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HUMAN BEINGS





The Love of the Red Beetle

Once upon a time, there was an unusual little girl. She was 
neither pretty nor ugly, thin nor fat. She wasn’t especially 
tall. In her class photograph, she never really stood out. 
She could be that girl sat behind you in your science lesson. 
Or maybe that girl you see at the back of the bus. But this 
little girl existed all the same. 

The little girl was not openly unusual, but if you were 
to ask a classmate or teacher to describe her more closely, 
they would express a complete lack of knowledge. 

What colour are her eyes? You might ask. 
Brown, the classmate or teacher might answer. Or 

perhaps they are green? Or maybe blue? I’m not really sure. 
You have no idea? You might press. There is quite a big 

difference between brown or blue, isn’t there? 
Well, I suppose so, the classmate or teacher might say. 

But honestly, I’ve never really thought about it. 
That was the standard answer regarding this child and 

her behaviour. Nobody seemed to have given anything 
about her very much thought. 

What were her parents like, you might wonder? Well, 
there was a man, or perhaps a woman who picked her up 
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after school. And, her teacher was sure there had been a 
man and a woman who’d come to parents’ evening. What 
were they like? They wore . . . navy blue coats, the teacher 
was confident. And the neighbours were sure they had seen 
that little girl coming in and out of the house in the middle 
of the street every day. 

Sometimes they heard her singing in the greenhouse. 
Was she singing? Was that singing? 
What noise? You might ask. 
Oh, I don’t remember, the neighbours would answer. 
You see? The little girl was typical and yet, rather 

unusual. 
But there was someone who knew her well. A little boy. 

He didn’t go to her school. They played together in the 
park outside his house. 

This little boy was not unusual at all. His friends, 
classmates, and teachers could tell you things about him 
at the drop of a hat. He said stupid things when he got 
flustered. He played the clown a lot but was much more 
intelligent than most people gave him credit for. He had 
the loudest laugh and was always the quickest to smile. 

The two of them made an odd pair, running around in 
the woods, hurling leaves at each other, climbing trees, and 
playing the parts of pixies, elves, and ogres. The little boy 
could tell you almost anything about the girl. He could tell 
you the colour of her eyes, the things she liked, the things 
she hated. He could tell you the subjects she was good at 
and her favourite things to do. He could describe her smile 
to you. But if you asked him to, he probably wouldn’t. 

The little girl loved the little boy very much. When they 
were finished playing, the two of them would lie down in 
the grass. She would rest her head on his chest and listen 
to the way his heart pumped blood around his little boy 
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body. 
“I love you,” she told him. “One day, when we’re grown 

up, we should get married.”
“I love you too,” he told her. “We should. Definitely.” 
The little girl held that memory very close. She 

remembered the red-brown leaves on the trees. She 
remembered the rise and fall of his chest. She remembered 
how comforting it was to lie there like that. The grass 
had been a little damp. She could feel the mushy brown 
earth beneath her right hand. She wanted to stay that way 
forever. In that moment, everything was perfect. It was like 
the falling leaves stayed still. 

The world froze, and there was only the two of them.

*

The little girl and boy grew up in no time at all. Perhaps not 
old enough to get married, but old enough that their worlds 
grew large and full. The boy’s world seemed enormous. He 
had many friends and even a girl he really liked. 

If you asked his friends, classmates, and teachers, they 
would tell you that the boy was a wonderful actor. He had 
played the lead role in three school productions. They would 
tell you he was still the quickest and loudest to laugh. They 
would tell you he was kind and liked to make those around 
him happy. They would tell you that he wanted to be a news 
reporter and was going to study journalism at university 
when he was old enough to go. 

As for our girl, well, her classmates and teachers still 
couldn’t tell you much. A couple was certain she had 
hobbies, perhaps an after-school club? Which one? Well, 
they had not really thought about it. They would tell you 
that she wasn’t quiet in class, but none of them could 
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recall the kinds of things she said, or describe the sound of 
her voice. She wasn’t alone, but nobody was sure who her 
friends were. 

There was the boy, of course—the boy from another 
school, whom she was sometimes seen hanging around 
with. 

Though the boy and girl still spent a lot of time together, 
things were different. They would meet in the clearing in 
the woods, and she would help him learn the lines for his 
plays. He would make her laugh, but nowadays, he noticed 
the laughter didn’t reach her eyes. He would tell her about 
the friends he made in his plays, the classmates he got 
on well with. He would suggest introducing her to his 
group, but she always politely refused. In fact, the more 
the boy thought about it, the more difficult it was to say 
he understood what she was thinking. Sometimes as they 
sat against the trees, he would wonder what she felt as 
she read him his lines. What did any of this make her feel? 
What must it be like to be so empty? 

It made his skin crawl. 
He didn’t tell her when he got a girlfriend. How could he? 

He had no idea how she would react. They weren’t children 
anymore. The girl was his friend, but he didn’t know what 
she thought or felt about anything. He had forgotten the 
promise they’d made amongst the red and brown leaves 
when they were children. He had a mind only for his future 
as a journalist and his beautiful, sweet girlfriend. How 
happy and together his world was at the moment. 

One day he brought his girlfriend to the clearing in the 
woods outside his house. It was autumn. The ground was 
covered with red and brown leaves. He kissed her softly, 
and they sat down on the crunchy damp ground. The boy 
was content. Everyone who knew him could see his smile 
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was brighter than ever. His laugh was at its loudest. 
He smiled at the girl when she stepped into the clearing. 

She smiled back at him, but it did not reach her eyes. He 
introduced her to his girlfriend. 

His girlfriend liked the girl, though she could not tell 
you what colour the girl’s eyes were, or what her smile 
had looked like. His girlfriend was not even sure how the 
girl had introduced herself. But she had liked her. His 
girlfriend had left the two of them in the clearing because 
the girl had told her that somebody at home was looking 
for her. His girlfriend did not particularly wonder how the 
girl would have known this. It sounded right. 

The girl waited patiently for his girlfriend to leave the 
woods before she spoke. 

“Why didn’t you tell me?” the girl asked. 
“I didn’t know how,” the boy answered. 
“But you should have told me.”
“I didn’t know how you would react,” he told her. 
“What do you mean?” the girl asked. “Nobody in the 

world knows me like you do.” 
“I don’t,” the boy said. “I can never tell what you’re 

thinking.” He started to think it was strange his girlfriend 
had left because the girl had told her to. He was pretty sure 
she did not know any of his girlfriend’s family. 

“I love you,” she told him. “Don’t you remember that?” 
The boy looked embarrassed. He remembered it now. It 

felt childish and silly for her to bring that up. It felt like an 
eternity ago. 

“Come on, we were only kids.”
“It doesn’t matter. I love you.” 
The girl reached out and took his hand in both of hers. 

Her hands were cold and damp, her palms so rough. 
“I love you. I love you. I love you. We are supposed to be 
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together.” 
She said it like a mantra, like a spell. If she said it enough, 

he would agree with her. Just as his girlfriend agreed that a 
family member needed to speak to her. 

“Why are you saying that? Do you even know what love 
is?” The boy asked, taking his hand away from hers. “Stop it. 
Love isn’t about demands. You don’t even understand that, 
do you? You’re full of secrets, and it scares me, honestly!” 

“It’s not like that,” the girl said. “You see all of me. That’s 
how it’s always been.”

“I love someone else,” the boy insisted. 
“But I love you,” the girl repeated. Her rough-palmed 

hands pressed against her own chest as if she were finding 
it hard to breathe. “What . . . what am I supposed to do with 
these feelings if you don’t want them?” 

The boy looked at his feet. 
“I have to go.”
You know, I remember exactly how that girl looked 

when she smiled. 

*

Once upon a time, there was the most unusual couple. The 
woman was neither pretty nor ugly, thin nor fat. Amongst 
the women in her office, she never really stood out. She 
could be that woman stood beside you on a crowded rush-
hour train. Or maybe that woman sat drinking a cup of 
coffee in a café. But this woman existed all the same. 

The woman was not openly unusual, but if you were to 
ask a co-worker or her boss to describe her more closely, 
you would definitely find a pattern. 

And her neighbours were sure they had seen that 
woman coming in and out of the house in the middle of the 
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street every day. Sometimes they heard her singing in the 
garage. Was she singing? Was that noise singing? 

What noise? You might ask. 
Sorry, did I say something? Her neighbours would 

answer. 
Perhaps you know where I’m going with this? 
As for the man, well, he is something of a stay-at-home 

husband. 

*

The room was cold and always so wet. The man had twenty-
four windows to look out of. There wasn’t much of a view, 
but he was content. It was safe here. He never had to work 
particularly hard. And, of course, he had the love of a good 
woman. What man could ask for more? 

There was always something to eat. She hadn’t been the 
best cook at first. In fact, as he recalled, when they began 
living together, her cooking was so bad it made him sick. 
The smell of the food had been so rancid he could not eat it. 
But now everything she made tasted delicious. What other 
man could say he had a woman to cook him yummy meals 
every day? 

What other man could say he had a woman who loved 
him as much as she did.

He could hardly wait for her to get home from work. 
She always brought him something good to eat. She would 
reach through the bars of his room and stroke his cheek 
with her rough-palmed hands.

The man would only have to look into her eyes, and a 
chorus of words would pour down on him, filling him up. 
He had everything he needed to know about the world in 
her eyes. 
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I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I 
love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love 
you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. 
I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love 
you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I 
love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you.

“I love you, too.”


