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1. The Circle

The world had turned into a smaller version of
Saturn. The Earth had split into two parts: the
planet as we know it, and a compact detritus band
that spun around its surface, very close to the
ground.
The planet’s temperature had risen sharply, and
humanity had relocated to coastal areas; hundreds
of thousands of people were crowding the beaches
and swimming in the oceans. Humankind seemed
to have rediscovered the importance of the sea,

and I had the distinct feeling that in another
million years life would return to water.
On the Saturn-like ring that surrounded the planet
ran a single train line: the classic unimaginative
railway circle that every toy train modelist
despises. The railway had a few more complex
segments, with junctions, sidings, train deposits,
and of course stations, many stations, although the
latter were all rather nondescript.
The trains were made in Japan; they were sturdy
and sound, roomy and easy to clean, tailor-made
for frequent and heavy use. In the top corner of
every carriage, a discerning eye could spot a lucky
charm from Narita Shrine.
Depending on the direction of the train, on the
momentum of the Circle, and on the revolution of
the planet, if you fell asleep for just a few minutes
you could easily miss your stop and ﬁnd yourself in
Tanzania rather than in Budapest.
Engrossed in conversation with other passengers, I
had also missed my stop. It happened all the time;
the world was getting used to the novelty of the
global train circle, and inside the carriages
everyone was excitedly discussing where they
should get off to have their next ocean swim.
From the wide train windows, you could see the
landscape below: it was stunningly beautiful. The
Circle allowed you to look at the earth from above
while ﬂying very close to the ground. The

perspective was similar to the one you would get
from a low hill, but with the added exhilarating
feeling of ﬂoating in space, defying gravity. You
could see all details of the landscape in high
resolution, and sometimes even spot a friend or
relative on the shore.
The train stopped at each station to let passengers
off, but the ring on which the railway was built
continued its movement, so that you had to board
and disembark like you would on a panoramic
wheel or a cable car.
From the station you could reach the shore in a
matter of seconds. People rushed to the ocean;
some went into the water fully clothed, eager to
escape the heat. You ran into the most unexpected
acquaintances: the beaches, the Circle, and the
railway had turned the earth into a global sea
resort. My god, the coast was swarming with
people! We looked pitifully at the few who had not
put their feet in the water yet.
Beach cabins had risen more or less spontaneously
all over the coastal areas; there were billions of
them lining the shoreline.
From the Circle I could see an endless line of
wooden cabins; in front of them, the ocean and
billions of beachgoers; behind them, bushland and
animals, happy and free. No more humans there.
Someone on the beach recognized me; I exchanged
a few polite remarks but could not remember who

it was. I realized that many of the cabins were used
for harried and furtive amorous encounters; I
smiled and turned down the invitation, eager to
get back on the train and change continent. As I
headed for the station, I saw hundreds of people
queuing in front of the local supermarket.
On the train, I sit in the last carriage, and from the
ample rear window, I get a good view of the other
world, as the train dashes over the strip of ballast,
ice, and detritus that circles the planet. I took
plenty of pictures. Suddenly I notice loud voices
coming from the middle of the carriage. It’s a group
of tourists, a few muscular bearded men and a
skinny blonde woman covered in tattoos. I
understand their language, but I want to hide the
fact that I am coming from a different storyline.
Besides, they speak with a Northern accent, and
some of the words they use are completely
unintelligible to me.
As soon as I approach them—and on this train
there are no seats, we sit cross-legged on the ﬂoor
—the woman puts an arm around my waist from
the side, as if to draw me into the group. She leans
in to kiss me on the cheek, and unexpectedly gives
me a long kiss on the lips, although still from the
side. Her friends look at me expectantly. She says
she noticed I was taking pictures, and found that
bizarre: no-one takes photos from the Circle. She
tells me I should hold an exhibition, maybe
anonymously, so that others too can see the
beaches from above.

I keep quiet and mull over the information.
She suddenly lies on my crossed legs and
unbuttons her shirt. In the middle of her chest
there is a tiny hole, capped with a tiny white plastic
plug. Around the hole I can see a thin dribble of an
organic ﬂuid of some kind. She takes from her
travel bag a large syringe and with a thin soft
cannula injects a thick, clear liquid into her chest.
She apologises and says it was time for her shot.
I play the tourist and I acknowledge this with a
small, insincere smile, ready to change topic. But
something must have upset the group, because
suddenly they ask me:
You have the chest spigot too, right?

2. The roadside diner

My partner and I are driving an old rented car in
the rain. We are headed north; as we keep driving
into the dusk, I say that we should go all the way to
the North Sea and throw ourselves into it. My
partner makes a sour face but doesn’t reply. We
arrive at a road stop where we heard there should
be a very good restaurant, but all we can see are
fast food joints. A burger place, a ﬁsh and chips
place. I was looking forward to some noodle soup
or perhaps even oysters, but no such luck. It is too
late and we are too hungry to look for another rest

area, so we walk into one of the shops. The
thought that we will have to eat crap food makes
me so angry that I faint, right there on the linoleum
ﬂoor of the cheap roadside diner. The other
customers pay no attention; a waiter shoves my
limp body under a table on the side of the room so
that I am not in the way.
I wake up hours later; it is the middle of the night,
my body aches, and I have trouble recalling where I
am. I lie still, gathering my senses; I notice that
someone has put post-its on my arms. Maybe it
was the same waiter who pushed me under the
table. One of the post-its says to return me to an
address, which is also marked on the little yellow
square. The address is not mine, and it makes no
sense to me: the city is American, but the street
has a Chinese name. Another post-it has a folded
corner; there seems to be something in the fold.
The writing on the post-it says, “do not inhale.”
I push the second post-it as far away from me as I
can and crawl out from under the table. The diner
is almost empty now; the neon lights make the
linoleum ﬂoor look even dirtier. My partner is
nowhere to be seen. A couple is sitting on two
orange-brown faux leather armchairs, across from
a low table. He is much younger than she is. They
both rest their legs on the table, covered by the
same chequered ﬂeece blanket. They say hello and
express their sympathy for how poorly everyone
seems to have treated me. The guy asks me if I
know the word “immortality,” and explains to me
that it has the same meaning as “parody.”

3. A house within a
house

I threw myself face down onto the bed. I closed my
eyes and saw a familiar ﬂowery motif, a
kaleidoscope that emerged in the middle of the
blackness of my eyelids. At the centre of the image,
the shape of an eye began to form, a dark pupil
surrounded by a light iris, like the negative of a
picture. I jumped right into the eye and found
myself ﬂuctuating in an empty space, ﬂoating by as
if pulled by an unfathomable, gentle current.

I open my eyes; I am still in my house, although I
somehow have the distinct sensation that there is
another house, hidden behind it or inside it,
specular to mine but completely empty, pristine,
waiting for me. That house also belongs to me; I
feel so sure that I seem to remember having paid
property tax on it.
I do a quick reality check; it is summer, I am in
Australia. I am sure of this because I can feel its
earth-red, indigenous energy all around me. I get
dressed and go out. I am invited at the home of
some Anglo-Saxon friends. It is a modern white
villa, drenched in sunlight. As soon as I get to the
house, I hear the voices and splashes of the other
guests having fun in the pool. It is the house of my
friend Terence; he died years ago, before I could
meet him in person, and yet he is right in front of
me, alive and kicking. He points to his daughter at
the far end of the pool and brings me up to speed
on who the other invitees are: friends passing
through, acquaintances. Suddenly I feel sorry for
the daughter. I remember an email that I sent her,
to which she never replied, and I am sure I must
have seemed inconsiderate if not downright
insensitive.
Terence invites me to join him in the pool and
jumps in fully clothed. I do the same and notice
that my clothes don’t get wet: they are a virtual
cocoon, immaterial. Terence and lie on our backs in
the water, and he teaches me how to dive while
remaining in that position. He reminds me that I

should not worry about breathing, because that,
too, is a convention that does not apply to the
world I am visiting, and after all I am here to learn
new things.
Eyes wide open, I look up through the water at the
blinding sunshine, and as I dive deeper I realise
that the perimeter of the pool reveals the shape of
a third hidden house. The walls of the pool have
underwater doors and windows that connect to
another architectural dimension, that I can explore
in the same way as I did as dove into the centre of
the kaleidoscope: ﬂoating by, pushed or pulled by
some gentle current.

4. Eat your greens

I arrived early to the house party and popped into
the kitchen to see if the hosts needed any help
with the cooking. They were making salads full of
ﬂowers of the most amazing colours. I peered into
a bowl and saw that most of the leafy vegetables
were weeds pulled out of the garden, some with
tiny ﬁlaments of roots still attached to them. I
thought: so they are edible, after all!
As they didn’t seem to need me in the kitchen, I
wandered outside, still waiting for the other

guests to arrive. My friends have a large, luxurious
backyard, fenced by a neat square topiary, and a
small veggie patch at the far end; I always enjoy
visiting them, vicariously living the posh suburban
life. As I stood there enjoying the early spring sun
on my bare arms, I heard some commotion across
the street, and I peered over the topiary to see
what was going on.
A tree was being pulled apart with heavy
machinery; inside the tree there was a body. I
asked a neighbour lingering nearby, who was
obviously also watching the scene, what was going
on, and she explained that it was a man who
crashed into the tree as a result of a freaky car
accident many years ago. The body had remained
encased in the trunk and the plant had grown
around it, enfolding it completely. A police
investigation had been reopened on the accident,
and now they needed to pull the man’s body out to
have the forensic doctors examine it.
The guests had started to arrive, so I went towards
the barbeque area and exchanged a few greetings.
I noticed that there was some grass on my shirt,
and I asked the guy standing closest to me to check
whether I had any on my head as well. He reached
over with one hand and pulled out a few clumps of
tender green grass. The base of the blades of grass
was a small round lump that looked like a hair
follicle. I realised that the grass was embedded in
my skull, growing straight out of my head.

5. Bags of soil

I watch myself climb down a mountain with a
friend. We are watching the preview of a movie
featuring us. It is a cheap movie and to avoid using
special effects, we, the characters, are cardboard
cut-out ﬁgures, and the mountain is a pile of large
plastic bags of soil, like the 25-kilogram type that
you can get for a few dollars at the hardware store
but much, much bigger.
As we continue our descent, one of the
humungous soil bags rolls on top of me, squashing

my legs under its weight. I struggle to crawl out
from under the bag; I lose my grip on the mountain
and fall into space.
I manage to get hold of a large piece of vegetal
matter and try to use it to lessen the momentum of
the fall. My friend, who is an expert windsurfer,
gives me advice on how to manoeuvre it—pull
there! Loosen here! The instructions are so helpful
that I manage to ﬂy back towards the soil bag
mountain and pick her up. Together we ﬂy down
towards a lake at the bottom of the cliff.
We plunge into the water in a ﬂurry of deep
turquoise bubbles. It is as beautiful as it is
dangerous. The lake is freezing cold and we dive
deep down, with a speed proportional to the
height from which we fell. Somehow, we manage
to swim back to the surface, and from there onto
the shore.
The lake is in the middle of a tourist resort; we get
onto a pier and climb up concrete stairs to a large
ﬂat building that looks like a ski station. Bruised
and shivering, we ask for medical attention, and
we are made to sit on a wooden bench. Someone
serves us a platter of cured meat sandwiches and
two large glasses of red wine. I ask if I can have a
cheese sandwich instead since I am a vegetarian;
the person who brought the food gives me a
quizzical look and quietly walks away.

6. Wailing

It is the middle of the night. A damp, persistent
wind and a loud noise wake me up. I open my eyes
but for a while I don’t understand what is going on.
I am somewhere up high, balancing unsteadily on
top of a narrow surface. My body is contracted,
paralysed; my mind seems to have no control over
it. Like a newborn kitten, my eyes are open but
they don’t see anything. I only feel the damp wind,
and that incessant wail.
When I am ﬁnally able to focus, I notice that my

hands are gripping the railing of a balcony. They
are not proper railings, but rather the iron bars of
reinforced concrete, cold and rough to the touch.
The balcony was built a long time ago and without
any aesthetic ambitions.
The sun rises at last and in the distance I see the
port of Naples. The harbour is ﬁlled with cargo
ships and ferries; some ships are so large that they
overshadow the volcano at the end of the bay, yet
they move with surprising agility, and are
exceptionally quiet. The wailing sound that I keep
hearing does not come from the ships. I look at the
sky and I see that it is ﬁlled with airplanes,
patiently circling and waiting for permission to
land.
I look down and I seem to locate the source of the
wail in a building at the corner the street. The
building juts out over the sidewalk, unashamedly
unsightly. I remember its history: it was built when
this area was still countryside; the streets around
it were paved only much later. I am reminded of
the word quall, that my friend Giorgio used when
we were little. Was he just mispronouncing squall,
or did he mean something else? It was a deep, dark
sound, like the howling of the wind.
I walk down into the street and touch the corner of
the howling building. I am surrounded by ruins; in
my absence, there must have been a war. I look
inside the derelict structure and see that it hosts
an industrial-size dry cleaner. Inside, hundreds of
women are ironing uniforms; the place smells of

starch and turpentine. From the side door, women
come and go in single lines, treading on a run-down
path towards the dark sea. I try to follow them, but
they must be going very far, with their baskets of
folded laundry.
I walk back and head towards the city centre; I
want to visit my former school. I hope that there I
will ﬁnd old acquaintances, and someone will tell
me what happened in all these years. I walk down a
narrow alley where the morning sunshine pours in
from above; I smell urine, coffee, laundry
detergent, mould… I stop, close my eyes, and I
listen to the sound of someone shaking a rug from
the balcony, then a woman singing a traditional
popular song, as she cleans the house so
meticulously that, as I can see when I reopen my
eyes, she is wearing a white lab coat.
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