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Glen the Cockroach

Train carriages sway with a rhythmic limp; they jar and twist in spasmodic 
tremors; they shake in the bones and chatter the teeth; they grow and fall, 
throwing passengers around with a vicious glee. 

A certain passenger, with a certain scowl imprinted from his crown to his navel, 
hunched into the back of his seat. He tapped his left foot in time with the vibrato 
of the shuddering engine.

A wire fence followed the tracks, fresh rye grass, grew tall in the fertile soil. 
The grass plucked at the fence with its seeded fingers; shaping small shivers 
down the wires

The certain passenger tapped at the top pocket of his frayed, khaki jacket 
with meaty fingers. It was the perfect sized pocket for a small packet of 
cigarettes and fortunate, as a small packet was all he had ever been able to 
afford. He fiddled and grunted but his pocket turned out empty.

A spark of afternoon sun peaked through the low dark cloud warming his 
face, with a sniff and a sigh he slipped back into a recline. The train wound 
through back paddocks, heaving across erosion scarred hillsides. Failed 
vineyards and rotting ghost gums dotted the landscape.

An unfortunate passenger who had been searching for the toilet stepped out in 
time with the jerk of the carriage as it rumbled down the rusted line. He fell with a 
thump into the scowling lap of the khaki-clad man. A burst of stale tobacco 
filled the air, as Glen slowly heaved the weighty traveller off with an impatient 
frown and a dismissive grunt. 

Bobbing across from Glen, chuckling at the unfortunate passenger was Itch. He 
had a greasy smile, a loose fitting basketball shirt and a large pink fungal 
growth that bloomed from the top of his left ear down to the bottom of his 
emaciated jaw. Itch scratched at the fungus voraciously.

“No’ long now Glen, might wanna get some sleep ‘fore we get there. Gunna be 
comin’ in late.”

Glen nodded his approval. 

The warm interior of the carriage was welcoming. Light flashed across the ceiling, 
framing a group of celebratory advertisements that were stuck to the low 
ceiling.
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“Reckon if ya gotta tell people there’s a reason fa celebratin’, there might not 
be a reason ta celebrate yeh?”

Glen nodded in casual agreement. Itch continued, “People care ‘bout 
somethin’ they gunna celebrate how they wan’ I reckon.” 

Itch went back to scratching, Glen stared at the shiny posters. Some had frayed 
at the corners revealing the remains of older, less appropriate adverts. Glen 
craned his head and spotted one with a packet of cigarettes. Plastered over 
the top, smiling children pushed each other off swing sets, clumsy fathers 
dropped burnt sausages and single women in their late fifties laughed wildly 
while gulping down large glasses of white wine. 

The train turned sharply, scudding off a bent rail before righting itself with a 
metallic sigh. 

Glen’s eyes bounced around the interior, jade bag racks and exit signs merged 
into each other in a wobbly haze of short sightedness, Glen closed his lids for 
a moment to adjust. Behind his eyelids things began to turn the same shade 
of green as the neon exit sign, he popped his lids open. 

The expectant face of a conductor peered back.

The conductor bore a face of issue, not a specific issue, but a collection of 
issues that over time had built up and resulted in his face twisting in upon 
itself. Every line, every wrinkle of a fifty year life, was pulled down on an 
acute angle that formed at the centre of his mouth. So sharp was the angle 
that, had it not been for the tuft of facial hair adorning his lower lip, it could 
easily have been mistaken for his creviced chin. 

The whole business reminded Glen of water going down a drain; it reminded 
the Itch that he hadn’t bought tickets.

“Tickets sir?”

The question was laboured and knowing. The conductor had, in his twenty-five 
years of service, learned to distinguish between the legitimate commuters and 
the bums that jumped on any train going in the right direction. How? He had no 
idea. Why? He didn’t care. The answer to his question was all that was important, 
the answer would give him the power he needed, the answer was key.

Glen the Cockroach
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The c oat rack searched his pockets in idle desperation, trying to buy some 
time. Glen sat squinting at his companion ignorantly.

“Carrrrm on Itch. Tha gentleman is waitin’.”

The conductor began to tap restlessly on his notepad, intermittent flashes 
of gum trees passed the cabin. They looked blissful, but withered in their 
old age. The conductor had been on this route for years, every day of the 
week. He knew every corner, every thicket. He remembered how he had 
seen the trees as saplings grow their first s hoots, poor and fragile. He 
remembered how amazed he was with this budding life, born freshly from 
the earth. It was his first day and they had grown with him.

“Fuck I hate gum trees.” He thought.

“Fark I ‘ate gum trees.” The cabin surprisingly echoed.

“Shut up Itch.”

Itch moved on to fumbling through the worn seats, while Glen ogled 
the conductor menacingly. The conductor’s eyes remained on Itch.

“Why don’t ya check m’ bag Itch, reckon I might a popped ‘em in there so 
they di’n get lost.”

Itch smiled a grateful smile.

“Make shore y’empty et out though, probly at tha bottom o’ tha lot.”

Itch reached for the green canvas sack on the rack above their heads. It 
was a simple affair with a hole at one end for f i lling, a cord around the 
hole to make sure things didn’t fall out and a single strap sewed 
haphazardly into the fabric. Itch felt at the cord, wriggling the whole thing 
slowly and heavily from its spot.

Glen returned to staring at the insufferable smiling faces above his head. 

The conductor tapped. 

The bag fell.
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A shower of filth sprayed from the sack, fluttering down the aisles like moths 
caught on the breeze. Two empty soda bottles thumped onto the floor and 
took off, passengers pulled yellowed newspaper out their hair and a ball of 
underwear rolled towards the toilets at the rear. The conductor pulled a used 
handkerchief off his sleeve.

Itch gave a nervous smile, “Find et n’ bring et to ya?”

The conductor grimaced, pulled the offending cloth from his sleeve, 
tightened his top button and stalked off down the aisle. 

“Well I reckon that was good timin’ aye Glen?” Itch was holding Glen’s empty 
sack and scratching his neck, “Spose we’ll need ta get everythin’ back in ‘ere.”

Glen looked at Itch scornfully, “Yep, reckon ya gunna ’ave ta get right on ta 
that Itch.” 

Itch grimaced as he searched around the muck strewn cabin, the other 
passengers were not impressed. Itch looked back at his companion pleadingly, 
Glen was too busy trying to make his right eye twitch. One of the women had 
started to quiver. Itch stumbled off.

“Oh n’ find tha tickets Itch!”

The train wound on, holding to the hillside, rolling past patches of open 
ground soggy and grey with bog. Herds of cattle had churned large craters 
into the fields. Trees grew with little pot bellies, engorged on the light 
from the sun and the moisture from the earth. Glen’s eyes grew hazy as 
small memories trickled through his mind.

He remembered a young friend with a serpent smile had taken him around 
the back roads to go yabbying. Dams popped open on the roadside like 
wounds in the landscape. They caught a few yabbies that year but didn’t 
check to see if they were females. There were no yabbies the next year.

Glen noticed a collection of wind turbines on a distant ridge, their propellers 
spun proudly in the face of a frigid southern breeze. A collection of small, 
grey clouds gathered behind them.

Itch scrambled back to his seat with a pile of paper and rags.
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“All I could find.” He said with a smile. One of the other passengers objected, 
waving a musty cloth at Itch. Glen shot a dark glance towards the dissenter, 
casual murmuring went silent, the objector sat down and Glen sat back in his 
warm chair.

“Thanks mate,” squeaked Itch as he nervously gouged at the rash above his 
right ear. 

Glen gave a nod.

Flakes of skin fell over Itch’s hands, seat and floor. 

Glen decided to close his eyes for a while.

……….

Glen woke to a clatter of banners wafting in the breeze. They hung over 
a deserted station, colours and creatures stitched precisely into the soft 
fabric had melted into a solid block of dreary block in the storm darkened 
sky. The train was silent, light trickled in from the station roof. Itch was 
snoozing with his fingers resting firmly on a fungus that had bloomed 
below his elbow; it was turning a vicious shade of violet. 

Glen stood up to stretch his legs and found himself staring directly into the 
tightly squeezed mouth of the train conductor. The neck buttons on the 
conductor’s uniform flashed, his lips slowly stretched out into a loose, 
knowing smile. 

“Tickets. Sir.”

The conductor held out a firm, expectant hand. Glen looked down at It ch, 
snoozing peacefully, then back into the conductor’s impatient eyes. 

Glen leaned back and with a heavy shudder, forced out a violent, guttural 
cough. A hefty wad of dark brown mucus detached itself from his 
trachea and smacked hard against the conductor's face. 

The conductor recoiled in horror, swiping at his face with one hand, while 
digging in his left pant pocket for a cloth with the other. Glen shook Itch 
violently, pulled his rucksack off the storage rack and set off down the car with 
a bustling limp. 

Glen the Cockroach
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Itch slowly dragged his eyes open in a contented daze. Out the window, 
beneath the station’s dim lights, he could see Glen stomping off towards the 
bus stop. Above Itch loomed the scowling face of the conductor, handkerchief 
stuck to his cheek. A heavy droplet of saliva slid down his nose and splashed 
onto Itch’s shoulder.

“I believe I was promised tickets young man!” 

The conductor’s growl rung in Itch’s ears. Itch nodded and slowly he reached for 
his pocket. He inched a small piece of paper to the top of his pocket and 
flicked it into the conductor's face. Then, with a brisk slide, Itch dodged 
beneath the conductor's restraining arm and bounded after Glen, screaming 
every profanity he could think of at the top of his lungs.

The conductor, surprised by the nimbleness of the young, dirty vagrant fell with 
a resigned thud, repeating only one of the profanities Itch had been screaming 
in a long deliberate bellow.

“Shit Glen, move et!” Itch screamed at the lumbering hulk as he sprinted past. 
He ran away from the bus stop towards an ancient red dent with wheels.

“Fugget ‘bout that mate, jump in tha car!” Itch blurted as he swung himself into 
the front passenger door of the tiny hatchback.

“Oi, come back ya filthy bastards!”

Glen turned, two conductors were screaming at him through the station fence, 
for a moment he tensed, he could feel the muscles on the back of his neck ripple.

“C’mon Glen.” 

The car hobbled to and the back door flew open. Glen hesitated, searching for a 
reason to stay, there was none, with a shrug he threw himself into the back seat, 
his bundle still tied firmly onto his back. A painful sound of gears crunching, 
followed a high-pitched squeal; the car lurched forward throwing Glen back 
against torn seats. 

Itch sat in the front passenger side grinning through his gums. Glen slowly 
righted himself with a strained huff. In the rear vision mirror he could see the 
two conductors slow to a walk. 
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Glen shifted on a collection of fast food wrappers, ten cent coins and what he 
assumed was a hair brush. Considering the lack of any discernible bristles he 
couldn’t be sure.

“F’anythings in ya way Glen jus’ move et yeh.” A sharp twanging voice with a 
hint of masculinity on top of its feminine base jangled from the driver’s seat.

Glen peered into the rear vision mirror, his gaze was met by a younger 
woman with more make-up than her face should have allowed and less 
clothing than the weather demanded. She nodded at Glen through mirror, 
Glen nodded back.

“Sorry bout that mate, must a fugotten to get tha tickets.” Itch 
chimed. Glen glared out the window huffing with what he hoped 
sounded like disappointment. It was closer to asthmatic, the warm air from 
his lungs hung against the cold window.

“Yeh.” Was all he could muster.

“Well we got outta et mate that’s all that matters.”

“Yeh.”

“Ya met Ray right?” ‘

Glen looked at the intense face of the woman in the front seat; her eyes were 
set straight ahead, focused on keeping the wayward vehicle on the road. Ray 
was wearing a white tank top and what Glen assumed was a pair of Itch’s 
tracksuit pants. She looked slightly older than Itch with a small collection 
of wrinkles around her right eye, her hair had been flattened, b leached and 
cropped short to make it look like it could just pop off. He remembered her. 

“Yeh, howsit goin’ Rayure?”

The woman shot a dark glance back at Glen, “it’s just Ray, thanks Glen.”

Glen nodded.

Itch buzzed in the front passenger seat with enthusiasm,

“So mate when are we gunna head out ’n see some old places, yeh?” 
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Glen looked out the window, trying to ignore the question.

“Few people wanna see ya man an’ we can go see ‘em soon cos most of ‘em 
don’ ave much on.”

Glen gave a sniff. Grey banners; the same that hung from the station swayed 
beneath every light post, every large building, the entire city was in the midst 
of a celebration. Each banner hung like a guillotine blade waiting for the drop. 

“See ‘ow we go Itch, yeh?”

“Alright mate but I reckon you’ll need ta see some folk soon.” Itch turned and 
looked out the window. “We droppin’ ya off at ya old place mate?”

Glen bobbed in the cabin, he pensively watched the groaning trees whiz past, 
they stood erect against the biting breeze, their leaves shivering in complex 
clumps as the car shuddered past.

“Yeh.”

.........

Glen looked back at the car as it slid awkwardly on the wide boulevard. The 
street was empty now, but would fill with people in the morning, desperate to 
get to work on time, unsure of why they were so desperate. A cough that had 
been stirring in Glen’s chest forced itself into the cold night air with a hoarse 
rattle. He stopped for a moment and looked over his old apartment block, 
remembering cracks and angles. He ran his hand along blanched bricks, 
painted with vile scrawl. The glass in the entranceway was still shattered, a 
trail of emerald and orange ooze seeped through the open wound. 

As he opened the screen door to his apartment it gave a high pitched squeal, 
it was cold to touch, sticky and still smelled like it had been covered in fish oil. 
Glen fumbled for the key and slid it into ...

... a hole where the lock used to be.

………

Glen the Cockroach
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It was obvious something had died, but Glen couldn’t figure out where it was 
hiding. He wondered if it could be in the thin blue mattress that had been 
stapled to the wall, or perhaps in one of the bulging garbage bags that hung, 
with chemical stalactites, from the light fitting in the lounge room.

He was sure that it wasn’t in the bathroom, the only stupid thing the squatters 
had done there was leave a shopping trolley upside down in the bath. 

Glen grabbed some of the loose paper scattered around the floor and built 
himself a bonfire in the tub. 

………
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It was said that Glen began to grow long again, that teeth began to fall 
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Glen’s friends went to war, or at least Glen’s enemies went to war, it was 
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It was said by his mother, Glen smiled in agreement, it was not said that 
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The sky is a grey dome covered in the dark  
M  

There is someone behind that rock...

.........
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