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evening, ravenously hungry, she gave up in
despair.

Lena wasn’t ready for responsibility. The
study of Victorian love poetry had not
equipped her to make decisions on the fates of
living, breathing human beings. She was too
young to know what she wanted for herself;
how could she possibly know what to wish for
those anonymous diners in Chinese
restaurants across the capital, in lantern-and-
red-plush dining rooms in provincial towns
and cities: men and women whose life-
changing decisions might balance on the
movements of black cats, on tossed coins and
the tiny strips of paper baked into non-
calorific oriental crackers?

In the morning she was at her desk early,
her mind clear, her hand steady. She took up
the first strip of paper and without pausing
wrote: ‘You will have health, wealth and
happiness’. On the next strip she wrote the
same thing. And on the next.

Some words from Kyra Kellawan @ LITRO

‘Come,’ they said. ‘Take one. Have one of
these. Would you like one, Miss?’ This was
how it was, at first. Every evening a smiling
face would beckon with arm extended, as if
bearing fruit, new and wonderful. As yet
untasted.

After two weeks her forced smile was
starting to fade. She felt herself begin to dread
the last 500 metres to the Tube. People at
work said the same. ‘Why are there so many
of them?’ they’d ask.

After a month she was actively looking at
the A-Z to see if there was another route to
get to the station. She tried to remember to
bring her book, to show them she already had
something in her hand. It didn’t work. They
pounced now, with intent. They were
everywhere.

Then one cold winter morning, an addition
at Stockwell. A box file and: ‘Free Fiction
Every Friday.’

The next week she sailed past the others,
and shook her LITRO at the gangs of
peddlers. Strangely, they seemed to take note.
They let her pass.

Wrapped now in her woollen scarf and
mittens, she stands in front of the station, her
red box file at her side. In her hands there are
fifty fresh copies of the latest issue. Her
instinct is to catch the eye of the passer-by
and say, ‘Come. Take one. Have one of these.
Would you like one?’ Her smiling face would
beckon with arm extended, as if bearing fruit,
new and wonderful. As yet untasted.

Some words from Mike Fell  @ LITRO

As the amiable [and, to the coulrophobics
among you, petrifying] clown on the front
informed us, LITRO has now been running
for a year. I would like to add my thanks to
his, and hope that you have enjoyed reading it
as much as I enjoy putting it together each
week.

Kyra Kellawan handles press and publicity for LITRO; Mike Fell
is the editor.  LITRO is published every Friday and handed out
for free near to London Underground stations and elsewhere

around the world. To get in touch please email
litro.fiction@gmail.com  or visit www.litro.co.uk .
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She was employed to produce a thousand
original fortunes – fifty a day – for a sum of
money that to her frugal student sensibility
seemed absurdly generous. Mr Wing, her
employer, had given succinct instructions on
the portioning out of fate. “Ten per cent extra
lucky; fifty per cent lucky; thirty per cent
maybe-maybe. Ten per cent unlucky.”

At this point in the conversation he had
inserted a ballpoint into his right ear and
begun prospecting for wax. He said, “Nothing
personal, and not too sexy.”

That was all the guidance she got. She
returned to the flat, set out paper and pens,
and began to write. At first the fortunes came
easily. ‘Follow your heart and your dreams
will appear,’ she wrote. ‘By little steps a great
journey will be achieved.’

The form favoured the symbolic (Lena
found that hands, eyes and hearts featured
most frequently), while the activity itself
promoted the megalomaniac, a hitherto
underdeveloped side of her character. She cut
paper into strips and sorted the strips into
piles according to Mr Wing’s plan: good; very
good; maybe-maybe; bad.

Every so often the strain of being a cryptic,
even-handed god became too much, and she
wrote, ‘Your dog will die next Thursday,’ or
‘Don’t take that job!’

By midday she had crafted fifty original
fortunes, which she typed into an e-mail and
fired off to Mr Wing. Beyond an out-of-office
message there was no response, and she
celebrated her freedom by going shopping for
the rest of the afternoon.

The next day was harder. It took until six to
come up with the required number of mottoes,
and Lena began to wonder whether the
remuneration was quite as generous as she’d
thought. She went to bed early, hoping that a
good night’s sleep would replenish the wells
of imagination.

Day three was sheer bloody slog. Each
time she thought she had come up with
something new, a check of the previous days’
output showed that she had simply repeated
herself. It took her ten hours to produce
fourteen new mottoes, and at nine in the

thread against the white land. When we laid
our hands on the painted metal it was warm
and vibrating gently, like an organ of the
body.

We carried the charges through the snow
and fixed them to the pipe, binding them
tightly. At every moment we expected a
shout, or a shot, or an airplane beating up the
valley towards us. No-one came.

Karim set the fuses, cutting wires and
twisting them together, calmly as a man
rolling a cigarette. We watched him like
schoolboys, eager to learn.

We stood behind the car and covered our
ears. But we were new to the art of
detonation, and still too close. When the
explosion came we were knocked off our feet.
The mountains boomed our thunder back at
us, and back.

A terrible stench filled the air, as if the
stomach of a sick animal had been ripped
open. Someone said, “The oil – it smells like
shit.”

A reeking mist entered our lungs. Turds lay
scattered on the roof of the car like lumps of
coal. A torrent of foul liquid poured from the
pipe onto the snowy ground.

Karim was smiling as he wiped the brown
spatter from his beard, from the lids of his
eyes. Be glad, my friends, he said. Today we
have won a great victory. Some shoot at the
heart, and some the head, to kill their quarry.
If the hunter is unlucky, the bullet may pass
through the gut. In that case death will come
more slowly, but is just as certain.

Karim is a philosopher, a true leader. A
man who can smell a rose garden when his
feet are in a cess-pool will always rise to the
top. When we have made the new republic he
will be one of our finest politicians.

HEALTH, WEALTH & HAPPINESSHEALTH, WEALTH & HAPPINESSHEALTH, WEALTH & HAPPINESSHEALTH, WEALTH & HAPPINESSHEALTH, WEALTH & HAPPINESS
Lena had an English degree from a good
university, the loan of a friend’s flat in
London, and, that first summer after
graduation, a job writing fortune cookie
mottoes.

What do you think? Add your comments at  www.litro.co.uk
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One hundred acres of palm forest, rising at its
eastern end to a double peak of unvegetated
black rock. Two springs descending to a
natural bathing pool. He found evidence of
boar, and suspected a colony of goats. In area
the island was perhaps one-twentieth the size
of his populous estates in ––shire. He would
not starve, nor want for shelter. But how,
lacking a companion, to keep his mind alive?

As the ship foundered, he had stripped
naked and struck out for the most violent part
of the coast. In the white flux lay the only
certainty. The others made toward gentler
shores, and were lost in the racing current. He
woke that night with their cries still in his
ears.

On the third day he found the trunk. Its
leather was salt-white, its brass straps already
greening. A few blows unhinged the lock,
revealing twenty numbered volumes in pearl-
grey bindings. Their spines were lettered in
Portuguese, a tongue of which he had no
knowledge.

His disappointment was oceanic. What
adventurer’s journal might have enlivened his
evenings? What philosophy might have
consoled his friendless days? Overcome, he
lacked the strength to turn a single page.

He prepared to return the chest to the
waves; but at the final moment saw a smaller
volume tucked in beside the rest: Johnson’s
Portuguese Primer. He laughed aloud.
Carrying the books to safety, he swore to the
island’s god that he would not touch them
until he had mastered the language of Da
Gama.

He studied for a year. A year in which he
manufactured fishing nets from palm-leaf
fibre, built a hut of logs felled with an axe of
his own design, and congratulated himself on
his lucky escapes: from the shipwreck no less
than the career his uncle had foreseen for him
in the family bank.

His mind filled with the vocabulary of
romance: viagem (a voyage); jóia (a jewel);
amada, namorada (the beloved). He wrote
exercises in the sand below the tide-line. The

sea smoothed away his errors, offering him
each morning an unblemished slate.

It was midsummer when he returned to the
books. He laid them side by side upon the
sand. Unbound the cover of the first volume.
Translated the title page: Full and Complete
Accounts of the Lisbon-London Bank (1690 –
1702), Prepared at the Request and for the
Benefit of the Portuguese Partners.

Trembling, his hand moved across the
tabulations: column after column of figures;
the grand sweep of life reduced to a cramped
arithmetic of profit and loss. His mouth
moved noiselessly as he rose fighting towards
the air.

In disgust he made ready palm spars, dry
planking salvaged from the wreck, sherry
bladders filled with spring water. Contempt
drove the thorn needle as he fashioned a sail
from shreds of canvas. Cursing, he pushed the
raft out into the sea.

THE PIPETHE PIPETHE PIPETHE PIPETHE PIPE
There is no god but God. We stopped high in
the mountains and knelt in grey snow at the
side of the road. After we had made our
prayer, Karim looked each man in the face,
judging him, weighing.

Oil is the lifeblood of our nation, he told
us, flowing above the frozen soil, our blood
draining to the west so that our leaders (here
he spat) may drive Mercedes automobiles and
buy American whores. Spilling a little of this
blood – our nation’s blood – will be a
symbolic gesture. And in war, my brothers,
symbols are as worthy as battalions.

We embraced, and Karim handed out
cigarettes. Lucky Strike. We slapped our arms
to keep warm as the sun rose like a match,
flaring against the belly of cloud. Laughing,
we returned to the car.

It was a job now, no harder than any other
necessary work. Each man was silent as the
car drove on, thinking of the part he must
play. If we met soldiers. If we could not find
the target. If the explosives failed.

We need not have worried. The roads were
empty, and the pipeline stood out like a black
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