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February being a time of year he associated with the deep rigour of ice, and blinding cold, 

Nikolai had not yet adjusted to this southern regime of total and consuming heat when, in the 

first days of the month, he was presented at the local high school. ‘Your teacher will be Mr. 

Grip,’ he was told, before being left to stand in the middle of an office while Jacinta, his foster 

mother, was somewhere on the edge of his vision, negotiating. 

Nikolai was paying little attention. He had come through the school gates warily, 

wondering how to negotiate the expanses of the school yard. It spread out beyond the window 

like a dry steppe, all dirt and concrete and windblown papers: here a wooden bench – blasted, 

peeling; there a fly-thick toilet block in darkened orange brickwork; beyond, some sheets of 

corrugated iron roped together. 

‘You’ll like Mr. Grip’s class,’ it was asserted by a member of the administrative staff, 

after Jacinta had left him. Nikolai was led along a corridor, feet slapping on wood; passing 

windows gave on to shrubbery and rubbish, a bicycle shed, a mural of some national myth – 

flags, blood and soil – with which he would have to become acquainted. 

So here he was – the orphan they had all heard about. Possibly vulnerable, certainly 

arrogant, Nikolai stood before his new classmates, a package of long white limbs and unruly 

black hair. He was vaguely Satanic, a veritable teenage Stavrogin. Some unidentified thing, such 

as life, had been polished on his self; perhaps knives had been sharpened along the length of 

his cheekbones. He stood in front of twenty others for their amusement and inspection. Eyes 

stared, or dissected; he parried with an apparent indifference. 

Enter Mr. Grip. 

‘Everyone, this is Nikolai Skor… Skorer… Skorek?’ 
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Getting it wrong was not the best of starts. Skor… Skorer… Skorek – the name was twigs 

and spinifex in the man’s mouth. ‘Skorek… Sorek…?’ Grip transformed the word into a bicycle 

spoke, a burst of steel wool.  

‘Sorok,’ Nikolai managed to say. 

‘Sorok? Yes, Sorok. Nikolai Sorok. Or Cinder, as may now be the case.’ Grip had one 

hand on his belt buckle; with the other he was gesturing to the room. ‘Yes, that’s it,’ he 

confirmed, checking a piece of paper in his floating hand. 

‘Are you that orphan from the Post Office?’ asked one child from the middle of the 

room, followed by whispers, stares, laughter, and first analysis. 

‘Class, please.’ Grip raised his voice. ‘There will be plenty of time for your questions 

later,’ he threatened. Without further warning he rolled a screen map of the world down from 

the ceiling. ‘Let’s see.’ He pointed, all jocularity and warm hands: ‘So, where were you born, 

young fella?’ 

Nikolai – Exhibit A – would not speak. Kids laughed and kept up the staring. All that 

snow-coloured skin on this awkward Russian orphan: Grip suddenly had a flashback of the 

European backpacker he had fucked last year in one of the empty caravans up at Jubilat and 

Candy’s. On her way back from a season of fruit-picking, she had sported bands of burnt 

caramel skin around her neck and ankles, and smelt of berries and dust as he had closed in 

around her. 

The new Russian boy might not have heard. Grip asked again: 

‘So where were you born?’ The teacher’s smile was fixed enough to suggest it might 

never be removed from his suntanned face. 
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‘Pripyat,’ answered the skinny boy-demon. An amorphous, half-chewed word. There 

was further murmuring. 

‘I’m sorry?’ Grip was so eager to hear, to know, to empathize. He had been trained in 

this kind of bland interrogation, and knew that difference must be smothered with 

understanding if it were to breathe at all. 

‘Pripyat.’ 

‘I don’t think any of us know where that is,’ Grip suggested, conveniently co-opting the 

ignorance of his charges. 

‘It’s not in Russia.’ 

‘Good, good, that’s a start.’ 

‘It’s sort of, well… not there anymore.’ 

A moment’s silence. 

‘I don’t think any of us know… Well, could you point to where it… used to be?’ Grip 

asked against a backdrop of scattered laughter at the absurdity of a missing town. ‘On the map? 

Just roughly will be fine.’ 

Nikolai took a step towards the screen. His eyes were at the equator, level with 

Singapore. Stepping left, he shifted into line with Eastern Europe, the Caucasus, Riyadh, the 

Horn. His eyes dropped down past Madagascar to the bottom of the world. 

‘It’s not here.’ 

‘Well, this is a world map – very general. The town itself won’t be there but you can 

show us where you’re from, can’t you? More or less?’ As if the new boy had an approximate 

identity which might be good enough. 
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‘My birthplace is not here.’ 

‘Not even your country? Which one is it? Green? Pink? A yellow or blue one?’ 

It was none of the above. 

‘Alright Nikolai, if you can’t point to the place, just tell us all about where you were 

born.’ 

Nikolai swallowed, not from shame, but from having words wedged at the back of his 

throat. 

‘Pripyat Hospital.’ 

‘And where is that?’ 

‘Deep in the zone.’ 

Some children pricked up their ears; others yawned. A girl with braces turned to face 

him. 

‘What zone is that? It’s a big world out there.’ As no-one in the class responded, Grip 

laughed at his own inanity. 

Nikolai was already weary: this was Mr. Grip, whose class he had been told he would 

like. 

‘It is – was – near Chernobyl.’ He found himself raising his voice; the whole class looked 

up, and there was the troubled cartography of the human face: every swelling, pimple and scar; 

every deformity, hollow, line and worry. 

A couple of kids laughed again. Nikolai was black and white and red and staring. 

‘Chernobyl! Chernobyl!’ His classmates picked up the oddity straight away, muttering 

the new word as incantation. It moved from mouth to mouth, student to student, becoming 
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more mangled and absurd. The word took flight around the classroom – from ‘chilly boner’ to 

‘chunderville’ – winging through the air like a demented bird. No-one was prepared to believe 

such a place might exist. In fact, Grip’s world map was proof it didn’t. 

‘He’s makin’ that up,’ someone claimed, by way of summing up the general mood. 

‘Quiet, please,’ ordered Grip, but gently, to put an end to the chorus. His hand was out, 

flapping, trying to calm the room. He still wore his implacable smile, but reached again for his 

belt, adjusting it as a way of support.  

The new boy Nikolai was stranded by the world map, impassive, staring straight ahead 

to the desk where Mince Candy – distantly related to both Sip Candy and Conrad Jubilat, 

caravan park owners – was sitting. Nikolai’s eyes were disconcerting. Uneasily, Grip observed 

two rockpool orbs of black; he was reminded of salty urchins spitting in his childhood eye, of 

black seaweed, of the boundlessness of shame. As the back of the room fidgeted, Grip saw the 

deep hollows of Jubilat and Candy’s spare caravan when the lights went out and he went 

reaching, blind, for any one of his itinerant lovers. 

When some semblance of control had been achieved, Grip asked the new boy stood 

beside him, in a quieter voice (though not so low as Mince Candy couldn’t hear): ‘Isn’t that 

where…?’ He couldn’t quite place the exact event; he’d only been a twelve-year-old himself at 

the time. ‘Chernobyl’ was one of those words that hung around the back of history, lurking, 

dragging its mess: catastrophe, revelation, apocalypse… ‘There was an accident of some sort?’ 

‘Yes.’ The young boy’s face gave not the slightest hint any of his family might have been 

involved, though being an orphan, this was what Grip assumed. For his part, Nikolai was very 
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aware of the girl at whom he had been staring now rising to the challenge, daring him to tell 

some outrageous lie that might be celebrated first and later held against him. 

‘When was that?’ asked Grip, never suspecting a trap. 

‘The very day I was born.’ 

Nikolai’s speech was so formal and correct, his enunciation so clear as to invite mockery 

from those born to chew and slur. His words were fashioned cleanly from the air of the 

classroom. Nor was he quite finished: ‘At the very moment I was born. The exact instant.’ 

‘The accident?’ 

‘Indeed.’ A word as polished and sculpted as his skin. ‘The explosion.’ 

Grip gave a small laugh. ‘How could you know that?’ A simple subtraction or addition 

would have shown Grip there was something wrong in the calculation. The problem was, he 

was not entirely sure of dates himself. The reactor explosion was lost somewhere in a vague 

stretch of cold war happenings – things that bloomed too far beyond the horizon. 

Nikolai ignored his new teacher. All eyes were on him as he turned. 

‘Yes. Some say from Heaven, some say from Hell. Some said it was foreign agents. In any 

case, I arrived. My birth, the reactor meltdown – it’s all one.’ These outlandish claims affected 

one boy to the extent that he tilted his head back to the ceiling and slowly began the bitumen 

gargle of an ailing crow; Mince Candy, staring now from Nikolai’s left side while sticking a pencil 

into her braces, was wondering what she might do with him when he was at her disposal, as 

she assumed he would before too long. 

‘Well, Nick,’ fumbled Grip. ‘I don’t really know what to say…’ 
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‘Please call me Nikolai,’ he replied softly. Back from myth and calamity, he was ready to 

concentrate on the present; he was not looking at anyone or anything but Mince’s braces. 

‘You might like to tell the class all about it in one of our free topic discussions.’ Grip 

made Nikolai’s birth sound like a pleasant weekend away. 

Ignoring Grip, Nikolai asserted, pointing at the reddening face of Mince Candy: ‘A girl 

with a face full of metal like you would have been in real trouble. You would have set the 

Geiger counters off.’ He stared into the tramtracks and rubberbands of her mouth, hoping no-

one really knew the difference between a Geiger counter and a metal detector. 

Mince Candy’s face shone, her metal heated. There was raucous laughter from the back 

of the room. For kids like Slammer and Motto, it was all too good to be true. The possibilities 

here for inflicting future pain on others was endless.  

‘Yeah well…’ Miss Candy trailed off, and shut her sticky spirograph. The menagerie was 

back in full swing; Grip wandered around, stretching his legs, hopelessly attempting to calm the 

classroom down. Not until the screeching fell away, and only the odd cynical cackle remained, 

could Grip could go on: ‘Thank you, Nikolai. You and I will have a talk later on ways and ways of 

addressing your classmates. For the time being, you know you are welcome to our classroom, 

to our town. To our country. You are one of us,’ he went so far as to add, though no-one could 

believe it. ‘Now, there is a lot of work to be getting on with, so is there anything else – briefly – 

you’d like to tell everyone before we begin?’ 

Grip knew he shouldn’t have asked; on the other hand, there was a sort of pleasure to 

be taken from this moody irruption. A moment or two of silence passed – there was eating, 

notes scribbled – before the strange young Russian with the licorice hair replied: 
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‘Yes. I can see around corners.’ 

This was an invitation for objects to be thrown, abuse hurled, items quickly thieved in 

the general uproar of laughter and dismissive shouts around the room; Mince Candy stood up, 

leant across her desk and slapped Nikolai on the arm. It was both congratulation and 

punishment. 

‘That’s quite an extraordinary gift,’ responded Grip in a patronising tone, to humour 

both the new boy and the surly members of the class. ‘You must show us how it works some 

time.’ 

‘I can’t really show you now.’ 

‘Very well… Maybe tomorrow?’ 

‘Now! Now!’ the class shouted in unison. 

For a terrible moment Nikolai thought language might abandon him. Since arriving in his 

new environment he had been quick to see the contours of the range; he was fast marching 

into language, taking on its cloak and daggers, learning the bunt and thrust of swordplay. But 

now where were the words…? 

‘Next time, please. Around the corner.’ After such apparent arrogance, he seemed to be 

begging to be allowed to retreat.  

The class would have none of it. ‘Now! Now!’ Mince Candy’s mouth could have been 

shredding the air between them. 

‘What about…’ struggling, ‘around the corner at the end of the road?’ Nikolai 

improvised, remembering those wasted-looking humps of metal on the sloping allotment. Grip 
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looked up. ‘Around that corner and up the hill, to the caravan park. Which one is the 

abandoned caravan? Do you know?’ 

‘I can’t see how…’ 

‘I can see, Mr. Grip. I can see around the corner and into that caravan.’ 

‘Impossible.’ Sudden nerves made Grip jovial. 

‘The abandoned caravan. At Jubilat and Candy’s. The far end is like a graveyard.’ 

Again the nervous giggle. ‘It’s not as bad as all that.’ 

‘I can see one caravan in particular, the one closest to the new… ditch.’ 

Grip felt his throat dry up at the mention of the abandoned caravan, his site of 

preference and site of shames. There were calls of encouragement from some of the children; 

others sensed a fraud committed. One boy was staring through glasses so hard something was 

bound to shatter. 

‘We’d best move on for now,’ Grip seemed to gasp, his words coming out over 

sandpaper and dust. 

‘The ditch!’ someone called out. 

‘The new ditch!’ cried another. 

‘Can’t you tell me?’ the young Russian challenged him. 

‘I?’ 

‘Anybody.’ 

Nobody. 

‘Please sit down over there.’ Grip was breathing lightly. ‘We must move on.’ He needed 

to get back from the fiction of maps and visions to the more practical ground of assignments, 
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policies, rights. The abandoned caravan would have to stay where it was: around the corner, 

ignored, heavy with secrets. 

Nikolai squeezed in beside Mince Candy. 

* 

After morning tea, the class began with Slammer standing and insisting on his right to 

speak. And speak he did, often over the top of others, not by virtue of wealth or lack of 

education, but owing to his capacity for physical intimidation. 

‘Sir? Mr. Grip? Me and Motto reckon he’s full of it, sir. That new kid, I mean,’ he went 

on, pointing, as if he could have meant anybody else. 

A child sat two rows ahead of Slammer was nodding his head rhythmically; Motto left 

no-one in any doubt as to his full agreement. ‘Full of it, sir,’ he concurred, gazing back at his 

desk with its knobs of dead chewing gum and love-struck graffiti. 

Nikolai turned his gaze onto this child; he was a small thing of raspberry coloured hair 

and witchitty grub eyes. Motto stared right back, knowing he had the support of Grip’s global 

map and Slammer’s fists. All the while, the lanky Mince Candy was eating Nikolai up with her 

swollen lips, turning the HB pencil around the sugared metal of her gums. 

‘He’s full of crap, sir,’ Slammer insisted. Offence was never hard to find: in Slammer’s 

case the dark layers of the orphan’s accent had unsettled him, and the intimation of divine or in 

some way auspicious birth made him angry. The crow boy was gargling again, before strangling 

himself to a halt; not to be outdone, gang-gang girls took wing, their great scarlet-grey waves of 

cockatoo fugue rising and falling through the classroom. 
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But Grip was not up to following the matter through. He busied himself with some 

bureaucratic fiction, brushing aside Slammer’s complaint. He put his head down and let the 

menagerie take flight. The less said about the orphan boy, the better. 

* 

At lunchtime, it was Mince Candy who suggested they either take turns beating him 

with the back side of a cricket bat, or do his head. The latter punishment got the vote; to that 

end she lured Nikolai down a dusty slope to a set of monkey bars, while others sat in wait on 

benches, or stood in the inky mouth of the toilet block, observing.  

‘What’s all this about getting born under a shooting star or something?’ she asked, 

tucking into flesh and beetroot. The account of the explosion at Nikolai’s birth had been so 

confusing it had grown by rumour, within hours, into an independent being, itself now giving 

birth to every cosmic queering. 

‘A meteor or a comet, wasn’t it?’ asked an anonymous child, his mouth full of jam. 

‘A star, he reckoned. Like Jesus,’ commented Slammer, surprised perhaps to find the 

reference. 

Nikolai shrugged. The posse of sneering, chewing little murderers continued to size him 

up through squints and open stares. For all he cared, they might not even have existed.  

‘I was born under the Star Chernobyl, buffoon.’ Large and furry, it was not a word he 

had yet mastered. 

‘You what?’ Slammer didn’t know whether to laugh. ‘What did he just call me?’ Looking 

around for help, he found Motto was there, and Waxy, and the Grim twins. 

‘A buffoon. It’s some kind of monkey, Slammer.’ 
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‘I oughtta beat the shit out of you.’ 

‘Hang on Slammer.’ Mince drank from a can of warm soft drink, and spat. ‘Listen, Nick, 

you know all that stuff about the explosion? I reckon your dick must glow in the dark.’ 

The clutch of boys roared; the Russian kid was there for the taking. 

‘Call me Nikolai,’ he insisted, standing with his feet apart, one of Jacinta’s sandwiches in 

his hand. 

‘Come on,’ she challenged him. ‘Does it? Show us your little glowworm then.’ Mince lit 

up a Menthol cigarette. She shared a drag with Slammer, scratching the inside of a legendary 

thigh. 

There was chanting from two or three, words and rhyme beyond Nikolai’s 

comprehension. Inevitably, the gang became flock and phalanx and came on, a rolling wave of 

shoulders and sweaty teeth. And on, random others joining in with all the perfume and spirit of 

dread. Ritually, Nikolai was dragged past the monkey bars and the pine trees into the toilet 

block. Ribs well kicked and aching, he was rammed into the steely face of the urinal; spun 

around into the cubicles, his head was shoved down and the chain flushed. Slammer and Mince 

took turns dragging the toilet brush through that licorice hair – the snarl of brown bristle, the 

soggy paper and the smeary lumps of shit. Nikolai’s shirt collar was lifted, porcelain water and 

collective schoolyard poisons dripping down his back. 

And so on. 

Humiliation complete, the group filed out: Slammer, Mince, Waxy and Motto, and one 

or two hangers on, such as Biscuit and Blinder, the older of the Grim twins. 
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Nikolai waited till they were gone then hung his head under the tap to wash the crap 

away. He needn’t think about planning revenge; it was coming, as inevitable as the original 

attack. He simply had to utilize the gift all the others had laughed at. Nikolai could indeed see 

around corners, and he already knew that semi-trailer was coming. Even from here, around a 

corner in both space and time, he could see its red metal bulk; could read the transport of its 

lowering frame; could sense the fuel stench of its burning throat. 

* 

Little moved, for the school children were on that dulled edge of town, at that corner of 

weeds and slowly flapping iron where outcasts like Mrs. Fielding lived – the area where no-one 

went to shop or be, where old Sakamity’s Family Supermarket grew closer to the earth. The 

gang of boys, with Mince Candy at their head, was a block or two ahead of Nikolai, laughing 

with their trophies of the day – money extorted from one, homework notes extracted from 

another, goods shoplifted from the supermarket deep in mouths and pockets. They were 

virtually an everyday still life, brightly outlined by afternoon sun. 

Mince Candy never saw it coming, nor heard. Even so, there should have been ample 

time to stop, at that baking intersection, where Mrs. Fielding was watering a garden, and where 

Waxy’s older brother could be seen chatting, T-shirted, hands to the molten panes of the 

phonebox. Nikolai could have shouted out in warning, but didn’t. He could hear the low bellow 

of the truck, taste its oncoming mass of petrochemicals. He could read its name, could see the 

amphetamine glare of the driver, the photos, all the brown-blue dogs and naked snatch and 

children on the dashboard. But not Mince. Heedless Mince, careening out to meet the beast; 

Mince, who had been such a willing leader in the punishment and mockery, eagerest of all with 
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the shit-stained brush for she always knew how easily it might have been herself. Poor Mince 

was inexplicably strolling on, into the shadow and turbulence of the truck. Sudden, enormous, 

deafening and yet silent, it swallowed her up, instantly and altogether. She passed under the 

beast like small fry going through a belly to a furious digestion, a whirl of guts and oil in metal 

sequence, bones snapping rapidly, emerging at the other end like bleeding excrement from the 

anus of the machine to lie broken in its slipstream, dead thrice over. Mrs. Fielding barely had 

time to register; the barrelling zephyr was straight by her and it was a good ten seconds – the 

truck already no more than a vanishing Doppler effect – before she realised what had 

happened, dropped her hose into the hydrangeas and hurried out into the street. The others 

kids were stood there, immobilised by the sheer frenzy of the death: Mince, thrown twenty 

metres out, was nothing but a pile of red melon, rags and odd degrees. Waxy’s older brother 

had no idea – he was still standing, back to the cast, half-hunched inside the phone box, waiting 

on a voice along the wires, waiting for something to happen. 

As red lights began to stare from the back of the braking semi-trailer, Nikolai slid away, 

stage left, along the cyclone fencing behind the ruin of Sakamity’s Family Supermarket. Behind 

him, around the corner now, voices broke out from the bloody scene, one by one rising up into 

the afternoon heat. 

 

 

 

 

 


