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Tracey Slaughter
Editorial

Sometimes the page is a mess. The sentences won’t hold their weight.
The characters stiffen and hide their faces, or stand at centrestage and
shriek. The plot takes corners you can’t follow, a dark figure with
back turned, distant steps. The set is a series of shadows, or postcards
of overused plastic towns. The voice sounds lifted from an answering
machine — or an emergency room. The mood floods, or flatlines. The
words tick, bloodless, from left to right. Or animals appear in the
alphabet, things with raw faces that make shapes of pain and bare
their teeth. The page goes into spasm. The page goes into stasis. You
spend days staring down the vanishing point of the mess.

But mess is good. Mess is learning. The writer needs permission
to make a mess. No musician was ever expected to come to their
instrument fresh and bring forth faultless symphonies from the first
strike. When we pick up our instrument we’re pitchy, rigid, fingers in
the wrong frets, strum clumsy, tempo stalling, key deaf. But we learn
to make the sounds, and we learn to hear them, we learn the feel of
them under the stretch of our hands, the mood of the notes as they
thrum in our chests. Learning to play language is no different. We
discover how to tune the string of the sentence, where to pluck, where
to chug. We learn because we just won’t put the instrument down, it
grows into a part of us, it grafts into our muscle, we lug it everywhere,
stroke it and punish it every second we can. We learn by riffing, by just
plain stuffing around. Every writer needs permission to jam, to play
about, tamper, hazard, have accidents, crash through syntax, detour
from formula, mangle expected tone. The capacity to give up perfect,
to rush past restriction and unleash a piece in the raw is the practice
of surrender that every artist needs. I recently attended a literary
festival where a panel of writers was asked, in essence, what is the
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point of teaching writing? One of the speakers, the flash fiction writer
Tania Hershman, answered without hesitation: permission. It struck
an instant chord, and in talks with her afterwards I wholeheartedly
agreed: the crucial thing that students often receive in writing classes
is as simple as that — permission to speak, to face a subject, to free a
character, to use a phrase that once would have led to their mothers
washing out their mouths. Permission is the first step. Nothing stifles
artistry like those two other dreaded P words: perfection, prohibition.
Censor the mess, you stub out the story, you stunt the poem, before
it draws breath. It’s a state of havoc that gives rise to the creative
upsurge, it’s surrender, it’s disorder, it’s risk. You have to give yourself
permission to cause mayhem.

The pieces collected in Mayhem 2 exist because the writers
gave themselves permission: to blunder drunk through the streets of
‘Shibuya,” to blink headon into the ‘Shark Teeth’ of relationships,
to guzzle the musky juice of seduction in ‘Peach,” to “rub gasoline
behind the ears” in ‘Mechanics,” to burrow the “airless rooms” of
memory in ‘Disclosed,” to watch the strange blood of childhood run
in ‘Just Like Dad,’ to bare ‘Autobiography’ in its simple longing, to
deal the man a stinging taste of lip in ‘Your Life, My Rules,’ to “cough
up the meaning of family” in ‘Alexander the Great,” to commemorate
the fragments of everyday grace that need saving in ‘Write.” They are
testament to the work that issues from writers who seize permission to
speak, who demand and exercise that right with fully focused passion.

But for those of you who submitted to Mayhem and found
themselves not selected: the answer is...keep making a mess, fail
harder, fail better (to paraphrase that mantra of Samuel Beckett that
should be nailed above every writer’s desk). And above all fail with
feeling — for if there is a grain of feel, a trace of heat left in the wrecked
page then there is always something to salvage, a seed to keep on
working with. In my classes that’s what we learn to listen for: the
place in the flawed page where we can feel the pulse, the moment in
the mess of words where the blood really beats. That’s where the thing
that needs to be written lives. That’s the thing, most often, you haven’t
yet given permission.



Boris Cookson

Alexander the Great

1: A Morning Walk

Winter rests its flat palms
On ecither side of my face
Each finger conducting frost

Your dark shock

Of wiry black hair

Rests on top of a body

Two hands taller than me

Yet

You are still short enough to be considered
My brother

Power lines stretch

Crawling gently over

Mile high wooden posts

Sagging in rest

Stirring for the air

You said They hid thieves up there.

Hedges shoot their
Ambitious green growth
Outwards

Arching over the footpath
Swaying

You pull it taut

Ripping each leaf from it
In one playful motion
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Yellow lines on the tarmac
Dull in the sun’s

Lazy gaze

Wait for headlights

From a speeding night car
To bring out their colour

Ahead of us to the right

On the other side of the road
Your mother

Is jogging

A pair of white trainers
Clapping against the ground

My hand grazes against
A brown fence
Unfinished edges

Held in gaps

Deliver

Furry splinters

To each tiny member

The world
Was made
Of fingers
Once locked
Together

In a grip
That meant
I was safe

You turn and cross the road without me
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2: At The Dock

The straight wooden boards
Rest on the back of mile high
Supports

Feet press

Into the wet planks

Hold me in place

I feel the sway

Dock dances with the swell
Hand

On

Back

Pushes

My body

Bends over itself

And

Collapses into the water
Crooked laugh

Propels me

Outwards

My face breaks the surface
Backwards

Eyes shut

Eyes open

Sting

Lips break

Apart

Surrender

Oxygen pulls

The ocean in through the gap
Draining the harbour
Lungs shrivel

10
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Ball up

Swallowing themselves

My body becomes one giant contraction
Gnawing against the rocks

Flop like a fish

Bloated

I cough up the meaning of family
It tastes like salt

11
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3: Nose Bleed on my Eighth Birthday

The

Bigger

Stronger

Older

Boy

Played with his little brother’s
Arse like a whore

Not sure if he didn’t enjoy it
Though he might not have
Understood the situation

He understood the sensation
Warm and radiating outwards
And upwards

A blanket
That wrapped the front of the brain
In a numbness born of pleasure

Hermit settles back into the shell
Pink and promising

A sheet of foam holding the world
Pressing inwards

Fingernail scraping

Down the back of a hairless leg
To the callused and cracked pads
Of intrepid feet

White hands explore everywhere
I am not sure if

The tiny prick
Dangling innocently

12
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Uncovered by any growth of hair
Was left untouched

All T know is it didn’t make a fucking difference

My brother would never
Do me wrong

13



Adele McKelvie

Your Life, My Rules

Rule 1: Don’t ever sit there and eat your cake before your pie comes.
Or that’s it. I’ll tell you I’'m going to the bathroom, and I’'ll walk
straight out of that lunch-bar. And that’ll be the last you see of me.

Rule 2: You open my car door for me on our first date. Otherwise
I’ll say I’ve got a headache and want to watch TV. It’s a matter of
respect. ‘“They don’t treat you right from the start, they never will.’
Same goes for my drinks. You pay. Or it’s never going to happen.

Rule 3: Never ask if you can kiss me. You do that, I’ll reply
‘negative.” Your small, dry mouth will fall open anyway, and I’ll
probably snort loudly, because that’s the dumbest thing you could
ever say. I’ll leave you whimpering in the corner with your coat
ticket butt in my pocket.

Rule 4: Don’t even think about wearing a checked shirt tucked in,
and ironed, and shit. Or put crap in your hair. You turn up like that
and I will play you. I’ll let you show me how to use the cue in a
game of pool and then I’ll invite you home. I’ll serve you a cup of
green tea, and lead you to my deserted flatmate’s room, where you
can use a sleeping bag on top of his bed. And you will go along with
it. Because A you’re the polite type and B you think there’s a chance
I’1l appear in your doorway in a black lace g-string. But I won’t. I’1l
be getting my beauty sleep down the hall, with a big fat smile on my
face. And eventually you’ll leave as quiet as a mouse with your tail
dangling between your legs.

Rule 5: You eye up any slut, and you’re history. If I put on my silver

14
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sparkle strapless dress and pink heels that just maxed out my credit
card, and you take me to a place where a tiger-print bikini bitch is
shaking her arse in a cage, and you so much as peek, the hell I’ll
take that. Next date, [ won’t laugh when you laugh in the movie, and
I’ll point out bald guys who really do it for me, and we’ll go to an
Adults Only shop to check out a new dildo for me. And even though
I still look pretty by your side, you’ll start to doubt yourself. And
feel insecure. Then you’ll stop texting me, and it’ll be six months
before you can ask anyone else out.

Rule 6: Don’t get cocky. In other words, don’t ever think I want
you as desperately as you want me. Or else I’ll drop you like dead
meat. If you say you don’t dance, guarantee I’1l make you. I’ll fetch
you a cold one, ‘hon.” You’ll feel my lips on your sweaty neck, my
fingers pull back through your curls. And you’ll follow me like a
lamb onto the dance floor, where the shame of your pathetic-as robot
moves will end you up in a sad heap on the lounge carpet. And I'll
be grinding my happy hips against my flatmate’s friend from Peru.

Rule 7: Don’t use me. If you need a fancy girl to parade round your
mates, and we go bar hopping, and a waiter whispers in my ear,
‘Did you know he’s gay,” I’'m going to squeeze those saggy balls of
yours so hard they’ll pop. When you’ve got no choice but to take
me back to your place, and you keep talking all goddamn night,
and we finally head for your room for fuck-knows what, and you
tell me three times not to leave my purse out in the kitchen for your
so-called flatmate to see, I’'m going leave it there. And that’s just
the tip of the iceberg. I’ll send you real intense stuff in the mail,
magazines and shit, addressed to you at your home and place of
work. And your cover, mate, will be blown.

Rule 8: Don’t play me. I can play you (see Rule 4) but playing me
is strictly out of bounds. You step over the line and I will break your
precious dream. I’1l smash it into tiny pieces. Easy. If you and I get
close, but not real close quick enough, according to you, and you get

15
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another girl on the scene to make me jealous, to drive me fast into
your arms, you’ll have lifted my game to a whole new level. You
screw me like that? I screw you back and leave off the condom, so
you think we’ve got a future together. But what you don’t know is,
I’1l get hold of that pill, and I’ll swallow it. And I’ll wait till a tender
moment to tell you why we have nothing in the works together. Then
I’ll wash my hands of your chicken-shit tears. For good.

So.

You ready?

16



Kristy Lagarto
Shark Teeth

The route to your house

in the daylight

is different at night.

The road turns to currents
and the buildings are coral
blooming in their lawns,

the sand gardens.

The headlights of cars

are tiny fish.

They catch the edges

of mirrors in the water’s
light and bleed white and gold,
fog the windshield, a tide of
loss and shadow,

muffled music.

The second time [ went
to see you I couldn’t
swim fast enough. You
make me feel light.
You turn my lungs
over in your palms
until they become windpipes
and pierce a hole
through the sky with
their sound. I spin

out through my ears,
rush to a beat with

17
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drunken feet, wide eyed
and slick bird winged
with a panicked pulse.

I wish I could have done
something, anything

to be the ribbon sent

across the sky flying

like a star stained lighthouse
beacon, one that wraps you
up on the glassy surface,
keeps you afloat in the
present, banishes dark
underneath, sweeps away sharp
rocks, shark teeth.

18
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Thigh Gap

I do not
want to be beautiful.

I want to be small, minuscule,
I want to be compact.

I do not want to be held

in your arms.

I want to be held in your hand
like a piece of lint.

I want to be the lines

across your palms.

But I am the finger nails

you never let grow out,

the ones you chew off and spit
on the floor, crush into

the ground with your feet.

I am your dirty habit.

I want my sister to hate me

for my glass torso and

cardboard arms, covered in

translucent film.

I want my finger tips to turn blue

like I dip them inside my heart,

like I dyed my hair and did not wear gloves.
I want my skin to be frail,

to rip like rice paper when crinkled,

19



Mayhem Literary Journal

and [ want you to see my spine
through my T-Shirt,
a jagged map.

I want you to drink

soup out of my collar bones.

I want you to build New York City
in the gap between my thighs

that I love like I love myself,

and I despise it so much.

I do not
want to be beautiful.

20
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Fixers

When I fuck with

the lights on

there is a reason

my body creaks and
closes like a casket lid.
It’s the same reason

I set fire to photographs
of a little blonde girl

in a green dress

with flowers in her hair,
while my eyes

follow the smoke

and the doctors

prescribe me more pills.
And more pills. And more
pills, until my stomach rattles,
full of round pink ‘fixers’
that I want to chase down with vodka.
But they won’t let me
because they know I’ll

try to drown myself.

I tied my tongue

like ribbons in my hair

but my silence came

out my eyes, sunken,

like debris when no one chose to hear
my roots being ripped up,

21
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my body eroding to the sound
of daddy’s zipper,

And 12 years later I wake

in damp sheets and

my bones rattle

to the echo of his voice
knocking in my skull

as it cracks like a frozen lake
moves through the haemorrhage
of a once perfect child.

I twist my body and look back
at my whimper lowered

to half mast, and at him as he
stands over me with his sticky
hand down my pants,
laughing as I wake with

body bags beneath my eyes
and enough blame and

shame in my gut

to name the hurricane

after myself.

If I could face him I’d say

that he created me a storm,

that his claws carved me animal,
that I throw my fists

at every man who lays

his hands on me when I’m sober
because I’'m convinced every
man’s hands belong to him.

I’d say that I sat on

the side of the road at midnight
and waited for any creature

22
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to identify my body as a carcass,
to swallow every cell of sweat
and leave nothing behind.

I’d say I remember the cracked
fault line that ran through

his eyes, and the way he

shook hands with my father.

I’d say how I counted

out pills on my kitchen counter,
ripped razors apart so I could
stash the blades in my undie drawer
to bring out again and

again when I couldn’t stop
the feeling of his fingers
running over my skin

after begging the bodies

of strange men to erase

the canvas he painted

deep inside me, to

not respect me

just fuck me.

And in the morning [ would
shovel my body out of their
beds and walk home swollen,
a little more broken,

and no closer to scraping out
the remnants that he

sewed into the pit.

23



Helena Dow

Disclosed

He was the man who slicked down his hair with gel
and enjoyed the power he held

in a place with cold walls,

with dank air,

with the dead sheep by the fire,

and a single light bulb over the bed.

He was the man who had trouble breathing through
his nose,

who slept with his mouth open,

under the cast of a small circle of semidarkness

in the quarters of oppression

with cluttered memos,

with a coffee maker beside the soda machine,

with a bottle of linctus,

and the hide of a rabbit on the table

in the abode with the locked door.

He was the man with a man’s laugh
and the divine face,

created by the last stroke of genius
who underestimated his inner world,
who miscalculated mathematics,
who puffed him up with pure science
and gave him the go-ahead

to blast his prey down the stairwell;
his eyes numb and eerie

as he played the foul game.

24
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He was the man who wanted it all,

who wanted it now,

who wanted it then,

who wanted it broken.

He was the one who did not want to be runner-up.

He was the man who said ‘too bad’ with his tongue
licking his lips,

with his smile

askew through his wry fagade,

with a whiff of smut from his mouth

in his sluggish voice

and the empty bottle in his hand.

He was the man delivered from evil
who wanted to be

where he belonged

deep inside himself as sworn

and not in the airless room,

scarred.

25



Hannah Dewhurst

Just Like Dad

The sun’s going down, it’ll be dark soon. Almost dinner time. Dad
said there’d be fish and chips. Not from the chip store though. Not
the newspaper kind. Dad took the boat out real early and caught
some fish. I said I’d help clean them. I’d watched dad often enough.
Scales flake away like weird glitter, sticking to his arms. Watery
blood everywhere and ropey guts, chucked stinking in a bucket.
There were always a million flies in that bucket. But he’d said no
again. Every time. ‘Your hands aren’t big enough for the knives yet
lad, you won’t hold ‘em right. You an’ Kimmy go on to the beach
for a while.’

No boats on the lake now. The holidays are nearly finished. Me
and Kimmy had seen the Trents tow their boat off earlier. She’d
waved but not me. Callum Trent was a loser. We have the beach to
ourselves now. It isn’t a proper beach, not really. There’s only sand
on this bit, where we come every year. The rest is mud and stones and
weeds. It’s quiet now, I can hear the flick-buzz of some bug’s wings.
I wriggle my toes deeper into the sand, still sun-warm and look over
at Kimmy. Only her head is showing after the bury-me game. Last
summer she said it’d be funny so I let her and Mum bury me with my
own plastic shovel. They spent ages patting the sand down, leaving
hand prints everywhere. Then they ran away, laughing. Now she’s
the one waiting to be dug up. I don’t think I will.

I look at the knife, holding it up in front of the water. It’s not true
Dad. I can so hold it right. Kimmy had seen me nick it as we left,
whispered she’d tell unless we played her game first, tell Mum how
I was a crazy boy who stole things. So we’d played pretend animals.
Hers were boring; a cat, a horse. But when we were swimming she
was a fish.

26
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My stomach growls. I’'m hungry again. Don’t know why. Mum
had made us sandwiches for lunch. Not very good ones. Just luncheon
and cheese. She’d been busy in the kitchen all day. Lots of people
were coming later. Kimmy said Mum was making a cake today. Like
she’d know. It had been really hot in the kitchen. The window latch
had rusted shut last year and Dad hadn’t fixed it yet. Mum’s face was
all red and her hair had stuck to her forehead. She’d given Kimmy
the sandwich bag to hold. One each, she’d called after us.

I’d eaten mine earlier, before the sun could turn it too warm and
squishy. Later I’d had Kimmy’s too, pulling the tomato out onto
the sand first. Kimmy’s always had extras in them. It’s still there,
staining the white sand. I grab a double handful and pour clean sand
over it, patting it into a perfect hill. That’s better. There’s a hill like
that on Kimmy’s belly. It makes her look really fat. Or like the lady
at the lolly shop. Mum said that lady was having a baby. I’d said it
must be fat too. There are shadows on Kimmy’s belly-hill. Carefully
I add more sand, till it’s nice and white again.

Something tickles my hand. I have to squint really hard to see
now. This side of the lake is already dark. Across the water the hills
are still lit red. Ants. There are a line of ants crawling over my hand.
Hissing in disgust I run and shove my whole arm into the water.
Little black specks spin off over the waves. Going back to Kimmy |
can see the ants climbing up onto her face, crawling all over it. There
are some tangled and kicking in her hair. Urgh! A couple are even
marching into her nose. Kimmy hates bugs even more than I do.
She’d scream if she knew. Then they’d go in her mouth too.

Waving a bug away from my ear I stand up. [ want dinner now.
The sandwiches were ages ago. I pass a third sand hill. That one had
a million flies earlier, until I made it bigger. There are none now.
Heading up the path I start hearing voices moving towards the lake.
They were calling for us. For Kimmy and me. We’re late but the
party will be even better now. I’ve never liked sharing my birthday.

27



Renée Boyer
Peach

Bite me.

Go on,

bite me.

I’m ripe but not
overdone.

My flesh

gives a little at
your touch

but resists

a little too.

Just the way you
like it.

Be gentle.
I don’t like
to be
bruised.

My skin is lightly
downed, soft,
strokeable.

Lick me.

Inhale me,

stop resisting and
bite me.

28
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I’'m golden on the
inside too.

Sweet and musky my
nectar zings on your
tongue like a
thousand tiny
tap-dancing bees.

A drop of my

juice makes a bid for
freedom but you
stem the flow with a
quick finger.

Bite follows glorious
bite, the urge to
savour warring

with the urge to
guzzle.

At last I’m spent, my final
morsels of flesh

stripped and

juice sucked

from my stone by your
questing, satiated

tongue.

Another?

29
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The Far Part of Us

KATHY

It didn’t go to birth-plan, but she’d had enough candid conversations
with various friends with babies, that she’d been ready for that
anyway. Planned to have no plan.

She’d been on edge for a week, every twitch and pang examined
in minute detail in case it was a contraction. That was one thing
no-one had been able to tell her — what a contraction felt like. It was
really irritating at the time, but funnily enough, now that it was all
over she realised she would be hard pushed (no pun intended) to
describe the sensation to anyone else. Everyone at work had, for
no good reason, convinced themselves she was going to give birth
at 38 weeks, and they’d half convinced her as well. So when that
date came and went with no baby, she wasn’t sure what to do with
herself. They’d decided on names, — Kirrin for a girl, Edgar for a
boy — the nursery was ready, clothes, pushchair, car seat, books and
toys had been purchased, all waiting now, like Kathy, for their owner
to claim them. Finally, at 39 weeks and one day, a tense, tightening,
pushing sensation gripped her belly and she knew this was it.

KIRRIN

We are here. We are warm and floating. Getting tighter but warm and
safe. We are joined by this. This part of us doesn’t move. It is nice
to hold. The far part of us, not so far now, fades and glows. We push
this part of us into the far part of us, and sometimes the out part of us
pushes back. We like the push back. We can hear. There are lots of
things to hear but our favourite thing to hear is outside-us. It is soft
and warm and makes us buzz. This is the thing we hear more often
than any of the other things. There is another thing we hear which is

30
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not-us, but low and rumbly and we like this one too. The far part is
glowing. We push and it is easier to push.

We used to turn and twist but now the far parts are very close and
it is hard to move far. Now this part of us stays here; it feels right.
The far part is gold and glowing.

KATHY

It came on hard and strong, but this was her first pregnancy so she
thought maybe that was normal. There didn’t seem to be much
respite between contractions though, so she called her midwife.

‘Jo, it’s Kathy, i think the baby’s coming.” She was nervous,
tripping over her words.

‘OK Kath, just try to relax. When was your first contraction?’
Jo’s calm, capable voice made Kathy feel better immediately.

‘About half an hour ago,’ she replied.

‘OK, we should have plenty of time then. Do you want to take a
bath? How far apart are the contractions?’

Kathy tried to reply, but another intense contraction gripped her
and she almost dropped the phone.

‘Kathy? Don’t forget to breathe. Remember the colours
exercise?’

Kathy concentrated on imagining each breath blowing out a
different colour, and surprisingly the pain diminished a bit, became
more manageable. She breathed her way through the rest of the
contraction, gripping the phone like a lifeline. The relief when it
stopped was so intense it was something like ecstasy.

‘Kathy? You through that one? It seemed pretty intense, how
often are you getting them?’

‘I don’t know, I haven’t timed exactly, but every five minutes
or so?’

There was a brief silence on the end of the line.

‘OK, Kathy, I don’t want to alarm you, but I think your baby is
coming pretty quickly.” The slight edge in Jo’s voice scared Kathy
even more than the anticipation of the next contraction. ‘I’m coming
round — is Ben home?’
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BEN
No-one told me there would be so much blood.

I was at work, I’d spoken to Kathy at lunchtime, she was fine,
just frustrated at the waiting you know? She was restless, couldn’t
even sit down and read, it was driving her mad. She’d been great all
through the pregnancy, hardly any mood swings and no demands to
get her asparagus ice cream at 3am or anything.

We went to all those ante-natal class things. They were ok, but
mostly they just pointed out how useless us fathers are once we’re
finished with the whole impregnating business. In one class we
watched one of those birth videos and I got the giggles. The midwife
wasn’t too impressed, especially when Kathy started too. But it was
just so... seventies. The father had these big sideburns and flares on,
and they were all humming together and talking about the wonder of
nature. ‘Yeah, it’s far out man.” But then the actual birth bit started
and we stopped giggling pretty quick. Kath was quiet in the car on
the way home. I think she was more scared than she wanted to let on.

KATHY

‘He’s at work, he doesn’t know, I need to call him.” Kathy was
starting to panic, wondering if it was too late to change her mind,
back out of this whole venture.

‘Listen, you need to stay calm. Babies only come fast if they are
really ready and fast births are nearly always straightforward.’

Kathy heard the word ‘nearly’ and wanted to scream it at Jo,
but another contraction gripped her and her scream turned into
something more primal.

‘Kathy? I’m going to hang up now. I need you to remember your
breathing. I want you unlock the front door and find somewhere in
the house you’ll be comfortable giving birth. If you feel up to it, get
some sheets and towels. I’1l call Ben and be there as quick as I can.’

‘Giving birth? But I don’t want a homebirth... Jo?’

KIRRIN
Something new. The far part is not soft. It is hard and squeezing,
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pushing us this way. We don’t want to go this way. It stops and goes
soft again and we are glad. But then it is hard and squeezing and
pushing again and we don’t like it. We don’t like it! Stop.

But when it stops it starts again and we don’t like it, the squeezing
and pushing on this part of us and this part and this part. Stop.

KATHY

There was a click and the line went dead. Kathy felt panic rise up
to overwhelm her, but then a small kick and wriggle deep inside
stopped her, breathing hard. This wasn’t about her now. An incredibly
warm, calm feeling spread through her, filling her up. She made it
to the front door and unlocked it before the next contraction gripped
her. She breathed through it, thinking through the colours and the
dragon’s fiery breath like she’d practiced. She was starting to feel an
urge to push, but she stroked her belly and murmured ‘not yet, hold
on little one, just for a bit longer.’

Some time passed, it could have been 10 minutes, it could have
been an hour, but Kathy was so deeply focused on her baby and her
breathing, she couldn’t have said. Suddenly the door burst wide and
a flurry of action invaded her calm.

BEN
Why don’t they tell you about the blood? Someone should warn you.
I thought...

When Jo called, I was expecting to be told to drive Kathy to the
birthing centre. Not that Kath was about to give birth at home. That
wasn’t on her plan thing. What was the point of that?

I got there with Jo and she was all busy and Kathy, I’ve never seen
her like that, her face was so... serene. And then the contraction came
and I could tell it was just pain like nothing I’ve ever experienced,
and I wanted to do something, to take the pain away and I couldn’t.

It was everywhere. How can anyone lose that much and not...
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KATHY

Jo and Ben arrived simultaneously, Jo organising with practised
efficiency, flicking sheets and fluffing pillows to create a cosy, clean
space for Kathy to birth in. Ben was standing in the doorway, wide-
eyed and twisting his wedding ring, a sure sign of stress. When a
particularly intense contraction gripped Kathy his eyes grew even
wider and his face took on a green tinge. When she could speak,
Kathy smiled at her husband and his shoulders relaxed slightly.
‘Could you get me some water babe?’ she asked ‘And a cup of tea
for Jo?’

Relieved, he rushed out to the kitchen, and Kathy and Jo
exchanged a knowing smile. But just then another contraction
arrived, along with an irrepressible urge to push. Jo hurried to help
Kathy undress, leaving her in her tee-shirt — Ben’s actually, it was
all she fit.

“You’re ten centimetres, it’s time to push. How do you want to
do this?’ Jo asked.

Kathy knew she needed to crouch, and then it was nothing but
pushing and pain and relief and Ben and sweating and screaming
and pain and stretching and tearing and pushing and pushing and
pushing and pushing and finally, finally... there.

KIRRIN

It doesn’t stop, and then we are moving, to a new place we haven’t
been before. It is a tight place, a hard place, we don’t like the new
place, we don’t want to go there. Stop, stop. But the far part of us
keeps pushing and squeezing us into the new place. This is a new
feeling, this is down, pushing down, squeezing down, forcing down,
we don’t want to go down, stop, stop, stop. And there is pushing and
we don’t like it and squeezing and we don’t like it, and down and
down and down. And the new place brings a new feeling — cold on
the down part of us and blowing. And the warm is going away, out
of the down place and we are going away into the down place and
it is hard and pushing and squeezing and we don’t like it, stop, we
don’t like it, stop. Stop.
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BEN

They sent me off on a busy-job, but [ was so grateful for something
to do at that point, I didn’t care. And then I heard Kathy scream and
I rushed back in and just held her hand and she squeezed it, and
then Jo said the baby was coming. I knelt down and Kathy’s body
stretched and stretched, how the hell it does that I don’t know.

KIRRIN

The down is getting faster and harder and it hurts and we don’t like
it. Stop. And then we are through and out of the squeezing and down
place and into a new place where is it not warm and we are not
floating we are falling. But we stop against something like the far
place but not as soft but safe. It belongs to the rumbly sound.

BEN
And out she came, in a rush of blood and slime and just body stuff,
and I caught her. This tiny thing, warm and covered in gunk and
wrinkled up like a pink prune.

But there was so much blood. The smell of it, and slashing

across the white sheets. Even as [ held my daughter in my hands, I
didn’t know if...

KATHY
A gusty cry rent the air, and there she was, their daughter, purple and
wrinkly and oh, so beautiful.

There was afterbirth and stitching and business being taken care
of, but all Kathy and Ben could do was stare at each other, and at her,
the thing they had made, in awe.

BEN

She cried. My daughter. My daughter. The most incredible sound.
And then I looked up into Kathy’s eyes and passed her our baby,
and Jo was smiling and she handed me some scissors. I cut the cord,
which was bizarre and completely different to what I was expecting.
We’d talked about it and I wasn’t sure if [ wanted to do it, but it just
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happened so fast so I did, without even thinking about it. It crunched
which I really wasn’t expecting, and there was even more blood till
Jo tied it all off. And then I looked at Kath and the baby and I knew,
finally, everything, everyone was ok.

KIRRIN
The rumbly sound not-soft far place moves us to another place and it
is you. And you are not we and you are the outside place.

And [ am me. And [ am here.

BEN
They should warn you about the blood.

JO

Surname: Harvey

First names: Kirrin Lucy

Sex: F

D.O.B: 14/01/2011

NHI number: ZWS8676

Place of birth: Homebirth
Length of pregnancy: 39 weeks
Type of delivery: Vaginal

Birth weight: 3.54kg (71bs 13 o0z)
Length: 48cm

Head circumference: 35cm

Comments:
Fast labour, 90 minute duration, mother had intended to give birth
in birthing centre but was unable to reach in time. Straightforward
labour, no pain relief administered.
Placenta delivered intact, infant not given vit k, will need this
administered in next 1-3 days.
Infant latched successfully soon after birth, feeding well.
Mother and infant both well, no follow up required.

36



Robert Taylor
fuhck

Dribbling out of TV screens. Blanket bleeps.
Party lips.

fuh

Me.

Eardrums twitch. To this beat.

Chest.

Ichthys. Rasta. Big fat belly.

ck

We.

Crouch behind classrooms. Changing rooms.
Puff illegal letters.

Hissed out on urinals.

fuh

ck

You.

Hulking free. Unshackled now.

Bounce.
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Shibuya

Breathing in, breathing out, Shibuya. Shibuya station. Its grand
intersection. Inhaling. Exhaling. Palpitate. Waves that break with
each green man. Trembling like the tides. A flow of figures — an entity
— from Tokyo’s endless populace, raging on and whittling off those
stretched zebra stripes. Every light change. Thousands. Vertical,
horizontal, diagonal. Refilling abundant at red man’s command. The
warden of Shibuya.

We’d arrived from Shinjuku station — itself the holder of a hectic
record: busiest train station in the world — at five p.m., the universal
hour of madness.

There are people. Many. Hordes, yes. But no lunacy. The masses
drift briskly by one another, a key settling seamlessly into its lock. A
skill intrinsic to people from such crowded lands.

Pausing at the warden till he tags out, we merge with the animal.
Under the glare of billboard sized screens screaming kitsch, we
cross, and split our separate ways.

Vending machines are littered throughout this city. Every build-
ing floor, street corner, alley way and station platform. Lit lively like
a cartoon, that even Pikachu’s epileptics can’t refuse. Most sell ice
tea, iced coffee, bottled water, Pocari Sweat or Coca Cora, but others
work on a loyalty system that trade cigarettes and biru for anybody’s
yen. Yet, beer may quench my brother’s thirst, but mine requires
less volume. So I grab his Asahi and a pack of Peace and wander
into 7-Eleven.

As an automatic door ushers me in, the store-keep babbles jovi-
ally at the linguistic wall I’ve become. I smile and nod vacuously,
muttering how’s it? Some eigo to shove my feelings back on him.
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Head for the corner, my daily pilgrimage, a signal of my ablution
— resurrection — confirming a triumph over another wee hangover.

We’ll battle again.

The array glows gorgeous, more piquant than any vending
machine could be. There’s Johnny and Jameson, Glenlivet, Glenmo-
rangie, Glenfiddich. But, the transitory patriot I am, I reach for my
new brand. Hakushu. Part of the Suntory line. Bill Murray echoes in
my ear; for relaxing times, make it...Suntory time.

Lost in translation.

*
I was that pale face, stumbling with the waiter. Whisky. Huh? Uh.
Whii-Skii. Yeah? Scotch. Hai. Um. How bout. Hakshu? Hakushu?
Yeah. Hai. On the rocks. Ice, you know? But small ice. Little ice.
Yeah? Yes. Good. Thanks. Hai. Arigato.

The menu had it priced moderately. Good enough for me. And
it was fresh, crisp, without that rough edge. The little man, grinning
like a maniac — mouth as wide as Hokkaido — delivered the glass. No
regular dram here. I met eyes with it when it was still coming across
the room. I swooned on sight. This dram was roided — doubled up —
melted ice snaking through the alcohol like veins on a bicep.

With my kneejerk gasp, he chuckled. They know what they’re
doing, get ol’ whitey plump and drunk; content enough to drain his
deep Western pockets. Russian doll drinks, smaller and smaller with
each one. Like a movie on TV, advert-less for the first half hour, to
entice you, and slowly increased from then on, till you’re trapped
watching the last act broadcast like it’s buffering.

Still, shamelessly I submitted to their strategy.

A strategy that pulled off, and soon had me creeping through
the streets crooning like Nina Simone. Oh Baltimore. Oh Tokyo.
Nippon. Hakushu, you put a spell on me. You know I’ve smoked
a lot of grass. Oh lord. And I popped a lotta pills. So Sinnerman,
where ya gonna run to then? Please help me out with directions here,
Lord.

Fluidly slipping into other acts. Tribe Called Quest among others.
Here we go y’all. Here we go y’all. So what’s the what’s the what’s
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the: Scenario. Felt like an oriental Phife, five foot assassin. Knockin
fleas of his