, looking for something (anything!) to cover me. The first thing I found was a placemat I’d been gifted from a work colleague at a Christmas function. I stapled it into place and marched back into the lounge room.
Arthur approached me and ushered me back into the bedroom.
“I was thinking,” he whispered, “considering you were somewhat responsible for this poor woman’s death, she and her daughter could stay with you for a while.”
“You do know she’s not actually dead, right?” I said.
“Absolute nonsense! I understand you must be experiencing some guilt over these events, but that little girl has such honest eyes. I can assure you that we have ourselves a dead woman in there and we have to do the right thing.”
I popped another cigarette and rejoined my new arrivals.
“So, do you two wanna stay here tonight?” I asked with resignation.
Belinda beamed a smile so white I squinted. Her mother nodded in a solemn kind of way that continued to pump me with guilt. 
“I will gladly accept your offer, sir. However, I would request indefinite residence. I’m no longer alive, so my presence is moot. My daughter on the other hand, needs to be cared for. She doesn’t eat much and she self-maintains, so it will be very little stress upon you personally.”
I watched this woman’s animated body and considered her request. I inhaled the remaining half of my cigarette in one suck and felt vomit exit with my exhale. Arthur stared at me with pleading in his eyes. He really wanted this to happen. Maybe he had the hots for the mother. Belinda kept beaming that smile until her whole face glowed.
“Why the hell not! I’ll go see if the Stotson’s have any spare blankets and mattresses”. 
The three cheered as I ducked through the wall hole. I felt so needed. I felt so important. I felt so fucking ill.
9.
A cold sensation on my abdomen plucked me from sleep. I kept my eyes stubbornly shut, determined to ignore the encroaching day. The cold sensation kept shifting. Something was being pressed against me. The blankets had been tugged away and my whole body was seizing up in the cold. My eyes clamped shut even tighter. I refused to allow my day to begin. I felt something brush against my skin. Little tickle demons burrowed inside me and started pulling on my laughter strings. Mustn’t laugh, I thought, even as my lips started curling into a grin. The demons kept burrowing, tweaking my nerve endings. The laughter flew out of me like an exorcised phantasm. 
“You’re awake, Bruce.”
I surrendered to the day and opened my eyes. Fiona was sitting at my bedside. She had a stethoscope pressed against me. She looked stunning. This woman didn’t go to sleep at night… she carefully packaged herself away. She looked just like a doll.
“What are you doing?” I asked.
“Go back to sleep if you like. I’m here this morning for several reasons.” She held up a carton of cigarettes. “I’ve brought these for you. Figured you’d nearly be out of that packet I gave you.” I nodded like a hungry dog. “Would you like one?” I nodded again and watched Fiona retrieve a cigarette, place it in my mouth and light the beautiful bastard. “I also wanted to check on your little babies – hence the stethoscope. They sound so healthy, Bruce. They’re beating like hearts. I want to dive inside you. It takes an immense ability to grow tumours of such… vitality.”
Fiona had a way of making me feel so proud of my situation. In less than 24 hours I’d gone from feeling sorry for myself to feeling good about myself. I had the best fucking tumours. 
“Oh, by the way,” Fiona continued. “I’d like to introduce you to some friends, today. They’re good people. You’ll like them.”
I groaned like a moody teen. “I don’t wanna.”
“And afterward, perhaps we can go back to my place.”
She arched an eyebrow suggestively and brushed a hand over her breast. I was visibly aroused. Fiona glanced at my cock and smiled. “I’ll take that as a yes, shall I?”
I sat up and brushed a plume of dandruff from my hair. I had been cooking a fart all night and I was too tired to concern myself with social etiquette. It flew from my arse like a gas dragon and circled the bedroom. 
“I can see the gas,” remarked Fiona in awe. “It’s like a revolting rainbow!”
“My flatulence has been growing more intense by the day,” I bragged.
She pressed her lips against my forehead and said, “You’re beautiful.”
The flatulent rainbow slowly dissipated. I stroked my stomach in appreciation. Fiona was pinching her nose shut, but that slight, alluring smile still remained. The sunlight spilled through the window. It was going to be a good day.

Fiona wasn’t very forthcoming with information about the ‘friends’ of hers I was meeting. I sat in the passenger seat and watched her watching the road ahead. The radio was switched to throat.fm – all throat singing, all the time. The vocal contortions filled the car, soothing my insides and quieting my brain. The slightest hint of breeze crept through the driver window and caught Fiona’s hair. She was growing more beguiling by the minute. Her skirt appeared to be growing shorter each time I looked, but I’m willing to pass this off as an optimistic hallucination. More than anything else, though, it was her skin. I could see my fuzzy reflection in the pristine smooth, porcelain white of her thighs. Hers was a body better suited to polishing than washing. I imagined the slightest impact breaking her shell and revealing the hollow space within.  
The suburb we were in was unfamiliar to me. The sky in this part of town had a slight green hue. All the houses were made of cardboard and threatened to topple whenever a gust of wind licked them. Groups of men in pink golf shirts, and carrying rifles, shot at each other from opposite sides of the road. Whenever a bullet tore through Fiona’s car, I flinched. She didn’t even seem to register the potentially deadly interruptions. What if a bullet broke that skin?

“Are we nearly there?” I eventually asked.
“Be patient, dear. Not long to go now.”
Her use of the word ‘dear’ intoxicated me. Her everything intoxicated me. A bullet shattered a back window, but I remained calm. The golf men didn’t appear to be after anyone but each other. For some reason, this thought consoled me. Being a casualty of another’s fight sat better than being the target. 
One of the cardboard houses flipped over and blew onto the road. Fiona gently applied the brake and waited. 
“What do we do?”
“We ride it out. The wind usually takes care of it. If not, there’s a lovely group of council workers who’ll remove it.”
“Can I smoke in here?”
“Of course you can. It’s good for the upholstery.”
She was holding a lighter to my mouth before the cigarette was even out of the pack. I bobbed my head toward the flame and sucked my life away.
“You sure like it when I smoke,” I said. I was just filling the silence that existed between us, not really looking for or expecting a conversation to develop.
“Men look astoundingly attractive while smoking. I don’t care what the zeitgeist claims, it is cool to smoke.”
Through the haze I watched as six magpies lifted the cardboard obstruction from our path. In a display of barely controlled coordination, they awkwardly flew away.
“Are they the council workers?” I asked snidely.
“Yes,” she responded without emotion. “There was a lady at your home who claimed to be dead. What’s that about?”
“I hit her in the head with a plate. She just thinks she’s dead.”
“Fair enough…. We’re nearly there. You may want to remove your pants.”
I had already worked my pants halfway down my thighs before I thought to ask why. The thought never evolved into verbalisation. I just sat bereft of pants, feeling the warm leather car seat cling to my arse. The car turned into a driveway and the throat singing was turned off. The absence of sound unnerved me. A man in a sailor uniform and brandishing flags stepped in front of the car and communicated to Fiona in semaphore. She responded with a series of finger movements and he stepped aside. His eyes were glued to mine as we cruised past him. 
“Who the hell’s that?” I asked.
“I have no idea.”
“Have you ever seen him before?”
“Every day,” she replied. “Now keep quiet. I’ll tell you when you can talk. There’s a certain protocol that must be followed here.”
I bowed my head and focused on my flaccid penis. It looked how I felt. We were in a garage. It was made of cardboard but still felt like an inescapable prison. Fiona motioned for me to stay seated. She left me alone and vanished through a doorway. I jammed three cigarettes between my lips and sucked them for dear life, willing my anxiety away. I’ve never liked being introduced to new people. Without pants, I could only assume it would be worse. Ash crumbled from the cigarettes and powdered on my legs, which were jittering restlessly. 
Fiona opened the passenger door. “Follow me and keep quiet.”
I watched the swivel of her arse as she led the way. Each cheek was a perfect peach I wanted to sink my teeth into. I remembered that I was about to meet new people and stopped my perverted stare. First impressions usually flounder when erections are involved. 
We came to a narrow corridor that slanted downward, leading us underground. The ceiling height gradually decreased, forcing us to our hands and knees. I felt like an unprepared spelunker. I could hear the faint hum of heaters pumping stifling warmth into the corridor. It was impossible not to stare at Fiona’s arse. It was inches from my face, begging me to indulge. She crawled confidently forward, saying nothing, just turning her head occasionally to make sure I was following
Fiona’s knuckles wrapped upon a steel door. Thank fuck for that, I thought. My knees were throbbing in pain and I wanted to extend my legs. A bald Asian man greeted Fiona with a wet kiss. A flash of jealousy blinded me and a strange urge to beat the man nearly took control. He helped Fiona to her feet and left me alone. 
“This is him?” asked the man, eyeing me up and down.
He was an odd looking sort. Each eye had four pupils that churned like a tumble drier and didn’t blink. His eyebrows were below each eye like little beards.
“This is him,” confirmed Fiona. “Is everyone here?”
The man nodded then slid his fingers into my mouth, prying my lips apart. He was examining my teeth and sniffing my breath like it was wine. “He really doesn’t look like anything special.”
“You’ll see.”
Fiona gave me a reassuring look and took my hand. The Asian man scoffed and left us alone. We entered a small red door marked “specimen”. I gulped a wad of accumulated saliva while pondering what I was walking into. 
“You’re going to shine, my dear,” Fiona said to me. “When this is all over, you’ll be venerated by these people. Don’t worry about anything. Just try and relax.”
I nodded, trying my best to feel reassured. She punched a number into a keypad and the door sprung open. I followed her through. 
I was standing on a spot-lit stage. The lights burned the outer layer of my eyes away and if it hadn’t been for Fiona’s measured demeanor, I’d have bailed on the whole thing. Before me sat a barely visible crowd of 20 or so people. They were whispering amongst themselves like hissing snakes. I could feel their judgmental stares painting me yellow. Fiona approached a podium and, with a swipe of her hand, hushed the audience. 
“Your patience is much appreciated,” she said. “I can assure you that what I have to show you will be worth your time. I’d like to introduce you to Bruce Hammond Miles. Mr. Miles came to my attention a few days ago. An acquaintance of mine, familiar with the particular concerns of our group, presented me with a tumour retrieved from Mr. Miles’ bowel. I will show you the tumour shortly but before I do, I’d like to provide you with some background information.”
What background information could she possibly know about me? I barely even knew anything about myself. I wasn’t interesting enough to have ‘background’. I was intrigued.
“Bruce Hammond Miles. 34 years of age. Born 9th of August, 1976 to Werner and Lucile Miles in Mimbleton, New Dankshire. Marital status of parents: separated. Werner Hemlock Miles was carried away by a falcon when Bruce was 11. He has since remained absent from Bruce’s life. His mother…”
“Show us the fucking tumour!” came an impatient voice from the audience. This was met with applause.
“Very well,” replied Fiona. “The point I was trying to make concerned the mediocrity present in the life of Mr. Miles. It adds credence to my hypothesis that the best diseases originate, more often than not, from broken beginnings.”
She approached a small table draped in red satin. A curtain behind us began to rise, revealing a large screen. With both hands, she dramatically ripped away the satin. My excavated tumour was now on full display. It was housed in a small glass box and still wore the refuse from Fiona’s handbag. My tumour filled the screen behind me and the audience fell silent. I’ve never been good at deciphering silence. They were either in awe of my growth or uninterested. 
A man with a totem pole head stood up and slowly clapped. He was joined by someone else in the shadows. The clapping picked up speed as others joined in. Within an hour, the whole crowd was applauding with fervor. It was the most energising experience of my life. I felt like I finally had a purpose, like I was the recipient of a prestigious award.
Fiona raised both hands and implored for silence. “The tumour on display, in and of itself is an immaculate conception. There is no doubt. But the singular sphere of biology is the tip of the iceberg. Within the body of Mr. Miles lie many more similar tumours. In fact, I believe it reasonable to assume that the tumours currently inside him are of an even higher quality. Ultimately, that’s what we’re here to find out.’
The applause exploded, cracking my eardrums in little pink puffs. I didn’t know what else to do so I curtseyed, mashing my testicles between my thighs. They ate it up. I swanned about the stage like a diva, flashing my cosmetically poor teeth and star jumping. When I attempted an ill-fated version of the Charleston, Fiona put a merciful stop to it. With a hand on either shoulder, she guided me to the back of the stage. 
A child dressed in wooden clothes wheeled out a gurney covered in sleeping cats. 
“Your attention,” said Fiona. The room fell immediately quiet. “This is the most exciting portion of the demonstration for me personally. Let’s take a look inside and see what else we find. Mr Miles, if you would lay yourself down on the gurney, it would be most appreciated.’
She urged me with her eyes and I responded accordingly. I brushed aside the cats, many of whom scampered away, and lay down as instructed. 
“If you could roll to your side with your face toward the audience,”
I waved as I did it, eliciting slight laughter from several of those watching.
“I will be performing a routine colonoscopy that should uncover beauty of the purest form. Imagery from within Mr. Miles will be visible on the screen behind me. A recording will be made available to all of you in this room and those on the mailing list. Pricing will be determined based on the quality of the colonoscopy. Any of you found to be in possession of external recording devices will have their membership revoked and their youngest child sold to prostitution. Piracy is not a victimless crime and will not be tolerated.”
Fiona was holding a long, flexible device with steam valves running along its length. The thought of her sliding that thing inside me inspired both excitement and fear. 
“If I can have your silence, we can begin.”
I nibbled at my bottom lip and listened to her resonant footsteps behind me. I could feel the air stir as she moved and the anticipation sent chills. Then her hand slapped my arse cheek and pushed it upward, granting easier access to my hole. Fiona’s endoscopic device tickled and scraped suggestively. She was toying with me, right there in front of all those people. I loved it. It slid inside me with a squish and I felt mucous drip out of me. I closed my eyes and thought about board games. 
Curiosity got the better of me. My eyes were soon open again and my neck craned painfully to see the screen. I had to know what I looked like inside. The walls of my bowel were mapped in graffiti, some of it rather fetching. Small chandeliers swung from the roof, lighting the way. To my dismay, advertising also lined my bowel walls. Was no place sacred? The endoscope pushed further, through rivers of fecal muck and thick blood and hissed as it released scorching steam. I winced, but allowed it to continue. I had to see them. I had to understand why I was so special.
“We’re nearly there,” whispered Fiona.
She arrived at a U bend littered with miniature, discarded furniture and moth wings. The endoscope slid past and there they were: my tumours.
A collective gasp rose from the audience and splashed against the ceiling. Fiona’s body twitched and a small, enamored moan escaped her lips. My tumours were clustered together majestically – more than I could count. Perhaps it was just an illusion brought about by the endoscope, but they looked so large and perfect. Each appeared to be breathing and rotating like fleshy planets. Here in their putrid little ecosystem, they thrived and absorbed the secretions around them. 
“I’m going to go deeper,” said Fiona.
The tumours gathered around the endoscope as if trying to feed on it. It pushed forward, uncovering more tumours of even higher quality. I could hear some people in the audience crying exalted thank yous to no one in particular. The endoscope arrived at a tumour much larger than the rest. It was covered in a rich netting of veins and spindly protrusions. Right in its centre was something no one would have expected – an unblinking, coal-black eye.
“Oh my lord,” said Fiona. “It’s more amazing than I expected. It’s a guardian! This means, Bruce… that you have a queen inside you!” She let go of the endoscope and collapsed to the ground in spasms of euphoria. An opening below the tumour’s eye began to appear – just a slimy slit at first. It continued to grow and yawn open. Worm-like creatures wriggled from the opening, seeking escape. There was something inside me, beyond what I was seeing… something that resided at the deepest part of me. This was the something that gave birth to everything. The guardian tumour bit down on the endoscope, severing the connection and painting the screen above with busy static. 
The audience members rushed the stage in a blur of excitement and crowded my body, desperate to touch me. Their sweaty hands groped and fondled every part of my body. I felt violated, but most of all, I felt like royalty. My body had never been given so much physical attention. It was a tactile explosion. It wasn’t arousing, but it felt pleasant. After struggling to her post-euphoric feet, Fiona began swiping at the crowd with a broom.
“Get back!” she yelled. “He needs space to breathe. Leave him alone.”
They bit and hissed like animals before eventually retreating. My body was pocked in bruises and claw marks. A small slither of foreskin was missing and the endoscope was still lodged inside me.
“I’m sorry about that, Bruce. You have to understand, they’ve been looking for someone like you their entire lives.”
She ripped out the mashed endoscope in one abrupt movement, bringing a gush of muck with it.
“I don’t understand. What do you mean ‘someone like me’? What am I? Why do you people care so much?”
“Tonight, Bruce. You’ll come to my house and we’ll talk. I have so much to tell you. For now, we need to get some formalities out of the way. Is there anything you need?”
I didn’t have to think too hard before saying, “A cigarette”. I was choking on smoke in no time.

I was standing in a plush-carpeted function room. Thousands of fly paper strips hung from the ceiling, layers of dust their only captives. I was still naked from the waist down, but somehow this didn’t concern me anymore. It wasn’t that I had all of a sudden grown comfortable with my body… it’s was more that I was comfortable by how comfortable everyone around me was with my body. It was a curious thing. Fiona’s ‘friends’ were lined up before me in an orderly queue. Len’s ‘Steal My Sunshine’ played from invisible speakers on a maddening loop. 
One by one they approached me, spending considerable time running their hands over my body, rewarding it with more attention. They whispered words I couldn’t discern, like they were purging sins. I remained silent, unsure what to say. My instinct told me that silence was the correct course of action. Fiona oversaw the proceedings, making sure no one lingered too long. Anyone in danger of passing their allotted time was stabbed in the shoulder with a quill. Only two people suffered this fate and they didn’t seem too concerned. 
By the end, I was wearing their fingerprints like a body stocking and feeling exhausted. Fiona kindly gave me a handful of recuperative Minties, which, truth be told, didn’t really satisfy me. I was made to sign copies of a book I hadn’t even read let alone written. I tried telling a couple of people this, but they weren’t concerned. What kept me going, no matter how depleted I felt mentally and physically, was the thought of me at Fiona’s house. I had no idea where this encounter would lead, but there was a possibility it would involve mutual nudity. My tumours made me interesting to her – they made me interesting to everyone in the room. I had found my niche and I was prepared to milk it. If I was going to die, I was going to die as someone important.
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Fiona’s home wasn’t what I was expecting. The events leading up to this encounter convinced me that she must reside in some esoteric mansion, secluded from the life as I understood it. This wasn’t the case. Her home was humble, almost welcoming. The front door was decorated with a trite ‘welcome friends’ sign. Her confident sense of self was beginning to wane a bit and she almost looked bashful as she held the front door open for me. This unnerved me. If this was going to result in sex, I really needed her to take charge. There was no way I could solicit it. I wasn’t capable of initiating something of this magnitude. The bashful Fiona may have made for a more comfortable conversational partner, but it didn’t bode well for my fantasies of her throwing me to the ground and riding me like public transport.  
The smell of cat food permeated her home, which I responded to with an involuntary nose scrunch.
“Sorry if it smells a bit in here,” she said. “It’s just the cat's in here during the day and the place gets a little stuffy.”
“It’s fine. Mind if I smoke?”
“Please do. In fact, I might even join you.”
I tapped two cigarettes from the pack and handed her one. We moved to the lounge room and smoked in loaded silence. I had no idea where her confidence had gone. She coughed and spluttered as the smoke entered her. It surprised me. Was she even a smoker? Why did she give me cigarettes in the first place? A white cat appeared from behind my chair and started rubbing up against my leg. It walked semi-circles around my calves, filling me with pleasant tingles. 
“What’s its name?” I asked, trying to break the silence. 
“It doesn’t have one. It doesn’t seem right to name animals.”
“How do you get its attention?”
“I just have to think about her and she comes. Cats are good like that.”
Once more we fell into silence. The faint purr of the nameless cat tickled my ears.
“You probably have a lot of questions,” she finally said, filling me with something resembling hope.
“That would be an understatement,” I replied in an understated way.
“Well, ask away. I’ll be as open as I can be.”
I didn’t know where to start. I almost wished for the silence to return. The questions were churning around inside me but I was afraid to ask them. I wasn’t sure if I wanted the answers. “Why are you so nervous?” I eventually asked.
“I’m sorry,” she said, rubbing her thighs until smoke wafted from beneath her palms. “You have to understand… in many ways, my life has led up to this moment. Do you remember that episode of Road Runner where the coyote actually manages to catch it?”
I knew it well but shook my head anyway, not wanting to seem like the nerd I was.
“Well,” she continued, “the coyote has dedicated his life to one goal: capturing the roadrunner. When he finally achieves this, he doesn’t know what to do. All he can identify with is the chase. Well… I now feel as if the chase is over. I’ve found you.”
The frenetic thigh rubbing had sparked a little fire on Fiona’s skirt. She excused herself and left the room. The nameless cat dug its claws into my leg and began a painful ascent toward my lap where it curled into a soft ball. I motioned to stroke it but was met with a hiss. I let it be. Fiona returned with doused singe marks and a tray of biscuits. 
“What do you want from me?” I asked.
“I want to help you. I want you to realise your full potential.”
I didn’t have it in me to respond and instead sucked down cigarette after cigarette. The ash snowed down on the sleeping cat. Somebody had to make a move and historically speaking, it wasn’t going to be me. Moments earlier Fiona had mentioned her cat would come simply by thinking about her. With this in mind, I threw sexually desirous thoughts at Fiona… pummeling her with a storm of indecency, hoping she’d hear and respond.
“Take off your clothes, Bruce.”
The request blindsided me. Although probably just a coincidence, I couldn’t help thinking that my mental desperation had worked. My lips released the cigarette, which fell on the cat, setting it on fire and burning it from its slumber. It extinguished the flames with a diligent tongue and swallowed the butt. What a good kitty, I thought. When I stood up, the cat flopped to the ground, landing on its back and writhing like a capsized turtle. I kicked my shoes off, sending them careening through the nearest wall, which coughed up plaster dust upon impact. I maneuvered out of my shirt, catching my face on the neck-hole and nearly breaking my nose. Fiona helped me with the pants. She knelt before me in a fellatio position and worked them down. When they were at my ankles, I tried stepping out of them but only succeeded in tripping backward and hitting my head on an empty aquarium. The dead, dried fish lining the bottom fluttered out around me. I scooped glass and dead fish dust from my bleeding eyes as Fiona tugged my pants away. Clearly assuming I no longer had what it took to complete the task myself, she removed my underpants for me too. Holding them in a disgusted finger pinch, she hurled them out the window, where it blinded a passing paperboy and sent him into the path of a garbage truck that smeared him across the road. 
Despite the calamity, I still managed to sport a healthy erection, which seemed to follow Fiona’s movements like the eyes of a haunted portrait. This was it. I could feel it in the marrow of my bones. I was going to have sex with a real woman. The self pity from endless hours spent masturbating to progressively more deranged internet pornography evaporated. I now looked upon it as rehearsal – as training. Fiona wasn’t taking her clothes off, but that was okay. She could keep the skirt on if she wanted. The lack of visual penetrative stimuli would probably help me hold out longer. This was potentially the last time I would ever have sex and I didn’t want it to end with premature pubescent disappointment. 
Fiona left the room. Perhaps to change into something kinky, I thought. It took all my willpower not to grab my cock right there and tug away. When she returned, she was holding a length of clear plastic tubing. She flashed me a smile – much bigger than usual – and twirled the tubing above her head. That wilting vulnerability she had possessed upon entering her home was no longer present. Had it been some strange act?
“Do you trust me?” she asked.
“Yes,” I lied.
“Do you want me to help you reach your full potential?”
I nodded.
“Will you let me do to you as I wish?”
I nodded again, my cock in danger of throbbing its way to involuntary orgasm.
“Get on all fours, baby.”
I did as I was told, lost in the moment, enslaved to Fiona’s whim. She ran her fingernails over my back, sending shudders through every zone in my body. Use me, I thought. I’m yours.
“You’re an amazing vessel, Bruce,” she said as the tubing was worked into my arse. My lips quivered. My cock barked. I could feel the tubing slide deeper and deeper inside me. Her fingernails still scraped gently across my back in new formations with each passing.
“I want a cigarette,” she said. “Get one for yourself too.”
I scrambled for my pants and plucked two cigarettes from the packet, lighting them both and passing one behind me. I sucked on it just like I wanted her to suck on me. 
“Remember, Bruce – I’m only doing this because of how special you are.”
I glanced behind me and watched as she inhaled half the cigarette in one erotic puff. Her eyes glazed in ecstasy as she held the dirty smoke in her lungs. In one hand she picked up the tubing and held it to her mouth. She threw me a wink (which I dropped) and blew the toxic smoke into the tubing where it made a brief journey deep into my bowel. She repeated the process until the cigarette was nothing more than a burning filter. 
“Why?” I asked.
“If you don’t feed them, Bruce, how do you expect them to grow?” She held her ear to the pipe end and listened. A grin spread across her face. “They’re happy, Bruce. They’re purring. They’re purring.”
I fell silent. Fiona was right. I could hear the purrs like rapid little drums, but more than anything, I could feel it. The tumour cluster buzzed and pulsed. They were absorbing the poisonous smoke like starving animals. I handed her another lit cigarette, which she fed to my disease, gorging them like ticks. 
“I want to fuck you,” I slurred.
“We can’t, Bruce. Please… feel free to pleasure yourself. Enjoy this moment. You deserve it.’
I had fallen too far into animalistic desire to feel disappointed. I clutched myself hard and stroked without restraint. I didn’t just cum… I exploded – thick seminal molasses shot in an unbroken jet and kissed Fiona’s carpet. I collapsed with the intensity of the release. Fiona whipped out the tube. I could still feel the tumours buzzing and growing. 

I swam back toward consciousness with Fiona stroking my head, which was cradled in her lap. I wondered if it had been a dream and came close to asking until I saw the shit-streaked tubing coiled lifelessly on the carpet beside us. 
“How do you feel?” she asked.
“I don’t think I do at the moment.”
“That’s okay. The only thing I want you to feel is how important you are. The only thing I want you to understand is the perfection of your disease.”
“You want me to embrace my death.”
“Well that’s a glass half-empty way of looking at it,” she scoffed. “Yes, my dear Bruce… you are, without any shadow of doubt, going to die. Most people in your position just give up and fade away. You have the chance to make a real mark on this world. Let your death bring something positive.”
“Will we ever get to fuck?” I asked.
She shook her head slowly. “No, dear. I’m afraid that won’t be possible.”
I channeled my inner three year old and threw a drowsy tantrum that probably looked more like an enthusiastic yawn. It wasn’t fair. Nothing was fair. “Why not?” I sobbed.
“I’m not built for it. I don’t have the required biological equipment.”
I tried to read her eyes, hoping it was a joke. They weren’t laughing. “Are you a guy?” I asked while my sexuality deflated.
“No… I don’t have a penis. In most ways I am female. I simply lack genitalia.”
“You got nothing?” 
“Just a smooth, androgynous hump.”
I rolled out of Fiona’s lap and crawled toward my pants. My face was trapped in a pout and my eyes were sticky with tear glue. “This is bullshit! I really thought you were going to fuck me.”
“You’re acting like a baby, Bruce. You’re focusing on the most unimportant things.”
I jacked my jeans up, determined not to look at her. I slammed half a dozen cigarettes in my mouth and set them alight. The influx of smoke was so voluminous that smoke began drifting from my ears. It relaxed me. With each inhalation I felt myself calming, becoming more pliant. There was something devious about these cigarettes. Something that went beyond the standard cocktail of poisons one would hope to find. I couldn’t escape the feeling that Fiona had done something untoward to them. I tried taking a step back from myself, but stopped when vertigo hit. Why was I going along with this? I only met this woman a few days ago. Why was I content to stand with my cock out in a room full of strangers when I didn’t even like seeing myself naked? Why was I letting this, undeniably insane, woman blow smoke up my arse? I inhaled again, knowing I was letting myself fall prey to her. It felt like my resolve was a crumbling wall. She was drugging me. I knew it. She existed only to speed my death. She didn’t care about me. She only cared about my disease. I hated her. I turned to face her. I walked with purpose toward the arse tube and plucked it up. I held it out to her. She didn’t move.
“Go on! Take it!” I yelled. “Feed them. You want them so fucking bad, you can have them. You want the perfect disease? Then make it happen.” I dropped my jeans back down and spread my arse. “Go on! Feed those hungry fuckers. I only exist to grow them. I know that now. Make my life mean something.” I whipped her with the tube. “Go on! Stick that fucking tube up me.”
Finally, she snatched the tubing. Her somber expression was replaced with a smile. “You’ve made the right choice. I want to help them be all they can be. I just need your utter obedience.”
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Fiona was quick to capitalise on my acquiescence. Clearly she sensed my indecisive nature and proceeded before procrastination had a chance to settle in. She informed me that she wanted to meet with any people I may be living with because, in her words, they required ‘briefing’. As little as a week ago, this would have been unnecessary, but it now seemed I had my own makeshift family. Fiona made arrangements to meet us all the next morning and she was quite vocal about ensuring everyone attended. 
I prepared an area in the lounge room with chairs and mild refreshments. I even went so far as filling a vase with posies, which I placed on the coffee table as a centrepiece. I was filled with Christmas morning levels of excitement and I wanted to do everything right. I had never been the subject of a meeting before and it made me feel great. I had no idea what I was getting myself into. The journey thus far had been a deeply strange one. The heart that beat at the centre of all this interest was a disease that was destroying me and intellectually I knew that my participation was misguided. But given the position I was in, I just wanted to feel happiness. I had been shown something that resembled joy and I was prepared to take it. 
I assembled the Stotsons, Arthur, Belinda and her mother into the lounge room. Each had an allocated chair with their names misspelled on them and I insisted, for reasons I couldn’t explain, that they all sit in their appropriate location. Belinda bounded for her chair and bounced upon it excitedly, clearly feeling the rush. The others tagged along, not with enthusiasm, but without resistance. Arthur lagged behind preparing a cup of Earl Grey. Fiona was due to arrive at 9:00am and, given my experience up until now, I expected her to be bang on time. 
“Hurry up, Arthur,” I said. “She’s going to be here any minute.”
“Don’t be desperate,” he replied. “A good cup of Earl must be crooned to before it releases its divine flavour.” 
I stood behind him, tapping my feet and sucking on a cigarette, trying my best to smoke him out of the kitchen. 
“You won’t get anywhere rushing me, lad. Just show some decency and allow me my humble fancy”. 
With the teacup held below his mouth, he quietly sang songs into his Earl Grey. I strained to make out the words and thought I heard something about break dancing. He brought the cup down and allowed the steamy curls of aroma to reach him. He exhaled deeply, made eye contact and said, “Okay… I am now ready”.
With an impatient hand pressed against the small of Arthur’s back, I guided him toward the meeting area. 
“Were you a child, I’d find this endearing,” he mocked. 
As he took his seat, his joints sounded off like fire crackers. We all partook in a communal wince.
“You try spending 30 years hunched over in a ceiling and see how your joints feel,” he said. “Standing is only achieved with ease if one is accustomed to standing.”
 None of us dared respond. Instead I glanced at my Captain Planet watch, whose muscular arms, steadfast and true, told me the time. The second his jutted finger clicked over to 9:00am, Fiona burst through the door. The jolt of this gave us all a start. I stood to commence introductions but caught my belt on the arm of my chair and fell back down. Fiona gave me a dismissive wave so I just reached for a cigarette.
“Introductions won’t be necessary,” she said. “We will be meeting regularly and grow to know each other quite well.”
Fiona’s demeanor bled a dynamic dominance that entranced everyone immediately. She could have held a gun to their heads and they would have beamed smiles in response. 
“At this stage,” she began, “who you are is insignificant. Who I am is of more import because I am going to be overseeing your actions until the conclusion of this project comes to pass.”
She circled us, completely ignoring the chair I’d prepared for her, which annoyed me, but not enough to vocalise it.
“As you are all aware, Bruce is in possession of cancer. What I’m quite sure you’re not aware of is the highly specialised nature of his cancer. Bruce has, what we call, ‘perfect cancer’. As I speak, tumours are growing within him that defy anything we’ve seen before. They are, without a shadow of a doubt, the best example of a disease we’ve seen.”
“So we’re here to help you make Bruce better?” asked Rhonda with palpable confusion.
“In a sense, yes…” she replied. “But probably not in the way you think. Our goal is not to rid Bruce of cancer. Our goal is to make Bruce the perfect vessel for the cancer. We have a rare opportunity here.”
My excitement was beginning to wear off. I no longer wished to be the centre of attention. My neck retreated into my sternum. What Fiona was saying struck me as ludicrous when said amongst a group. In the one-on-one space, without the judgment of others, it was easy to get swept away. The look of horror that painted their faces spoke volumes. This horror was punctuated by Arthur’s monocle, which slipped from its socket and landed with a splash in his tea. Fiona was prepared for this. 
“Your collective reaction to this news is perfectly consistent with that of the general populace. We are taught to fear disease and respond combatively toward it. I will take this opportunity to stress to each of you that if Bruce had the slightest hope of surviving, we would not proceed with this course of action. This is a marriage of special circumstance and, it should be noted, one Bruce has agreed to.
“Is this true, Bruce?” asked Vince.
I coughed up cigarette smoke while giving quick nods, refusing to make eye contact with anyone. 
“I want to stress,” continued Fiona, “that your cooperation isn’t mandatory, but, should you choose to help, it will be handsomely rewarded. Those unprepared to help change the world must leave now. Your presence will be most destructive and detrimental to the outcome.”
In the ensuing silence, I waited for those around me lift from their chairs and leave. Surely no one would partake in what was essentially assisted suicide. But no one budged. Although the silence continued, they remained firmly seated and altering their gaze from Fiona to me. 
“Would you like us to help you, Bruce?” asked Belinda’s mother.
I stared at Belinda’s mother and then at Fiona, catching her right in the eyes. The intensity was staggering. Her eyes were firmly informing me that should I sabotage this, I would regret it. I thought about the care Fiona had promised to give my mother. It was the closest thing I had to assurance that she’d be okay after I was gone. I stared back at Belinda’s mother and nodded. 
Arthur was the first to climb aboard. He stood up straight, serenading us with more cracking joints in the process. “I’m in!” he yelled. “I’m happy to help you out, dear Bruce.” 
“Fantastic,” said Fiona, directing her gaze to the other, as yet undecided, members of the party.
“It’s okay,” I said. “You guys don’t have to. It’s a pretty weird request.”
Upon saying this, Fiona fetched a lipstick tube from her handbag and pelted it at my face. It left a grisly streak of Cherry Jubilee across my forehead. 
“What Bruce means to say,” said Fiona. “is that each of you are a vital component to the overall foundation of this project. We would love for you to contribute and reap both the emotional and financial rewards befitting the effort.”
Conversing with their eyes, Vince, Rhonda and Belinda’s mother considered what was being asked of them. I was still considering what was being asked of me and I didn’t know what to make of it. The cigarettes I was smoking made it hard to see reason. The smoke was a suggestible fog filling my body; retarding my reason. Fiona had waved sex before me like a cracker and then she snatched it away, yet I was still here; still a part of this strange circus. The truth is, sex was only important in that it validated me. I didn’t need it, nor did I necessarily want it. What I needed was someone to trust me with their body – someone to entrust with my own. But I had something else now: I had the tumours. They trusted me. Nothing had ever trusted me more and I felt I needed to reward them for that trust. In so doing, I would help my mother. Whether I followed Fiona or not, I wasn’t going to survive this. One way or another, my mother would be left alone. It was now up to me to decide how I was going to leave her. 
I was being offered the chance to finally be something. And while it was hard to know exactly what that ‘something’ was, I did know that the reaction my tumours had garnered from those enthusiasts was real. To them, I was that elusive ‘something’ we all try to be. It would be nice if we could always chose the areas in which we desired to excel, but sometimes they choose us. As I neared the home stretch of my life, I was being given the opportunity to do so in a meaningful way. 
The makeshift family that had gravitated toward my home seemed significant. The presence of these people suggested intention. Maybe they were here to help me. No matter how cold or unpleasant Fiona appeared, I couldn’t fault her passion and commitment. That anyone would give up so much of their time for someone like me struck me as profound. I was as unreliable as mobile phone reception… I needed a support network around me to keep me from veering. This really was my chance to finally be interesting.
I stood up with conviction. “I would love for you to help me achieve the perfect disease,” I said.
Fiona approached me and placed a hand on my shoulder. I assume to her this was meant to exude support, but to me it felt like entrapment. My mind kept telling me to smoke the cigarettes, You’ll feel better, so that’s what I did. And the harder I sucked on the cigarettes, the better I began to feel. 
Vince, Rhonda and Belinda’s mother rose from their seats to match Fiona, Arthur and myself. Belinda remained seated, wearing a goofy grin and lost in the kind of daydreams only permitted to children. Everyone else encircled me and announced their intention to lift me from the ground as a means of celebration. Maybe they didn’t approach me from the right angle, or perhaps their hearts simply weren’t committed to the task, because I’ve never witnessed a more awkward attempt at anything in my life. Arthur, refusing to put down his cup of tea, scooped an arm between my legs. Rhonda bear hugged my waist. Fiona pushed her hands hard into my chest and Vince placed his hands below my chin. Without a countdown to align their efforts, they all began lifting, pushing and hugging at different times. I felt my body being pulled in every direction at once. I yelped, while my would-be lifters muttered exacerbated swears. Then, in a ball of inept humanity, we slowly fell to the ground. Rigid, uncoordinated limbs engulfed me as our combined bodies, entwined beyond reason, sat in the middle of my lounge room. We remained in this position for some time. We all agreed never to mention the incident again. 

With everyone on board to play Fiona’s game, it was now time to learn the rules and discover our individual roles. 
Fiona’s role was as supervisor and cigarette provider. The household was allocated two cartons a day which, as long as I had as many as I needed, could be distributed amongst the others. Each day she was to visit at 8am and 6pm. The 8am visit would be a one on one session with me where she would assess my progress and ensure I was adhering to an exercise regime which she had carefully developed. The 6pm visit was for the others. She would discuss strategies and troubleshoot potential issues and, most importantly, I was forbidden to attend. 
Rhonda had been given the role of nurse. She would tend to the myriad problems that would surely develop and make sure I was kept clean and, as much as possible, comfortable. She also insisted on keeping the apartment clean, which Fiona agreed to.
Vince was named house chef and restraint implementation coordinator. His job was to cook all meals required by the others. But, most importantly, he had to maintain a vigil over me and if at any point I tried to escape or hurt myself, he was required to restrain me until Fiona arrived. Vince’s role intimidated me the most, but he seemed to take on the responsibility happily. 
As Belinda’s mother was adamant about being dead, no official role was given to her. It was just asked that she stay out of the way and make herself available wherever possible. 
Belinda was given a role befitting her ‘child’ status and was named ‘Games Consultant’. It was her responsibility to keep me occupied and entertained. She was given a Nintendo Entertainment System with a copy of Kid Icarus to aide her efforts.
Arthur’s role was slightly ambiguous. He was the Musical Director and was responsible for providing us all with regular music performances. He was given a penny whistle along with a book on advanced penny whistle technique and instructed to start practicing immediately. 
My role was both the simplest and most complex. I simply had to obey everyone else and forget what autonomy was. My 13 years at The Nipple Blamers ensured that autonomy was a foreign notion to me. It was unlikely I’d start craving my own agency any time soon. That aside, I wasn’t looking forward to my continued degradation. Growing the perfect disease struck me as particularly tiring. In many ways, it was more about the tumours sustaining me in order to reach maturity than anything else.
The most problematic aspect of my role in this episode was a contract I had to sign promising I would make no attempt to contact my mother. Failing to abide by this contractual requirement would render it null and void and all care promised would be withdrawn. My life expectancy was estimated at two months, which if reached, would be the longest amount of time I’d gone without seeing my mother. I had to trust that the provided care was adequate or risk losing it completely. It was an uncomfortable notion that I had to suck down cigarette after cigarette to forget. The rationale behind what, at first, struck me as a cruel contractual condition actually concerned safety. Fiona handed me a brochure entitled DON’T KILL YOUR LOVED ONES that outlined several case studies wherein family members of those going through a similar experience to me were rendered unwell and, in some cases, even died as a result of emotional exposure to the diseased. Being that my mother was already in, what was termed, a ‘volatile’ condition, it was possible that exposure to my degradation would be extremely dangerous to her health. So, as hard as it was, I agreed not to contact my mother in any way and, quite worryingly, placed her in the care of Fiona.
We were all set and enthused to begin. Over many hours we developed a group handshake that we promised to start and end each day with as a means of bolstering unity. Arthur sought space back in the ceiling to practice playing his penny whistle. For the next several hours we were destined to hear a mistake-ridden rendition of Scott Joplin’s Maple Leaf Rag. Rhonda was already hard at work preparing my bedroom with a palliative aesthetic designed to keep me comfortable. Vince was cooking a vast hyena meat goulash for supper. Meanwhile, Belinda was wrestling with my television, trying to connect the Nintendo. All the while, Belinda’s mother stayed in the background like the ghost I was starting to believe she was.
All my trepidation and anxiety aside, it was bound to be rather interesting. 







INTERMISSION








I’m not sure if I found it difficult to spend my youth looking after my mother. In all honesty, I never really thought about it. It was simply something I did. I’d work at the University until 3pm Monday to Thursday and spend my time outside of that making her as comfortable as I possibly could. It’s interesting… I spent so much time with my mother, but I never really knew that much about her. The nature of my close proximity didn’t make learning about who she was very easy. She was her illness, and all that mattered was whatever her illness dictated. There never seemed like a good moment to probe into the other and learn anything substantial.
Like most people, my teenage years were confusing. I was constantly fighting my encroaching puberty. The changes that began to occur terrified me, and not having anyone to talk to about it, I turned each new pubescent evolution into something deeply sinister. Whenever hair would sprout from anywhere other than my head, I’d burn it off with sunlight and a magnifying glass. I reasoned that pimples were nasty insect bites and made it my goal to capture and kill the insects responsible. I’d conduct military raids on my garden with homemade weaponry in tow, always ready to thwart the non-existent pimple bug. I counteracted my breaking voice by sucking on canisters of helium which I’d steal from the University’s school of science. Rather than seek re-assuring words from my mother, I actively kept my puberty away from her. Given how thoroughly it ravaged my body, I couldn’t bear the thought of inflicting it upon her.
I was trapped inside a body that had started to respond sexually to various ambiguous stimuli, yet I had no real understanding about what sex was. Thanks to the local civic society, this was about to change. When I was fifteen, the civic society offered sex education to everyone in my age group. At the behest of my mother, I attended. Only rather than calling it ‘sex education’, they termed it ‘shame management’. A man whose face was completely obscured by his moustache was brought in from an external shame advocacy group in order to impart his ideology on all of us awkward teens.
There were about forty of us teenage boys (the girls received a different lesson), sitting cross-legged on the youth centre’s gymnasium floor. A mannequin was wheeled out by a man in full chimney sweep regalia. The genital region of the mannequin was obscured by a skull and cross bones. We were then each handed what was called a ‘modesty patch’ that also bore the skull and cross bones image and asked to place it over our own genital region. 
For the next 19 hours, we were made to sit through videos of men watching women give birth and listen to doctor impersonators reel off lists of sexual diseases. When we arrived at the topic of our own bodies, the mustachioed man broke down in tears. He informed us that he once succumbed to the temptation of self-pleasure before lowering his trousers and showing us the purported result. Where one would expect to find genitalia, he possessed a rutabaga. He claimed this fate had befallen him because he didn’t understand the importance of shame. Not wanting our wangs to become rutabagas, we were quite keen on heeding his advice. For quite a while afterward, whenever I believed I was under attack by feelings of desire, I had to listen to Rembetika music, which usually killed the desire very quickly. 
I never informed my mother about the contents of this class. In my mind, I now understood what sex was and how to fight it. I didn’t have to bother her with it. My sexual knowledge, as far as I understood it, was complete.

Very occasionally, my mother liked to wet her whistle and feel the sweet fuzz of intoxication. I’d hold a cup with a long straw toward her mouth and watch as her demeanor slowly changed in response to the alcohol.
During one of these rare binges, shortly before my 16th birthday, my mother inadvertently let slip an anecdote that I never forgot. Feeling the effects of gravy wine, she apologised to me for contributing to my weaknesses. Apparently the sexual encounter that resulted in my conception was a deeply unsatisfying one. My mother and father had slipped into that robotically scheduled sex life that so many married couples fall victim to. Each Thursday night they would enter into a few minutes of sexual contact out of a sense of marital obligation. The drab mechanics of my father’s biology would ensure just enough blood flow to achieve the rigidity required to successfully insert himself into my mother. My mother, devoid of desire, would accept my father into her passionless body and wait until he left. Rather than swimming, I imagined my father’s sperm fast asleep as they were mechanically ejaculated from his body, floating like dead fish in the seminal fluid. I imagined my mother’s egg completely unprepared for possible insemination. The egg was busy minding its own business and BAM! a sleeping sperm collided with it. I was the result of lifeless sex. My mother told me this. The tears accompanying this admittance were enough to convince me of the reality. I was once the sleeping sperm who violated the egg. With a start like this, did I really have any hope?
I couldn’t look at people the same way after that. In my eyes, people were a manifestation of the events surrounding their conception. I looked upon bright, dynamic individuals as the result of spontaneous, passionate lovemaking. I looked upon those we’d call ‘the damned’ as a bad fuck gone too far. This revelation imbued me with something akin to freedom, only the freedom was more of an excuse… an excuse not to try. 
I don’t think my mother ever remembered telling me this. I’m sure if she did it would horrify her. And I don’t blame her for telling me either. How can you blame someone who tells the truth?

The events that shaped me all swim about in a pond called experience. They coexist in this stagnant pond showing great reluctance to leave. These events form a web too intricate to understand or tame. All I am and all I’ll be have its roots in this web and each new development is enslaved to past developments. That is to say, we’re trapped within ourselves. That is to say, I don’t actually respond to the world around me… my past does. 







PART TWO








1.
I sat at my dining table with Vince, Rhonda, Arthur, Belinda and her dead mother playing canasta. We had a deck of cards, but none of us had any idea how to play it. Canasta was just a game I remember hearing reference to in some movie I’d recently seen starring that man who looks and sounds like stairs. We were passing cards to each other in an aimless fashion, glancing at them briefly and passing them to someone else. Occasionally one of us would announce they were the winner and the rest of us would give them a polite clap. Vince took frequent delight in accusing Arthur of cheating, which almost started a fight until Rhonda reminded them that it was impossible to cheat on a game nobody understood. 
I stared at the card in my hand – 11 of napkins – and announced myself the winner. 
“Looks like your luck is starting to turn around,” said Vince.
“It had to happen sooner or later,” I replied.
“I hate being dead,” said Belinda’s mother.
“I wish I had a lizard,” said Belinda.
Belinda loved watching us interact with each other. She felt like our collective child, which was a nice feeling. Each night she’d help Vince cook us all wedding cake soup and occasionally she’d play Kid Icarus on Nintendo with me. Her mother wouldn’t stop moping about how dead she was, but even this was becoming endearing. We decided to completely tear down the wall that used to separate me from the Stotsons, giving us one large apartment. We all moved around freely and shared our possessions without restraint. We each had something to add to the overall foundation of the household and Fiona’s project. As a unit, we were honed and calibrated. 
I withdrew a cigarette from the collective packet on the table. My obsession with smoking had spread to the others with gusto. The others followed my lead and withdrew cigarettes of their own. Whatever suggestive narcotic Fiona had laced these with (she admitted they were laced but wouldn’t say with what), made us feel so damn cozy. We tapped our cigarettes together in the interest of camaraderie before inhaling. A thick cloud of smoke wafted overhead and together we contributed to a puddle of phlegm, courtesy of our hacking coughs. 
“Is Fiona taking more electroencephalographic readings today?” asked Rhonda.
“Not today,” I replied, "I need a little while to recover from last night’s recording session. That microphone had a fat head and she really had to force it up there.”
Fiona had made several magnetic tape bowel recordings, which she was selling to members of her group. It was unusual listening to my tumours for the first time. They made a warbling sound, which Fiona swore was rudimentary communication. She had an array of microphones, each with different dynamic ranges, which she used. Last night she was interested in the lower frequencies and had to use a large mic. She virtually had to hammer it home like a tent peg. 
“Will we get a copy of the recording?” asked Vince. “They’re such intriguing things. Rhonda and I frequently make love to your last one.”
“You don’t say!” replied Arthur. “You two insist on intercourse at the highest decibel level imaginable. I could remove my ears and still find you deafening.”
“Just because you haven’t been laid since the start of the industrial revolution…” quipped Vince.
“Always at each other’s throats,” muttered Rhonda with an exaggerated roll of her eyes. “You know you’re welcome to join us at any time, Arthur.”
Those two were always asking the rest of us to participate in their sado-masochistic play. I, personally, wasn’t keen. I wanted Fiona and if I couldn’t have her, I was happy to masturbate. Belinda’s mother, however, occasionally took them up on the offer.
We had developed into quite an interesting family. I loved each and every one of them. They never said it directly and it was difficult for me to admit, but I got the feeling they all looked up to me. When I spoke, they’d fall silent and hang on my every word like monkey bars, no matter how banal they were. The change in my life since meeting Fiona had been extraordinary. For the first time, I actually felt important. My ability to grow tumours was unprecedented. Their ability to appreciate my ability to grow tumours was unexpected. The last month hadn’t always been fun, but the company I was lucky enough to keep made my lower moments more bearable. They all helped keep me on the track that Fiona expected of me.
Under Fiona’s watchful eye, I was taught to guide my tumours toward their own cognisance. True perfection would be reached when they weren’t merely malignant growths mindlessly in response to their diseased surrounds. They had to wake up. After the second week, Fiona became convinced this was starting to happen. Electroencephalographic readings suggested I was being communicated with on a psychic level. Although at that stage it couldn’t be proven this psychic phenomena was a direct attempt by the tumours to communicate with me, it seemed likely. If this was the case, there was no limit to what my tumours would be able to accomplish. It was even hypothesised that they may be capable of existing outside of their human host. There was something deeply satisfying about this thought. Almost as if they would be going back into the world that allowed them to form. At the same time, the thought of losing them was deeply troubling. I wasn’t prepared for it.   
A symbiosis between the tumours and I was definitely forming. They often purred and kicked around in my stomach, but that was easily explained as pure reaction to stimuli. It was the same way a leaf might turn to avoid the sun. But toward the end of the third week, I could hear muttering inside my head that struck me as a rudimentary form of language. I would talk to the tumours and the muttering would fill my brain in reply. Continued readings proved that I was experiencing intensifying levels of psychic activity. 

“How’s the diaper?” asked Rhonda as she ground out her cigarette on Vince’s arm.
I felt my backside – there was nothing squishy. “Think I’m good. Thanks.”
“Just let me know when you need a change, hon.”
At Fiona’s insistence, I had been wearing diapers for the last couple of weeks. The mess coming out of me was never pleasant and wildly unpredictable. Rhonda wouldn’t let me change my own diaper. She insisted upon performing this task and always did so without complaint. I must admit, it was nice to feel that regression to babyhood. She would wipe me clean, powder my arse and blow a playful raspberry on my stomach. The sound of the raspberries would make Belinda laugh and the infectious sound of Belinda’s laughter would make the rest of us laugh.
I excused myself and went to my room. Fiona had given me a list of daily exercises aimed at tumour enhancement. Bolstered by the results of the readings, she was convinced they could understand me, so many of the exercises were verbal. I had a mantra I was required to repeat 100 times each day.

I give you the strength to be all you can be.
Your success is my success.
I give my life so that yours may flourish.
You make me interesting.

This mantra was repeated passionately. I had to believe the words when I said them. I had to inhale deeply on a cigarette after each repetition. Fiona had taught me how to absorb most of the smoke into my body, which allowed my disease to process more of the nutrients. The second mantra was a little ambiguous to me:

I am your daddy.
I carried you.
Learn to forget me.
Run to mummy.

I massaged my stomach with firm fingers while saying this mantra. The tumours bucked and kicked against me. It was invigorating. If I concentrated enough, I could hear them, and not just out loud. I could hear them directly within my brain too – disembodied whispers muttering over each other. I couldn’t determine any recognisable language, but I could sense their tone. They were excited. I knew in my heart that this wasn’t pure response. My tumours were becoming all they were destined to be.
In my bedside drawer was a jar of radiation suppositories. This was also a gift from Fiona and I had to insert ten each day. My bowel sucked them up, and the tumours devoured them like ravenous animals. 
This regime took a lot out of me. Even at the height of health I wasn’t endowed with stamina so now, with the complete disintegration of my body, I was constantly fatigued. Fiona was accommodating when it came to my requirements and it wasn’t uncommon for her to perform her procedures whilst I slept. All I had to do was remind myself that this wasn’t about me, personally, it was about what I grew inside. 
I was making us both a lot of money by allowing Fiona to sell homemade merchandise dedicated to my tumours. She owned a website that boasted a network of over 700,000 illness enthusiasts all over the world. DVDs of my interior were made available and sold in the tens of thousands. Amongst this community, I was an idol. I received fan mail daily from men, women and children who pined to make contact before I died. Artistic representations of my tumours were common and a few of them were even fridge worthy. The managing editor of a magazine called ‘Oncophiliacs Monthly’ was in negotiations with Fiona to have me on their next cover. There were even whispers that an independent film based on my illness was in the pipelines. I was told that living long enough to see this film onscreen was unlikely. 
It was a lot to take in. I can honestly say that I loved the attention – thrived on it. No other period in my life had instilled me with such a sense of self-worth. I’d lived more in the last month than I ever did in the decades leading up to it. I was finally something.

The gentle knock on my bedroom door roused me from rest. I was lathered in pink sweat with a quail gnawing on my armpit. I brushed the quail to one side and, through a fit of coughing up what looked like mashed grapes, slurred, “Come in”. 
Belinda emerged through my door and tip toed toward me. “Is that a bird?” she asked, pointing at the quail.
I nodded with a smile.
“Can I keep it, Bruce? Pleeeeaaaasssee…”
I nodded again. “It’s all yours kiddo.”
She clapped her hands and scooped the quail up with delight.
“What are you going to do with it?”
She stroked her chin and glanced upward. Her hair performed a spindly dance that left it a frightful mess. “I know!” she yelled. “I’m going to teach it to swim.”
I chuckled and wheezed. “Sounds like a hell of a plan. Did you want me for something?”
She was already nursing the quail in her gentle arms when her eyes bulged in recollection. “Oh yeah! There’s a man here to see you. His name’s Jerry. I don’t know what to do about it. Fiona said you weren’t supposed to have any visitors, but everyone’s playing Kid Icarus and no one is paying attention.”
The name Jerry didn’t mean anything to me at first. I massaged my temples, trying to recollect if I knew a Jerry. The temple rubbing turned into a dumb slap. Jerry! From work! Shit… I hadn’t seen him since… the night at the bar. The night with… tent girl. I hadn’t thought about tent girl either… not since everything started. 
“Send him in,” I said.
Belinda skipped out, quail in hand, boundless excitement – the promise of life. I was nervous. The last time Jerry saw me, I was making an arse out of myself at the Tent Bar. Why was he here? In the past month, I hadn’t really interacted with anyone from my pre-Fiona life. 
A tooting sound came toward my room. Jerry slid by in a body stocking, wrapped in tinsel. “Brucey!” he screamed. “How ya bin, ya sick fuck?”
We both stared at my emaciated body and burst into laughter. 
“You seem chipper,” he said with delight. “What happened to the downer we all know and love?”
“I tell you, Jerry. This cancer is the best thing that’s ever happened to me. It turns out this is what I’m good at.”
He sat at my bedside and rubbed my leg in an unwelcome way. “I tell ya, Brucey… we’re all good at something. You’re lucky you found out what it was before you died.”
He held up his hand for a high five, which I tried to return, but succeeded only in falling out of the bed and hitting my head on the floor. While trying to help me up, Jerry stepped on my face and slipped backward, falling through the bedroom wall and bursting a pipe. Water gushed into the apartment. While nursing our recently acquired injuries, we rolled around laughing. 
Belinda came running back from the other room and saw us laughing on the ground and the water pouring down around us. “Think the pipe’s broken,” she said. 
“Blame Jerry!’ I yelled.
“Nah… blame Brucey’s face.”
We continued laughing.
“Well now I don’t know who or what to blame. Should we try and fix it?”
Jerry helped me to my feet and I fell to the bed. “I don’t know how to fix pipes,” I said. “Do either of you?”
They both shook their heads so hard that Belinda’s quail flew away. She went chasing after it, forgetting about the broken pipe. “Think I’ll just leave it,” I confided to Jerry.
“Yeah… fuck that! Plumbers are expensive and they steal all your underwear.”

We both sat on my bed, the apartment slowly filling with water, flotsam floating around our feet. We spent some time practicing our high fives – this time slowly and gently to avoid further carnage.
“Hell!” said Jerry. “I nearly forgot. I actually came here for a reason.”
It was strange to hear Jerry say this. Until those words left his mouth, I had forgotten he had ever arrived. In my mind he had always been there, in this room. My mind really was starting to slip.
“I came to take you out tonight. Ever since our last adventure, I’ve acquired a taste for partying with you. What do ya say? Feel like getting fucked up and hitting on some women?”
With my newfound confidence buzzing about inside me, I didn’t want to refuse. I knew exactly where I wanted to go. I was a little concerned though. Fiona had expressly forbidden me to leave the apartment without her. She claimed that in my condition I was liable to wander aimlessly into oblivion, never to be found again. But this was different… Jerry would be my guide and keep me safe. 
“Let’s go to the Tent Bar again,’ I said.
Jerry slapped his thigh. “You have balls man! Not too many jump at the chance to return to the scene of the crime, if you get my meaning.”
Whether I had balls or not didn’t interest me. I had my mind on one goal – talking to tent girl. I had to know what happened between us that night. I didn’t even know if she’d still be there or if she’d even recognise me. It didn’t matter. I had nothing to lose. 
The water continued its slow rise, displacing whatever it came into contact with. Dead insect husks floated to the surface and tickled my toes.
“Oh shit!” blurted Jerry, “I nearly forgot. I have a note from work they wanted me to give to you.”
I watched as Jerry jammed fingers down his throat and foraged around. He was mumbling spit-soaked words that meant nothing to me. Along with strings on internal slop, he retrieved the letter. It was warm and wet in my hands and tore as I unfolded it. It contained the unmistakable, almost Arabic looking, handwriting of my supervisor, Kerry:

Salutations, Bruce,

It has come to my attention that your illness (bowel cancer) has achieved an irreversible state. This news has hit me very personally as I once watched a movie about a man suffering from cancer. It was harrowing and I’d be lying if I said I appreciated the memories your condition has stirred within me. I’m more than willing to forgive the inconsiderate nature of your actions in the interest of harmony. It takes two to tango, after all.

As you know, your position was to remain intact, waiting for your eventual return to the workplace. The meerkats we had replace you are doing a marvelous job and performing their daily duties with a previously unthinkable efficiency. With your death imminent, we have decided to let you go. This has been a very difficult decision and once again, I’m rather upset that you forced me to make it. From what I understand, you were a dependable employee. I’m also led to believe that you refused numerous technology upgrades. We need go-getters, Bruce and your pathological desire to maintain the status quo doesn’t gel with our mission statement at The Nipple Blamers.

I hope this letter finds you in good spirits.

Warmest everything,
Kerry Cartwright-Mueller

The words dove into my consciousness and drowned. I couldn’t help but laugh with joy. My job – that horrible spectre of my previous life was now officially gone. I never had to go back. When I glanced at Jerry, it was no longer as a co-worker, but as a friend.
“What does the letter say?” asked Jerry.
“Open your mouth,” I demanded in reply. 
With his mouth wide open, I proceeded to jam the letter back down Jerry’s throat. “It’s nothing. Let it become shit. Swallow the fucker down.”
His face turned bright red as he momentarily choked on the paper before forcing it down his gullet. 
“When do we leave?” I asked.

I felt like a teenager sneaking out at night in order to experience mischief. I held Jerry’s hand and together we crept through the lounge room. Just as Belinda had said, everyone was hypnotised in front of the television playing Kid Icarus. Their eyes were unblinking squares of jelly as they focused on the 8-bit sprites. Belinda was busying herself with the quail. She had foraged a small tuxedo from her hair, which she was forcing on the little bird. With the exaggerated steps of a cartoon character sneaking up on its victim, we reached the door. After a brief game of rock, paper, scissors, played in order to ascertain who would be tasked with opening the door, Jerry turned the knob. A short time later we were out and ready to live it up. 
2.
Jerry had to carry me for most of our trek to the Tent Bar. My legs weren’t very reliable anymore. My energy levels were fluctuating to the point where one minute I’d feel like I could run a marathon, and the next, I’d be flailing around on the ground. The second time I fell over, Jerry scooped me up without warning and flung me over his shoulder. I didn’t fight it. It was like I was flying. Like I was a superhero – Cancer Man! We must have looked a little odd as we made our way up the crowded city footpath. We attracted more stares than a fisting demonstration. I felt amazing. I reached out my hands, attempting to solicit high fives. Nobody felt the desire to give me one. All that time I’d previously spent practicing with Jerry was starting to feel like a bit of a waste.
Jerry placed me down at the entrance. “You’re on your own from here, man.”
I gave him a goofy thumbs up before falling through the door. Jerry shook his head in disbelief, picked up my leg and dragged me toward the bar. Des’ree’s ‘Life’ seeped through the jukebox in slow motion. The neon lights cut through the dim murk in furry swathes. This was the tent bar I remembered.
From the sticky ground, the bar looked so high. A mountain I needed to ascend. My one hope was that the summit would reveal my precious tent girl. I could already picture her in my mind, waddling about behind the bar, trying to pour drinks; that awkward costume getting in the way. Jerry was already seated. His arse crept around the edges of the barstool. The sight elicited a giggle. I began my climb. Rigid hands clung to whatever was available. My body lifted ever so slightly. My inner audience applauded the achievement. I took a mental bow. I found Jerry’s leg and used it to gain leverage. I lifted a little more. I decided to take a break and smoked a celebratory cigarette. My tumours purred in appreciation. The packet was getting a little empty. This concerned me. I pushed it from my mind. It didn’t matter right now. This was all about getting off the ground and finding my tent girl. I spat the diminished cigarette from my mouth and continued to climb. My fingers clung to the edge of the bar. I was nearly there. I flexed every muscle and furrowed every brow in concentration and lifted. With the aid of flatulence, I found my footing. I was there. I was on my feet. Triumph coursed through me like electricity. The triumph evaporated like the confidence of a jilted prom date when I finally turned my attention behind the bar. She wasn’t there. I wanted to cry. 
“I tell ya, man. You were a sad sight down there, flailing about,” said Jerry.
“You could have helped me.”
“Nah,” he replied with a laugh. “What are you drinking?”
“Whatever you’re having.”
He held his tumbler of chunky pink liquid up for me to see. “I doubt you’d like it. It’s fermented bacon fat. An acquired taste.”
I snatched the tumbler from his hand and took a sip. The revolting slush clung to my throat, inviting vomit. My whole body cringed. “Perfect,” I said. “I’ll have one.”
“Whatever you say, man.”
He gestured toward the barman, then toward his tumbler and then toward me. The barman nodded and made his way over to something resembling a clothesline from which hung strips of vulgar bacon. He milked the bacon strips into an empty tumbler, which filled gradually with liquid ipecac.
It was placed in front of me with nonchalance. I gave a nod and shuddered a mouthful down, making strangled duck noises all the while.
“Do you remember that girl I was talking to last time we were here?” I asked Jerry.
“Which girl?”
“I scratched an itch she had. Ring any bells?”
“Vaguely, man… I think she took you into the backroom after your little ‘incident’”
 My eyed bulged. “That’s it! So I did go out back with her?”
“More like you were carried, ya drunk fuck.”
“What did we do while out back?”
He shotgunned the remaining bacon broth and wiped his lip. “I dunno, man. I figured you were taken care of, and if I remember correctly, I hooked up with a couple of midget chicks in a long trench coat.” 
“What do you mean?”
“They were pretending to be one person, man!” 
The chances of me gleaning anymore information from Jerry were unlikely. I needed to speak to her. I gestured toward a barman. He made his way slowly toward me.
“What’ll be?” he asked, clearly uninterested.
“Do I look familiar to you?”
“Nope.”
I resisted the urge to roll my eyes and pressed on. “Does a lady work here?”
“Yep. You after any lady in particular?”
The only reference point I had was someone dressed in a tent. Given everyone behind the bar was dressed the same, I doubted it would help.
“She had an itchy nose when I was here last time.”
“You mean Becky?”
“Maybe…” I replied. “Is Becky prone to getting an itchy nose?”
“You could say that. We all get itchy, but she’s the only one I’ve ever seen ask a customer to scratch her.”
“Do you know when she works next?” I asked with desperation that made my voice squeak.
He glanced at the fluorescent blue clock behind him. “She starts in just over an hour. Now are you ordering anything or what?”
I lifted my arms triumphantly like I’d just won a Winter Olympic curling event. The barman shook his head and walked away. 
“What are you so happy about?” asked Jerry.
“Looks like I found her.”
“Found who?”
I shot him a dismissive glance. “That tent girl I was telling you about. She starts her shift in an hour.”
Jerry chuckled. “Well you’ve got an hour. Build up some courage.”
He passed me another tumbler of bacon muck, which I choked down against anything resembling better judgment. I felt a tap on my shoulder.
It took me a good 20 minutes to turn myself around. When I did, a woman was staring at me. She looked… okay. Her teeth bore evidence of lifelong chain smoking. What looked to me like labia swung like bulldog cheeks beneath her micro mini skirt. The skin around her cleavage looked like an aged map, and the breasts themselves seeped through the arm holes of her singlet. 
“Hey, don’t I know you?” she asked. Her voice sounded like liposuction. 
“Umm… I don’t think so.”
With an exploratory finger excavating the innermost recesses of her nostril, the woman cocked her head and gave me a squint. She withdrew her finger and pointed toward the ceiling when recognition hit – a worm of blood drizzling from her nose. “I know! You’re the tumour guy!”
I was stunned. It was like how Casper Van Dien must feel – occasionally recognised. This woman suddenly appeared more attractive to me. Her labia retreated. The skin on her cleavage whitened (as did her teeth).
“Yes, that’s me,” I said with attempted suave, even twirling at a non-existent moustache. “Are you a fan?”
The woman placed a clammy hand on my shoulder and nodded. “I’ve got all the videos. You have fucking hot tumours.”
I could feel my cheeks burning with blush. “Thank you.”
“You have to dance with me. It would be such a trip.” 
I didn’t know what to do. I had never been asked to dance before. I had never danced before. Even at the height of health, it would be a problematic exercise. Right now, with my legs like they were, I had my doubts that standing up would be possible. 
“I don’t know. I’m having trouble standing,” I confided. 
“You won’t have to do a thing. I promise.”
Her eyes pleaded. Jerry nudged me and threw a revolting wink. Get in there, he mouthed. He followed this with pelvic thrusts and clenched fists. I looked back at the woman. An errant eyeball hair was swaying in the breeze kicked up by the ceiling fan. 
“Let’s dance!” I said. 
I tried to stand up, but couldn’t. I stretched my arms toward the woman for assistance. She leant into me and helped me up, then dragged me toward the centre of the dance floor by my armpits. Her arms wrapped around my body in a tight bear hug to the point where my feet lifted from the ground. I convulsed gently in her grip. Hazy Fantazy’s ‘Shiny’ came through the speakers.
"I love this song," the woman whispered before shaking my body around spasmodically. 
I could feel the displacement of everything inside my body as she intensified her frenzied shake. Flashes of environment bounced around in a blur and the smell wafting from the woman was profound. I burped a splash of vomit down her back, which she either ignored or failed to notice. The contents of my bowel were slowly being milked out into my diaper. For the briefest moment, I thought this would be the end. My body attained ever greater levels of flaccidity until I spilled through her arms like pancake batter. While on the ground, I could feel the vibration of other dancers massaging me through the floorboards. 
The woman knelt down beside me. “Are you alright? The song isn’t even over.”
“Would you mind dragging me to the bathroom?” I asked.
She shrugged her shoulders, picked up my leg and dragged me toward the gents. 
“Need help getting on the toilet?”
I nodded with as much dignity as I could muster. This was met with another shrug before her foot slammed open the toilet door. I was dragged across the urine-soaked floor, watching the dirty ceiling pass me by. Men – hundreds of them – stood at the urinal, noticed the female intruder, hurriedly tucked their weeping dicks into their trousers and made for the door. All of the cubicles were occupied by what sounded like anal orchestras. My insides were clenching and relaxing in rapid succession. 
“Just leave me here,” I said. “Someone will be out soon.”
“I’m not leaving you on the toilet floor. I’ll get you in one of those there bogs.”
The woman dropped my leg and approached a cubicle at random. She raised her foot to her mouth, gave it a kiss and kicked at the door. The occupant inside the cubicle moaned in fear as the door began to splinter and break away. When a sufficient amount of damage had been caused, she reached inside, plucked the poor ankle-panted man by the collar and threw him out. A fecal tail hung from his arse and broke away in mid-flight. 
I was then retrieved from the floor and dropped onto the un-flushed toilet. She pulled down my diaper before reaching over me and flushing the previous occupant’s waste away. The tumultuous whirl of the toilet water lapped at me, as did my feelings of shame. Before leaving me be, the woman sat herself on my lap, fished a handful of mobile phones from within her cleavage and snapped a photo of the two of us. 
“It was nice meeting you,” said the woman, tipping an invisible hat.

I pulled what was left of the toilet door closed and embraced the tenuous privacy it provided. With the coast clear, men started trickling back inside. We pretended not to notice each other. Instead, I focused my breathing, trying to infuse my body with calm. Strength was beginning to rush back to my legs, but I wasn’t in the mood to stand yet. I let whatever was inside me drip into the toilet bowl and shut my eyes. 
I blindly reached for a cigarette. I was running low and wondered if perhaps I should make them last. Running out wouldn’t be pleasant – especially when my particular brand of chemically enhanced cigarettes were only available via Fiona. Unsurprisingly, I capitulated to the cigarettes and had one wedged between my lips within seconds. My body gobbled on the smoke and my tumours purred. The purring grew louder and more intense, the sensation of which massaged me internally. My hips began to spasm and my stomach rattled. The purr evolved into a deep hum that filled the toilet bowl with pink light. I shut my eyes again – tighter. The hum began altering in pitch and mutating into attempted language. Then, from between my legs, an unmistakable word formed. “Thank you.” My eyes blinked open and remained that way. Holy shit! My tumours can talk. 
Fiona was going to be floored. I couldn’t wait to tell her. Strength flowed through my body. The desire to celebrate was strong. My confidence levels were soaring.
“Hey there buddies,” I whispered, trying to inspire more communication. I repeated these words a few more times, eventually eliciting a confused burp. This was a start. Fiona would train me to communicate better. I had glimpses of my tumours giving speeches and wooing women. Most of all, I had glimpses of the adulation I was bound to receive for growing such an advanced disease. 
“You in here, Brucey?”
Jerry’s voice interrupted my indulgent train of thought. I poked my head through the broken toilet door. “Jerry, over here,” I yelled, summoning with twinkling fingers.
“You okay, bud? You’ve been in here for a while.”
“I’m more than okay. I’m ecstatic! My tumours can fucking talk!”
Jerry folded his arms so tight his elbows popped off and cocked an eyebrow. ‘You don’t say, huh?”
“Don’t worry. I’ll convince you. I just need to get better at making them talk. Right now, though, I want to party.”
“That’s what I like to hear,” he said with an assured laugh. ‘Good timing too. It looks like your tent girl has arrived.”
I stood up straight, spat in my hands and slicked back my hair. “How do I look?”
“Pull up your strides and I’d introduce you to my mother,” he replied.
“My mother!” I yelled. “I haven’t seen her in weeks. Tomorrow I’m going to take her out for a day on the town.”
“That’s nice, man,” he said dismissively. “For now, though, there’s a lot of booze that needs drinking and pussy that needs fucking. You coming?”
I nodded and stepped forward, tripping on my dropped pants. Jerry laughed, helped me up and wriggled my pants up, jokingly telling my genitals to breathe in. 
The strength that now coursed through me was unparalleled. I didn’t walk as much as I skipped out of the men’s room. Bony M’s ‘Babylon’ thumped from the speakers and moved my body in something resembling rhythm. On my way to the bar I embraced random women and swayed against them like a sex matador. A few returned the sway, most pushed me away. My spirits couldn’t be dampened. 
And finally I saw her. My precious tent girl. She was huffing at the uncooperative hair that dangled in her eyes while trying to pour a drink. It floated up only to waft back down. She didn’t look happy. The tent she wore looked bigger this time, more constrictive. She knocked into bottles, glasses and other tent-trapped staff members. I spat a wad of pink-tinged slime into my hands and ran it through my hair, making sure I looked presentable. My mid-section humped at the air in time with the music. I moved toward her – imagined I could smell her over the combined scent of everyone else. Her line of sight speared me. Our heads cocked in unison as I allowed possible recognition to sink in. I moved closer until there could be no doubt in her mind that I was approaching. She tried to busy herself with customers and fumbled her way through a few orders. Glasses broke. Faces were cut. Alcohol soaked into the sticky carpet. I slowly mounted a barstool, squishing my hardening genitalia into the seat. She tried to avoid me, but I remained. Eventually she stood before me.
“Can I get you anything?”
I didn’t respond. All of my energy had been wasted on the approach. I sat like a dolt, feeling my confidence ooze out of me like sweat. 
“Can I get you anything?” she repeated.
I nodded.
“And what would you like?”
I rubbed at my eyes and filled with nervous wind. I pointed toward the man next to me.
She slowed down her speech, like she was talking to a developmentally challenged child. “You…want…what…he’s…having…?”
I nodded once more. I watched as tent girl reached toward a shelf full of bricks. She cautiously removed one and dropped it into a metallic machine that looked like a food processor. The machine chewed into the brick and howled mechanically before spitting out some dark, grainy liquid into a glass waiting below a spout. She sat the glass in front of me.
“One glass of liquid bricks. That’ll be $11.50.”
“Look,” I said, before my anxiety had a chance to prevent me. “Do you remember me?”
She glanced over her shoulder with caution.
“Of course I remember you,” she whispered. “You didn’t make yourself easy to forget.”
Now that I’d made contact, I wasn’t quite sure how to proceed. The woman who stood before me, the bar that stood around me, were relics of a prior, less interesting self. The person who tent girl had been introduced to was a deeply pathetic man. The new me was infinitely superior and I just knew that I could win her over. I just had to play it cool.
“Is there somewhere we could go to talk?” I asked. 
“No,” she replied. “I’m stuck here for the next five hours.”
This response stung. I wasn’t expecting it. In all my new found confidence I assumed this woman would jump at the chance to talk to me. I imagined her dropping whatever drink she was serving and bounding over the bar. But no… she still saw the old me.
She was no longer paying me attention. That honour had been given to a man further up the bar who looked like an underwear model. I really wanted to hurt him. She was laughing at whatever he had to say.
"Pay attention to me", I muttered. 
My eyes were glued to the two of them as they engaged in that sickening, mindless flirtation. I fumbled for my cigarette packet and nearly threw up in fear when I saw there were only two left. I popped one in my mouth, leaving the other shivering in isolation. I set it alight and sucked it down in two long drags. I churned my insides in that special way that enabled the silken smoke to absorb and assimilate. The tumours were moving around like fish scurrying for food. 
I kept staring at tent girl. She was still talking to that sexy fucker like I didn’t exist. Who was he? What I was growing inside me was far more beautiful than he’d ever be. She continued to laugh at whatever banal crap he was spewing. The movement of the tumours intensified in response to my jealousy. They were pushing against me, desperate to get out. 
You deserve better than this, they told me. 
My fists were balling and my eyes were welling with tears. 
“Talk to me!” I yelled.
No one listened. 
Don’t let them do this to you, said the tumour queen inside me. 
My eyes remained glued to tent girl. She was leaning forward and letting that handsome fuck scratch her nose. That was our thing. 
You’re too important, said the tumour queen.
I stood up, swiping empty shot glasses from the bar as I did. They smashed and popped on the ground. I was finally starting to get some attention. I pushed my way toward my goal, pushing anyone who dared obscure my path. I could hear people yelling but I didn’t care to make out the words. She was looking at me now, concern painting her eyes. The Fabio reject stood up and turned to face me. His arms slowly crossed, in what I assume was meant to be an act of intimidation. His lips curled into pure smarm. Someone like me wasn’t supposed to fuck with someone like him. I was causing a tear in the social pecking order. I kept advancing under the loving direction of my beautiful tumours.
“Tent girl!” I yelled, slamming my fist on the bar for emphasis. “I have a question and you are going to answer it.”
“What?” she stammered.
“The last time I was here, something happened between us. I need to know what.”
Her brow furrowed in a mixture of fear and frustration.
“Nothing happened. You were drunk. I dragged your arse out of the bar because you were pissing off the other customers.”
I shook my head.
“No… that’s not it. Something else happened. I kept getting these flashes the next day.”
“Leave her alone, pal,” said the underwear model. “Maybe you should leave before I throw you out.”
I turned to face him and watched his pupils breathe in and out. I met his gaze.
“Fuck you,” I replied.
I turned back to tent girl and pointed my finger.
“Did we fuck?” I asked bluntly. 
She fell silent for a while as my words sunk in. Her face scrunched in confusion and then broke into laughter.
“No! I did not fuck you! I would never fuck you. Besides, you’d shit yourself, you freak.”
Her reply broke my focus. I became aware of the rapt audience our confrontation had attracted. All eyes were boring into me. There was total silence. Even the jukebox had decided to shut up and watch.
“Don’t lie to me,” I stammered. 
Jerry’s hand fell on my shoulder, warm and firm.
“We should leave, dude,” he said. “This is getting sticky.” 
I shrugged his hand away and persisted with less confidence than ever.
“Don’t lie to me,” I repeated.
The expression on tent girl’s face turned sour. She tore at the tent that enclosed her, slowly revealing her body to the bar. It was stunning. The kind of body you only ever see in Photoshop.
“Look at me,” she said. “Do I look like I’m in your league? I would never lower myself to your level.”
The underwear model started to snicker with self-assurance. Faint laughter blossomed from the crowd of onlookers. The laughter grew in volume and fervor. It made me dizzy and assailed me from every direction. I reached for my last cigarette and sucked like a baby. 
Don’t let them treat you like this, said the tumour queen. You’re better than them.
“Fuck you!” I screamed. “I’m better than you people. I’m special. I’m not what you think I am.”
The underwear model took a step toward me and removed his shirt. He began to flex and grunt. 
“You’re absolutely nothing, pal,” he said with confidence.
The onlookers clapped in response. My stomach clenched like a thousand fists, knocking me to the ground. The tumours began to pound from the inside. They barked and moaned. I rolled onto my stomach and flailed my arms like I was drowning.
“Somebody call an ambulance,” came a voice from the crowd.
If you won’t do anything, we will, said the tumour queen. 
I winced in pain as my bowel inflated. A scream escaped my mouth and flew through the front window. People ducked to avoid the shards of glass. A tumour was leaving me. I tried to clench my arse but it pushed against the resistance. It shot out of me like a potato gun. People panicked and cowered beneath tables. The pain was gone.
I rolled onto my back, trying to snap my vision into focus. Tent girl was standing, mouth agape in shock and staring at the underwear model. He was standing upright, rocking back and forth very slightly. Jitters pulsed through his arms. Where his obnoxiously attractive face used to be was now a gory cavity. Blood and meat sloshed out in a sloppy soup. Moments later he slumped to the ground and the jukebox started again. 
“We really gotta go, man,” said Jerry. He grabbed my leg and dragged me toward the door.
3.
I was sitting on Jerry’s bed as Jerry paced in front of me. 
“This is fucking wild, man!” he said. “You have fucking super tumours or something.”
“I need a cigarette,” I said.
“Want me to go out and get you some?”
My body fell back in defeat. “It’s no use. I need the special cigarettes Fiona gives me.”
I studied the ceiling in Jerry’s bedroom. It was plastered with posters of naked men tattooed with naked women. One of the women tattooed to the arm of a burly sort looked like my mother before she got sick. I hadn’t seen my mother in a month. Fiona wouldn’t allow it. The money we were making would ensure her care was the best available. I was told that my constant micro care was robbing her of the independence everyone deserves. I was stifling her, enslaving her to utter dependency. I believed every word because it was true. I stopped viewing my mother as a mother a long time ago. Although I loved her more than I could ever love anything else, she only existed via her illness. I was her caregiver, her one salvation. Ever since my father was carried away by a falcon when I was nine, there was only me. The situation made me feel important. I empathised so thoroughly that I became her. She fell into a cycle of helplessness – a cycle I was only too happy to facilitate. 
“I miss my mother,” I confided to Jerry.
“I’m going to make you some soup, dude. Soup fixes everything… except for too much soup.”
As Jerry walked into the kitchen, I felt lonely. I fondled my empty cigarette packet, wishing it would replenish itself. I should have thought to bring more with me. The sound of breaking dishes wafted from the kitchen like a tendril, reminding me that I was still here. The tumours were growing hungry for nicotine and attention. I stroked my belly, willing them to be calm. They responded to my request, giving me the illusion of control. The tumours had killed a man. I was terrified and proud. They were clearly as powerful as I was told they were. I really was that special. My only regret was that I’d now lost one of them. When the tumour forced its way from my body, it was like a child running away from home. I missed him. I was always going to miss him. 

By the time Jerry had returned with soup, daylight was breaking through the windows.
“Sorry that took so long. I’ve never made soup before.”
He dragged a card table from the corner of his room and placed the soup before me. It had the consistency of mashed potato and was garnished with whole persimmons.
“What sort of soup is this?” I asked.
“It’s supposed to be tomato, but I didn’t have any of the ingredients.” 
He shovelled a heaped spoonful into his mouth and started to chew. His eyes watered into pink scabs and he let the muck fall from his mouth back into the bowl. It landed with a wet splat.
“Seriously, dude, don’t eat that fucking soup,” he warned. “It’s an affront to nature.” 
I was more than happy to heed his warning. It smelled like neglected cat litter. My desire for a cigarette was beating at my skull with increasing anger. I needed to get home and replenish my supplies. Then I had to see my mother. If I was smart about it, there was no reason Fiona would find out. And even if she suspected it, it was unlikely she would be able to prove it. Mum had to know her son was good at something. I wanted her to be proud of me before I died. I had never been able to give her the gift of pride. 
The sun was out in full force now. Jerry’s apartment didn’t look quite right in daylight. It had the grime you associate with noir back alleys and Tom Waits songs. The bed I was on smelled like what I imagined sex to smell like and empty liquor bottles slept on the carpet with blurry Z’s floating from their necks. What really hit me was the sense of loneliness. This wasn’t how I imagined Jerry to live. I had always envisioned a swinging bachelor pad circa 1963 with smooth jazz moving through egg-shaped speakers. 
Jerry was lost in thought with what looked like a tear beading on his eye. His legs were nervously shaking with unconscious abandon. My instinct was to look away and deny ever having seen it. He was tired and had yawned or maybe he had allergies, but he sure as fuck wasn’t crying… surely…  
“Are you okay?” I found myself asking.
Jerry looked at me and snapped out of his introspection. 
“I’m cool as love for a whore, dude,” he said. 
I didn’t know what to say. I gave a polite smile and nodded my head to music that didn’t exist. We remained still and watched the dust dance in the sunlight. 
“It’s just… you were talking about your mother…” continued Jerry.
“Yeah?”
“Well… you should go and fucking see her, man.”
His head collapsed into waiting hands and his whole body began to shake with the eruption of dormant tears. My head kept motioning to look away but I forced myself to look. I needed to see this. He wouldn’t let me see his face, perhaps out of fear or maybe due to shame. 
“What happened to your mother?” I asked.
He looked up. I could see how wet and swollen with pity his eyes had become. His mouth kept opening as if to speak, but nothing came out. I stood up and sat beside him and very gently, as if about to touch a snake, I placed my hand on his shoulder. His shoulder felt foreign and infused with dangerous electricity. I wanted to pull my hand away, but something inside wouldn’t allow this. 
“You can… umm… talk to me if you want,” I said.
As these words left my mouth, I wanted to snatch them back, but Jerry’s ear had already swallowed them. 
“Yeah… she died a bunch of years back,” he said eventually. “We didn’t really talk much.”
If emotional terrain could be imagined as a pirate map, the area Jerry and I were currently in would read ‘Here Be Monsters’. I was terrified, but I pressed on.
“How did she die?”
“She got trapped in a photograph.”
I scratched my head, clearly unprepared for this response 
“It was my fucking dad’s fault,” he continued. Permission to finally speak had been granted. “He got this stupid piece of shit camera from one of those roadside fruit stands you see when you’re driving in the middle of nowhere. It was this orange, plastic fucker. It looked like a toy. It took this film they don’t make any more and there was only one roll available for my dad to use. So he’s excited like some stupid fucking kid and he comes home with this thing. I remember him gathering us all up in the kitchen and he placed the camera smack in the middle of the table. I’m staring at it and thinking, who gives a shit? and my mother and sister are just as underwhelmed. Dad was always doing shit like this, though: picking up some worthless piece of crap and acting like he’d just found the holy fucking grail. He didn’t care that it was junk. He never did. He makes a big show of loading the film and bragging about the photos he was going to take of us. Me and sis weren’t letting him snap us with the stupid fucking thing so he ropes mum in on it. She never refused him, no matter how fucking stupid his ideas were. Later that night, he had her posing in the kitchen dressed as a dromedary camel. I was watching from the sidelines, pissed off at dad for roping mum in and pissed off at mum for letting dad do it to her. So he aims this piece of shit at her, tells her to smile and say ‘cheese’ and BANG! He takes the photo and she disappears! To fuck it up even more, he drops the camera in shock and it smashes on the ground. The film inside is damaged and he goes to every camera store in the fucking country to try and get it developed. It’s no good… she’s gone and we never see her again.”
Jerry grew silent again as I tried to process his story. 
“She was literally gone in a flash, dude,” he added.
“I don’t know what to say,” I admitted. “That’s really fucked up.” 
“Yeah… it is. And to make it worse, I never spoke to my mother. I was 16 and way too fucking cool for that sort of shit. I spent all my time getting drunk and stoned, avoiding my mother like she had a contagious disease. So, yeah,… go see your mother, dude. Shit… it’s just as important for her to be there at the end of your life as it is for you.”
I nodded in complete agreement. I removed my hand from Jerry’s shoulder and felt the residual warmth fade away. It was a melancholy sensation.
“There’s something else I should probably tell you, dude,” continued Jerry with an element of caution.
“What’s that?”
“It’s about that fucking tent girl you were banging on about…”
“Yes?”
“So… the two of you never did anything… there was no coital tango.”
I rubbed at my tired eyes, not sure if I wanted to keep listening.
“You didn’t even suck her tit, man,” he said.
“Then what the hell happened?”
“So you were acting like one rowdy fucker and you’d chucked all over the floor. You should’a seen it, man… you were driving people out of there like a bomb threat. So this tent chick starts dragging you into the kitchen, just to get you away from everyone. Then she tells me that if I don’t get your sorry arse outta there, she’s calling the cops… so that’s what I did.”
“But I thought you left with those midgets,” I replied in protest. 
“There were no fucking midgets, dude. Fuck… I wish there had’a been. The only person I left with that night was you. Let’s just say, I’ve done better.” 
I ran through the series of events in my mind, but the intoxication of that night only allowed the vaguest imprint to remain. One image that wouldn’t abate, no matter how much reason I tried to apply, was that of me sucking on the breast. That had to have happened.
“I don’t get it,” I said. “I’m sure I sucked a breast. I can even feel the residual nipple in my mouth.”
Jerry shuffled uncomfortably before standing up. He began pacing back and forward, stopping every so often to check the bottles littering his carpet for signs of remaining alcohol. After this proved unsuccessful, he stopped dead and directed his eyes right at mine. 
“Look, dude,” He lifted his shirt, “does this look familiar?”
I stared at his man breasts, paying attention to the thick curls of hair circling his nipples. 
“What are you saying?” I asked. 
“You sucked my tit, dude. You were one insistent fucker about it too. You kept going for me during the whole taxi ride home.”
“Bullshit!”
“It’s true! I have no idea why you wanted to suck my tit and I have no fucking idea why I let you. I kinda wasn’t planning on telling you.”
Jerry and I stared at each other for some time. Awkward silence smothered us both. I let my mind drift away from Jerry, not wanting to linger any longer on his revelation. Without distraction, my body started kicking up a violent stink about the absence of nicotine. My body tensed and my tumours howled at invisible moons. 
“I’m going to see my mother,” I yelled over the howling. “But first, can you drop me off at home? I need some cigarettes.”

My home had changed a lot in 12 hours. The burst pipe had now filled the apartment with a foot of water. Everyone was wading through it, refusing to acknowledge it as a hindrance. I shuffled my way through the lounge room, trying my best to avoid the numerous objects that floated past. 
“I need cigarettes,” I said.
Within seconds, the Stotson’s, Arthur, Belinda and her mother were holding cigarettes within centimeters of my lips. I snatched them all and crammed them into my mouth. They each held their lighters up to ignite the godly sticks. It was like sucking on an exhaust pipe and the blast of smoke knocked me backward into the water. It was beautiful. Each cell in my body stretched in relaxation. The tumours fed like starving dogs, leeching every nutrient they could. My limp body slowly drifted in the water, knocking into things like a pinball. The ceiling rotated above me.
“Fiona’s going to be so pleased you're back,” said Rhonda. “She’s so excited.”
“Why’s that?”
“Don’t be a big silly! A tumour left your body, love. This is big news. It wasn’t very polite to leave like that without telling anyone, but I think the results were worth it.”
I flailed about in the water, trying to find my footing. I didn’t really feel like seeing Fiona at the moment. I desperately wanted to go and see my mother and having Fiona anywhere near me, was not wise.
“When is she coming over?” I asked.
“I just gave her a call,” said Vince. “She’ll probably be here in 15 minutes.”
I swore to myself and waded toward my bedroom. The burst pipe continued to spew water into the apartment, filling it bit by bit. It wouldn’t be long until it reached the ceiling. It wouldn’t be long until all my possessions were destroyed. The others weren’t terribly interested in leaving, almost like they were prepared to drown for no good reason. Belinda’s tuxedoed quail swam by, kicking its feet and billowing steam in little whistles. I motioned to pet it, but it snapped at my hand so I let it be.
All of my clothes were soaking wet. It almost wasn’t worth changing, but I wanted to look nice for mum. She used to knit me jumpers before she got sick. Each jumper bore the same basic design of a ninja turtle. They were poorly made, but I couldn’t part with them. The coarse wool she used always made my arms and neck break out in a painful rash. They were torture devices more than clothing, but I loved them. I imagined my mother’s able hands working the needles. These were important relics of my mother’s flirtation with health. I slid one of these jumpers over my head and felt the wool scratch at my skin. 
I waded toward the front door.
“Where are you going in that dreadful jumper?” asked Arthur.
“It doesn’t matter where I’m going,” I replied. “I’ll be back soon. Just tell Fiona I had to pick something up from work.”
Arthur stood before me, pan flute in hand, gearing up to give me a performance.
“Look, my lad… don’t take this the wrong way, but I don’t believe you. Where are you really going?”
The others joined Arthur and crowded around me, refusing my exit. Even Belinda seemed intent on stopping me.
“What are you guys doing? Let me out.”
“Fiona wouldn’t like that at all,” said Belinda’s mother.
“I don’t care what Fiona would like. I have a right to see my own fucking mother.”
I swore to myself again, absolutely livid that I let my true intentions slip so easily.
Vince approached me with a length of rope dangling in his hands. 
“I’m so sorry, Bruce,” he said. “I think you know full well that we can’t let you do that. It goes completely against the rules.”
They all restrained me as Vince slipped the rope behind my back. I fought against it, but my physical deterioration was such that the fight was fruitless. Regret danced about their faces as they manoeuvred me into a chair. Arthur contained my arms while Rhonda worked on my legs. Vince wrapped the rope around and around until it squeezed me like a hug from grandma. Belinda climbed on my lap and placed a lit cigarette between my lips, which I sucked upon gratefully. The coils of smoke stung my eyes as it rotated toward the ceiling.
“I don’t understand how you could do this to me,” I said. “We’re like family.”
The cigarette fell from my mouth and rolled down my chest before landing with a fizz in the water. 
“It’s quite simple,” said a calm, familiar female voice.
Fiona was standing over me with that slight grin I’d come to know and dread. The others left my side and stood behind her like she was the leader of something I didn’t understand.
“The tumours have reached an evolutionary stage I didn’t dare hope for, Bruce,” she said. “By leaving your body they have shown a propensity for autonomy. The tumours aren’t yours, Bruce. You merely incubated them. You’re little more than an environment.”
“What does this have to do with my mother?”
She remained silent for some time. The sound of splashing water infused the silence with anxiety and foreboding. 
“Your mother loves you too much, Bruce and you love her. Her positive influence over you wasn’t good for the tumours. She wants you to be well. Every thought is of your wellbeing. She can’t understand how important your ability to grow the illness is because she’s blinded by love. You’re a weak man. You’d fall victim to this, just as you fell victim to me.”
The part of me that wanted to escape was being beaten into submission by the part of me that wanted to hide. My vision had devolved into blinking pastel blurs. I tried closing my eyes, but they were like broken blinds and just kept springing back open. The tumours were barking and screaming, trying to get my attention. 
“Your friends here are good people, Bruce. They care for you in a way that allows your gift to flourish. Your body is an amazing vessel. They seem to understand that better than you.”
“I don’t want to die,” I said meekly.
Fiona took several quick steps toward me and slapped me hard across the face. I felt teeth dislodge and tumble down my throat. 
“You’re ego is incredible!” she screamed. “This is so far beyond you now! Disease will exist irrespective of your desire to thwart it. Nobody ever thinks of the illness. Nobody ever considers its hunger to survive. Up until now, our illnesses have had to live in symbiosis with a host – hopelessly reliant. You have helped break that necessity. The illness you have grown longs to live independently. Think of how many lives could be saved if the illness no longer needed a host.”
I tongued the blood on my gums as Fiona’s words stabbed at me. Her true colours were infinite shades of black. The tumours made me interesting, I didn’t make them interesting. But without me, the tumours would be nothing. I was their owner, not Fiona. 
“You can’t have them,” I said.
Fiona’s laughter flew from her mouth like bats, squeaking and smothering me in condescension.
“That’s where you’re quite wrong, Bruce. The tumours have started to leave your body. It won’t be long until they’ve all externalised. You’re not going anywhere until I have them. You’re not strong enough to leave, and even if you were, you’re too much of a coward.”
I wanted to refute her words, but they were true. I was a coward. I’d never been anything else. It would be easier for me to stay here until the tumours had left me, which is why it was probably going to be the outcome. 
The water had passed my waist now and my legs had shriveled into prunes. I tried to kick against my bonds, but the pain this caused was too much. I studied my arms. All the fat had deteriorated and all that remained was skin-wrapped bone.
“What if I die before the tumours leave?” I asked with vague defiance.
“I’m certainly not above slicing you open,” came her swift reply. 
“No, no no!” cried Rhonda. “We never discussed cutting him open. We musn’t do that.”
“We’ll do what we have to do, honey,” replied Vince, comforting his wife with a hug. “This is more important than all of us.”
Rhonda’s height was such that the water was already licking at her chin. Her discomfort was palpable, but she remained silent about the inconvenience. 
“Come on,” said Arthur. “Let’s all go to another room and have a nice cup of Earl. Let’s give poor Bruce some time to himself.”
Everyone, including Fiona, followed Arthur’s suggestion and I was left alone. I could hear them squabbling amongst themselves, but I couldn’t make out what they were saying. The residual echo of Fiona’s words bounced around my head, obscuring my ability to think. I toyed with the idea of an escape plan, but my innate powers of self-deprecation made this an impossible prospect. I thought about my mother and the hopelessness she must be feeling. It didn’t matter how amazing the care Fiona was providing for her was… it wasn’t the same as the loving care only a son can provide. I’d abandoned her.

Nausea wrenched me awake some hours later. I sat in darkness, the ropes chewing into me without mercy. Diluted artificial light spilled into my apartment through the curtains, illuminating the water just enough for it to look like tar. It was sloshing against my nipples and rising steadily. I tried bucking against the ropes once more, but the pain was even more intense than before. I slumped my head forward in defeat. A vomitous string of drool oozed from my mouth, refusing to break free despite trying to sever it with my teeth. I had become so intimately familiar with my bodily excretions. It was like a barometer, letting me know how I was. I had stopped being disgusted by it a long time ago. The first time I saw blood in the toilet bowl, the fear of human waste that society instills in us disappeared. So much of life is shit, piss and vomit. The waste itself is no way near as disgusting as our urge to run away from it.
I felt something with substantial mass bump into me. The darkness made it hard to decipher and I had to train my gaze for some time before any detail came into focus. It was a body, floating facedown in the water. The tumours kicked and my throat tightened. Who was it? The body was small. Logically it had to be Belinda or Rhonda. The thought was repulsive. Even with their allegiance to Fiona, I couldn’t stand the thought of harm coming to either of them. My stomach churned like a washing machine, displacing my interior fortitude. Something big in my throat was rising, cutting off my oxygen supply. I hacked, trying to bring it up, but it was too large. It was moving on its own. I’d have to wait and hopefully not pass out in the process. The body kept knocking against me with morbid rhythm. The object rising in my throat had caused my neck to expand. Despite the darkness, all I could see was white light. The veins in my forehead were jutting out so far I could see them in my periphery. When I was sure consciousness was about to leave me, I painfully coughed up the object. I heard it splash and flail in the water somewhere in front of me. Oxygen spilled into my lungs, causing more pain than relief. 
The object I’d coughed swam toward me. I knew it was a tumour and kept expecting Fiona to lie in wait. The tumour mounted me and slowly climbed my torso. I could feel it on my shoulder like a pirate’s parrot. It pressed itself against my ear.
“Thank you,” it whispered. “You’ve been so good to us.”
“Help me,” I found myself saying. 
“Of course,” it said.
It rolled into the water above my lap and swam for the rope. It splashed around like a piranha, chewing and tearing. I remained still, hoping that I wasn’t experiencing a dream. The rope around my wrists broke free. I clenched my fist to stimulate the flow of blood and watched the helpful tumour swim down toward my feet until it was lost in darkness. As the last of the rope fell away, I wanted to cry in relief, but I knew I was in danger of waking Fiona. The tumour swam back to the surface and I scooped it up. I held it before my face and studied it. 
“Thank you,” I said. 
“You’d better go,” it replied. “Just set me down if you could and I’ll be on my way.”
I obeyed and made my way for the door. I love my tumours, I thought. 
4. 
In the state I was in, making the trip to my mother’s on foot wasn’t possible. My legs were waterlogged and my feet had the flexibility of brick. My car had been removed by Fiona, purportedly out of concern for my safety. It was now apparent that this had more to do with limiting my ability to leave the apartment than anything else. I needed to join my sick and destitute brethren on the bus if I was going to make it. It wouldn’t be long until Fiona learned of my escape. I had no idea what she’d do, but I couldn’t imagine her leaving me be. Catching public transport at night had always filled me with terror. Humanity contorts in the darkness. Civility melts away. Nobody can be trusted… especially now.
The streetlights that lined the road bent at invisible joints and spilled a dull pink hue into the environment. Moths that approached the light flew away as something else. The occasional cars that drove by coughed from their exhaust pipes and spilled carnival music through blown speakers. Nothing was safe and the bus stop felt so far away. The only thing it seemed I could trust was the illness inside me. If I made a wrong move, the tumours would let me know. They were on my side. 
Two teenagers walked by holding hands that weren’t their own or each others. They were rapping about mustard and filling the gutters with spit. I wanted to cross the road, but I knew any overt effort to avoid them would probably only attract their attention. I trained my eyes directly ahead, looking through the menacing teens. My tumours moaned just enough to convince me that caution was warranted.
“Hey, buddy,” said one of the teens.
He blocked my path, forcing me to acknowledge him. His face was an accumulation of weeping scars. I gulped at my nerves, but couldn’t force them down.
“Yes,” I replied.
“Check out this hand that I found.”
He gently slapped my face with the severed hand. It felt and smelled like cold ham. Most of the fingernails were missing.
“I’ll sell it to you,” he said in a way that didn’t make it seem like I had a choice.
I shook my head slowly. Both the teens started laughing in a forced way designed only to intimidate. 
“I’m sorry. I have a bus to catch,” I said.
“You don’t seem to understand,” said the other teen. “He’ll sell it to you.”
“I have no money.”
They glanced at each other, the laughter gone and intent filling them to the brim. A man in a wheelbarrow drove by screaming, distracting them for a moment, but not long enough for me to run away. 
“We don’t want your money,” said the scar faced one. “We want to sell it to you.”
These people are nothing, said the tumours. Let us destroy them.
I started to pat my stomach in small rotations. The tumours kicked against my palm, hungry and ready. Their assistance introduced confidence into my system.
“Get out of my way,” I said.
Their mouths dropped open. I could see fluorescent brain liquid leaking down their throats. They spat in my face. I could feel their cooling saliva oozing through my beard.
We’re ready, daddy… We’ll destroy them for you.
“GET OUT OF MY FUCKING WAY!” 
They took a step backward, letting their guard slip before regrouping and pulling knives from their hair. They waved them about, slashing the air around them until it bled. 
“You are a fucking moron,” said scar face. 
They dropped their severed hands and we watched for a moment as they scurried away. The tumours beat at my body with tribal momentum. I was going to be alright… somehow. 
“Get out of my way or I’ll fucking destroy you,” I said. 
They raised the knives above their heads, catching the pink of the streetlights on the blade. They offered each other one final glance before bringing the knives down and sliding the blade across their throats. Their eyes remained locked as the blood began to trickle. The trickle evolved into thick spurts until they were both coated in the blood of the other. When adequately doused, they collapsed to the ground and held hands as the last of their life ebbed away. It looked to me like they were smiling. 
The tumours started to calm and purr, filling me with warmth. I stepped around their bodies and hobbled toward the bus stop. The bus in question screeched around the corner and began lurching up the road toward my goal. I increased my speed, suppressing the urge to vomit as best I could. I thought about my mother lying in that bed. I imagined Fiona hot on my heels. I felt my pockets for cigarettes, but there were none. Fuck! Catching this bus had become extremely important and nothing, not even desire for cigarettes, was going to stop me.
It callously passed me and pulled over at the bus stop. Its doors hissed open and decrepit, blackened souls clambered on and off. I fell against the rear door as it started to close and I pushed my way through. The door took gummy bites at my body, trying to keep me out, but I kept pushing until I was inside. I was on my way.

The bus was illuminated like a hospital corridor. The dead and dying sat slumped in their seats staring vacantly out of the window, seeing only their miserable reflections. I sat down beside a man whose face had been turned 90 degrees anti-clockwise like a curious bird. He was muttering something to himself about the end times. I wondered if they were coming or if they’d already been. A child in the adjacent aisle played an oboe mournfully through a nostril while the woman sitting beside him pulled his hair out in fistfuls. She stuffed the hair into her mouth and struggled it down. Behind me there were people having sex. I couldn’t bring myself to look, but the sound, according to internet pornography, was unmistakable. The bus driver barked into her microphone, flooding us with rusty static. The sex sounds stopped for a moment before starting up again, louder and wetter than ever.
The tumours clearly appreciated the swirling negativity of the wretched souls surrounding them. They purred so loud that people around me had to plug their ears. It felt like an internal massage and had my situation not been so desperate, I could have easily drifted off to sleep. The unwavering darkness pressing against the windows from outside longed to smother the light inside. 
I had no idea how close I was to my mother’s house. I had nothing in which to gauge my bearings. The sallow faces of my fellow travellers radiated hatred, which fed my tumours and hastened my decline. This bus was begging my life to fade away. My corpse would complement the others so well. Had I not loved my mother as much as I did, it would have been so easy to slip away. I could feel her inside me, manually pumping my heart and keeping me on track. I didn’t even know conviction of this strength was possible. Without Fiona’s narcotic-ridden cigarettes, I was approaching the situation with the sort of clarity I’d never had the courage to experience before. The month I’d just endured began to reveal itself in a new, macabre light. 
Flashes of green lightning began painting the darkness outside, gifting me flashes of environment in which to find my way. I crawled over the mumbling man and pressed my face to the glass. He wrapped his arms around me and started to sob. I let his sadness soak into me. I let him find comfort in the embrace. I was getting close now. 
Fists of rain started punching at the bus, knocking out windows and flooding the aisle. Commuters fell from their seats and writhed together, unable or unwilling to find their footing. I let the mumbling man hold me until the water washed him into the aisle where he became lost in the tangle of limbs. The bus came to a slippery halt and fell on its side. Everyone not already in the aisle fell.
I climbed the bodies of others, making my way toward the shattered window above me. What little remained of my muscles burned with pain as I moved. Nothing had ever been this hard. I’d orchestrated my life to avoid exertion and pain. I was the consummate nobody. Being nobody was so easy. I used to dream of a better life. I refused to move beyond the dream. I turned down opportunities because it was more rewarding to dwell on misfortune. I embraced failure and surrendered. 
I emerged from the overturned bus and breathed in the fresh air with relief. As soon as it had begun, the rain ceased, but the green lightning remained. I tried easing my way to the ground, but lost my footing and landed hard on my back. I spat a ball of black flotsam and forced myself to stand. I wasn’t far from my mother’s house. I was going to make it. 

My mother’s house didn’t look right. Its once-quaint exterior was now mapped in poorly spelled graffiti as if it had been set upon by 80s teens. It was an ominous sign. The garden gate had been torn from its hinges and now lived in the oak tree above. It’s only been a month… I don’t understand… I stumbled forward. The garden had been systematically destroyed. The lime green lawn of old now looked like a bog and hissed foul smelling vapour into the air. Kitten-sized bison gorged themselves on the filth that bubbled to the surface. The garden beds were strewn with medical waste and severed hooves. The front windows had been shattered and the roof was concaving in imminent collapse. It was difficult to imagine my mother would somehow be alive and well inside. 
The front door, as expected, had been torn away. The smell that wafted from within the house was chilling. It contained the unmistakable whimsy of childhood, but was joined by the pungent stench of fresh death. I fumbled for the light switch, half hoping it wouldn’t work. I was too scared for the clarity light provides. With the switch flicked, dirty yellow light filled the room. Everything was broken. The nostalgic stasis that had once hugged my childhood home was gone. 
“Mum?” I wheezed. “Are you there?”
I received no reply. My blood became panicked and flowed through my veins at double speed. I wanted to turn around and run away. 
As you’re already here, you might as well keep going, said the tumours. We’re not going to let anything happen to you. While we’re living in here, we need you to stay alive. Remember that.
I moved toward the darkness of her bedroom. I felt my pocket for cigarettes again, hoping somehow they’d magically appear. When this failed to occur, I sucked hard at nothing, hoping there were enough toxins in the air to tide me over. 
“It’s Bruce, mum… are you there?”
“Is that you, hon?” came my mother’s voice, weak and childlike, from the darkness.
“Mum!”
I spilled into the bedroom and flicked on the light. My mother was still alive. My abandonment hadn’t killed her, but she didn’t look good. Her arm/body was entombed in a plaster cast and she dangled from the ceiling in a sling.
“What happened?” I gasped.
“They hurt me, dear. I was dropped on the way to the bathroom.”
I lunged at her helpless body, wrapping my arms around her.
“Who’s they,” I asked.
My mother looked at me with puzzled eyes.
“The people you sent to look after me of course.”
I slumped onto her bed and curled into a fetal ball. Fiona had tricked my mother into believing this was coming from me. She had tricked me into somehow thinking she gave a shit about my mother’s wellbeing. She had used my mother’s trust in me against her. She had used the love I have for mum against me. I wanted to tear her apart. The tumours growled in agreement.
“I didn’t send anyone, mum. These people were sent by Fiona.”
She hung directly above me and craned her neck to look down. It was like we were kids in a bunk bed. 
“Bruce… darling… you look terrible.”
“I’ve been better,” I said.
We both remained silent, lost in individual variations of the same thought. I flushed hot with Fiona-induced hate. My tumours fed off the hate and bucked in delight. As much as Fiona wanted to believe my tumours were hers, they were on my side. They responded only to me. They would protect me. They would only stop protecting me when they were no longer inside me, and when that point arrived, they sure as hell weren’t going to want to be slaves to Fiona.

The house smelled like a train station toilet. My mother was snoring above me, which filled me with relief. She didn’t need to be awake right now. I thought about trying to clean everything up and flushing the horror away. Maybe she’d wake up and dismiss it as a bad dream. I needed to get her down from the sling. I needed to cut away the plaster. I stared at my emaciated hands and wondered how the fuck I would manage such a feat. It was hard enough to move her when I was in (my version of) pristine physical condition. I had never been endowed with strength. I needed one of those ingenious solutions typically found on television. I stood on the bed and tried supporting her weight with my hands. I felt and heard my left wrist crack. I fell down on the bed and indulged in a cathartic writhe. The truth was I didn’t really feel much pain. My hand hung unnaturally from my arm. A slither of bone had pierced through my skin. These were cues that pain should be present, but pain didn’t mean much to me anymore. My body had deteriorated so much that a lousy broken wrist was a mere drop in the ailment ocean. Perhaps the tumours were devouring my pain. More likely, the horrible pain I’d acclimatised to in the last month had simply drowned out everything else.
I surveyed the debris in the bedroom for a makeshift implement to free my mother. The debris’s bulk was comprised of rusty tin, contorted into abstract sculptures. I theorised that attempting to use the tin to free my mother would result in misfortune. The rest of the debris was nothing more than pebble-sized insignificance. I furrowed my brow into a deep V, willing inspiration to arrive. 
Why don’t you just ask us for help, said my tumours. 
The thought should have crossed my mind, but it simply hadn’t. I longed to overcome the dilemma myself, besides, I didn’t want to lose any more of them. Each time the tumours came to my aide, I lost one. My body was like a genie with a finite supply of wishes. I glanced up at my mother, still asleep in her sling.
“I really want to do this one myself, fellas,” I replied.
A warbling sound tickled at my insides.
Look, Bruce… we don’t want to sound rude or anything, but you really need our help. You’re not going to beat this one on your own. You’re in a pickle and life’s dirty mouth is about to eat you for lunch.
Their psychically spoken words melted into my brain, coating everything in reason. I stared at my arms again with one wrist pathetically broken and the other begging to follow suit. My mother began muttering something in her sleep about cake. 
“Am I really this pathetic?” I asked.
You’re not as pathetic as you used to be, but you have a long way to go. Look… we’re not going to lie to you, Bruce. We have an agenda. We want out. We have grown as much as we can within your body. If we want to reach maturity, we have to get out. You’ve been so good to us. Let us return the favour.
I didn’t have a choice. There was no way I could get my mother down alone. I rubbed my stomach, partly as a way of saying goodbye to the tumours I was about to lose. I flopped to my knees and then let my face fall into the carpet. I jutted my arse out and closed my eyes. The tumultuous swirl of the tumours began.  
We’ll have her down in no time, said the tumours.
I used my functional hand to work my pants and diaper down. Accumulated slush slopped out. I didn’t look – the sensation was more than enough for me to ascertain how unpleasant it all was. The walls of my bowel started to pulsate like a worm as the involuntary push commenced. I could feel a tumour move, edging its way forward, hungry for freedom, chewing a path like Pac Man. Beads of sweat burnt my eyes and tumbled down the bridge of my nose. An ambiguous moan escaped my mouth that may have been pain and may have been pleasure. I closed my eyes and felt the wet explosion leave my body. I flopped to my side and watched. The tumour was dressed as an old time mountaineer and whistled discordant shards of feedback. The tumours inside me yodeled and cheered their comrade on. It deftly maneuvered its way up the wall toward the anchor point of my mother’s sling and began chewing on the material, compromising its integrity. She remained sleeping, oblivious to the peculiar event unfolding. It didn’t take long for the sling to tear. With the aide of gravity, my mother fell to the bed below, bouncing a couple of times before coming to a gentle rest. The tumour burped and took what looked like a bow. 
I army crawled toward the bed, fighting my own weakness with every slight movement. I climbed atop the mattress, joining my mother and nuzzling into her sweaty neck/wrist. Her eyes flickered open and an emphysema-ridden spray coughed from her mouth. She glanced upward where, only moments ago, her body hung.
“I’m down,” she said, belief absent from her hoarse voice. “Thank you, dear.”
“Yeah… you’re down. But it wasn’t me, mum.”
She cocked her brow and smiled.
“Then who?” she asked.
My heroic tumour mounted the bed and crawled onto my chest. It was flashing an unmistakable grin and the proudest eyes I’d ever seen. My mother’s mouth fell open.
“What… what is that?”
My mind rehearsed variations of the truth. I had to give her an explanation, but I didn’t know how. The truth of it all was so absurd. I settled for bluntness.
“That’s one of my tumours, mum.”
I let my answer hang in the air long enough for her to swallow it. Her face was a contortion of attempted understanding and disbelief. 
“I don’t think I understand,” she replied in a whisper.
“I can’t begin to tell you how honoured I am to meet you, Ms Miles,” interjected my tumour in a rich, sonorous baritone. 
We both stared at it, completely flummoxed. 
“Bruce, dear… why is your tumour talking?” asked mum.
“Because I raised it really well. I’m really good at tumours”
I gave it a little pat. It was coated in pink mucous that clung to my hand.
“Don’t touch it! You’ll get sick, dear.”
I couldn’t stop the laughter this advice caused. Each amused heave caused waves of pain.
“Look at me, mum… I couldn’t get any sicker. I’m about as close as you can get to death before you stop breathing.”
Her eyes evolved from the usual sadness and became angry. 
“What about the help you were getting?” she snapped.
“Yeah… I got help, but it wasn’t for me. It was for the tumours.”
The anger in her eyes kept intensifying and joining forces with abject disgust. I felt myself shrinking into childhood.
“Why the hell would you allow something like that to happen? Why didn’t you talk to me about it? We could have found help for you, Bruce.”
I scrunched my eyes shut to stop the encroaching tears. I didn’t know what to say.
“If I may interject,” said the tumour, “your son’s condition wasn’t one that bred optimism. I have been a part of a very pernicious illness. Your son’s body is riddled with tumours just like me.”
These words did little to soothe my mother. Her breathing quickened to the point of hyperventilation. 
“You’re a murderer,” she gasped, averting her gaze from the fleshy curio.
“That’s not entirely true, Ms Miles. We’re opportunists. Your son merely provided the perfect vessel for us to flourish.”
I bit my tongue. This wasn’t a conversation I wanted any part of. It was enough that I had to listen.
“Like any other biological phenomenon, Ms Miles, we merely exist. I admit… it’s unfortunate that our existence consumes the life of the vessel we inhabit. When our vessel dies, we die, Ms Miles. This isn’t something we particularly appreciate.”
My mother started to writhe around, her plaster cast bulk rocking left and right. I’d never seen her look so wretched and uncomfortable. 
“Get this fucking cast off of me!” she screamed. “My whole arm itches and burns.”
The tumour faced me and developed temporary shoulders, which it shrugged in my direction. I gave a slight nod in response.
“Hold still,” said the tumour. “We’ll get you out of there.”
She didn’t respond. She merely allowed her body to still while the tumour got to work. It gnawed on the cast, crushing its culinary path into powder that filled the room in a white plume. My mother started to chuckle.
“I wish that didn’t tickle so much. It’s compromising the emotional weight of the situation.”
The tumour diligently kept chewing, slowly freeing my mother of her plaster prison. Her giant fingers stretched in relief as more and more of her arm was kissed by the air. With one final chew, the whole cast fell away. The tumour rolled down to the bed and gasped.
“I’m spent,” it said.
My mother’s body was scrawled in juvenile tags and profanity. It was slick with sweat and pink with irritation. 
“Who did this to you, mum?” I asked. “I want names!”
She glanced down at the source of my disgust and exhaled pent up frustration. 
“I couldn’t tell you even if I wanted to. The pills I was given knocked me right out. It doesn’t really matter though. It will wash off. This is nothing.” 
I considered her words carefully before continuing.
“I’ll make you a deal, mum… I’ll promise not to waste time worrying about who did this to you if you promise to do something for me.”
She stared, refusing to agree to my conditions, but clearly interested in my proposal. 
“I want you to… umm… I want you to thank the tumour for freeing you.”
Once again we remained silent. I was letting my words churn in her brain, hoping that somehow she’d find the inherent logic. I didn’t know why it was important to me, but I wanted my tumours acknowledged for the good they did and not just for the damage they wrought. The tumour stared at me like I was crazy and yeah… I probably was. But these revolting little growths were my children. If my mother could, in some small way, accept them, it would make me feel better. It would make me feel like I hadn’t done all of this for nothing. 
“Thank you,” she said suddenly, jolting my introspection. “Thank you for getting me out of the cast. Thank you for getting me out of the sling. Although I will never abide your role in the decline of my son, I appreciate the help.”
The tumour beamed a ridiculous smile at me before climbing my mother to kiss her cheek. With each fleshy kiss she coughed and wretched. 
“Please get off of me,” she whimpered.
The tumour obeyed without question and made for the windowsill.
“I believe my work here is done. If you need any more help, call on another of your little buddies. We all like you – even the queen.”
With a tilt of his mountaineering cap, he jumped from the window. The tumour was gone. Another of my children had left me. I felt the loss immediately. 

In the time that followed, my mother and I didn’t really talk much. We just sought comfort in the other’s presence. I wanted to tend to her in a desperate attempt to atone for my negligence. But strangely, it was her who cared for me. I watched her move around the house, dragging herself with those spidery fingers. She managed to find a tin of lychees in a cupboard that she chewed open. She garnished the lychees with cumin powder and watched over me while I ate. The cumin and lychees made poor bedfellows, but I struggled them down out of respect. The food did imbue me with something resembling strength. I was made to lie in her bed and sleep while she sat by my side in a chair. She sang me folk tunes from her childhood – something she hadn’t done since mine. Despite not having heard them in thirty years, the words were burnt into my memory, irremovable. 

I tried to buy a bag of wheat
But didn’t have the time
To pay for something nice to eat
I sucked upon a lime

Lime o’ ye who covets I
I am all alone
Lime o’ doth thou have the time
To listen to a poem

She sung like the locked groove of a vinyl – ceaseless and beautiful. I stole snippets of sleep and swam through dreams. I used to crave so much. I used to believe I could be all the things I ever wanted. My mother never dissuaded me. She made me feel so capable. When my father left, he took my confidence with him. When my father entrusted his role to me, he did so with all the included baggage. My mother grew too ill to let me flourish. As much as she hated it, she needed me. I never had a fucking chance. 
I was floundering somewhere between sleep and consciousness when I started to hear my name being called. The voice was that of a child and contained such desperation. It grew closer and became familiar.
“Bruce, darling,” said my mother. “There’s a child here to see you.”
I forced my eyes open. Belinda stood before me, her faced flushed with heat, tears streaked down her face. 
“Bruce… they’re coming for you,” she cried. “They’re on their way. They want your tumours.”
Fiona was making her move. 
5.
My mother looked on in horror after I gratefully accepted one of Belinda’s cigarettes and sucked it down in one strong drag. My whole body buzzed with satisfaction and relief. 
“What are you doing, Bruce? That’s a filthy habit.” She stared at Belinda who, despite the clear panic dancing about her face, still radiated innocence. “And what are you doing with cigarettes, little girl? How old are you?” 
“Mum… this really isn’t the time. We have a situation here.”
Fiona and my ‘roommates’ were on their way with one objective in mind – get the tumours. Sirens filled the air, which backed up Belinda’s assertion that the police had also been called as a result of the deaths of Rhonda and the man at the Tent Bar. I was so thoroughly in over my head. The only thing I knew was that it wasn’t safe for my mother if I remained here. 
“We’re going to have to leave, mum,” I said. “They’ll be here any minute and I’m not letting you get hurt.”
My mother tried blurting out several objections, but they tripped over themselves as they left her mouth. Belinda slung me a full pack of cigarettes.
“I think you’ll need these,” she said. 
I patted her head and made for the door. Belinda followed close behind. There was no way I was dragging her along for this particular ride. I turned to face her, getting down on one knee so our eyes were level.
“You can’t come, Belinda. This is really dangerous and I can’t be responsible for you getting hurt. I’m already responsible for so much.”
She clenched her fists and punched the air, throwing a bona fide tantrum. The squeals that left her mouth sounded like a thousand sharpened nails on a thousand blackboards. I winced in response. 
“LET ME COME,” she screamed. 
“Bruce, honey…” said my mother. “You’re not going anywhere. We’re doing this together. We’ll hunker this place down. We’ll be safe.”
“But, mum…”
She made a patronizing ‘shhhing’ sound at me. I wanted to throw a tantrum. My bottom lip quivered.
“You’re not the boss of me,” I said.
My mother shook her head, the same way she used to when I was a child. 
“You’re both staying here and that’s final. Fourteen months of labour means I get the final say. Are we clear?”
I nodded my head. The labour argument floored me. As a baby, I sure had been reluctant to come out. Belinda’s tantrum had been replaced by excitement and she danced around the room with an invisible partner. 
“Okay, you two,” said my mother. “I want you to find anything you can and push it against the doorway.”
We both obeyed without question. Within minutes the doorway was crowded with bits of gnarled tin, broken furniture and general refuse. I felt a sense of comfort at the thought of keeping whatever was coming for us out, but a much more profound discomfort at the thought of us being trapped in. I suppressed the discomfort with cigarettes (much to the chagrin of my mother) and pressed forward. The sirens had reached a deafening volume. Police lights flooded our window in circular flashes, turning the lounge room into a nightmarish disco.
“They’re here,” said Belinda. 
“We’ll hide in the attic,” said my mother. “I think your father’s old cranberry gun is up there. We can protect ourselves.” 
Belinda and I each took one of mum’s fingers and made for the stairs. She took every bump with silent stoicism. I hadn’t been in the attic for nearly 20 years. It was a place that had always provoked fear. The last time I was up there, I was attacked by a swarm of moustaches. Ascending the stairs was difficult. Each step collided sharply with my mother’s head. Both Belinda and I apologised each time this happened.
We closed and bolted the attic door behind us. A long string connected to the light dangled in the bleak illumination that spilled through the window. I gave it a hopeful tug. A sizeable section of the roof fell in response followed by dead owl after dead owl. They bounced off the refuse, their bodies stiff and morbid. Through the newly developed skylight, a canvas of purple stars glimmered overhead. 
I scurried for the window, eager to see what we were dealing with. Just below us, surrounding my mother’s house, were police officers pulling up on motorised ladders. The ladders scrapped down the road, one following the other. Each ladder carried three officers donning protective xylophones on their chests. They struck the xylophones with county-issued mallets, communicating with each other in unnerving, beautiful music. I sucked on another cigarette.
“I really wish you wouldn’t do that, honey,” said my mother.
I widened my eyes in response and sucked even harder. The sirens were disengaged, but the swirls of light remained, churning silently. The three of us were completely trapped. I considered trying to escape through the hole in the ceiling, but I’d have been a sitting duck and, most likely, have fallen. 
“Where’s the cranberry gun, mum?” I asked, my eyes still glued to the officers.
“In the medicine chest near where you’re standing I think. I haven’t been up here for so long… I can’t be sure it even works anymore.”
I glanced to my right and saw the ornate, wooden chest she was talking about. I made my way toward it and forced the rigid lid open. Several slips of paper flew out and churned around my body before floating away. Each slip of paper had ‘IOU dramatic bats’ written on it. The chest was full of toys from childhood. Each had been confiscated after causing either my brother or I an injury. There was my knife ball, my brother’s exploding cod piece and my first amateur operation set. Nestled amongst these nostalgic trinkets was my father’s rusted cranberry gun. Memories of my father using this to hunt down errant mailmen unfurled in my mind. I picked it up, cocked the trigger and watched as it liquefied into a brown soup.
“We won’t be using the gun,” I said. 
I cast my attention back to the drama outside. The screeching sound of car tyres punctuated the xylophone resonance of the encroaching officers. The car rolled onto its side and from it emerged Fiona, Arthur, Vince and Belinda’s mother. They wore matching skirts and decorative Native American headgear. Belinda shuffled in beside me, absorbing the spectacle below. 
“I don’t really like mummy anymore,” she said. “She was better before she died.”
“Don’t say that about your mother,” I replied. 
“She was helping Fiona find you. She wants to help cut you open. It’s why I ran away to warn you.”
I placed my arm over Belinda’s shoulder. She snuggled into me and sobbed. The warmth of her distress made me hold her even tighter. She pulled away and looked up at me with enormous eyes.
“I don’t want you to die, Bruce. I like you too much and I want someone to buy me a lizard.”
I patted her head, unsure how to respond. Police officers were swarming around the entrance to the house and moving a battering ram into position. The absence of a door clearly confused and confronted them. One pulled out a megaphone that played Indian ragas whenever the trigger was depressed. 
“Bruce Miles,” said the amplified voice accentuated by a droning sitar. “Why is there no door attached to this domicile?”
I scurried across the attic floor and retrieved a dead owl, which I hurled through the window. The window shattered as it sailed the ground outside with a thump.
“Is that an owl?” asked the voice.
I scurried back to the window.
“Yes,” I replied. 
“Why did you throw an owl at us? That could very easily be construed as assault.”
“I needed to break the window so I could talk to you.”
The officers huddled together and muttered amongst themselves, nodding their heads in furious discussion. The officer with the megaphone pulled away from the huddle. 
“We’ve decided to accept that response. Now… please explain to us why there is no door attached to this domicile.”
“I don’t know,” I admitted. “It was like that when I got here.”
“It makes it very difficult to knock a door down when one doesn’t exist. Do you have any idea how much this battering ram costs? We hardly ever get to use it and it’s the most enjoyable aspect of our job.”
“I don’t know how to respond to that,” I yelled. 
Once more, the officers huddled and conversed amongst themselves. Once again, the officer with the raga megaphone broke away to address me.
“Do you mind if we build a door so we can knock it down?”
I stared toward my mother who merely stared back with as much confusion painted on her face as me. 
“Yeah… I guess,” I replied. 
The officer’s high-fived each other and started kicking the tree in the front yard. Across the road, Fiona and my roommates stared on in disbelief. The frustration this ridiculous delay was causing her flooded me with glee. They weren’t prepared to fish us out themselves, so they had to rely upon these amusing men of the law to do it for them.
“I’ve made a terrible mistake,” said my mother. “We should have all legged it. We’ve trapped ourselves up here.”
“We’ll be okay,” I said without the slightest conviction. 
Belinda pressed her ear against my stomach and started giggling. 
“They’re so loud,” she said. “Why don’t you ask them for help?”
I chewed on the knuckles of my good hand considering Belinda’s suggestion. I had no idea what help my tumours could provide, but it was the only suggestion that made any sense.
“What do you think, mum?” I asked.
The frenzied sound of sawing and hammering wafted in from outside. 
“I don’t like what those things have done to you,” she replied. “In my opinion they owe you. I think you should ask them for help.”
I crawled away from Belinda and laid flat on my back. The stars overhead were dancing. I rubbed at my stomach.
“Do you think you could help us out?” I asked my tumours.
I felt the familiar hive of activity inside me die down.
Of course we can help you, Bruce, but it will take our combined strength. There’s a fair few of them out there… it looks like a battle. 
I thought about my body devoid of the only thing that made me interesting. It was a thought I couldn’t stand. The police officer commenced talking on his raga megaphone.
“The door is nearly finished. We’ll be inside soon. At this point, I am obliged to inform you that you may come out willingly. However, please keep in mind that this course of action will prevent us from ramming down your door. This course of action will result in a lot of very angry police officers.”
“Is anything happening?” asked my mother.
I could feel them lining up inside me, so eager to leave. I clenched my muscles, reluctant to allow their exit. 
What are you waiting for? asked the tumours.
“I don’t want you to leave,” I whispered.
The battering ram began striking the newly constructed door, sending tremors throughout of the foundation of the house.
“Hurry, Bruce!” implored my mother.
I rolled onto my stomach, copping a nose-full of aging attic floor. I focused on my breathing. The battering ram struck again, trying to derail my concentration. I heard something splinter. I raised my arse and clenched my good fist. 
“We will be inside shortly, Mr. Miles,” said the police officer. “I think we made the door a bit too strong. The battering ram is falling apart.”
My stomach began to inflate and tear through my shirt. I could see my blackened insides through the stretched translucence of my skin. My internal organs looked like a decrepit town and dripped with decay. I squeezed my eyes shut while the tumours marched toward the opening. Their foot steps were synchronous hammers pounding against me.
“Don’t look,” I moaned to Belinda and my mother. “You don’t need to see this.”
I heard the front door break away as the first tumour flew out of me. Belinda ran toward it, keen for a closer look, but my mother intervened. Another tumour vacated, followed by another and another. They landed with a wet thump on the attic floor. My arse yawned open as more and more tumours joined the first three. With each evacuation, I felt less pain. I felt lighter and more alive. 
My mother ran toward the attic door and pressed her ear firmly against it.
“They’re inside!” she screamed. “Do something!”
As more tumours departed, I lost count. I just listened to them land and scurry into formation. I was powerless to control my babies. They were leaving home.
“There’s so many of them,” commented Belinda. “I wanna play with one.”
“No you don’t,” scolded my mother. “You need to go and hide in the corner, sweetie. This isn’t a game.”
My body fell limp and for a moment I had no idea where I was. I felt so different. I sat up, taking deep breaths and orienting myself. My mother was covering Belinda in a paint-smeared sheet. Belinda was wriggling and giggling like a child reluctant to go to bed. I heard the sound of a bugle playing “Last Post” and turned to face it. There they were… my tumours. 

There must have been at least twenty of them, all lined up and ready for war. They were wearing flak jackets and peaked cabassets. One tumour, slightly larger than the others, barked cadences that the others repeated with gusto. The bark was so guttural that it sounded like death metal vocals. This tumour looked familiar to me. This was the guardian Fiona had filmed during my first endoscopy. I recognized its cold, black eye.
The door to the attic started to shake as police officers pounded their fists against it. 
“Are those things going to do anything?” asked my mother who pushed hard against the door with her giant hand.
“I don’t know,” I admitted. 
Half the tumours began marching toward the door and the other half formed a semi-circle of protection around me. 
“Open up!” called one of the officers. “We’re only here for the tumours. Surrender them to us and you will not be harmed.”
“Just give them the bloody tumours, Bruce,” said my mother.
“These tumours have done nothing wrong!” I yelled. 
My mother left her guard of the door and wriggled toward me. So much rage boiled within her that steam spat though her pores. With the back of her head pressed into the floor, she lifted her whole arm and gave me a hard slap across the face. I tumbled over and stared at my mother in horror.
“You’re just like your father!” said my mother. “Those things have done everything wrong and you’re too bloody stubborn to realise it!”
Before the harsh observation had a chance to fully register, the attic door splintered apart. Police officers flooded through, each brandishing rubber bands, stretched between their fingers poised to fire. I felt a rubber band slap into my forehead. 
“Ouch!” I cried. “Mum… get out of the way.”
She squealed as rubber bands bounced off her arm. More rubber bands flew toward me. Some I managed to dodge, most I did not. The tumours quickly consumed each rubber band as it fell to the ground, ensuring they couldn’t be used again. My mother cowered and whimpered beneath the rubber fusillade. 
“Leave her alone!” I implored. “She’s innocent.” 
“There’s no such thing as innocent,” said one of the officers.
Tumours began bouncing with great speed around the attic. 
“Stay completely still,” said one of the tumours by my foot.
Their speed accelerated to the point where all I could make out were blurs. Suddenly one of the officers fell. Blood pumped from his jugular, staining the ground around him. 
“Mum… Belinda… Don’t fucking move.”
The officers swatted at the blurs to no avail. With each pass, more fell in explosions of gore. I watched the way their hapless bodies distorted as my tumours tore through them. I marveled as their insides became outsides and that which remains hidden by the fragility of our flesh was now exposed. I reflected upon my own body and how intimately associated with its occult functions I had become. I truly knew what was inside me, maybe better than what resided on the surface. The body narrates its decline to the owner. Our bodies are always narrating their condition. Most of the time we just never listen to them – why would we? I certainly didn’t. Who knows how long I’d been growing my tumours? What signals had my body given me that I ignored? The first time my stomach ached, was that the genesis of my disease? The first time my bowel movements started to resemble French mustard… was this significant? I began to mentally tick off possible demarcation points as the violence continued before me, distancing myself emotionally from the chaos. While I clutched onto this mentality, lives weren’t being lost – they were merely exposing themselves and becoming something new. I could hear my mother sobbing somewhere in the distance. The sound had forged deep cognitive roots, ensuring that whenever I heard it, I became more hopeless. My mother’s sobbing was its own language – a language that penetrated deeper than words and spoke louder than teens at a roller disco. It was a language that, whenever absorbed, reinforced the inescapable nature of my obligation to her. I’ve been responsible for each tear.  

I was left standing in the sticky remnants of the police officers. Belinda and my mother were huddled in the corner, afraid to speak lest their words reanimated the intruders. They looked to me for guidance and I looked to them for the same.
My tumours were strewn about the attic, breathing heavily and laughing. They were laughing because they’d earned their freedom. I wanted to scoop them up and swallow them back down into the depths of my body. My stomach made the sound of crying orphans, which I tried to soothe with the gentle movement of my hand. And as the sound of my stomach began to abate, it hit me… hunger. I was ravenous. Thoughts of food swelled like an orchestra, drowning out everything. 
“Does anyone have any food?” I asked with breathless desperation. 
Having broken the silence, Belinda and my mother edged toward me. Belinda foraged about in her pockets and pulled out a ball of lint the size of a softball. She held it up toward me. Through my fog of hunger, I convinced myself it was a culinary delight. In her hands the lint ball became rich plum pudding, dripping with custard. Salivation poured from my mouth and reached out for the lint with thin, wet arms. Belinda passed the lint to my waiting hands. Imaginary custard leaked through my fingers. I rushed it toward my gaping mouth, not wanting to waste any. My teeth tore through the lint. I forced each mouthful down, coughing up moth limbs with each swallow. 
“You should eat something a little less ridiculous than that,” said my mother. 
I paid her advice no heed and gorged myself until the last of the lint ball was travelling toward my empty stomach.
“I can’t believe you actually ate that,” said Belinda, trying her best not to giggle. 
“I was hungry,” I replied, slightly embarrassed. 
Although they both chastised me, I could sense how grateful they both were. While they assailed me with tandem mock, they were achieving the fortitude required to face the fact they had witnessed slaughter. Most of the tumours were on their feet now and sharing their own tales of battle. The three of us cast our attention their way. These fleshy balls of disease had prevented a rubber band massacre… our skin was less irritated thanks to their efforts and, more importantly, Fiona had been kept at bay. She was still a problem though and she wasn’t about to give up. As far as she was concerned, my body was still stuffed with her babies and she was going to find a way to get at them. I walked toward the window, nearly slipping over in a smear of former officer. I peeked around the window frame trying to minimise my visibility as best I could. Fiona was there alright, flanked by Arthur, Vince and Belinda’s mother. Fiona’s brow was furrowed in frustration to such an extent that her eyes were no longer visible. Arthur was sipping at a cup of tea, which Fiona swatted away. I watched the cup fly away with a tail of earl grey tea in its wake. Its trajectory was interrupted by a helicopter, which spiraled toward the ground, bouncing to a stop without explosion. The pilots clambered out in a daze, scratching at their confused heads and walking aimlessly up a side street, leaving their helicopter in the middle of the road. Fiona’s face was flushed red with anger and her cheeks were engorged as if she were playing an invisible trumpet. Vince started walking toward the fallen helicopter, but a leash around his neck cut his walk short. He fell to the ground and barked.
“What’s happening out there?” asked my mother.
“They look pissed,” I replied. “They’re not going anywhere unless I’m with them.”
Belinda scuttled toward me and embraced my leg. “I don’t want you to go with them,” she said. 
“Neither do I… we have to think of something.”
“All she wants are those bloody tumours,” said my mother. “Just let her have them and we can forget this ever happened.”
I glanced over at my tumours. Even if I agreed to give them to Fiona, there’s no way they’d go and they possessed the moxy to ensure it wouldn’t happen. Besides… if they weren’t going to be with me, they deserved their freedom.
“No,” I eventually said. “We have to find another way. I’m not letting her have them. I can’t allow it.”
“Well what do you proposed we do, Bruce?” implored my mother. 
“We’re not going to do anything.” I gesticulated to the gore painting the attic floor. “Look what’s happened… this could get even worse and there’s no fucking way I’m going to put you through that. The two of you are staying here and I’m going to lead Fiona away. She isn’t interested in you, mum. Besides… you’re a fucking arm… you’ll slow me down.”
I walked toward my tumours and lowered myself to one knee. They stared up me, their faces so proud. I gave them a salute, which they returned with passion. 
“Look, guys,” I said. “You’ve done so much for us and you deserve to do whatever it is you feel you need to. I know that I can’t keep you here and even though I’d like to, I’m not going to ask you to return. Can I just ask one more little favour?”
One of the tumours broke away from the group. “What did you have it mind?” it asked with suspicion. 
I nodded toward Belinda and my mother. “Keep them from following me. Just for a little while. I need to get away from here and I don’t want them to get hurt.” 
A smile spread across the tumour’s face. “Yeah… we’ll give you 30 minutes.” 
“Bruce!” screamed my mother. “You have no right to leave us with those… those… things! 
I turned to face my mother, my face radiating anger that filled the room with a dull, red glow. My mother’s objection melted under the weight of my intensity. 
“Listen to me, mum… it’s you who has no right. You have no fucking right to make me responsible for the two of you getting hurt. I’m sick of feeling responsible for you all the damn time!”
She said nothing and her face avoided betraying whatever my words were making her feel. Belinda tip toed toward her and nestled into the crook of her elbow. 
“Okay… go,” said my mother. 
I nodded and took one last look out the attic window. Fiona was still there – the intensity of her furrow growing. The tumours formed a circle around Belinda and my mother, preventing them from leaving. I knew that by the time I got back (if I got back), the tumours would no longer be here. My time with them was over. I didn’t know how to feel. Via their presence, I’d been imbued with something I didn't think I ever had… self-respect. In order to achieve this sense of self-respect, I had to destroy all those parts of me which I found impossible to respect, which was pretty much everything. I blew a kiss, not minding too much if it landed on my mother, Belinda, or one of the tumours – they all deserved it. The kiss landed on Belinda and she gobbled it down with furious hunger for affection. I took one last look at the tumours I was leaving behind and made my way downstairs. 
6.
I made my descent with such confidence, yet I had no idea what I was going to do. Plans would start to form in my head and begin turning into episodes of Dawson’s Creek long before they had a chance to form legitimate courses of action. I started to army crawl toward the window. My profound lack of vitality, however, saw the army crawl soon become a pathetic worm-like wriggle. But it achieved its purpose and I soon found a vantage point where I could see what I was dealing with. Fiona still cast her gaze toward the attic window, which was comforting. She had no idea I was making a break for it, which meant that I had a few precious seconds on my side. The police officer’s ladders were still parked on the curb. If I could get to one before they got to me, I could make my getaway. I nodded agreement to no one in particular and moved toward the front door. My heart was a shore-stricken fish of anxiety, flopping furiously within me.. The ladder couldn’t have been more than ten steps away from me, but each of those ten steps promised to offer intensifying levels of terror. At school we used to play chasey, and I had gained a reputation for dropping instantly to the ground in order to avoid the fear of the pursuit. This reputation came with an ample dose of scorn, which, at the time, I was an expert at absorbing. I assimilated the mockery of others and became it. I didn’t just obsess over my failures. I became the perfect embodiment of them. This wasn’t something I could do anymore. 
I crossed myself like they do in Western movies just before a gun down and made a break for the nearest ladder. The environment around me whirled like a slow motion blender. My sense of perspective boiled away in the build up of lactic acid that assailed my legs. I saw a shape that resembled Fiona turn toward me. She yelled something I couldn’t decipher. I couldn’t tell how close I was to the nearest ladder, or even if I was still running in the right direction, but I dove. I flew through the air, feeling my weightlessness and wondering when gravity would take me. As I thumped into the ground, my world snapped back into focus. Fiona was running toward me, screaming Conway Twitty lyrics with war cry ferocity. My hand was slumped against a ladder. Adrenaline made love to my body and I pulled myself aboard. An array of pedals, levers and buttons confronted me. I pushed and pulled at random, completely unfamiliar with the mechanics of drivable ladders. Each new combination elicited choking sounds and plumes of foul smoke. 
“Give up, Bruce,” scoffed Fiona, who had now stopped running, clearly convinced the pursuit was already over.
The weak part of me seriously considered her request, thankfully the fortuitous compression of the right button fired up the ladder’s engine. The thrust kicked in and soon the ladder was scraping its way down the road with my battered body barely clinging on. Shortly after my getaway, the sound of more ladders fired up behind me. I risked the fragile control over my own ladder and briefly turned my head. Directly behind was Vince driving a ladder with Fiona standing behind and frozen in a kung fu posture. Off to the side was Arthur and Belinda’s mother on a ladder of their own.
I’d never driven a ladder before. It possessed an army of idiosyncrasies that threatened my continued passage. My ladder kicked up a fountain of glowing sparks as it continued its scrape. In lieu of any knowledge concerning the functionality of the headlights, this was an adequate replacement and my passage was, to some extent, illuminated. I had no idea where I was planning on going. My only real plan was to get those pernicious fucks away from my mother and Belinda. I just kept driving and hoping not to be confronted by the need to turn. Obstacles were beginning to obstruct my path and each perilous lean required to avoid them nearly triggered a forced dismount. A group of children dressed as large audio cassette tapes loomed up ahead. They were dancing with each other and had no awareness of my approach. 
“Get off the road!” I barked. 
Their dancing continued. I contemplated capsising my vehicle in order to avoid catastrophe. I kept repeating my urgent request and finally one of the children looked my way. His eyes widened and with a voice that should have accompanied the body of someone much older, ordered his chums off the road. They scattered from my path. I closed my eyes and raised a hand to my face unable to confront the possibility of an accident. When I brought my hand back down, my path was mercifully clear, but the pathetic sound of a child yelling assailed my ears from behind. I turned… the magnetic tape from one child’s audio cassette costume had become caught in my ladder. The tape began to unspool as I continued my journey. With each rotation it made a violent clicking sound. An arc of magnetic tape floated from me to the child trapped in his costume, catching the reflection of street lights and low-flying hot air balloons. Before I could decide whether or not to stop or try and sever the tape, it pulled taut and the child, whether he liked it or not, joined me on the chase. I tried yelling words of comfort at the child, but every time I opened my mouth, it would fill with dragonflies and miniature goslings. I decided it would have to wait until the conclusion of the chase before I tried to calm him. For now, the plastic casing of his cassette tape costume protected him from a nasty bout of gravel rash and me from a nasty case of guilt. 
The area of town we were approaching was pocked with factories and disused fast food outlets. My pursuers were gaining ground. One of them (I didn’t feel like turning around to discover who) was throwing something at me that felt like almonds. I had the sense that my ladder was slowing down, but without knowing where the fuel gauge was located, I wasn’t in a position to know if that was true. The distance I had come convinced me that my mother and Belinda were safe and if I wanted to, I could end the chase and let Fiona deal with my tumour-free body in whatever way she felt she needed to. But I had reached a point where concern for myself had finally started to kick in. I wanted to beat this situation. I had a driving desire to come out of this alive and, dare I say it, well, I was continuing this chase for me. By now my tumours had probably started their independent lives. The world was theirs… hell… it was mine too. 
The vista of rundown factories was beginning to resemble an old west ghost town and unwritten Ennio Moricone scores were playing within me. A bazaar of guillemots formed a writhing canopy above my head and dropped their waste like foul snow onto everything below. I rubbed it from my eyes sockets and spat it from my mouth. In the downpour, the path ahead had become obscured beyond all visibility. My only consolation was that the same was probably true for my pursuers. Controlling my ladder had become impossible and I threw my arms up in a mixture of defeat and victory. The ladder began to wobble and veer off course. I clenched my fists, preparing for the inevitable impact. Guillemot shit squeezed through my fingers accompanied by a satisfying squelch. And as my ladder collided with something big, I wasn’t the least bit surprised. I involuntarily flipped off the ladder and felt the breath evacuate my body en masse as I collided with the ground. I laid on my back, discombobulated and spent, staring at the waste as it fell from the sky. The menacing sound of ladders with their engines revving sought out my ear holes from the distance. I tried to force my limbs to move in response, but they were un-obeyed thoughts; thoughts my body couldn’t comply with had it wanted to. I bore it no ill-will. I’d put my body through a lot and now, with so many bones (most likely) broken, I couldn’t expect any more. The poor child who had been dragged along for the ride, struggled to his feet, gnawed on the tape until it broke and scurried off into the night.
I felt the intrusion of torchlight punching at my eyes, followed soon after by Fiona’s voice. 
“Where on earth did you get up the gumption to run?” she asked. 
I didn’t feel an answer was necessary or appropriate.

I came to in one of the factories trying to account for the time that had escaped me. I was strapped to the top of a wooden table. I couldn’t lift my head enough to see what I had been bound with, but the strange sense of contentment I felt convinced me it was probably kittens. The only line of sight I had was of the factory ceiling, which was painted with grandiose detail. I was staring at something that had most likely been painted by a cock-obsessed teenager. A tangle of crudely realised penises danced above me. Something about the dedication such a juvenile task would require made me smile. In fact, despite my dire situation, I felt enormously happy in general. I started to chortle, which attracted the attention of whoever else was in the room. 
“He’s awake!” 
I turned, attempting to face the direction of the voice, but found the task impossible. 
“Is that you, Fiona?” I queried. 
Then, staring down at me with shock and mild offense, was Arthur. “Are you suggesting I sound like a ladyfolk?” he asked. He slurped upon another teacup. 
“No… not at all… I was just…” 
It dawned on me that I didn’t owe any of these people an explanation. In fact, quite the contrary was true. These consummate fucks had me convinced they were my friends. 
“What the hell, Arthur?” I asked. 
“Whatever do you mean?” 
“What do you mean, ‘what do I mean’? Why the hell are you helping her chase me down and cut me open?” 
Arthur chuckled as if responding to a poorly told joke a child might tell. He sipped upon his tea. “That Fiona woman is rather persuasive, isn’t she? Quite sumptuous mammary glands too, if I may be so crude.”
“But we were fucking, friends! I let you all live with me.”
“Be that as it may, chum… it should be noted that we met Fiona before you did. Our allegiance has always been to her.”
Arthur said these words without import. What was a dry observation to him was a sickening revelation to me. I had been used more thoroughly than a Sega Master System during a sleepover. 
“What did you go telling him that for?” came the voice of Belinda’s mother. “Bruce doesn’t need to know that. It’s going to make him feel horrible.”
“Why the devil should it matter now?” asked Arthur. “It’s doubtful he’ll survive the extraction of the tumours, so it’s not as though he’ll be forced to live with whatever shame this information is likely to conjure.” 
“That’s beside the point,” said Belinda’s mother. “It’s just not very polite.” 
It was alarmingly clear to me that I had been a patsy right from the start. I wasn’t sure how or why, but Fiona had used these people to aide the development of my tumours. She had orchestrated their introduction into my life and had carefully planned out my trajectory each step of the way. 
“The cat’s out of the bag now,” I said. “Care to just fill me in?” 
Both Arthur and Belinda’s mother were staring down at me. I was the patient and they were the surgeons. I wondered where Vince was. They kept swapping their gaze from me to each other, talking rapidly with their eyes, trying to come to consensus. The ferocity of their brow movements caused one of Arthur’s eyebrows to dislodge and float toward my open mouth. It landed on my dry tongue and crawled of its own volition down my throat, tickling all the way. 
“Sorry about that, old chap,” said Arthur in response. “Those things haven’t sat quite right since I bought them.”
“It doesn’t matter,” I coughed. “What’s going on?”
“Look, Bruce…” said Belinda’s mother. “We didn’t want to tell you because we weren’t supposed to. We were asked to mind you. Make sure you didn’t go getting any treatment and to ensure you continued feeding those little nasties of yours. We all came together to form what’s known in the business as a ‘tumour family’.
“The business?” I asked.
“If there’s one thing you must have learned in the last few weeks it’s that there’s a lot of interest in this stuff. And where there’s interest, there’s money. Fiona has made a fortune off your tumours and she pays us rather well. The biggest threat to a perfect tumour is the host. If the host decides to get treatment, it’s always bad for the tumour. A single round of chemotherapy risks stunting the growth and if Fiona hadn’t gotten to you first, you’d probably have gone out and had it seen to. That doctor you saw… he’s with us… he fed information of your condition straight after he diagnosed you.”
“That doesn’t exactly surprise me,” I admitted. “That doctor was insane… but what about Rhonda and Vince? They were my neighbours long before Fiona came along.” I turned to Arthur, “and you’d been living in my ceiling for decades.”
Arthur chortled. “Not true, chap. I was ordered into your ceiling following your diagnoses. What I told you was what we refer to in the business as a lie. Rhonda and Vince were fortuitously your neighbours before the diagnoses. Our network is large, Bruce. We’re everywhere.”
“You’re a shit, Arthur,” I replied.
“It was our job to monitor you and keep you from interacting with loved ones,” continued Belinda’s mother. “They’re often the ones who mess it up and convince the host to get treatment. It was pretty easy with you because the only person who appears to love you is your mother and she’s bed-ridden. All we needed to do was distract you from the guilt your abandonment of her inspired.”
What I was hearing was so lacking in basic humanity that I couldn’t even attach it to reality. How could anyone live with themselves if their living harboured such personal misery? It was something I was never destined to understand.
“But the way you love your mother…” Belinda’s mother continued. “It’s huge! It’s usually pretty easy to direct a host toward an appropriate outcome. The barbiturates we dose the hosts with – in your case via the cigarettes we gave you – usually make them so pliable. It was working so well too, but you had to run out, didn’t you? The barbiturates began to wear off, and like a flash, you were thinking about that mother of yours.”
“My mother needs me. You’re not just killing me here, you’re killing her too.” 
“I understand what you’re saying, Bruce... really I do. In our circles we have a philosophy. Bodies contract illnesses for a reason. We believe it’s because disease has a right to exist too. If a body is to defeat a disease, it should do so without the aide of medical advancement. It’s incredibly unfair when you think about it. You’re actively choosing to snuff out the life of the disease without even giving it a fighting chance. That mother of yours… she has a disease, Bruce. She shouldn’t be here. The only reason she’s alive is because you look after her. This is a clear case of the disease earning its victory over the host.”
“But when the host dies, the disease dies,” I said, feeling some need to stick up for the human side of the equation.
“Which means the disease has been allowed to conclude its natural life cycle.”
 I found myself somewhat torn. There was no possible way I could advocate the philosophy of these psychopaths, yet… I couldn’t escape the attachment I had to my own disease. To say I loved my tumours wasn’t an understatement and, despite it signing my death warrant, I wanted them back inside me. In the thousands of passed days since my birth, those tumours were a manifestation of the only thing I’d ever created with success. I made those fuckers so well that they continued to exist outside of me. I made them so well that I was willing to accept my demise if it meant I still had them inside me. And now, with them gone, I wasn’t willing to accept my death. The truth is they had ravaged my body to such an extent that, even with them gone, I probably wasn’t going to recover. There was only one thing I knew with certainty – I didn’t want my death to be at the hands of Fiona or anyone from my tumour family. I began to laugh at the stupidity of it all.
“Are you okay, Bruce my man?” asked Arthur.
“I’m just dandy,” I replied. “Wanna know the best thing about all of this?” 
This question was greeted with anticipatory silence, which acted as my cue to continue. “I don’t even have the tumours anymore. They’re all gone!” My statement was followed with more laughter. 
“What do you mean?” yelled Belinda’s mother. 
“One by one… they’ve all left my body. They’re already out there living their own lives. Fiona didn’t get them. You guys can slice me open all you like, but you aren’t going to find the tumours.” 
I heard hurried footsteps approach the table I was bound to. 
“He has to be fucking lying,” said Vince, who had finally joined the other two. 
“When’s Fiona due back?” asked Arthur.
“She went to buy us all pudding,” said Belinda’s mother. “She’s bound to be back any minute.” 
“Do I get any pudding?” I found myself asking.
“Probably not, Bruce,” replied Belinda’s mother. 
I sighed deeply. My stomach was broadcasting all manner of implausible acidic transmissions. I wanted food almost as much as I wanted my tumours back, and not far behind was my desire for a cigarette.
“Can someone please give me a smoke?” I asked.
I’d barely finished my request before three cigarettes were wedged between my lips. I mumbled a half-arsed ‘thank you’ and patiently waited as the flames from the cigarette lighters worked their alchemy. I directed the accumulated smoke into my lungs with an eager inhale and waited for that divine intoxication to flavour my blood. When the intoxication hit, it didn’t feel the same. It felt like an intrusion and not something I invited. I could feel a layer of phlegm peel away from the wall of my lungs and form a ball as it travelled up my throat. It emerged from my mouth in all its revolting glory, extinguishing my cigarettes and rolled down my cheek. It hit the table with a muted splat, the cigarettes lodged inside. 
“I don’t think I want any more cigarettes,” I croaked. 
It was true too. Without the tumours to feed off the toxins, my body couldn’t handle it. It felt like the smoke had charred my insides. The others stood over me, their mouths contorted into expressions of disgust. The smell radiating from the phlegm ball was profoundly indecent. 
“What say we go and play boggle or something until Fiona gets back?” said Vince.
They left me alone with my rancid ball of phlegm and giggled their way through word games.

The footsteps that approached me were full of anger and frustration. The heels from the shoe threw up an echo that refused to fade. Each new echo just joined the others. 
“I don’t believe this for a second,” said Fiona. “They can’t all have left.” 
“I’m just telling you what he told us,” said Vince. “For all we know, he’s lying. Either way, you’re handling it.” 
Fiona bent down over me. Her face was so close to mine that I could see it twitch. I pursed my lips and gave her a kiss. She lent back and gave me a sharp slap across the face.
“It was worth it,” I said. 
“Why have you taken it upon yourself to make things so difficult?” she scolded. “If you’d just followed the rules, this would all be over with and none of us would be dealing with this mess.”
“If anything, this is your fault,” I said, to which her eyebrows arched in reply. “You made my tumours so damn perfect that they left us.”
“You’re a liar, Bruce,” she said. “They haven’t left you. The readings I’m getting have weakened somewhat, but you still have tumours inside you.” 
“Bullshit,” I replied. 
Fiona foraged around in her handbag and pulled out what looked like an old Casio calculator. Upon flicking a switch, the device started to beep chaotically. The closer she held the device to my stomach, the more ferociously it beeped. 
“What do you have to say for yourself?” she asked with a smirk.
“I shat them all out back at my mother’s. There can’t be any left. I feel completely empty.”
“You know, Bruce… I believe you. I am convinced that you are convinced you have none left, but let me tell you… you do. Can I ask you, did any of the tumours you expelled earlier look different from the rest?”
“There was the guardian tumour… I remember it from the endoscopy, but the rest were just plain, old tumours.”
“And do you remember what the guardian tumour represents?” said Fiona with a chuckle.
In the absence of words, I slowly shook my head from side to side like clown heads at a carnival sideshow. Fiona’s chuckle grew and she positioned her mouth beside my ear.
“You still have the queen,” she whispered. 
 I closed my eyes in order to achieve oneness with my body. I felt for whatever Fiona was talking about. There was warmth at the pit of my stomach, different from any warmth I’d ever experienced. The more I focused on it, the warmer it became. The warmth throbbed like a heart. My eyes shot open.
“Holy fuck… you’re right!” I said. 
“The tumour responsible for all the rest… the most powerful of diseases.” 
“Please don’t take it,” I begged. 
I needed it within me. The more aware I became of its presence, the more I felt it. I knew intuitively that I had been in possession of this tumour for a very long time. This tumour was a remnant of a primordial self. The tumour was the heart that governed my heart. 
“You have to know, Bruce… the reason we’re all here is because of that perfect thing inside you. We’re not leaving without it. How could you expect us to?”
Although directly in my line of sight, I stared through Fiona. I stared through the entirety of my existence. I perceived nothing.
“The four of us are going to eat some pudding, but we’ll be back soon with surgical apparatus in tow,” said Fiona. “Would you like me to put on some music for you?”
Her question was unable to penetrate my stupour. The sound of Eddie Murphy’s ‘How Could it Be’ swam from a nearby stereo, but to me it sounded like every song and no song I had ever heard.

I was left alone with my tumour and the music. I was about to lose something very important. The only consolation was that the extraction of the tumour would most likely result in my death. If a human has a soul, I believed what I possessed inside me was my version – my essence. Feeling how fundamentally linked to the centre of my being this tumour was, it struck me that I can’t be the only one. I couldn’t fathom a reality wherein each of us didn’t suffer from our own hidden disease and this disease shamelessly dictated our every response. The process of cognition which these tumours helped each of us develop was, by virtue, designed to obfuscate our core maladies. Life is merely a process of masking the fear that plumps us. 
What ya thinkin’ about? Said the queen within me. 
“I’m thinking about nothing but you. I doubt I’ve ever truly thought about anything else.” 
I’m surprised you managed to find me. With the others gone, I would have caused you no trouble. 
“You’re the cause of all my trouble.” 
That’s not exactly true. I’m merely a symbol of the cause. You were the one who put me here in honour of the cause. And you did everything in your power to give me strength and fostered my continued growth. I’m only here because you want me here.
 “Does that mean if I asked you to leave, you would?”
My tumour didn’t respond to this question straight away and I felt a pang of guilt for even daring to ask. But I was serious about the question and was prepared to wait for a reply.
Well… yes… of course I’ll leave if that’s what you want, came the eventual reply. But you should be aware of a couple of things. If I leave, I’m gone. And I don’t mean gone like those other tumours. I need you to survive and without you sustaining me, I’m dead. So basically, you’ll never have me back again. And it’s important to remember that you put me here for a reason. Without me inside you, you’re essentially starting from scratch. I’m everything about you. 
The laughter sprayed from my mouth. Each heave of hilarity hurt my battered bones and empty stomach, but I couldn’t stop. It all made such perfect sense. I was responsible for everything I hated about myself.
“I’d like you to leave,” I said without hesitation. 
Wow! Okay… I gotta be honest… I wasn’t expecting that. I thought that little piece of existential voodoo I just placed on you would actually give you pause for thought. But yeah… okay… I’m outta here! What can I say, it’s been nice controlling you! Catch ya…
Fiona and the others waltzed back into the room banging on about the joys of pudding and wishing for more. They wore smears of chocolate around their mouths and each had the glazed look of a junkie post-fix. Fiona tilted her head the same way birds of prey do and approached me. 
“It nearly time, Bruce. I just had to make sure the little habitat I created for your queen was ready to go. I tell you, it’s lovely and I do plan to take very good care of her.”
She moved toward the side of the room and fetched a tattered, brown suitcase and visibly strained as she picked it up. After struggling it back to the table I was strapped to, she thumped it down beside me. Whatever was inside clattered like a washing machine full of forks. She made a show of unclipping the suitcase and slowly worked it open. She waved her fingers with an air of incantation, reached inside and retrieved a large tenaculum hook which she placed beside me. 
“I’ll get one of the others to use this to hold your chest cavity open while I rummage about inside you,” she said wistfully. 
Following this gnarly device, she retrieved several more, much more horrific devices. An artificial leech, a circumcision knife, a lithotome, a skull saw and a tonsil guillotine were among some of the more unsavoury looking artifacts. 
“Don’t worry, Bruce… I won’t be using all of these tools. It’s all part of a set, you understand. Basically I just need something to slice you open and cut through any bones that might get in my way.”
I nodded calmly. I could feel my final tumour preparing to vacate. Metaphorical suitcases were being packed with everything I’d ever been, stripping me bare.
You’re absolutely sure about this? It asked.
“I’m absolutely sure,” I confirmed.
“Who are you talking to?” asked Fiona.
I offered no answer and she didn’t push for one. She made some hand gestures toward the others that formed shadows against the wall. The others obeyed and slipped from my field of vision. Moments later, I felt the table I was strapped to begin to lift until I was in an upright position. 
“Somebody cut away his shirt,” ordered Fiona.
Belinda’s mother appeared before me with garden shears and a nervous giggle.
“Belinda’s a good kid,” I said.
She looked at me with the curious eyes of a thawed caveman. Almost as if the name of her daughter meant nothing.
“Oh! Belinda!” she replied. “Belinda’s not really my daughter. She was just a good way to enter your life. I found her sleeping in a shopping trolley near your home and promised to buy her a lizard if she played along.” 
“What about her real parents?” 
“I couldn’t tell you,” she replied. “She claimed the shopping trolley was her mother.”
“That’s probably not true,” I said. 
“Stop talking and start cutting,” said Fiona.
The woman I believed to be Belinda’s mother began slicing at my shirt. I shifted my gaze toward the crudely drawn cocks that covered the ceiling. I couldn’t tell whether they were fighting or fucking. As my shirt fell away, I felt the cold air against my chest, which sent a shiver up my entire body. 
“Okay, Bruce,” said Fiona. “In most surgical situations, anesthetic is commonly used. Unfortunately this isn’t a courtesy I can offer you. I can’t risk sedating your body as it may compromise the integrity of the tumour. As a result, I can’t promise you any measure of physical comfort. What I can promise, is that when I have the tumour safely extracted, we will end your pain without delay.”
Before I had any chance to respond to her alarming news, a wooden mouth gag was forced into my mouth. The wood tasted rotten and crumbled around my teeth. The pit of my stomach, where the queen resided, began to emanate heat. I could feel a twisting sensation that, although uncomfortable, wasn’t necessarily painful. A howl of wind escaped from my arse. 
“What was that?” asked Arthur.
Fiona held up a scalpel the size of a ceiling fan blade. “I’m going in.” 
My whole body from the stomach down began to seize and twitch, threatening the integrity of my binds. 
“What are you doing, Bruce?” asked Fiona. 
“I’m not doing anything. My tumour on the other hand… I think it’s leaving.” 
Her eyes yawned open and for a second, Fiona’s face almost looked human. 
“Quick everyone!” she yelled. “Stand around me. If the tumour vacates, I want it caught.”
The others fell in line, forming a semi-circle behind Fiona. I shut my eyes and focused on breathing. I could feel the queen sliding down my bowel. It didn’t feel as large as I had expected. But I knew it wasn’t the tumour itself that mattered, it was what the tumour was taking with it, the size of which could not be calculated. An involuntary strain took me over. I bit down on the wooden gag and felt it crumble and fall down my throat. Then I screamed a scream I’d never heard before. The scream hung above us like a dark cloud and released emotional rain. 
“It’s coming!” screamed Fiona, trying to be heard over the developing thunder claps. “Move in. Cover the fucking arse!”
My eyes had lost their primary function. All I could see was swirling ammonia. My skin felt as though it were lifting from my body and the whole table I was strapped to had attained a sense of weightlessness. My bowel clicked like a loaded gun and when I pushed, the tumour fired from my backside in a shower of milky waste. So profound was the sense of relief and lightness in my body that it translated as pain and an urge to pass out. It was the sudden end to a lifetime of existential constipation – it’s not something I imagine you can ever be prepared for. Sound around me was beginning to regain clarity. I heard the sounds of confusion, of calamity. 
“What the hell is this?” whimpered Fiona, her guard well and truly down.
“Vince has been injured,” yelled Arthur. “Somebody take his shoes!” 
Fiona was repeating my name with growing desperation. I had no idea what was happening. My vision was still an ammonia blur. I felt slaps against my face – back of the hand, front of the hand. 
“Snap out of it, you fuck,” ordered Fiona amidst more slaps. “What is this? What the fuck have you done?”
Something cold and wet pressed against my forehead. The blurred vision began to crystallise and I saw the object Fiona held up to my face. 
“What have you done with the fucking queen?” 
The detail of the object Fiona was holding tugged at the most distant of memories… things I couldn’t remember but had never forgot. Fiona was holding a bronze cigarette lighter, engraved with a picture of a farting aristocrat with stink lines emanating from his backside. . 
“If you don’t tell me what the fuck this is, I’m going to slice you open and watch you bleed out all over the fucking floor,” seethed Fiona. 
“It’s a cigarette lighter,” I said. “My father gave it to me a long time ago and told me to keep it very safe… to never let it go.”
“What the fuck was it doing inside you?”
“I put it there… that lighter’s the queen.” 
Fiona stood still for a while staring at the lighter. Curiosity provoked her to flick the lid and try lighting it, but the flint wouldn’t take and it remained dormant. 
“Fucking thing doesn’t even work,” she said. 
Her whole body slumped in defeat and she let the lighter drop to the ground where it broke apart on impact. She fell to her knees and then onto her side. Sprawled on the floor behind her was Vince’s lifeless body. A gaping wound on his forehead coughed gore with the frenzy of an elderly smoker. Using my arse as a pistol and the lighter as a bullet, I had inadvertently killed this man. Arthur was at Vince’s feet, trying desperately to remove his shoes.
Fiona lifted herself from the floor and looked right into my eyes. Tear-induced streaks of mascara spread from her eyes and her hair had become so unkempt that a family of guillemots were already establishing a home there. 
“How could you do this to me?” she whimpered. “My entire life has been leading to this moment.” 
“I really oughta thank you,” I said. “I’ve needed to get that out of me for a long time. I couldn’t have done it without you.”
She picked up a few fragments of the broken lighter and squeezed it in her fist until rivulets of blood leaked through the fingers.
“Keep it,” I said. “I don’t want it any more.”
She let the bloodied fragments fall to the floor. “What am I supposed to do with it.” 
“My father told me to keep it safe, but I don’t care what you do with it. It’s not my problem anymore.” 
Fiona gazed into her sliced palm and her whole body began to heave. Strings of drool fell from her lower lip and sweat began to bead across her face. With a piercing screech, she lunged at me and locked her hands around my throat. My body began punching at my airways, craving release from the buildup of carbon dioxide. I could feel my eyeballs protruding unnaturally from their sockets and drying in the air. I wanted to cough, but each cough bounced back down my throat. 
“I was depending on this,” she screamed. “Your tumours were everything I’ve been looking for and you fucked it up. I’ll kill you! I’ll fucking kill you!” 
Despite the oxygen deprivation, my brain still processed her contention as accurate. I could feel my body shutting down. It didn’t have enough strength left to fight this final assault. If it hadn’t been for the giant arm which fell onto Fiona from the ceiling, I’m quite sure I would have died. The elbow at the centre of the giant arm connected with the crown of Fiona’s head, knocking her out. All of those coughs and splutters made their escape now – one followed by (and sometimes on top of) the other. After my coughing fit, I sucked at the air, taking in the oxygen I needed, gaining my sense of consciousness. My mother had literally dropped from the sky to save me. Fiona remained pinned beneath her bulk. She kept Arthur and the person I thought was Belinda’s mother at bay with her shaking fist. Having had enough, the two of them escaped, but not before Arthur finished forcing off one of Vince’s shoes, which he tucked safely in his trouser fronts.
I stared at my mother and she stared back at me. A smile crept across her face. Her entire bicep was flexing in a way I didn’t think was possible.
“How” I croaked.
“It doesn’t matter,” she replied.
The room began to slowly churn around me, building speed until it was a vomit-coloured blur. I passed out soon after.
7.
I awoke in my mother’s bed with pain thumping every part of my body. I didn’t realise it was my mother’s bed straight away. Disorientation was wreaking havoc with my brain. When my eyes first opened, I didn’t even register myself as existing. My cognisance was lacking to such an extent that I couldn’t attach myself to the physicality of the situation. Clarity crept back in like tiny pieces of an enormous jigsaw. The first bit of reality that tugged at me was the smell of the room. My mother’s house possessed a deeply earthy smell that I’d never forget. Next I became aware of the idiosyncratic way daylight spilled through the windows. Light didn’t shine in my childhood home as much as it suggested itself. It manifested as a rich, pink hue that cloaked everything, injecting safety into the shadows. As if being granted permission, all the other details began to flood into me. I knew where I was and I knew I was still alive.
I’d never been in my mother’s bed like this. I mean… I’d been on my mother’s bed more times than a computer could calculate, but now I was the centre of the bed’s attention. It was the strangest, most comfortable feeling in the world. The room was still in a state of disrepair following the recent events that had plagued us. But the bed itself was a sanctuary against all the woes in the world and I was at its core, feeling safe and warm. 
I heard a shuffling sound approach the room and cast my attention toward it. The door edged open with a nostalgic creak. There was my mother, pulling herself by her giant hand and holding a plate of food in her mouth. I had no idea she was capable of this level of mobility – I suspected, until now, she didn’t either. She worked her way toward me and carefully sat the plate down on the bedside table. It smelled delicious. 
“Oh, Bruce! You’re awake, my love!” she proclaimed through tears. “I was so very worried about you. You’ve been asleep for so long.” 
I smiled at her and then at the food. The plate possessed so many of my childhood staples. Profiteroles, dandelion pie, beggar’s crumpet, steak paste, jellied noblets, powdered wang and harps. I reached out for a jellied noblet and slammed it in my mouth. The taste sent shivers down my body that were immediately followed by tears. My mother leaned forward and pressed her lips to my cheek.
“What’s wrong, my love?” she asked. 
“He was an arsehole,” I replied. 
“Who do you mean, dear?”
“Dad… he was a fucking arsehole…”
My mother gave me a slight nod of solemn understanding. She struggled her way onto the bed and stretched out beside me. We both stared at the ceiling. 
“You father wasn’t always like that,” she eventually said. “But yes… he did slide somewhat toward the end there. The man who left us was not the man I married.” 
“What happened?” I asked, for the first time in my life. 
“When I met your father he was a brilliant gravy maker. In gravy-making circles, he was a bona fide celebrity. Back in those days, gravy was a pretty big deal – a darn sight bigger than it is now. That instant stuff all the kids drink today was only available in back alleys and abortion parties. He was gravy man of the year back in ‘62. He could have had his pick of the gravy groupies that followed him around like bad smells. These women were attracted to the fame… their loins inflamed at the taste of your dad’s gravy. At the time I wasn’t much into gravy. I was working as a gravy boat model at GravyCon’s International convention in ’63. These conventions were huge back in the day – attracted scores of enthusiasts. Your father was the star attraction that year. I remember when he entered the building. His hair was slicked back like a woodshop teacher and he wore the most stunning set of glittered overalls you’d ever seen. As you’d expect, the ladies swooned and threw themselves at him. Your dad though… he wouldn’t have any of it. His eyes were glued to one thing from the minute he set foot in that place… the T-model Excelsior Gravy Boat I was modeling. He couldn’t take his eyes off that thing. He sought me out after the convention and asked to look at the gravy boat. It had been carefully packed away for the next leg of its international tour at this point and your poor dad was so dejected. I offered to take him out for dinner to try and cheer him up. Well… he accepted, we got to talking, fell madly in love and were married minutes later.”
As my mother told this story, the most content smile I’d ever seen sat on her face. My eyes drank this up and I felt something within that resembled strength. 
“So we were very happily married for several years,” she continued. He taught me all about the art of gravy and never once did he let his lifestyle interfere with our love. He was so caring… so considerate.”
“When did that start to change?” I asked. 
“Shortly after your older brother was born,” she said with a sudden distance in her eyes. “Your father wasn’t really cut out to be a father I’m afraid. He didn’t understand children. He would spend hours just staring at your brother trying to figure him out… became obsessed with it. In his daft mind, he was sure that children were entering the world with the soul purpose of sullying gravy. He reasoned that each generation ensured a weakening in the sanctity of pursuits from generations prior. So although he didn’t know how, he looked at your brother and saw a gravy botherer. And it didn’t matter what I said. He’d just accuse me of sabotage and storm out. He’d go away for weeks at a time and come back with dried gravy all over his body. Then I became convinced he was fooling around with gravy groupies. When I confronted him about this, he flew into a rage and punched the wall with his gravy making hand. He suffered nerve damage that prevented him from making gravy up to a standard he was accustomed too. He turned his back on the whole lifestyle and became a completely different person. When you were born, you met a different man. And yes… your new father was an utter bastard. He was already convinced children were responsible for his problems and by the time you were born, you were, as much as it kills me to say it, an enemy. And when I got sick shortly after your birth, he was convinced you were responsible and in possession of great evil. He would stay up at night plotting ways to get rid of you, which used to send me into a panic. And it was only due to that tiny ember of love he still had for me that he didn’t try anything stupid. He never discussed his plans to leave with me, but I guess he couldn’t take it anymore. Your father was a profoundly damaged man, Bruce.” 
I wanted to feel angry as my mother’s story concluded, but I couldn’t. My father had just been painted as such a deeply pathetic man that I felt a crude, patronising sympathy for him.
“Before he left… he told me that it was my fault. That I’d made you sick. There hasn’t been a day gone by since that I haven’t believed that.”
“Oh, Bruce… darling,” replied my mother, as she snuggled in closer behind me. “You can’t believe something like that. It’s not healthy.”
I felt my mother’s body, exuding warmth, comfort and understanding. In this space, nothing mattered and the guilt that dictated my life didn’t feel important.
“It’s hard not to believe I’m responsible,” I said. “You started getting sick the minute after I was born.”
“Let me tell you something, Bruce… The seeds to my illness were sewn long before you were born. Life is the illness. The mere act of breathing and putting yourself out there is hard on the soul. The only way to prevent illness is to have never been alive. There can never be one sole arbiter of our pain and heartache. It’s a process that develops and has more parts than we can possibly fathom. Whether you were born or not, I was already sick, Bruce.”
“That’s pretty depressing,” I replied. 
“No!” she countered. “It’s not depressing at all. While life may be at the heart of all sickness, it’s also the cure.”
My mother’s words were true. I hadn’t deciphered their importance yet, but I knew they were true. The disease that lies at the heart of us all can erupt at any time. We walk around, zombie-like, in perpetual response. It leaves us so fragile. We collate misery like a macabre census and feed off the results. More often than not, we want to be unhappy because it gives us an excuse to avoid responsibility. Although we’re not aware, we invite so much illness into our lives. And when it’s there, we hold onto it like children with a teddy bear. It keeps us safe. It diverts our attention from the cure. By the time we become aware of it, it’s usually too late. The illness has dug itself so deep that it’s never coming out. 
My mother’s body was pressed tightly against mine and for the first time, I felt as if I were in her care. Her giant hand, firm and loving, rubbed my leg, filling me with re-assurance. My past was evaporating, which terrified and excited me. The guilt I had always been in response to was leaving. My mother’s hand maintained its vigil, keeping me safe, assuring me I was okay. Her skin, unaccustomed to life outside of bed rest, was so soft. And it was this that stayed with me as I fell asleep in her arm. So soft…
So soft…
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