
The Tortured Generations
“Jay. Jay!”

I turned. “Hullo, Mel. I was hoping to run into you.”
“Liar! You were going skip out on me! Without warning! Without explanation! What sort of 

person are you?”
She was shouting and people were looking at us.
“Look, not here. Your place is just around the corner.”
“Yeah! And it’s no use going to your place, because you’ve ****ing MOVED OUT!”
But we started walking towards her place anyway.

***
Leah was reading the box. It sported two pictures. In one the woman had hair streaked with grey. In 
the second picture the hair was a uniform brown. Auburn.

“What are you doing?” I asked.
She jumped. “Nothing!”
“Nothing?”
She sighed. “I’m dying my hair, OK?”
“Why?”
“You need to ask?” She was angry, but then her shoulders slumped. “Because I’m living with 

bloody Peter Pan, that’s why!”
She swept all the bottles of lotion and skin treatments onto the floor.
“Ahhhh!”
“Steady!”
“Steady, he says! The girl downstairs, the one who just moved in, you know her?”
“I’ve seen her. So what?”
“She asked me ‘Does your son have a girlfriend?’”
“Oh.” I pondered. “I see. I did warn you. You remember?”
“I remember!” She punched me on the shoulder. It hurt. “I thought I could handle it.”
“But you can’t?”
“No, Jay. I can’t.”
“Shall I just leave?”
She didn’t answer. She didn’t beg me to stay. That was enough for me, and I moved out the next 

day. I did more than that. I relocated to a different city. She ignored my emails and texts, and I 
didn’t phone her.

***
“Huh. At least you talked to her!”

We were sitting on her couch. Mel was sniffing and blowing her nose. She’d asked about other 
girlfriends. 

“Yes, Mel, I did talk to Leah. But I’ve done it the other way too. It doesn’t seem to make much 
difference. My partner is always upset when I leave.”

“’Partner?’ ‘When you leave’? How many have you had?”
“Do you really want to know?”
“Of course!”
I thought for a moment. “About nine?”
“’Nine?’ Are you a serial… I don’t know what?”



“I’ve loved every one of them, but…”
She looked at me.
“But I can’t stay with them! That’s my curse, and I guess it’s their curse too.”
Mel looked at me. It was a look comprised of hatred, loathing and, I guess, disappointment.
“Why not? Why can’t you stay with them?”

***
I met Jean in a bar. She and some of her friends arrived and took over one of the bigger tables. I 
turned away and continued to drink at the bar.

“Hullo.”
I turned towards her. “Hullo.”
She’d come to the bar to order some drinks.
“Are you alone?”
“Yeah.”
“Do you want to join us? What are you drinking?”
“OK,” I said. I’d nothing on. “I’ll have a beer, thanks.”
“We’re doing shots,” she said. “Kathy’s birthday.”
“Nah, a beer will do, thanks.”
I joined the group, but it was boring.
Jean saw that I was bored. “Do you want to come back with me? I’ve got some single malt. 

Imported from Scotland.”
I was tempted. “Sorry, nah. I’ve got to work in the morning. I was just about to leave, anyway.”
It was true.
“On Saturday? That’s a bugger.”
“Yeah. Pays well though.”
“Rain check,” she said giving me her number.
We went out a few times, but I couldn’t bring myself to commit.

***
“The thing is… The thing is, Mel... This is going to sound silly. Um, I don’t get older.”

“You don’t get older? What do you mean by that? What’s that got to do with you doing a 
disappearing act on me?”

She was still mad. I leaned over a pulled out one of her hairs.
“Ow! Bastard! What did you do that for, you idiot?”
“Look.”
“It’s white. I’ve got a few.”
“Find one on me. Go on. I challenge you!”
She slumped back. “So some people go grey before other people. It doesn’t mean anything.”
“Let me tell you how it goes. You get some grey hairs. You buy something that promises to hide 

the grey. It might do for a while, I don’t know. You notice that I don’t have a problem with grey 
hair. You’re tempted to ask me if I colour my hair.”

She dropped her gaze. She as good as told me she’d thought about it.
“So?” She was defiant again.
“So, you notice a wrinkle.” Again her gaze dropped. “And I retain my silky smooth skin. I don’t 

age.”
She looked at the print on the wall. It was by a German artist, and I had bought it for her. Of 

course, she didn’t really see it. She just directed her gaze towards it.
“I love you, Jay.” She started to cry.



“Right now, you are thinking ‘we can work it out’ and at the same time ‘I don’t believe him’. Oh,
and for the record, I love you too, Mel. And that is the reason I have to leave.”

I put my arm round her, and she stiffened, then slowly relaxed.
“Why?!” she said, fiercely.
Tears were streaming down her face.
“There will come a day when you can’t stand it. I will stay the same. You will age. You will get 

more wrinkles. Your hair will go white. The girl downstairs will think that you are my 
grandmother!”

“Stop it!”
I pressed on. “But well before then you will be crying, every night, and when I’m not around. 

Oh, I’ll catch you at it a few times. I’ll pretend I don’t notice it. You’ll wonder whether it is worth 
going on. You might have a breakdown.”

“Stop it! Please stop it!”
“I’m nearly finished. You’ll go crazy, or you will suicide! And that’s just you. I love you, Mel. 

I’d have to watch all this happening. I’ll have to watch you go crazy or I will find your lifeless body
one day.”

She was quiet, crying into my shoulder.
“But you were going to just disappear!”
“Yes. I was going to be that guy who ran out on you. The bastard who broke your heart and 

disappeared. You would have wondered why. You would have come to hate me. You’d remember 
me as someone you hate, not as someone who doesn’t age, who looks like your son or grandson.”

“How do you know you won’t age? Are you sure? You could just be ageing well and one day…”
I shook my head.

***
It’s a vague memory. I don’t know how old I was. My mother was crying and stuffing my clothes 
into a suitcase. She paused to give me a hug.

“I’m sorry, Jay. I’m really sorry.”
“Mummy!” I didn’t know what was going on, so I was crying too.
We went down the stairs and boarded the bus for the town centre. My mother was still crying and

even at my age, I could tell that people were looking at us. We climbed off the bus and headed for a 
tall building. We weaved our way through the pedestrians, but it was easy, because they took one 
look at my mother and avoided us.

I held her hand as we went up in the lift. In the waiting room my mother stopped crying for a 
moment.

“Listen to me, Jonathon,” she said. She never called me by my full name. “This is very 
important. You will not grow old. Remember? Now repeat what I said.”

“I won’t grow old?”
“Yes! Don’t forget.”
After we had waited in the waiting room for what seemed like a long time, a woman with a stern 

face came to fetch us. We sat in two chairs facing her.
“You agree to the process, Mrs Green?”
“Yes, ma’am. Yes.”
“Sign these papers. Initial the bottom of each page.”
My mother complied and the woman with the stern face looked at me. She smiled and her face 

was transformed. I smiled back at her, with my tears still drying on my cheeks.



My mother finished signing the papers and sat back. She handed an envelope to the woman with 
the stern face.

“For when he is twenty-one.”
The woman nodded and put it aside. Before I could react, my mother stood up and walked out of

the room. I started after her, but the woman with the stern face stopped me. The door shut in my 
face, and I never saw my mother again.

***
“Your mother told you that you wouldn’t get old?”

I nodded.
“What was in the letter that your mother left?”
“Much the same. She called me an ‘Immortal’.”
“An Immortal. That’s wild! Wait a minute. ‘An Immortal’? Not just ‘immortal’? That implies 

that she knew more than one! She’s practically telling you that there are others like you!”
“Yes. I’ve often wondered if she was one.”
Mel nodded. “There can’t be many of you.”
She was intrigued by my dilemma and had forgotten for a moment that she was angry with me.
“Yes, otherwise I’d be bumping into them everywhere. Maybe we’re sterile, or almost so. I’ve 

never had children.”
“So that’s why you were so interested in knowing if I wanted more kids when we met! I’m 

happy with the two I had with my ex-husband, thank you!”
I kissed her head. “Yeah, I know. They’re nice kids, by the way.”
“Thanks.”
She paused, thinking.
“Is that why you hook up with girls, and then abandon them? Are you looking for another 

Immortal?”
“No! Well, to be honest, that’s part of it. A small part of it. No, I’m happiest when I’m in a 

relationship with a loving partner.”
“Even though you are going to run out on them, sooner or later?”
“Yeah, and not give them kids if they want them. But you know that not all relationships go the 

distance. You and your ex…”
She snorted. “He was an arsehole.”
“Was he? Was he really? You didn’t think so at one time.”
“I take your point. Some relationships do seem to wear out and end. But you’ve met him. I don’t 

know what I was thinking of when I married him. But there are plenty of people who share their 
lives all the way to the end.”

“Ah, yes. I did meet Ray, didn’t I?”
We were silent for a short while.
“You really loved them all? Erm…”
“Yes, I did. Including you, Mel.”
“But you left them?” she asked.
I think she breathed the word ‘me’.
“Yes. There comes a time, and I know when the moment arrives, when they really understand 

about me. What it means to them. Then I know it’s time to leave. I think of it as a break even point. 
It will hurt them more if I stayed than if I left. I hope I get it right.”

“Mmm.”
“You’ve enjoyed our time together? I know I have.”



“Yeah!” She smiled for a second, then her face fell again. “Are you sure?”
“Yes, Mel. I’m sure. Sorry.”
I stood up.
“You’re going?”
Tears flowed again. “G… Goodbye, Jay. I wish…”
“Yeah.”
I kissed her one final time as we stood in her doorway, then I descended the stairs. I could hear 

her sobbing in the doorway. I’d hurt her, and that hurt me deeply. I hoped that she realised it. Tears 
flowed, and I had to rub my eyes. When I’d talked with Mel, I argued as if my decision to leave was
logical, rational even. It wasn’t. I felt that it was time to leave, and so I did, then I justified it to 
myself.

I looked back up the stairs. I hoped I’d judged it right. I hoped that Mel would find someone 
else.

“Mel…”
But it was too late.
“Go! Get out of my life!” she screamed, and shut the door with a crash.

***
I swore off partners. For at least three years, I lived a solitary life. Oh, I might bring a girl home for 
a couple of days, but they never stayed. Then I met Velta, and I fell for her. I couldn’t help myself. 
She completed me, or, to be honest, completed some empty part of me.

I thought about all those women in my life, from Gina through to Mel, and now Velta. I’d only 
ever married my first partner, Gina, who had, at the end, committed suicide one day when I was at 
work. I’d do anything to be able to forget the moment when I found her body.

I wondered if they all still hated me, or had come to terms with my desertions. I wondered if 
Velta would eventually hate me. I resolved to talk with Velta early in our relationship.

My mother had told me that I was an Immortal, and that I would live for ever. I wondered what 
that actually meant. The longer that I lived, the more likely it was that I would die in an accident. 
Pure statistics, but I could change those statistics. I could kill myself! Would I, after decades, or 
centuries, or even millennia, decide that I could no longer go on?

Would I, one day, seek the dark peace of oblivion?
***
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