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LETTER #271

January 12th, Thursday

Dear Stranger,
Do I even call you that now? Stranger? We’ve come too far 

for that, I think. We know each other, a little bit, if only because 
we share the same world. We survive it by hiding – from 
ourselves, from each other, but I must tell you there is coming a 
time when hiding will no longer work. We have been dragged 
down into the mud, we have crawled through its muck until we 
are unrecognisable, and now there is nothing left to do but climb 
free and wash ourselves clean.

You’re wondering if I hear a voice, aren’t you? I do. My 
voice’s name is Jonah, and he wishes we could all just get along. 
It makes me laugh, the way he says it, as if ‘getting along’ is as 
easy as inviting someone over for milk and cookies. But there are 
people out there who want us gone – want me and people like me 
gone. They want you to believe that voices are bad and that those 
who hear them cannot be trusted. I’m here to tell you that it’s not 
so simple. But then, nothing ever really is.

Have you heard the stories yet? Of a man who knows all our 
hiding places? He comes in the night, if you believe the tales. He 
finds you in your sleep and, with a whisper, steals you away.  
He is a ghoul and a ghost and he’s called the Flitting Man by 
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some. He’s the fear that rides these lands. He is the voice that 
non-voice-hearers believe will wipe them from the earth. I think 
the Flitting Man is all of us, hiding in our little holes, alone and 
too scared to come out.

Some of us have already begun to climb clear of the mud. A 
teenage girl whose name I don’t yet know but who I see with 
lemons in her hands and a rifle over her shoulder. A man of lost 
wisdom, a pilgrim who carries us all on his back yet is too fearful 
to ask where he must head. And my brother. Oh, Al, I miss 
your face. I miss singing to you and seeing your eyes light up as 
they lift to see the colour spill from my lips.

No, I will call you stranger no more, dear reader. I will call 
you friend, whether you hear a voice or not. Because you can 
never have too many friends in a world where strangers are so 
plentiful.

Always yours, 
Ruby
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PART ONE
Hide and Go Seek
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CHAPTER 1

Pitchfork

Sunny and Beck found the kid cowering in row M of the 
cavernous, derelict movie theatre. They had one flashlight 

between them – with the last two replacement D-size batteries 
rolling around in the bottom of Sunny’s knapsack – and Sunny 
was in charge of it. She swept the bright wash of light up and 
down rows W to N, and there he was, on his knees, butt sticking 
out from under the seats and arms folded over his head as if 
preparing for a bomb blast.

He whimpered when the flashlight found him. ‘I ain’t tellin’ 
them . . . no . . . no . . . I ain’t sayin’ nothin’.’

Sunny and Beck exchanged glances and she minutely shook 
her head. No need to get any closer, that small shake said, they 
could tell the others they hadn’t found squat, that this place had 
been a clean sweep. But her man was already turning away, 
side-shuffling along the row, his ridiculous gosh-darned pitch-
fork held above his head as if he were some biblical figure 
wading through the shallows to his disciples.

Sunny heaved a sigh and followed.
‘Hey, buddy,’ Beck said, as if talking to a wild dog. ‘What 

you doing there, huh? You got something with you? You 
hearing something?’

The young man immediately stopped muttering to himself 
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and stilled, almost disappearing into the puddle of darkness 
under the seats.

‘We can help you. Take it easy, eh, and let us help you.’
Sunny touched Beck’s shoulder, a sour nervousness lining 

her stomach. ‘Just forget him, Beck. He’s not worth—’
The huddled figure uncoiled like a snake, and Sunny gasped 

and stepped back, the beam of her flashlight swinging wildly, 
her view obscured by a flittering of shadows.

‘Get out the way!’ she cried, and Beck ducked. Over his 
head, in the flashlight’s glare, the young guy’s eyes locked on to 
hers and something cold and cunning stared back at her. Her 
breath froze in her lungs, and then, like the murky flutter of a 
dancing moth, the sly look was gone and he was just a snivelling 
wimp of a kid again.

He was easily a decade younger than Sunny’s thirty-three 
years but the harsh white beam aged him, dug holes for his eye 
sockets and carved hunger lines around his mouth. His patchy 
beard did nothing to soften his features.

‘Did you see that?’ she hissed at Beck. ‘Did you see? This isn’t 
right. We shouldn’t be in here with—’

But Beck didn’t let her finish. His voice hardened. ‘No more 
messing around.’

The young man’s head sunk down, his scrawny neck bowing 
under the weight. ‘I hear somethin’,’ he whispered. ‘Oh, I hear 
somethin’, yes I do. But you don’t want what I got. Nu-huh,  
no way.’

She sensed a brief hesitation in Beck, but he masked it, like 
he always did. Fear didn’t exist unless you acknowledged it, 
right? Mind over matter, and all that jazz. If you didn’t mind, 
then it didn’t matter.

‘I hear a voice, too,’ Beck told the kid. ‘We don’t have to 
hide. Not any more. It’s better if we stick together. Come on 
out and let us help you.’

The kid raised a bony hand and pointed his finger at his own 
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head, making a soft pew with his mouth, cheeks puffing out, as 
he fired the finger-gun into his temple.

Sunny backed up another step, expecting the finger-gun to 
turn on her.

And do what? Shoot you? Get a grip, woman.
She watched his eyes, but the cunning glint she’d glimpsed 

didn’t resurface. He seemed lost and alone. Pathetic, even. But 
there was something lurking, a ragged coral reef that the dark 
ocean concealed, right up until it ripped a hole in your hull.

‘You don’t want to speak to us? That’s cool,’ Beck said. ‘But 
we’ll have to take you to someone who’ll talk some sense into 
you. You understand that, right, buddy? You need to play the 
game. We all do. Come on now. Walk on ahead of us.’ Beck 
poked his pitchfork at the kid to get him moving.

Obediently, the guy led them back into the main aisle, 
trudging, heavy-footed, as if his legs didn’t belong to him. She 
watched for a shifty glance or a sign the kid’s meekness was a 
front, but he gave nothing away.

Her attention drifted, eyes drawn to her surroundings as they 
exited the auditorium and entered the burgundy velveteen 
foyer. This part of the building was as ruined as the main  
theatre – the rot and damp had brought on a sneezing fit when 
she’d first stepped inside – but she could picture how it had 
been: the brass fittings shining in the soft up-lights, the antique 
till ringing up purchases of warm roasted nuts and cold, crisp 
champagne. She’d never dreamed of being in a place like this. 
The only smells Sunny got used to breathing were spilled beer 
and the BBQ sauce that got slathered across every slab of meat 
that came out of the Wet Whistle’s kitchen, from the bar’s 
trademark slow-cooked ribs to their BBQ-pulled-pork double-
stacked burger. None of that meant she couldn’t dream of seeing 
fancy places, and it sure didn’t mean she couldn’t enjoy visiting 
one when the opportunity arose, as crappy and falling apart as it 
might be.
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Still, she was real glad of the streaming sun, baking into the 
faded red-wine carpeting, filtering in dusty shafts through the 
theatre’s smashed entryway. Being in the dank, dark hole of the 
auditorium had made her think of snakes and slugs and moist 
things that crawled along on their bellies. She didn’t belong in 
there. Maybe this kid did, but she didn’t.

They stepped outside, the kid first, then Beck, then Sunny. 
The pavement was a hot welcome to her booted feet. The sun 
chased away the last lingering chill crouching in her bowels.

At the far end of the block, the rest of their group had 
gathered outside the pharmacy. Four bellyaching men and the 
two sour-faced bitches, and a new fella she hadn’t laid on eyes 
on before. She didn’t envy him, joining their ranks. Tensions 
had been running high recently.

A small scuffle had broken out. Sunny sighed. ‘Wonder 
what’s hitting the fan now.’

‘The more they fight between themselves, the more they’ll 
leave us be.’ Beck jabbed at the kid again, prodding him on. 
‘That doesn’t mean you get to quit walking.’

The three of them slowly made their way up the street, 
taking their sweet time, hoping the disagreement would have 
blown over by the time they got there. They were passing Patty 
P’s Pawn Emporium, a once-pretty café with outside seating 
(well, two seats, one kicked over by the front stoop and the other 
across the street outside a gallery called American Graffiti, its 
four legs poking up like a dead insect’s), when Beck propped his 
pitchfork on his shoulder.

‘You look like a demented farmer with that thing,’ Sunny 
complained.

Beck slanted her a grin. ‘Leave it be. You know it’s good for 
keeping undesirables at bay.’

Sunny didn’t mind the chipped tooth or how Beck’s wheat-
coloured hair had a life of its own. Or the way he snorted air 
when he laughed. She thought he was a fine individual. 
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Dependable. No nonsense. He didn’t often talk to others, and 
they tended to stay out of his way, and she liked that about him. 
He didn’t need validation from anyone, not even her.

A tubby fella flew out of the group and went down, belly-
flopping on to the sidewalk. Laughter erupted, rising in volume 
when he tried to lift himself up, too heavy to get more than a 
couple of inches of space between his gut and the pavement. 
Sunny wondered how the guy could be so big when food was 
so scarce these days, but figured it’d be rude to ask. Maybe he 
had a thyroid problem.

The two laughing women were pushed aside as Tez the Bull-
necked strode out. He planted his boot on the chunky guy’s 
wide butt and stomped him down.

‘Stay where you are, fat-ass.’
The ‘Bull-necked’ part wasn’t his real name, but his neck was 

as wide as his skull, ears not included, and Sunny thought his 
head looked like a giant toe surgically attached to his shoulders 
with a face grafted on to it. Also, he was a fucking bully, and she 
hated bullies.

She and Beck had stopped walking when the chubby guy hit 
the deck. Neither of them wanted to get involved.

The kid had wandered ahead under his own steam before 
petering out to a stop. By then, Tez had spotted him.

‘Who’s this, then? A new man for our merry band?’
Beck shrugged and looked toward Sunny. He didn’t like 

Tez, either, and he didn’t speak to people he didn’t like.
‘We think maybe he hears,’ Sunny said. ‘He doesn’t speak 

much.’ She knew Tez would like that. Sunny was one of only 
two people in their group who didn’t hear a voice of their own. 
She was here for other reasons, the main one starting with B and 
ending with K.

‘Is that right?’ Tez said, smiling real big. Even the way he 
walked rubbed Sunny up the wrong way, a preening cockerel 
strut, with his chest puffed out and his arms stuck out from his 
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body as if his biceps were too big to swing. She wished she could 
lop them off. Lop his ears off, too, so his stupid head didn’t look 
so fat.

As Tez came up to him, the kid kept his eyes downcast. Tez 
leaned real close and spoke in his ear. ‘That right, amigo? You 
got something you don’t want to tell us about?’

The red-headed kid said nothing.
‘I said, do you got something in here? Hellooo! Earth to 

Dumbo.’ Tez rapped his knuckles off the side of the kid’s head 
and the young man flinched. ‘Knock knock, anyone home?’ He 
rapped so hard Sunny heard the hollow beat of knuckles on 
bone. The kid ducked away from Tez’s hand, raising one of his 
own to cup his skull.

‘Man, I think you found us a retard. Way to go.’
The kid’s head lifted.
Sunny felt that cold sensation prickle her bowels again. The 

kid murmured something too low for her to hear and Tez’s 
eyebrows flew up.

‘The hell you say?’ Tez shot Sunny a look, as if suspecting 
she’d put the kid up to it. And then his expression shut down, his 
bull neck reddening at the throat. In a slow, deliberate manner, 
he gripped a handful of the kid’s grubby shirt and drew him close.

‘Say that again, dickhole.’
The smallest smile crept on to the kid’s lips. Sunny swore it 

was the meanest little grin she’d seen in a good long while.
Tez drew back his hand, fingers closing in a beefy fist.
‘Hey, now.’ Sunny stepped forward, thinking on intervening, 

and Beck stepped with her, no doubt planning on stopping her, 
but they managed only one stride before the kid turned and 
snatched the pitchfork out of Beck’s hands, easy as plucking a 
dandelion from a field, and rammed the tines into Tez’s gut.

Tez’s mouth popped open in a small, surprised O. The kid 
was skinny, with hardly any muscle on his bones, but he lifted 
Tez up on to his tiptoes as he ground the fork in, tines sliding 
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deep under his ribs, disappearing right to the root. The kid held 
him like that for what seemed an eternity, the entire street 
devoid of noise, and although Sunny couldn’t see the kid’s face, 
Tez’s was so close to it that Sunny felt sure both men were 
breathing in each other’s exhalations.

Tez’s eyes bulged, not only with shock but with the horrify-
ing realisation that this puny, retarded kid had done him in. 
Clean wiped him out.

The kid stepped back and wrenched the tines free.
Tez did a slow, pained drop to his knees.
Sunny could almost hear the sun sizzling on the sidewalk, 

hear the shock resound from the others. The tubby fella, on his 
stomach in the dirt, wriggled back a few feet, but no one else 
moved. They stared in growing horror as their leader, run 
through with a farmer’s pitchfork, of all things, knelt before this 
young, red-headed stranger like a supplicant to his god.

‘What’ve you done?’ The strength leaked out of Tez’s voice, 
same as the blood leaked out from between the fingers pressed 
over his stomach. It looked too red and too bright in the cheery 
sunshine.

The kid spoke clearly and precisely. He didn’t sound any-
thing like the timid kid who’d snivelled at them from inside the 
theatre. ‘You’re rounding people up, yes? People who hear. 
That’s what you’re doing?’

Sunny glanced around at the others, but they were all staring 
wide-eyed at him.

‘You can’t . . . do . . . this,’ Tez wheezed.
‘What a stupid thing to say. Of course I can.’ The red-headed 

kid addressed everyone. ‘My people and I are taking over now. 
You can call me Posy, if you want to call me anything. We’re 
on the hunt for a different kind of person now, and you’re going 
to help me find them.’

‘What’re you talking about?’ someone was brave enough to 
ask. ‘What people?’
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‘An old friend of mine called Lacey. And a woman called 
Ruby-Red. We’re going to be very busy. Make sure to pack 
your toothbrush.’

‘He’ll . . . k-kill you,’ Tez wheezed at him. ‘The . . . Flitting 
Man. He’ll . . . kill . . . you.’

The red-headed kid looked down at him as if he were a piece 
of dog shit he’d scraped off his heel. ‘You don’t even know who 
he is, you fool. Stop talking to me. No one wants to hear you 
any more.’

And with that he thrust the pitchfork’s tines into Tez’s face 
with an awful, puncturing thud.
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