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CHAPTER 12

The Royal We // A House //

It’s The End Of The World As We Know It //

Night Drive

*** The Royal We ***

Sheba lay restless while the others slept. 

It was her legs which troubled her. They wanted to curl tight as if in the 

womb but when she curled them they only wanted to straighten again. After a 

time and unable to bear it any longer, she put on a robe and slippers and went 

downstairs for a cigarette. 

Bourbon street, New Orleans. Still dark. 

Music thumped from the other end, beats and distant synth reverberating 

like a marauding autonomous machine.

Thick air without mist.

—How could it be a new year, she thought. 2019, just like that?

She smoked two cigarettes in a row and went back inside.

In her room the wall-clock ticked relentlessly. Her legs did their dance and 

the sheets rumpled and she cursed and watched the wall. There framed, was 

an abstract painting of a crowned figure rendered in blocks of red with rough 

lines of a yellow trumpet the kind a kid might draw. Somehow it reminded 

Sheba of a girl she had once known, or maybe someone she had wanted to be 

one day. She watched it a long time.
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When  her  friends  woke  they  went  to  the  Mississippi  waterside  for 

breakfast. There were six of them:

Beatrice-Rose,  Nina  Rodriguez,  Latoya  Black  and  her  cousin  Vanessa; 

Chelsea,  and Sheba,  who ordered a  NOLA Blonde on sitting down.  None 

spoke except for Beatrice who asked how everyone had slept.

—Not a wink, Sheba complained.

—Rough, said Chelsea

—You snored so loud, said Nina and Chelsea gasped. 

—I did not!

—Yeah you did, said everyone.

When the drinks came they toasted the New Year and watched the river 

churn to the sound of the city as they ate. Later, after checking out they went 

to Jackson Square and smoked a joint on the grass.  The sun was different: 

thinner, too hot for September. Sheba sat and watched her friends through the 

puffing smoke and passed the joint.

—We should have waited until  after  the weed to go for  food,  she said, 

already feeling the dormant craving for corn chips.

The girls nodded. Vanessa accepted the joint and toked.

—Who was that you were dancing with last night? she asked. 

—I dunno, Sheba said proudly, lifting her arms and wiggling her hips. —I 

did a lot of dancing.

—In the street, Vanessa said. —You were dancing real close with some guy 

in the street.

Latoya gave Sheba a look she didn't much like.

—The gringo, added Nina.

Sheba thought and found the night vague, an obscure mess of strobe lights 

and hazy moving faces,  maybe a pash or two but nothing specific,  bodies 

shuffling through the crowded streets of the French Quarter. She remembered 

fold out tables and eating chicken and coleslaw from a styrofoam container. 
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Then  the  memory  of  a  guy  appeared  but  vanished  just  as  fast.  Dancing. 

Chatting away from everyone else. Maybe his name was Simon? And then she 

remembered her husband and felt sick.

—What’s it like, Beatrice asked the group, accepting the joint and toking 

but  very  carefully.  —kissing  different  people… You know,  having  different 

guys?

Beatrice was young, twenty-two and already engaged to marry her high 

school sweetheart. She had never been with another man. Sheba pitied her 

secretly.

—Gooood, Nina said, drawing out the word. Latoya laughed.

—Don’t spoil her!

—It's not so great,  Vanessa said. —You just need to find one good one, 

that's all.

And then from across the park, above the sounds of the street sellers and 

cars came the clattered sounds of cymbals and brass instruments, an initial 

calamity that quickly found focus and rhythm and there was a cheer. Beatrice 

finished the joint quickly as if knowing.

—We should follow them this time! Latoya said eagerly. And they collected 

their  belongings  and  left  the  park  and  joined  the  crowd,  following  the 

uniformed marching band as it  whiled it's  way down the street.  And they 

danced  and  smiled  at  each  other  in  the  hot  sun  and  watched  the  crowd 

dancing with them, clapping to the beat and moving to the music as if one 

synchronous, amorphous being. Sheba wished it would stay like this forever.

They said their goodbyes at the Louis Armstrong airport and Sheba caught 

a cab back into town where she’d found a place to stay for the night.

The  hostel  was  bigger  than  the  pictures  had  suggested.  A three  storey 

townhouse with tall pillars on the front porch and four flags hanging proudly 

in the afternoon: the Stars and Stripes, the French flag, the Italian flag, a blue 



4

one with yellow stars she didn't recognise. 

It’s just an extra night, she told her heart, only one night. 

But they still fought about it when she called. 

—What  are  you  doing  down  there  on  your  own?  Ben  questioned,  a 

skeptical puzzlement in his voice.

—I just need a little time is all, she said and waited and there was a silence.

Her husband then asked something she had not expected.  There was a 

deep breath across the line as if it took all of him just to ask.

—Is…Here…with me…really that bad?

She cringed, all of a sudden weighted with a terrible guilt.

—No. It's not that.

—Then what is it then?

He sounded like he was about to cry.

—I don't know, she said and meant it.

And then he changed. 

—Maybe don't come back, he said, angry - his voice crackling a little over 

the phone line. If you don't want to fucking be here just… You know what? 

Do what you want, ok. What the fuck ever.

And the phone went dead.

Sheba was stunned, couldn’t think. He’d never done that before.

—Fuck you, she said to the now locked phone screen: an image of a thick 

forest of deep green. She waited for a moment. There was a breeze as she 

stood on the front porch, it asked: What are you doing here? 

She lit a cigarette, a Fuck you too,  and in her mind made up excuses for 

everything.

Climbing the three flights of stairs to what was supposed to be her room 

the phone buzzed again in her handbag. A call kind of rattling buzz against 

what must have been her lipgloss or eyeliner pen or something. 
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She didn't answer and it stopped.

Another vibration; shorter.

At the top of the stairs she checked.

There was a message from Ben, apologising; breaking down into rational 

sentences why he’d hung up; a list of specific things they needed to work on - 

the two of  them together.  She sighed.  He could be a  real  jerk like that.  So 

fucking diplomatic. 

The halls were long. Room 16B.

She opened the door and closed it behind her and then replied she was 

sorry, that it was fine and she’d be home tomorrow; for him not to worry. She 

took a breath and looked around.

Inside the room there was no one. Dim light. Dusk peeking in. Jumbled 

beds and luggage against the wall. She scanned the room for empty bunks, 

found a few bottom ones and one top. 

Another message.

He’d replied, I love you with a kiss emoji.

Seeing this her stomach lurched and sank and Sheba felt a cold flush and 

couldn't think for a while. She leaned on the wall and looked at her shoes, the 

cute  ballerina  flats  black  with  red  bows,  her  favourite;  the  green  carpet 

patterned in old stains and tiny Fleur-de-lises;  She thought of what to say, 

tried  writing  something  better,  a  proper  reply  to  capture  the  truth  of  her 

feelings for him and how they had disappeared and she was sorry: writing 

and deleting, writing and deleting. But eventually nothing seemed right and 

she couldn't  do it.  She put  the  phone in  her  luggage and instead tried to 

forget, remembered the sound of his one deep breath over the phone line and 

tried doing the same. 

Slow in.

Slow out. 

—This is for me, Sheba said softly to the empty room - to the mirror beside 
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the wardrobe and the long curtains. And she lifted her things, her backpack 

and small suitcase, up to the last free top bunk and removed her wedding ring 

and placed it inside the coin pouch of her purse.

That  night  the  hostel  put  on a  communal  barbecue in  the  back garden 

where around a large slatted timber table  Sheba ate  kangaroo for  the first 

time. 

It tasted like venison but not. 

Like beef but not. 

She drank bitter beer from a dark bottle with a big F on the label and tried 

following the conversation. A few were stuck talking on the environment. It 

had started off inclusive and engaging but was now mainly two arguing: a 

ripped  older  British  guy  with  a  greying  Hitler-Youth  haircut,  and  a  fiery 

Puerto Rican girl with hair bigger than she was. There was also one Canadian 

dude in the corner who would occasionally try and say something profound.

—Even if we stop all emissions right this moment globally, said the ripped 

British guy. —It would take over a hundred years for air quality to return to 

even a fraction of pre-industrial levels.

The Puerto Rican girl didn't wait.

—I will never give up fighting for Mother Earth, she said. For our home. 

My home.

—All I'm saying is that it's more complicated than just Yeah Yeah, Hey let's 

start trading emissions. I mean what does that even mean? The world is a big 

place love… a big fucking place. 

—Don't call me love, she said.

—Like… in India, he said, I’ve seen smog that is so dense it obscures the 

bloody Taj Mahal; the horizon for miles and miles;

And then:

—Can I sit here? came a guy’s voice from behind.
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—Shoot, Sheba answered without looking and leaned over to let him in 

even though she didn't need to. 

He was cleanly shaven and his hair was brown and spiked with gel or 

something. He looked vaguely familiar, like they had gone to school together. 

She did one of those smiles where she didn’t show her teeth, a polite smile. 

His eyes widened in recognition.

—Oh hey! he said and suddenly seemed awkward.

—…Hey, she echoed, though confused.

He glanced around the table as if looking for someone else. 

—I thought you were leaving today, he said and  Sheba joined the dots. 

The flash of a face from last night. It was him. Simon or whatever his name 

was. She tried not to look embarrassed but failed. Luckily the British guy had 

started shouting, distracting the table.

—So some company in  Rajasthan  pumps  a  shitload  of  carbon  into  the 

atmosphere, and then pays some other rort, in…what…Indonesia, to plant a 

buttload  of  trees  and  you  say  that's  alright?  These  days  coal  fired  power 

plants are fucking carbon neutral, that's all I'm saying. 

—Inaction  is  a  weapon of  mass  destruction,  the  Puerto  Rican  girl  said 

proudly, blushing with satisfaction and pointing. 

The hippy dude stood and spread his arms like he was Jesus or something. 

He was trim,  in  a  loose singlet  with t-shirt-tan arms,  freckles  and a  smile 

bigger than his face. He said: 

—Come on guys. Come on.

And at this, everyone else at the table stood and spread their arms and so 

did Sheba and Simon Whateverhisnamewas who made a face as he got up, 

and each bottle or cup of beer or wine or whatever was raised high and drunk 

and everyone hugged each other, each to the person beside them, saying over 

and over again: Come on, in varying accents. 

But  Simon, when he hugged her, he held her in a way that gave her chills, 
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goosebumps even. 

He let go.

And then like nothing the table settled and there was laughter all around 

and that was it for environmentalism. 

He leaned over.

—You forgot me didn't you.

Sheba shrugged, wanted to see what he’d say.

—Man, I put on my best  moves for you, he said. —The best.  He put his 

hands up. —It's ok, it's cool…I’m not angry. I'm just disappointed.

—In yourself? she replied.

—Wow, he said. —Harsh.

Sheba was smiling now. 

—Wanna go for a smoke out front? 

—Yeah alright, he said.

And then she added. 

—But keep your moves to yourself okay?

The front porch had a set of cane chairs and a table with an ashtray facing 

the street across a short lawn and chain link fence. It was here that Sheba had 

had the phone call with Ben earlier and here now where she sat with Simon 

Whateverhisnamewas and smoked watching the cars pass. He asked:

—So. You going to the do after this?

—Do? she scoffed dryly. —What are you, a butler? 

—Maybe, he said, winking.

—You think that's sexy?

—Maybe.

—Whatever, she said and ashed.

—The bar crawl. Magazine Street, he said. —Drinks. Are you going?

—I guess, Sheba said half-heartedly, trying to remember where Magazine 
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street was.

—You should, he said, —It gets pretty crazy. It's a good night.

—I don't know, she said and took a moment, tried remembering last night 

and what it was like kissing him, couldn't. —Do you even know my name?

—Are  you  joking?  he  said.  You  with  the  epic  name  like  an  Egyptian 

goddess?

She watched, waited for the punchline. He was dead serious.

—Ethiopian, she replied, flattered.

—You said that last night too, he said. —Sheba, daughter of the oath.

At the mention of this,  at  the thought of the word Oath,  Sheba all  of  a 

sudden felt sad and memories flooded back of what had happened last night 

and why things had not progressed. She pushed against the feeling.

—Goddess Sheba,  he said regally  and straightened himself  up,  smoked 

and put on a grand voice: —Sheba destroyer of worlds! Sheba kisser of Stuarts 

and enjoyer of Stuart’s ridiculously good dance moves!

His name was Stuart.

He bowed very low, arm up, cigarette still in hand. 

—I am at your service, he said.

—What is wrong with you! she laughed, warm all over. 

Stuart relaxed into the chair again, ashed the cigarette. 

—So you coming? 

They fucked in the bathroom of the second bar in the crawl, Astrolabe or 

something. Right there in the toilet stall: rushed and dirty and primal, and as 

he was inside her she made herself think of Ben, and it was as though she 

could see through time to the end of the universe - the end of it all - and it 

wasn't a sadness or a void, it was just a vague okayness. As if everyone who 

had ever lived was always dead at some point and everyone that had ever 

died was always alive, and it was all just…okay, a So it goes, kind of affair. And 
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normally this kind of thinking would have got her down, but it was as though 

a  wave of  peace  washed her  over  and she  could  just  be  in  that  moment: 

fucking in a restroom as a protest to her life, the black tiles dissolving before 

her eyes; and everything would be just fine.

Afterwards  they  left  the  bar  and  stumbled  and  got  pork  rillettes  from 

Bouligniy Tavern and sat down at a table outside. As they were eating Stuart 

seemed to grow cold to her, restless. At the time Sheba didn't care; she was 

lost in her inebriation, in the okayness of everything and the savoury heaven 

of the shredded pork and bread going everywhere. But when he’d left and she 

noticed the seat was empty, she realised she was totally alone. 

Unknown people shuffled and leaned. 

Sheba put down what was left of the rillette and was about to get up and 

try and stand and make a way back to the hostel to call Ben, to hear his voice - 

whatever he wanted to say, when the seat across from her was filled again: 

—Where’d your guy go?

It was the Puerto Rican girl Sheba had come to know as Lily.

—He left, Sheba said, was sure she was swaying in her seat.

—Oh, Lily said sadly but then perked up. You should come with us. We’re 

going to Masquerade!

—I don't know, Sheba said.

—Come on, come. Don't worry, it’ll be fun. 

Lily took Sheba’s hand. 

—Let's go, let's do it!

—Is this another, Inaction is a weapon of mass destruction thing again? Sheba 

asked.

Lily seemed to flinch for a second and then smiled widely. 

—Exactly! she said and pulled at Sheba’s hand.

It was all too much.

—Alright, alright, Sheba said.
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And as they held hands and walked, Sheba watched their entwined fingers 

swaying in the night. She thought: Just relax. One step ahead of another. This is 

nice. And she checked out the beautiful people passing in the street and then 

Lily: headstrong, her long black hair blowing behind her. 

It was just the two of them and they caught a tram. Apparently the others 

from the hostel were meeting there. Sheba watched the traffic for a long time: 

the red of brake lights on one side and then headlights on the other.

—I think I’ll call you Shoop, said Lily out of nowhere.

—Huh?

—Like Salt-N-Pepa.

—Don’t call me that, Sheba said.

They got out at Canal Street and after a short walk arrived at the casino. 

Inside there was Masquerade and a long line. Sheba’s hands felt empty; even 

the hand holding her clutch 

which held her purse 

which in-turn held her wedding band. Maybe that was why.

She listened to the gaming machines and chatter and light music and knew 

it was late, real late; or early rather; there were no clocks anywhere.

Then Lily saw someone. 

—Hey!

Sheba turned and for some reason felt the need to straighten her dress out. 

A guy was coming down the queue towards them. He had olive skin with 

a shiny black shirt like silk or something and he didn't so much as have a 

beard as rather a manicured strip that framed his jawline. 

—Hi, he said warmly to both of them. His eyes lingered on Sheba and Lily 

hugged him loosely with one arm.

—This is Manfred Mann, she said. Manfred Mann, this is Shoop.

Sheba gave Lily a look and Lily gave a look back, but it was more a He’s 
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cute, yeah? kind of look and not anything about the Shoop business.

—I like your hair, he said.

And Sheba wasn't quite sure how to receive this, she didn't have any hair - 

not  really anyway.  It  was just  the almost-not-there,  fuzzy,  number-one she 

always got. She thought about being offended. 

—You being funny? she said.

—You’re not wearing a wig, he said. Like, I don't want to say the wrong 

thing so I won’t, well I hope I’m not…I just like your hair…I think you’re cool 

is all.

Sheba gauged his expression, looked for a twitch of insincerity or signs of 

an incoming punch line. But he seemed earnest. 

—…Thanks, she said and looked away and tried to ignore him but kept 

glancing back.

Lily bounced on her toes impatiently. She kept watching the head of the 

line as it gradually dwindled.

—I wish I could go that short, she said. You're so brave.

Manfred Mann nudged Sheba slightly. 

—My names’s actually Deene by the way, he said.

Sheba laughed under her breath. 

—I'm Sheba, she said.

—Cool.

—Who the hell’s Manfred Mann?

—Beats me.

In the club they found a spot near what would have been the stage but the 

band  had  packed  up  and  now  people  were  boogieing,  shimmying  and 

hustling through the darkness and strobes as though it was one big podium. 

Sheba danced in her spot and moved the way she liked. She swung her arms a 

little to the music and smiled to no one in particular and in the light tried to 
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feel the hues of greens and blues and reds wash over her as if experiencing 

synaesthesia. She rolled her head and closed her eyes and remembered earlier 

in the street following the marching band and wished to be stoned again. 

After  a  time Deene returned with drinks.  He handed her  a  short  glass 

which she sipped at tentatively. A vodka cranberry. It wasn't her drink but she 

had to admire the confidence. 

—Thank you, Sheba mouthed with her glass raised and he raised his in 

turn and nodded.

In the shifting light he seemed to look thinner or something, more angular 

somehow but also softer. She watched his plump mouth and realised she was 

staring, and then that he was staring too, and she looked away: Over a bit and 

towards  the  stage  Lily  was  dancing,  a  similarly  red  drink  in-hand  she 

sometimes spilled with her  movements  but  didn't  seem to  care.  Her  head 

stooped, she was stepping - moving her hands in odd concentric circles. Sheba 

moved closer and tried imitating but couldn’t manage it, instead returned to 

her usual moves and thought about the way Deene had been looking at her. 

Unbidden she imagined him close - holding her - those eyes right there. 

No, stop, she told her heart.

And she saw her husband stewing at home. 

The club swirled.

Sheba went to the bathroom and pee’d and vomited a little. Its a bit late for a 

lot of things, she thought and dried her hands and straightened her dress. Back 

at the stage she skulled the rest of her drink and moved through the crowd to 

the bar  and ordered a  Long Island iced tea,  and then made her  way to a 

different part of the club to dance alone. Sip after sip the dance floor became a 

parallel  universe,  a  reality  all  its  own:  a  place  that  had  always  been  and 

always would be.  Sheba drank from the heavy glass until  it  was done and 

danced until she’d forgotten how she had arrived.
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She thought of her ancestors in Ethiopia. 

She decided to grow her hair, let it do its thing again, and then she forgot 

that too.

Later,  through the dark light on the far side of the club she saw Deene 

drinking alone, watching the crowd contentedly as if a statue. 

She got a beer and went over. 

They cheersed - his drink something dark with ice. Sheba looked at him, 

studied  his  face  sceptically,  tried  to  weigh  an  idea  on  her  mind.  Everyone 

should be free to leave the life that is causing them pain, she thought. 

Sheba opened her mouth as if to speak but said nothing and then thought 

again. 

This is for me.

He watched her.

She said: 

—I’m too drunk to flirt with you.
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*** A House ***

It was July 4th 2022 when it started. 

Monday. 

A swift morning, the sun not yet high. 

Sheba was in the garden weeding and Deene emerged from the house. It 

was his birthday.

They  had  moved  to  New  Providence  New  Jersey  from  Ann  Arbor 

Michigan the year before: with their wedding money and what was left of her 

divorce from Ben, bought this place, their home, a little weatherboard shack 

with rose bushes out back and a nice lawn up front for kids to play in. They 

had painted the place pink on moving in.

Shoop and Manfred Mann. 

Though they never much called each other that these days. That was in the 

past.

Kids. Painting houses. Cute names.

How quickly things change.

In the garden Sheba had been thinking about what Deene had said last 
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night, turning it over in her mind, and so was surprised when he came from 

the  house  excited  and  still  wearing  his  underpants  and  singlet  from bed, 

shaking the broadsheet wildly as if an old man.

—They've done it! he said.

—Put something on, you fool. You want someone to see you like that?

—Look. Just read, he said. Check it out.

He shoved the newspaper down and she took it and folded it over.

—Not that side, he said. Here.

Deene turned it over. Large thick letters reading: NO LONGER DARK; and 

then in smaller text beneath: Breakthrough Discovery changes our understanding 

of the universe. He pointed at it.

—Check it out!

She read the article. Something about an abandoned gold mine in Australia 

and a crystal; Dark Matter had been discovered or something like that.

—Yeah, so? she said, and gave the paper back.

—Don't you see? This is amazing! Everything is going to change.

He straightened and seemed to jitter, almost dance.

—I can't believe it, he said. I can't fucking believe it. And on my birthday of 

all days! My fucking birthday!

Sheba looked around the yard, could feel the closeness of the street just 

beyond the front of the house; anyone could walk by.

—Get inside, she said. You're in your bedclothes for godssakes.

And they held each other's gaze, locked for a moment until he huffed and 

then did what she asked and went inside.

Later  he  left  to  go  the  Liberty  Science  Center  in  Hudson  County.  No 

goodbye. Just a note: He’d gone to meet friends - to awe at whatever nerdy 

crap they had there and then drinks after. Sheba was mostly relieved.

He  was  twenty-three  today.  Too  young  but  still  they  had  done  it:  got 
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married and moved to the suburbs. Sheba was twenty-eight and should have 

known better. It wasn't supposed to be this way - already at this point. He 

should have invited her  to  go to  the museum, and she should have gone 

happily. 

But no. 

This was how they were now, and he was wise enough to know not to ask 

her  such things,  and she  wasn't  even sad.  He didn't  even mention which 

friends he was meeting. 

Maybe he should have an affair,  she thought returning to her work. Might 

make a man out of him. 

After tidying and putting away the gardening gloves, trashing the weeds 

and  cleaning  her  husband’s  plate  from  the  eggs  he’d  made  himself  that 

morning, Sheba went to Church. 

Our Lady of Peace was the local presbytery, a large circular metal roofed 

building attached to a similarly named parish school.  Three nights a week 

Sheba  volunteered  there,  helping  to  put  out  free  meals  for  the  homeless: 

Monday, Thursday and Sunday; usually stews, salads, soups and pastas. She 

had not always been religious - in-fact, for most of her adult life Sheba had 

flittered between a mish-mash of agnosticism and something she liked to call 

Spiritual Atheism, but after New Orleans and meeting Deene, she wasn't sure 

why,  but  the  world  seemed  different,  she  began  noticing  the  design  in 

everything, good and bad, the beauty. And she remembered the God of her 

parents, the God of her childhood and she yearned for home, safety, security 

and comfort. The embodiment of the idea that all the hurt in the world could 

be cured through sacrifice and love. And now more than ever she needed this. 

To know her sacrifice was never for nothing.  That her suffering was in fact a 

part of love, a test to save everything.
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The school children were out on the grass playing when Sheba arrived and 

she watched them a long time before leaving the car. She carried the shopping 

along the sidewalk and then up the path to the side entrance to the hall, never 

stepping on the cracks. At the top of the stairs the other volunteer Brigitte was 

fanning her face with her hands. 

—Well hello there little one, Brigitte said. Her eyes were wet and reddened. 

Little one.

—What’s wrong? Sheba said. Onions again?

—You know it, Brigitte said.

—Why didn't you try the glass of water trick I told you about?

—I did.

—And?

Brigitte sighed.

—Nothing seems to be working these days.

—Don’t worry, I’ll go in now and finish up. Just relax. 

Brigitte stopped fanning and they kissed cheeks. Sheba lifted the bags.

—I’m making beef soup tonight.

—Oh bless you, bless you, Brigitte said. I'll be in in a minute.

—No rush, love.

It  was  a  busy  night;  more  than  usual  but  Sheba  didn't  mind,  nobody 

brought up the news which was reprieve enough. As she served the paella 

and beef soup and re-filled the bread there was not a single thought of Deene 

or  home and it  was  good.  This  was why she came and enjoyed Brigitte’s 

company: to be free and to be focussed. Occasionally the Pastor would come 

out and help serve dishes and later bless them before going to bed, and Sheba 

always enjoyed the energy he brought to the night. When it was done they sat 

and finally ate. Brigitte inhaled her bowl of paella flooded with the beef soup 

and it was only then, when everyone else had left and they were alone, that 

they brought up other things.
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—Did you end up talking to him? Brigitte said, dabbing at her mouth with 

a napkin.

—Not yet, Sheba replied.

—When are you going to do it?

Sheba remembered and sighed, waited a while and ate - wasn't sure if she 

should say anything but then stopped and said it anyway - tried to make it 

more matter-of-fact than it had felt at the time:

—He told me he wanted to kill himself, she said.

—What?

—Last night, when we were lying in bed and everything. I was almost half 

asleep. He just came out and said it almost quite like: He said, Sometimes I 

want  to  kill  myself,  exactly those words,  said he’d felt  that  way since what 

happened last year - You know, The Trying.

—Oh my God, Brigitte said. What did you say?

—I told him he was pathetic…

At this Brigitte made a face and Sheba knew she probably should have 

chosen better words. She continued, tried explaining it better:

—I was so angry. Why would he say something like that? Be a man… And 

then, after that we didn't really say much of anything. Not at all. We just lay 

there not talking and at some point went to sleep. 

—Oh my God, Brigitte said.

—So I don't know… I don't know what to do about that.

—You can't say anything now. Definitely not. No siree Bob. 

Men are supposed to be men, Sheba thought, trying to rationalise it. They have 

one job and it isn't that hard. It’s about the only thing they’re made for really. But…

isn’t he made for her? That’s the way it should be, shouldn't it? So why? Why 

couldn't they have a child? Why did he say that? 

She looked at her fork still in the paella and pushed it away.

—Anyhow, what about you? Sheba asked, wanting to change the subject 
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now.

—Oh.  It’s  been  good lately,  Brigitte  said.  Really  good.  John  brought  me 

flowers, did I tell you?

—Yeah.

—He’s been trying so hard, Sheba. He’s really trying this time.

—Different to the last time?

—Oh yes. 

—Good, Sheba said reluctantly.

—I'm so happy, Brigitte said.

A few weeks back Brigitte’s boyfriend had shoved her down and partially 

dislocated her shoulder.

—Did you see the doctor? Sheba asked.

Brigitte’s face changed, dropped.

—Not yet.

—You have to go.

—I know.

—You have to get yourself looked at. Take photos. At least for the record, 

please.

—I don't know.

—You don't know?

—He’s been really good lately, she said. He cries sometimes when he looks 

at me and he’s been saying sorry a lot. Like on his knees sorry. Did I tell you 

he joined a church up in Morristown? He goes there almost every day after 

work.

She had. It was some group of former Jehovah’s Witnesses who had started 

their own break-off sect and handed out pamphlets in shopping centres.

—Please love, Sheba said, putting a hand on Brigitte’s forearm. —At least 

take photos.

Brigitte recoiled.
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—What if he finds them? How would I explain that.

—I can take them for you.

—I don't know…Brigitte said. —It's okay.

—It's okay?

—I'll go to the doctors, maybe Wednesday. You're right.

—Does it still hurt?

—Yeah.

—Promise me, Sheba said. Tomorrow, okay?

—Tomorrow. Alrighty. Yes, I'll do it.

When Sheba got home Deene was already in bed asleep and she watched 

him as she undressed and brushed her teeth. He seemed at peace - completely 

at peace - and she asked her God why history was repeating itself all over 

again. Is this how men are?

In  her  dreams  that  night  she  found  herself  back  in  New  York,  in  the 

apartment she’d rented with Ben off Division Avenue in Williamsburg. The 

world felt heavy and the air thick, and there was an uncertainty to everything. 

Ben came home, but it was not Ben - it was Deene: He was old - real old - and 

she was calling him Ben, and she had the deep sensation he didn't belong 

there, that she had to find the real Deene. She became agitated and wanted to 

shout for him but could not. She tried to scream and find the door, but the 

small apartment became a maze. All the while the ageing Ben that was Deene 

followed her, begged her not to go. He got on his knees and pleaded: Please 

don't leave me, please don't leave me. And he wrapped his arms around her legs 

and cried and struggling to move she finally broke out in a scream and then 

woke up. 

Stillness.

Breath.

Dark and ceiling. Cornice and wall. Mirror and vanity.
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As she lay in the darkness watching the room Sheba turned to see the 

second husband beside her and thought she heard him crying, a tiny wobble 

of  the  bed.  She  raised  up  on  her  elbows  and  tried  seeing,  but  he  was 

motionless.  Blue-black of  the night  and calm eyes closed like nothing had 

happened. 

Bastard, she thought. 
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*** It’s The End Of The World As We Know It ***

The next day, Deene was eager and excited again as if all history of the past 

year had been erased. He prepared for work and recounted yesterday's time at 

the museum and said that climatologists were saying it was too late, that the 

tipping point had been passed and the planet wouldn’t recover. 

—If that’s true, Sheba judged, laying in bed checking her phone, —It’d be 

on the news. Why are you excited about that anyway?

—I'm not, he said. It's just crazy.  There’s nothing about it anywhere.  Like 

what if this is the way it begins?

—What begins?

—The end, he said.

—Don't be ridiculous.

He wrapped his tie around - a double windsor knot. She always liked how 

he looked in a tie. 

No, stop, she told her heart.

—It is ridiculous, he said, finishing and checking the tie and then moving 

to the arch of the doorway where he held there hanging off the door knob. —

Anyway I've got to go. We’ve got new devs starting today and I've got an 
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early meeting, so cya. I mean. Love you.

And he came over and pecked her on the lips and then was gone, leaving 

only the after-scent of his cologne. The house was quiet again. 

Love you?

Sitting in bed Sheba scrolled her social media apps and found little of what 

her husband had spoken about. Some posts glorifying yesterday’s scientific 

discovery, friends with temporary solid-black profile pictures. There were a 

couple of videos of breakfast-show climate debates she watched the start of: 

all of them inevitably devolving into argument or jokes or a mixture of the 

two, like it was all just entertainment. She swiped and swiped and the videos 

continued to things like life-hacks and epic fail clips and fainting goats and 

boat crashes, and then all of a sudden it was 11:30. 

—Shit.

Reluctantly Sheba got up and without a shower put on her active wear and 

went for a run. 

The sky was blue and clear.

Tipping point? she thought. What does that even mean? Even if it was bad, 

surely there was always something that could be done. God would never let 

the  world  be  destroyed  in  such  a  way.  That’s  not  in  the  bible  or  in  any 

scripture. No armageddon or judgement day. It’d be like a balloon slowly let 

out. A soft whimper until there was nothing left. He couldn't let that happen. 

God is love. This was once the Garden of Eden, wasn't it? 

—Of course it is, Sheba told herself but then thought to re-read the Bible 

when she got home, because all of a sudden it didn't seem so clear.

Over the following weeks more and more news came forward and Deene 

only got more excited. It was like a fire was lit within him. Meteorological and 

climatological studies around the world were coming back with big problems, 
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noticeable changes happening too soon and he explained them all with great 

eagerness: A rapid increase in carbon followed by a measurable thinning of 

the atmosphere; at higher altitudes they were finding an abnormal reduction 

in oxygen. He spoke of planes flying lower, that his work flights to San Fran 

and LA were  taking a  lot  longer,  like  twice  as  long -  due  to  flying lower 

apparently.

Sheba was not convinced, however. All she saw was more speculation and 

debate, nothing clear cut. Even her parents had said it was a beat up. 

—It’ll all blow over, they said on their weekly video call, —You’ll see. 

They were seated on the lime-green sofa, mostly the tops of their wrinkled 

heads visible: her mother's dark eyes like her own, magnified by the glasses, 

and her father’s furrowed brow, his frizzy hair finally greying.

—But what if it's true? Sheba asked.

—Trust in the Lord, her father said warmly. 

—I do.

—Good.

But it did not feel good. It felt unsettling, like if there were a throng of 

protestors just behind the front door with signs saying What If?

—Maybe you should come stay with us for a while, Sheba put to them. —

Deene thinks it might be for the best for now. Better to be safe than sorry.

Her parents laughed. Her mom mumbled something about Deene being a 

darling.

—Don't worry, we’ll be fine, her mom assured. —This will all blow over. 

Just you see. Rest your little heart and worry about giving us a grandchild. 

That's all we ask, we’re not getting any younger, Sheba.

This upset Sheba. She remembered the other night,  spoke to herself the 

practiced  rhetoric  her  and  Deene  had  told  everyone  when  they’d  asked  - 

about not bringing a child into such a terrible and pessimistic world as this - 

the convenient lie. She’d told them so many times, and each time just made it 
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worse.

—I told you mom, we’re not having a child, Sheba said.

There was a silence and then an odd noise.

—I don't know why you want to be breaking my heart Sheba, her mom 

said.

More silence. Her mother stood and left the screen.

—Listen  to  your  mother,  her  father  said,  shifting  front  and  centre  and 

adjusting the screen - he was growing a moustache again, but this time the 

hairs were grey, she’d never seen that before in him. He looked very stern, like 

ages ago when he’d try to be the serious parent —You got her crying now, he 

said. —Why you got to always be so insensitive?

It wasn't worth the arguing.

—I'm sorry Dad, Sheba said. —I didn't mean to.

And then there was some muffled chatter off screen, and then:

—You're still coming for Labor Day weekend? her Father asked.

—Of course, said Sheba.

—Good, he said. —I've got to go.

—I love you, she said.

He sighed and groaned a little as he leaned ready to terminate the call.

—You too sweet-pea, he said.

Not long after that, the British Prime Minister made an apology on behalf 

of the government for not acting sooner; the new, young Japanese emperor 

came out and set forth measures for a new societal order, Russia declared they 

would  not  be  swayed.  In  the  news  Sheba  began  seeing  words  like: 

INESCAPABLE,  INEVITABLE,  IRREVERSIBLE;  followed by continuous 24-

hour news coverage around the nation; vox pops on opinions and what was 

true; scientific explanation; long ruminations on the latest hurricane or broken 

temperature record. The airports became overcrowded and the President held 
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a snap national address and declared a State of Emergency. He spoke about 

digging  deep,  about  solidarity,  about  finding  a  way:  Fusion  reactors  were 

being  built,  he  explained.  Soon  there  would  be  cheap  energy,  newer 

technologies, this was not the end.

On the second or maybe third night after the national address, as they slept 

a rapping came at the front door. Sheba woke and then Deene.

—What was that?  she asked,  rubbing her groggy eyes.  —Did you hear 

that?

—I don't know, he said.

—Someone’s at the door.

He shifted, sat up for a moment.

—It’s almost 1am, let's go back to sleep.

And then the rapping became a persistent banging, someone calling out. 

—What if it's someone in need? Sheba said, thinking of the people she saw 

week-in week-out at the church meal service.

Louder. Hey or Help or something.

—Please, can you check? she asked. —What if there’s been a car accident or 

something? Someone could be real hurt out there.

Hey mister, the someone with the banging said, maybe.

Deene sighed and got out of bed and went to the wardrobe. He put on a 

gown and then from the corner took a hold of something.

—Just in case, he said, his voice almost a whisper.

Hey… Hey, the banging continued.

Sheba turned on the bedside lamp, saw Deene doing little jumps with his 

shoulders as he left the room, psyching himself up. And then she was alone.

She waited.

She pulled the thick bedsheets to her chest and tried to listen, tried not to 

listen, prayed in soundless words.
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Then the door.

Then chatter. Calm chatter. Good.

Something.

Footsteps on the wet grass, a dragging.

A whimper?

Then a sudden chilling cry from outside, clear - too clear. Maybe right near 

the window. Something in the sound was familiar.

Silence again.

But then a noise. Was it crying? Who? Deene?

Sheba tried from the  safety  of  their  bed to  see  through the  slits  in  the 

Venetian blinds. 

Darkness. A quick blur.

Then  the  chatter  rose:  demands.  Sheba  heard  her  husband’s  voice  -  a 

familiar tone: frantic emasculating denial. She wanted to get up, to go down 

the hall and sort this out, but she didn't, she stayed listening. Listening and 

praying that she was getting it wrong.

Then shouting. They were shouting now. 

And then the cry again near the window, but it was sharply cut off with a 

noise she could not put a name to. 

A moment. A relaxing of something.

Sheba dialled 911. It was busy. The message seemed too loud, she hung up.

Then multiple footsteps on the grass increasing in pace, soft and wet.

Deene shouted a protestation.

A door slamming.

And then he was there in the doorway with the bat. 

—We have to go, he said.

—What's going on?

Banging from the hall. A broken window.

—Now! he said.
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—Who was that outside?

The crack of splintering timber. He grabbed her, held her close for just a 

second and pulled her to leave but there were footsteps in the hall,  on the 

carpet,  and  he  must  have  heard  too,  for  he  left  -  space  in  that  moment 

measurable beyond measure - and he was in the doorway, he stepped forward 

and swung the bat where she could not see and there was a hard knock and a 

Goddamn and she left the sheets and the bed and stood and held by the door 

afraid to look, heard the horrific knocking again and again and then curses 

and a thump of heavy clothes on the floor and her husband saying:

—You want more? You want fucking more? I'll murder you, don't think I 

won't!

—Yeah? a voice said - gruff and male - then louder: Yeah?

Another voice, different:

—You’re outnumbered mister.

Sheba  saw  the  bedside  lamp  and  grabbed  it,  broke  the  shade  off  like 

snapping a branch and stepped into the hall behind her husband.

—Get out of my house, she hissed with all the rage she could muster. —

Now!

And then her eyes adjusted.

In that dark passage were two silhouettes: A huge guy almost invisible in 

the dark but for a Nathan’s hotdogs shirt and his skin wet like rock; the other 

behind, pale and thin with a cap and machete. 

Without thought, Sheba lunged past her husband at the first guy, swinging 

with the broken lamp, and like a boxer he angled himself away from the blow. 

But she must have caught him with the broken fitting, for he let out a clenched 

cuss of a sound and withdrew - and it was only then that she noticed the body 

on the floor. Collared shirt. Folds of fabric as ribs in the half-dark. The head 

made blood. 

Sheba gasped.
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The first man gathered himself across the distance and recomposed, stared 

at her as if she were familiar, like a ghost he knew. His eyes all whites, irises 

black as holes. 

A flicker. He turned: 

—Get the fuck out, he said to his partner.

—What? 

—Let’s go. Get the fuck out!

—But—

The first guy pushed past and out the door. His partner with the machete 

held.

A moment. A syncopated triad of breath. 

—Fuck this, he said.

And  he  spat  and  darted  out  cursing,  leaving  them  with  the  body,  the 

marked drywall and the bloodstained carpet, this place,  the house they had 

called home even though at times it had felt like a prison.

—We need to call the police, Sheba said.

Her husband folded, hands on knees.

—Just give me a moment, he said.

—What if they come back, she said. —What if there are more of them?

—Give me a fucking moment okay? Just give me a fucking motherfucking 

second here Sheba.

He was looking at the body on the floor.

Face down it looked like a prop or something, like an avatar from one of 

her husband’s video games: Male. Mid 40s maybe. The back of it’s neck was 

freckled and crazed with blood, trimmed black hair wet and reflecting the 

light like oil. The carpet was black too. Her husband folded further and placed 

his hand on the body. White and blue checkered fabric like from a thrift store. 

Jeans. Workers boots. 

Sheba saw the front door still open and went to close it but couldn't for the 
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broken jamb and while there saw out to the street, their lawn, another body on 

the grass. A pit opened in her stomach - The cry she’d heard. She stepped out 

cautiously and found the night strange, like she might be dreaming, like the 

colours were off  or something,  like the trees,  the windows, the street,  was 

moving in a malevolent dance of light: edges and surfaces undulating, licked 

in shades of yellow and white and red against the black. 

There was chanting in the distance.

Shouting.

IT’S - YOUR - FAULT, or something. Over and over again.

And as if in a dream, each step, each movement Sheba made was weighted 

through the earth. She turned, slow. She willed herself to the road.

Five or six houses down, a car was aflame, and further on the other side a 

home  was  erupting  too:  a  macabre  silhouette  bellowing  light  and 

extinguishing darkness. 

No one. 

The sound of a siren wailing far away was then suddenly there embodied 

in a speeding police car, the throaty rasp of the engine and the siren raising 

and lowering in pitch as it went and then was gone, and Sheba remembered a 

time  ago  when  Deene  had  explained  the  Doppler  Effect  and  theoretical 

physics, and how they’d argued stupidly about God, how afterwards they’d 

fucked like animals. What would he be thinking now?

Then the body on the grass:

It was right outside their bedroom window.

It didn't move. 

Sheba waited, watched for the subtle contracting and expanding of lungs 

but saw neither, heard again the chanting down the street. Was it closer? 

The burning house like a demonic ghoul. The burning car like this was 

already the end. Ash raining down like snow. 

She went inside.
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—What did they want? Sheba asked her husband. —Who were those men?

The body was between them, Deene still there crouching in the hall.

—Look at me, she said. —Who is that in our front yard? 

—They asked if I was a technical engineer, her husband said and stood up, 

did not look at her.

—I don’t understand.

—Doug told them I’d studied physics at JCU.

—What are you saying? she said.

Doug was their neighbour to the left, number 21. 

Her husband was no longer holding the bat, he was staring at his hands as 

though  there  were  strings  twined  about  his  fingers  and  he  couldn’t 

understand how to unentangle them.

—I told them he’s wrong, that we’d moved from Michigan over a year ago 

and I was in IT, you know…and then…and then, they just cut him down in 

front of me…cut him like nothing.

Stepping  over  the  body  Sheba  went  to  the  bedroom  and  dialled  the 

number on her mobile. The automated machine advised the lines were busy 

and to please hold.  In the background she could hear Deene muttering to 

himself as if they were still talking. Come on, she thought. 

And then a pop.

Like a far off firework followed by a cascade of dogs barking. 

Sheba went to the window and parted the blinds as the message repeated. 

There,  running  down  the  street  in  terror  was  a  girl  in  a  pinstripe  dress, 

barefoot and fast, always looking back. Across the way the houses were all 

dark. Each tree lining the kerb like stone limbs mortified and grasping from 

the earth to the sky. On the grass she saw the body again, feared for his son 

and wife.

Footsteps. 

Her husband and he was holding her again.
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—Okay, she said without knowing.

He calmly took the phone, terminated the call. 

—I don't think we should stay, he said and then continued, something else 

but Sheba wasn’t following.

—Yeah, sure, she said.

He kept talking and then left, then noises from the kitchen. Sheba took a 

breath and knelt and lay her arms on the bed and closed her eyes. She waited 

for the words to come and whispered the prayer. She felt the soft caress of the 

sheets beneath her elbows and promised to be better. Promised to be better. 

Anything. 

She opened her eyes. 

There was a buzzing on the floor. She reached down. 

On the phone the caller read: Brigitte Spiker. Sheba answered.

—Brigitte?

—Thank God, Brigitte said. —Are you alright? I was so afraid for you.

In the background there was the sound of an engine revving. 

—I’m okay I think, Sheba said. Are you safe?

—The Church is gone, Brigitte said. —It's been burned down - Can you slow 

down please? - Are you at home?

—What?

—Are you at your home? - Watch out! Oh my God. Oh my god… The phone 

went dead for a moment —Sheba are you there?

—I'm here! Sheba said. —Talk to me, where are you?

—Me and John are coming, we’re maybe ten minutes away.

—John?

—He knows a  place.  I’ll  explain when we’re  there.  Stay safe  little  one, 

please.

In  the  kitchen Deene was  placing bottled water  into  a  cooler  bag with 
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crackers and containers of leftover cheese and deli meats. The radio was on 

and way too loud, singing the distorted voice of a female anchor noting safe 

houses,  advising  to  stay  indoors.  Sheba  watched  as  he  worked,  the  four 

downlights in the ceiling making the night, making him mundane again, like 

he might be getting ready to go on a work trip, or if it had been like it used to 

be and he was preparing for a picnic. He glanced her way.

—Hey, he said.

And before realising - in a way deciding without deciding - she went to 

him and said nothing, only wrapped her arms around his belly and rested her 

head against his back. Her husband flinched for a second but did not move. 

The radio crackled and sang and she wanted to turn it down but no, leave it 

be, she thought. 

Reports  on Marshall  Law and rioting in  Jersey  City  and Elizabeth  and 

Newark  and  Berkeley  College  as  well  as  Berkeley  Heights  and  it's 

surrounding suburbs.

—It's all  going to shit,  her husband said softly and placed an arm over 

hers, his hand cold from the ice pack. 

At the sensation Sheba pulled away and Deene slumped a little and went 

back to packing the cooler bag. Her bare feet were smudged in blood. Their 

slate  kitchen  floor  as  nations  fitted  together,  square  countries,  earthen 

coastlines in stone. 

—Brigitte’s coming, she said. —Her and her boyfriend.

—What? Deene said. —Why?

He continued gathering cans from the pantry and placed them together on 

the dining table:  Tomato soup. Cornichons.  Beetroot in brine.  He retrieved 

another bag into which he placed a portable butane stove, a pan and cutlery, a 

cutting knife.

—She says there's a place to go, somewhere safe. She wants to take us with 

them.
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—We can't wait around. What if the mob or whoever burnt those houses 

comes back this way? What if they see Doug on the lawn and come in and 

find the guy I bludgeoned to death in the hall and then find us? 

Her husband sighed. 

—Fuck’s sake Sheba. Why would you tell them to come? We don't have 

time.

And Sheba would have been okay with him being frustrated, but the fuck’s 

sake got her upset.

—So you have an idea where we’re going?

—I do, he said.

—Where?

—We’ll find something. We just need to get out of the suburbs. As fast as 

fucking possible.

—So camping you're saying, she said.

—Or sleeping in the car.

—Great. 

—I'm trying okay, he said.

—Why couldn't you have let me buy a gun? she said, remembering the 

time they’d gone shopping and left empty-handed. —After we got burgled, I 

told  you, for safety, to protect our home. But you said no,  ranted on about 

shooting ourselves accidentally. And besides why don't you have one stashed 

away secret or something? Why can’t you ever just be a man for once?

She hadn’t that last part.

—You're going to make this about me now? Deene said. —Like having a 

gun in the closet would have made this different.

—Get over yourself, she said.

—I shouldn't be surprised. You're always doing this, accusing me of making 

it all about myself and then using it against me as if i’m self-involved or some 

fucking bullshit. 
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He finished packing. Hefted the bags onto the floor.

—It gets pretty fucking frustrating Sheba, he said. —Do you understand?

There was a vulnerability to his tone. But not the normal kind, a kind of 

new emotional confidence.

—I'm sorry, she said.

—Of course I would make things about me sometimes, he said. It's my life, 

my  perspective.  What  would you have  me do,  huh?  I  can't  always  worry 

about what you want all the time. 

He paused, leaned on the benchtop. Their eyes met. 

—I just want to get us out of here, alright? I don’t want to think about the 

two dead bodies on our property or about whatever bullshit has been going 

on with us lately. I just need to get away from here, with you. Anywhere.

—I'm sorry alright, she said. —Can we please not do this now? Come on. 

Let's just go with them. They have a plan.

It wasn’t that she didn’t trust him. It was a lot of things: Fear for Brigitte. 

His own words - safety in numbers. A plan vs no plan. Two cars vs one.

Her husband sighed. 

—Because it's what you want, right? 

—Please, she said.

—Great, he said. Fucking great.

Then the sound of a car screeching to a halt out front. Sheba’s eyes darted 

to his. He took the bat resting against the kitchen and stormed past her into 

the hall. As he went she could have sworn he muttered something under his 

breath about  ridiculousness  and having a  gun maybe,  and she thought  of 

saying I told you so, but the truth of the matter was that in that moment she 

could not have been more in love with him.
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*** Night Drive ***

Deene turned down Fifth and then Gales drive and then north onto Passaic 

street as they left New Providence - the car busy with radio chatter on borders 

and safe zones, the glowing red lights of Brigitte’s Hyundai swerving in front, 

avoiding debris strewn over the road: Broken timber. Broken televisions. A 

children’s toy tricycle. There were people on the roadside but Sheba would 

not let herself see them. They were in God’s hands now.

In the backseat,  Doug’s  wife  Abigail  clutched her son,  whispering little 

assurances as if a mantra to herself. His name was Mark and he hadn’t spoken 

a word since they’d found him.

Eventually both cars  turned onto the highway,  all  bitumen and endless 

lines and there was little traffic. 

The houses and trees became invisible at the edges where the headlights 

shone and Sheba called her parents but it rang out. 

They’re  asleep,  she  thought  and  then  opened  a  browser  and  searched: 

‘Miami Riots.’ There was nothing: Only what happened in Miami in 1980 and 

1989, racial violence and police. Any current news she could find were links to 
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what was happening in New York and New Jersey - No Florida. Though there 

were posts about Los Angeles and Chicago and Toronto too: The despondent 

youth angry at their stolen future, it read. Apparently it was spreading.

Sheba tried her parents again. 

It rang out again. She left a message: ‘I’m worried about you. Call me.’

Deene wasn’t talking either.

Sheba  turned  and  asked  mother  and  son  if  they  were  alright,  if  they 

wanted water or crackers or anything. 

Abigail smiled sadly and answered:

—Some crackers would be great, thank you.

Sheba passed the box and a water and rested her head against the glass, 

saw only the pores of her cheeks and nose and the lid of her eye reflected; 

there was nothing beyond. She reached over the centre console and held her 

husband’s hand.

—You ok? he asked, because he knew her like that - that she hated holding 

hands.

—No, she said.

—Me neither.

—I'm sorry about before, she said. About blaming you.

—It's alright, he said. We’ll be alright.

—I know. 

And then for a time they didn't talk until Deene suddenly chuckled.

—So, recovered Jehovah’s Witnesses eh? he said. —A cult in the woods.

—It could be worse, she said.

And  then  outside  to  the  right,  Sheba  spied  a  plane  lifting  overhead, 

flashing red and bright lights over the car like UFOs, and the loud rumble of 

an engine as it was above them and gone. Shortly after, the road split off in an 

exit and they continued on and then maybe a mile later they hit traffic, a long 

queue of cars across all three lanes. Some were turning around.
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—What’s going on? the mother asked, a shake in her voice.

—Maybe  some  kind  of  checkpoint,  Deene  answered.  Maybe.  They've 

declared Marshall Law, so I don't know.

—It looks like we might be here for a while, Sheba sighed.

And from the back there  a  noise,  a  humming or  something and Sheba 

turned around.

—It's all  right, Abigail was saying to her son, rubbing his shoulder and 

making that noise. —It’s all right.

Hours  passed  and  Sheba  couldn't  stand  it  anymore.  It  felt  like  they’d 

barely moved at all.  She removed her seatbelt  and got out.  The night was 

warm  and  thick  and  the  moon  high  like  some  kind  of  digital  error.  She 

stretched  and  yawned  and  checked  her  phone,  no  return  calls  just  social 

media  notifications,  3:54am.  Every now and then on the  other  side  of  the 

highway a car or truck would pass.

—Ma’am,  please  return  to  your  vehicle,  came  a  voice,  a  soldier  all 

patterned blotches wearing an automatic rifle.

—What’s this all about? Sheba asked, gesturing at the queue.

—I said return to the vehicle. Please ma’am, I won’t ask again.

She felt her blood getting hot, wanted to do more, but then glanced into the 

car  and saw her  husband kneading the  bridge  of  his  nose,  the  neighbour 

Abigail and her boy in the back.

—Alright, alright, she said.

In the car the air felt colder than before.

—What happened? Deene asked.

—Nothing, Sheba said. —The guy wouldn’t tell me.

When  they  reached  the  head  of  the  traffic,  there  spanning  the  entire 

highway  both  sides  and  funnelling  all  vehicles  to  a  point,  was  a  heavy 
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roadblock with armoured vehicles and spotlights and infantrymen, room only 

for a single car to pass. A good number of the vehicles at the front were being 

directed onto the other side to turn around and go back. When they got closer, 

one car  was let  through and they moved up and then it  was Brigitte  and 

John’s turn. 

—They’re going to let us through, right? Abigail said nervously.

—I guess we’ll see, Deene said.

Slowly and without urgency three soldiers approached Brigitte’s Hyundai, 

nodding  and  gesturing  to  each  other.  They  all  looked  the  same,  Sheba 

thought, In posture, in attitude, in the shape of their being: like they could 

have been identical triplets but for the shades of their skin. One of the soldiers 

- who she noticed had acne scars - leaned to John through the window while 

the others examined the car carefully. John handed something over, maybe his 

license, and then popped the hatch. There was only a cooler and soft bags 

from what Sheba could see. One of the soldiers then came over and Deene 

lowered the window. 

—Could you pop open your trunk for me sir? 

And Deene reached down, the soft clunk of the release, torch beams inside 

the car and then ruffling from the back, words and the trunk was closed again. 

The soldiers said no more and returned to the front where the other was still 

talking  with  John,  considering  whatever  he’d  given  them.  And  then  he 

instructed John to get out of the car and they went and shared words away off 

where Sheba couldn’t see properly. There was head nodding and the soldier 

with the acne scars looked their way and something exchanged hands - or 

was it a handshake. John and the soldier saluted each other and then returned 

to the Hyundai where John got in, and that was that. With waving fluorescent 

batons and they were let through.

—Do you think he knew them? Sheba said eventually, when the road again 

became boring and she needed answers to her thoughts.
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—Maybe, Deene said.

—But how?

—The  army  probably,  I  don’t  know,  he  said.  How  does  anyone  know 

anyone?

—I think he bribed them.

—What does it matter? We’re out. This is what you wanted, right?

Some part of Sheba wanted to push him again. She was liking this new 

side to her husband, a side that stood up to her.

—You could have said no, she said.

—And I didn’t, he said confidently.

—You didn’t.

—What are you getting at Sheba?

—It’s okay. It’s fine, she said. I’m just playing.

He sighed heavily, combed a hand through his dark hair. In the back seat 

Abigail was speaking to her son again and then came forward.

—Can you pull over? 

—Pull over? Deene asked.

—He’s going to be sick, I think. Or do you have a bag?

Sheba checked the glove box. Just paperwork.

—Just a second, Deene said, and he flashed Brigitte’s car and indicated and 

in unison they slowed and stopped on the roadside. Abigail opened the door 

and the boy stumbled and quickly vomited over the blacktop and then while 

this was happening Sheba’s phone lit up in her hand, buzzed. No Caller ID.

—Your mom? Deene asked.

Sheba answered the  call,  but  the  voice  that  came through was  not  her 

mother’s or her father’s. 

Sheba? it asked and she recognised the voice though it was different sort of. 

She didn’t want to say his name. 

—Yeah it’s me, she said. 
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Fuck, Ben said. Are you alright? Are you safe? I’m holed up in our old apartment 

and there are fires everywhere…I don't know what to do. I heard you moved to Jersey, 

it looks crazy there too.

—Yeah it’s pretty bad, but we’re safe now.

That's good, he sighed. That's good. I'm sorry, I just wanted to call in case things 

don't go so well for me tonight. 

And then there was a long silence.  A breath as if  he was preparing for 

something. Sheba waited. He continued:

I've been thinking about what happened and us, he said slowly, and then there 

was another silence, another breath. You were the love of my life Sheba. You were 

and still are. It’s true. I just wanted you to know that. Is that okay?

And she didn't know how to answer this. She said:

—It’s okay.

Thank you, he said, a relief over the phone line. I'm sorry. I'm so sorry it went 

the way it did…that I wasn't better for you.

—I’m sorry too, she said.

Thank you. Thank you for saying that.

—Look, she said. —I—

I know, he said. You have to go. It’s alright. I’ve said what I wanted to say. I just 

needed to hear your voice, so thank you, it really means a lot. I’ll let you go now. He 

paused for a moment. Please stay safe Sheba. Who knows, maybe if we get through 

this I could buy you a drink sometime.

—Sure, she said. You take care all right? Don't do anything stupid. 

I'll try, he said and laughed awkwardly.

—Call  me,  she  found  herself  saying  and  was  going  to  say  more  but 

stopped herself.

Thank you Sheba, he said. 

And as she terminated the call and both cars pulled away there was an 

emptiness opening inside of her. Deene asked:
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—Are they good?

—Yeah, Sheba said. —They’re okay…just worried about me, that’s all.

—Yeah, he said.

And Sheba prayed silently to the sound of the road and the radio and the 

open night.

Miles  later  and  after  a  long  and  rocky  dirt  road  they  arrived  at  the 

commune. Thick forest. Little ticks of life in the night. Over the trees the sky 

was beginning to shift with the coming of dawn and John got out to open the 

gate. 

He seemed an odd man, Brigitte’s boyfriend. When they had met earlier 

Sheba had expected him to be rough and misshapen, short and weasley. But 

he  was  in-fact  fit  and  charming,  attractive  even  -  in  an  old-world  Steve 

McQueen kind of way. He had pale hair  now white in the moonlight and 

walked  with  some  weird  sort  of  straight  posture  that  made  him  seem 

principled or confident or something.  And if  she was honest,  he had been 

nothing short of generous and patient with her and Deene and with Abigail 

and Mark. She wondered about what Brigitte had said so many times: about 

the bruises and injuries he had given her. 

The rusting steel and timber gate opened with a slow metallic whine and 

the Hyundai drove through, then their car. Beside the gate as they passed, 

Sheba  saw  written  on  a  large  white-washed  timber  sign  above  the  fence, 

scrawled in thick red strokes:

KINGDOM HALL OF THE CRIMSON MOON.

And below that on a smaller, square metal sign: 

PRIVATE PROPERTY. NO TRESPASSING.

And they stopped and John doubled back to close the gate.

—We’re almost there, he said. Not far now. 
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