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The storm had raged across two nights and one day and the

world had been changed. In his thirteen years, Kenny had not

seen anything to match the ferocity of the hurricane. He'd

listened to it howling outside as guttering candles remade his

home in honey-hued sepia tones and inconstant shadows, a sanctum

stripped of technological comforts and distractions. He'd

ventured only once beyond the heavy curtains to watch the

pillar-like trees whipping wildly, their creaks and snaps

audible over the tempest. Once had been enough.

Though it had been two days since the winds had finally

fallen quiet, the world had yet to pull itself together fully.

Subtle yet profound changes lurked everywhere. Homes were

riddled with missing roof tiles, broken windows and fallen fence

panels. Lines of trees, once geometrically aligned, stood ragged

and askew, their roots littered with leaves and twigs, and their

ranks broken in places; turned earth and torn roots serving as

impromptu memorials to the fallen. And the people, Kenny

thought, people were different too. Eyes wider. Voices softer. A

lingering distress behind the "well-I-never" smiles and puffed

cheeks. 

There was an air of reverence that seemed to pervade the

community in the aftermath. The resumption of normality seemed a

surreal concept after what they had seen, after what they knew
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surreal concept after what they had seen, after what they knew

that the world could throw at them. 

As had been their habit on school days before the storm,

Kenny found Rebecca waiting for him by the lamppost in front of

his house. She glanced up briefly from the message she was

sending to greet him with a slight jut of the chin before

returning to her composition. Kenny asked if her house had seen

any damage in the storm. A small and quickly extinguished fire

was all she had to report as they made their way to the bus

stop. Candles lit during the power cut had put an end to one her

mother's favourite tablecloths, and had resulted in a drastic

curtailing of illumination privileges throughout the homestead.

The days since the storm had been cloudless and still, and

the sun beamed low and warm on the pair through the gaps in the

houses as they walked. Here and there signs of repair operations

could be seen: plastic sheeting standing in for window panes,

and bright new fence panels slipped incongruously into the

sequence of sun-bleached and weather-worn survivors. A change at

number 37 in particular caught Kenny's eye, though he'd have

been at a loss to explain why.

The front garden gate had been replaced. Where there had

been a faintly rusted metal barrier of white-painted rods, now

stood a small wooden gate. It was a simple design made up of six

vertical planks cut to form a semi-circle at the top, bound

together with two horizontal lengths of wood studded with

antique-look iron bolts, and a diagonal strip of wood across the
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middle.

The simple lever-lift latch and the hinges on the other

side were made from the same black wrought iron as the bolts.

The solid, cylindrical hinges held the gate with scrolling

elongated triangles, punctuated by the gleam of silver screw

heads, dark crosses in sparkling chrome. Kenny wondered what

kind of sound the gate would make when you opened it.

There was a dusty innocence to the gate, a pale

vulnerability from which Kenny found it difficult to look away.

The ground below it was sprinkled with what seemed to be a fine

patina of brick and saw-dust; from its installation, Kenny

supposed. While he knew next to nothing about carpentry, masonry

or really any construction-related craft, he imagined that the

smooth, pale surface of the wood would need to be treated to

protect it from the elements. To prevent it from drawing in

water in accordance with the natural desire of the tree that it

had once been. He had seen his father brushing wood stain onto a

newly-built shed in the garden a few years before, he'd helped

even. It had seemed like forever that his father had been

working on that shed. The man wouldn't let anyone near it, not

even mum. But then he'd shouted for Kenny and all afternoon

they'd worked on it, making sure the stain was nice and even

throughout.

Kenny had finished gathering up the pieces of that shed

only the evening before.
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He tried to imagine what this little gate would look like

once it had been stained. He imagined it happening; pictured

himself stroking the stain up and down the smooth, beautifully

grained, thirsty surface; watching it soak in and suffuse the

material. He felt a whisper of nausea bubble through him.

Kenny jumped at the sound of Rebecca shouting his name and

discovered that he had, without realising it, stopped in front

of number 37 and had been staring at the gate. Rebecca had

walked on a full twenty meters before noticing that he'd fallen

behind. 

With one last bemused glance at the gate, Kenny hurried to

catch up with her.

The school day brought with it no real surprises. What in

his neighbourhood had manifested as a collective intake of

breath, became, in the theater of the school yard, an

unprecedented sense of bonhomie generated by their universal

shared experience. The hurricane was all anyone wanted to talk

about, particularly as a few of the classrooms near the north

gate had been put out of commission by it.

Kenny answered questions from friends and teachers with

equal brevity, he had no interest in the battle that seemed to

be raging to be crowned "worst affected by the storm". Rumours

were circulating that certain staff or schoolmates' absences

were the result of untimely and grizzly deaths despite the fact

that national news had reported no fatalities as a result of the
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storm.

All of the communal excitement washed over the unusually

quiet and distracted Kenny as, throughout the day, he found his

mind drawn constantly and inexplicably back to the small wooden

gate that now stood in front of number 37.

His contemplation was accompanied by an alien sense of

trepidation within himself that he found difficult to explain.

He felt acutely aware of himself despite his mind being

elsewhere; he monitored the symptoms of slight nausea, shallow

breathing and the tense sensation of an indefinable lack, and

noted them all with frustrated incomprehension.

On the journey home, his nerves grew steadily more ragged

until his fiercely snapped evasions finally drove Rebecca away

leaving him to cross the park alone. He regretted upsetting her,

but ultimately he was relieved to have space to think about the

feelings that were plaguing him. He kicked his way despondently

through the detritus littering the paths of the park, his pace

gradually slowing until he found himself approaching the exit

leading onto his road.

In the years to come it was this moment, rather than the

morning's experience, that would come to be fixed indelibly in

the mental scrapbook of his life's pivotal moments. The focus

that he'd vainly sought throughout the day brought itself to

bear now, perfectly capturing this moment for years to come in

preternatural, crystaline clarity - a moment frozen in time.
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Leaves were captured mid fall, scudding clouds hung motionless

in the stilled breeze, and the gate at number 37 somehow

conveyed the notion of swinging gently backwards in the snap-

shot stillness.

Standing stricken across the road from the gate, a lump

rose in Kenny's throat and, realising that he had not done so

for an uncomfortable stretch of time, he took a deep breath and

started walking forward again. He wanted more than anything to

just turn his head away and ignore it, but it was like an itch

that he knew he shouldn't touch but would nonetheless never tire

of scratching. Looking at it was something akin to cool water in

midsummer heat, and his thirst would not be slaked. It wasn't

that he couldn't look away, it was simply that he didn't want

to; perhaps would never want to.

With no one around, he decided to face the problem head-on

and edged slowly toward the gently swinging gate. Time seemed to

lose any kind of meaning as he put one foot hesitantly in front

of the other, drinking in every detail; the swirling patterns of

the delicately coloured grain, the rough and arbitrarily faceted

heads of the wrought-iron bolt heads, the teasing almost-almost

rise and fall of the latch handle as it bounced just too gently

against the catch.

Finally Kenny found himself stood in front of number 37

staring with a kind of reserved panic at the gate, as he felt

his heart hammer in his chest. It seemed at once mundane and yet
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overwhelming; extraordinary. It felt like it was something that

shouldn't exist, like there was no place in the randomness and

indiscriminate chaos of a world of tropical storms and

accidental fires and shattered sheds and tragically crushed

students and/or teachers for something so sublime. It was as if

the very idea, the perfect, unblemished concept of a gate, had

been plucked from the realm of imagination; as if there was no

way in which this thing could have been made but rather that it

had sprung fully formed from the ether, from conception to

reality, and side-stepped the vulgarity of construction.

Of course Kenny wasn't able to express any of these ideas

at the time, young and enraptured as he was, later

rationalisations would vie to chip away at the abnormality of

his reaction, of his fascination, of his feelings. His eyes

darted up and across the windows of the house, hunting quickly

for any sign of movement or surveillance from within.

Finding no watching eyes, Kenny returned his attention to

the gate, gathering his courage with a nervous gulp. He drew in

a deep and shuddering breath, ran his eyes lasciviously over the

gate and tremulously extended his hand.

His fingertips brushed the top of the centre-most plank,

the tip of the roughly sanded semi-circle, and a thrill

shuddered through him. He pulled his hand back slightly from the

course grain and the soft, sandy sawdust feel with a confused

half-smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. Slowly he lowered
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his hand again and settled it gently over the top of the gate

with a surge of elation.

The sensation of wholeness, of relief, was almost too much

to bear. Looking back, Kenny would never be 100% sure whether he

had made a noise but he knew for certain that he had closed his

eyes. It was at that moment he felt an unfamiliar hand grasp his

shoulder.

Kenny turned quickly, panicked and disoriented, to find

himself looking into the smiling face of Mr Barker from 37.

"Do you like my new gate, Kenny?" The man asked with a

proud smile. "I put it up myself."

Awash with adrenaline and confusion, Kenny's panic fed back

on itself until it ascended to unprecedented levels.

"IT WAS SWINGING OPEN!" He roared up at Mr Barker. The old

man paused at this, his avuncular grin fading into narrow-eyed

confusion.

The grip on Kenny's shoulder tightened ever so slightly, a

reflex presumably intended to comfort the boy, as Mr Barker's

initial surprise turned to concern. The increased application of

pressure, unfortunately interpreted as the beginnings of an

effort to restrain him, to punish his aberrance, only stoked

Kenny's desire to break free and run.

"Kenny, is everything alright?"

"I DIDN'T DO ANYTHING!" roaring still, Kenny ripped himself

away from Mr Barker and sprinted back into the park.
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"Kenny?" The bemused Mr Barker called.

But there was no response as Kenny fled through the iron

gate and disappeared into the trees.


