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Architecture of the Impossible

‘Anya. If I may be so bold... it’s not that we don’t appreciate the trip. We surely wouldn’t be here if we didn’t! But are you sure you’re not overthinking this?’

‘Shut up.’

‘Wait, Annie; Sharif’s right. Do you have a deadline? Yes. I know that. But really? Launceston? And, you know...’

‘Shut up.’

‘... If you have writer’s block... architect’s block... whatever the flip it is. Shouldn’t you stay home and, you know? Work through it? You don’t have to make the Parthenon by next Monday; it’s just an honours degree...’

‘Shut up, Daisy!’

Too much background noise! So irrelevant! 

The immaculate girl in the driver’s seat, her hair tied up in a chignon of floating turquoise, breathed hard. Had she been too harsh on her friends? No. Sometimes, a quick “shut up” was the simplest way to articulate certain level of... God; it was hard enough to focus on the real world without all that utterly tangential chatter going on! She was trying to think here, dammit! 

She was struggling enough as it was. 

The passengers of Anya Crawford’s Ride of Desperation; really, there was no other name for such a pitiful Hail Mary, and Anya was moderately sickened at her own pathetic fear... anyway. Her passengers shared a glance that wasn’t at all lost on her, but taking the bait had nothing to do with the objective. 

Good grief. 

Anya’s car kept barrelling on regardless; they were somewhere north of Campbeltown now, a portion of any Hobart-Launceston expedition that fell into a particularly interminable grey area. Her parents had always liked it very much. They called it “soothing”, and they would know; they themselves were soothing people. Lovely people. 

So, Anya wasn’t about to trash-talk this place, no matter how irredeemably flat and plain and crudely wrought it all seemed. Even the pride of the midlands, the sandstone manor-houses, the entire point of this part of the world, had long since petered out. 

Why couldn’t all these pathetic designers understand what sandstone truly meant? 

Dignity... gravity... the timeless, comforting beauty of the rectangle... if her architectural awakening hadn’t happened somewhere very specific at a very specific time, she’d always thought the odds of the Midlands manors putting her on her reverential course would have to be fairly high. Architecture was immortal, and immortality had nothing to do with plodding, pedestrian mediocrity.

Anyway. 

About these overly talkative companions...

No matter how loyal these people were, all this chatter was insufferably ninety-percent irrelevant. She wouldn’t apologise for yelling at either of them, much as they meant everything.

Sharif Kapoor rode shotgun, as chicly bespectacled as he was alarmingly clad in that startlingly lavender suit and tie.  

Daisy McCoy filled the seat just behind him, sitting perfectly pertly and pretty in that old-country way, her silk-straight hair so utterly lush as to transcend its mousy brownness.

They understood Anya. They were at least half-intelligent, and had shared lunch with her for how many years now? So yes; no apologies required. 

Besides...

Apologies were embarrassing. And driving all the up through the Midlands, just so Anya could grovel for help from her, was more than enough embarrassment for one lifetime. 

Her. 

The benchmark. 

The entire reason for the brainworm gnawing away at Anya’s every design.

It’s all her fault that I can’t complete my honours, and I’m the one bowing and scraping to her?

‘Ahem...’ 

Daisy burst into laughter, a delicate but somehow cosy sound. ‘You don’t have to say “ahem”, Sharif.’

‘Oh? But I’m quite sure I saw it written somewhere... conventions of language must be followed.’

‘Of course. I’d expect nothing less from the guy who thought a suit and tie was appropriate for... what was it again? Ah, yes; every occasion.’

‘Daisy! One must look elegant! There really isn’t much of that in our city planning nowadays-’

‘That’s true.’

‘... So, if the city can’t be beautiful, should its citizens not at least try? You see; since fountains became unfashionable-’

‘Oh gosh; this again.’ A certain note of inescapable fondness tempered Daisy’s muttered remark.

Naturally, Sharif was far too impassioned to notice. ‘... But see! Surely a fountain is the most elegant and yet whimsical of all centrepieces, yes?’

‘I’ve heard you say so. Four times today, so far.’

‘Three.’ The immaculately dressed young man’s correction was genuine. ‘Passing Railway Roundabout; that doesn’t count. It’s hardly beautiful. “World’s Best Roundabout”... how ridiculous.’

‘As you said at the time.’

‘Franklin Square, on the other hand...’

‘Goodness. You really were that one kid who went to school with a duelling cane, weren’t you?’

‘How on earth did you know that?’

If Anya gripped the wheel any tighter than this, her knuckles would pop right out of her skin. 

Enough was enough.

‘Shut up.’ 

It felt like the hundredth time she’d needed to say that today; it was basically muscle memory now. But all this... this frivolous irrelevance! She couldn’t even take pain meds against it. And if she could, there would be at least an eighty percent chance of developing a crippling addiction, with these two being so insufferably themselves today.

Anyway...

‘Sharif. You wanted to say something.’

‘I did?’

The blue-bunned girl just about wanted the force of her own eye-rolling to snap her neck. ‘Unless you were “ahem-ing” for no reason, in which case you can walk the rest of the-’

‘Ohhh! That! Well... ahem... Anya. I’m very sorry if this is insensitive; very sorry indeed. But, you said this was an emergency?’

‘Yes.’

‘You say you can’t complete your honours portfolio?’

‘Yes. No. It’s...’ She bit back ten kinds of profanity; no point in wasting words or hate unnecessarily. ‘It’s incomplete.’  

‘So, is this really necessary? Surely you could just go and see Professor Fazio...’ 

‘Don’t be ridiculous. Barry can’t even mark an essay competently, let alone architecture.’

‘Annie,’ Daisy sighed. ‘Isn’t he your literal advisor?’ 

‘Obviously. But you have to admit; he was always...’

‘“The least-worst option”? Hmmm, this again?’ 

‘Oh, please; I never said he’s a bad man. He isn’t. I like him, as a person. But I hardly think “niceness” is relevant to architecture.’

‘He’s a literal architect. And a professor.’ 

‘Of modern architecture, yes.’ Anya snorted. 

She chose to take Daisy’s silence as an agreement. 

There was now a renewed enthusiasm to Sharif’s nodding. ‘I see! So, you don’t feel as though you can’t trust the staff with your little writer’s-block-problem. Fair enough. But why can this young lady in Launceston reveal something that not even your professors...’

‘Because she’s stealing my goddamn thoughts!’

Silence. 

Stunned silence, except for the engine’s drone and the air-con’s whistling hiss.  

Haltingly. Daisy broke it. ‘She’s a plagiarist? Goodness, Anya; why would you show your work to some random...’

‘Of course not! She’s... it’s... it’s literal. She’s taking my thoughts. It’s driving me insane.’

‘That seems about right.’ 

‘You don’t understand. I wouldn’t expect you to. It’s... four years. Four goddamn years.’

It was Sharif who asked the obvious. ‘What on earth happened?’

“What”, indeed.

‘Hmmm... I’m sure you remember the entry process for university. The portfolios. Well, the week I sent mine to them, their computer system was broken... pathetic technology. I was... it was decided that all portfolios would be examined in person.’

Daisy cringed. ‘Ouch. Just a little pressure.’

‘Why? I liked it. Boullee never had to email his vision to anybody.’

‘But!’ The besuited boy cried out, ‘He was from the 1700’s, was he not?’

‘Shut up. If I ever have to prove myself, I want to do it. Me. My voice. If I can’t convince anyone with who I am and what I do, what kind of a public servant will I be? So, yes. The face-to-face portfolio appraisal; it was a test, you know. I was going to pass this test, and I was going to come out on top.’

Daisy sighed. ‘There’s our competitive little lady...’

‘Shut up. If someone isn’t the best, then what right do they have to be immortal? Does any real architect want their legacy in stone to be, what? Mediocre? “Good enough”? Pathetic. Anyway. The waiting room was full of panicking people; they clearly didn’t deserve to be there. They wouldn’t panic if they knew their work would succeed.’

‘That’s... certainly one way of looking at it?’

‘It’s true. So, I went in. I wasn’t even remotely afraid; I’d spent days on those designs. My portfolio was one hundred percent complete, in every way...’

‘Oh dear.’ Rueful and knowing in equal measure, Sharif chuckle. ‘You didn’t work too hard, did you? Can’t have a repeat of the exam incident...’

‘That was a catnap. Nothing more. I still topped the class. Now... the interview. I saw the expressions on those assessors’ faces. Even as they desperately tried to follow their pathetically corporate script, I saw their awe... I was pleased. I’d captured glory in those designs.’

‘That’s a fairly bold claim.’

‘Stop implying things, Daisy.’

‘What?’

‘That I’m some kind of narcissist. Again.’

‘Goodness, Annie.’ The silky-haired girl sighed. ‘I never said that.’

‘It... it’s not pride. It’s objectivity. If my designs were failures, I’d be the first to own up to that. I have notebooks full of failures, you know. But my portfolio pieces were not failures. The guardian statues. The porticos. The column-rows, as grave and tall as I could possibly make them. Everything laid out in the most beautifully rectangular fashion. But then...’

How could she even speak of what had happened next? Even declaring that her life had “changed irrevocably” or whatever would be a hideous understatement.

‘I left the assessors’ office. I passed all those absolute charlatans, too talentless to accept their place... come on, you two!’ Anya glanced between her friends. ‘Surely you knew your works were worthy of uni before applying?’

‘The story, Annie?’  

‘Hmmm. So... I was in this stairwell when... well... it happened. She happened.’ 

Anya’s breath shook.

‘It was the last flight of stairs beneath the lowest landing; she just... she walked right past me, heading up to the office. I barely even acknowledged her, at first. Why should I have cared about a total stranger to me, back then? A peripheral shape. A thing. But then I saw... it was... I saw right through that plastic folder she cradled under her arm, and I just fell.’ 

‘You fell down the stairs, you say?’

‘Yes.’

‘Ohhh!’ The besuited young man seemed to be having a revelation. ‘So that’s why you have to have your...’ 

‘That’s an older and irrelevant topic. Shut up.’

‘Sorry.’ 

‘Anyway. I landed on my hands and knees, and I just stayed there. Stunned. Sweating. I was too shocked to even feel pain, because what I saw? Well... I started thinking I’d imagined it; I was ridiculously tired by then, you know.’

There was a palpable smirk in Daisy’s primness. ‘So, you did pull an all-nighter...’

The blue-bunned girl wouldn’t even acknowledge such a pointless digression. ‘I was doubting my own eyes for what felt like minutes. I couldn’t have seen what I saw. I couldn’t have. But then... then I heard the footfalls behind me. Slow. Measured. One by one. The closer she got, the greater the weight of the air. I didn’t even have to look over my shoulder to realise she was coming down to my level. And when I did look? I... I couldn’t believe it. She was a girl. Just a girl. But also, there was...’

Even
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