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Maureen F. McHUGH, “Special Economics”, in Ben Marcus (ed.), New American Stories, 2015, US.  

754 words 
 

“Can you see the cells?” Jieling asked. 

Baiyue shook her head. “No, the feed mechanism doesn’t let you. 

They’re just like the ones we grow, though, only they’ve been worked on in 

the tissue room. They added bacteria.” 

“Can it make you sick?” 5 

“No, the bacteria can’t live in people,” Baiyue said. “Can’t live anywhere 

except in the box.” 

“And it makes electricity.” 

Baiyue nodded. 

“And people can buy it?” 10 

She nodded again. “We’ve just started selling them. They say they’re 

going to sell them in China, but really, they’re too expensive. Americans 

like them, you know, because of the no-global-warming. Of course, 

Americans buy anything.” 

The boxes were on the wall between the beds, under the window, pretty 15 

near where the pillows were on the bottom bunks. She hadn’t minded the 

cells in the lab, but this whole thing was too creepy. 

Jieling’s first paycheck was startling. She owed 1,974 R.M.B. Almost four 

months’ salary if she never ate or bought anything and if she didn’t have a 

dorm room. She went back to her room and climbed into her bunk and 20 

looked at the figures. Money deducted for uniforms and shoes, food, her 

time in the guesthouse. 

Her roommates came chattering in a group. Jieling’s roommates all 

worked in packaging. They were nice enough, but they had been friends 

before Jieling moved in. 25 

“Hey,” called Taohua. Then, seeing what Jieling had, “Oh, first 

paycheck.” 

Jieling nodded. It was like getting a jail sentence. 

“Let’s see. Oh, not so bad. I owe three times that,” Taohua said. She 

passed the statement on to the other girls. All the girls owed huge 30 

amounts. More than a year. 

“Don’t you care?” Jieling said. 

“You mean like little Miss Lei Feng?” Taohua asked. Everyone laughed 

and Jieling laughed, too, although her face heated up. Miss Lei Feng was 

what they called Baiyue. Little Miss Goody-goody. Lei Feng, the famous do-35 

gooder soldier who darned his friend’s socks on the Long March. He was 

nobody when he was alive, but when he died, his diary listed all the 

anonymous good deeds he had done, and then he became a Hero. Lei Feng 

posters hung in elementary schools. He wanted to be “a revolutionary 

screw that never rusts”. It was the kind of thing everybody’s grandparents 40 

had believed in. 

“Does Baiyue have a boyfriend?” Taohua asked, suddenly serious. 

“No, no!” Jieling said. It was against the rules to have a boyfriend, and 

Baiyue was always getting in trouble for breaking rules. Things like not 

having her trays stacked by 5.00 p.m., although nobody else got in trouble 45 

for that. 

“If she had a boyfriend,” Toahua said, “I could see why she would want 

to quit. You can’t get married if you’re in debt. It would be too hard.” 

“Aren’t you worried about your debt?” Jieling asked. 

Toahua laughed. “I don’t have a boyfriend. And besides, I just got a 50 

promotion, so soon I’ll pay off my debt.” 

“You’ll have to stop buying clothes,” one of the other girls said. The 

company store did have a nice catalog you could order clothes from, but 

they were expensive. There was debt limit, based on your salary. If you 

were promoted, your debt limit would go up. 55 

“Or I’ll go to special projects,” Taohua said. Everyone knew what special 

projects was, even though it was supposed to be a big company secret. 

There were computers made of bacteria. They looked a lot like the boxes in 

the dormitory rooms. “I’ve been studying computers,” Taohua explained. 

“Bacterial computers are special. They do many things. They can detect 60 

chemicals. They are massively parallel.” 

“What does that mean?” Jieling asked. 

“It is hard to explain,” Taohua said evasively. 

Taohua opened her battery and poured in scraps. It was interesting that 

Toahua claimed not to care about her debt but kept feeding her battery. 65 

Jieling had a battery now, too. It was a reject—the back had broken so that 

the metal things that sent the electricity back out were exposed, and if you 

touched it wrong, it could give you a shock. No problem, since Jieling had 

plugged it into the wall and didn’t plan to touch it again. 

“Besides,” Taohua said, “I like it here a lot better than at home.” 70 

Better than home. In some ways, yes, in some ways, no. What would it 

be like to just give up and belong to the company? Nice things, nice food. 

Never rich. But never poor, either. Medical care. Maybe it wasn’t the worst 

thing.  
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Julian BARNES, The Sense of an Ending, [2011] 2012, UK. 

661 words 
 

When I came down for breakfast, only Mrs Ford was around. The 

others had gone for a walk, Veronica having assured everyone that 

I would want to sleep in. I can’t have disguised my reaction to this 

very well, as I could sense Mrs Ford examining me while she made 

bacon and eggs, frying things in a slapdash way and breaking one 5 

of the yolks. I wasn’t experienced at talking to girlfriends’ mothers.  

‘Have you lived here long?’ I eventually asked, though I already 

knew the answer.  

She paused, poured herself a cup of tea, broke another egg into 

the pan, leant back against a dresser stacked with plates, and said,  10 

‘Don’t let Veronica get away with too much.’  

I didn’t know how to reply. Should I be offended at this 

interference in our relationship, or fall into confessional mode and 

‘discuss’ Veronica? So I said, a little primly,  

‘What do you mean, Mrs Ford?’  15 

She looked at me, smiled in an unpatronising way, shook her 

head slightly, and said, ‘We’ve lived here ten years.’ 

So in the end I was almost as much at sea with her as with the 

rest of them, though at least she appeared to like me. She eased 

another egg on to my plate, despite my not asking for it or wanting 20 

it. The remnants of the broken one were still in the pan; she flipped 

them casually into the swing-bin, then half-threw the hot frying pan 

into the wet sink. Water fizzed and steam rose at the impact, and 

she laughed, as if she had enjoyed causing this small havoc. 

When Veronica and the menfolk returned, I was expecting 25 

further examination, perhaps even some trick or game; instead 

there were polite enquiries after my sleep and comfort. This ought 

to have made me feel accepted, but it seemed more as if they had 

grown tired of me, and the weekend was now just something to be 

got through. Perhaps this was mere paranoia. But on the plus side, 30 

Veronica became more openly affectionate; over tea she was happy 

to put her hand on my arm and fiddle with my hair. At one point, 

she turned to her brother and said, 

‘He’ll do, won’t he?’ 

Jack winked at me; I didn’t wink back. Instead, part of me felt 35 

like stealing some towels, or walking mud into the carpet. 

Still, things were mostly almost normal. That evening, Veronica 

walked me upstairs and kissed me goodnight properly. For Sunday 

lunch there was a joint of roast lamb with enormous sprigs of 

rosemary sticking out of it like bits of Christmas tree. Since my 40 

parents had taught me manners, I said how delicious it was. Then I 

caught Jack winking at his father, as if to say: What a creep. But 

Mr Ford chortled, ‘Hear, hear, motion seconded,’ while Mrs Ford 

thanked me. 

When I came downstairs to say goodbye, Mr Ford seized my 45 

suitcase and said to his wife, ‘I trust you’ve counted the spoons, 

darling?’ She didn’t bother to answer, just smiled at me, almost as 

if we had a secret. Brother Jack didn’t show up to say farewell; 

Veronica and her father got into the front of the car; I sat in the 

back again. Mrs Ford was leaning against the porch, sunlight falling 50 

on a wisteria climbing the house above her head. As Mr Ford put the 

car into gear and spun the wheels on the gravel, I waved goodbye, 

and she responded, though not the way people normally do, with a 

raised palm, but with a sort of horizontal gesture at waist level. I 

rather wished I’d talked to her more.  55 

To stop Mr Ford pointing out the wonders of Chislehurst a second 

time, I said to Veronica, ‘I like your mum.’  

‘Sounds like you’ve got a rival, Vron,’ said Mr Ford, with a 

theatrical intake of breath. ‘Come to think of it, sounds like I have 

too. Pistols at dawn, young feller-me-lad?’ 60 
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Gayle FORMAN, I Have Lost My Way, 2018, US. 
617 words 
 

It’s all good, Nathaniel tries to say. 
Only he can’t seem to talk. Or move. Or think too clearly. Or see the 

shadowy person hovering over him, stroking his forehead, asking him 
to please, please wake up. 

The stroking feels nice, though. 5 

Everything else, not so nice. 
“Can you hear me?” the voice asks. “Can you move?” 
It’s a beautiful voice. Even in his current state he can hear this. If a 

voice could emit a scent, this one would smell like dates. 
Grandma Mary used to buy dried dates. They ate them and spat the 10 

pits in the yard, hoping a date tree would grow, but dates grow in the 
desert, and he lives in the forest. 

Lived in the forest. 
There’s breath against his neck, whispery and warm. The breath 

says, “Open your eyes. Wake up.” 15 

“Please,” the breath says. 
It’s the please that does it. There’s something so raw, so plaintive in 

it. How can he not obey? 
He opens his eyes. A pair of eyes stare back at him. They are maybe 

the loveliest eyes he’s ever seen. And the saddest. So sad, they could 20 

be his eyes, except they are brown and his eyes—eye—is green. 
“What’s your name?” the Stroker whispers into his ear. And that 

voice. It sends a shiver down his spine, not because it’s beautiful, 
smelling of dates, but because it’s familiar, and it can’t be familiar 
because he doesn’t know a soul in... where is he? It doesn’t matter. He 25 

doesn’t know a soul in the world with a voice like that. 
“What’s your name?” the voice repeats. 
His name. He knows his name. It’s just there, on the highest shelf in 

the back of the closet. He’s got to reach for it. It’s... 
“Nathaniel,” the voice says. “Nathaniel Haley. Is that you?” 30 

Yes! That’s him! Nathaniel Haley. How does she know? 
“From Washington State.” 

Yes! he wants to shout. From a house on the edge of a forest that’s 
been swallowed up. How does she know? 

“And you just arrived here... today.” 35 

Yes. Yes. Yes. But how does she know? 
“Welcome to New York,” she says. “Pro tip: Don’t leave your wallet 

in your pocket. Any old person can get it.” 
His wallet. He tries to summon it. He sees a billfold. A picture. 
“Can you sit up?” the Stroker asks. Nathaniel doesn’t want to sit up, 40 

but there are those fingertips, and that voice, calling, Nathaniel, 
Nathaniel, come back. And that voice, so familiar it’s like an itch, and 
so beautiful, it’s like a song. He can heave himself up. To see the voice. 

For one lovely moment, it’s worth the effort, to be face-to-face with 
that face. Until... 45 

The pain is on a delay, and it catches up with him—it always catches 
up with you, he knows – and his head is symphonic with it, his stomach 
undulating with feedback. It undoes him. He is afloat, not of this world. 
He needs an anchor, and he finds it in the Stroker’s beautiful, sad eyes.  

A small rivulet of blood—or two of them, because everything is 50 

double—drips down her temple and onto her cheek. It looks like a 
teardrop, and for a second Nathaniel thinks she is crying for him. 

Only Nathaniel knows that can’t be. Tears are not blood-colored, and 
no one cries for him. Still, he is riveted by the trail the bloody tear 
tracks down her cheek. It is the prettiest of flowers, the loveliest of 55 

scars. He reaches out to touch her cheek. And though everything is 
tilted and blurry and double, he does not miss, and though she is 
beautiful and a stranger, she does not recoil. 
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Michelle DAVIES, Wrong Place, 2017, UK. 

693 words 
 

‘We call this the Goldfish Bowl. Take a seat,’ said Jennifer, positioning 

herself in the editor’s chair behind his desk. She was tiny in stature, barely 

scraping five feet, and her boots only just reached the ground. There was 

something likeable about her – she had wild, Titian brown curls, a freckled 

face and wide smile – but Maggie didn’t trust her. Mindful of staying on her 5 

guard, she explained that she needed to check if any of the Echo reporters 

had been working on Monday evening. 

Jennifer’s eyes narrowed slightly and Maggie could see she desperately 

wanted to ask why the police wanted to know that, but instead sensibly 

provided an answer to the question. She must’ve sensed the reaction she’d 10 

get if she tried to interrogate Maggie now. 

‘I was at a district council meeting until eleven but I don’t recall there 

being anything else in the diary to attend,’ said Jennifer. ‘As chief reporter 

it’s my job to make sure any big evening events or council meetings are 

covered by either myself or the other reporters.’ 15 

‘Who’s responsible for the nostalgia pages in the paper?’ 

Maggie had familiarized herself with the Echo’s content ahead of coming 

to the office and decided that if Sadie was being interviewed about her 

father receiving a commission from Winston Churchill, the feature would 

most likely be published in the section devoted to stories about Mansell and 20 

its residents from bygone eras. 

Jennifer’s eyes narrowed further. It must be killing her not to know why 

I’m asking, Maggie thought. She suppressed a smile. 

‘One of our junior reporters, David Mendick.’ 

Maggie’s hopes were dashed. They were looking for a female 25 

interviewer, not a male. 

‘There’s no one else who does that old stuff? No female writers?’ 

Jennifer pushed a loose curl out of her eyes. ‘Why don’t you just tell me 

what you need to know, DC Neville? It’ll be much quicker than batting back 

and forth like this. We’ll be here for hours at this rate and I’ve got some 30 

copy to file to the subs by noon.’ 

Usually Maggie liked it when people were direct with her but her 

reluctance to reveal the truth made Jennifer’s approach more irritating than 

helpful. With a sigh, the reporter laid her hands on the desk in front of her. 

They were almost childlike in size, the nails bitten down to the quick. 35 

‘Look, we’ve already established this chat is off the record. I’m not going 

to print a word of it. I'm not writing anything down or recording it.’ 

Maggie had no reason to believe Jennifer would stick to her promise – 

but equally no reason not to. What she did know for sure was that they 

needed to find out who was at Sadie’s house on Monday evening as a 40 

matter of priority. Jennifer was right when she said it would save them both 

time if she just came out with it. 

‘Okay, but please understand that if you print a single word from this 

conversation, I’ll come after you for contempt.’ 

‘I can only commit contempt if I jeopardize criminal proceedings that are 45 

active,’ said Jennifer snippily. 

Maggie raised her eyebrows to show she wasn’t impressed by Jennifer’s 

legal knowledge, even if it was technically correct. 

‘Fine,’ said the reporter. ‘I understand.’ 

‘The reason I’m asking you is we believe the elderly woman found 50 

injured in her home on Tuesday after being attacked was visited by a 

female reporter on Monday evening who was apparently interviewing her 

for a nostalgia piece. We need to trace who the reporter was.’ 

‘The latest robbery victim? Bloody hell,’ Jennifer breathed. ‘I wasn’t 

expecting that. Well, it definitely wasn’t someone from here. You sure it 55 

was a woman?’ 

‘Yes, with long dark hair. Does David ever outsource his work to 

freelancers?’ 

‘No, there’s no budget to do that.’ 

Maggie pondered Jennifer’s comments for a moment. If the interviewer 60 

wasn’t from the Echo, who sent her? 

‘Do you know what the victim was being interviewed about?’ asked 

Jennifer. 

‘It was to do with a member of her family, but as we’re not confirming 

her identity yet that’s all I can tell you.’ 65 
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Yiyun LI, “A Man Like Him”, in Ben Marcus (ed.), New American Stories, [2008] 2015, US. 

722 words 
 

Later, when Mrs. Luo, a neighbor in her late forties who had been laid 

off by the local electronics factory, came to sit with Teacher Fei’s 

mother, he went to a nearby Internet café. It was a little after two, a 

slow time for the business, and the manager was dozing off in the 

warm sunshine. A few middle school students, not much older than 5 

twelve or thirteen, were gathered around a computer, talking in tones 

of hushed excitement, periodically breaking into giggles. Teacher Fei 

knew these types of kids. They pooled their pocket money in order to 

spend a few truant hours in a chat room, impersonating people much 

older than themselves and carrying on affairs with other human beings 10 

who could be equally fraudulent. In his school days, Teacher Fei had 

skipped his share of classes to frolic with friends in the spring meadow 

or to take long walks in the autumn woods, and he wondered if, in fifty 

years, the children around the computer would have to base their 

nostalgia on a fabricated world that existed only in a machine. But who 15 

could blame them for paying little attention to the beautiful April 

afternoon? Teacher Fei has originally hired Mrs. Luo for an hour a day 

so that he could take a walk; ever since he had discovered the Internet, 

Mrs. Luo’s hours had been increased. Most days now she spent three 

hours in the afternoon taking care of Teacher Fei’s mother and cooking 20 

a meal for both of them. The manager of the Internet café had once 

suggested that Teacher Fei purchase a computer of his own; the man 

had even volunteered to set it up, saying that he would be happy to see 

a good customer save money, even if it meant that he would lose some 

business. Teacher Fei rejected the generous offer – despite his mother’s 25 

increasing loss of her grip on reality, he could not bring himself to 

perform any act of dishonesty in her presence. 

Teacher Fei located the girl’s blog without a problem. There were 

more pictures of her there, some with her mother. Anyone could see 

the older woman’s unease in front of the camera. In her prime she 30 

would have been more attractive than her daughter was now, but 

perhaps it was the diffidence in her face that had softened some of the 

features that in her daughter’s case were accentuated by rage. Under 

the heading “Happier Time”, Teacher Fei found a black-and-white photo 

of the family. The girl, age three or four, sat on a high stool, and her 35 

parents stood on either side. On the wall behind them was a garden, 

painted by someone without much artistic taste, Teacher Fei could tell 

right away. The girl laughed with a mouthful of teeth, and the mother 

smiled demurely, as befitting a married woman in front of a 

photographer. The father was handsome, with perfectly shaped 40 

cheekbones and deep-set eyes not often found in a Chinese face; but 

the strain in his smile and the tiredness in those eyes seemed to 

indicate little of the happiness the daughter believed had existed in her 

parents’ marriage. 

Teacher Fei shook his head and scribbled on a scrap of paper the 45 

man’s name and address and home phone number, as well as the 

address and number of his work unit, which were all listed by the girl. A 

scanned image of his resident’s ID was displayed, too. Teacher Fei 

calculated the man’s age, forty-six, and noted that on the paper. When 

he went to the message board on the girl’s website, Teacher Fei read a 50 

few of the most recent posts, left by sympathetic women claiming to 

have been similarly hurt by unfaithful husbands or absent fathers. 

“Dearest Child,” one message started, from a woman calling herself 

“Another Betrayed Wife”, who praised the young girl as an angel of 

justice and courage. Teacher Fei imagined these women dialing the 55 

father’s number at night, or showing up in front of his work unit to 

brandish cardboard signs covered with words of condemnation. “To all 

who support this young woman’s mission,” he typed in the box at the 

bottom of the Web page, “the world will be a better place when one 

learns to see through to the truth instead of making hasty and 60 

unfounded accusations.” 
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Flannery O’CONNOR, “You Can’t Be Any Poorer Than Dead”, in The Complete Stories of Flannery O’Connor, [1955], 2009, US.  

804 words 
 

They had slept in the kitchen until a wild cat sprang in the window one 

night and frightened him into carrying the bed upstairs where there 

were two empty rooms. He prophesied at the time that the stairsteps 

would take ten years off his life. At the moment of his death, he had sat 

down to his breakfast and lifted his knife in one square red hand 5 

halfway to his mouth and then, with a look of complete astonishment, 

he had lowered it until the hand rested on the edge of the plate and 

tilted it up off the table. 

He was a bull-like old man with a short head set directly into his 

shoulders and silver protruding eyes that looked like two fish straining 10 

to get out of a net of red threads. He had on a putty-colored hat with 

the brim turned up all around and over his undershirt a gray coat that 

had once been black. Tarwater, sitting across the table from him, saw 

red ropes appear in his face and a tremor pass over him. It was like the 

tremor of a quake that had begun at his heart and run outward and was 15 

just reaching the surface. His mouth twisted down sharply on one side 

and he remained exactly as he was, perfectly balanced, his back a good 

six inches from the chair back and his stomach caught just under the 

edge of the table. His eyes, dead silver, were focused on the boy across 

from him. 20 

Tarwater felt the tremor transfer itself and run lightly over him. He 

knew the old man was dead without touching him and he continued to 

sit across the table from the corpse, finishing his breakfast in a kind of 

sullen embarrassment, as if he were in the presence of a new 

personality and couldn’t think of anything to say. Finally he said in a 25 

querulous tone, “Just hold your horses. I already told you I would do it 

right.” The voice sounded like a stranger’s voice, as if the death had 

changed him instead of the old man. 

He got up and took his plate out the back door and set it down on 

the bottom step, and two long-legged black game roosters tore across 30 

the yard and finished what was on it. He sat down on a long pine box 

on the back porch, and his hands began absently to unravel a length of 

rope, while his long cross-shaped face stared ahead beyond the 

clearing over woods that ran in gray and purple folds until they touched 

the light-blue fortress line of trees set against the empty morning sky. 35 

The clearing was not simply off the dirt road but off the wagon track 

and footpath, and the nearest neighbors, colored not white, still had to 

walk through the woods, pushing plum branches out of their way to get 

to it. The old man had started an acre of cotton to the left and had run 

it beyond the fence line almost up to the house on one side. The two 40 

strands of barbed wire ran through the middle of the patch. A line of 

fog, hump-shaped, was creeping toward it, ready like a white hound 

dog to crouch under and crawl across the yard. 

“I’m going to move that fence,” Tarwater said. “I ain’t going to have 

my fence in the middle of a field.” The voice was loud and still strange 45 

and disagreeable and he finished the rest of his thought in his head: 

because this place is mine now whether I own it or not because I’m 

here and nobody can’t get me off. If any school teacher comes here to 

claim the property, I’ll kill him. 

He had on a faded pair of overalls and a gray hat pulled down over 50 

his ears like a cap. He followed his uncle’s custom of never taking off 

his hat except in bed. He had always followed his uncle’s customs up to 

this date but: if I want to move that fence before I bury him, there 

wouldn’t be a soul to hinder me, he thought; no voice will be lifted. 

“Bury him first and get it over with,” the loud stranger’s disagreeable 55 

voice said, and he got up and went to look for the shovel. 

The pine box he had been sitting on was his uncle’s coffin but he 

didn’t intend to use it. The old man was too heavy for a thin boy to 

hoist over the side of a box, and though old Tarwater had built it 

himself a few years before, he had said that if it wasn’t feasible to get 60 

him into it when the time came, then just to put him in the hole as he 

was, only to be sure the hole was deep.  
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Alafair BURKE, The Wife, 2018, US. 
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The first piece of trouble was a girl named Rachel. Sorry, not a girl. A 

woman named Rachel. 

Even teenagers are called young women now, as if there is 

something horribly trivial about being a girl. I still have to correct 

myself. At whatever moment I transformed from a girl to a woman, 5 

when I might have cared about the difference, I had other things to 

worry about. 

Jason told me about the Rachel incident the same day it happened. 

We were at Lupa, seated at our favorite table, a found pocket of quiet 

in the back corner of the crowded restaurant. 10 

I only had two things to report from my day. The handyman fixed 

the hinge on the cabinet in the guest bathroom, but said the wood was 

warping and would eventually need to be replaced. And the head of the 

auction committee at Spencer’s school called to see if Jason would 

donate a dinner. 15 

“Didn’t we just do that?” he asked, taking a large bite of the burrata 

we were sharing. “You were going to cook for someone.” 

Spencer is in the seventh grade at Friends Seminary. Every year the 

school asks us to donate not only money on top of the extraordinary 

tuition we pay but also an “item” to be sold at the annual auction. Six 20 

weeks earlier, I opted for our usual contribution at this year’s event: I’d 

cater a dinner for eight in the highest bidder’s home. Only a few people 

in the city connected me now to the summer parties I once planned in 

The Hamptons, so Jason helped boost my ego by driving the price up. I 

convinced him to stop once my item had “gone” for a thousand dollars. 25 

“There’s a new chair of the committee for next year,” I explained. 

“She wants to get a head start. The woman has too much time on her 

hands.” 

“Dealing with someone who fastidiously plans every last detail 

months in advance? I can’t imagine how awful that must be for you.” 30 

He looked at me with a satisfied smile. I was the planner in the 

family, the one with daily routines and a long list of what Jason and 

Spencer called Mom Rules, all designed to keep our lives routine and 

utterly predictable—good and boring, as I like to say. 

“Trust me. She makes me look chill.” 35 

He feigned a shudder and took a sip of wine. “Want to know what 

that crowd really needs for an auction? A week in the desert without 

water. A cot in a local homeless shelter. Or how about a decent lay? 

We’d raise millions.” 

I told him the committee had other plans. “Apparently you’re a big 40 

enough deal now that people will open up their wallets for a chance to 

breathe the same air. They suggested dinner with three guests at a—

quote—‘socially responsible’ restaurant of your choosing.” 

His mouth was full, but I could read the thoughts behind his eye roll. 

When I first met Jason, no one had heard of him other than his 45 

students, coworkers, and a couple of dozen academics who shared his 

intellectual passions. I never would have predicted that my cute little 

egghead would become a political and cultural icon. 

“Hey, look on the bright side. You’re officially a celebrity. Meanwhile, 

I can’t give myself away without getting rejected.” 50 

“They didn’t reject you.” 

“No, but they did make it clear that you were the member of the 

Powell family they want to see listed in next year’s brochure.” 

We finally settled on a lunch, not dinner, with two guests, not three, 

at a restaurant—period, no mention of its social consciousness. And I 55 

agreed to persuade one of the other moms to buy the item when the 

time came, using our money if necessary. Jason was willing to pay a lot 

to avoid a meal with strangers. 

Once our terms were negotiated, he reminded me that he would be 

leaving the following afternoon to meet with a green energy company 60 

based in Philadelphia. He’d be gone for two nights. 
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‘But Mabel!’ Albert cried. ‘It’s a miracle! She’s fat as a puppy!’ 

Indeed, the amount of flesh the child had put on since the day before 

was astounding. The small sunken chest with the rib-bones showing all over 

it was now plump and round as a barrel, and the belly was bulging high in 

the air. Curiously, though, the arms and legs did not seem to have grown in 5 

proportion. Still short and skinny, they looked like little sticks protruding 

from a ball of fat. 

‘Look!’ Albert said. ‘She’s even beginning to get a bit of fuzz on the 

tummy to keep her warm!’ He put out a hand and was about to run the tips 

of his fingers over the powdering of silky yellowy-brown hairs that had 10 

suddenly appeared on the baby’s stomach. 

‘Don’t you touch her!’ the woman cried. She turned and faced him, her 

eyes blazing, and she looked suddenly like some kind of a little fighting bird 

with her neck arched over towards him as though she were about to fly at 

his face and peck his eyes out. 15 

‘Now wait a minute,’ he said, retreating. 

‘You must be mad!’ she cried. 

‘Now wait just one minute, Mabel, will you please, because if you’re still 

thinking this stuff is dangerous... That is what you’re thinking, isn’t it? All 

right, then. Listen carefully. I shall now proceed to prove to you once and 20 

for all, Mabel, that royal jelly is absolutely harmless to human beings, even 

in enormous doses. For example – why do you think we had only half the 

usual honey crop last summer? Tell me that.’ 

His retreat, walking backwards, had taken him three or four yards away 

from her, where he seemed to feel more comfortable. 25 

‘The reason we had only half the usual crop last summer,’ he said 

slowly, lowering his voice, ‘was because I turned one hundred of my hives 

over to the production of royal jelly.’ 

‘You what?’ 

‘Ah,’ he whispered. ‘I thought that might surprise you a bit. And I’ve 30 

been making it ever since right under your very nose.’ His small eyes were 

glinting at her, and a slow sly smile was creeping round the corners of his 

mouth. 

‘You’ll never guess the reason, either,’ he said. ‘I’ve been afraid to 

mention it up to now because I thought it might ... well ... sort of 35 

embarrass you.’ 

There was a slight pause. He had his hands clasped high in front of him, 

level with his chest, and he was rubbing one palm against the other, 

making a soft scraping noise. 

‘You remember that bit I read you out of the magazine? That bit about 40 

the rat? Let me see now, how does it go? “Still and Burdett found that a 

male rat which hitherto had been unable to breed ...”’ He hesitated, the 

grin widening, showing his teeth. 

‘You get the message, Mabel?’ 

She stood quite still, facing him. 45 

‘The very first time I ever read that sentence, Mabel, I jumped straight 

out of my chair and I said to myself if it’ll work with a lousy rat, I said, then 

there’s no reason on earth why it shouldn’t work with Albert Taylor.’ 

He paused again, craning his head forward and turning one ear slightly 

in his wife’s direction, waiting for her to say something. But she didn’t. 50 

‘And here’s another thing,’ he went on. ‘It made me feel so absolutely 

marvellous, Mabel, and so sort of completely different to what I was before 

that I went right on taking it even after you’d announced the joyful tidings. 

Buckets of it I must have swallowed during the last twelve months.’ 

The big heavy haunted-looking eyes of the woman were moving intently 55 

over the man’s face and neck. There was no skin showing at all on the 

neck, not even at the sides below the ears. The whole of it, to a point 

where it disappeared into the collar of the shirt, was covered all the way 

round with those shortish silky hairs, yellowly black. 

‘Mind you,’ he said, turning away from her, gazing lovingly now at the 60 

baby, ‘it’s going to work far better on a tiny infant than on a fully developed 

man like me. You’ve only got to look at her to see that, don’t you agree?’ 


