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Speaker: I wore the full mourning garb when the tortoise died, but it's fair to say I 

was far from sorry to see him go. The memory of his body pressed against mine at 

night, his claws tearing the bedsheets, his wrinkly skin and the great folds in his neck, 

that ashen beaky face, his hard cold shell with its sinister whorls... The thought of 

him made me sick. I was glad when the death notice appeared at last. And I danced 

round the house and screamed myself hoarse. Outside, the silent street ignored the 

sounds within the house. Days passed, each adding to the freight of days; and at 

moments one could glimpse where on the journey one had come to rest and how 

many days remained. Looking forward, the sheer smallness of the present brought 

confusion to my mind, divided as it was into seemingly smaller and still smaller units 

of perception. My faith helped me somewhat, but nothing perhaps can ease the sense 

of time seeping like an open wound when you wake up middle-aged.

“The world is like the yoke of a giant egg. And we live on the inside of the shell of 

that egg, suspended in an alternately bright and infinitely dark egg-white speckled 

with tiny grains that seem to glow and offer comfort in the night, as you stand in the 

silent woods on the edge of this wet town, holding your purse close to your midriff, 

perhaps. The egg has not yet passed from its mother's body; and the creature that 

holds this egg still inside it is a gigantic kiwi, of a species that once was widespread 

in places on the other side of the world, thriving in the dense undergrowth of a yet 

undiscovered land - hairy and black and ancient, with its two enormous clawed feet 

and its mean pointy beak, and its beady eyes on the look out for grubs and worms and 

even tiny frogs or legless lizards. The egg of the kiwi occupies one fifth of the 



mother’s body and the kiwi’s egg is 65 per cent yolk. The kiwi's egg is six-times as 

big as is normal for a bird of its size. So you can well imagine that the world we 

inhabit is a strange sort of place, and the sense of claustrophobia we sometimes feel 

even in a town like this where you rarely see a soul out in the rain, is the result of the 

pressure of a physical reality.”

I finished my lesson and sent the children on their ways home. I packed up my 

few books, got my coat and left the building. On the high street, the information 

centre offered a variety of brochures, fliers, calling cards, posters and little booklets 

about the surrounding area, and I leafed through a few: Record Levels of Donkey in 

Need (an image of two donkeys in a green field); Activities at Griston Bog (panorama 

of the bog); 1 in 5 Women in Ireland Experience Domestic Abuse (infant's drawing of 

identical women); Mad About Dogs at the Greyhound Stadium (a greyhound in a 

diamond necklace and another sitting at a bar); What to expect from a Septic Tank 

Inspection (hands cupped in a clear stream); What you need to know about your 

Septic Tank (a cluster of purple microbes); A Night Out For The Ladies with Deluxe 

Finger Food Package including desserts and cocktail, also at the Stadium (an image 

of a greyhound in a leopard-print hairdresser's cape); Is your Well at Risk from your 

Septic Tank? (a glass of clear water). Then I called into the library. A novel by Joseph 

Wambaugh I'd not read and a book on Zeno's Paradoxes - that'd do for the dark nights 

ahead. I went home and thought I was glad to have missed the rain. I looked up at the 

stars, the sky so clear that each was visible in all their glory, the dark shell of the sky 

like a lid on the sleeping town and the mountains that rose up to touch the stars.

“Following Parmenides, Zeno of Elea (circa 490 to 430 BC) suggests that contrary to 

the evidence offered by one's senses, that motion is nothing but an illusion. To 

hypothesise that existences are many leads to more absurd results than to hypothesise 

that they are one. So, Achilles is in a footrace with the tortoise. He allows the tortoise 

a head start of 100 metres. Supposing each starts running at a constant speed (one 

fast, one slow), then after some finite time, Achilles will have run 100 metres, 

bringing him to the tortoise's starting point. During this time, the tortoise has run a 



much shorter distance - 10 metres, say. It will then take Achilles some further time to 

run that distance. And by this time the tortoise will have advanced still farther; and 

then Achilles takes more time still to reach this third point, while the tortoise again 

has moved ahead. Thus, whenever Achilles reaches somewhere the tortoise has been, 

he still has farther to go. Therefore, because there are an infinite number of points 

Achilles must reach where the tortoise has already been, he can never overtake the 

tortoise. Class dismissed.”

* * * 

Dear Mariella,

I wanted to share with you and your readers a list of things that break my heart: 

(enjoy!)

The body of a dead blackbird by the side of the road, hit by a car.

A windsock on an airfield mistaken for a fox, or vice versa.

The knowledge that before all these roads and railways, there was just fields and 

stuff.

The price of in-flight goods - who the hell do they think they are?

The solid fact that the smells, faces, voices, touch of loved ones have faded for ever.

The fact that this loss is apparently of equal weight and import to the fading of the 

features of those I have hated.

A child's shoe dropped in the alley by the snooker club! 

The decay of my own body and these nagging aches that follow me around.

The price of a decent drink around here, what's that about, eh?

And you, Mariella, the sight of you pushing your way to the front of the queue, and 

the haggard look of you as you tottered past, the empty feeling in my stomach of 

empty promises, which means the likelihood of sending this decreases as each minute 

passes. 

On the street, in the rain, a few cars passing noisily on the wet tarmac, cursing the 

fact that the post office shuts at one o'clock, biting my lip.
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Singer:

Howl like a mole

Fist like a fox

Cloud like a cloak

Sun like a clock

Mask like a hole

Roll like a sock

Rise like a ball

Heart like a block

Swim like a crow

Will like a rock

Mind like a mist 

Heart like a duck
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Speaker: It's heading this way, it is: you can sense it coming from a long way off. 

First, you could see it as on a map of the world, on which all the various countries 

you don't know the name of - and which you will never visit even in your wildest 

fantasies - are named and their borders indicated, curious shapes they form, some 

following mountain ranges, some clear straight lines, others determined by a river, a 

ravine, by the customs of a forgotten tribe perhaps, by divine revelation, by 

bureaucrats, despots, famine, the weather, all sorts of reasons when you think about 

it. It has something like 14,395 kilometres to travel, the distance (say) from San 

Vicente Canton in Bolivia to Paris via Caracas – which sprawling, enormous city 

teaming with deafening life when we first see it in our mind's eye, is a little under 

half way, its people all babbling in Spanish or Portuguese or something, there's 

absolutely no reason on earth why you'd know such a thing, and even if you did know 

what use would that be as you don't speak either of these languages? In Caracas you'd 

be lost and left wandering the dock side hoping to catch the eye of a friendly face in 

the endless crowds of sombre suntanned faces, features shielded by sombreros, if 

they wear them in Caracas and don't opt for those slightly Welsh-looking, tall, black 

bowler hat affairs offset against a brightly coloured shawl, or poncho, or whatever. 

Then across the ocean it comes, the seven thousand or so kilometres dividing again 

into two equal sections of three thousand five hundred kilometres, half behind, half 

lying ahead. Next comes that part of the journey on which the outline of Europe, 

perhaps, appears fitfully as if a mirage on the far edge of the ocean, the way the city 

of Bristol is said to appear in the clouds in the wilderness of Canada. Now there's 

1,750 kilometres to go and it passes across the seas, cutting through the waves of 

those largely unfamiliar channels, named by somebody after something or somebody 

else, the sense of which is obscure and What does it matter? - it's hardly as if you are 

going to be undertaking a solo circumnavigation of the globe in a yacht any time soon 

– names like Meteor, Irving, Josephine (could that be after Napoleon's Josephine, I 

wonder?), Charcot, Romeo, Pazen, and Rochebonne  – at each point slicing the 

distance that remains in half, till the coast of France appears and we've only 437 and a 



half kilometres to go. 

It's reached Route de Lyanne, south of Nantes, by this time, on dry land, terra 

firma and here though they speak French there's an easy air of familiarity, our kind of 

people. Dividing this last leg into two, Le Mans looms before us, famous for its race 

track though you don't drive a car, never had a chance to learn, sometimes that is a 

disadvantage, means you're stuck in one place essentially, this place in fact - next 

we're not far outside Chartres, then at last we're rapidly entering the outskirts of Paris 

itself and we seem to speed up. Only 13 point 671875 kilometres to go now, then it's 

6 point 8359375, then 3 point 41796875,  then 1 point 708984375, then nought point 

8544921875... half of which is point 42724609375 of a kilometre, then we're down to 

two hundred and thirteen point 623046875 metres. And then it's definitely fast 

approaching at 106 point 8115234375 metres, just down the street, as it were, yes – a 

little over 53 metres (to be precise, 53 point 40576171875 metres), getting ever closer 

and closer: now 26 point 70288085938 metres, then 13 point 35144042969, then 6 

point 67572021485, three point 33786010743, one point 66893005372 metres... half 

of which proves to be 83 point 446502686 centimetres. The home stretch then as it 

comes up the stairs: 41 point 723251343 centimetres; 20 point 8616256715 

centimetres. Then suddenly it's in your face! Only two point 6077032089375 

centimetres away, that's just over 26 millimetres, about what a fingernail grows in 

three or four weeks... You don't generally notice your nails growing, do you? Then 

again, you never learned to stop chewing them, despite a bribe of a florin a nail from 

your mother when you were eleven or twelve, she chewed her nails too, right up until 

the day before the day they placed her in the coffin, where her nails overnight looked 

lovely at last, then before you know it, it's right there, right there - nought point 

814907252793 millimetres away! and then, as you been expecting all this while, 

SMASH! his fist hits your face and sends you staggering back you don't know how 

many metres, centimetres, millimetres, yards or inches - he's nearly knocked your 

block off and you fall to the floor like a sack of rice.
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Speaker: Outside on the landing the huge man stands and stares at the front door. 

“It's me, it's me,” he says. “Won't you let me come in?” He bites hard on his fist, 

places his fist against his forehead, he ruminates. He leans towards the silent door, 

into the silent door. He says: “It's me, it's me, it's me, won't you please let me in.” The 

light in the stairwell stays on a minute or two more. On the other side of the door, you 

hear him breathing in and out. On his side of the door, perhaps he hears you breathing 

- but you try hard to hold your breath. You hear a faint click as the neighbour up 

above closes his door and pauses inside his tiny carpeted hallway; and for a moment 

all three of you stand silent and still in the encroaching darkness. 

You see him, hand against head, as if from the top of the stairwell, looking down - his 

head pressed against the door, in the dark, saying, “Please, it's me, let me in, it's me, 

it's Anthony.” 

ENDS


