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The Last Lemon

Joshua Loftes, Melbourne Grammar School

No one names their children anymore.

It used to matter - names - but now, in the crumbling
silence of After,nobody bothers. The boy’s mother
used to call him ‘Little Bit’, mostly because they had
little of everything, including food, luck, and time. But
even she had stopped calling him anything in the final
weeks, hervoice slipping into silence like the last sun
behind the dust-clouded sky.

Now the boy walks alone. Twelve? Maybe ten? Or
justavery old six. His ribs count his days better than
calendars.

He walks through the skeleton of what usedtobea
supermarket. Theroof has collapsedin a dignified
bow, like performers after the final act. Birds - mean
ones, with feathers like burnt paper - watch from
rusted shelves.

He’s notlooking forfood. Not really. He knows better.

But habits, like ghosts, don’t die properly. So, he
opens every tin, sniffs every broken packet, flicks
every light switch justin case the world apologises
and turns backon.

Then he findsiit.
Alemon.

Small, spotted, alittle squishy. But unmistakably
yellow, sitting in a wire basket like it had been waiting
patiently just forhim.

He stares.

Notbecause he’shungry - he’s forgotten what
hungerreally is - but because the lemonis funny.
Itdoesn’t belong. It’s bright in aworld that only
remembers grey.

He picksitup. Rollsit between his fingers. Sniffs
it. And then - without meaning to - laughs. Areal,
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ridiculous laugh that startles the mean birdsinto
flight. The sound of it hurts. His throatisn’tused tojoy.

‘What do | even do withyou?' he asks the lemon. It
doesn’t answer. He likes that.

He decidestocarryit. Noteatit. Not yet. It feels too
important for that.

He namesit Kevin.
Now he has something to talk to.

He tells Kevin about the Before. Not that he
remembers much. Just flashes: bubblesinlemonade,
the sound of sprinklers on grass, his mother’s
humming when she stillhad aname. Kevin listens
politely. Lemons are good like that.

He walks and talks for three days. People stare when
they see him. Aboy, alone, barefoot, filthy - and
holding alemon likeit’s the crown jewels. He doesn’t
stop forthem. People are hungry, and hungry people
get strangeideas about citrus.

Onthe fiftth day, he arrives at a village built fromtrash
and prayers. An old woman spots the lemon. Her eyes
widen. She doesn’t ask to eat it. Instead, she asks,
softly, ‘Canlsmellit?’

He nods.

She closes hereyes. ‘God, I'd forgotten,’ she
whispers. ‘That's what sunlight used to smell like.’

He givesitto her. Notbecause he doesn’t wantit
- but because Kevin, being alemon, doesn’'t mind
being shared.

The boy doesn’t stay. He walks on, lighter now,
somehow.

He doesn’tlook back. Thelemonis gone, but the
laugh lingers.
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