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Fiction
Limbs
Chris Fleming
is a writer and academic. His most
recent book is On Drugs.

Once I could remember my own name, but
now I can’t. It wasn’t always thus. And not
just with this. Things didn’t always happen
in the way they now do, in this order, from
these causes, with such consequences. They
happened differently, were caused differently,
could be recalled.
Or maybe they did and I’ve forgotten.
Memory isn’t a recording device, it’s a survival
machine. That’s what the scientists say,
anyway. But what would they know?
The scientists, after all, brought us
bombs and poison gases and preservatives
and flight simulation games. I have nothing
against scientists, which sounds like something
someone who hates scientists would say. “I
have nothing against scientists,” they’d say,
and then add “but…” But I don’t.
I admire them, envy them. I envy them
their white coats, sandals and lightning minds,
their confidence in speaking about reality.
Their sheer volume. I like their equations,
which they say, are the skeleton keys used to
unlock nature’s doors, to see it bare.
I’m a scientist myself, not by training nor
by profession, but I share their disillusionment,
their libido for unweaving rainbows and saying

that x is “nothing but” y. I do this all the time.
Or I used to. I believe I did this.
I imagine that’s when I understood
cause and effect. I’m too old to understand
anything now, or remember much – too
weathered for clarity. Now things all seem to
happen backwards or sideways or perhaps for
no reason at all. I used to believe in order, you
might say.
Did I? Probably I did. In any case,
I’m overdramatising matters, like what one
believes or doesn’t is some great thing. I’m
relying on memory now, and we all know what
memory is for: it’s not a documentary faculty,
is it? I’ve already said as much, I suspect.
Memory is a pair of limbs used to cover the
face while being hit. Memory is a limb.
My experiments have gotten small,
much smaller than they used to be. Now I
provoke people and observe results. I line up
at the art gallery and when I get to the front
and am asked for my ticket, I produce a small
piece of paper on it on which I’ve written
“TICKET.” I see how the functionary reacts.
There is no consistency. Sometimes I am let
in, sometimes not.
If they refuse me, I say “thank you”; if
they allow entry, I cry. I weep and then ask,
“Do I have to go in?” I may add, “I have no
interest in art.” That is true. They usually say
“no”, refusing me entry, but twice they’ve said
yes, distracted perhaps by other things. I’m
not sure what the experiment shows, although
I’d guess that someone somewhere would say
they know.
“Human nature,” they’d start – or even
worse, “instinct”. “Instinct” is the most useless
word in English. It may not be. Maybe “erotic”
is more useless. Or maybe redundancy is a
property of phrases, not words: “cease and

desist”, “each and every”, “future plans”. But
here it’s not the phrase, but only one element
of it. I have no time to think about these things.
I have more animal concerns.
I have limited time left, who knows how
long. I’m sure if you did a survey and asked,
100,000 people someone would get it right,
would be able to say what the study reveals, but
being right is no sign of knowledge. It would
be a guess. “Three years and 11 days” someone
might say, and neither believe it nor know it.
But they might be correct. And what of it?
When I’d got inside the gallery, I’d try to
find an area to stick my ticket on the wall, so
that I could be exhibited. Both times I’ve been
caught. They watch me more carefully now.
It’s like a treat for some of them. A service.
It gives them something to do. I hyphenate
their time. They think I’m trying to be famous;
I’m not. I’m just trying to externalise myself,
to see if I can look at anything I do as if from
an outside perspective. They never let me
succeed, so I don’t.
If my spirit is high, I might try something
else. I might go to the bathroom and write
in marker on the mirror: “A man wearing
a brown hat is sitting looking at Frederic
Leighton’s Cymon and Iphigenia on Level 2.
If you wink at him, he’ll raise an eyebrow.”
I then go to look at the painting, but after a
while forget that I have left the note. Thrice
someone has come and winked at me, and I’ve
scowled at them. I blame the painting.
The painting is unsigned and undated
and I fight the temptation to try to sign and
date it myself – as Leighton. One day I will
do this and prove to the guards that I am not
trying to become famous. If anything, I would
be trying to bring recognition to Leighton,
who is himself not famous. Nor should he be.

But fame isn’t – has never been – a matter of
what’s deserved.
I went to school with an unpopular boy
who decided that he would cut off his own
face and hang it on a wall in order to “mock
art”. For years he talked about this, especially
when drunk, but always demurred owing – he
said – to his fear that this mockery of art would
itself become a famous, even canonical, work.
Eventually he decided on the less radical
action of cutting off a hand. But, on the way to
the gallery, he absent-mindedly left the hand
on the train and never saw it again.
He, if anyone, deserves to be famous.
But I now can’t remember his name.
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is a puzzle-maker and cartoonist living
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ACROSS
1. I care for injured fighter pilots (3,5)
6. Procreated around US city and made lots of noise ( 6 )
9. Cheque for pre-concert job? (5,5)
10. One rejected knight’s flower ( 4 )
11. Antoinette’s guillotined from March 21 – April 19 (5)
12. Rip eggs from closing cafe ( 7 )
13. Intellectual generation is embracing university ( 6 )
14. Acne is popped soon (2,1,3)
17. Republican first lady with rhythm & blues music effect ( 6 )
19. Country looked into rumours we denied ( 6 )
21. Police photograph gums suspiciously burning ( 7 )
23. Emerged from first anniversary with flower ( 5 )
24. Shanghai censored every second story ( 4 )
25. Tight-arse starts cash piles with Duchess of Cambridge (10)
26. Footwear stocked by Coles and Aldi ( 6 )
27. You heartlessly allowed single editor back for Christmas ( 8 )
DOWN
2. Quarantined myself back overseas with Delta variant ( 8 )
3. Entertaining soldier by throwing dice for poison ( 9 )
4. Bigots trace borderless crossword compiler on streets ( 7 )
5. Vote for rich Shorten and assault? Way to get power (8,7)
6. Pointlessly bake super-hot fluid in sweet pastry ( 7 )
7. Friend openly asked minister if governments oppress ( 5 )
8. Imagine confused beginner deserting puzzle ( 6 )
15. Heard me punch alien in part of the face (3,6)
16. Hated exam indeed ( 8 )
18. Moral tale: rich fool left redhead ( 7 )
19. Knife second crap leader from Labor and tell insiders ( 7 )
20. Me and mother trapped friend’s antelope ( 6 )
22. $1000 piano? ( 5 )
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The Quiz — Answers: 1. Vaxzevria. 2. (a) A small boat. 3. Wuthering Heights, by Emily Brontë. 4. Bruce Springsteen. (Bonus point: Equestrian.) 5. Out. 6. Lizzo.
7. Napoleon Bonaparte. 8. Caribbean Sea. 9. The platypus. 10. Eucharist.

