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      I asked Jay what he was doing when the thorns came, because that’s what people do when they get together on Briar Day. He sighed and rolled his eyes at me. “I thought we weren’t going to talk about it.”

      We weren’t. We’d run into each other at a seminar for the ANZ, one of those pre-arranged ‘accidents’ we set up around this time of year. Jay picked the bar on Elizabeth Street because it showed no interest in the day, a quiet place hiding behind a narrow flight of stairs and fading sign. The kind of place people went to drink, not party or reminisce. 

      That had been four hours ago, and now it was getting late. I should have been home with Annie and we both knew it. Jay looked ready to tell me so, so I said: “Come on. Four years we’ve been doing this. You’ve never been curious, ever?”

      Jay sighed again. He signalled the waitress in cherry-red Docs, put in an order for another round of drinks. She smiled and I smiled back, gave her a twenty to cover our order. Jay scowled at me, drummed his fingers on the table. He knew me well enough to figure this wasn’t going to go away. “You first,” he said. “If we’re going to do this, we do it right. What were you doing?” 

      “I was at work,” I said. “Three days in the bank, eating breath mints and watching the vines put pressure on the glass doors. They cracked after a few hours, gave way before the first day was up. We had to put down the security grill, just to hold them off.”

      “Bad place to be,” Jay said.

      “There were worse,” I said.

      “Did anyone try to get out?”

      “Sure,” I said. “A couple of customers made a run for it, but they mostly got cut to shit by the thorns. I sat tight. Allergies, you know? I was fucked the moment the briars grew.”

      “Huh,” Jay said. The waitress arrived with our beers, putting the heavy steins on the table along with my change. I took a long slug from mine, but Jay just held his with both hands. “What about the dragon?” he said.

      “We heard it,” I said, “but it was just roaring and the sound of wings; I had no idea what caused the ruckus until everything was taken care of.”

      Jay’s face tightened, his mouth a thin line. He wanted to put this off, sidestep the story for another year, but he was out of questions and my time in the Briars didn’t amount to much. That’s the reason I catch up with Jay every year, go through the ritual of pretending we didn’t care. He never made me feel like I missed some great, defining experience the way other people did.

      People don’t get it, me being so close to the action and seeing nothing. It was like I’d lived through Kennedy’s shooting, in an apartment on Elm Street, Dallas, in November of sixty-three, and the only thing I’d noticed was a bit of a crowd that day.

      Still, I’d brought it up, and I wanted to see it through. Nothing to do but plough forward, bait Jay into talking.

      “So,” I said. “How about you?”

      Jay stared into his beer. “We do this once,” he said, and he tipped the stein to one side. Watched the beer slosh around before putting it on the table. 

      “Just once,” I said. “Okay.”

      Jay took a deep breath.

      “You never met Caroline,” he said. “That’s probably why we’re still friends. I had people, friends, stop talking to me because of her. No real reason, just picking sides. The usual shit that happens when people stop living together and relationship turn ugly. And me and Caroline, man, we fucked things up, and the briar’s made it uglier.”

      He stopped and closed his eyes. Took another drink. “Maybe that’s not a good way to start it. Let’s try this,” he said. “I was baking.”

      I blinked. “Baking?”

      He nodded. “Butterscotch cookies, probably. I do that when I’m upset. They smell good, and I eat when I’m pissed off or sad. Safer to bake than buy a whole pack, that sort of thing. And let’s be clear: I was bad, back then. The whole thing with Caroline had fucked me up good.  I wasn’t going to work that day, hadn’t gone to work for a week or more. I baked and I cried and I wanted to punch the walls. Kept trying to make sense of how I’d fucked up, assumed it was me ‘cause who else would it be?”

      “Alright,” I said. “You were baking.”

      He nodded. “So I’m pulling a track of cookies out of the oven when it hits neck of the woods. First thing I notice is the kitchen going dark, shadows on the windows and stray rays of sunlight creeping through the foliage. No warning, just like, wham, all of a sudden, there it was: thorns longer than your finger and those weird blood-rose flowers that were bigger than your head. The only things I could see from my kitchen were vines and the top of the street lights. 

      “None of this is special, I know that. It’s the same shit everyone blabs about: thorns, flowers, freaking out. Nothing special at all, but it felt like it should have been. I went through all the stages they talked about: disbelief, rationalising, calming down and accepting that it was actually happening. For a few hours I wasn’t thinking about Caroline or the mess we’d made of things, ‘cause the world had taken a sharp right turn into the realm of what-the-fuck, you know?

      “And that’s when my phone rang.

      “I knew who it was, before I picked up. Even back then, on the old land-lines, before every call came with ID and a warning. I knew it was Caroline because she’d been calling, and every time I answered I just felt like shit.

      “I didn’t want to be that guy, you know? Just another asshole who cut the woman he dated out of his life because it was over, yeah? And I told myself Caroline was the kind of girl who’d keep ringing until I gave in. She wasn’t one for reading between the lines when I didn’t answer.

      “So I answered and Caroline was still in the rationalizing phase, all ‘I can see all these giant fricken’ thorn bushes out my window. It’s not just me, yeah? You can see them too?’

      “‘It’s not just you,’ I told her. I was laying in bed, speaking on the cordless. I can remember playing with this red pillowcase I had, picking at the stray threads. Caroline didn’t say anything after I reassured her, and I wasn’t really in the mood to be speaking, so I just sat there listening to the phone line crackle and the soft scratch of thorns embracing the house.

      “This was how our phone calls went, ever since I moved out. She called, we said two words to each other, and then the silence set in. Her not saying what she really wanted, me not saying what I truly felt. So I told her, ‘Caroline, I gotta go, yeah?’ And I still felt weird, calling her that, because we’d spent three years relying on pet names. All that stupid stuff you pick up, once the relationship starts. She wasn’t Caroline to me, she was Kitten or Babe or Love. Calling her Caroline felt like an ending, and we were both shit at ending things.

      “‘I’m sorry,’ she told me. ‘I shouldn’t have called. It’s just…’

      “She didn’t finish that thought. I don’t know if I wanted her to finish it. I told her that I understood, that everything was cool. I told her I’d call later and got the fuck off the phone. Then one of those flowers bloomed, right next to the window, and I felt like a bastard without knowing why. I crashed out on the bed, not really thinking about the thorns anything, just wanting to drink and break stuff. If the thorns hadn’t been there, I would have gone out and got hammered.

      “Instead, I hated myself for an hour, right up until I heard the dragon for the first time.”

      Jay’s face disappeared behind the beer stein, doing his best to drain it. Jay didn’t drink heavily, any other day, but he always got drunk on Briar Day. I nursed my own drink, feeling awkward in the silence. “I thought the briars weren’t that bad, out your way?” 

      “Maybe they weren’t, but some people’s standards.” Jay wiped the beer foam from his cheek. “The dragon still came close. It flew over the house and I heard the wings, that noise like the echo of a slap across the face. That freaked me out more than the thorns did.”

      The bar crowd had grown thicker as he talked, a steady buzz of conversation building up around us. All those wrinkled old people hunched over their drinks and talking. It was too hot in our booth by then, far too hot for comfort. Jay’s eyes were red, bloodshot. He should have been calling it a night. I should’ve been calling Annie, letting her know I was coming home late. Just to be polite, you know? That’s what you do when you’re dating.

      Jay blinked a few times, found something to focus on just behind my shoulder and struggled to keep his eyes there. “I tuned into the news, just like everyone else,” he said. “I mean, what else did you do in an emergency back then, before twitter fed you details as it all happened? I sat through that anchorman with a perfect helmet of hair telling us that the suburbs were swamped, that there’d been sightings of a dragon in the city centre, that there were reports of the dragon kidnapping a maiden and holding her to ransom. They even called her that on the news: the maiden. You could tell he didn’t want to be saying it, but someone was making him go through with it. I guess once you accept the city is overrun with giant thorns, everything else becomes credible, so you start covering all the bases. 

      “He did a good job, the anchor, given the circumstances. Refused to be rattled by anything. They trotted out specialists to tell us what they thought was going on, then cut back to footage of the city getting choked to death by plants. You could hear the steady whine of the rotor over the reporter’s commentary.

      “The phone rang during the sports report. I muted the sound and picked it up. Didn’t even bother saying hello. And there was Caroline on the other end, asking if that was it. Wanting to know what good the news was if that’s all they had to offer. 

      “‘What more do you want?’ I asked her.

      “‘Explanations,’ Caroline said. ‘Direction. Some idea about when it’ll end.’

      “I was all, ‘It’s not like they have any answers, is it?’

      “‘It’s the news,’ Caroline said. ‘They should have answers. That’s why we watch.’

      “‘You don’t watch the news.’ 

      “‘I did today.’

      “‘Once,’ I said. ‘Just once, this year. I’m not sure you’ve got grounds for a complaint.’

      “Caroline laughed. I laughed. It felt like old times. Sometimes that happened, when she called, and it hurt. The sports report switched over to the weather; sunny with a strong chance of thorns and rain. Caroline wasn’t saying
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