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Silver Leaf Assassin 

  

Someone was spraying pesticide in Russell Johnston’s face. He couldn’t make out who it was 

because the person was wearing a beekeeper’s suit. The person kept spraying and the sharp 

poison dulled Russel’s tongue and his skin and eyes prickled. He was just letting this person 

spray him with pesticide. He couldn’t understand it. Then he realised his arms were tied 

behind his back. Who was this fucker to tie him up and spray pesticide on his face? So this is 

how I’m going to die, Russell thought. 

            He opened his eyes. As he drew a breath, the chemical tang disappeared, along with 

the wanker in the beekeeper suit. He detected moisture on his forehead. When he touched it to 

confirm this, his fingers came back wet. His shoulders hurt like they’d been tied behind his 

back. Did I somehow cross over into the dreamworld? Is Freddy Krueger real? It was 

nothing nearly as exciting as this. Russell remembered that the cottage he was sleeping in had 

a faulty door that kept blowing open. It was not poison on his face but a light morning rain 

that had swooped in. And the shoulder pain—that was from the too-soft mattress he had been 

sleeping on for the past four nights. 

            He sat up in bed and stretched his arms. From here he had a clear view of the diseased 

apple orchard he was trying to cure. All the trees were infected with silver leaf, a disease 

caused by the airborne spores of the chondrostereum purpureum fungus. Once it took hold, 

silver leaf spread quickly and was almost always fatal. Russell gazed at the rows of ailing 

apple trees and his aching shoulders dropped at the knowledge that he most likely wouldn’t be 

able to save the orchard. If he’d been brought here two months ago, there might have been a 

chance, now the silver leaf was too advanced. But the farmer, John Dixon, didn’t want to hear 

this. “If I lose me orchard, we’re fucked,” he’d said, referring to himself and his wife Dora, 

who had a squashed face and the broadest shoulders Russell had ever seen on a woman. 

            Russell was staying in a cottage on the farm because he didn’t want to spend money 

on a guesthouse. The cottage was really a shed with a bed shoved in the corner. It was lit by a 

bare bulb and an array of farm tools hung from the walls; when the wind lunged in the tools 

swayed and clattered. There was no toilet. For this, Russell had to go to the main house, 

though each night he’d woken up needing to pee and had just gone around the back of the 

cottage. The cottage smelt of oily rags, which Russell didn’t mind because this is exactly how 

his granddad’s garage had smelt. Granddad Alan was a mechanical engineer who loved 

lawnmower engines and whenever the boy Russell visited him in Barnsley, granddad Alan let 

him play around in his garage. Granddad was dead now, as was Russell’s father. Mum was 

hanging on though. She was 87 y/o, incapacitated and senile. For three years after his father’s 

passing, Russell had kept her at the home he shared with his wife Ruth and two daughters 

Millie and Sam. In no time, Ruth resented having Mum there. She couldn’t understand why 
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the woman couldn’t go into a home. But what could Russell do? This was his mother. But last 

year, Russell succumbed to Ruth’s brooding resentment and moved Mum into a care facility 

in Lincoln. 

            The day Mum arrived at the care facility and was put into bed, she looked at Russell 

with recognition for the first time in years. What Russell saw in her was terror and dense 

sadness. He held her hand and stayed with her until she fell asleep. Her room had beige walls 

and the humidity of hot urine. The door had a narrow pane of glass covered by a slab of wire 

mesh. 

When he’d cried in the car on the way home, Ruth assured him he’d done the right 

thing. In the months that followed, his personal and professional life collapsed. He passed out 

drunk while giving a lecture at university, been sick on a dad at Millie’s thirteenth birthday 

party and walked out of Waitrose eating an unpaid-for salad roll, after which he was arrested 

and ordered to pay £2,000 bail. In February he had his first and only extra-marital affair—a 

series of damp, dreary shags with Siobhan Leonard, the chubby blonde bobby who’d nabbed 

him outside Waitrose. After about their fifth encounter, Siobhan revealed she had a thing for 

the men she arrested and laughingly told Russell she’d been to bed with over thirty convicted 

criminals. Russell ended things shortly afterwards and went for a battery of tests for STD’s 

but it was too late—Ruth had Chlamydia and Russell had no choice but to tell her about the 

affair. She threw a jar of salted licorice at Russell—it was the closest object to her at the 

time—and told him to get the eff out the house. He moved into an Airbnb, whose garden had 

a peach tree riddled with silver leaf. That was when the recently unemployed Russell 

Johnston got the idea to rid England of the fungus and advertised his services as a Freelance 

Silver Leaf Killer. 

  

  

Dixon’s Apple Yard had been in Wye for thirty years and produced countless apples of 

considerable repute. Their Hoary Morning had won Apple of the Year seven times; their 

Knobby Russet five. But, year by year, silver leaf had decimated the crops, and John Dixon 

had delayed treating it for fear of losing that season’s batch. 

            “Why did you take so long to do something about it?” Russell had asked Dixon. 

            “I don’t know,” he said. “I suppose I thought it would eventually fix itself.” 

            “These things never fix themselves. If you leave it too long, it’s almost always 

irreversible.” 

            “But your advert said you had a special touch for silver leaf.” 

            “That’s true—I do.” 

            “Well then get to work, lad.” 



 3 

            But it wasn’t true. Russell Johnston didn’t have a clue what he was doing. At the 

Airbnb he’d experimented with different concoctions of chemicals until the silver leaf 

eventually died. However, because he’d done so much mixing over such a short period, he 

wasn’t sure which combination had actually worked. It was a good thing the Dixon’s didn’t 

have much idea how to use the internet because the only silver leaf treatment Russell had 

done so far had been reported on his website, www.silverleafassassin.co.uk. He’d been called 

to a peach farm in Ewell Minnis, where the silver leaf was in its infancy. After five treatments 

the silver leaf had engorged more than half the crop; after eight the whole farm was infected. 

The peach farmer—an embittered ex-Zimbabwean whose neck was somehow wider than his 

head—chased him off the farm with his tractor and gave him a 1-star rating. “I would give 

this asshole zero stars,” he’d written, “but the stupid rating system will only allow me to go as 

low as one. Appalling service. He killed all my peaches. DO NOT USE THIS GUY.” Russell 

emailed Ruth and asked her to pretend to be a farmer and post a 5-star rating and sparkling 

review. Her mirth at Russell’s failure and her agreement to pretend to be a farmer gave him 

hope that things between them might be mended. 

            Russell walked round the back of the cottage, pulled down his overalls, squatted and 

shat. He couldn’t take his morning crap in the main house because the bathroom the Dixon’s 

had assigned him was right next to the kitchen. This seemed a serious architectural design 

flaw. There was no way he was going to the toilet while the Dixon’s ate their breakfast 

because they’d know what he was doing/had done by the length of time he spent in there + 

the psst-psst swish of scented aerosol + possible resultant odours; Russell refused to put 

himself in this situation. Anyhoo, he enjoyed his outside ablutions—he had a view of the 

neighbouring farm with its pastures of cows and sheep, birds sang above him, etc. Russell 

believed that shitting like this formed part of the necessary adjustments/experiences that 

would turn his life around. 

            Just then, on his haunches, Russell heard a cat meow. He looked to his left and saw a 

black and white kitten balancing on the wooden beam that formed part of the rudimentary 

fence between farms. The cat looked at Russell as if it knew this human being was in a 

compromised position. Russell felt undignified. 

            “What are you looking at?” he said, laughing.  

            The cat jumped off the beam and composed itself on the ground. It stood very still and 

gazed at Russell, who made kissing sounds to call it over to him. He wiped his bottom, 

hitched up his overalls and slowly approached the kitten. As he got nearer, the kitten backed 

away so Russell stopped and made kissing noises again. It worked—in a moment he was 

kneeling before the cat, which dropped and rolled onto its back. Russell rubbed its belly and 

the cat playfully grabbed his hand. It had light green eyes and its face was all white except for 

a smear of black fur under its bottom lip. It looked like it had been sucking on a leaking pen. 
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The cat purred and Russell felt its little heart beating rapidly under its ribs. The kitten was so 

tiny it almost fit in his hand. 

            “I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” someone said. 

            Russell looked up and saw a girl leaning on the opposite side of the fence, looking 

down at him and the cat. She seemed spectral—pale and red-haired, dressed in a long white 

dress that rippled in the breeze. It mortified Russell to think she might have seen him 

squatting just now. 

            “Why not?” Russell said. 

            “Its mother’s feral. It could have rabies or some other disease.” 

            “He seems all right to me.” 

            “She. It’s a she.” 

 She pointed in the direction of the cat’s gentalia. 

            “All right, she seems all right.” 

            “Who are you anyway?” 

            The question annoyed Russell. She looked about 13 y/o. He was still on the ground, 

stroking the kitten. Looking up at this girl made him feel powerless.  

“I’m the silver leaf assassin,” he said, standing up. “Who are you?” 

“I’m Lydia. I live here and I’m going to tell my dad you touched the kitten.” 

“Fine. You do that.” 

“I will.” 

The girl eyed him. The waft of his recent business clouded the air, but this was a 

farm—it always smelled like shit. He experienced an odd, guilty thrill knowing the girl 

probably assumed it was cow crap she was inhaling. The cat was at his feet, rubbing itself 

against his ankles. Russell picked it up and glared at the girl. Just then, the girl’s features 

stretched across her face, as if someone had gripped her scalp and yanked it back. Tears 

appeared in her eyes and she slapped the fence’s beam. 

“I’m telling daddy on you!” she screamed. 

Alarmed by the girl’s tantrum and how muscular her father might be, Russell held the 

cat to his chest, hurried round to the front of the cottage and went inside. After a moment, he 

heard the girl’s tears fade into the warm morning air. The cat meowed and squirmed and 

Russell put it on the bed and stroked it. 

“You don’t have rabies, do you girl? Nooo. You’re too sweet to have rabies, aren’t 

you?” 

After a few minutes, the cat lay down and curled up. Russell was alert to any sound 

that suggested the girl’s father was on his way to beat the shit out of him but he heard only 

birds and intermittent moos. He stroked the cat, and she closed her eyes. She purred so 
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furiously the whole bed vibrated. Russell got up and found a brick to lodge between the door 

and the frame so the cat could leave if it wanted to. 

“You’re only a little creature in the world, aren’t you?” he whispered as he stood in 

the doorway. When he closed the door, he saw that a shaft of light had angled itself into the 

room and fallen across the cat’s sleeping body. 

 

 

The Dixon’s home had the same tumbledown feel as the cottage, only it had windows and 

smelt of burnt coffee and scrambled eggs. In a glass cabinet in the kitchen was Dora Dixon’s 

collection of Royal Doulton Toby Mugs and Jugs. She had over thirty, ranging from sailors, 

pirates, beefeaters and fishermen, to representations of Winston Churchill, Margaret Thatcher 

and Laurel & Hardy. The mother of one of Russell’s boyhood friends had also been a Royal 

Doulton collector; when he saw them in the Dixon’s kitchen he realised the discomfort and 

disturbance he experienced towards them had not faded with age. From his assigned place at 

the breakfast table, Russell faced the cabinet. He felt the amorphic, devilish faces were 

studying and taunting him while he ate. He could even hear their childish whispers and 

giggles and by the third morning he was convinced that Winston Churchill’s countenance had 

changed overnight from hypertensive benevolence to an undiluted wrath aimed at him. To 

distract himself, Russell had to redirect his gaze to the cabinet’s top shelf—there, at the far 

left, was a mug whose face matched Dora’s exactly. Russell wondered if it was Dora’s face, 

like it had been specially made to look like her, perhaps as a present from John or someone 

else—The Ultimate Gift For The Avid Royal Doulton Collector! Showing an interest in 

Dora’s collection might endear himself to her—from the beginning she behaved coldly 

towards him—and he wanted to ask if the mug was a depiction of her but knew if the answer 

was no it would be an irreversible insult because the face on the mug was comical in its 

pronounced ugliness. 

            Breakfast was the time to give the Dixon’s a progress report on his killing of the silver 

leaf. 

            “I think I’m getting somewhere,” Russell said. 

            “You think? What does that mean?” John said. 

            “I mean it’s difficult to tell at this stage. The treatment can take a few days to start 

working.” 

            “You’d better not be ripping me off, boy.” 

            Russell laughed to pacify the man. 

            “Certainly not,” he said. “This is the truth. It’s not always easy to tell if something’s 

dying. The effects are not immediate.” 
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            John Dixon grunted and scooped baked beans into his mouth. Russell glanced at Dora, 

whose aloofness was dusted with toast crumbs. For a while they ate in a relentless silence that 

was stunted only by John’s loud belching. Russell had learned he should not acknowledge the 

belching. Instead of being socially verboten, John apparently viewed flagrant belching as 

uneventful/unworthy of reaction as breathing. John’s ancient cellphone vibrated on the table. 

He dropped his utensils and answered it. 

            “Hello? Yes. Right-o. I’ll be there in ten minutes.” 

            John wiped his mouth and got up from his chair. Russell’s little world imploded—

with John gone, he’d be forced to finish the rest of his breakfast with only Dora for company. 

A ridiculous desperation overcame him. He did not want John and his thunderous belches to 

leave him like this, but the man was already up and putting on his flat cap. Ruth appeared 

undeterred by the prospect of the one-on-one. 

            “Fred’s grain chute is on the blink,” John said. “I’ll be back later.” 

            “I suppose I’d better get to work myself,” Russell said. 

            As he rose from his chair, Dora placed a hand on his. 

            “No you don’t,” she said. “Stay here and finish your breakfast.” 

  

  

Russell walked along the rows of apple trees, spraying the branches with his fourth 

concoction. The sky was clear and when the warm breeze blew, the apple trees shuffled and 

clapped. The silver leaf showed no signs of improvement; if anything, it was worse. Russell 

thought back to the miraculous formula he’d mixed at the Airbnb and wished he’d written it 

down. If he could just prepare the same solution again, he could patent it and become rich and 

successful. Ruth and the girls would go oh wow, even though the actual product wasn’t 

exactly cool or exciting, that would just be their way of showing support and ingratiating 

themselves so they could get a cut of the money. Which was okay with Russell, as long as 

they could all be together as a family again in a big, bright house that Ruth decorated with the 

money Russell gave her and was close to the private school that Mille and Sam went to and 

whose well-paid teachers were enabling them to attain the kind of grades they needed to 

become veterinarians or heart surgeons. Not that Russell would pressure them to go into 

medicine, he would just suggest it; if M & S wanted to become artists or theatre actresses or 

circus performers that was totally fine too. And Mum, even though she wouldn’t understand, 

he could visit Mum at the care home wearing a blindingly white Ralph Lauren Polo shirt and 

fine linen pants and show her a bottle of Russell’s Silver Leaf Slayer® with his photograph 

next to the list of ingredients and maybe she would twitch a glimpse of understanding and 

pride that her son had done something of value with his life. 
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            After thirty minutes of switching back and forth among the apple trees, a great calm 

fell over Russell. He could feel his heart beating, just as he had felt the cat’s, only his heart 

was working very slowly despite the sweaty breathlessness of all the walking. He stood still 

and watched the apple trees pulse with the rhythm of his heart, expanding and contracting 

Van Goghishly from his view. A richness of swallows swooped and dipped high above him, 

their dark cruciforms pressed against the blue. When the breeze died, he could hear the swish 

the swallows’ bodies made as they pushed through the air. 

            Earlier, after John had left, Russell and Dora had sat mute for some time, during 

which Russell desperately scoured his mind for a conversation starter. He placed a strip of 

bacon in his mouth and thought, After I’ve finished chewing and swallowing, I’ll ask her 

about her Royal Doulton collection. His sudden speech seemed shocking, as if the whole 

room changed colour because of it. Russell could feel/see the words as they fell from his 

mouth and they were heavy and chunky. 

            “They belonged to my daughter,” Dora said. 

Russell saw her smile for the first time. 

“They’re quite beautiful,” he said. 

“No they’re not. They’re ugly and kitschy and they give me the creeps.” 

Russell laughed and a heaviness drained from him. 

“I’m glad you said that. I think they’re ugly too. No offence to your daughter or 

anything, but I really don’t understand the appeal.” 

“It’s all right. Nor do I.” 

Russell considered pointing out the mug that looked like Dora, but when he looked at 

the mug again, he decided it didn’t really bear any resemblance to her, it was only his first 

impression of her that had made her seem comically grotesque. 

“I have two daughters,” Russell said. “Millie and Sam.” 

Dora stuffed her mouth with scrambled eggs. She chewed in a horsey way—her jaw 

moved side to side instead of up and down—and shiny bits of masticated egg oozed from the 

corners of her mouth and collected there in faint yellow episodes.  

“Where is your daughter?” 

“My daughter’s dead.” 

Dora said this mid-chew. There was no pause, no change in her droopy eyes’ feeling. 

Russell panicked. 

“Oh, I’m so sorry. I didn’t—” he said. 

“It don’t matter. You couldn’t have known. Anyway, she’s been gone some years.” 

“I really can’t imagine.” 

“She got hit by a drunk driver. This was twenty-three years ago. She went for a walk 

to the shops and never came back.” 
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Russell shook his head and made a puffing sound with his nostrils. He imagined the 

scene—the phone call from the police, the mangled body, the rain. His innards filled with a 

great, dark fear that one of his daughters would die before him. 

“I’m so, so sorry,” he said, his words looking feeble as they ejected his mouth. “Did 

they ever find the driver?” 

“He was there. Passed out at the wheel. We could have pressed charges, gone to 

court, all that, but we decided to leave it. Too expensive and it won’t have brought her back, 

would it?” 

Russell would have killed the man even if it meant a life sentence. He would have 

tortured and killed him in horrible ways. Dora’s question confused him because her upward 

inflection suggested the question wasn’t rhetorical, but instead a desperate and well-rehearsed 

inquiry. He wondered whether she, lost in grief for so long, had become irrational, even 

crazy, and was asking him whether he knew of a way to bring her daughter back to life. He 

imagined this could happen to you if you lost a child—a gradual plunge into magical thinking 

and reveries about angels and resurrection. 

“Funny thing is I used to be able to float,” Dora said. 

“Pardon?” 

“I used to be able to float. John has relatives in Australia and we’d visit them every 

couple of years and when Megan was still alive I used to float in the pool for hours. It was 

just something I could do. I just used to lie back and the water would hold me. After Megan 

died, we went back to Australia and the first time I tried I just sunk to the bottom. I kept 

trying and trying but I just couldn’t float anymore. Isn’t that strange?” 

“I don’t think it’s strange.” 

“You don’t?” 

“No. It makes sense—you… you just can’t let go is all.” 

Dora looked at Russell, turned her mouth down and nodded. It seemed this 

observation was a revelation to her, which he found impossible to believe. Knowing this 

about Dora—that she had lost her child—awakened him to the sorrow that shaped her face, 

turning even her pupils slightly asymmetrical so they did an inadequate job of letting in the 

light.  

 

 

When Russell returned to the cottage that evening, he called the care facility to ask about his 

mother. An abrupt, flustered woman told him Mrs. Johnston hadn’t been eating her meals 

properly and that three mornings ago they’d found her curled up in the empty bathtub in her 

bathroom. She was often confused and mistook staff for family members and friends. When 

Russell ended the call, he walked to the orchard. It was a clear, still night, and the moon was 
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full. He checked the silver leaf for any changes—none. The moonlight cast his shadow along 

the aisles between the trees. He did not think he could save the apple trees. 

            “I’m sorry,” he said, and his voice sounded far away. 

He believed plants had an awareness we couldn’t comprehend. It was one of the 

things that drew him to botany—the idea that these complex organisms experienced emotions. 

He kept these views private because most botanists would ridicule him for believing such 

things. But he’d seen enough to understand that plants felt things, that they responded to 

stimuli in a way that suggested discernment. A bad-breathed bonsai enthusiast once told him 

that when a bonsai flowered, it meant the tree had “come to terms with the size of its pot.” 

There’d been experiments, too—plants subjected to prolonged verbal abuse wilted and died; 

when distressed, some species responded by emitting gas to make noise. In response to its 

emotions—hunger, fear, even desire—a plant could not uproot itself in search of a solution; 

instead it altered the way it was growing. Russell Johnston found this fascinating and 

wonderful. 

He knelt and pressed both hands into the ground. The soil was moist and cool. He 

closed his eyes and remained like this, his fingers groping and kneading under soil. He would 

phone the facility tomorrow and report that unpleasant bitch he spoke to on the phone. 

Nobody really cared, did they? The old men and women in that home were senile, dribbling, 

pissing, shitting inconveniences. As soon as this job was finished, he would remove her from 

that place and take her to his flat. She could have his bedroom and he would sleep on the 

couch, it didn’t matter. Even if it took years. 

Russell heard voices. He pulled his hands from the earth and stood up. The voices 

were coming from the other farm and moving towards him. He walked to a tree near the fence 

and hid behind it. Under the moonlight he could make out a man and a woman. A bucket 

swung at the man’s side and the woman was holding a large canvas bag. They stopped at a tap 

near the fence. The man put the bucket on the ground and filled it with water. The woman 

said something, and the man responded. That was when Russell heard a cat’s meow come 

from the bag. The woman opened the bag, took the kitten out and held it over the bucket. A 

bright heat rose from Russell’s stomach. He’d heard stories about feral kittens being drowned 

on farms, but could not conceive of something so heartless. He envisioned leaping over the 

fence and confronting the couple. He would free the kitten, then shove their heads in the 

bucket of water to see how they liked it. He wouldn’t actually drown them, but he liked the 

idea of dunking one head while the other watched in terror. Russell was certain the kitten was 

the one from the morning. He’d brought it some bacon from breakfast but when he got back, 

it was gone. Now he believed the girl waited for him to leave then went into the cottage and 

took the kitten.  

“Hey!” he said, moving out from behind the tree. “You can’t do that!” 



 1
0 

His heart was racing, and he felt out of his body. The man and woman turned. The tap 

was still running into the bucket. The woman was clutching the kitten in one hand and the 

kitten was squirming, kicking its little legs. 

“Who are you?” the man said, peering into the shadows. 

The woman looked at the man and moved towards him. He wasn’t as burly as Russell 

imagined.  

“It doesn’t matter who I am. You’re about to drown that cat and I can’t let you do 

that.” 

The man laughed. 

“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me,” he said. 

Russell grabbed the fence and vaulted over it. 

“Hey!” the man said. “You’re on my property. You’re trespassing.” 

Russell felt his weight on the ground, heard the grass bend beneath his feet. He could 

smell the moon—sharp, crisp, powdery. The woman held the kitten to her chest. 

“Why don’t you mind your own business?” she said, but her voice wobbled and she’d 

made herself small. 

“This is my business,” Russell said. “I won’t allow you to do that.” 

The man laughed again and Russell’s fists clenched on their own. He was about ten 

feet away. 

“Fuck off, mate,” the man said. “I’ll call the police.” 

Russell closed in on the man and the woman whimpered and put the kitten in the bag. 

The man was blinking rapidly. Russell couldn’t think what to do next, but in a second he 

watched himself shove the man aside and pick up the bucket which was heavy with water. He 

threw the water at the man, who raised his hands and stumbled backwards. The woman 

screamed, dropped the bag and ran towards Russell. She tried to punch him in the chest but 

Russell grabbed her wrists. She bucked and writhed and her eyes were wide and darting all 

over. 

The man grabbed Russell’s shoulders with wet hands and tried to pull him away. 

Russell let go of the woman, turned and pushed the man hard in the chest. When the 

farmer fell over, Russell stood back. He had never been in a physical fight before. The man 

backtracked crab-like on the ground and Russell turned and grabbed the bag.  

“Please,” Russell said. “I’m not going to hurt you. I just can’t let you drown this 

kitten.” 

“Call the police, Marge,” the man said, still on the ground. He was soaked through, 

spitting and blinking water from his eyes. 

“You do that and I’ll call the RSPCA and tell them you’re drowning cats.” 
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All three of them went still. The only sounds were their panting and the muffled cries 

of the cat inside the sack. Russell considered that they might charge him with trespassing. He 

wasn’t sure what the punishment would be, but he didn’t care. Now he was a thief and a 

trespasser. Millie and Sam would tell their friends their daddy was in jail for saving a kitten. 

Ruth would forget all about him having sex with a deranged bobby and giving her Chlamydia. 

“Fine. Take the bloody runt,” the man said, getting up. 

Russell opened the bag and saw the kitten with the black mark on its bottom lip. It 

was trying to get its footing. Its ears were pinned back and when it looked at Russell it bared 

its teeth and hissed.  

“If you set foot on my property again,” the man said. He was breathless and red-faced 

and his hair was plastered to his head. He looked like he’d just finished third-last in an ultra-

marathon. 

“I won’t.” 

Russell clutched the bag and leapt over the fence. 

 

 

Two more days went by. Russell fell into a routine of eating breakfast with the Dixon’s, 

taking scraps back for Luna—that’s what he’d called the kitten—and spending the day 

treating the silver leaf. At night he read in his cottage with Luna snuggled in his lap. Since the 

episode with the farm next door he’d been anticipating some sort of backlash—physical 

confrontation, actual arrest—but so far nothing. He hadn’t mentioned the neighbours to the 

Dixon’s in any context, and the Dixon’s hadn’t spoken about them. He’d always assumed 

farmers knew their neighbours, that they went to each other’s houses to discuss milk and 

livestock, now he understood that they avoided/took no interest in each other, just like all the 

world’s neighbours did. 

            Luna was sweet and energetic and the more time Russell spent with her, the more he 

kept her in the cottage. He feared she would roam back to the neighbouring farm, so he only 

let her outside in the morning and early evenings when he could watch her. He filled a small 

plant pot with sand and Luna quickly learned to use it as a toilet inside the cottage. He used a 

piece of wire to keep the cottage door closed. Sometimes when he was in the orchard, he 

heard Luna meowing from inside the cottage and felt bad for keeping her locked inside but he 

could not face losing her. He loved the way she greeted him when he opened the cottage, 

rubbing herself on his ankles and rolling on the floor. Her joy at seeing him made Russell feel 

even more guilt about keeping her cooped up all day. 

            “Don’t worry,” he told her, “this won’t last for long.” 

            He spoke to Luna about other things, too. Ruth and the girls, Mum. Russell knew it 

was silly, but sometimes she looked at him like she understood what he was saying. And even 
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if she fell asleep while he spoke, it felt good to say certain things out loud, as if altering the 

air with his worries and regrets would provide graspable hints at how to address them.  

  

  

After breakfast the following morning, a Saturday, Russell called Ruth. They hadn’t spoken 

in three weeks. He sat on his bed in the cottage, watching Luna eat the pork sausage he’d 

brought her. 

            “Hello Russell,” Ruth said. 

            “Hi. How are you?” 

            “I’m all right, Russell. What do you want?” 

            “I don’t want anything. I just want to say hello, see how things are going.” 

            “Things are fine, Russell.” 

            “Why do you keep using my name like that?” 

            “Like what?” 

            “Like every time you answer you’re using my name. It’s weird.” 

            The line went silent and Russell could hear voices in the background. Ruth breathed 

loudly into the phone. 

            “Where are you?” Russell said. 

            “I’m at the park with the girls.” 

            Russell pictured the scene, then deleted it from his mind. 

            “Is this a bad time?” he said. 

            “For what?” 

            “For us to talk.” 

            “We’re talking, Russell.” 

            “Stop that. Stop saying my name.” 

            Ruth laughed in a mocking way and Russell listened for Millie and/or Sam but 

couldn’t make anything out. There was a shuffling noise and Ruth whispered something. 

            “What?” Russell said. “What was that?” 

            “Nothing.” 

            “What did you say?” 

            “I wasn’t talking to you.” 

            “When can we talk?” 

            “I don’t know, Russell. What is there to talk about?” 

            “Us. I want to talk about what’s happening with us and the girls. I really miss you. It’s 

horrible living like this. I want to make things right again.” 

            Luna had finished the sausage and was on the bed, licking herself. In his whole life, 

Russell never imagined he would say, “I want to make things right again.” First, he never 
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thought he’d have sex with a woman who had a tattoo of a tiger on one of her breasts; second, 

the line sounded trite and rehearsed, like dialogue from a romcom in which Aaron Eckhart 

owns a bookshop and wears a cashmere sweater. 

            “I’m not sure that’s going to happen” Ruth said. 

            “What do you mean?” 

            “I mean I can’t see how you could ever make things right after what you did. I don’t 

think there’s any way back from that.” 

            “But Ruth, I—” 

            “If you must know, Russell, we’re actually happier without you around.” 

            Russell folded in on himself and felt vomity. 

            “That can’t be true,” he said, his voice gaunt. “What about the girls?” 

            “They hate you for what you did.” 

            “No.” 

            Just as Russell was sure his heart was about the crumple, he heard a man’s voice on 

the other end say, “Everything okay?” 

            “Who’s that?” Russell said. 

            “Who?” 

            “That man I just heard. Who is he?” 

            “Nobody, just a friend.” 

            “Are you really at the park? Let me speak to the girls.” 

            “I have to go, Russell.” 

            “Hey, come on. What is this? Hello? Hello?” 

            The line went dead. Russell thought about calling again but he could hardly breathe. 

His hands were shaking. He went through a mental list of all the men he knew, mutual 

friends, men who worked with Ruth, but couldn’t think of who it could have been on the other 

side of the phone. He lay back on the bed and stared at the dark ceiling.  

            “They don’t hate me,” he said. “They can’t possibly.” 

            He let his eyes fill with tears then sat up and blinked them away. Luna had stopped 

licking herself and was curled against his thigh. Russell stroked her for a few minutes while 

she purred and fell asleep. He got up, gathered his equipment and walked into the overcast 

day. 

 

  

Russell woke up choking. He’d been having a dream where he was somehow at the bottom of 

a cold sea with no scuba gear. There was a dim light above him—the surface—and he swam 

towards it. But he soon realised the light was very far away and that the sea was very deep. 

He stopped swimming and let himself fall back to the bottom. He lay down, opened his 
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mouth, and breathed the water into his lungs. It was quiet and calm here. His eyes stung. He 

wasn’t scared. Instead of tasting of salt, the water had a smoky flavour and the more he 

inhaled the more he felt himself suffocating.  

            The air in the cottage was sharp and hit the back of Russel’s throat with cynical jabs. 

He got out of bed—Luna leapt off him in the process—and opened the door. The night had a 

furious orange glow and a pulsing grey smoke concealed the moon. The orchard was in 

flames. Two figures—John and Dora—were standing hand-in-hand, watching the fire. The 

light burnt their jittery shadows long across the earth and made them look like holy cannibals.  

Russell got dressed and went outside. When he got to John and Dora they didn’t turn 

to look at him. Russell’s face itched from the heat and loud popping sounds came from the 

fire. Embers rose up and covered the sky like planets. 

“What’s happening?” Russell said. 

“We decided to burn it,” John said. 

“But it might have got better,” Russel said. “Now you’ve destroyed it all.” 

John and Dora did not turn from the fire. Their faces jumped and flickered. Dora 

looked sleepy and serene.   

John said, “The disease has taken hold—you know that and I know that. Better just to 

get rid of everything and make a fresh start. The crop’ll recover. It always does.” 

Russel could make out shapes, human shapes, dancing among the flames. Every few 

minutes a tree gave way and fell to the ground in a searing sideways rush. Just under the 

coarse smoke was the scent of baked apples. Russell was sweating from the fire’s heat. 

“I’m sorry,” he said. 

“It isn’t your fault,” Dora said. 

“I couldn’t save them,” Russell said. 

“It don’t matter.” 

For a few minutes, they watched the roaring orchard. The flames were soaring now, 

almost out of control. Russell walked back to the cottage. He packed his bag and took Luna in 

his arms. As he drove up the path he could see the fire in the rearview mirror. Luna was 

walking along the dashboard. Russell picked her up, kissed her forehead and placed her on the 

passenger seat. The main road was empty and dark. Russell looked back at the fire. All he 

could see was a shimmering glow on the horizon, those blazing embers ascending.   

 


