
Sus domesticus 

 

 

Tessa feels it strongly when she wakes, some days, like it’s a fragment of a dream after 

which her barely conscious mind chases, certain only of a liminal kind of smell – of an image, 

of a feeling of falling, of running after some forgotten piece of muscle memory she was sure 

she had memorised only moments ago, of vague gestures towards a nearly certain movement 

of remembering. Most mornings, she feels like she’s watery and half-solid, like she’s breathing 

liquid the way cold fish breathe in the depths neath thick winter ice, like you could dead-

goldfish-pour-her-out into a toilet. She often wakes with her vision swimming like sunlight 

through the glass of a fishbowl: eyes open, golden; closed, pink and warm. But always, the 

world echoes and rebounds around her as unbreathable as rubbing alcohol. 

 

In the orange streetlight night that reflects off the cool dew beginning to gather on the blades 

of grass and the peonies planted in the freezing flower beds outside the red-brick middle school, 

a thick smothering blanket of suburban silence rests over everything, from underneath which 

peek only the kind of viciously hushed curses that can only be uttered by young people 

committing crime. Spencer is holding open the sliding pane of the window as Tess attempts to 

wrestle her body into her old middle-school science classroom. Spencer had problems with 

saying ‘no’ outright, which had exacerbated Tess’s wilfulness to stir trouble, an impulse that 

had already been amplified by her macro-dosing on psilocybin mushrooms a few hours prior. 

They prayed the alarm would remain cold and silent. Tess managed to place both her palms on 
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the dingy floor, pulling her hips, feet, then legs through the window without toppling over the 

science textbooks stacked in the shelves under the window like so many castles of cards. 

‘Tess?’ Spencer whispers aggressively from outside. ‘Are you fucking injured or are you 

okay?’ 

‘Hundred percent.’ She’s on her side, feeling the grit that sits atop the reddish and plastic-

feeling tiles through her sweater. 

‘I’m leaving you here if the alarm goes off.’ 

Tess starts to stand, weird-legged, mutters, ‘Fine.’, distracted by what catches her eye at the 

front of the room, in the corner opposite the teacher’s desk: the answer to her insane desires. 

She wanders to the front of the classroom and feels like she is trying on old clothes that are still 

her size, though they had been left in a box for years.  

The streetlights cast sharply delineated boxes of light onto the desks and the chairs stacked 

atop, framing the irregular splash of Spencer’s shadow in the farthest one. 

Tess reaches the front of the classroom and stares: transfixed before the specimen jars, 

caught up with imagining what the liquid in those jars might smell like if they were broken, 

infused as it was with the dull organicity of the dead animals floating uncannily within. One 

specimen holds her attention in particular, the same that had constantly drawn her eye in class 

many years ago. It’s a foetus of the common pig: Sus domesticus.  

She had fantasised about all those jars breaking countless times: one of her classmates would 

walk up to the front to give a presentation and accidentally kick the brown-painted metal leg 

of the table and send all the jars to their deaths. They’d click-clatter to the floor and then flish-

flak-smash apart in a blink and in the haze of the fumes released.  

Now, she thought the ground might not be hard enough to make the jars shatter, they would 

have had to tumble from a much greater height. She also suspected the jars may be propylene, 

not glass; they would have remained child-safe and intact. 

Still, she liked to imagine the person standing there, motionless, the tension in their posture 

making it clear that they were balancing on their tip-toes in their mind’s eye, that they were 

trying to extend their periphery to be three hundred and sixty degrees: that kind of look people 

have when they know they can’t move but are on the brink of deciding that maybe they should, 

hyper-aware of the shards of glass and collapsed flesh that surround them, and isopropyl 

alcohol poisoning the air like razors in their sinuses. 

‘We have to get out of here before someone calls the cops,’ whispers Spencer as he watches 

her from the window. He looks at her resentfully, unnerved by the way she stands unmoving 
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for so long on the balls of her feet. It looks like she’s floating with the way she holds out her 

arms, swaying slightly apart from her body. It feels like time dilates, like his breath takes longer 

to come in and go out. His heart speeds up right when he thinks of how just how slowly it is 

beating. After time that seems eternal, he asks: ‘Have you lost your fucking mind?’ 

She doesn’t answer for several seconds. 

‘Maybe,’ she whispers. 

She falls silent again. 

Spencer knee-jerk flinches when Tess bursts into movement, jerkily seizing the jar within 

which floats the pig foetus, and wraps both her arms around it so it sits tight against her sternum. 

She turns and walks towards the open window where Spencer stands sentry.  

‘We can go now,’ she says vaguely, coming to a stop in front of him.  

‘Finally,’ is all he says.  

She feels glassy like clouds fixed in the limpid light of the moon as she stands unmoving by 

the window. Spencer cranes his head down, peering under the windowpane to check her pupils. 

Instead, he looks at the irregular wetness of her eyes and the way the cornea of her iris bulges 

out from the white of the conjunctiva, and how her eyeliner has collected in her tear ducts. She 

stares into the middle distance and hands him the jar as he holds open the window, is still  

staring as she folds herself in half and puts her head and feet through the window, scraping the 

vertebrae at the back of her neck against the fake-feeling aluminium windows. She doesn’t feel 

enough coordination between her face and her mouth to utter any complaint about it: it feels 

like a screw being turned through dry wood.  

When she is again standing in the damp grass, Spencer hands her back the jar, which she 

takes numbly, their breath comes in quick pants, clouds of orange that turn their anxiety 

tangible. And then, their clouds of breath flicker blue.  

Neither of them takes the time to mutter so much as a ‘fuck’ before they take off into the 

darkness. As they run, their hearts beat strongly enough that they’re deaf to the noise generated 

by the pounding of their boots into the soon-frozen ground. They go around the back of the 

school and through the soccer fields and finally slink away through the catwalk at the far corner 

of the schoolyard. In the street, they run and run and run even faster at the faintest sound of 

tires through the maze of wide suburban streets. Spencer clutches at Tess’s arm to show her 

the right direction. Tess clutches at Spencer to make him run faster, while she clenches her left 

arm as firmly as she dares around the specimen jar where it sits anchored in the triangle of her 

upper arm, her forearm, and her ribcage. When they reach the wide streets near Tess’s house, 
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nearly three blocks away from the school, their pulses are still fervent and wild with pounding 

blood even as they slow their pace and their breathing quiets. They don’t look at each other 

while they catch their breath, and Tess brokenly asks Spencer if he closed the window –  

‘If I end up with a record because of you–̕̕̕̕’ he interrupts her.  

She falls silent, listening to the cold and adrenaline that have crept into his voice. Here, the 

streetlights are white LEDs and trees with green-turning-yellow foliage obscure their intensity. 

Now, Tess cradles the base of the jar in both hands and lets it rest against her diaphragm, Sus 

domesticus floating listlessly and noiselessly as the jar moves gently in a visible echo of her 

breath. She walks a bit further down the street and turns to face Spencer. 

He feels sick and violent as he watches her extend her arms in front of her body. She holds 

the jar carefully and does her best to avoid twitching, though the mushrooms are making spiders 

creep through her peripheral vision, and they only disappear when she looks at them directly, 

like floaters in her eyes or faint stars, or when she moves. She glances at Spencer, who stands 

on alert as he eyes her warily, like he’s expecting her to do something he’ll have to clean up 

later. Her head tilts to the side and she asks in an odd voice: 

‘What happens if I drop this?’ 

Instead of responding, he makes a move towards her. She steps back.  

‘No, I’m serious. What happens?’ The night glints in her eyes, the foetus floats mindlessly. 

‘This little piggie went to the market?’ 

She clutches it close to her chest again, suddenly terrified that she’ll follow through.  

‘I really want to break it,’ she says. ‘Wouldn’t you be sad if your grave were on display like 

this?’  

She feels like she’ll pitch the jar to crack open on the damp-black tarmac so doubtlessly it’s 

as though she’s already done it, like she’s just feeling it before she really feels it. She knows 

the exact, sick way she’ll savour the disintegration of soft flesh that collapses against the 

roughness of the road. She bends and sets it down as gently as possible on the glittering street, 

and shivers at the sound of glass touching the cringing texture of the asphalt.  

She wraps her arms around herself. The spiders aren’t disappearing when she looks at them 

directly anymore. If she were to look in the mirror right now, her eyes would be propylene. If 
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she were to open her skin and pull back the muscle and tendon, she knows she would find the 

skin of a preserved Sus domesticus. 

She turns away from Spencer, whose expression she can’t be bothered to decipher anymore, 

and begins to walk towards home, absent-mindedly scratching her arm. 

When she wakes, staring directly at the light of the sun as it ripples in the liquid preserving 

a floating Sus domesticus, and the faint rainbows the glass scatters around her room, she realises 

Spencer must have followed her home, or even guided her all the way there. She cringes against 

the light as she lifts her head and looks around the room. When no spiders appear to creep 

through her vision or across her body, she allows her eyes to close and collapses back onto the 

sheets, feeling every inch of her body lie heavily under the duvet. Her head aches. Behind the 

jar of Sus domesticus that sits on of her bedside table is another jar in which floats a reptilian 

form. On the dresser there are several more vessels all in different sizes, the liquid of each of 

them tinged a vaguely sickening colour. On the floor there are dozens of these jugs pushed up 

against the walls and stacked precariously on top of one another and more still are stashed 

under her desk. Even more are laid on their side under her dresser. Each with a dead animal 

floating like driftwood.  

Tess languishes in the weight of exhaustion that holds her tightly in bed, relinquishes the 

urgency of the morning, and allows herself to float back to sleep, her heart eased by the familiar 

tang of isopropyl alcohol at the back of her throat.  


