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CHAPTER 3

We’ll Never Get Out of This World Alive // 

Emotion Sickness // Heavy Heart // Shadow //

And We All Become Like Smoke

*** We’ll Never Get Out of This World Alive ***

She waits.

On the console screen, icons once blue are flashing red and the missile is 

gone from the diagram. The impact timer is frozen at zero, thrust is still active 

and whilst the altimeter is showing figures slowly declining, the starred sky is 

calm.

Centreing the controls and reducing the thrust back to its original position, 

somewhat  confused  and  noticing  an  odd  feeling  she  can  only  call  an 

unevenness  in  the  ship,  Jean  Dunn,  pilot  of  the  Sirrius,  calls  across  the 

intercom, Jean to Sirrius, are you all ok? What happened, do you copy?  

And as  she  sets  about  correcting their  course  to  lower  Earth  orbit  and 

running through her data readouts on sensors and thrust vectors - anxious of 

anything else happening, anxious for their reply - for the first time since the 

missile was identified, Jean glances at the photo of her daughter. 

And everything happens at once.

I have hull breach, reports Ceylan.

Where? asks Dragan. 

Uh, Portside, Ceylan says. To the lower section of control tower four. And 
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Ceylan’s  voice  on  the  intercom  pauses,  but  Jean  knows  the  tower  and  is 

already opening a direct commlink with Handi. Come on, she mutters aloud 

as the program attempts to connect. Come on!

The line doesn't accept and eventually errors: Connection Failed, it says. 

Fucking fuck!

She wants to leave, to unstrap herself and abandon the controls, to drop 

down the control tower into the main corridor and go to him. Fears of him 

suffocating in the thin air,  fears  she can't  shape,  a  dread she must  control 

drives at her, chilling, she wants to be sick, swooning, but she must stay. She 

must stay and pilot them to safety.

Juno isn't connecting, says Ceylan. I can't read the status of Handi’s control 

room or his vital signs.

There is a rustling over the intercom as if at someone’s end a strong wind is 

blowing or clothes are rubbing on a microphone. 

Handi? Handi, are you there? Let me know you're ok, Jean urges across the 

intercom, but the rustling only continues without response.

I will go to him, says Dragan. Standby.

Jean  adds  desperately,  I  can’t  get  through  on  a  direct  link,  he  isn't 

answering, Realising as soon as the words are spoken how useless they are, 

how useless she is.

Don't worry, says Dragan to the hurried, muffled noises in the background. 

Handi, if you can hear my voice, stay where you are, I am coming to you, 

over.
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*** Emotion Sickness ***

I run to you, Who’s blood is this?

You’re standing there in the night as if a ghost to haunt me, your jacket and 

dress black and wet with blood. The dogs are at your feet, whimpering and 

fretting. You're saying, I need to leave, Leo. I need to find my sister.

The air is so cold, I'm at a loss for words, I'm saying, Come inside, you’re 

freezing.

And then we’re calmly sitting at the dining table and it is a different night 

and we’re discussing the future as if discussing what to do with prisoners of 

war. 

You’re saying to me, You can’t come and I can’t ask you. I don’t know how 

else to explain this, remember, it’s not how long you are here, Leo, it’s how 

well you live. You told me that.

And i'm asking you, Don’t go.

There is nothing for me here.

Don't go.

I don't belong here, Leo.

How can you say that?
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And it’s always over so fast, months gone in the blink of an eye and you’re 

suddenly in the doorway with next to nothing packed, saying, I’m leaving.

And I can't let it happen like that, for some reason, I'm saying, No, I’ll take 

you, Please.

At the airport ruins as the caravan prepares to leave, the spring sun low 

and rising on the horizon, we stand facing each other, as if it was agreed, as if 

it had all just been a holiday fling. We don't know what to do with our arms, 

our anything. So I guess this is it? we both say awkwardly.

I find myself saying softly, I don't believe it. I don’t understand.

And then you're  taking me into your arms,  holding me tight  and then 

letting me go, saying, You will. We all need to find our path before the end, 

this is just mine. And you're kissing me goodbye and patting my chest with 

your hand, your eyes wet. Go to your parents, you're saying, They need you.

Me saying, I need you.

And I wake in a cold sweat, our words, yours and mine, the last things we 

said to  each other  echoing in  my mind.  The sheets  are  scrunched up and 

scattered, turned to odd angles on the bed and the pillows are on the floor and 

the room is too cold. This is most mornings.

Raising  myself  up,  I  remake  the  bed  into  a  neat  thing,  a  thing 

grandmothers would be proud of, a tradition you taught me. 

Here  in  America,  you  said  not  long  after  we  married  and  moved  in 

together, Men contribute around the house, they help their wives make the 

bed, clean up, do the dishes. 

No  they  don't,  I  said,  and  we  laughed,  and  then  seeing  you  struggle, 

walking from side to side around the bed making it tight, making it straight, I 

started helping. 

And now I look out my bedroom window across the tree tops dusted in the 

mornings frost and high chimneys lightly smoking, and I tell your story to 
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myself, wondering if instead of coming to terms with your leaving I am more 

driving myself to madness. But what is there to do? After thirteen years of 

marriage, what was a happy marriage I thought, you were gone.

After more than three weeks of constant walking, your legs became thick 

and strong, taut with muscle. You progressed your Russian by association and 

memorisation by rote, aligning colours with Sing A Rainbow, days of the week 

with Frère Jacques, and numbers with I'll Be Loving You Forever by New Kids 

on the Block, singing the melodies to yourself as you went.

I never heard you sing, do you know that? 

I knew you could, remember? Really sing. You confessed one day you used 

to sing for talent shows and school dances in High School and sometimes 

even  for  the  basketball.  That  back  then  you  dreamed  of  moving  to  Los 

Angeles and becoming an actress when you grew up. You would focus on 

television first, then travel to New York and do stage shows on Broadway and 

then  after  that  go  back  to  Los  Angeles  and finally  do  movies  for  the  big 

money.  When  I  asked  why  you  don't  sing  anymore,  you  said  things  had 

changed and now - then - you didn't feel like singing, that you weren't any 

good anyway. But I didn't care, I wanted so badly to hear you, I tried pushing 

you to sing an old song,  something from when you were young,  but  you 

refused and shadowed over. I kept pushing and pushing and we ended up 

fighting. I'm sorry about that.

Around lunchtime, on what you judged by the calendar etched in your 

coat  to  be  the  25th of  May,  a  Thursday,  the  caravan turned off  the  Trans-

Siberian Highway and entered the city of Penza, choosing to make camp in 

the car park of a disused gas station. There were tall trees lining the wrecked 

streets and husks of industry long forgotten, evidence everywhere of nature 

reclaiming the world. All was peaceful but for the sounds of the caravan, of 

horse shoes clip-clopping on concrete, of stepping feet, of chatter and wagon 
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wheels rolling and a distant reverberation you sensed yet couldn’t identify, a 

far off tinkling and rumbling from somewhere else.

Time passed quickly. The wagons were arranged and unloaded, tents were 

erected and campfires  prepared.  The sun which had been high and warm 

when you arrived fell low and waned to a still night. Some chose to sleep in 

the empty rooms of an old auto dealership nearby, among broken desks and 

discarded paperwork like blown leaves of Autumn. You chose to stay with the 

caravan,  outside and with the wagons in the car  park,  sleeping under the 

stars. 

In the morning and after  the dawn stew, the hub leaders gathered and 

sorted you into four groups of fifty three and one small group of twenty two. 

You tried following the conversation as  orders  were given and the people 

meandered about into lines, but they spoke too swiftly, words bled into words 

and you couldn't  keep up.  You considered the  mass  of  people  separating, 

most of them well past middle-age, crooked and broken in some way, either 

from the journey or their lives before, and I am reminded of something you 

said once. You said, There is no beauty or ugliness, everyone is born. If your 

chin is long or your eyes thin or your skin different, who cares? Judging is like 

asking the sky to change just for you. Some people love cloudy days, some 

people fear lightning. And I high-fived you and so did those at the table, your 

friends back in San Diego, I don't remember their names. I think it was at a 

Mexican Bar, a Cantina off West Ash street.

The group you were in was the fourth, each of you seemingly chosen at 

random with  the  exception of  couples  kept  together,  children placed with 

their parents. On the ramp out of the gas station you noticed the groups were 

being sent away, filing in two organised lines, one group then a break, then 

another,  walking out and disappearing around the bend and this confused 

you.  The camp was always packed at  the  start  of  a  day,  the  hubs always 

walking with their wagons, journeying together ever Eastward. And that day 
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the camp was being left as though to stay another night and you had never 

stayed more than one night. Or it was as though the travellers now leaving 

were being asked to continue on without need of  anything more than the 

clothes on their shoulders or the stories held in their hearts. The organisation 

appeared purposeful, almost militaristic and you noticed they were going not 

of the way towards the highway, but further into the city. 

Unsure and askew and perhaps even concerned, you asked yourself, Why? 

You tried slowing the moment down, hearing the conversations close to you, 

but only heard linking words and random excerpts, something about together, 

about sun, about like and becoming, about water. Everyone seemed so happy, 

smiling for what you noticed as the first time, their dirty faces creasing in 

ways which seemed to change them completely. But this did little to settle 

your concern, you remembered stories you’d heard of death camps in World 

War II,  of the dispossessed being told they’d be getting hot showers to rid 

themselves of lice only to be silently gassed while they waited. Stories you 

would recount to me of your grandparents.

But again, you asked yourself, Why? 

Scanning the camp and those leaving as you waited you saw your hub 

leader, Kirrill, standing a way off and beside your wagon with some of the 

other leaders, he was at attention and holding a rifle. They were all holding 

rifles. You gasped, but the sound was immediately swallowed, silenced by a 

cry and movement, someone shoving you on. And then you were off, caught 

up and on your way out of the car park and down the road and into the city.
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*** Heavy Heart ***

It is thirteen minutes and thirty four thousand kilometres before they reach 

lower Earth orbit, where they are finally safe and she can go. What feels like 

the longest thirteen minutes she ever experienced. 

Throwing off her seating harness, in the weightlessness Jean pulls herself 

across to the floor hatch which she opens and dives into. She floats down, 

rushes to pull  herself  through the access tunnel  to the main corridor,  past 

medi-packs, past supplementary space suits and sleeping bags, past breakers 

that  with  a  command  could  sever  the  way  and  leave  the  control  room 

independent,  a lifeboat.  She runs through the possibilities.  Handi could be 

slowly  dying.  He  could  be  haemorrhaging,  blood  compressing  within  his 

skull, every second causing irreparable damage. He could be concussed. He 

could be…

Opening a second hatch at the end of the tunnel, Jean thrusts herself out 

and along  the  curved main  access  corridor.  Hydraulics  close  and seal  the 

hatch behind her and the composite fabric of her g-suit creaks and swishes 

with every movement.  All  she knows is  Dragan found Handi unconscious 

and bleeding from his head, the tower four access tunnel ruptured, almost 
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completely severed by the missile explosion.  That Dragan and Ceylan had 

taken him to the infirmary. 

But after that. 

She doesn't want to think.

A  far  off  groan  emanates  from  further  down  the  corridor,  from  the 

direction of tower four, but she is not going there. Ahead she spies a red light 

and rectangular door on the wall, the entry to the Hab, the aperture where the 

main corridor connects to the rotating, gravitised part of the ship.

Arresting her weightless drift at the door, she waits for the apertures to 

align, seeing beyond the door-glass flat, dimpled metal passing right to left. 

She sees in the glass her own face dimly reflected. The edges of her eyes, the 

round crescent of her chin and the hint of freckles. She remembers Handi’s 

laugh as  they  were  leaving Earth,  that  last  laugh and she  tries  to  see  his 

smiling face instead of her own, as if holding on to something good, some 

good piece of  him might hold him there for her,  might render her fears a 

triviality - That on her bursting into the infirmary she would find him sitting 

and laughing with Dragan, unhurt, assuring her, It’s nothing. Just a scratch. 

That he would add in a terrible British accent, Tis but a flesh wound. And she 

would put on a voice and say, You’ve got no arms left! And he would say, Yes 

I have! I'm invincible! And she would call him a looney and they would laugh 

and she would sit with him and hold him for a long moment and Dragan 

would leave and she would relax and put her head on his shoulder and he 

would put his arm around her and she would say, I was worried about you.

But Jean can't see his face. Her mind will not stop winding, twisting and 

tightening. 

And then there is a green light, her reflection disappears to brightness and 

the aperture is open. She pulls herself through the door and into a white space 

with four ladders branching down at expanding angles, a sign on the wall 

reading, Aperture B. Choosing a ladder, she accepts the resuming gravity and 



10

lowers herself down to the curving floor below. The Infirmary is on the other 

side of the Hab, 250metres around the ring and she begins walking that way, 

finding her legs already weaker than expected. She passes the Observation 

Room, spying through the glass in the double doors the blued-brown of a 

desert and mountains and swirls of clouds, Earth as can only be seen from 

space. She passes the quarters, the four doors, Her’s, Ceylan’s, Handi’s and 

Dragan’s. She passes the Mess with its benched table and sheer aluminium 

walls, and then as though she had been on autopilot the entire time, as though 

her traverse of the ship from the control room to that very moment had been 

suddenly erased from her memory, she is there.
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*** Shadow ***

Post-Discovery  Penza,  like  Moscow,  is  a  population  centre,  a  city  with 

electricity and cars and music and food. But I only know it from before, from 

visiting  as  a  child  and  for  the  traffic  light  tree;  a  sculpture  of  thirty-six 

working traffic lights fixed together and painted green, standing tall in a park 

near the number one train station. I remember seeing the sculpture with my 

parents and being confused. It was so odd, so weird, traffic lights standing 

like a Christmas tree, artificial and yet seemingly at home among the park. 

The image never left me.

And this reminds me too, of before the Discovery, before we met. I don't 

know if I ever told you this. I was travelling through Europe on my way to 

England and France and Spain, to eventually cross the Atlantic into the United 

States. In a bar one night I heard there was a sister tree of sorts in London, an 

almost identical traffic light tree just off the Thames in a place called the Isle of 

Dogs. Needless to say I went there, and when I found it, it was nestled alone 

before a fish market in some industrial wasteland, neither a tree or plant or 

patch of grass in sight. I remember being sad and disappointed, as though this 

sculpture, this stand of traffic lights deserved more, that it somehow belonged 
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with nature. And I thought on the differences between the then two modern 

worlds, East and West, and which reminds me now of the irony whereby one 

of those worlds exists and the other does not. 

But…

Your line of fifty-three walked the abandoned streets in rushed steps and 

you turned to see who was spurring you on but there was no one. You looked 

ahead for someone leading but again, nothing. You felt silly, naive, stupid. You 

felt as one in a loosed flock of birds, that somewhere an Eagle was watching, 

eyeing you from afar and waiting. Though still,  none appeared concerned, 

some of your group even skipped along in bounces as if taken back in time 

and made children again, their ragged clothes like dirtied flags blowing in 

mountain wind. 

But then the group abruptly stopped. 

Peering around to discern a purpose, you saw only the quiet, empty street 

with its  leafy trees  lining the kerb,  disused apartment buildings,  one after 

another and endless into the horizon. But then you noticed behind you and 

almost  concealed  beneath  hanging  leaves,  a  small,  white  structure  with  a 

curved metal roof and benched seat, a peeling advertisement of a dog with 

sunglasses holding a soft drink and it all made sense. It was, it had to be, this 

universal building of the industrial revolution and urban sprawl, recognisable 

anywhere, it was a bus stop. And you laughed as if it had been clear all along, 

the organisation, the separation into specifically numbered groups. And then 

as  if  to  confirm your suspicion,  to  your ears  came the sound of  a  vehicle 

approaching. 

When the rusting autobus with its flaking paint and old advertisements 

pulled over and opened its doors, your group funnelled swiftly on board and 

you followed them. The ageing driver still in uniform charged no fare and you 

found a seat near the front, beside a boy you knew to be Matvei and who you 

suspected was travelling with his  parents  Alina and Boris  seated one row 
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behind. As the bus pulled away and shifted gears driving down the road, you 

relished the comfortable seat, your earlier concern now turned curiosity. You 

saw  gradually  through  the  window  buildings  change  from  abandoned  to 

maintained, streets turn from empty to used by pedestrians. You saw cars and 

sights which surprised you, children playing in parks, coffee houses open and 

full of patrons, people sitting at tables and conversing openly on sidewalks. 

You were reminded of Moscow, of when we would travel into Lugovaya and 

go to the markets and get coffee. You were enamoured, captivated by what 

was passing by the window, civilisation, a world seemingly unaffected by The 

End. 

After  what  seemed too short  a  time the  bus  turned a  mild  corner  and 

stopped, and with the hiss of old hydraulics the double doors opened and 

everyone alighted.

What struck you first on stepping out was that the bus had stopped at a 

hospital, what appeared to be a working hospital, clean and shining in the 

midday sun as if some futuristic fantasy of a building. What also struck you 

was  everyone  from  the  caravan  was  scattering  off  in  different  directions, 

confidently leaving as if this was the end of their journey, the end of your 

journey.  But  it  couldn't  be.  You  tried  listening,  making  sense  as  the  bus 

emptied and the people dispersed, but it was too much, there were too many 

words all  together,  too much you couldn't  understand and so you waited, 

hoping to figure some answer, hoping some lightbulb in your mind would 

click and you would know what to do. But as the bus closed it's doors and 

drove away, everyone was soon gone and you were standing alone.

But then there was a tap on your shoulder. Startled, you turned to find an 

elderly woman,  a  passenger from the caravan in layers  of  clothing turned 

brown and black like you. Her eyes were wild, grey and blue and full of spirit 

and you noticed her matted hair was greying at the roots, her face lined with 

wrinkles of a happy life. She pointed and nodded her head, You, come, she 
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said in a heavily accented English, lightly waving her hand, Come with me. 

And you took her  hand and with  you she  began walking towards  the 

hospital, a slight hobble in her step. Thank you, you said, finding her hand on 

yours dry as a pumice stone, her hold soft, a mother’s touch.

Lifting her free hand and swatting the air, she laughed and said, I notice, I 

know. She pointed forward. Here we go have shower, yes. Good. Good.

As it had appeared from outside, the hospital was manned and running - 

nurses and doctors in uniform, people seated in chairs waiting, light music 

coming  from  speakers  you  couldn't  see.  At  the  front  counter,  the  triage 

attendant began speaking to you in Russian, and you understood, she asked, 

How can I be of service?  and something within you lifted, and your mind 

worked and worked formulating something to  say,  until  you realised you 

didn't know what you were there for. The elderly woman released your hand 

and  stepped  forward  and  began  speaking  to  the  attendant,  a  young  and 

spritely girl with large eyes you couldn't look away from, and before even a 

moment  had passed a  clipboard was  offered over  the  counter,  completed, 

signed and returned and the girl  smiled as the woman clasped your hand 

again, urging you to a set of stairs nearby.

You, my daughter, she said as you walked. You Xenia, me your mother. 

Now shower, yes, yes, good.

Upstairs there was a women’s change room and a line of several showers 

with curtained doors and under the hot water stream you cried, not for any 

sadness  or  incident,  but  for  the  sheer  sensation  of  it.  The  way  your  skin 

tingled, the pain that was not pain but your body having forgotten what heat 

felt like after so much cold and time hidden beneath clothes. The way you felt 

enveloped and safe and clean and You. The way it reminded you of me and 

what we had, and what you were now doing and where you now were going. 

The water drained black,  then eventually ran clear and you began singing 

under the water.
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Sometimes I dream of being there with you when you finally reclaimed 

your voice, seeing you happy again, hearing that part of you, the part that 

couldn't be spoken, or written or told. Sometimes the melody I imagine brings 

me joy and inspires me to keep going. Sometimes it haunts me, reminds me of 

what I should have done when you were here, reminds me this is the closest I 

will ever get to having you with me again.

I  wish I  could have heard you sing,  once at  least.  I  wish I  knew -  had 

known - that part of you. A song never fades, it's stored there in your memory 

forever, always the same. Decades after hearing, you can still recall a song’s 

sound,  it's  tone,  it's  feeling,  it's  soul.  Faces  gradually  disappear  and  past 

experiences  eventually  seem  as  stories  told  by  someone  else.  But  a  song; 

sweet, beautiful music, once heard never leaves you. Never.

For the rest of the day you walked by the riverside and sat on a timber slat 

chair facing the water and just watched. The elderly woman sat with you and 

said in short words without waste her name was Oksana, that her husband 

Alexei  had  passed  the  previous  year  and  she  had  decided  -  much  to  the 

protestation of her children - she would see the world. You told her about me 

and your sister  in  Alaska and how you had been trying to  teach yourself 

Russian, your tricks of memorisation with songs, of finding a place far from 

the hub at night to practice, about how you’d been confused earlier that day 

when the hubs were split apart and sent off.

I teach you Russian, Oksana said as though confirming something already 

settled and she immediately began speaking phrases to you, pointing things 

out and telling you their names, River - Reka, she pointed at herself, Imya 

Oksana. She smiled, Schastlivyy. Frowned, Grustnyy. What are you doing? - 

Chto proiskhodit. And you tried repeating her words. Good. Good, she said. 

You strolled into the city centre and along Moskovskaya walk, by Lenin’s 

Park  drinking  coffee  and  Oksana  explained  things  you  didn't  know  like 

propositions  and  adjectives.  She  told  you  she  was  from  Kolikovka  to  the 
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South near Saratov and you tried saying in Russian how you’d left America 

for Russia after the Discovery, about the riots there once the announcement 

was made. Oksana frowned and shook her head and confessed she’d never 

left Russia in her life, then after a moment slapped your shoulder. Life is too 

short, she said and at the telling of this her face flushed and the wrinkles at 

the corners of her eyes tightened in what you thought was contentment. 

The autobus arrived in the afternoon twilight where it dropped you, and 

with Oksana and the others now returned you ascended the stairs, sat down, 

and the drive passed quickly, there was barely a moment of silence between 

you. It was as if you were both making up for lost time, lost company. You 

tried using some of the phrases and words she’d taught you, and she’d say, 

Yes,  good,  good,  and  would  chuckle  softly  when  you  used  words  in  the 

wrong context and she’d correct you. Eventually the conversation turned to 

her  husband,  and after  a  time you asked,  Kak sdelal  Alexei?  concern and 

trepidation in your voice, and Oksana laughed a short somber sound and then 

said to you in a slow rumble of a voice, It matters not how he died. It is how 

he lived, and I know more than any, and I remember. I know.

Around the fire that night, flickers dancing on and off everything, embers 

tracing their way up and into the sky as music played, a strummed guitar, a 

buben tambourine made with old bottle caps rattling, two women and one 

man singing, their voices vibrating, harmonising, weary travellers sitting and 

finishing their portions of roasted goat, others playing sticks of branches on 

the hub wagons, on the ground, on their thighs like drums as they sat, couples 

dancing to the music in places just beyond the firelight and drinking vodka 

straight  from  the  bottle,  flames  flickering  in  those  restless  eyes  of  yours, 

Oksana laughed to the dark and ever watchful night in a bright chuckle that 

belied her age and she told you her children thought she was being a fool for 

leaving Russia, but that she didn't care and she smiled before the burning red 
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and laughed again to herself. And in hearing this you gazed into the fire and 

thought of me and didn't smile.
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*** And We All Become Like Smoke ***

But Jean doesn't burst into the infirmary. 

She pauses. 

On the wall  beside the door shines a sign in thick red letters on white 

saying, Theatre in Use, and Jean feels the inexplicable urge to wait, Just give it 

a moment, as if she were a child again in a doctor’s waiting room and shouldn't 

bother anyone.

Any news? Ceylan asks, startling Jean with her sudden presence.

I…I don't know, I can't seem to go further.

Moving to stand beside, Ceylan shrugs her small shoulders and motions 

towards the door with a nod and says, It is only a door. Go in.

But Jean doesn't move.

Slowly Ceylan places a hand on Jean’s back just below the nape of her neck 

softly yet surely and says nothing. And for a long time both women stand 

there together in their flight suits, still, silent, statuesque. 

What happened? asks Jean eventually.

Half a foot taller, Ceylan stands with short brown hair cut just below her 

ears and a confidence to her as if every decision, every movement is never 
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doubted, never questioned, she does it once and does it right. As if she is a 

woman with no regret. A woman who has no time for such a concept. That is, 

at least as far as Jean figures.

We diverted the missile but it still exploded, Ceylan says. I think we will 

have to release Tower Four it is so far damaged. Handi in the control room hit 

his  head,  the  straps  on  his  chair  tore  apart.  Dragan  found  him  floating 

unconscious.

Jean remembers the shuddering and screeching steel in her cabin when the 

missile  was  close  and  imagines  how it  would  have  been  for  Handi,  then 

finding that too painful, shuts the thought away.

And  when  we  met  in  Aperture  A,  Ceylan  continues,  His  eyes  were 

fluttering  and  he  tried  talking  but  I  couldn't  understand.  His  head  was 

bleeding and last  I  saw,  in  there,  Dragan was  giving him anaesthetic  and 

making stitches. She motions her arm towards the door. You should go in.

But she doesn't. 

As if sensing her inner turmoil, Ceylan’s hand drops from Jean’s back and 

she says, Come on, and then moves towards the infirmary door. But when she 

reaches for the handle, the handle pulls away and the door opens inward, 

seemingly on its  own,  as  if  at  her  very intent,  but  then from the opening 

Dragan emerges. 

Standing  there  before  them,  the  Captain  appears  already  so  tired, 

diminished, but even in this way he is large, solid, his face Romanesque as if 

carved from stone. He nods at Ceylan and asks her to meet him in the mess 

and she leaves. He turns his attention to Jean who is staring through the gap 

in the door now partially open, the grey grit floor extending where she could 

not go, the sheer aluminium wall inside reflecting dimly a bed, white sheets 

over feet unmoving.

It's alright, he’s stable, he says. You can go in.

And only then does Jean find she can step forward, one step, then a next, 



20

the  bed  becoming  more,  the  covered  feet  becoming  legs.  She  crosses  the 

threshold and pushes the door open and the legs become a covered torso, 

arms out of the sheets and hands face down on the adjustable medi-bed, a 

catheter, clear tubing like a puppet string without a puppeteer and then she 

sees his face, dark and wide and calm and asleep, an oxygenator clipped to his 

septum.  And  she  almost  breaks  in  that  moment,  barely  holding  herself 

together. She tries to focus; she is beside him, and he is there and she is beside 

him. She thinks to herself in his voice, of him putting on a British accent and 

saying, Tis but a scratch, but a flesh wound, And she sniffles and smiles a 

little. She hears Dragan enter the room.

He suffered a  significant  head injury  in  the  impact,  he  says  softly  and 

gently,  a  tone in  him she is  not  familiar  with.  There  was a  lot  of  internal 

bleeding which I've relieved for now, but I've had to put him in an induced 

coma until the swelling goes down.

It is only then Jean notices Handi’s head is partly shaven, his thick, straight 

black hair giving way to exposed skin that does not look like skin, the stitched 

wound, roots of shaven hair not like hair but specks of metal shavings as if 

within  his  head  was  not  a  brain,  a  Handi,  but  a  magnet,  attracting  and 

arranging the little particles into patterns. 

Is he going to be ok? she asks.

She studies Handi’s face on the bed, the muscles of his cheeks, eyes and 

forehead relaxed as if but asleep, as if content and dreaming. She looks to see 

if the small hump of his iris is dancing beneath his eyelids but there is no 

movement there, no movement anywhere but for the slow rise and fall of his 

chest, no sound but his faint breathing, and she finds in seeing him there she 

can identify a distinct disconnection within herself,  two competing lines of 

thought slowly settling, one whereby her love of this man is challenged, his 

presence there on the bed ominous, meaning something serious, terrible and 

harrowing is coming, the other, a greater feeling, is of a separation from him, 
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of recognising he is on his own journey now and there is nothing she can do, 

no action she can take to help him, and to stand there and pretend she could 

change it even one iota would be making more of it than it is, an issue of her 

own ego, her own relevance, a make believe fantasy that the universe could 

change  just  for  her  if  only  she  asked  it  to.  She  finds  herself  becoming 

inexplicably angry seeing him there.

Let me begin by saying, and I have to be honest, says Dragan. We will have 

to wait and see. It could be serious, it could be minor, only time will tell. We’re 

not on Earth anymore, there is no CT scanner, no MRI on board. I have faith 

God will see him through. He places his hand on her shoulder. He will not see 

us fail before we have begun, we are doing holy work here, the salvation of all 

the world.

And  it  is  too  much.  Throwing  off  his  hand,  Jean  turns  and  pushes  at 

Dragan’s chest but finds it  unmoving like a wall and so pushes again, she 

finds a heat burning in her face, finds she is speaking before she has thought 

what to say. What are you talking about? she seethes and pushes at him. God 

this, God that? Push. It wasn't God who did this to him, it wasn't God who 

saved him, it was you, it was us, it's this bloody world that did it to him. Push. 

Take some fucking credit Dragan, there isn't no God in anything!

And she pushes at him one last time with all her strength and waits for a 

rebuke, anger, a condemnation of her incredulity, but Dragan says nothing, 

only smiles slightly as though remembering a mistake made in youth where 

he should have known better. He steps back and says calmly, with the soft 

voice she is not used to hearing, Be with him. Take as long as you need ok? 

And he moves to leave the room.

Feeling a sudden pang of guilt, realising whether she is right or wrong she 

perhaps  should  have  controlled  herself  better,  Jean  apologises,  I'm  sorry 

Dragan. I didn't mean it like that.

And as he moves to pass through the door, one hand on the door frame he 
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stops and turns briefly with that same slight smile, Don't be sorry, he says. I 

understand. When you're ready meet me in the mess. And the door is then 

softly closed and she is alone again.
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