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The yawn began bellowing out of him as the smoke stung his eyes, a cruel double-edged 
attack by his body. His jaw stretched wide, his pupils shimmered with water and an 
overwhelming rush of pain travelled up his jaw. He thought of a fire alarm, its hammer 
slamming against its bell at blurry speed. It was like his muscles were being squashed 
into air-tight packets as the pain continued to senselessly assault his mouth and throat. He 
keeled over next to the blaze that he had set lightly licking the cold air only a few 
moments earlier. He grasped at his jaw, trying to subdue the pain by applying pressure 
with his fingers, digging them in to his cheek till they were bony white. Every nerve 
ceased and tightened. But then there was a moment of stillness as he focused all his 
thoughts on working his body through the pain, leading it to relief. As it began to subside, 
he rolled slowly till he was flat on his back in the dry leaves, working his jaw up and 
down until only a dull ache remained. 

Alexis, was a man whose youthful face had been savaged by scars and grime. It 
looked like his skin had a natural adhesive, picking up mementos from everywhere he 
had been. It was patchy in colour; clotted cheeks with pock-marks from prior vicious 
acne accompanying random hairs that sprouted in varying directions from a sparse beard. 
His hair was a crew cut, which brought forth his dominant cheekbones, probing out above 
his thin jaw. His body lay limp for awhile, as he narrowed his eyes to watch his hot 
breath dissipate into the bitter sky. Alexis ran his hand up his stomach and prodded one 
of his scars under his many layers of t-shirts. It was from when he had taken a short-cut 
chasing his friend into an alley and ran straight into a derelict gas oven, its enamel pan 
support was cut sharp and dug into him like a dagger, ripping across his stomach as his 
momentum carried him on into the brick wall opposite. 

Around the fire lay a set of ingredients on a large bamboo leaf. The contents 
consisted of thin rice noodles, prawns, garlic, bean sprouts and some tofu, all of which 
were perfectly separated and organised into piles. He rose slowly with a face of 
uncertainty, like a man who could sense something was looming behind him. He hated 
the way his body seemed to enjoy pummelling him time and time again, as if it was 
reminding him who the boss was around here. 

Picking himself up, he held his arms around his body for awhile, and jogged on 
the spot to try and alleviate some of the cold. He didn’t really own any insulated clothes, 
so he wore multiple sets of t-shirts in the early mornings, which was the only time he ever 
needed warmth. By midday the sun would have climbed high enough in the sky to touch 
past the trees and the heat would soon increase dramatically. Up in the mountains the 
mornings were always cold, the air shrouded with a very fast mist that seemed to roll 
right down the mountains as if it had just been fired from a smoke machine.

The mornings brought the loneliness; the sparse raggedy tree line surrounded by a 
murky blue colour, the cold wood of his cabin feeling stale and damp, and most of all, the 
faint sound of water. The water always got to him. When he first came here he thought 
being by one of the rivers would put him near some kind of civilization or at least a 
persistent flow of riverboats. Sadly, nothing ever came down there except that gentle 
trickle of water lapping and looping around the rocks in the shallows. It wasn’t that 



Alexis wanted too much company, but he certainly wanted the option of being able to 
have that company. 

The first few mornings here were the hardest and he had not been a fool to not 
expect that. At night, things were fine, the air still felt humid and the sheer darkness of 
the forest around him made him feel nestled in his cabin. The many mosquitoes and bugs 
that attempted to tuck into him and his boy always curved the loneliness away in a 
peculiar little way. And of course at night, he knew he was not too far from his bed, a 
comfort he constantly yearned for. He enjoyed creeping up to bed and shutting himself 
off from everything, he always felt like he was hiding himself away in his very own fort, 
cocooned by the mosquito net that drooped around him. Here, he was safe between torn 
up bed sheets and padded cushions, and when he awoke, he knew he had to leave that 
security into the empty morning that always seemed to be ebbing away at his heart. 

He picked up the wok that was balancing against a wooden crate and held it over 
the fire. With his free hand he picked up the ingredients and one by one and dropped 
them in. The food cooked quickly and he plucked segments with his thumb and 
forefinger as if trying to steal them from the raging fire. To anyone afar this would’ve 
looked like a child unable to wait until the cakes were out of the oven, but to Alexis it 
was merely a way of hurrying through the morning, in a silly hope that it would keep the 
time moving fast. He burnt his fingers a couple of times but managed to stuff down 
pieces of tofu, prawn and noodle, even with it sizzling down his throat. After five minutes 
he dumped the remains onto a plate and walked towards his cabin. 

The cabin had a large wooden awning that sat over the entrance; its wooden 
planks forming a drab and dreary spectrum of browns. A set of uneven spaced out steps 
led up to the door where a few thin branches had managed to hurdle up. Indoors, the 
lower floor was mostly bare except for a few bedrolls, a small circular table and some 
cooking utensils stuffed up against and inside an old kayak. Alexis slid his feet boyishly 
against the rough wooded boards, causing a hollow vibration. He dropped the plate off on 
the table, picked at his cuticles for awhile and then ventured back outside, finding his 
flip-flops without breaking his stride.

From upstairs in the cabin his boy watched Alexis head down towards a dry mud 
path with a tired eye and a hungry stomach. Brushing away the fuzzy, matted hair from 
his face, the boy decided it would be today. Today he was going to take his chance. 


