ENGLISH-SPEAKING UNION

Queensland Branch

Promoting International Understanding and Human Achievement through English

The ESU Roly Sussex Short Story Competition
2025

First Prize in the Secondary School Division

Charlotte Serisier

Flies

© Creative Commons

Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International (CC BY-NC-ND-4.0)

@080

2025




ESU (Qld) Roly Sussex Short Story Competition 2025 Serisier

Charlotte Serisier

Flies

The heatwave arrived on a Monday and, with it, the flies. Not the fat, indolent ones that
bumbled against Crimsafe screens in February, but small, iridescent things that lingered in
clouds over petrol station pumps and hovered at the windows of the Salvation Roadhouse.
They draped across windscreens, sifted into milk crates stacked behind the coldroom, lifted
like steam from cracked bitumen.

By Tuesday, they were into everything. Swarming above the bain-marie, sucked into the
vents above the fryers, writhing behind sticker labels on the fridge doors. The heat made the
laminated menus curl and sweat collect on the backs of knees. Vera kept her hair in a topknot
and the aircon on full blast behind the counter. She served flat whites — habit more than
reason in the heat — and crumbling pies to regulars who sat at the six tables, half-heartedly

fanning themselves with said menus and not saying much.

In two days, Vera will find herself standing in the office of the Dunford Police Station,
staring at an A4 map pinned to the wall. She will trace the search grid with her finger —
they’d started the search late that morning — and wonder how a twelve-year-old boy

could simply vanish from a town where everyone knows everyone else’s business. The

sergeant will ask her about Jesse’s father, and she will lie again.

But that Tuesday morning, Jesse — twelve years old, rail-thin, mostly silent — sat in the
concrete gutter out the back with an empty marmalade jar beside him, watching the flies but
not really catching them. Vera kept an eye on him through the window above the deep fryer.

Les, a truckie with a gut that strained the seams of his hi-vis, noticed Vera glancing out
the window.

“Kid’s got something weird about him,” he muttered, nudging his pie crust around his
plate.

Vera wiped down the espresso machine.

“He’s just quiet.”
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“Nah,” Les said, fork scraping ceramic. “It’s more than that. Kid doesn’t blink enough.
Doesn’t move right or something. Like he’s ...” He paused, searching for words. He didn’t

find them.

In six days, Les will push a trolley through the aisles of the IGA Express, stripping the
shelves of every roll of plastic wrap in town, then drive hours to hoard more. By dusk,
every window in his house will be sealed with a double layer — triple in places — until

the rooms sweat. He’ll sit in the dark with a flyswatter and a torch, listening for wings

and folding more plastic to shove in his doorframe.

They called it the Salvation Roadhouse because the bloke who built it — an evangelical
doomsayer named Mick Mathers — once claimed he saw Jesus in the diesel fumes of pump
four. Swore on it. Drew a sketch on the back of a napkin that was pinned above the till.
Mick’d had a stroke or something before Christmas and Vera had quietly taken over running
the roadhouse. The old pamphlets he used to leave beside the napkin dispensers — “The End
Is Nigh (But He Is Near)” — still sat there, the top one partially obscured by a ring of tomato

sauce. Mick was in a care facility now, two towns over.

In three weeks, Mick will die in his sleep. The care facility will call Vera because she’s
listed as his emergency contact, even though they’re not related. She will drive the two
hours to collect his belongings — a worn Bible, three flannel shirts and a photograph of

a woman no one recognises. They will fit in a shoebox, with room to spare.

No one really talked about the flies except Boyd Teague, who used to drive tanks and now
drove a 2002 Commodore with no plates. The kind of man who wore sunglasses indoors and
stared a little too long at blank walls. He drank his usual long black with six sugars out of a
chipped mug and kept his back to the wall.

“IEDs,” he told Vera, his voice low. “They’re sending ’em small now. Crawl into your
ears and explode in your brain.”

Vera gave him another napkin. “You want sauce with your pie?”

He blinked at her. She took it as a no.

In six days, Boyd will clean his hunting rifle with frantic precision, the same way he’d
maintained his weapon in the service. He will load it with a single cartridge and place it

on the edge of his rust-stained workbench, listening to the flies buzzing against the
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shed’s metal walls. The sound will remind him of East Timor, of the way insects

swarmed around shrapnel wounds and bandages that never stayed clean.

Midday brought its usual convoy of trucks heading north, their drivers stopping for fuel and
food. The roadhouse filled with the regular mix of grey-bearded men with sun-damaged faces
and women in faded tank tops, radios still squawking from their hip pockets. They swatted
absently at the air, grimacing against the heat.

Amy-Lee, the postman’s daughter, stopped by for a Coke and complained that it was too
hot to even think straight. “Mum says it’s end-time weather,” she added, then laughed a bit
too loud.

Ray showed up that afternoon. He hadn’t called ahead. Just walked in, grey around the
eyes, coal dust clinging to the curve of his ears, collarbone sharp beneath a threadbare
flannel. His usual visits were sparse but like clockwork — a dutiful monthly stop-in — but he’d
missed the last few months. His cough was the kind that sounded like something was trying

to crawl out of him.

In six days, Ray will check into the Sunset Motel on the highway’s edge, paying cash
for a week in advance. He will spend his last day sitting on the narrow balcony
watching the trucks roll past and coughing up blood into tissues he’ll drop next to a

half-empty bottle of whisky at his feet. The cleaner will be the one to find him.

Vera wiped her hands on her apron. “You here to see Jesse?”

Ray shrugged and shook his head. “Heard there was a heatwave,” he said by way of
explanation. His voice was dry, like leaves crunching underfoot. He took a seat two tables
from Boyd and ordered nothing, just drank a can of beer he fished from the pocket of his
cargo pants.

Later, after he’d left, Vera mentioned Ray’s visit to Pauline from the IGA Express next
door. Pauline squinted into her coffee like it might answer for her, fishing out a few dark
specks with her teaspoon. “What, Ray? Miner Ray? Thought he’d carked it.”

“He was asking about the kid,” Vera said, though that wasn’t quite true. Ray hadn’t asked
anything, just watched Jesse through the screen door.

“Ray’s got no business with that child,” Pauline said. “You’re lucky you escaped that as

early as you did.”
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On Thursday morning, Pauline will be restocking shelves of toilet paper when she hears
the news of Jesse’s disappearance. She will stop stacking and think about Ray Murphy.
She will call the police tip line and give them Ray’s name, even though she won’t be

able to say exactly why. The call will lead nowhere, but she’ll feel better for making it.

That evening, Jesse came inside as the sky turned orange. He carried his jar with him, quarter
full now with wings and legs and the faint buzzing of things not quite dead.

“Wash your hands,” Vera told him.

He did, using the liquid soap from the dispenser and scrubbing methodically between his
fingers like she’d taught him. The water ran grey with dust and dead insects.

That night, Vera lay awake, listening to Jesse’s breathing in the next room and the dry
rasp of wings against the flyscreen. The fan droned overhead, and every time she drifted off,
she dreamed of insects: flies in light fittings, floating in her cereal, crawling and buzzing in
her ears. Jesse never spoke in his sleep, but once he screamed — sudden and sharp — and
didn’t remember it the next morning.

Jesse went missing on Wednesday evening.

He didn’t come in when Vera called. She found the jar by the back fence, a quarter full of
wings. The dusk was pink and furious, clouds like bruises blossoming across the horizon. She
walked the perimeter twice, calling until her voice rasped like Ray’s.

The next morning, the sergeant was called in from Warranby. He knocked politely at the
door of the roadhouse and looked around, absently swiping insects from his collar. Vera gave
him Jesse’s school photo. Year 6. Faded background, overexposed. He had a bright, blank
smile and his head was tilted slightly, like he wasn’t sure where to look.

“Any recent arguments?” the sergeant asked, rubbing his thumb along the edge of the
photo. “Trouble at school?”

Vera shook her head. Truth was, Jesse hadn’t attended school since last term. The letters
from the Regional Education Office sat unopened in a drawer beneath the till.

By midday, search parties were formed, grid maps printed. People signed up in front of
the church hall, sweat collecting at the nape of their necks. Names were taken. Times
allocated. The air smelled like warm vinegar and softened bitumen.

Boyd Teague brought a hunting rifle and spent more time staring at the tree line than

searching. Amy-Lee brought her drone and livestreamed the first hour of the search to
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Instagram until the sergeant made her stop. “There’s something shiny out near the old mine

shaft,” she reported, but when they checked it was just an old beer can glinting in the sun.

On the second day of searching, you push open the door of the roadhouse. Jesse’s
school photo is stuck to it. The sticky tape is already wilting at the corners, and there
are dead flies stuck behind it. Vera stands behind the counter. The chalk writing on the
menu board above her — SPECIAL: LASAGNE $16.50 — is crossed out, and the air is
thick with the smell of frying oil and overripe fruit.

You sit down and she pours you a coffee without asking. She stares at you for a long

moment then asks why you aren’t out there. Why you aren’t looking.

You mumble something about needing a break, and drink your coffee in three gulps,

feeling the heat crawl up your neck, then leave before she asks another question.

On Saturday, the list of volunteers was shorter. The creek was searched, then the bushland
behind it. Someone had tied a length of police tape to a gum sapling; it flapped limply in the
air, sluggish in the humidity. Amy-Lee took selfies with the search party but didn’t post them.
There were snakes in the underbrush, but none bit.

They called off the search party that night.

The next day, the town pastor hosted a vigil in the church hall, the walls sweating as
though the building itself was exhausted. Someone brought a string of fairy lights to hang
along the rafters, the bulbs humming faintly. There was that photo of Jesse printed on A3
cardstock, stuck to the corkboard up the front with mismatched pushpins that would leave
tiny, stained circles of rust.

Pauline from the IGA brought a plate of Anzac biscuits no one touched. She stood near
Vera, her perfume suffocatingly thick and floral.

“You think he’s dead?”” she whispered to her husband, too loud.

By Monday, the “MISSING” flyers had peeled free from noticeboards. Truckies resumed
their hauls. Boyd Teague shot himself in his tin shed. Elsie Booth asked if the lasagne was
still off the menu. Silicosis got the better of Ray in a motel on the edge of town; no one
claimed the body. Les double-sealed his windows with plastic film — keeps out the buzzing

noise too, he said. Everyone put in a few coins for church flyscreens.
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At the roadhouse, Vera wiped down the counter and tried not to look at the sealed jar
she’d placed beside the till, empty but for a few flies Jesse had caught.

The heat broke on a Tuesday. The flies remained.



