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life in american 

typewriter 

He was very insistent, in his own calm and collected way: he 

did not want to write his own story. His reasoning, as far as I 

could ascertain, was that the sum of his words would amount to 

nothing. It’s a waste of time, he said. Who would want to read it? 

How about this, I proposed: I know some of what’s happened, 

you sit down and help me fill in the blanks. I will write it. He 

looked at me, his expression unwavering, trying to evaluate my 

motives. That was the sort of thing he did—evaluate people’s 

motives. It took about a minute. He sighed, scratched the back of 

his head, ever coolly, and agreed. 

What’s in it for you, he asked. What do you get out of this? 

It was my turn to think: I could only form a shimmering, 

volatile mass in my mind, purple and gaseous, larger than two 

men put together… that was my idea. It hadn’t yet taken shape, 

but so far, it showed promise. 

I don’t know exactly, I replied. There might be something 

worth writing about. Not knowing why, I smiled at him. 
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quid pro quo 

Firstly, he began, no names. I looked at my sheet, pretending 

to study my notes intently, and crossed something entirely 

unrelated off the page. Right. No names, I echoed. Why… don’t 

you want any names? 

He didn’t answer—not surprising—just moved on, as if I were 

talking to a pre-recorded tape of some kind and he was merely 

relaying a message. Also, he continued, you must write in third-

person perspective. Emotive, if you like, I don’t mind. How 

gracious. I nodded, making a little note of it in the top right 

corner of my page, next to the drawing of a sunflower. 

I might give you more conditions later on, but for now, 

there’s just one more, he said. 

Looking quizzically at him, I awaited his response. 
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seven 

I turned around, no longer recording his old-fashioned 

dictation. I looked at him, no: I peered. He was pacing back and 

forth, hands behind his back, seemingly with his eyes closed. His 

head whipped in my direction, immediately noticing my lack of 

co-operation. 

You’re not supposed to look at me. 

You can’t be serious, can you? I can’t write this—it’s trash! 

What’s wrong with it, he asked. 

Well, for the first six chapters we haven’t gone anywhere! So 

far, this story completely lacks plot, and is so dry nobody will 

want to read it! In the back of my mind, I thought, this is 

probably what he had planned all along. Why are we bothering if 

you’re not going to let me write about the interesting parts? 

He sighed. Another sigh. He must’ve sighed 200 times today 

already. Sitting down, he picked up the instant cup ramen we 

had bought from the convenience store yesterday. He slurped up 

some cold noodles in his expert-chopstick effortless-style 

manner. 
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It’s not like I planned this, he said, reading my mind easily. 

It’s silly, but nothing really starts until the seventh chapter. 

The seventh chapter? Don’t things start at the first? 

No, it’s not that, the real guts, the heart and soul of it, that 

stuff… that’s seventh chapter stuff. I thought it would be better 

there, for all the interesting bits to come in. 

I slowly turned my head back to the typewriter. He sighed 

again, and this time I joined him. I was beat. Emotionally, I 

couldn’t have cared less. Physically, I just wanted to curl up in a 

ball and sleep. We had been at this for days… and for what? 

It’s okay, he said. I can start now. We’re at chapter seven. 

Oh, good, I replied. So, I resumed my typing: 

— 
He never looked at anyone. It wasn’t like he avoided looking 

at them, he just… didn’t. As soon as his eyes would begin 

focussing on the person in front of him, they blurred and glided 

to something else, anything else. As if focussing on a person was 

as slippery as catching eel. 

It’s not like he had no social skills, was a complete recluse or 

anything. He could talk to people easily enough, laugh and joke 

and make idle conversation. His eyes just tended to look at other 

things while he was doing it. 

He often spent time around people, regardless of his like for 

them. For the most part, he liked some, others a little less so. But 

the unfocussed eyes… to regular people, his body language spoke 

volumes of negativity. 
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So, most people stayed away from him. Or perhaps it was he 

that pushed them away. Slowly, as he walked past people in the 

street, amongst the hustle and bustle, things began to change. 

Spread over months—possibly years—as a result of his trivial 

eye problem, people began to miss him. Not in an emotional, 

loving, longing sense, but in actuality. At first, it was just one or 

two people in a blue moon: walking right into him instead of past, 

because they supposedly didn’t see him there. 

Soon he was noticing it happening every day. Every single 

time he went out. That’s about the time he took a good, hard look 

in the mirror, wondering what it was about him that people 

found so hard to notice. That’s when he saw. 

He was see-through. 

Not the kind where you can see the innards and all. It was 

simply as if someone had lightened the tint on his entire being. 

He panicked, thinking something seriously wrong must be 

happening to him, grasping at his chest. But what was that? 

Through the faintness of his own clenched hand, through the 

outer layers of his torso’s skin, through the ribcage, one inner 

body part was visible from the outside. 

It beat. 

Beat. 

Beat. Beat. 

Beat. Beat. Beat. 

It didn’t slow down; he didn’t calm down. He passed out. 
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life’s shopping list 

There are a few key points that might explain or confirm 

some facts. These have been notarised below to give the most 

accurate depiction as possible. 

 When he was a child, he was bashed. A lot. 

 He grew up in a time where racism was very prevalent, 

no matter how much official policies said to the contrary. 

 He was taught the traditional viewpoint that children 

should be seen and not heard. 

 Crying was for women and children, not for men. 

 Take pride in your work, and make sure your work is 

worthy of such. 

 Anything and everything could be used to gain power. 

 Power was paramount. 

 In cooking, you always add liquids to solids, never the 

other way round. 

So, he grew up to be a perfectionist, the beginnings of a 

martyr, an egotist, and a lost cause. All in one. 
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ghosts 

She walked the same route, day after day, mostly because it 

was the quickest, the easiest, and habitual auto-piloting of the 

human body meant she didn’t have to think. Thinking, she’d 

decided, is not for such early hours of the morning. 

One day, one fine (if not a little too blowy) day in Spring, she 

went by a different route. She didn’t consciously decide to; it just 

worked out that way. Instead of turning left, she kept going 

straight. Before she realised it, she had overshot her building by 

a few blocks. 

Damn, she thought. Great. 

She took the next left turn, and the next available one again, 

and hoped she could find her way from a back entrance or 

something. Shielding her eyes from the sunlight, she scrutinised 

her building, barely dodging the throngs of people going by. 

Until—smiling as she’d found there was indeed a back entrance—

she jolted in shock as she hit someone. 

Oh! Oww. Sorry! I didn’t— 

Just like that, looking at the fallen figure before her, the 

words vanished from her mouth. She was talking to a ghost. A 
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real, right-in-front-of-you ghost. Still standing, she leant forward 

a little and offered her hand. 

She wasn’t scared, funnily enough. She was simply curious. It 

was too early to shock her system into being scared. Plus, it was 

daytime: there were lots of people around. Nobody else thought it 

weird. There was nothing really to be scared of, was there? 

Looking down at this translucent man, she could see his 

heart. She watched it beat. There was hardly any substance to 

him, she thought, as she lifted him up. His heart was 

mesmerising. 

He whispered something to her. Faintly, ever so softly, it was 

the loudest he could manage. It wasn’t enough for her to 

understand what he was saying, so, still holding his hand, she 

drew in closer and asked him to repeat it. 

Thank you… 

She gasped. It was him. The one. From so long ago, it might as 

well have been several lifetimes. She was an entirely different 

person now: her appearance, her likes and dislikes, her loves and 

hates. But, once upon a time, she knew him. 

She had loved him. 

In an involuntary stream of fast-paced nigh-gibberish, she 

tried to beam her questions into him. Do you remember me? Do 

you know what happened? Where have you been? 

Beat. 

Beat. 

Beat. 
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confessions 

The truth is, she said, I don’t know what happened. It’s not 

like our relationship was trivial, it’s just that I can’t describe it in 

any adequate terms. 

Beat. 

I… was fairly sure I loved you. Did you love me? It’s a silly 

thing to ask after all these years, but I think I really need to 

know. 

Beat. 

Do you even remember me? Do you know why we fell apart? 

What happened to you? Tell me your story, for Christ’s sake! Say 

something! 

Beat. Beat. 

She still held on to his hand. Waiting for a response, she 

looked at it closely, seeing her own hand through it. And… could 

she see the table? 

She tried to scream but hardly anything came out. Now, now 

she was scared. She tried to move, but it felt sluggish, 

unresponsive. Wildly, her eyes scanned other body parts in view. 
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It wasn’t just her hand. The rest of her was becoming translucent 

too. 

He smiled at her, gently, not maliciously, but somehow in a 

comforting, explanative way. 

Beat. 

A long time ago, he began, you took something from me. 

Beat. Beat. 

His voice was getting clearer to her now, somehow stronger. 

As she faded, he grew slightly stronger in image. Was he sucking 

the life force out of her? 

No, I am not, he replied to her unspoken thoughts. A long 

time ago, I gave you love. I gave you my heart. 

Beat. 

They were uniformly faded now, shells of their former beings, 

the ones she still remembered from long ago. She had faded 

before his eyes, and he had… unfaded… to match her. 

But on that day—he stopped to sigh—we parted ways. 

Beat. 

You took my love and didn’t return it to me. 

No, she insisted, I loved you! I did! 

He smiled again, as if he knew it all. He probably did. The 

world slowed down around them—or perhaps they sped up—but it 

was the normal people around them that seemed to lack colour 

now. It was them that seemed to have faded. 

Beat. 
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Maybe that’s why you’re here with me now. Why you’re… like 

me now. 

Their translucent skins and clearly-visible hearts beat in 

unison. Not a soul around could see them. They were in a world 

of their own now. 

— 
I gazed at the pages neatly piled next to me, and the nearly 

finished fateful last page. He had left a short while before, saying 

he didn’t need to be around for the last part. I barely listened to 

him. So focussed was I on the final words, I let him fade from my 

mind. 

I thought back to the day he listed his terms to me. His final 

proviso. That one, crucial piece. The thing I could not mention. 

Fuck it, I thought. 

— 
Beat. 

You left me behind, he whispered. For your days of boats. 

. 

. 

. 
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Beat. 




