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CHAPTER 10

Cornflake Girl // Knife Party // Yield to Despair

*** Cornflake Girl ***

A year passes. November 2033 to December 2034. There is no one in the 

exercise  room  when  she  arrives.  It  is  just  the  same  four  treadmills;  the 

medicine balls; the rack of rope and resistance bands; the sheer aluminium 

walls in which she can see a blurred image of herself reflected.

She has lost weight.

Underfoot the Sirrius rumbles and Jean unravels her mat on the floor and 

begins stretching; crosses each leg over and then out; folds and extends herself 

to touch hands to toes. She stands and jumps in stars, mounts the treadmill 

and runs and runs.

Afterwards  she  does  not  shower  but  instead  suits  up  and  goes  to  her 

control tower where onscreen like the day before and the day before since 

they left  the  Kuiper  Belt  she  opens  statistics  and diagram readouts  of  the 

progress so-far: They are 2.236 light years from Earth. Yesterday they were 

2.231.  She  proceeds  to  carry  out  hull  integrity  checks,  measures  the  time 

dilation, puts the date on Earth at Thursday 8 May 2036. Rowen would be on 

her way to twenty-seven.
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How time flies with such a physicality.

When done, she mutes the intercom and dims the instrumentation until it 

is pitch black, leaving only the sound of her breathing. In the darkness she 

likes to dream and remember textures, smells, tangible things: tall grass, clean 

mountain air, burnt toast; as a kid the sensation of passing her arm by old tube 

television screens and watching as the pale hairs raised and stood on end.

She casts her thoughts back to visiting bars before she was married, going 

on dates, making out in alleyways, the dull warmth and hazy happiness of 

being a few wines down with easy eyes on hers; kissing and how they had all 

been so  different.  She  remembers  Kevin  when they were  young but  he  is 

vague to her, distant. Shimmers of other flings too. She pictures Handi, sees 

him clearly and holds him there with her and her senses tingle and shoot out 

to the aether beyond and the room begins to take on a familiar scent. He is 

here with her: corporeal, his voice whispering: I’ve been waiting for you. The 

strength of his shoulders. Arms around her. The gentle caress of his fingers 

tracing an unseen design across and around her shoulder blades. The weight 

of him as they lay down and collapse onto a hotel bed and her hands search 

and find herself and become his, knowing her how he knows her. And it is 

blissful and good and a manipulation, a tribute, and to doubt she tells herself 

this is what she deserves. And he is oh so sweet, breathing into her ear just so 

and in a haze of fantasy she can feel the swiftness of it all and she dissolves as 

he enters her and everything else disappears.

In her quarters in the shower, Jean holds the razor tight between thumb 

and forefinger, places another small incision on the inside of her thigh just 

below the crotch, and she flinches at the sudden sting of pain, the familiar 

warmth  coursing  from  there.  This  new  memory  made  hers  to  keep  until 

numbed by time like the others.
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A breath exhaled in a sigh.

She straightens, begins wanding the shower head in the pattern she is used 

to, revelling when the steam hits the spot. Tiny stinging tears tracking crimson 

down her thigh where chemically cleaned they evaporate. And it is in this 

moment she says to her heart, This is enough for now.

Out of the shower. She watches her bent toes and knobbly knees go before 

her as if by magic. She clothes herself in fresh underwear, a new shirt. Before 

pants she examines the area cut on her thigh, notes, checks the other wounds; 

how long it is taking for them to heal.

At  breakfast  he  sits  across  from  her,  finishes  his  meal.  He  cuts,  slices, 

collects and consumes with those graceful hands of his, those lips that are no 

longer hers, and then he leaves, just like that. And she lifts her head, watches, 

wishes and smiles as he goes and he smiles too, but he still leaves and then he 

is gone.

Are you alright? Ceylan asks.

I'm good, I'm good, Jean says. 

Are you sure?

Yeah, no, it’s fine. 

Dragan chews his jaw over another book: Solaris. Did I tell you I'm close? 

he remarks. I haven't got long to go now.

And  Jean  knows  what  the  Captain  is  meaning  by  this:  He  is  close  to 

finishing the first run of Kruškovac, a Croatian pear liqueur he is making on 

the ship from fermented fruit cultivated in the Biosphere. He has spent a long 

time getting it right, months getting the recipe just so.

It is good, I think, he says.

We should have a night, Jean says without thinking. To drink.

He stops reading. It is not that kind of spirit, he says. But…yes…we should 

celebrate, do something with this abundance time we have. 
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He returns to reading but stops again, squints at the wall. 

—In fact, what day is it? Sunday? 

And as if for approval he looks to Ceylan who looks to him, confused.

What? Ceylan says.

I think it's Sunday, Jean says. She gets up. Shouldn't you know? Day of rest 

and all that?

Ceylan says: We should mark the days with big crosses, it is hard to see 

from here.

Jean goes  to  the  calendar  on the  wall.  The  calendar  is  torn  pages  of  a 

picture book, a Middle Earth Atlas tied together with thread and written over 

in blue marker. It holds by way of a fridge magnet, a cotton ball sheep with 

googley eyes. She checks the little crosses.

The sinner has it, she says. Sunday the 17th.

Dragan drinks. Let’s have a thing, he says. A sit down in the observation 

room. All of us together.

So it's a party now? 

And Dragan raises his cup to toast. Make it so.

And  Jean  marks  on  the  calendar  under  Tuesday  19  December  2034: 

Drinking Night, and then underneath it Woohoo and a smiley face but does 

not feel this way.

For the rest of the day, Jean writes letters to Rowen, reads, goes for a float 

around the main access corridor, plays backgammon (or as she has come to 

know it: Tavla) with Ceylan in her quarters where she loses completely but for 

one game.

It is about planning and commitment, Ceylan says. Confidence.

In the observation room as a crew they complete the daily focus training, 

an  hour  of  star  watching to  exercise  their  eyes  from growing used to  the 

enclosed world of the Sirrius. Jean tries not glancing at Handi. Fails twice. 
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Both times he is looking at her too. Before dinner she is back in the exercise 

room running and afterwards has an early night.

And then it is Monday.

Jean runs.  Records  the  ship’s  progress.  Masturbates  and showers.  Over 

breakfast talks with Handi as though they are friends, crewmates. What else is 

she to do? 

He has been building an Oxidant and Organic Detector in the lab with 

Ceylan. He tells her how it is going. He hopes once it is active and fitted there 

will be readings of organic matter and they—being neither him nor Ceylan 

singularly, but rather the four of them together, the crew of the Sirrius—will 

be the first in history to confirm the existence of extra-terrestrial life in space, 

even if at only a microbial level.

It probably won't detect anything straight away, he says. Or even ever. 

Ceylan adds: We will finally explain the origin of life on Earth. Why we are 

here.

I still think we should call it Bio-Nabber, Jean says.

It does not need a name, Ceylan says.

Handi shrugs his shoulders.

Everything should have a name, Jean says. Everything deserves a place in 

history, or at least a better title than…what? What do you call it?

Urey 2.0,  says Handi.  Anyway, what-ever-mabob-nabber will  be outside 

and operational probably tomorrow if everything goes well.

She softens. I'm proud of you, you know? Jean says, and she is serious, and 

his eyes meet hers and in this moment she reads a something in him, what 

could be a sadness or a guilt, or a tender bittersweet nostalgia even. It couldn’t 

have been easy for him either.

Thanks, he says.
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Plumes and plumes of decontaminant surge from the ceiling and her thigh 

stings and she thinks, He still loves me, there's still something there. And soon 

enough the light signals all clear and she is through the germ-lock into the 

Biosphere. Underfoot new duff crunches. Gloss-white walls arch up and over 

the trees converging in a dome somewhere she cannot see. It is hard to breathe 

from the humidity. On the near wall by the door is a small lab and a sink, a 

cutting board and tubes for the collection of nodes and stems for cloning and 

for study. There is a small glass cup and saucer, amber liquid inside.

Here in the Biosphere it is always a tropical midday even at night. Though 

the heat doesn’t hit her at first. It creeps, slithers, up and in and around her 

and  everything,  as  if  an  invisible  suffocating  mist,  thick  and  stifling.  She 

dressed light, shirtless in a pair of overalls, but is already sweating profusely. 

She collects and winds her hair in a knot and fixes it with a tie and takes in the 

spectacle  before  her.  Cavernous.  The  other  side  barely  visible  through the 

trees. All is thick and intertwining. Lush foliage, green and brown and dark 

brown  and  little  shimmers  of  colour  seemingly  never  ending.  Ferns  and 

Wollemia trees. Brush of Siberian natives.

With a breath she pushes into the thicket.

Orange and apple and plumb and mango. Trunks adorned in fungus and 

mushroom. Seeded bush scratching. How great it has grown in a little over a 

year, she thinks. Like a silent prehistoric age.

She  presses  on  through  stands  of  Banana  and  Rubber,  waving  aside 

hanging  branches  and  oppressive  ferns,  wishing  she  could  render  her 

thoughts to art, could describe again the intricate shadow patterns still and 

unmoving on the leaves and forest floor. She passes bottlebrush and wonders 

on the bees, after a time emerging into a clearing. The un-interrupted UVB 

lights beating down like an angry sun. It is hotter here, the air thinner, drier. 

This is the place.
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The centre of  the clearing.  She unbuttons the straps and shrugs off  the 

overalls,  unclasps  her  bra  and  lays  it  by  her  feet  with  the  rest  but  then 

remembers, folds herself down and sifting through the pile finds the cream 

and  the  sunglasses.  Bone-rimmed  tortoise  shell  ones,  1950s  style,  little 

diamonties in the corners. Squirts a dollop of cream into her hand and lathers 

her body: arms, shoulders then face and ears, neck then chest and the tops of 

her legs, shins, hands and the tops of her feet, makes sure the skin near the 

hem of her panties is covered. Lastly and with awkward lunges she stretches 

to cover the middle of her back, succeeds maybe. Joints click and pop and Jean 

thinks, I am a machine. The human body is joints and cables and wiring; a 

computer.  She  flattens  out  the  overalls  on  the  crackling  leaves  and  hard-

packed ground. Why can't I just plug in myself and fix things, increase my 

metabolism, make the skin under my chin tighter, my breasts perkier, remove 

the sadness from me, help me let go.

I wish I could let go.

She remembers the cuts.

You can.

Lying down she sets her watch for half an hour and rests her head on her 

forearm. Okay just breathe. One step at a time. You've got tomorrow. There’s 

always tomorrow.

And for a time her mind is empty, caught in the wonder of the place and 

then…Songs she cannot recall the names of. Melodies circling and winding 

together, lyrics swirling and repeating: Never gonna give you up…If you like 

it  then  you  should  have  put  a  ring  on  it…At  home  drawing  pictures  of 

mountain tops, with him on top…You reached for the secret too soon, you 

cried  for  the  moon…Never  gonna  give  you  up…If  you  liked  it  then  you 

should have…Then the letters she has been writing Rowen. She wonders if 

they will ever be read and what it is to wonder such a thing now, here. Handi 

laughing.  The way he looked at  her  this  morning.  He feels  something,  he 
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must. Germany, Sweden and then Russia with him; their small apartments, 

each  of  them.  The  studio  with  Garry  the  gargoyle  in  the  courtyard.  The 

townhouse  with  the  lounge  room  smaller  than  the  kitchen.  The  top-floor 

apartment  that  felt  like  dreams  coming  true.  How  he  had  been  good  at 

cooking and she cleaning. That it had been equal and for the most part they 

had been happy.  How they had always been adventurous but  now it  was 

done. Over. There was nothing to do; couldn't even be angry with him.

Was it a waste?

She stops the thought, knows where it leads. Her thigh burns in the heat 

and this is enough. Tomorrow night. Drinking.

The watch alarm rings and Jean rotates onto her back, re-sets it, lifts a knee 

and pretends she is sunbathing on a beach, a pinup girl in old magazines, a 

red  and  white  pinstripe  bikini,  classic  pose.  She  wishes  she  could  go 

swimming.

Swimming.

Perfect.

Fucking fuck yes! Jean says aloud and rests up onto her elbows, looks into 

the  deep  brush  of  the  Biosphere  and  sees  it  laid  out  as  if  already  done. 

Patterns. Goals. Theme music. Prizes. How it will all come together so easy 

and awesome. She will write to Rowen, draw and plan. Yes, she says. Yes.
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*** Knife Party ***

By the time the wine bong came around she knew it had gone too far. She 

was wasted. But still Jean put hose to lips and let Sheena lift the funnel and 

Simon pour the cask. And all the while Simon’s parent’s kitchen lit only by 

candle seemed to bounce, to swell and shrink to the beat of the music. Thud. 

Swoon. Thud. Swoon. And down it went. Like a sip. Like a long sip. Like 

skulling where the bottle is never ending and the liquid bypasses not just your 

tongue, your throat, just goes straight down and into your stomach. Direct…

injection…booze.

The next thing she knew Sheena was hugging her and the room was all 

cheers and dancing and shouting and everyone going wild, people she didn't 

know coming up and saying: That was naffing crazy!

When she got up her legs went wobbly and she needed steadying but then 

she was across into the lounge room and on the corduroy couch, happy in the 

dim otherwordlyness, somehow already with a Lemon Ruski in her hand.

I'm not even drunk, she said to no one in particular.

But then she was drunk. Very drunk. As if the very saying had made it so. 

She wondered where Kevin was, why he hadn't come. And it was precisely in 
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that moment when Sheena bounced beside her, put her arm around.

Nice one boss! That's more than anyone has ever taken. You alright? You 

good?

The old fella’s gonna kill me, Jean said to the spinning room.

Your da’ll be alright, Sheena said. You're lucky. Not like my parents. But 

who cares? Fuck the lot of ‘em. We’re not kids anymore, we’re sixteen, we can 

do what we want. Right?

Those in the room shouted, echoing her words: We can do whatever the 

fuck we want!

Jean woozily pumped her fist in the air and slurred the words. Her arm felt 

like jelly.

And then Jeff Buckley came on the stereo.

Right, said Sheena. Who the fuck put this on eh? And she got up. Fuck’s 

sake, we don't want people killin’ emselves. And she was gone.

Next  Simon plonked down.  Jean  took  a  swig  of  the  Stolli.  It  tasted  of 

nothing. Nothing at all. Hey-hey Si, she said.

You are, a-bsolutely f-f-ucked, Simon said and laid back. I just took one t-

too. But it's made me better. See? He pointed to the air and enunciated slowly 

the words:  The fat  brown dog jumped over the lazy w-w-wolf.  His  finger 

became a thumbs up. My s-stutters getting better innit?

No, Jean said and tried not laughing but then she laughed and hiccuped.

The slow sullen music went silent and then in an instant became heavy. 

Korn, she figured. From another room there came a cheer of Fuck Yeahs.

Y-y-yeah right, he said laid right back, looked up to the ceiling. It’s crazy 

though. It doesn't hit you s-straight away, but then, b-b-Boom!

He started laughing and couldn't stop. Made explosions with his hands 

over and over in the dimness. B-boom, boom, boom! Immense!

Jean drank and wondered about Kevin. Then again he never liked parties. 

And then Simon was right beside her, almost in her face.
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We should make prank calls! he said.

You what?

Let's prank people. Come on!

And he reached to the table behind the couch and grabbed the receiver, 

lifted it over. He dialled a number and put it to her ear, already giggling.

Ringing. It rang a long time. Simon became jittery.

And then it answered, someone very tired, just awoken.

A woman.

Hello?

Jean looked at  Simon.  She didn't  know what  to  say.  He just  shook the 

receiver, widened his eyes as if communicating a telepathic message.

She just shrugged her shoulders.

Hello? Who is this? came the person.

Uh… she said.

Impatiently, Simon took the receiver.

Is your f-fridge running ma’am? he said, barely able to contain himself.

There was a muffled sound.

The woman must have said, Yes, for in a frenetic bursting excitement of 

stuttering wetness Simon laughed down the line: Well you b-better go catch it 

then!! And hung up and erupted into laughter, rolling on the couch. Fucking 

mint! he said.

Jean watched Simon and felt sick. I don't feel so good, she said, and got up 

and tried to remember where the bathroom was. Steady, she told herself. But 

hurry. Hurry.

Left. Right. Gloomy walls. Up the stairs. Someone passed out on the floor 

she thought looked like Steven Segal. She stepped over and down the hall and 

saw the yellow light and hurried. She could feel the convulsions in her belly, 

the bile at the back of her throat. She pushed open the door and it was coming 

out before she had even got the seat up and it did not stop coming, vomit 
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going everywhere. In the background Bloodhound Gang’s,  The Roof Is On 

Fire was playing, and she could hear Simon singing louder than anyone else.

Sometime  later  she  could  not  say  how  long,  Jean  woke  on  the  floor 

hugging the toilet. The vomit was gone and Paranoid Android was playing in 

the distance. The dull rumble of chatter: D&Ms echoing up from the stairwell. 

The floor was cold and she felt better…maybe…she needed to rest… And then 

she was on the couch in the lounge room hurting all over, unsure how she got 

there, some sorrowful androgynous vocal from the stereo wailing about pain 

in  any  language  and  everywhere  partygoers  slumped  this  way  and  that, 

passed out as if under some magic spell.

It felt very late. She hurt.

There was a weight on her shoulder. It was Simon. His head stirred.

Oh, you're aw-w-wake, he said.

What happened? Jean asked.

He sat up and looked at her very oddly. Nothing, he said. Y-y-y-… he was 

stuttering badly… y-you passed out. That’s all.

She tried seeing the time on the video players beneath the TV: the Betamax 

and  VHS,  but  the  LCD  numbers  were  blurry.  She  squinted,  couldn't  see. 

Blinked.  Barely  made  out  2:33am  /  2:34am.  Her  stomach  swirled  and 

squished but ached deeply. Maybe cramps from the vomiting. She waited just 

sitting there as the song finished. When it went silent she could hear someone 

fucking upstairs. The next song was Lightning Crashes.

Are y-you alright? Asked Simon.

He was still looking at her weirdly. In a way she had never seen him look 

at her before.  As if  trying to read something in her face,  her eyes,  actions, 

something in her body. She wondered if there was vomit on her.

W-would you like a glass of water? he asked.

Yes, please.
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He went to the kitchen and came back with a tall glass of water which she 

drank eagerly. The glass was heavy and thick, with blue swirls painted on the 

outside dotted with yellow. Simon studied her. Lightning Crashes finished. 

The  next  song  sounded  like  Elvis  but  she  knew  it  wasn't  Elvis.  It  kept 

repeating the words Only The Lonely. It reminded her of Pulp Fiction.

I wish Kev was here, she said.

Simon stopped studying her,  stopped looking at  her  completely,  leaned 

forward and rested his elbows on his legs.

Screw Kevin, he said. Lame-o. He’s prolly at home w-wanking off. Having 

an  old  toss  over  that  wrestling  b-bullcrap,  Undertaker  and  that  freak 

Mankind. What a goth. What a lame poindexter.

Not now Si, she said.

What? he said. 

He was wringing his hands as if nervous, staring off. 

He continued: The point is he isn't here, is he? I'm the one who cleaned up 

after you, held you. Brought you d-downstairs. You should be thanking me. 

I'm here. Not him. He’s f-fucking useless. I don’t get what you s-see in him 

anyway.

Now he was looking at  her again.  She tried putting together what had 

happened, why she hurt, but it was just a haze, the effort making her queasy. 

As if  the attempt at memory had put tastes into her mouth she wished to 

forget.

Is it that you feel sorry for him? he continued. Well, life ain't so g-great here 

either, you know? 

Jean didn't answer.

Did I tell you they're g-getting a divorce? Mum and my old man?

I'm sorry.

Well they are, Simon said. Dad’s in London and Mum’s at her new b-b-boy

—fucktard’s place for the night. Happy fucking f-family, right? What do you 
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think of that?

Her insides ached. Jean wondered if her period might be coming early.

I can't talk about this now Si, she said. I'm sorry, I really am. I’m going 

home.

N-n-no, he said with his hands. Just stay with me. I can get you another w-

water, anything. C-crash here.

She got up. The house started spinning, vibrating for a while as she stood. 

Something trickled down the inside of her leg. Ugh, she thought. Not now. 

This was too early. She didn't have any tampons or pads.

Up the stairs and to the bathroom Simon followed her. Holding her from 

the side as she awkwardly made each step, struggling against her weak legs, 

trying to minimise the leaking. He had never been this attentive of her, not in 

her whole life: supporting her and talking and she knew how hard it was for 

him to talk.

Y-you're  alright,  he  said.  S-see?…There…Just  f-f-fine…I'm  here…I'm 

here… See? There you go…

And she shut the door softly and sat down and in the sitting the world 

seemed to spin a little bit less, and this she could bear. In the hall on the other 

side of the door Simon was pacing, breathing, waiting, swearing. Why was he 

swearing?

There was a spot of blood on her panties. Great, she thought. Then she 

pee’d and wiped herself and saw more blood but also something else. Like 

runny snot. And the room began to spin. That’s weird. And for a second she 

couldn't  remember  if  she  had  blown  her  nose  with  the  same  paper.  She 

thought of smelling it but her stomach lurched at the idea.

Gross, she said.

She was still very, very drunk. Simon had gone silent.

Ugh, I'm so wasted, she said through the door.
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And in an instant he was there. Are y-you alright? he said, then: Y-y-you 

had a good t-time, yeah?

It was probably just her period. Everything would be ok if  she just got 

home.

Now  he  was  slurring,  trying  to  talk  too  fast,  stuttering  very  badly, 

swearing again.

Using almost all the toilet paper, Jean folded a pad and put it in her panties 

and then put them on. The paper scratched a little. When she opened the door, 

in the hall Simon was still there pacing. He saw and came over. Seemed as if 

he was trying to read her again. He held her shoulders in a weird way but she 

shrugged him off.

W-w-what happened? he said. Y-you ok?

I need to go home, she said and found her legs stronger now.

The stairs were tough but at least she didn't spew. There was no music 

now, the whole house was silent but for the nightsong of communal sleep: 

snores of croaking, gasps, deep gargles, heavy breathing, some mumbling of a 

girl somewhere.

Simon was becoming frantic as she navigated the bodies.

P-please just s-s-stay with me, he said, trying very hard to be quiet but 

failing on account of his stutter.  We c-c-can use my r-room. It  w-w-will  be 

comfy, I promise.

She was at the front door now. She opened it and walked through.

Trust me, she said. You don't want me on your bed.

He looked stuck in time, trapped in two moments, the moment before and 

the moment after, as if he was a faulty toy.

See ya, she said and began walking down the path to the road.

And she heard him say something as if following her, but when she turned 

he was still at the door backlit in yellow, still confused.

She turned and kept going. 
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He shouted at her then.

That’s right. Go back to pussy Kevin.

And then he said something else almost a whisper and she thought he said 

something like, You were a lousy lay anyway, or, whore, but wasn't sure if that 

was what he’d said or something else as it didn't make any sense. 

He’s just drunk, she thought and waved and then she was gone.

The moon was full, illuminating the lush green hills as a ghostly grey like 

something from a storybook read to her as a child. It was a long walk home, 

maybe an hour, but it would do her good, she knew. She liked the soft crunch 

of her feet as she walked along the gravel at the side of the road, trying to read 

the odd shadows of the stonework walls which only came out on a night such 

as this.

When she was far enough away from anyone hearing, she howled like a 

wolf  to  the  moon and screamed,  Fuck  you menstruation,  I  hate  you!  and 

hoped the toilet paper would last long enough. She began putting together 

stories to tell her father as to why she was coming home at this time of the 

morning.
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*** Yield to Despair ***

Consumed,  that  night  in  her  quarters  Jean  works  into  the  early  hours 

drawing in her notepad from the empty back pages forward: Jagged patterns, 

thin lines forming loops with measurements.  Making it  just so.  On a fresh 

page she outlines a pair of pants and a tshirt front and back and within their 

shape arranges the patterns as dotted cut-lines.

Four sashes. One crown.

Fuck yes,  she  whispers  and makes  about  the  room retrieving from the 

drawers a fabric repair kit, a handful of hair ties, one black shirt and one black 

pair of pants. With the notepad she collects it all into a backpack and content 

then slips into bed although it is a long while before she falls asleep.

Dreams come of when he’d told her:

They were sitting together on his bed. They had tried for months, kissing, 

holding hands, spending time alone, and he remembered everything but it 

didn’t work.

He was saying: It's just that—, —I know what we’ve been through, what 

we  had.  But  I  also  know  what  it’s  like  to  not  have  those  feelings,  any 

knowledge of us. And that feels recent to me, you know? Like almost now.
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What are you saying? she said, unravelling inside.

He took a long time and then continued: And now, with what this is and 

where  we’re  going  and why we’re  here,  it  feels  like  it's  forced… like  I'm 

forcing it, or it's weird. As if what you’d like us to be is an abstraction or a 

railroad I have to go down but something inside is telling me, No… And. I'm 

so so sorry, Jeannie, but…I cant get comfortable…I don't know what to say…I 

hope you understand.

And he held a breath and seemed as if he might say more but then exhaled 

and said nothing and that was that.

Jean wakes and for a time forgets where she is. The Sirrius rumbles and her 

body feels weak for a moment as if suddenly she is very old and at the end of 

her life, and she has the sensation of waking a second time, of opening her 

already open eyes to the same world but it is now new, different from before 

but the same and she remembers where she is, and remembers tonight is the 

party and there is much to do.

Tuesday. Routine change: shower, no breakfast, lab. She suits up, takes the 

backpack with her and via Aperture B floats around the main access corridor, 

past Dragan’s tower and past the Biosphere entrance towards the Lab. On the 

way she thinks of how inside her body every cell is new, none of them the 

same  as  what  she  was  born  with.  Every  day  they  are  being  replaced: 

multiplying and dying.  Even the cells  within her brain firing neurons and 

creating thought will  disappear to be replenished until  one day the whole 

thing stops. But there are things that will always be. She thinks of her scars 

and how they will stay, just like her ten fingers and ten toes. And then she is 

there.

The  lab  consists  of  an  anteroom and two laboratories.  Jean  enters  and 

closes the door. There is gravity here. She sees in the left-most chamber Handi 
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and Ceylan working on Bio-Nabber, engrossed on their separate sides. The 

sensor  is  a  giant  white  dodecahedron  almost  complete,  hanging  from  the 

ceiling by a hoist  and secured on its  base by a cushioned vice.  Something 

about it reminds her of the Death Star. 

Jean waves but they don't notice and for a time she just watches, studying 

Handi  study  the  thing  he  has  made,  his  careful  hands  soldering  wiring, 

tinkering at the small polygonal covers,  affixing panel after panel with the 

ratchet gun, his attentive eyes completely ignorant of her. She wants him to 

drink tonight. Really drink. Wants to see that side of him again.

The right lab chamber is identical to the left but vacant, a table in place of 

the cushioned vice, a cubed room with sheer walls and recessed cabinets. She 

throws the backpack on the table and opens everything out. Scissors. Needle. 

Thread. Hair-ties. The pants and shirt. From a recessed cupboard she collects a 

pot big enough to fit a head in and from another retrieves a canister of bleach. 

She spreads the pants and shirt out on the table and with chalk on the fabric 

outlines the patterns,  carefully cuts the clothes.  Next she fills  the pot with 

equal parts water and bleach and with the hair-ties bunches the new fabric 

together in knots carefully chosen, when done placing all into the pot. Her 

watch is set. From the wall a wire is drawn across the room and suspended 

and she waits and double checks her plans, runs through the games in her 

mind. Ten minutes later Jean retrieves the fabric from the pot and keeps the 

knots tied, hangs the five pieces from the wire with clips at equal lengths. 

They are already staining white.

Later in her control room she can see Handi onscreen, floating in the black. 

His space-suit stark in contrast against the darkness of space like an almost 

forgotten sci-fi movie. His balance is unsure as he propels himself along, tiny 

aerosol bursts. Ahead of him hanging as if suspended in time and joined by a 

tether is the sensor Bio-Nabber, now complete. She can see where he needs to 
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go. Tells him:

Now go over to your right and up, she says through the intercom. That’s 

right. Now around the outside of the loading dock. Yes that's good.

Handi floats over in stunted bursts and pushes the sensor ahead of him 

like she’d said and Bio-Nabber goes and then slows to a stop. It is almost as if 

he  is  punting  a  giant  volleyball.  She  can  see  onscreen  the  gravity  shield 

working to keep him inside the time-space slipstream

I should have got Dragan to do this, Handi complains in huffs and puffs, 

aerosol bursting over to catch Bio-Nabber which he then pushes off again.

Hey, Jean says. This is your project, own it.

Yeah, yeah, he says.

And she guides him around and over the ship to where his tower used to 

be. He stops. Bio-Nabber hangs as if a new moon.

So that's where it happened, he says.

Where we almost lost you, she says.

And he holds there for a long moment and Jean knows he is taking it in, 

what could have resulted, seeing in the vacant maw another end for himself 

and she sees this too and for a split second – no – less than a split second; for a 

nano-moment she wishes maybe he had gone that way. But the moment is 

gone and Handi is moving now, awkwardly bursting to the open fitting where 

his control tower had been joined and the breakers had broke. And then by 

the tether, he carefully pulls Bio-Nabber over to him and aligns it and slowly 

presses it into place and with the ratchet gun secures the fittings, all thirty-six 

bolts. He connects the wiring harness. He turns and gives a thumbs up.

Thunderbirds are go, he says.

You're a dill, she says. Can’t see his face but pictures it. Tells him: Now get 

back in here.

And for a second he moves a little but doesn't go.

Hold on a second, he says. Do you see that?



21

He has to be joking, Jean thinks. About what she is not sure yet. She tries 

figuring it out. Can’t. Come off it, she says. Get a move on.

He doesn’t move. I mean it, he says. You're not reading anything on the 

scanner? ... Something is obscuring the stars. Look.

And he points the way of the camera she is perceiving him through, as if 

directly at her but a bit to the right. She switches feeds to a view watching the 

passing  galaxy  and she  tries  to  see.  Can't.  It  is  just  stars  and  more  stars, 

pinpricks of light sliding by as if an everyday night sky.

I don't see anything, she says.

Handi is just hanging there motionless. She can’t read him.

It's so weird, he says. So, so weird.

She can hear him breathing.

He sighs. Oh I don't know. Maybe I've been out here too long.

She switches the feeds again, scans the dotted darkness. Some of the specks 

flitter and flicker as they pass, but nothing out of the ordinary. She swipes and 

brings  up the  graphs  and data,  rolling real-time readings.  No anomaly or 

unusual pattern but for the icon of Handi on the proximity sensors.

Come inside, she says. You’re probably exhausted.

Alright, he says reluctantly.

She wishes she could see his face.

Handi says: Cheers.

Ceylan says: ªerefe.

Dragan says: Živjeli.

Jean says: Bottoms up.

And they drink. It tastes of banana, sweet as nectar. Jean watches and sees 

Dragan and Ceylan sipping at their cups.

I wasn't supposed to shot it, was I?

Handi notices too. Crap. I'm gonna need more, he says.
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And Dragan smiles. Put them down, he says. And they place their cups on 

the shelf and he pours two more nips from the bottle. On the far wall the stars 

slide by as if a shifting wallpaper and Handi keeps glancing that way. Jean 

drinks slowly this time.

This is good, she says. Really good.

My father used to brew this at home when I was a child, Dragan says. In 

the kitchen he would have pots and pots and empty bottles everywhere and 

the air would be thick with the smell of it all: the Rakija and the steam from 

boiling and then later the flavouring. And he would brew Rakija first, because 

Kruškovac is made from Rakija but we were never allowed to have any of 

that. Too strong. Not until I was old enough and then it was mostly at funerals 

which is why I prefer this. Life is too short for sadness. And always in my 

mind I can remember the taste and…I don't know. You understand.

Ceylan says: Where I'm from we have a drink called Raký but it is not like 

this. It tastes of aniseed and is drunk with water and ice.

Handi seems distracted.

Was your father a priest like you? Jean asks.

No, Dragan says. He was a carpenter. He built houses for a living. And my 

mother was a chef. Matija and Katarina.

He lifts his cup to the air and drinks and then on the shelf puts the empty 

cup down and the others place theirs too and all are refilled.

So why God? Jean says. I'm curious.

Ceylan sighs.

No really, Jean says.

The Captain sips as he speaks. I didn't always believe, he says. At home, 

my family were not religious. The Serbian war changed what many believed 

and so they raised me free I guess you could say. And in my teens I was strong 

headed and rebellious and believed I knew it all. And I hated God. The idea of 
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God anyway. And then one day in the park there was a party and this guy 

named Gabriel  -  Gabe -  an assistant  priest  at  the  church a  town over,  we 

started debating, arguing, and he refused to back down. He said he read the 

bible and it spoke to him in a way he couldn't explain, a supernatural level 

almost, and he kept saying this, and it was something in the way that he said 

it, how it was not an intellectual experience but a profound movement inside, 

that I believed him. He said I should read the bible just once, give it a chance, 

and if it speaks to me, great, and if it doesn't it wasn't for me and that was 

alright too. And so the next day, me - arrogant and proud - went and stole a 

bible from our local church, so sure I would think it was ridiculous, the old 

ways  and  old  words  and  the  stern  seriousness  of  its  pomposity;  my 

accusations would be confirmed.  But,  well…All  I  can say is  he  was right. 

Gabriel. About everything. And I never saw him again. And from then I began 

going to church every Sunday and one thing lead to another and then I was 

old  enough for  my national  service  and I  enrolled  in  the  navy,  became a 

chaplain and the rest you know is history.

Handi downs the rest of his cup and pours himself another and looks out 

to space again.

What do you keep looking at? Jean asks.

I don't know, he says. What I saw before: the flickering stars. It was like a 

hallucination. And…it’s weird…whenever I look away it's like in the corner of 

my eye, there again. And I turn to see and it's gone.

Ceylan says: I can never understand the point. Of heaven, you know?

Why does there have to be a point? Dragan says. And whether you believe 

in heaven or not, it does not reduce God’s love or exclude you from a place 

there if you accept Him into your heart.

Ceylan continues: All of the religion is about heaven and living forever. It 

is the same in the Quran; just a guide on how to somehow get to a life better 

than this.  Not anyone thinks about what heaven or hell  or this eternal life 
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means,  what  happens.  It  is  all  wish  washy  and  vague.  They  say  love  is 

heaven, nothingness is hell.  Or they say it  is  some amazing physical place 

where you will see your loved ones again the way that you want to see them 

and in the way you want them to feel about you. But isn't that pride? Maybe 

your dead uncle doesn't remember you, maybe my dead husband has moved 

on and has another life, maybe your parents are in hell for being unbelievers. 

And how do you live in heaven? Do you eat? Can you lust? Are you a baby? 

Are  you  your  dream age,  the  time  when  you  were  most  happy?  Is  there 

change? Is there any time? And if there is no time then what makes us want to 

achieve  anything?  And  if  it  is  some  big  love,  of  living  within  an  eternal 

happiness without identity or ego, of being a feeling, being love, then what is 

the  difference  between  that  and  oblivion.  Why  would  you  want  to  go  to 

heaven?

You are missing the point, Dragan says. It is like asking what is love? Why 

do you love your parents? How do you prove your love for your husband? Is 

it with acts? With a memory of him? With sacrifice? With selflessness? Listing 

these things or writing them out as if an equation does not explain love. And 

heaven is like that. There does not need to be a reason for everything.

The speakers in the observation room chime twice and Dragan cocks his 

head. Ceylan and Handi look to each other.

It's too soon, Handi says.

But not impossible, says Ceylan.

Handi crosses to the wall panel by the door. Holds. Turns back to them.

You should do it, he says. It was your idea. Come. Really.

And Ceylan doesn't wait. She is by his side on the panel swiping.

Amazing. It is, she says. It is.

You’ve got to be kidding me, Handi says.

Microbial life, she says. Lots of it!

What does that mean? Jean asks.
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She can see Handi is holding back. I don't know, he says, pulling away, 

holding his forehead. I don't know. Wow.

He goes back to the screen and Jean watches the two of them together. She 

plonks her cup on the shelf. Alright then, she says. Let's celebrate. I've got a 

surprise for you lot.

Handi answers: You're not going to confess to being a Zoroastrian are you?

Would that  be so bad? she jokes,  then:  Leave Bio-Nabber,  let  it  run for 

tonight. Review the findings in the morning when we’re…clearer. Let’s have 

fun. I've planned some games for us for tonight. To celebrate being half way to 

Atrus and of course, I guess, now this.

Games? Ceylan asks.

Like an olympics, Jean says. Like the Sirrius games. Pay attention.

Dragan draws close. Handi leaves the panel and soon after Ceylan does 

too.  Jean collects  her  backpack from the  wall  under  the  shelf  and from it 

retrieves the three sashes and crown, each article tie-dyed to varying degrees 

in expanding irises of white to ochre to brown to grey and black. She loops a 

sash over her shoulder, wears the crown. The others sit in her lap.

Handi says: Well look at you.

So I've got four games, she says. It’s simple really. You win one, you get a 

sash. At the end, the person with the most gets the crown.

I don't know about this, Dragan says.

Jean puts hands to hips, tries to be regal. What else are you going to do? 

she says. Sit here and do nothing like every night?

Tell me about the games. Where we are playing, what it involves. Dragan 

says.

I am in, Ceylan says.

Yeah, sure let’s do it, Handi says. No question here. I like the mystery.

That’s the spirit! Jean says, eyeing Dragan. But don’t worry Captain. Come 

on and I'll show you. Down your drinks and follow me and I'll take you to the 
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first event, which by the way I've lovingly called Flonkerton.

Flonkerton? Ceylan asks.

Handi stands and shouts: There!

He stands, moves slowly towards the observation wall, seeing something 

in the stars.

What’s wrong with you? Jean says.

Handi points. It's there again, look.

And she looks. This time they all look.

Beyond the observation screen, among the sliding stars she can see there a 

black void breathing, swelling and bulging, a bending of light. Invisible but 

not invisible. Of lights disappearing and reappearing like the distant flashing 

of  strobing beacons from an aeroplane against  a  clear  night's  sky,  without 

reference, travelling against the motion of the stars, each dot passing behind, 

growing and diminishing as if magnified by some interstellar lens.

That’s what I saw, Handi says.

Dragan’s arms are folded. He strokes the stubble of his chin. It must be a 

problem  with  the  screen,  he  muses.  There  cannot  be  anything  there,  it's 

impossible.

I saw it outside the ship, Handi says. Earlier when installing the sensor. But 

it was smaller then. Like it was further away.

Jean approaches the wall until pixels make grids of the screen, runs what 

she  is  seeing  through  every  astronomical  theory  she  can  fathom  in  that 

moment. Finds the only equivalence in black holes but knows it cannot be.

No, Dragan’s right, she says. It's not possible. It has to be an error. We’re 

travelling at near the speed of light, hundreds of thousands of kilometres a 

second. There’s nothing but us here. And Juno would have alerted us if she 

found anything.

Maybe it did, Ceylan says. Through Urey two.

But I saw that – Handi is pointing frantically now – outside the ship! With 
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my own two eyes. I thought I was hallucinating and now here you are seeing 

it too.

Let's relax, Jean says. Let’s slow down. It could just be a visual symptom of 

a gas or warping of space-time. Nothing’s happened yet. Let’s not freak out. 

You were outside hours and hours ago and even if it is something, it's not 

affecting us.

Dragan stands. I think we should look into this further. The Spes Vota will 

be coming this way. We need to ensure their voyage will be without issue.

It could be sentient life, Ceylan says.

The lens grows.

Jean can see it all. The inevitable end. The ship exploding to nothingness. 

All is lost. Humanity failed in a pathetic whisper. If not now, then some other 

time and only this way. And she can feel her leg throb in this moment, and it 

is ok. Everything is ok.

It's getting closer! Handi says. Oh fuck it's getting closer. Christ shit. What 

the fuck is it?

The  bulging  of  light  surges,  grows  and  splits  into  three  separate  and 

elliptical lenses tapered at one end, and they grow even larger engulfing and 

distorting the stars in greater and greater number.

Shit shit shit shit shit, Handi says.

And Jean is scared for him.

Go to your towers. Dragan says. Now! Handi, you’re with me. Let’s go!

Oh fucking fuck fuck, Handi says.

Ceylan stands watching, mesmerised.

The three ellipses hold for a moment in no particular pattern, refracting the 

black and pinpoint starscape in distinct bodies almost organic like transparent 

jellyfish and they arch and straighten as if somehow swimming but it cannot 

be.  And  in  an  instant  one  of  them  grows  giant,  the  stars  behind  rapidly 

increasing in number as though the amorphous thing is swerving towards the 
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ship at a horrific speed. Ceylan braces herself against the shelf and Handi and 

Dragan lunge at the door.

Get down! Dragan shouts but Jean does not hear. She is in the centre of the 

room. All of the stars lose focus, blurred in a common astigmatism, as if the 

thing itself is a shockwave approaching, a leviathanic distortion growing ever 

monstrous, consuming the view of the observation wall entire. And then there 

is an explosion of colour and she can hear Dragan shouting, Oh God, and then 

a crash and the floor is pulled from under her and she is down and Dragan 

will not stop: Oh God Oh God Oh God Oh God…


