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EDITORIALS

I JOINED THE GOING DOWN SWINGING
EDITORIAL TEAM IN 2012 UNDER THE
CAPTAINCY OF GEOFF LEMON, WHO BY
THEN HAD ALREADY GIVEN TWO YEARS
TO THE ORGANISATION.
I’d seen Geoff around at gigs and launches, but we met for the first time proper in the
GDS pocket office on the third-floor bridge
connecting the east and west tower of Melbourne Uni’s Medley building, from which
we would spend the winter watching the tops
of umbrellas shuffling beneath us towards
Grattan Street.
Between then and now, we made a
handful of issues in ink and HTML; in the
spirit of growth we twice rebuilt the GDS
website; we ran two seasons of the One Night
Wonders performance and recordings series;
we were joined by excellent staff whose talent
and loyalty reassures us of our own devotion.
It was pure coincidence that during this
time I moved into a house separated from
Geoff’s only by an alley and a Masonic church,
but up on our street on the cusp of Coburg
we coasted through endless nights considering every. single. detail, and shared beers in
between and at the end of it all.

A few months ago, Geoff hopped an
early-morning flight to the States and we, the
team that had grown around this strange literary beacon, had to be Going Down Swinging
without him.
And here we are now.
It’s halfway to Thursday morning and I’m
lying on my coach a stone’s throw from Geoff’s.
Somewhere close by on Sydney Road an alarm
has been screaming for twenty minutes. I’m
finishing this editorial as our designer takes
in final edits from a third time zone, and I’m
transfixed by his cursor moving across a shared
Google Doc. There’s always a point before you
go to print, before the work really even exists
yet, that the image begins to get a little hazy.
I once met a photographer who had been
collecting the world for thirty years, his work
rolled up in canisters stored in various droppoints across Athens. He described to me a few
images he knew were waiting in the negatives
he would return for and develop when he was
no longer fit for the field: children falling
on an Indian beach, bold men in Bogotá –
images he’d only seen through the viewfinder
at the moment he clicked the button. But he
described the composition, the way the light
fell on the subjects and the amount of tension
in their fingers.
After an issue of Going Down Swinging
is made, favourite phrases and characters float
into our heads years later, as do the en dashes
we forgot to space.
We give ourselves to Going Down Swinging because through it, we discover amazing
things.

— KATIA PASE

THERE ARE TWO MAIN PERKS TO BEING
AN EDITOR, THOUGH ONE’S PRETTY
SELF-SERVING. FIRST, YOU GET TO
READ COOL SHIT, EVEN IF YOU CHOOSE,
ULTIMATELY, NOT TO PUBLISH IT. I
DON’T NEED TO HARP ON ABOUT THE
TRANSFORMATIVE POWER OF A GOOD
STORY TO SOMEONE READING A LITERARY JOURNAL, BUT BEING ABLE
TO SHARE THAT WITH STRANGERS –
THAT’S SOMETHING.
Second, and somewhat smugly, working
with writers to hone their work from merely
injurious to truly deadly – there’s something
deeply, warmly satisfying about that. It’s a
privilege, but a jealously-guarded one. It’s one
I’m gratified the Going Down Swinging team
chose to extend to me.
I came on board at the beginning of the
year, and approached this issue with something
of an outsider’s perspective: lots of opinions,
mostly uninformed. My hazing was gentle.
You’ve probably noticed, but for a literary
journal with a history, there’s not a heap of
pretension floating around. I think – I hope –
that’s reflected in the stories and poems you’re
about to read. They vary greatly in form and
length and theme and style, but they have
in common that they approach you on the
level. There’s no chest-thumping or bona-fidesproving or curled-lip condescension; they’re
stories that’ll walk straight up to you and
begin, without preamble, to tell you something good.

This issue has about as many references
to Snowden as kangaroos, but fortunately the
human condition doesn’t change much between
editions. Going Down Swinging’s powerful
because it’s necessarily a grab bag, but also
a necessary one.
As ever, a journal’s more than the ink on
its pages. Though Katia and I are the ones
whose names are headlined by that word
‘editor’, our efforts wouldn’t have amounted
to much without the support of an unusually
dedicated crew who steadfastly directed their
time, energy, houses and hummus to the cause.
Sharing beers and bread while talking shop
with other bookish sorts is the secret third perk
to being an editor, but it’s also non-negotiable.
Specific thanks needs to be given to our
general manager, Joanna Gould, whose emails
are disturbing for their frequency, prescience
and hour of delivery. She runs the spreadsheets
that run the organisation, but it’s a marathon
I wouldn’t trust to anyone else.
Less direct, but equally important, is the
support we’ve received from partners, friends
and flatmates. Whether it’s a quick editorial
meeting that goes until 1 a.m. or a 5 a.m.
start “to get the commas right,” we couldn’t
have done it without your patience or cooking.
Finally, thanks to you for buying this
one. Your sweet cash dollars are how we pay
the writers who’ve made this issue what it is,
and the writers who’ll crush the next one too.
I think you’ll enjoy it.

— MATT HARNETT
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Fiction

WE WOKE TO THE SOUND OF A CAR DOOR SLAMMING. THOSE OF US WHO WERE
QUICK TO RISE MADE IT TO THE WINDOWS IN TIME TO SEE THE STATION WAGON’S
TAIL LIGHTS MOVING AWAY FROM THE HOUSE IN THE DARK. THE BOLDER AMONG
US OPENED OUR BEDROOM DOORS AND CREPT DOWN THE STAIRS AS FAR AS THE
LANDING BEFORE FATHER’S VOICE STRAINED FROM SOMEWHERE BELOW TO GET
BACK TO BED, WHICH EVERYBODY GRUDGINGLY DID.
IN THE MORNING FATHER CALLED OUT AGAIN, INVITING US ALL TO THE
LIVING ROOM, WHERE HE SAT SLUMPED IN THE CHAIR WITH THE PATTERN OF
OWLS AND CORNUCOPIAS, NOW DRAGGED TO THE CENTRE OF THE ROOM. AS WE
TRICKLED IN, HE SILENCED OUR QUERIES WITH A SLOW SHAKE OF THE HEAD
AND MOTIONED US TOWARDS THE COUCH AND SURROUNDING FLOOR. ONCE
EVERYONE WAS ACCOUNTED FOR, HE SPOKE.
“Your mother’s left again.”

Of This,
We Were Certain
written

by

C H R I S T O P H E R E VA N S
FATHER closed his eyes and weathered the
ensuing wave of exclamations, letting our
reedy cries crash over him, as his fingers knit
together and his knuckles went white. After
we’d exhausted ourselves, he relaxed his hands
and tossed a ring of keys to Myrna, the eldest
at sixteen, and told her that she would have
to take the remaining eight of us to school in
two batches using the Pinto. We groaned, for
we all hated Father’s car, which smelled of
gasoline and unfiltered cigarettes, and one of
us asked wouldn’t he need the car for work?
Father shook his head again and told Mitch
to call the school and tell them that some of
us would be late. Father stood.
“There’s eggs in the fridge.”
He shuffled out, first from the room, then
from the house, heading towards the woodshed.
Our rising voices mingled with the tinny echo
of the screen door clashing against the frame.
Despite our commotion, this was not unfamiliar territory. We soon galvanised. Papers
and pencil cases were stuffed into backpacks,
a fistful of crunchies thrown towards the cat’s

bowl, the triplets goaded into shirts by Susan,
employing Mother’s long-established pattern –
Simon in green, Teddy in blue, Willy in red for
quick identification – while Myrna solemnly
fried up a carton of eggs and Mitch spun a
story for the school secretary. We took turns
eating from the skillet and, after Myrna had
left with the triplets and Charlotte in the Pinto,
Hugh Jr and I tried to pick nine decent-looking
pears from the tree out front, but found only six.
At lunchtime, we reconvened on the
tether-ball court. Susan, resourceful Susan,
had traded her pear for a nectarine and the
nectarine for a jelly sandwich, which she tore
into chunks and distributed. As we chewed,
we discussed the logistics of getting home
and possible dinner plans, and eventually our
own private theories about what had happened began to spill. Mitch said that a few
days before, Mother had suddenly hung up
the phone when he’d walked into the kitchen.
Myrna said she’d seen Mother leaning against
the fence, having a long conversation with the
mailman just the previous day and you know

13

what that means. Some of us made noises like
we understood, while others just stared. Poor
Charlotte piped in.
“The pretty angels took Mama away.”
We were all used to such things from
Charlotte, and uniformly nodded until she
beamed and went off to shout and kick at the
tetherballs. The bell rang a minute later and
we parted company.
At home, Father remained reclusive, his
presence known only by the occasional cigarette flicked from the darkness of the shed to
smoulder in the dirt outside. Mitch and Susan
got the triplets into the tub, while Myrna fried
up some ground beef from the freezer, dumped
in a can of mushroom soup and a box of instant
noodles and let Charlotte stir, cooing and grinning into the steaming pot. Once we ate, Myrna
and I switched between reading Hugh Jr and
the triplets stories until they fell asleep. The
rest of us drifted off to bed when we saw fit.
We woke the next morning to a half bottle
of Canadian Club on the floor outside Father’s
closed bedroom door, and again no station
wagon in the driveway. Susan sold the leftover
whiskey to the McVie brothers for ten dollars
and used the money to buy a case of canned
chili from the SuperSave and couple loaves
of bread and some potatoes. At dinner, we
ate like kings.
By the third day we still hadn’t seen
Father, and were only able to identify that he’d
been in the house at all by the mess left in
and around the toilet. We again congregated
on the tetherball court to discuss our fates,
until Mrs Jacoby called us a gang and told
us to disperse.
The next day was Saturday. We slept late,
then sat around the living room in our pyjamas
eating fried pears on buttered bread. With not
a word from Mother, and Father now a ghost,
we were all in agreement that this time was
different. Even Charlotte understood, probably.
She kept kneeling on the hearth, twisting to
look up the chimney like the angels were there,
until Myrna made her sit still.
We began to question what would happen
to us. Mitch said we should form a band and
leave town. Susan said that was stupid and
threw the rest of her pear into the fireplace. The
triplets got weepy and Hugh Jr started yipping
and punching at the headrest of the armchair

Thirty Seven

I STOOD BEFORE the CROWD,
MY EIGHT BROTHERS and SISTERS,
AS ALL FELL SILENT.

and the pitch of the conversation got darker
and darker until I couldn’t stand it anymore
and stood, raining crumbs onto the rug.
“They’re idiots and I hope they both die.
We’re better off alone.”
I stood before the crowd, my eight brothers and sisters, as all fell silent. One by one
they nodded, the truth finally spoken.

Going Down Swinging
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Fiction

Eulogy
for a

Leather
Jacket
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I bought the jacket the year the Berlin Wall fell, which was also the year of
the June Fourth Incident, the year Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini called for
Salman Rushdie’s assassination, and the year six Peruvian guerrillas shot
down a group of trans people in the name of Tupac Amaru.

written

by

ALICE

WHITMORE

It was afternoon, heavy and breathless, when I found the little market. It
was hidden in the back streets, and it was all mine: a poor, quiet market,
attended by slow-moving Bolivian grandmothers shaped like chayotes.
I was alone, pale, recently disembowelled by gastro.
The women huddled behind mounds of rotting fruit. The men smoked
cigarettes behind swaying pig carcasses, sensible shoes glistening in
pools of blood. At the market’s perimeter skulked gangs of long-legged
dogs smelling each other’s urine, ribs barrelling out like birdcages.
It was there that a small man from the Andes measured the breadth of
my torso and the length of my arms. The man spoke to me in Quechua.
He told me to come back and see him in two days. He had worked with
leather jackets so long that he had turned into one, his hands and face
stitched of wrinkled brown cow skin. He sent me away with an incomprehensible hand written note, and in response to my ignorance he
thrust two knuckle-heavy fingers in the air. Iskay p’unchay. Dos días.
Thirty Seven
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Eulogy for a Leather Jacket

TWO days later, as instructed, I returned to
the little market and sought out the leather
man’s tent. The darkened space was piled with
coloured skins and the tent walls were papered
with 1960s fashion models. With his soft hands
the man passed me a tobacco-hued jacket. I
held it up to the light, inspected the Mephistophelian red lining and the white embroidery.
I slipped my arms into the crisp leather.
I NAMED him Dean, after James and Moriarty.
I was nineteen years old and full of literature
and testosterone. That night Dean and I strode
invincibly beneath the coke-addled sky of La
Paz, the thin air igniting in our oesophagus
and lungs. We walked up the steps where the
witches peddle love potions and cures for pain,
down the sloping streets where the tired men
sell silver earrings and envelope knives. We
penetrated the surging tourist bars and ordered
infamous rounds of Singani and Paceña Bock.
TALL WHITE foreigners with powdered nostrils gravitated toward us, slipping gifts and
phone numbers into Dean’s crimson pockets.
We paraded, the lot of us, from bar to bar in
cacophonous packs, laughing ourselves wide
open, and all around us the cement slums and
the crumbling mansions spread their mouths
to the thickest, brightest smear of stars.
IN THE months that followed, Dean and I
traced a slow and intense trail north, over
the barren stone hips that cradle the Earth’s
navel, and across the sighing waters to Puno.
As we pushed further we fell into the cities,
streaming our bones beneath the urban lights
and garbage. In the cities there were rivers of
girls: girls with clumsy young faces, girls with
black jungles between their legs, girls with soft
middle-class skin. They would stroke Dean’s
arms with their long painted or unpainted
fingernails, and I would string Dean’s wings
across their birdlike shoulders as I walked
them back to the hostel. In the mornings they
would alight quietly from my squeaking single
bed, wet in the middle and sagging, and depart
without a word.

Fiction

In the CITIES THERE WERE RIVERS of
GIRLS: GIRLS WITH CLUMSY YOUNG
FACES, GIRLS with BLACK JUNGLES
BETWEEN THEIR LEGS, GIRLS with
SOFT MIDDLE-CLASS
SKIN

DEAN and I caught a plane to Mexico. In
Guadalajara there were construction workers
on every corner, eating sandwiches and drinking apple soda. And in the bars there were
more girls, dark limbed and Delphic, gripping
tall bottles of beer.
I BEFRIENDED a retired gringo who said
he’d been a stuntman in LA. Fucked my back
working on Top Gun, he said to me with a
deep Californian drawl. He was like a Jeff
Bridges character.
WE PLAYED Texas Hold’em and smoked bongs
in the paved white courtyard of his ransacked
share house. His housemates were students of
law and letters, and they spoke a timid English
tinged with northern lilts. They showed me
their pet turtles: Bruce and Aristóteles. The
turtles were twins.
WHEN I left, the housemates handed me a
bundle of yellowed paperbacks. Stories by
Juan Rulfo, poems by Octavio Paz and Efraín
Huerta. You must read these, they said to me
with solemn eyes. I thanked them and slipped
the books into Dean’s vermillion pockets.
SOUTH, via Mexico City. The bus terminal was
a shock of cement and humanity, a flatulent
grey leviathan heart. Dean and I took the
subway into town, reassured by the certainty
of small paper tickets and immutable tracks.
I consulted a sprawling map that grew like
coloured silk on the wall (154 stations, ten
lines) and we plunged into the tiled bowels of
the city. Through the moist brick of the tunnels
wept the unmistakable scent of fifteen million
people’s shit.

Fucked my back
working on Top Gun,
he said to me with
a deep Californian
drawl
Fucked my back
working on Top Gun,
he said to me with
a deep Californian
drawl

Fucked my back
working on Top Gun,
he said to me with
a deep Californian
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Fiction

WHO WOULD HAVE KNOWN IT:
MEXICO CITY was VOMITING BOOKS
!
THERE WERE BOOKS LAID OUT
on RUGS on the FOOTPATH, BOOKS
STACKED in DOORWAYS
THE TRAIN was an electric orange buzzard
pressed full of graffiti and tired brown faces.
At every station a new troupe of brazen, moustachioed vagoneros would board the carriage,
selling cheap nail clippers and bags of peanuts.
WE EMERGED into the bright main square
like newborn children slapped bawling into the
world. Noise and colour spread like a banquet
at the skirts of the cathedral. Dean and I
wandered the city’s streets and second-hand
bookstores until dusk. Who would have known
it: Mexico City was vomiting books! There were
books laid out on rugs on the footpath, books
stacked in doorways and at the entrances to
subway stations. There were homeless men
selling books under bridges. We didn’t buy
any, but we flicked through an English biography of Benito Juárez until the small chain
smoking stall owner told us to either buy the
damn thing or go fuck our mothers.
AT SUNSET Dean and I sat down to eat a
plate of huaraches. I ordered seconds and a
Coca-Cola. While I waited I opened the Rulfo
book. A young man sitting opposite me looked
up from his tacos al pastor and over at me.
He nodded. I nodded back. Then he spoke to
me in Spanish with a thick chilango accent:
– Te gusta leer.
– Sorry?
– Where are you from?
I TOLD HIM and he said something I didn’t
understand. He wiped his hand on his jeans
(they were faded with holes in them) and shook
my hand across the table.
– Alberto, he said.
HE INVITED me to a poetry reading that night
in the south of the city, where the girls smoke
delicados and read William Burroughs. I said
I would go, but first did he know anywhere I
could get a cheap room with hot water.
– Say no more, bródder.

THE POETRY reading was all beer and weed
in a darkened, odd-smelling bar. Dean and I
hunched taciturnly in a corner as Pink Floyd
leeched from the walls, punctured by the occasional Ginsbergesque declamation. People
regarded us surreptitiously. Something about
my glassy grey eyes and Dean’s weathered
skin emanated a sense of quiet gringo dignity.
WHEN the readings were over we made our
way to a nearby pulquer ía, Dean and Alberto
and I. It was late, and the trees skanked like
anaemic phantoms above our heads. We found
the bar and ordered pints of thick pulque
curado.
THEN WE met Camila. She sidled up to us
with a tall glass of green liquid in her hand
and said:
– Nice jacket.
Then she thrust the glass beneath my nose
and said:
– Try this. It’s celery flavoured.
CAMILA: pretty, bony Camila. She invited me
back to her home, a messy little apartment overlooking Plaza Hidalgo. She went up the stairs
two at a time, like a cat. We rolled tobacco
on her balcony, balancing coffee mugs full of
cheap red wine on our knees. She talked and
talked and rolled more cigarettes. She told me
about the sleeping woman, Iztaccíhuatl, who
fell in love with a warrior and turned into a
mountain. Popocatépetl and the white woman:
a kind of geological Romeo and Juliet.

Alice Whitmore

WE ATE LIKE STARVED
ARISTOCRATS:
in SILENCE, THREE SERVES EACH,
SLOWLY SATING an ENORMOUS
WELL-MANNERED HUNGER

SHE told me about the earthquake five years
earlier that had killed ten thousand people,
and little white tears appeared on her lashes.
They seemed fake – the tears, and the lashes.
She told me about art: Orozco and Rivera and
Trotsky in The Blue House. She used wonderful,
voluptuous, carnivorous words, and her eyes
skittered like insects against the lamplight.
I nodded and snuck glimpses of her scant
brown cleavage.
IN THE morning she drank black tea. The
morning sun was butter warm, and I brooded
in last night’s clothes. A palm tree dipped its
fingers among the riffraff of pot plants that
crowded the balcony. The plaza muttered below
us, soused in morning shadow. In the middle
of the square two coyotes were suspended mid
frolic beneath the mists of a stone fountain.
Behind them rose the grey stone shoulders of
a church.
CAMILA came south with Dean and I, to
Oaxaca. The three of us hitched a ride on a
pickup truck to Puerto Escondido. Rounding
the green curves of San José del Pacífico we
were joined by another couple: a Mexican John
Lennon with buck teeth, sporting an I Heart
Vienna T-shirt, and his dun-haired Austrian
bride. Their backpacks were brimming with
bottled shrooms, like little brown laboratory
foetuses. We all got high in the back of the
pickup, and I vomited onto the snaking black
bitumen at one hundred kilometres per hour.
THE driver of the pickup left us at the outskirts of Puerto Escondido. He was a silent
man with a wide, clean-shaven Mixe face.
The world was still bright and full of spirits.
We walked a ways and emerged on a quiet
stretch of white beach, all foaming and sighing
and fringed with thick green foliage. The
town was a little concrete and palm frond

Thirty Seven
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blemish in the distance. We walked towards
it, silent in our waning reveries and leaving
footprints in the virgin sand.
THE town crept upon us with its colours and
noises. Then suddenly it was all over us. A cart
full of wild enormous watermelons, bursting
with pink and green threads. A small bearded
man kick starting his motorcycle. His T-shirt
announced Top Ten Reasons Why I’d Rather
Be An Eagle. Smoke and meat and everywhere
loud clutches of poor children.
CAMILA and I took our leave of John Lennon
and his plain little Frau and rented a small,
clean room in an albergue called Olas Altas.
The place was owned by a suspicious old señora
shaped like a potbelly stove. A tattered blue
apron rounded splendidly over her maternal
paunch. Camila did the talking.
WITH the waves sighing against the sand less
than a hundred metres away, we slept off the
deep-bone weariness that comes after a long
spell among the clouds. We woke twelve hours
later and showered the sweat off ourselves, then
went out to eat pescado a la talla. We ate like
starved aristocrats: in silence, three serves
each, slowly sating an enormous well-mannered hunger.
AFTER the meal Camila said, What we need is
some mescal. To digest. So we bought a bottle
and measured out smoky mouthfuls in our hotel
room, Camila’s slight brown legs crossed upon
the bed and mine slumped before me on the
floor like dead logs.
WE FINISHED the bottle and everything was
swimming in a warm agave haze. I went to
her and kissed all of her salty little mouths.
She offered up small, unconvincing flames of
resistance. Her ear when I breathed into it was
like a brown concha from the sea.
THE NEXT day Camila was gone. I asked the
potbelly stove if anyone had seen her leave, if
she had mentioned where she was going, but
the old lady ignored me. I searched the beach,
picking out shapes against the waves, but they
were all surfers, and the dark bundles on the
rocks were only fishermen.

Going Down Swinging

Stocked UP on
at one of those lovely
no-questions-asked
pharmacies

☺☻

☺☻

Alice Whitmore

DEAN and I packed up our few belongings and
left that afternoon. We took a minibus back
to Mexico City. We slept the whole way. We
scrabbled through the subway tunnels, back
to the southern suburbs of the metropolis, and
knocked on Alberto’s door. He was pleased to
see us. He slapped Dean on the back and said:
– Bródder, where you been?
I asked him if he’d seen Camila and he said:
– Who the fuck is Camila?
WE STAYED for a few days, mostly huddled
under a blanket watching television shows we
didn’t understand. Alberto asked me if I was
alright, offered me beer and weed. I accepted
without relish. The drugs plunged me deeper
into myself, into a warm dark soft place.
– What happen to you man?
– I’m sick is all. No money.
HE TRIED to lend me fifty pesos, tried to feed
me homemade chilaquiles and mescal. One
morning, while Alberto was in the shower,
I closed the front door and left without
saying goodbye.
I CALLED my aunt back home. Bettie the travel
agent got me on the next flight to Melbourne.
I’d stocked up on valium at one of those lovely
big no-questions-asked pharmacies they have
in Mexico City. The plane trip was one long
humming dream that seemed to last a whole
lifetime. Ever westering.
THE following year I went to university and
studied commerce, because that’s what made
my father rich. Dean was more or less retired
to the closet, flanked by smooth-sleeved suit
jackets in black and grey and navy blue.
I GOT A job and married a pretty lawyer.
We don’t have any children. Our home is like
a hotel – well appointed but lifeless.
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IN THE evenings I eavesdrop on the secret
orchestra of her tooth brushing, and a strange
sweet melancholy sings in my stomach. In bed
she kisses me on the cheek and rolls over and
I read a page or two of Dostoevsky, or Kafka,
or some other appropriately bleak prophet.
I’VE HAD one or two insipid love affairs over
the years. Always workmates, always fleeting
and disappointing and racked with guilt. Once,
when I was approaching forty, I harboured
secret desires for an intern. I wrote a poem
about her, then I burned it.
I WORK most days. I drive to work along the
southbound highways, where power lines hulk
like giants against the horizon. Sometimes I
daydream, imagining the bitumen and concrete and metal enveloped by living green
foliage, and I stop my car and press through
the warm leaves and just beyond is the sea,
with a thousand nameless women all browned
by the Mexican or the Andean sun.
BUT NO, the wind on this coast is fierce
and cold, and the seagulls billow like confetti in the sky. It is nothing like the beaches
I have seen. This is a severe, sarcastic sea. I
hug Dean close, I have taken him with me.
I push my hands into his pockets, those silken
holes that are like reaching into his blood
and guts. Then I peel him off, meticulously,
paring skin from skin. I hold his leather to
my face and breathe his warm scent: tobacco,
and my own sweat. I cry a little into his worn
leather. I kiss his sleeves. The seagulls circle
like vultures overhead.
WHEN the tears stop I feel elated. I fold Dean
and place him neatly on the sand. Then I strip
naked and walk into the wine-dark waves.

MY WIFE and I make love infrequently, always
on a Sunday afternoon, and afterwards she
dismounts with disgust as though from a wet
horse. Then she showers and cleans the house.
I watch television. I like MasterChef, although
I don’t really like to cook.
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Non–Fiction

written by
KW GEORGE

THE THING is, you’re colourblind. Browns and greens, oranges and reds – you
don’t see them like I do. I had an idea when you were little that your sense of
colour wasn’t what it should be, but I didn’t realise it was so off kilter. You
were twenty-three before you set in motion the test that confirmed the condition.
You were aware all along that you didn’t see things the same way as I did, and
you never said a word. But that’s so like you, not to make a fuss.
It wasn’t obvious you had a talent for drawing when you were a child.
Your specialty was when you were asked a question you never said I don’t know.
You always had a crack at an answer. The one I like to tell is when you were
at kindergarten, learning the names of baby animals like cygnet and kitten,
and your teacher asked, “What’s a baby hare?” You said it was an eyebrow.
You inherited colour blindness from me, although I do not have it. The
gene is passed on from mother to son mostly. It’s much more common in males
than in females, afflicting eight percent of the male population. Your brother
has it, but not as severely as you do. Your sister doesn’t.
ART, drawing – these gifts are in our family. Your grandmother on your
dad’s side was a portrait artist. She painted prime ministers. Once, she was
commissioned to paint an admiral. When she showed him the final work he
snatched up a ruler and measured the spaces between the medals on his chest.
“You’ve got these distances wrong,” he muttered. She told me she wanted
to stab him with the paint brush.
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The GUARD CAUGHT YOU,
TRIPPED YOU UP, FLATTENED YOU
on THAT DUSTY CEMENT FLOOR and
HURT YOU

YOU HAD a great-grandfather who painted
stormy seascapes, and a great-granny who
was a landscape artist. None of them were
colourblind. One of their paintings hangs
beside your portrait of the man with the green
face. It doesn’t matter that his face is green
because of the expression you captured in his
eyes. He seems almost embarrassed to find
himself on display in a suburban house.
YOU started to take your drawing seriously
when you were a teenager. Your sketches were
pen and ink, time consuming, with a great deal
of detail. While your dad and I were away one
weekend, you painted a piece on your bedroom
wall. Dad wasn’t pleased, but I thought it was
beautiful: all swirls and curls in purples and
pinks. Before you closed your curtains at night
it could be seen from the street.
You also got into graffiti, which got you
into trouble. You were painting a piece with
mates in an abandoned warehouse when you
were sprung. Your friends were older than you.
One had a young family, the other was insecure
and poor, and you selflessly distracted the
security guard – yelling out an obscenity and
running – so your friends could get away. The
guard caught you, tripped you up, flattened you
on that dusty cement floor and hurt you. But
you were brave. You faced the consequences.
I went with you to the hearing. I don’t
like authority any more than you do, and I sat
quivering during your cross-examination until
the judge asked what your parents thought.
You pointed to me, keeping a low profile a
few seats back.
“That’s my mum.”
“Stand up,” the judge told me. “Tell me
about this boy.”
I wasn’t prepared. I didn’t have a speech.
Nobody warned me this might happen. But
maybe it was better that way because I spoke
from the heart. You got off with a warning
and a fine that took you ten months to pay off.

Thirty Seven

YOU USED to hide your sketch books. You
told me once that someone might arrive with
a search warrant, and whenever there was a
knock at the door you had a moment of terror
because you thought the police had caught up
with you. When they did it wasn’t at home,
but at a railway station, at three o’clock in the
morning. They held you for hours in a windowless room. I didn’t know this; all I knew was
that your bed hadn’t been slept in, that your
phone had been turned off.
Eventually I got a call from the police.
They wanted me at the station. They escorted
me to that windowless room and left us, alone,
but together. I suppose they thought I might
rant and rave, but I did neither. My son was
in one piece, and alive. We sat quietly. We
discussed what you’d been drawing, how lucky
we were to be in air conditioning in the heat
of the day, what our plans were for the afternoon. Later, they released us. They couldn’t
prove anything.
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Colourblind

Non–Fiction

THEY
CALL IT a
FLASH-OVER. HE DIDN’T TOUCH the
LINES BUT the SURGE CROSSED
the
GAP

SOMEHOW you found your way through school
and went on to study graphic design. You
became less rebellious, more settled. I know
there were trains you painted, and possibly
there are railway sidings and concrete sound
barriers on the freeway still displaying your
work, but these days your outpourings are
more likely to be legal.
There have been light-hearted moments.
A can of yellow aerosol paint, left too long in
the sun, exploded in the backseat of your car,
splattering paint all the way from the front
windscreen to the back window. And it stank.
I had to hold a handkerchief to my nose when
I got into the car.
Then one of your friends died.
You texted and said you needed to see me.
Your eyes were swollen and red from crying
when I opened the door.
“How could this happen?”
you demanded, as if you were a
child again and I held all the
answers. I clutched you while
you sobbed. You’d seen him
only a few days prior. You were
working together on a piece. He
was smart, you said. Cluey. The
last person you expected this to
happen to. He’d gone at night to the shunting
yards with a friend, climbed an idle train
carriage. Possibly he remembered to stay low.

It might just have been a stray arm lifted too
high. They call it a flash-over. He didn’t touch
the lines, but the surge crossed the gap. There
would’ve been an electrifying sound, a noise as
the body fell, an indescribable smell.
The friend, who was nineteen, held it
together, called the ambos, but your mate died
at the side of the tracks, spread-eagled on the
charcoal gravel in darkness. You asked me for
money for black trousers. I offered to take you
to the funeral, but a group of you were going.
FOR a while you stayed away, didn’t come to
Sunday family dinner, went to a place where
we couldn’t reach you. You came back subdued.
You’re better now, but you haven’t forgotten
your friend. I know you never will, but I think
you’ve put it behind you.
YOU’VE got work. You design
T-shirts. Lay out magazines.
Paint bistro menus onto
blackboards, which is more
complicated than it looks. It
must all be measured up, a
grid made, the design drawn
on a computer, and then
painstakingly transferred. On your days off I
can never get hold of you because you are out
somewhere, painting. I am used to seeing paint

KW George
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YOU’VE
		
TAUGHT ME
			 ABOUT
REBELLIOUS
ARTISTS WHO 		 WERE
JUDGED OUT OF CONTROL
BECAUSE
THEY
WANTED TO SET
UP
THEIR
EASELS AND
PAINT OUTDOORS
specks on your fingernails, and in the threeday growth on your jaw. I think you’re happy.
I don’t know if I’ve taught you anything
about life and love. I know you’ve taught me
about rebellious artists – from Banksy to the
Impressionists, who were judged out of control
because they wanted to set up their easels
and paint outdoors. Quaintly amusing now.
You’ve given me an appreciation for your kind
of art. Whenever I get on a train I peer out
the window, searching for anything – on a
building, on a siding – that’s yours. If I find
something, it’s hard to contain my excitement.
I want to tell everybody in the train carriage,
but I know that would be a mistake. When I
visit foreign countries I look out for unusual
street art, photograph it, and email it to you.
I ONCE asked you how you know what colours
to use. You told me that if you’re working on a
commission you ask someone, rather than mess
it up. But otherwise, you don’t worry about
the colours. You just go ahead, knowing you
may produce some combination of hues no one
else has dreamed of. Sometimes it’s a waste
of paint, and sometimes you create something
unique. Something stunning. Something rad,
you said. This is what you’ve taught me: that
sometimes you have to be brave, let go, and free
fall. That sometimes it helps to be colourblind.
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Non–Fiction

Elegy

for

1—
WE WERE in a hurry. We had an appointment with the solicitor but no copy of
the will. We broke into our father’s locked
suitcases with crowbars. We found the cases
full of 1980s porn on VHS.

written by — M A R I J A P E R I C I C

2—
THE BRIEFCASE then. My sister in the
shed hunkering down over her mauve platform shoes, jimmying the briefcase lock with
a screwdriver, never breaking one pillar-boxred acrylic nail.
The briefcase revealed photos of unknown
women, a photo of me as an infant, naked on a
rock, a soviet Yugoslav pilot badge, a Chinese
silk scarf, three Parisian identity cards, Saudi
Arabian work passes, airline tickets to Iraq
and a fake Rolex.
3—
WE MET with the solicitor, a corpulent
Scot, red-faced, who had piles of paper on every
flat surface in his office. His mobile phone rang
and he didn't know how to set it to silent, so
as it rang he covered it with papers and then,
exasperated, shoved it in the bottom drawer.
4—
WE WENT to the hospital to collect our
father’s personal effects. I went to the loo,
and when I came out my sister had asked
the receptionist if we could see him, his body.
The receptionist had said no. My sister was
pleading with her, mascara tears all down her
cheeks. The receptionist, a blond girl with a
tired face, sighed, and said she would have to
make a phone call.

my Father
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THERE
was a PICTURE on the WALL of
A TREE WITH
AUTUMN LEAVES, PROBABLY PAINTED in the 1980s
by a POST-MENOPAUSAL WOMAN

WE waited on shiny upholstered chairs under a TV screen. The room was dusty
pink, grey and dark green. There was no one around. The TV spoke about the
scandals of George Clooney's love life.
The girl with the tired face came and told us that they never allow bodies
to be viewed in hospitals, but they would make an exception for us. She gave
us a drawstring bag of blue transparent plastic marked ‘Patient clothing.’
I opened it, and it released a wave of stale, sick-smelling air into my face.
Inside was a pair of mismatched flannelette pyjamas and some underwear. I
wished we hadn't collected it.
A black-haired slim whip of a woman came up, who said, in an Irish
brogue, that her name was Mairead. We walked behind her along a corridor
and were swiped into a private area.
A tall man appeared, his face kind and hairless. He opened another door
and there was my father, laid out on a gurney in a tiny room. He was covered
with a sheet and his head was tilted far back, chin pointed at the ceiling. I was
afraid. My sister went and hugged him. I stood just inside the door. I didn't
want to touch him. I went to stand behind his head and looked down at his face.
Mairead and the tall man watched us respectfully. My father’s eyes weren't
quite closed and there was liquid still inside. His eyebrows were tufts, his nose
a beak, much sharper than before. His eyes were hollow. Cold radiated from
him. His mouth was open and I could see inside.
Mairead came in. “Do you want to hold Dad's hand to say goodbye?”
I didn't answer. I didn't want to touch him. My sister lifted the sheet and tried
to pull his hand out. It didn't move, his arm wouldn't move. Together with
Mairead, they wrestled with the recalcitrant arm, trying to detach the hand’s
grip on the other forearm.
I looked away. There was a picture on the wall of a tree with autumn
leaves in varying shades of pink and orange, probably painted in the 1980s by
a post-menopausal woman. I looked back and my sister was holding his hand
in hers. His hand was large and yellow, and looked heavy. I didn't want to
touch it. There was a gaping wound on his arm where he had fallen at home,
and a hole in his palm.
I laid my hand on his shoulder, which was covered in a white hospital
gown. It was cold, cold and hard, as though he'd been stuffed. I touched his
chest lightly, over his heart. It was domed and unnatural. Even his hair was
cold. I stroked it with one finger.
My sister asked Mairead if she could cut some of his hair to keep. Mairead
whipped out a pair of scissors and my sister snipped away. I felt scandalised.
How he would have hated that, cutting his hair when he was dead. In my
mind I could see him cursing in Croatian under his breath and making that
dismissive gesture with his hands, as if flicking water off them. I looked at
his face and his eyes winked at me. I hallucinated it. It wasn't real. But I felt
okay. We are the same kind of animal.
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painting by Jamie Lee O'Shea

A self harmer who was on medication
to divert the black hole and dull his
urge to cut; when the ball was locked
N E I L B OYA C K
up at the other end of the ground, he
showed me the straight, red, open line across his palm, the one he
had cut the week before. There were times I could have ironed him
out good, but his slow voice, his blunt movement drew empathy. His
boots were silent on the turf around the pack, making no impression
– he may have been as light as air. He moved in shallow circles,
and had arms that worked like cardboard cutouts. I imagined him
inheriting the earth.
H A L F - BAC K F L A N K

by

¶

Astride a mare he quit town
sweating on a Tuesday morning.
The sun swelling, he squints,
straining the new day through
too-fresh eyes.
PAU L VA L É RY
AT T H E L A S T
CHANCE SALOON

				
by
SAMUEL RUT TER

His boots sit snug in the stirrups.
He considers, from moment to moment,
the bare thighs of a woman
covered lightly in fine white sand;
the way leather groans under duress.
It’s hot. He wonders, swigging
whiskey stolen from the Last Chance Saloon,
he wonders what it really means,
to be light like a bird,
and not like a feather.
¶
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A TENDER PROCESS

by
S TA C E Y T E A G U E

IF SOMETHING IS TRANSPARENT / LIGHT GOES THROUGH IT
WITHOUT BEING BLOCKED / CAN YOU IMAGINE US THIS WAY?
/ SOMETIMES THE DEFINITION ITSELF IS THE POEM / THE
POEM IS THE FOOTNOTE / THE POEM IS WHAT IS LEFTOVER
/ THE POEM IS ON THE UNDERSIDE OF YOUR SHOE / JUST
SOMETHING YOU TROD ON ONE DAY / WHEN YOU DREAM
WITH DESIRE / SOMETIMES YOU WAKE UP CLAWING / YOUR
OWN FACE / SOMETHING INSIDE CLICKS / AND THEN UNCLICKS / IS IT THE POEM, A GUN OR HER BLOOD / THAT YOU
WILL MISS THE MOST? / LEAVING YOU / IS A TENDER PROCESS / BUT TO STAY WOULD BE LIKE TENDERIZED MEAT / I'LL
GO TOO SOFT IN YOUR MOUTH / STILL I WATCH THE BIRDS
IN THE AFTERNOON / YOU MOVE CLOSER TO ME IN THE BEER
GARDEN / MY BLOOD GROWS

painting by Jamie Lee O'Shea
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W H AT WAT E R B R I N G S
COCOS (KEELING) ISLANDS

by
R E N E E P E T T I T T- S C H I P P

we are learning archaeologies of loss
rummaging along edge of island
turning each gift left by the tide
 eanwhile unseen at the edge of the atoll, fifty-eight
m
Tamils are escorted in; navy-ship grey, fishing boat
jubilant in sunlight
within the lagoon’s still waters officers
insist on life jackets, clothing refugees
in orange irony
f rom SIEV to zodiac, zodiac to Customs, Customs to shore,
shore to bus, they are watched, guided, guarded.
a headline brews
but here we are oblivious, searching among the seaweed
finding thongs, whole bulbs and bottles, a green soldier
minus his head
later, we drive through palms beneath tall towers of cloud,
past the Quarantine Station where the bus has just arrived
and the dust will not
settle.
¶
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ALL OF IT

		

by

ED HACK

The seconds of the past, the steps, the fence,
the broken lamp, the door I knocked upon,
the plants I carried through the heat, the lens
of sun I sweated in, the torpid palms,
her face which showed the strain of growing up
unloved, unseen, that nearly broke her soul,
and then his death that almost was too much
to bear, except it made her almost whole.
Night came with storm that shattered all the sky,
slashed torrents down to torment every seam,
poured out until the clouds were all wrung dry,
and I woke to see a world agleam
with sun-glazed leaves and sky which once again
declared that all of it would now begin.
¶

SOMETIME AROUND MIDNIGHT

by
REBECCA JESSEN

fear of licking stamps in public. humidity that sticks to your
lungs. curdled caramel. anxiety that tugs at you in your sleep.
paranoia so strong you think your neighbour stole the stain
remover. delinquent emus. photos of your ex wearing the
t-shirt you left behind.
delinquent paranoia. curdled humidity. thinking your ex stole
your anxiety. fear of licking your neighbour in public. sleep that
tugs at the t-shirt you left behind. stain remover that sticks to
your lungs. fear of stamping emus in public.
public anxiety that tugs at the neighbour in your sleep.
humidity that sticks to the t-shirt you left behind. paranoia so
strong you think the emus stole your curdled caramel.
delinquent emus licking the neighbour. photos of your ex
stealing the stain remover.
fear of sleep that curdles the anxiety your neighbour stole,
wearing the t-shirt your ex left behind.
¶
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PHONE CHARGER

by
FIONA WRIGHT

By the time you said you’ll write
about this later
I’d already thought
that I would miss finding
the charger for your phone
plugged into unexpected outlets
in my house and
how neatly the curve
where your forehead turns to nose
cups up against my chin and how
already, every golden oldie
piping through the pub’s PA
is angling for my throat, and how
few people ever get the chance
to anticipate
a leaving.
You almost walked
through customs with a drill bit
in your pocket and
that small act
was so maddeningly, perfectly
like you.
I drove back home.
Your empty Coke bottle
was still sitting
in the front seat of my car, and
I reached, that very afternoon
to text you
as I walked the sleepy streets
between our suburbs.
I had only trivialities to say.
But it’s the trivial things
that feel so weighty now and
miss is
too tiny
a word.
¶
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THIS IS A STORY ABOUT A SEXUAL PREDATOR, AND HIS VICTIMS, AND THE PLACE
THAT CREATED US ALL. MY ADOLESCENCE WAS A LONG TIME AGO, AND THE WAYS
IT WAS WARPED, AND THE WAYS IT WARPED ME, ARE COMPLICATED, AND SCARRING,
AND UGLY IN THE SAME WAY AS THE SOUND OF A BREAKING BONE. A PART OF ME IS
FOREVER FIFTEEN, STRAPPED TO THE BED IN A MIDDLE-AGED PERVERT’S GUEST ROOM.

“Sensitive gentlewomen of the jury,
I was not even her first lover”
— Humbert Humbert in Lolita.

Statutory
written

by
U N A C R U I C KS H A N K

I GREW up in a depressed small town a long
way from anywhere, with a highway running
straight through it and a ring of dark pine
forests shutting out the surrounding countryside. It was a forestry town, built to support a
paper mill that burped steam and sulphurous
odours day and night.
Every now and again a slow-building
siren would sound, fanning across the whole
town and hanging there in the fog, wave after
wave of dismal urgency. It sounded like an air
raid was coming, and sometimes I convinced
myself one was.
There wasn’t much to do, not in public at
least. “We made our own fun” is what I say
when I’m feeling generous about the place.
There was a lot of drugs, and violence, and
every kid knew the names of the two main biker
gangs: White Power and the Mongrel Mob.
I lived on the middle class side of town
– there was no rich side. The parents with the
nicest houses were teachers and bank tellers
who had golden retrievers instead of pit bulls
and gave themselves extraordinary airs, considering.

I WAS raised in a good family, and so I was
largely shielded from the worst the town had
to offer, but it still touched my fortunate life.
In primary school there was a boy named
Carlos who had burn scars all over his body.
An adult had thrown him into a scalding hot
bath as a toddler. He was picked on because
of it, and while I absently wondered once or
twice whether it was mean of us, I still didn’t
want his scaly, piebald hands touching me.
Another girl lost most of her family when
her flimsy state house burned to the ground
one night. We were seven, and I was deeply
impressed.
When I was twelve, a boy I’d gone to
school with for years disappeared for a while.
We all knew why. He and his brother had been
playing with their grandfather’s gun while
the old man was out, and it had gone off in
my classmate’s hand and shot his brother
in the neck. The younger boy bled to death,
and though Ambrose eventually came back
he never seemed the same. It happened in a
house I passed every day on the walk home
from school – the last one before you turned
into the Z-shaped alleyway. In my view it was
haunted from then on.

Going Down Swinging

36

Statutory

SHE WAS BEAUTIFUL, with STRONG CHEEKBONES,
ROSY SKIN, and CURVES WHERE I HAD
NONE YET

That same year another girl at my school lost her brother. She was a
tough younger girl who hated my guts and who, years later in high school,
threatened to beat me up a few times. One night, her older brother lay down
on the train line that ran smack through the centre of town and waited. His
death became local legend. We kids talked for years about the splattered blood
and body parts strewn for hundreds of metres, which of course none of us had
seen, and which we could no more really imagine than the thoughts in his head
before it was smashed by the train fender.
I’ll tell you what I did see, though. The morning after his death I saw
his sister being helped out of the school grounds by her friends, crying like
I’d never seen anybody cry before, her blue eyes wide and staring, in her own
world of pain. She was eleven.
IN SOME small towns, gruesome things seem to happen all the time and
everybody knows about them. With fewer people around, there are fewer buffers
between you and disaster. Somehow, invariably, it will be your neighbour who
finds a body, or your aunt who cares for the children until the police arrive.
But people don’t pull together the way they do in movies. They don’t pitch in
and help and come out stronger. In reality we just watched, and talked, thrilled
at the weird glamour of it all.
AT THIRTEEN my best friend was a girl I’ll call Laura. We were paired up
one afternoon in home economics and became passionately attached, writing
hundreds of notes, skipping class to smoke in alleys, pressing pricked fingers
together to become ‘blood brothers’. She was the youngest child of a large
family whose parents were exhausted by the time she was born, so much so
that they let her older siblings name her.
She lived on the other side of town in a dark, cluttered house that was
filled with mysterious junk and smelled like cigarettes and dog. She was three
months younger – which can seem like a lot in high school – and she was so
much more grown up than me. Laura was the glue that bound me to most of
our other friends, and when she was mean, or distant, it cut me to the bone.
I studied my best friend with the obsessiveness of a lover. I knew by heart
her colouring, her mannerisms, the scar on one knuckle where she’d burned
a smiley face with a lighter. I copied her verbal tics and took up smoking
because she smoked. She was beautiful, with strong cheekbones, rosy skin, and
curves where I had none yet. She was the first girl I’d ever met who wore her
hair short, and she had a tiny silver nose stud shaped like a rose. I thought
she looked cute the time she came to school with pinkeye, and thought quite
seriously about acquiring it myself.
A natural leader, Laura seemed to me to be the focus of any room she
entered, the sun around which we dusty little planets revolved. She could dance,
and she could act. I couldn’t do either very well, but the year we met we both
lined up for our first audition in the school’s wood-panelled assembly hall.

Non–Fiction
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THE DRAMA program was run by a snappish old woman with a puff of white
hair like a dandelion who directed the plays, and a road cleaner and amateur
actor who built the sets, chose the music and choreographed the dance routines.
I’m going to call him Dwayne, to protect others. He was forty-five, older than
my parents at the time.
Dwayne was bald, with a large belly, gangly limbs, flat fingertips and
an unclean, digestive sort of smell. He had appeared in a few commercials
as a weird guy doing wacky things because the discounts were so good, and
once as a midget chasing a giant car down a hill. But mostly he was a road
cleaner, with a fleet of vehicles painted candyfloss pink and contracts with
several towns to clear the streets of confetti after parades.
In a town where everyone knew everyone, Dwayne was notorious. Officially, he was not allowed on school premises due to what was euphemistically
described as ‘his reputation’. Non-euphemistically, the loud rumours were that
he had fucked several underage girls from the school while helping out with
the drama club. Because he worked for free the school reached a compromise:
he was only allowed to enter school property after 4 p.m., when most of the
students and teachers had left, and was to maintain a low profile by parking
at the rear of the school and entering the assembly hall through a side door.
He had his own key.
AS AN adult looking back on this, I find it so ridiculous it’s almost unbelievable.
But as kids, what it told us was that Dwayne was perfectly safe. Otherwise
the rules didn’t make sense. Teenagers, even rebellious ones, are secretly great
believers in reason and justice. We thought the school was being silly, but
not callous.
DWAYNE lived on a farm, about a ten-minute drive from the edge of town. He
didn’t grow or raise anything; the only animal in evidence was a goat. He just
liked the space, the big sheds for tinkering with his road-cleaning vehicles and
the absence of neighbours. Every Thursday an extramural group of the best
and most serious drama students, hand picked by Dwayne, would meet at the
farm. I don’t remember how, but Laura secured us both an invitation to join
the club when we were fourteen.
Dwayne would pick us up, collecting Laura first then working his way back
across town, collecting several more kids before he got to me. And so there would
be four or five of us crammed into his boxy white car, with its maroon leather
seats and pungent scent of diesel, lighting cigarettes and being smart arses.
My virginity was a favourite subject for teasing. I was the only one who
hadn’t had sex, and I was both thrilled and horrified by the speed at which my
friends were falling into adult relationships. On the drive between town and
the farm, the headlights would catch the long grasses at the side of the road
and turn them silver. Sometimes they seemed to reach out and brush the side
of the car as it passed.
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Out at the farm, Dwayne would put on CDs – Michael Jackson’s Bad,
Peter Gabriel’s Birdy – and we would sit in a cluster, drinking instant coffee
and mouthing off about our parents, while his plain, silent wife sat alone in
the kitchen. He showed us how to Moonwalk; Laura aced it, but I couldn’t get
the foot slide right. On our first visit I wore a ridiculous sparkly gown stolen
from the costume box at school, attempted to chain smoke for the first time
and made myself sick. It was all very impressive to a rural fourteen-year-old
who wanted out.
Although he talked about sex almost constantly, there was no suggestion
in those early days that he actually wanted to do it with us. He was just a
cool old guy, the head of a clique, an adult who let us smoke and occasionally
gave us a sip of Cointreau or whisky. He brought up the rumours that he was
‘a bloody child molester’ early and often, and we agreed without hesitation
that this was cast-iron proof of his innocence. Other adults were hypocrites, he
said. They knew it wasn’t true, he said. The whole thing unfair and ridiculous,
we said. Who were these other girls, anyway, the ones he’d supposedly hurt?
Without names, without faces, they were too vague and ghostlike to believe
in. Whoever they were, they seemed to have all grown up and finished school,
leaving town for the city like most middle class kids did. In my imagination,
they were sleek and cool, the original crew, and we were the less remarkable
second generation.
IN SUMMER our gang of teenagers drove out to the farm to use Dwayne’s
pool. Laura wore a bikini, while I covered up with a T-shirt. The previous year
I had worn the same pair of black jeans and one of two large sweaters every
single day, summer and winter. Now, I was beginning to enjoy being looked
at. A womanly body seemed like a thing of power, and I was proud of my new
breasts, which were round and firm like plums, or tumours. Still, I remained shy.
Other people came by to use the pool, too: male drama club alumni,
Dwayne’s adult kids, and his twenty-four-year old best friend, who I’ll call
David. David was a very tall, very angular Goth who designed clothes for the
town’s only alternative shop, and had spent the year or so since he arrived
laying waste to the female population. He was reputed to have slept with almost
everyone and I was thrilled the day I learned that he fancied me.
“Although he says you make him feel like a dirty old man,” said Dwayne.
I was only slightly over half David’s size.
TIME PASSED, seemingly very slowly. We went to school, sneaked out to
parties, climbed the town’s only hill and spat on the brass map at the top.
Laura was practically living at the farm by the time we turned fifteen. Her
boyfriend Martin, an aspiring actor of twenty-one, actually did live there, in
a caravan near the house.
Never a great fan of school, she turned up less and less, dropping in for
the few classes she liked in only half her uniform. Jeans instead of her kilt, or
a black T-shirt in place of the regulation white polo. Sometimes the teachers
let her stay, and other times they’d kick her out.

Non–Fiction

Una Cruickshank

39

Energetic and original, she always had some new project,
and Dwayne let her use his workshops and tools whenever she
liked. She learned to drive early and relished the freedom of
her first car: a station wagon called the Beast that she painted
matte black and invited friends to draw on with crayons. In
her beloved Beast, a cigarette perched stylishly between kissy
lips or dangling negligently to the side depending on her
smoking style that week, she wove in and out of the bounds
of our dull little town, on a busy schedule that nobody else
could quite fathom.

LAURA and I BOTH
LIKED the WORD

BECAUSE IT was SO
SOPHISTICATED, AS WE
BELIEVED WE WERE
Thirty Seven

WE’D BEEN part of the farm and theatre clique for about nine
months when Laura told me something about Dwayne. The
reason he had taught her to drive, bought film for her camera,
lent her the first cell phone Laura and I had ever seen. The
reason she seemed so troubled lately. They were having sex.
Martin knew and accepted it, reluctantly. Dwayne’s near-invisible wife either didn’t know or didn’t care.
Laura delivered this incredible news as we sat in our kilts
on the concrete step behind the woodwork shop at school. It
was our favourite place to smoke. Because of the way it was
positioned you could see any adults coming before they could
distinguish a cigarette hidden in your palm. She had asked
me to meet her there so we could talk about something. This
wouldn’t have been unusual the previous year, but lately Laura
had been remote and hard to reach, her aura of maturity and
world-weariness almost impenetrable.
Now, rather than being concerned for her, I was flattered
by her trust and a little envious of how dramatic her situation
seemed. Somehow, this new development still didn’t prove to
me that the rumours that swirled around town were true, or
that the other adults were right. Laura and I both liked the
word affair because it was so sophisticated, as we believed we
were, and we naturally used it from then on to describe what
was happening at the farm. Dwayne was not a child molester.
What a stupid thought! We weren’t children.
That evening at the farm, Dwayne wrapped me in a sweaty
hug that wasn’t entirely welcome and told me he was glad
I knew. He explained that they had talked about it first and
agreed that if she had to confess to someone, I would be the
one to understand. It seemed like an unequivocal compliment
at the time, but what I realise now, so many years later, is
that I failed her. A better friend would have seen the ‘affair’
for what it was, and come to her rescue. But I didn’t. I was
fifteen, and deeply impressed.
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A FEW MONTHS later, Laura and Martin were in a car accident while hitchhiking to the city. Her injuries were minor but Martin was killed, his neck
broken when the car landed upside down in a ditch. The driver’s skull was
smashed, but she was a stranger so we didn’t care.
My last conversation with Martin was about what sausages are made of.
He grossed me out and I laughed, and then he was dead. I was too afraid to
view the body. At the wake, his mother pulled at my sleeve and asked, “What
am I going to do? What am I going to do?” Her eyes searched my face as
though a fifteen-year-old she barely knew might be hiding the answer. I waited
in terror for an adult to rescue me from her, but none did.
At a post-wake gathering at the farm, Laura – medicated and heavily
bruised – sat on the floor in the living room where we had tried to learn to
Moonwalk and told the gathered crowd about how wonderful their trip had
been until the accident, how they’d stood in a lake the day before and licked
drops of water off one another’s fingers and declared themselves ‘married’.
Now everything was over.
“The good die young,” someone sighed, and we all nodded.
Laura began avoiding the farm. She removed all Martin’s clothes from the
caravan and hung them up in her bedroom, where she could touch and smell
them. She wore his favourite jacket everywhere and rarely came to school. I
was lonely without her, and shocked to my core by the first real tragedy I’d
ever been more than brushed by. I began spending more time at the farm than
ever. Although I was a little more clear-eyed about Dwayne’s character at this
point – Laura had told me of jealousy and scary rages – he somehow seemed
like the only person ready at all times to listen, encourage and keep me company
when I was sad. My parents were loving and bewildered. Our teachers were a
bad joke. David the Goth, who had become my first real boyfriend, broke my
heart a week or two before the accident.
In my first real time of woe, with Laura locked in her own far-worse
world of pain, I began to feel that Dwayne was my only adult friend, a person
who treasured my hidden qualities when even I couldn’t see them. He would
tell me I was beautiful (“Just in a less-obvious way.”) and sexy (“You wait,
people will see it when you’re older.”) and being the directionless, vain fool
that I was, those things seemed very important.
ONE NIGHT, about a month after Martin’s death, Dwayne took me to an arts
and crafts exhibition themed around fairies. It was a pretty significant cultural
event for the town. Afterwards, he suggested taking a drive and we headed out
of town, in the opposite direction to both our homes. He parked the car by the
road out in the country. The darkness outside was thick and velvety. I don’t
remember exactly what we talked about, but he brought the conversation around
to sex, as he almost inevitably did. Somebody who was doing it, or some time
he had done it. I didn’t mind – now that I had actually had sex, talking about
it made me feel sophisticated rather than scared.
He released the lever on my seat so I was lying flat, then climbed on top
of me to demonstrate a sexual position. He traced fussy little filigrees in the air
above my breasts with his hairy hands, his yellow-smelling breath in my face
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I FOUND HIM PHYSICALLY UNATTRACTIVE
from the FIRST

as he continued to talk as though nothing out of the ordinary was happening.
I understood the challenge he was making. It was exciting, frightening and
a bit revolting.
“Just don’t ever tell me you’re going to leave your wife for me,” I said,
in what I imagined was a jaded drawl. I knew from movies that men having
affairs said that sort of thing a lot, and it seemed very adult to show I wasn’t
going to fall for it. He promised he wouldn’t, and with that, something was
settled and he drove me home.
We started having sex soon after, usually at the farm on afternoons when
his wife was out, occasionally in one of the vehicles. Middle age and heavy
smoking had ruined his erections, so once we were naked he would stop, go
into the kitchen, and inject the shaft of his penis with some ancestor of Viagra.
Once it took hold, he would return and climb on top of me, breathing hard and
forcing himself inside. The thought of getting caught scared me more than it
did him. While in his bedroom, I made him get up to investigate every sound.
I found him physically unattractive from the first. As our relationship
wore on, I found him increasingly repulsive in other ways. His temper was
foul. He’d insult me until he’d driven me to impotent rage or tears. He would
swear and throw things and call me a bitch, storm out of the room, then come
back to comfort and kiss me and rub my back, both on top of and under my
shirt. I told myself I stayed during those waits because I needed him to drive
me back to town, but that wasn’t strictly true. It was a long walk, down roads
with no footpaths, but I’d managed it before.
So why did I choose to stay? I honestly don’t know. Time, in this case,
has not revealed the answer. As much as I was starting to hate him, I couldn’t
help but be aware that he liked me less than he had Laura. He made sure that
I knew, which strangely made me more anxious to prove myself desirable.
Pickup artists call this negging. The police call it grooming.
Laura had been taken to restaurants and hotels, in cities several hours
drive away. I was fucked in the back seats of cars and handed a sock to wipe
off with. I wanted him to like me goddamn it.
IN THE COURSE of my relationship with Dwayne, I spent a lot of time staring
at ceilings. I learned how to knit my ankles together behind a man’s back
during sex, and how to refuse the unwanted intimacy of kisses (thanks to
something I read about sex workers). It didn’t occur to me at the time that sex
was not something you were supposed to endure. I doled out my visits to the
farm, treating them like vaccinations. If I go today, I’ll be okay again for a
few more weeks. It’s hard to put my finger on what that meant now. The sex,
as disgusting as it was, quelled my loneliness, my sense of deep unattractiveness and aimlessness. I had never had an orgasm (I wouldn’t for a few more
years), but having sex, even horrible sex that made me feel bad, was an implied
compliment, an achievement, an important thing to do. I hated him, but I still
got antsy if I didn’t visit. Alone at home on certain silent afternoons, I wanted
to be negated. I wanted to crawl out of my troublesome skin.
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ONE WINTER day at the farm, he said he had a surprise for me.
“It’s something I’ve been working on with you in mind, actually”.
I followed him into the spare bedroom, which had a single bed and a photo
of his mother leaning against the wall near the door. He sat me on the bed,
then took my wrist and slipped it into some kind of plastic loop. It took me a
moment to realise it was part of a homemade bondage device, two ropes running
from the top legs of the bed, with plastic sheathing around the wrist loops.
As he moved to secure my other wrist – I was still clothed, for some
reason – something new and strange broke loose inside me and I panicked,
blindly shouting “No!” and thrashing. At that moment it was as if I had split
into two people: one who wondered whether I was overreacting, and another
who was trying to run away while still attached to the bed.
Dwayne climbed up behind me and put his hands on my shoulders, part
reassuring, part restraining, until I’d calmed down.
“I thought you’d like it,” he said. “But we don’t have to use it if you don’t
want to.” I stared at his mother’s photograph, waiting for my heart to slow
down. He’d once said I looked like her, but studying her face I began to think
that might have been bullshit. A minute or two later he began to undress me. I
helped with my jeans and let him fuck me, lying empty and cotton-mouthed on
my back. I kept my eyes closed and tried to imagine it was David, my first and
only boyfriend, as I’d heard you were supposed to do if you were tired of your
husband or something. But I felt no better at all, and I learned that afternoon
that there’s a limit to how big of a lie you can tell yourself.
STANDING in his vast machine shop out at the farm some other evening, I
told him I didn’t want to do it anymore, but when he challenged me I could
not articulate why I wanted out.
“I think it’s immoral,” I stammered. “Because you’re married.” He mocked
me about that for a long time.
WHEN I was seventeen my family left that town of fog and gangs and gassy
smells and moved to the city. I spent my last year at a much better high
school, discovered that I was still pretty sharp academically, and with my
results got into university straight away. Before school started, however, I saw
Dwayne one last time. It was Valentine’s Day, 1998, and he was in the city on
road-cleaning business, and I was lonely so said yes when he called to invite
me out. He picked me up at our new house in his company van, which looked
completely out of place in our tidy new street. I suggested an Indian restaurant, and feigned surprise when he said he had never eaten Indian food before.
Over dinner, he talked about how city girls grow up slower than small town
girls, how he’d driven two fifteen-year-olds somewhere the previous week and
they’d giggled in the backseat the whole time like little babies. I nodded and
agreed those girls sounded stupid, but as he talked I imagined them, rich girls
probably with great hair and long, tanned legs, and I thought maybe they’re
the normal ones. It sounded pretty great just then, still being a kid at fifteen.
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I WAS A ROILING MESS of RAGE
and HORMONES

AFTER dinner he took me to my first bar, where I drank tiny bottles of sparkling
wine and listened to the comedy performance. We barely spoke. Transplanted
to the city he seemed tacky and small, no longer the only person in town with
a copy of Leaves of Grass. I knew I was going to have to have sex with him
before he dropped me home, and I promised myself under the red lights of the
comedy club that I will never let him pick me up again. A little later, in a
nasty motel bathroom, I took off all my clothes and faced myself in the mirror.
I pictured my little breasts as plates of silver armour, protecting my heart.
You only have to do it one more time, I told myself. I took three deep breaths,
then unlocked the door and entered the bedroom.
I NEVER saw him again after he dropped me off that night. I refused contact,
and being several hours away it was as easy as that. I hadn’t known where
his motel was at the time, being disoriented by wine and the sheer size of the
city, but after I’d started school for the year I realised that it was on my bus
route. I would glance at it on the way past each day, a haunted place that I
never told a soul about.
Laura – Laura who I always loved – dropped out of school before our
final year. The last time I saw her we were twenty-five. I stopped in to visit
one Christmas, and we sat drinking cans of beer in the backyard of the state
house where she lived with her boyfriend and his son. Her boyfriend was a
mechanic, quiet but nice enough. She spent a lot of the visit looking just over
my shoulder while I babbled about my travels, my career, my outrageous luck
disguised as hard work, knowing I was being insensitive but unwilling to
stop. I hadn’t missed her very much in the intervening years, but I missed her
badly as I sat across the dingy plastic table from her.
“Well, I should get going,” I said, uneasily.
“Oh no,” she replied, tonelessly.
We hugged and I waved to her boyfriend on the way out. I left her sitting
in the yard with a beer, still gazing at something I didn’t see.
While I’d like to finish this section in fine literary style by suggesting that
she was thinking about our conjoined adolescence, the things we shared and
the things we never could, the ways we supported and the ways we betrayed
one another in the face of someone bigger and badder than us, the truth is I
have no way of knowing. Perhaps she was just wondering, like I was, how the
less promising one of us had got away.
WHEN I was thirty I fell apart completely, and in the deep, sick strangeness
of my breakdown year, Dwayne chose to get back in touch. He learned my
new name somehow, and used it to message me through Facebook. I hadn’t
bothered to shower or dress that day. I was sitting up in bed in a share house
in Melbourne, and the shock of seeing his name in my inbox literally stopped
my breath.
His message went something like this: I hope you’re doing well. Thought
you might like to see this thing I wrote about you on my blog. I miss you.
The link led to a plain page where he described a special girl he once
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knew; a girl of unusual depth and maturity, with a warm and peaceful soul
and a talent for writing. Sadly, she had vanished from his life. He did not know
where the dear girl was now, but he wished her well.
In Dwayne’s version of the story, he didn’t give my age. He didn’t mention
the sex. He chose not to say why I had disappeared, only that I had. There were
comments at the foot of the page, all generous and admiring of his devotion
to his young friend.
IT TOOK time, and therapy, for that weird episode to resolve itself into sense.
At forty-five, Dwayne sincerely hadn’t seen the bleak, hilarious irony of it all
when he complained to his fifteen-year-old mistress about his reputation as a
predator, and the unfair way her school treated him. He viewed ours as a relationship between consenting adults, a version of events that suited me at first
because it meant I got to be an adult. I was too young and foolish to realise
that the story I was telling myself was his, not my own – that the terrible
pressure I felt was the result of story grinding against experience.
NOW, at sixty, he still considered our story a romantic one. He was self aware
enough not to admit publically that the girl he was pining for was fifteen, yet
crazy enough to think she might be moved to hear about it. Even that late in
life it was clear that he saw nothing wrong with what he did – he was offering
me his approval, as though I might still want it.
I almost wish the serene woman-child Dwayne described on his blog were
real. But teenagers don’t work like that. I really wasn’t that charming or deep.
I was a roiling mess of rage and boredom and hormones. The real girl
is still there, buried deep in the meat of my brain, and when I spend too long
thinking about her I feel airless and stale, pulled back miserably into the deep
past by a self I no longer understand.
There were other girls before me, and probably more since, who learned
too late that paedophiles aren’t just the legendary strangers in vans. Dwayne’s
version of the story tells me that he never changed, never learned, and probably
never stopped abusing.
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NOW, AT SIXTY, HE STILL
CONSIDERED OUR STORY a
ROMANTIC ONE.

Somewhere in my parents’ garage, there is a black and white photo of three
fifteen-year-old girls. They are Laura, me, and a third girl, and we’re kneeling
in a row under a small, half-dead fruit tree in somebody’s yard. Dwayne took
it, using Laura’s camera, and developed it in David the Goth’s darkroom. As
I was writing this story I became fixated on finding it. I wanted to search it
for evidence of Dwayne’s guilt, maybe dust it for prints, reassure myself that
I wasn’t crazy. I haven’t found it yet. But I did find another photo of myself
from that year. Aged fifteen, I look even younger than I remembered – my
childhood freckles are still visible, my hair is messy and my smile is a little
goofy. There’s a fruit sticker on my forehead. I am deeply unsexy, and not at
all grown up. Though I don’t know it yet, I have entered a harsh new world.
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The Piano

The
Piano
written by
E R I C YO S H I A K I D A N D O
the piano belongs to K and she was cool with
everyone playing it when she lived here. she
stayed in the front room with Z and when they
broke up she moved out and he just kept it. it
sat in the place a tv would normally be.
lots of people in the house played music
and sometimes i would play the piano when
nobody was home. one time i was playing the
piano and Z came out of the front room yawning
and i stopped playing.
“was that you?” he said. “i thought it was
the radio.”
it made me feel good that Z thought i was
something on the radio because in the summer i
worked at this hippy farm in the country babysitting children and one day i was playing piano for
a game of musical chairs and one of the little
girls ran up to me covering her ears, “what are
you doing?” she said. “that’s not music. that
sounds terrible.”
the doorbell rings. someone is tapping on the
window. i can see by the shadow that it is R-2.
he wants to play the piano.
i open the door and he sits down at the
piano and rolls a joint. he’s meeting some bongo
players here in a few hours. they are going to
work on the new cd. he throws a bag of marijuana leaves on the coffee table for the good of
the community.
“they’re no good to me.” he says. he wants
us to make biscuits with them.
“next time i come over, i’ll eat one.” he says.
he holds up the joint to me but i shake
my head.
“you’re gonna have to do that outside,”
i say.

Fiction

R-2D-2 never had one piano lesson. he
plays by intuition. this is something he must tell
us. he has told me three or four times already
and here he is saying it to me again. he does not
remember my name. he is not sure if he has met
me before which is crazy because i have lived
here for five years and he has played the piano
a million times.
there is a rumour that R-2 claims to be the
love child of the artist formally known as prince.
that’s why he writes his name in symbols. it is a
rumour that R-2 will neither confirm or deny. it
doesn’t do him any harm with the ladies because
he does look a little bit like the guy who used to
call himself prince.
i gently kid him about this. surely, he is
too old to be a love child, he is nearly the same
age as prince.
“we are all children of love,” says R-2,
opening his arms out wide to include everyone.
he can feel the love when he sits in our
garden, that’s why the plants are so big. he
adopts a praying stance in front of a giant broad
bean. i talk with him about symbols. each number
and letter is a symbol that was once a picture in
some cave. somehow they evolved into letters
and numbers. it’s a beautiful thing if you think
about it long enough.
i tell him, “you and your dad are reclaiming
the power of symbols – well that’s what i’m trying
to do as well.”
R-2 wants to talk more about his music. he
leads the conversation away from the symbolism
of his lineage and back to his music. the most
important thing about his music is that he has
never had one lesson: he plays by intuition.
“anyway,” i say. “good on ya,” i say. “keep
up the good work.” i stick both thumbs up at
him as symbols of my good faith.
K calls. her mad aunty B wants the piano back.
“it’s here,” i say. “i’m looking right at it.
i think it needs a tune. it’s lucky you rang. Z is
moving and he wants to take it to his new house.
everybody thinks it belongs to the community.”
K wants to know what’s going on. mad
aunty B tried to ring Z about the piano but
someone answered and gave her the number
of the electricity department. she rang them
and they didn’t know anything about her piano.
she thinks there is some sort of conspiracy.
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hippy socialist homosexuals from st kilda have
stolen her piano, she says.
“well, it’s certainly been providing a community service,” i say. “people come over and
play it all the time.”
K says she doesn’t know what her aunty B
is going to do with the piano when she collects
it. she will need to buy a new house. it will sink
through the floorboards.

THERE is a RUMOUR THAT

R–2

CLAIMS TO BE the LOVE CHILD of
THE ARTIST FORMALLY KNOWN AS
PRINCE. THAT’S WHY HE WRITES HIS
NAME in SYMBOLS

i call Z. i say, “you have to do something about
R-2D-2. he thinks the piano is a community asset.
he acts like our house is public space. he picks
up women at the espy and brings them here.
he rolls those big leafy joints in the backyard.
it smells like we’re burning bodies out there.”
Z wants to know when he can pick up the
piano. he’s organised a ute from his brother. i tell
him that K rang about the piano. “her mad aunty
B wants it back,” i say. “she’s been ringing the
electricity department about you.”
i know i am being uncool. this house does not
belong to me. this piano does not belong to me.
i should be more of a communist hippy with the
house and the piano. people would like me more.
i once went around to R-2's place opposite luna park and it was like an episode of
dragnet. he made me ring from a phone box, met
me at the stairwell, checked me for wires and
cameras, took me into his tiny flat jam packed
with musical instruments. i said, “you sure have
a lot of musical instruments, R-2…” and he said,
“yeah, but i don’t have a piano though. what i
really need is a piano. it’s good that you have
one.” and i said, “yeah. that’s lucky.”
Z calls about the piano. he says he doesn’t
believe K really wants it back. he thinks i am
keeping the piano here out of spite. because
he never did the dishes or something.
“is it true about the piano?” he says. “or is
that just a myth?”
“it’s not really a myth,” i say. “it’s a more of
a legend.”
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C L OV E F L OAT I N G I N P U R P L E C O R N J U I C E

by
S H A R I KO C H E R

half asleep on a rooftop in Arequipa with the sun going down drinking chicha morada
Juanita Juanita who are you & how did you grow did you know did you know how
could you not with your lunar clock counting down to age fourteen never alone or
were you did it help were you happy gathered together all the
young girls in the acllawasi you and the others going this way or that a mole or a
freckle might just have saved you as it did the young girl with the mole on her breast
out of the frying pan & into the fire a nobleman’s wife or mistress at best or chosen to
be a royal priestess how the priest found the mole on her breast nobody tells the
same old story my stomach turns over the predictable end the
sun going down purple & red heart in my mouth your unknown name & those of your
sisters the Spanish were coming in less than a heartbeat was it fate Juanita whose
destiny said who said who said you’d be better off dead?
¶

Never use a slipknot for your tie (or scarf):
you never know when Cosa Nostra muggers
will wrench open your car door and try to garrotte
you into silence, if stringing up your dogs proves
ineffective. Donned with double-knot, Sicilian
anti-mafia crusader Pino Maniaci blogs on.

by
GISELA SOPHIA

If you plan to blow big whistles, use encrypted
comms and hole up in the darknet, ideally from
kindergarten on. Above all, scrutinise and replicate
Edward Snowden’s exquisitely pre-emptive and
fail-safe strategy for defection long before you
simulcast the secrets of the secret keepers.
And learn from the mistakes of Julian Assange
and Chelsea (formerly Bradley) Manning, unless
like me you are too timorous to be a Winston
Smith: barely summoning the pluck to beat a drum
and march a step or two behind unflinching fools
who give brave new worlds the finger, to risk all
for a failing, not-quite-vanquished
cause.
¶
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CIGARETTES IN
PA R A D I S E

by
E R I C PA U L S H A F F E R

Visiting my mother’s grave was much easier before my father
moved in. I could sit on the grass or snow and speak my mind
to her boxed bones one fathom down, but now his ashes come
between us. Some words, I want to say only to her, but the urn
containing father’s incinerated body intercepts what my mother and I
have shared without him for the twenty-nine years she’s passed
in the peace of carefully tended desert beneath the concrete
interchange of I-40 and I-25. I used to tell her about the hawks
and hummingbirds I spied as mowers made monotonous lines
through the grass and trucks downshifted overhead, and I left
a carton on her marble marker. Now when we talk, I only see
the two of them, distracted, she strutting the gold-plated streets
between pink marble villas in Paradise, wishing for a cigarette,
and he crooked in her arm in a ribbed green 32-ounce coffee can.
His voice reverberates from aluminium emptiness as they argue,
increasingly impatiently, how they should spend all of eternity.
She glances down the silver side streets, wondering where the hell
the 7-Eleven is anyway. If this is heaven, where is the celebratory
smoke they deserve? We all know from our antics on this planet
we should never ask for what we deserve, but maybe when we die,
we just get what we expect: gods, demons, karma, a grand design.
The Mormons get their presidency, personal planet, and slaves.
The Muslims get their seventy-two virgins or … white raisins.
The Christians get to chortle, hoot, and shout from the balcony,
gloating over the sufferings of all they knew were going to Hell.
The Hindus get another turn, and Buddhists get to skip every turn
for eternity. The snake-handlers get snakes; Wiccans get oaks,
robes, and Stonehenge; the Scientologists get aliens. Quakers get
white light. I get the big nothing I always expected. Best of all,
if we get what we expect, none of ‘those awful people’ will enter
our exclusive, gated Elysian Estates; we alone will select the wives,
children, and friends who attend us. As my parents wander through
rose and golden light under pale purple clouds, I’m sure my mother
will sometimes shake the half-empty can as my father hisses within.
Her glorious laugh will spark their running joke as she reminds him,
“You’re fired”. And even as I blab away below, live from Earth,
about my mortal tribulations and triumphs, my mother will locate
the well-stocked white, chrome, and glass convenience she seeks,
accept her pack of Merit (regular), and light up. The rising smoke
of her satisfaction will add perfection to the endless, ethereal blue.
¶
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“It was the synchronicity. That was what
amazed me – the synchronicity – that sometimes,
it’s like
the internet just gets you, better than any person
ever can. It was last Friday
I’d finally broken it off with Jas, properly
this time, not like the other times
when I’d cried and he’d cried and somehow,
somewhere in among the snot
we’d just ended up fucking. This time
he’d taken his shit
and everything, I’d thrown his razor
and his fucking ugly toothbrush
in the bin. It was an hour later,
I was streaming Girls, and some guy,
he worked in that café with Ray – he may have been
recurring but I always forget recurring ones between
the seasons – he was telling Shoshanna to
lean the fuck in
and not be tied to some dopey man,
lean the fuck in, Shoshanna, he said
and then Adam tried to get Hannah back
because the annoying artist dumped him and
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he even said kid in that throaty growl and she
was like, nope, that’s over, no
you don’t get to have me back
and I was cheering for them both, I thought,
that’s just what I needed to see right now,
thank you, internet
lean the fuck in, Louise
and don’t be tied
to some idiot man
who can’t even
cook frittata –
it’s just an oven omelette,
it’s not that fucking hard –
or ever put the lid back on the toothpaste
or squash milk cartons before recycling them
and who always turns the kettle
off at the wall, which I know
is technically good but it’s annoying because I go
to make
a cup of tea and flick the switch
and then the water doesn’t boil, just lean the fuck in.
So I painted my nails this you-want-to-bang-me red
and changed the sheets and went to bed
but in the morning I sent him a text
because I didn’t want to have breakfast
on my own and so I think it’s back on now
but we’ll break up eventually anyway I’m pretty sure
and so it doesn’t
really matter
in the end.”
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T H A N K YO U, I N T E R N E T

			by

FIONA WRIGHT
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I Kramer into the room at my most Slytherin,
hunkering this Air Patronus. Serenity now, Jerry.
You’d pull out your wand to Expelliarmus, but you
fear a nabbing, basilisk-handed. More pressure than a
Yugoslavian golden shower head snitch. Giddyup!
See, at my most Slytherin, I’m a real Summer of George.
He’s got to Diagon Alley to the Weasleys for Festivus.
But no Snape for him. Help will always be given
to those who ask for it, Jerry. Mulva? Newman.
Boomslang. Gillyweed. Jambalaya. Gush your
Butterbeer. We’ll master this domain. I’m a real
Summer of George when I’m lost in this Gringotts.
Elaine’s familiar: shrinkage. Boy, this Patronus
is a heft. I downed a big salad, and you’re a wizard, Jerry,
dying for an Alohomora. As for me, lost in this Gringotts,
I Kramer into the room of intestinal requirement.

T H E PA R K I N G G R I N G O T T S

by
ALEX GRIFFIN

¶
There will be a protest against
the eminent professor. The protest
will be held this afternoon
outside the auditorium.
The distinguished professor has been
invited to give a talk on a subject
tangential to their primary field of expertise.
The esteemed professor has written
THE PROTEST

many books and appeared on

CARLIE LAZAR

controversial views in an opinion column

					
many comedy panel shows. The celebrated
		by
professor has recently expressed some
written for a national newspaper. The revered
professor was invited to give a talk – but who
was consulted? We were not consulted.
It has been said the protest is against free speech,
but is not the protest itself a type of speech
(just as a turned back is speech
and an empty auditorium is a silence
in which one may hear a previously quietened voice)?
The protest against the august professor
will be held on the lawn in front
of the auditorium and, if numbers are great,
in the adjacent car park.
painting by Jamie Lee O'Shea
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SUNDAY, between the place we parked and Sarah’s mum’s house, I get this
vibe in me like I want to go for it. So I do, stretching my palm out to graze
Sarah's breasts as I kiss her. As if to say, now, this is sexy? The canopy of gum
trees and their leaves above – the intermittent buzz glow of the Auto-Gravity
Dome, putting everything in that electric sharpness? Bird noises – kookaburras?
But Sarah looks at me, a little exhausted – as if what she’s thinking is: Yes,
this could be sexy, but what if that thing that didn't happen last time doesn't
happen again, Rob? Then that will suck.
She’s right. What didn't happen last time doesn't happen again, and it
does suck. The sexy drains out of us so quickly that all I can think of is how
uncomfortable these little orange rocks are against my knees. And how much
I want to punch that kookaburra in the beak.
Then Sarah says she wants a cigarette, so I let her out from under me.
“My jeans are tighter,” she says.
“You didn't even take them off?” I say.
“They've been tighter all week,” she says.
I still haven't found the strength to get up before I see this kid pull through
the clearing on a dirt bike. He cuts the engine, regards us with contempt.
“What you stop for?” yells his brother, not far behind, also on a dirt bike.
“Too many fags,” replies the first kid.
There's some tedious manoeuvring of their bikes, then they're gone, back
the way they came.
“This place,” says Sarah. “It's more bullshit than I can handle.”
THEN we're back on the dirt path and the crop is up on either side of us,
acid-washed yellow and ten-feet high.
“These guys sure can raise crop,” says Sarah. “But their kids are duds –
lost causes – no fucking hopers.”
She means those boys on dirt bikes; Sarah's family doesn't own most of the
land out here anymore, and so those kids, duds or not, are a sore topic. But the
farmhouse she grew up in is still here, and her mother still lives in it. When
the house comes into view, Sarah's mother's standing behind a line of windows,
smoking in her dressing gown. The whole house is windows – it's built in that
80s treehouse style, driven into the elbow of a red gum like a human aviary.
Sarah's mother gives us a royal wave.
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We climb up the trunk – via ladder – through an orbit of wet coffee dust,
cigarette butts and other bits of junk. With each rung, I shuffle more and more
of my weight onto the air. Soon it feels like I'm just pretending to climb. I
notice a bandage float by, re-ravelled around a croissant with a bite taken out.
“You couldn't fall if you tried, cutie,” says Sarah, paying tribute to how I’ve
never gotten used to this. I point at the croissant.
“Jesus,” she says.
Then we're up top, at the front door. Sarah's holding a sandwich press she
plucked from the junk swirl.
“Still warm,” she says.
When the door opens, Sarah holds the sandwich press out to her mother.
“Hi Mum, looks like it still works.”
“It doesn't,” says Sarah's mum. “How was the drive?”
“Stunning – I don't know what it is about those hills,” says Sarah.
“They're just big dirt to me,” says Sarah's mum.
“I think they’re beautiful,” says Sarah. “They get me every time.”
Meanwhile, I'm taking initiative and removing my shoes, hoping to communicate to Sarah's mother an act of respect for her house.
“How about you, like the drive?” says Sarah's mum.
“The scenery was brilliant,” I say, placing my shoes on the floor. “I like the
big dirt. In fact, I love the big dirt.”
DomeCorp must have enforced another grav-level drop on the house, because
my shoes rise and float down the hallway. The three of us watch my brogues
disappear into the darkness of an open door.
“That was Sarah's bedroom,” says Sarah's mum.
“Why don't you pay your goddamn bills, Mum?” says Sarah. “It’s getting
worse!”
Once we get to the kitchen, Sarah's mum doesn't ‘sit down' so much as fall,
slow motion, in the direction of the chair. Then she lights a cigarette.
“Tired, Mum?” says Sarah.
“Hmm?” says Sarah's mum. “Oh. Yeah, I am.”
“Well I'd say it's time for a coffee then.”
Sarah’s over at the bench, and she's doing well to manage, slanting open the
lid of the coffee jar so the grains dribble upwardly into her hand.
“How's Kay?” asks Sarah.
“She's dead,” says Sarah's mum.
“Oh my god,” I say.
“She's not dead,” says Sarah. “I spoke to her, like, the other day.”
“Either way, she's dead to me,” says Sarah's mum.
“Who isn't dead to you?” asks Sarah.
“Charlie,” says Sarah's mum.
“That's absurd,” says Sarah. “He actually is dead.”
Now Sarah's looking out the window – possibly missing Charlie, her childhood
pup. Soon, everyone's looking out the window – me included – watching this
tractor, made so small by the distance that it looks like a toy of itself, doing,
like, a small loop.
“There's lunch,” says Sarah's mum. “There's some croissants in the fridge
– under the blue bowl.”
“Great,” says Sarah. “We can use this?” She gestures towards the sandwich
press. In seconds, Sarah's got the masking tape out to prepare the bench.
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I help her hold things down here and there.
When we're done, the croissants are swelling
with cheese and in the centre of the table,
dancing in an upside-down tiramisu bowl.
“I'm not too hungry,” says Sarah's mum.
“It's lunchtime,” says Sarah.
“I had lunch.”
“What are you talking about?” says Sarah.
“We were coming over for lunch.”
“You were late.”
“Did you have one of these?”
“Yes,” says Sarah's mum. “No cheese
though.”
Before long I've taken two, munched them
down, commented on their deliciousness, heard
similar praise from Sarah, and it's only then
that I realise that she hasn't touched hers.
“Not hungry, dude?” I ask Sarah.
“I feel sick.”
“Don't be ridiculous, eat,” says Sarah's
mum.
“Cheese will make me feel worse. It's too
rich. I don't like cheese.”
“You haven't had lunch – that's why you
feel sick,” says Sarah's mum.
“That's not true, we had something on the
way up. A coffee scroll. It was nice.”
“What did you have?” Sarah's mum asks,
looking at me. “A spreadsheet?”
At this point one of my brogues seems to be
floating across the kitchen, bathroom bound.
“You should get that,” says Sarah. “It's
your shoe.”
“It is,” I say. “Excuse me.”
IN THE bathroom the toilet seat is taped down,
and I find myself staring over it for something
like fifteen minutes, which is typical of this
new habit of mine for dealing with post-postshame moments – i.e. whenever what should
have happened doesn't happen and I've found
myself alone, I stare, and stare, and stare. This
time: hugging that recently collected brogue
to my chest and trying to remember if I still
got erections in the mornings.
Finally, I walk into the hallway, where
there’s a window, a kind of marina-style
porthole, looking onto the kitchen. The view’s
brushy from the supporting tree, but I can
see Sarah clearly, at the table. Her mind’s
someplace else, because her sippy cup breaks
free from her fingers, begins to rise. It’s kind
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WHEN the REPORT FINISHES I TAKE
MY CIGARETTES and WALK
OUTSIDE. I STARE at the DOME
GLITTERING with ELECTRIC
YELLOWNESS.

of mesmerising, the way she reaches up for the
sippy cup through a beam of sunlight, bathing
her figure in these voluminous Botticelli-style
highlights. And I'm just standing there in the
hallway, totally unnoticed, taking in all this miraculous, primarily boob-related beauty, which
is when I think: wait, whoa, that feels like
flection. Flection being the term me and Sarah
coined – in the good ol' days – for gauging the
many levels of male groin-related uprightness
possible (but recently: not possible).
So I'm rushing back for the bathroom, the
anticipation whirling up in me, resulting in
such an unbuckling and total dropping of my
pants to my ankles that I'm standing there,
once again in the bathroom, butt unclad.
And the flection rating on this thing: totally
unbelievable.
I walk back into the kitchen. I notice my
sippy cup, afloat. The coffee that’s in it has
surely gone cold.
“Time to go,” says Sarah. “Got to get you
home for work.” I look at my watch, but I
don't say anything about how irrelevant work
on Monday is at three on a Sunday afternoon.
It's like she's reading my mind.
“Work, work, work – all you do is work,”
says Sarah's mum. “They should just put
a funnel in your mouth. They could shovel
mundane down it and then out your arse would
shoot money.”
Then we're climbing down the tree trunk. I
don't say anything when I identify the sandwich press, somehow outside again, floating
with the rest of the junk, its cord waggling.
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WE'RE standing on the ground, but not quite standing because our feet are
still loose in our shoes, and I go to kiss her, thinking, the Dome and everything
else – trees and shit – still hold some residual romance. But Sarah looks
down, wincing.
“I wish I had the self-control that she has,” she says.
“Are you crazy? I thought we were passed this?” I say.
“Passed what?” she says. “My jeans are so much tighter.”
She turns away from me, walking towards the small, heat-waved image of
the car. I catch up to her, and we walk side-by-side until she stops to pull at
the belt loops of her jeans, trying to loosen the grip on her legs. The sun is
catching the sweat beads on her face and she's getting so into it, as if she
could pull them over her head.
“They're so much tighter,” she says. “How could I let this happen?”
I tell her that her body is beautiful and wait to see the hate build behind her
eyes, pulling tighter for me.
“What the hell would you know?” she says. “You're in love with me.”
ON THE car ride home, while flectionwise I've got nothing, it makes sense to
raise the topic of therapy. She says a therapist will convince her that everything
is fine, that it's all in her head, and then she'll get really fat. More, she says
that unless I want to say, definitively, that she hasn't put on any weight since
we met: I should shut the fuck up.
She looks at me.
I don't say anything. I focus on the road. It offers me nothing but ridiculous
glare. It suggests a sun standing on a bare sky.
We're not even at the highway before I feel a hand on my thigh, pushing at
the crotch of my pants. Over in the passenger side, she's making those eyes.
Eyes that are meant to get me hard. I'm used to it, the way she goes from happy
to jaded to crazy to sexy, like rooms in a house that she's bursting through.
It reminds me of what it's like to be half-crazy, and I run with it, trusting in
what little confidence I have left in my body.
The car's pulled up on the shoulder of the highway, and it's like I've forgotten
how this doesn't ever happen – us fucking – her face blurred against mine,
our bodies moving against each other, unhinged, like broken magnets. Then
our eyes lock and it's like I'm seeing behind hers – there it is, that hatred,
pulling tighter, and tighter.
By the time it's obvious to her, I've known for a while and my face has
nothing left in it to say. A shitty, empty feeling comes on, like something out
of the air conditioning, as she crosses the gear stick and makes for her clothes.
“There it is,” she says. “How can you say I'm not fat now?”
“I never want to go to your mother’s again,” I say.
“You think I do?” she says. “She's my mother.”
“She's not my mother,” I say, realising I could stretch the point out into a
fight, a real nasty one. And I do.
When we get the car home, Sarah gets out quick. I should follow her, through
that slammed door, say sorry for everything, let her super soft lips remind me
why we should never fight again. I just light a cigarette though, and watch
my two obstinate feet get colder as outside it gets darker, remembering that
old-school-good flection, and how excited/at peace I felt, and wonder whether
I would ever feel like that again.
When I open the door and I'm inside, I go to the bedroom and she's fast asleep.
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The REPORT THAT'S GOING is ABOUT the
DOME, and HOW a BUNCH OF NUTTER-BUTTERS
THINK IT'S GIVING EVERYONE CANCER

MONDAY, we watch television. I'm exhausted from working and Sarah's got a
buzz on from having had a productive day on her research. Sarah's someone
who likes to watch the community channel. She's also into dense media theory,
which apparently has nothing to do with the community channel. Most of all,
she's totally touched by Georgio, from Cooking with Georgio. Especially when
he says: “The perfect chicken roast takes a lot of thyme – both kinds.” That
kind of thing is his signature. I don't laugh. He looks lonely.
When Georgio's is over we jump channels to A Current Affair and Sarah
gives this “yippee” that's mostly sincere. The report that's going is about the
Dome, and how a bunch of nutter-butters think it's giving everyone cancer,
how it's killing off the vitamins in our food, how it's making the men impotent.
Now I'm listening. But, turning to Sarah, it seems her ears haven't pricked at
the mention of impotency and that kind of stings.
When the report finishes I take my cigarettes and walk outside. I stare at
the Dome glittering with electric yellowness. It gives me a shiver.
I think about how high my flection rating was at Sarah's mum's house, in
the bathroom. And I think about the sudden drop in flection I recorded in the
car with Sarah.
It was obvious. It made sense. All that artificial downward pushing being
way too much for my organic upward pushing?
“Let's visit your mother on the weekend,” I say when I'm back inside. “I
wanna get out of the city – work's getting to me.”
“Why'd you say that?” she says. “Now we have to go.”
She turns back to watch TV. On the screen, there's another community
channel guy, hosting a show about fishing. And in the background there’re no
ripples discernible on the surface of the river, and even, as the camera shifts
position, no river discernible, just a blaring sheet of saturation.
“I should visit her more,” she says, nodding. “You're right. I should visit her
more. Good Daughter Year. That’s what we said on New Year’s.”
I don't remember shit about New Year’s, but I come up behind her and kiss
the top of her head. In my mental diary I make a note: Visit to the flection
capital of Australia.
“Say what you want about the production value,” says Sarah. “This dude
sure catches some big ones.”
THAT weekend, driving to Sarah's mum's house, I'm tapping my hands on the
wheel so enthusiastically that Sarah turns off the radio.
“Cut it out,” she says. “You’re making me feel sad by comparison.”
We park the car, walk past the crop, the motorcycling kids, the tractor – still
doing, like, a small loop, just somewhere else – and the whole time my feet
feel firm in their shoes. It makes me worried.
When we get close to the house I notice the orbiting swirl of junk is gone,
and, closer, I can see the swirl's contents dug into the dirt around the base of
the tree. The sandwich press sunken nearby a flat screen television with the
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screen all kicked-in. The whole thing stinks
of Sarah's sister: a total hotshot who lives in
London with her boyfriend. I've never met her.
The only validation we have of her existence
comes in sporadic bursts of insane generosity,
which tend to arrive too long after or before
birthdays to provide explanation. Two years
ago she bought us a Prius. The delivery dude
had asked me to sign and, looking out over my
driveway, at the hulking Prius parked there,
I said, “Weird ride for a delivery guy?” And
he looked at me, like: There's a pool of words
I set aside for working. There's only twelve
words in the pool. Try again.
“The world's going green, huh?” I said.
“Did you sign?” he said. “Or?”
We never drive the thing on principle.
AFTER Sarah's mum has escorted us into the
kitchen, she says she's going to the bathroom.
She doesn't come back. She leaves us waiting to
look over the contents of the cupboards, which
are now on the floor – everything still where
it landed after the Auto-Grav came back on.
When Sarah decides it’s time to go looking
for her mum, we find her in front of the television.
“Did she forget we were here?” I say rhetorically, unable to help myself. But Sarah
just nods, and then:
“New television? Looks great.”
“Everything up must come down,” says
Sarah's mum.
“Fuck me,” I say, taking a seat.
“It was nice of Julie to replace the television,” says Sarah.
“I bought the TV,” says Sarah's mum.
“It's great not having all your stuff floating
around?” says Sarah.
“I miss it,” says Sarah's mum. “Everything
was weightless.”
I look at Sarah and make this face which
is like: Well, she doesn't want us here, obviously, so¾
But Sarah responds with a look that’s all:
Remember, Good Daughter Year. You kissing
my head, like, as if to say: Let’s do this together
because I love you and I support you?
So we have to wait an hour with Sarah's
mum while she channel surfs. We watch Oprah
re-runs, soap operas, Dr. Phil. Sometimes,
Sarah's mum mimes the things said on screen.
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A COSMIC HOLIDAY with SARAH,
WHERE the GRAVITY is NATURALLY
ZERO, WHICH WOULD BE SO
PERFECTLY CONDUCIVE to
FLECTION. WE COULD FUCK for the
WHOLE THING

At first, I think she means to do it sarcastically. Later, it feels more like a reflex. Her
deep-southern-patriarch accent is bang on, if
subconscious.
“...You should not be doing your daughter's
homework – if she wanted that C+ in History,
she could do it herself.”
“Pardon, Mum?” says Sarah.
“What?” says Sarah's mum. “Did you say
something?”
Then we are getting up to leave, saying
goodbye.
“How's the film business going?” she asks,
before we go in for a hug.
“It's not,” I say. “I work for Public Transport Victoria.”
“I forgot,” she says. “Sarah told me that
once.” And her eyes go so sincere all of a
sudden that it kind of creeps me out. Like
she's really, really, really sorry it didn't work
out for me. It's sort of ridiculous to watch: I
was so certain she hated me for so long and
everything.
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On the ride home I barely register the road.
Instead I'm thinking about a cosmic holiday
with Sarah, where the gravity is naturally
zero, which would be so perfectly conducive
to flection. We could fuck for the whole thing,
get a little two person shuttle – a fuck shuttle.
“Let's sell the Prius and go on a trip, Sah,”
I say. “Let's get a shuttle. What do you think?”
She turns to me, her face washed out with
fear.
“I got to get out,” she says. “My jeans,”
she says. “They’re so tight!”
“Sarah,” I say. “We aren't getting out of
the car. We’re going home. We’re selling the
Prius.”
“Why aren't you letting me out!?”
I let her out. She stands on the dirt beside
the road, pulling at her jeans and stomping.
“Take them off,” I yell.
“I can't. Then I'll never put them back on.
Then I'll be someone too fat for my jeans.”
She keeps pulling, stomping and looking at
me, hate bubbling at any way I try to help.
It gets to me so much I kick into the driver's
door of our Mazda to get the feeling out. I turn
around, and she falls to the ground and tears
start evacuating down her face. She's sliding
away from me a butt's space at a time, pushing
away at the dirt with her heels. I chase her
down and she holds up a belt loop so that I
can see that she's torn it right off the denim,
her face like a child's. Scared, but not at me.
I fall on her, I kiss her over and over again.
Pushing her lips against mine so that all I
can feel and think is how soft they are. She
kisses me back. She kisses me back. We drive
home together.
“I love you,” she says, when we see the city.
“I love you so much I could die,” I say.
“Let's take a trip,” I say. “Let’s sell the
Prius.”
“Okay,” she says. “Like, nobody drives it.”
“I love you,” she says. “Let's never fight
again.”
THE NEXT day I make a call to a travel
agency. I say, “Me and my girlfriend want
to see the stars – not the country kind, the
actually up there, past the Dome, into the sky
and beyond kind.”
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“Well, Rob, you sound very excited,” a dude
says on the other end. I can hear him smiling
at my voice, the way people are desperate to
smile in those kinds of shit jobs.
“Let's make it happen,” he says.
He tells me how much the packages start
at, and I feel the hope drain out of me into
my shoes, thick like blood. The obviousness
of how expensive flying into space should be
occurs to me, and that hurts more somehow.
“Fuck,” I say, hanging up the phone. Saying
it again, loud enough that Sarah comes into
the kitchen, stunned. I tell her how much the
absolute base-level package is.
“Wow. That's a buttload of Priuses,” she
says.
I come out of the kitchen, down the hallway,
onto the verandah. I see the Prius. I see its
driver's door and think it needs a good kicking
in. But I don't have the energy, plus I don't
want to scare her, the little girl in the doorway,
suggesting Europe. Suggesting Germany. Barcelona. Paris. “You'd love Paris,” she says. “It
will be beautiful,” she promises. I think about
the Dome over Paris and shudder.

PUSHING AWAY
at the DIRT with HER HEELS.
I CHASE HER DOWN and SHE HOLDS
UP A BELT LOOP SO THAT I CAN SEE
THAT SHE'S TORN IT RIGHT OFF the
DENIM, HER FACE LIKE a CHILD'S
Going Down Swinging
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IT'S TWO months later, I'm cooped up in the
car and the car is cooped up in the arse of a
traffic jam. The air outside's super balmy as
if it's saying: Congratulations-it's-the-beginning-of-summer! And as far as the meteor
goes, I have no clue it’s coming – no one does.
These days, everywhere I turn I find some
reason to shiver. And how can it be otherwise?
Like last week, when we were getting dinner
with John and Josie – old friends, first of
mine, and now of mine and Sarah's. We'd just
left the restaurant and without realising it, I
was having a good time. Then Josie said that
the way the stars reflect against the surface
of the Dome was even more beautiful than
seeing them straight. And John said, Josie,
you're beautiful, and you’re right. Naturally,
I started shivering right there on the footpath,
thinking, Oh, yep, that's right, the Dome, how
could I have forgotten? It being the exact
reason that John and Josie will be having such
different evenings tonight to Rob and Sarah,
flectionwise.
The night got worse. As we were driving
home Sarah pushed her head close enough to
my ear so that what she said was a whisper.
Then, leaning back against the seat of the
passenger side, she said, “Whoa, can't believe
I just said that. Really sexy, right? By the
way, you were so funny tonight – so was I
too, right?”
I quadruple shivered, pulling over at the
first servo that presented itself to hide out
where they keep the dog food. Trying, in spite
of the sinking in my chest, to formulate some
way out of what Sarah thought was going to
happen – but actually, not happen – when
we got home.
Back inside the car I told her I'd forgotten
we'd made plans with my parents, that we
had to go there, now – how they had sounded
pissed with me on the phone.
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And what did eventuate was that I was
standing on the lush, toe-curl worthy lawn of
my parents’ house, which, under the night sky,
had become a kind of moon stage. The front
door of their house: locked, the two of them so
obviously not at home. And Sarah standing out
by the passenger side of the Mazda, waiting
on me. Her face balancing confusion and frustration almost at a perfect equal.
Staring up at the Dome, I recognised the
stars looking beautiful against it, but I didn't
receive any of that ‘at peace' feeling usually
associated with the beholding of beauty. And
I asked myself: What was life even like as a
normal guy? A guy who was not only DTF but
ATF? (The ‘A’ standing for able.) I couldn't
even remember and, being honest with myself,
I wasn't so sure I was even DTF anymore. I
was more like TATF. (‘T' standing for ‘Too',
‘A', now, for ‘Afraid', etc, etc.)
THE METEOR makes itself known by bursting
into the sky on the side of the Dome that now,
so obviously, belongs to the galaxy. Blue and
firing and looking exactly like it’s meant to:
a hunk of space rock disintegrating in the atmosphere. The Dome itself starts shaking, the
ground shaking. I open my eyes not knowing
I'd shut them. The traffic isn’t moving like I’d
imagined it would – instead, it has entrenched.
I wind down my window, pulling my head out.
The air is warm and sticky. It rides up the
skin of my face.
“Look what you did to my car,” says some
dude who I can’t see, up ahead.
“Who cares about your car? It's the end of
the world,” says some other dude.
“It'll be the end of your world, if you don't
have insurance,” says the first dude.
It is not the end of the world – I know this
much, thanks to YouTube and the incidence of
something very similar over Russia last year.
There is something, however, I don’t know, that
nobody knows, happening one hundred kilometres above our heads. The meteor’s debris, hot
as molten lava, has collided with the Dome,
resulting in a series of tiny, pea-sized holes
along its surface. The Dome is now in the
process of a total meltdown.
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THE WHOLE TIME I'M URGED SLIGHTLY in MY
DIALLING/LISTENING BY THIS INKLING FEELING
THAT MAYBE IT IS, YOU KNOW, THE END

I turn the radio on, looking for something on the meteor. I get nothing but
fizz sounds. The traffic starts rolling out, and I find my phone to call Sarah.
She doesn’t pick up. I call Mum, Dad, they don’t pick up. The whole time I'm
urged slightly in my dialling/listening by this inkling feeling that maybe it
is, you know, the end. That the meteor has broken through the Dome and hit
the Earth's surface large enough to make a fuss, and that ‘we', humans, are
totally dinofucked. I indicate for the turn-off onto my street as the Dome gives
one last, earth-shaking shudder, discharging this totally sparkling bath of light.
SHIT, I'm totally dead.
I feel myself lifting upwards. I have two thought streams as my body floats
out the driver's window: a) This life was only the beginning of something
much greater. And b) Just one word, no no no no no no no no no no no no no.
As I arrive at a prone position above the car, thought stream b reigns supreme.
I notice a slobbery tennis ball levitating midair as Muttley, the neighbour's
Jack Russell, chases after it, slow motion style, amid a suburban vista of
general upside-down-ness. It's like someone's just picked up Brunswick West
and shaken out its contents, so pretty much everything besides its houses and
roads are displaced in air.
“G'day, Rob,” says Peter, my next door neighbour (also afloat). “How's it
going?”
“Good,” I say.
“It's a fucking travesty, mate,” says Peter. “Can't believe I voted for them
– they can't even keep the thing on?”
He is pointing up at the surface of the Dome, which appears lifeless, lacking
its electric glow and its ever-present buzz, like it's sleeping.
Pete says something else but I’m not listening, having just realised the rush
of blood to my flection-centre, courtesy of the gravityless environment.
Thank you meteor! Thank you sleeping/dead Dome!
“Pete, I gotta go,” I say, turning towards my house, assuming a breaststroke-esque approach – apparently, movement in water: not translatable to
movement in anti-grav.
“Um, Pete,” I say, sheepishly. “How do you go anywhere out here?”
“Mate, not like that,” Pete says. “You gotta throw something behind you,
like a shoe or something – it's how space ships travel.”
“These are pretty expensive,” I say, referring to my brogues.
“Hmm,” says Pete. “Muttley works pretty good for me.”
And without another word Pete launches his dog towards me. Of course, the
obverse of his logic suggests that this will deliver him in the opposite direction.
I’m not fussed: left reeling from the realisation of death, then of life, then of
flection, I'd totally forgotten that I didn't really like Pete.
“Shit,” says Pete, as he floats away.
“Sorry, Pete,” I say.
“Don't worry, mate. You know how it is.”
I really don’t. Neither does he, I suspect, since the present situation is so
truly unprecedented.
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I embrace the oncoming Muttley, wasting no time – well, maybe a little time
giving him a hug – before launching him, as Pete had done, in the direction
opposite to my house.
FLOATING towards the yard I envision Sarah behind those brick walls, the
anti-gravity working like little invisible hands to undress her for me.
Unfortunately, the Muttley force runs out and I need many handfuls of grass
from the lawn to scale the last of the stretch across my yard. Then, getting a
handle on the doorknob, I float into the lounge room, calling out her name and
getting no answer. Still, she might be sleeping, with headphones on? She does
that sometimes.
Realising I would need to strip off for trajectory, I remove my jumper, pants
and shirt, respectively, each item left to form a bobbing tour of the house. I
go across the lounge room, across the kitchen, hope draining as I find each
room empty.
Seeing the door to our bedroom, I pray.
Throwing my underpants behind me I can’t help endowing the motion with
a little gravitas. Clasping my hand to the oncoming arch of the door, my heart
flutters like a hundred butterflies… and, of course, she isn’t there.
The residual force from the underpants has me float into the centre of the
empty room. Being there above our bed, bobbing totally alone, I look down
as so often in everything we are told not to: the flection rating on this thing,
still, totally unbelievable.
It occurs to me that I am alone. But not in such a way that my loneliness is
without recourse. In fact, I can't remember a time, in recent memory, when I have
been both alone, and, well, not impotent.
OPENING my eyes onto the white whiteness of the ceiling there is nothing
in my head, and nothing left anywhere else. I’m just afloat, sharing the air
space with the product of my vexing energies, which is also afloat, bobbing in
perfect harmony with my bobbing. Which is when I hear the clip of the front
door interrupting a little giggle I’m having with myself.
“Rob, are you home?” comes this voice, startling me. It’s Sarah's.
“It's been forever, Rob, I hope you’re home,” says another voice.
“Better be Rob – otherwise there's just some creepy guy laughing in your
house,” says another girl. I feel the draft from the front door reach out and kiss
me on the face – taking with it my jizz, which starts floating, as if possessed,
through the bedroom door at an angle that suggests it’s heading for the kitchen.
“Jesus, fuck, shit,” I say, immediately brain-imaging the faces of these
girls I can’t remember on seeing my jizz float into the kitchen, how majorly
embarrassed Sarah will be, how insanely embarrassed I will be.
I anchor my fingers to the door's arch and hurl myself into the hallway,
shivering like crazy, making a brilliant trajectory by holding my arms in,
my head cocked to the floor, forming the shape of an aerodynamic, Olympicgrade bobsled.
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From quick glances, I see my ejaculate
ahead, see that it is bobbing away and totally
bound for a meet-and-greet in the kitchen.
Thankfully, I’m moving faster and will have
it in my hands shortly. Then I’ll slip into the
laundry, find clothes.
“Rob?” says Sarah. “Are you home or what?
I wanna come to you. This is fun.”
“Not that fun, more like annoying,” says
one of the girls.
“What?”
“No!”
“Stay there!” I say, victory in reach, only to
realise that if I do take it in my hands – then
what? There will obviously be jizz in my hands.
It seems doubtful that I'll escape this situation without being seen naked, which is bad,
but being seen naked with jizz in my hands?
Bad plus creepy.
Glancing over my ejaculate, down the
hallway, I see that, for the moment, the kitchen
is bare, and so, I guess, I open my mouth just
wide enough and swallow it. Part of me wants
to vomit, sure, but most of me doesn’t. If anything, there’s a crazy satisfaction in finally
knowing: how it tastes like it’s grown in brine,
how it clings on, between gulps, like passionate
gloop, its temperature righteously warm.
I check again: a bare, triumphant vista. No
friends, no Sarah, just the sink. I feel a hero.
“Did your boyfriend just eat his own semen?”
says one of the girl's voices.
“Also, like, totally naked.”
I’ve overlooked the mirror, hanging from the
wall, beside the sink.
As in the mirror, there's an image of two
girls that Sarah still keeps in touch with from
high school, Jing and Michelle, looking totally
weirded out: faces already turning to cruel
smiles. And Sarah too, looking very confused.
TIRED of my habit for on-the-spot shame processing, I kick off the wall for the lonely, dark,
littleness of the laundry.
There’s a window open there and I let myself
out, not expecting the summer air to have such
a surprising way with my skin, reminding
me that being naked is natural, or, at least,
slightly less weird. Flying out, I don’t see the
roofs of the ‘burbs rendered in such a way that
reminds me of everyone and everything that
lives there, at least not initially. But, once I
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REALISING I WOULD NEED TO
STRIP OFF FOR TRAJECTORY,
I REMOVE MY JUMPER, PANTS and
SHIRT, RESPECTIVELY

scale the neighbours’ huge, fuck-off fence, I
can see the tops of houses and the glory of the
suburban splay in its strange upside downness.
Where everything that was once on the ground
is now everywhere else and sparkling under
the too-quick-to-work-magic-on-you sunset.
And then there’s me, and all the other
people who have come out to see what it’s like,
but, after getting far enough away from anything they can push against, now, just look
unstuck and confused. Weirdly, I’m not even the
only naked person. I notice this lady lathered
head to toe in baby oil – she’s hard to miss –
making this face to relay to anyone who cares
that even she is shocked by the fact that she’s
covered in baby oil.
And all I can think is: “Thank God for naked-baby-oil lady,” as I make haste in taking
shelter behind a gravitating BBQ – a dive
that's in response to my beautiful girlfriend
having come outside to look for me. The same
girlfriend who, when I take a glance out from
behind my Weber, is not insanely, irredeemably
ashamed, but floating towards me. Even the
way she's removing items of clothing as she
goes appears to be in solidarity.
Which is when I think, fuck, is Sarah caught
in a wind or something? Where's this naked
girl even going? Her direction of flight has
become peripheral to mine. And then irrelevant
to mine. She's like a plane that I'm watching
get smaller, and smaller, as she disappears
into the sky, her arms outstretched like she's
receiving the world's biggest hug.
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Shirl

I WAS ON THE couch one night when
Geoff, an old mate of mine, phoned out
of the blue to tell me he was seeing
written by
someone.
WAY N E M A R S H A L L
“Oh yeah?” I said. It had been
twenty years since Geoff had been in
a relationship. Not since his ex-wife
Jacki went on a pokies trip to Albury one weekend with a busload of other
women and never came back. All his mates – myself firmly included – had
him pegged as a bachelor for life after that. But here he was, on the doorstep
of sixty, ringing me at nine o’clock at night to tell me he’d found someone, and
what’s more, that this new lady of his was already living with him.
“Next thing you’ll be telling me you’re tying the knot,” I joked.
Geoff scoffed. “Not bloody likely. Not us, mate. But I am over the moon.
Reckon this is about the happiest I’ve ever been. It just feels right, you know?”
“Jesus.”
I’d heard Geoff talk like that about dogs, racing horses, fish he’d caught on
camping trips, but never about a woman.
“So listen. We’re wondering if you’d like to come for tea on Saturday? Figure
we’re well overdue to start meeting people as a couple.”
My heart sank. For weeks I’d been looking forward to the Saturday I had
planned with some married mates of mine. The idea was to meet at the country
footy club we all played at back in the day, watch the game, then stick around
for drinks afterwards and stay the night at a local motel. It’d be just me and the
guys – no women, no Tracey. But there was no way I could knock back Geoff,
not after everything he’d been through. So I told him sure, I’d love to come.
“I suppose you’ll be wanting Tracey to come too?” The question came out
even more half-arsed than I expected.
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Geoff went silent. “Yeah, about that, mate.
Just this first time I reckon you should come
alone. Give you a chance to get to know her
properly. Know what I mean?”
“Yeah, yeah, I know exactly what you mean,”
I said. “Things are a bit rocky here at the
moment anyway. It’ll be good to get a break,
clear my head. Get off this bloody couch.”
“She got you sleeping on the couch again?”
“Yeah.”
“What for this time?”
“I don’t even know any more.”
“It’s not right, mate.”
“I know.”
“Oh well, come round on Saturday. We’ll
fix you up.”
In the background there was a loud clanking
of bottles. Geoff muffled the receiver and told
someone – his new partner, I presumed – that
if the yellow bin was full, to just chuck the
empty bottles in the red bin. Then he came
back to me, saying, “Yeah mate, you two are
gonna get on like a house on fire, I can tell.
Her name’s Shirl by the way.”
THAT SATURDAY I left for Geoff’s in the late
afternoon. I felt like a bit of a dill dressed in
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the light red (not pink) collared shirt and cargo
pants Tracey gave me for Christmas, but I
figured I should make an effort for Geoff’s big
night. On the passenger seat was a bouquet of
flowers, picked from our garden. Tracey had
shoved them at me as I headed out the door.
“Give those to Shirl,” she’d spat. “And be
nice to her for god’s sake. Don’t go scaring
her off. And don’t go getting too drunk either
and making a fool of yourself.”
I felt her eyes on me all the way to the car.
I played a straight bat, told her I’d see her
later in bed.
“Not tonight you won’t.”
“What? Not the–”
“You’re on the couch.”
“Bullshit? What have I–”
“You’re on the couch.”
I yanked the car door open and tossed the
flowers inside. “Yeah, well maybe I won’t come
back then.”
“Suit yourself.”
“I will.”
“You always have done.”
I spent the hour-long drive convinced Geoff
was making a massive mistake. Although I’d
never told him in so many words, over the
years I’d hinted a number of times that it
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might have been for the best Jacki took off the
way she did and he’d sworn off women ever
since. Because as humiliating as it must have
been, the whole fiasco had left him a free man.
The lucky bastard had no one to answer to. No
one nagging at him to fix this, or mow that,
or try on such-and-such a shirt. On weekends
he could sleep in til whenever he liked. He
could watch as much footy and cricket as he
could handle. And best of all he never had to
suffer through any excruciating get-togethers
with in-laws.
Taking the exit to Geoff’s town, I figured
Shirl would have to be one hell of a woman to
make him throw all that away.
WHEN I finally pulled into Geoff’s driveway,
I checked my teeth, nose hair, moustache, and
face in the mirror, collected the flowers, then
walked onto the sagging porch of his battered
old brick house. I didn’t even have time to
knock before the screen door whipped open
and Geoff bowled out.
“Mate!” he said, shaking my hand as if I’d
just won the lottery. “Good to see you, mate!
Good to see you!”
“Yeah you too,” I said, glad to see him,
but a bit miffed he hadn’t gone to any effort
whatsoever to dress up. I hadn’t expected a
three-piece suit or anything. It was Geoff after
all. And here he was – the same old Geoff.
Same grubby blue Bonds T-shirt hugging his
beer belly. Same skin-tight pair of army-green
Stubbies shorts. Same bushy beard and unruly
mop of greasy black hair.
I wondered what kind of woman this Shirl
might be.
“Shit, mate, you didn’t have to do that,”
Geoff said, seeing the flowers.
“They’re from Tracey.” I shook my head with
a look that said it all.
“Women,” Geoff said, leading me into the
house.
I was surprised to see that nothing had
changed since last time I was there. The place
didn’t have a woman’s touch, that’s for sure.
If anything, it was more of a pigsty than
usual. Cobwebs thick as wool spread across the
ceiling. The walls grey from cigarette smoke.
Old racing guides strewn across the carpet.
And everywhere, these dark balls of what
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appeared to be dog shit, even though it had
been years since Geoff had last owned a dog.
“Got a dog again?” I asked, following Geoff
into the kitchen.
“Nope. Why’s that, mate?”
“Oh, it’s just—”
Before I could finish Geoff put a finger to
his mouth and gestured for me to stop. So
I stopped, watching him trot ahead to the
ratty wood-beaded curtains that separated
the kitchen from the rumpus room out back.
“Shirl?” Geoff said, sticking his head
between the curtains. “Shirl, it’s time to come
out now. The fella I was telling you about’s
here. He brought you flowers. They’re real
pretty. They’re—” Geoff swung back to me.
“What kind of flowers are they, mate?”
“No idea.”
“Roses? Daffodils? Daisies? What, mate?”
“I don’t know, Geoff. Tracey picked them.”
Geoff’s head burrowed again between the
curtains. “Yeah, not sure what type of flowers
they are, Shirl. But they smell nice. Carn, love,
come have a look.”
There was the sound of someone moving
forward from the back of the rumpus room.
I held up the flowers. I made sure I had a
welcoming smile.
Geoff’s face swelled with pride as he said,
“That a girl, Shirl. That a girl.”
And then through the curtains I saw it.
A whopping great kangaroo up on its
hind legs.
THE THREE of us sat in silence at the kitchen
table. To my right was Geoff, hunched forward,
eyebrows furrowed, picking at the label of
his beer. Across from me was the kangaroo,
sitting tall in a chair, its tail plonked on the
lino, its huge dark eyes staring blankly at
the ash-stained table. Above us on the wall a
clock carved out the seconds. Somewhere in
there Geoff said something about the weather.
I agreed with him, whatever it was he’d said.
Things went silent again and we sipped our
beers. Another five minutes crawled by.
Eventually Geoff burst to life, clapping his
hands and announcing, “All right, Shirl, how
‘bout we chuck on those party pies! Liven
things up a touch, ey?”
The kangaroo rose from its seat and hopped
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ACROSS FROM ME was the
KANGAROO,
SITTING TALL in a CHAIR, ITS TAIL
PLONKED on the LINO, ITS HUGE DARK
EYES STARING BLANKLY at the
ASH-STAINED TABLE

dutifully over to the fridge. It proceeded to empty the pies onto a tray, load the
tray into the oven, and shut the oven door. With the pies warming, it hopped
to the pantry and collected three plates and a bottle of tomato sauce. When
the kangaroo noticed me watching, I averted my eyes and asked Geoff how
things were at the factory.
“Yeah good, mate, good.”
He swivelled in his seat and waved his empty stubby in the direction of the
kangaroo. “’Nother beer please, love. Actually, make it two. Our visitor must
be dry after his long drive.”
I tried to tell Geoff I didn’t need another beer but his beady eyes were twinkling
and he was leaning back in his seat, telling me about the night he met Shirl.
“I was on the Murray, mate – camping at the same stretch of forest you and
me camp at every January – fishing for cod. Anyway, one night I thought I’d
go for a bit of a drive, you know, take a look around, see what was out there.
Lo and behold, maybe half an hour in, Shirl comes bounding out of the scrub,
right into the glare of my headlights. I looked at her. She looked at me. As
they say, mate, it was love at first sight. Wasn’t it, Shirl?”
I flinched when I realised the kangaroo was standing beside me.
“Shirl decided to move back with me that same weekend.”
The kangaroo held out a beer to me with its meaty paw.
“Few teething problems initially, mate, but otherwise things’ve been fantastic.”
“I have to piss,” I blurted out, squeezing by the kangaroo and hurrying
through the dark hallway. I wrestled open the toilet door (the top half was
completely off its hinges), closed it behind me and stood with my back against
it, trying to gather my thoughts.
I hadn’t made a lot of headway on the topic when there was a knock at the
door and Geoff asked, “Everything all right in there, mate?”
I flushed the toilet. I opened the door.
Geoff’s ruddy face swooped in from the darkness. “You okay, mate?”
I nodded, forcing a smile.
“So,” he whacked a playful hand against my ribs. “What d’ya reckon?”
I made out like I didn’t know what he was talking about.
“About Shirl, mate. What d’ya reckon?” Geoff’s face couldn’t have been
more than thirty centimetres from mine. His ragged beard was all wet and
glistening with beer.
“What I reckon, Geoff,” I said as gently as possible, “is you’ve gone and
shacked up with a kangaroo. Domesticated the thing too by the look of it.”
Geoff reeled violently away, as if I’d stuck a knife in him.
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FOR the FIRST TIME in the NIGHT—FOR the FIRST
TIME in WEEKS, ACTUALLY—A GENUINE SMILE
BROKE THROUGH THE SUN-BLASTED SKIN of
MY CHEEKS

“Oh drag your mind out of the gutter, you
blind bastard.” He lingered in the dark for a
while, hands on hips, his white legs a grisly
mess of cuts and scratches. The only sound was
the clatter of plates and cutlery in the kitchen.
“Look, Geoff, I’m sorry, mate. But–”
He wheeled back around at me, his eyes hurt.
“You remember what you told me the night
I knew for sure Jacki wasn’t coming back?”
When I said I didn’t, he pointed a finger in
the direction of the kitchen and said, “You sat
with me in that room and told me there’d be
plenty more fish in the sea.”
“Yeah, okay. But what’s your point?”
“My point is, mate, I’ve found her. I’ve
landed the catch of the century.”
“Geoff,” I said. “It’s a bloody kangaroo.”
“Jesus!” Geoff stabbed me in the chest with
his finger. “Just because you’ve got Tracey
driving you into the ground over there, mate,
don’t take it out on me.”
“Tracey? What the hell’s this got to do with
Tracey?”
“Oh don’t kid yourself. We both know this
has got everything to do with Tracey.”
Things went silent between us.
“Get here,” Geoff hissed after a while. “Want
to show you something.”
I followed him to the kitchen door, which was
slightly ajar. We huddled behind it.
“Now look at her.” A ball of Geoff’s spit
landed in my ear. “All that rubbish you were
going on with before – not looking her in the
eye, not accepting the beer she brought you
– you’ve hurt her feelings, mate. Look. Go on.
Look at her.”
I looked through the gap at the kangaroo.
Sure enough, it did look pretty downcast as it
stood hunched over the sink washing the dishes.
“Give her another chance. A proper chance.

For me, mate. And for you too. You’ll see.”
Geoff burst back into the kitchen, telling
Shirl we were ready for those beers now.
Without showing any discernable emotion,
the kangaroo put aside the frying pan it was
scrubbing and hopped in the direction of the
fridge.
“Thanks, love,” Geoff said, as we took our
seats at the table. “That’s real nice of you
to bring us our beers. Isn’t it, mate?” Geoff
whacked my elbow with his hand. “Isn’t it,
mate? She’ll even crack it open for you. Won’t
you, Shirl? Go on, show him your trick.”
The kangaroo flipped the lid with one of its
razor-sharp claws.
“Just like magic. See? Now go on, take it.”
I looked into the kangaroo’s pitch-black eyes.
I looked away just as quick.
“Take the beer.”
I looked at Geoff. With gritted teeth, he
nodded me in the direction of the beer.
Slowly, I reached out to take the beer.
Yet as soon as my fingers touched the icy
bottle, Shirl reeled back and buried the stubby
deep into her whiskered snout, chugging down
at least half the beer in one gulp.
Geoff exploded with laughter, bashing the
table with his hand.
“Beauty, Shirl! That’s a bloody beauty! Fixed
him up good and proper!”
Shirl wiped her mouth, handed me the remainder of the beer.
For the first time in the night – for the first
time in weeks, actually – a genuine smile broke
through the sun-blasted skin of my cheeks, and
I felt alive. “That’s tricky, Shirl,” I said, relaxing at last into my chair. “Very very tricky.”
Then I raised the stubby to my lips and
drank.
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AFTER tea was over and Shirl had cleared the plates it was time for the footy.
With a smoke hanging from his lip, Geoff lugged his portable TV into the
kitchen and sat it on the bench. While he fiddled with the bunny ears, Shirl
disappeared in the direction of Geoff’s bedroom. When she reappeared she was
wearing a short-sleeved Carlton footy jumper. I made her turn around so I
could see whose number she was wearing. A white 4.
“Sticks Kernahan,” Geoff muttered, cigarette still smoking between his lips.
“Been showing Shirl tapes of old Blues games and Sticks is her
favourite player.”
As soon as the game was underway Shirl hopped up onto Geoff. Initially I
only looked across at them when we discussed particular passages of play. But
as the night wore on and the beer loosened things up, I found myself looking
more and more, to the point that I could barely take my eyes off them, drawn
to the sight of Shirl slumped back against Geoff’s chest, her long powerful legs
resting on his milky thighs, her whiskered face pillowed by his broad shoulder,
her nose and ears twitching at random intervals. I couldn’t remember the last
time Tracey and I had sat together like that.
With his left hand Geoff stroked Shirl’s belly below the jumper. With his right
he drank his beer. Whenever Carlton kicked a goal Geoff passed his stubby
to Shirl. She’d sit up, take a quick guzzle, then relax back onto him. It was
only during quarter-time breaks that Shirl left him, hopping into the lounge.
“She likes going to the toilet in there,” Geoff leaned across and told me.
“Too cold for her outside this time of year.”
The footy turned out to be a real nail-biter. In the end Carlton beat Collingwood by two points. Fevola kicked thirteen.
The beer flowed like water.
One minute we were sitting at the table all riled up about politics, the next
Geoff was staggering off saying something about tying up the curtains to
the rumpus room and setting up the mirror ball. Shirl teetered drunk above
a clothes horse, hanging up a fresh load of washing. I sidled up next to her.
“Looks like you and Geoff’ve got a great thing going,” I said, slurring my
words. “Not like me and Tracey. You’ve got no idea, Shirl. The woman treats
me like a dog. Nothing I do’s ever good enough. But you. You look like you
really know how to make a bloke feel good about himself. I mean look at this.
I barely know you and already I feel as though I could talk to you about anything. I could really do with someone like you.”
Shirl snatched the beer from me and drank.
I edged closer. “Yeah that’s it, Shirl. Drink up.”
All of a sudden music exploded from the rumpus room. Geoff fired like a
cannonball from the smoke haze, telling us to come have a dance. Shirl tossed
the stubby over her shoulder and bounded into the shimmer of Geoff’s old mirror
ball, clinging by a thread to the ceiling of the rumpus room, a relic leftover
from the days of Jacki. I followed Shirl’s slapping tail, shouting, “Sure! All
right! Let’s bloody dance!”
I felt totally confident in the company of Shirl, like I could be myself
and let go. So we danced, the three of us, tumbling, swaying, spinning,
shaking, forming a conga line with Shirl in the middle and dancing laps
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of the room, playing cat ‘n’ mouse through
the underwater swirl of the mirror ball.
Soon enough songs were blending into one
another. Time splintered into snapshots. I saw
Geoff, eyes shut, T-shirt off, beer dribbling
down his hairy chest, singing with every fibre
of his being. I saw Shirl, swigging from the
bottle of scotch that turned up and started
being passed between us, her huge dark eyes
tumbling into the oblivion that was sweeping
all of us away.
At one point Geoff yelled he was going to
the toilet and next thing I knew I was dancing
up close to Shirl. I told her she was pretty. I
told her Geoff didn’t know how lucky he was.
I told her I’d been secretly thinking of leaving
Tracey. Then I was drawing a hand along one
of her furry cheeks, saying something heartfelt,
something true.
“You dog!” Geoff tumbled back into the
room, so drunk he had to hold onto the door
frame for support. “I leave her with you a few
minutes and—”
I was like a roo in the headlights. “It’s, ah,
it’s not what it looks like.”
“Bull-bloody-shit. I saw ya. Canoodling
against Shirl like that.”
I made a beeline for the scotch bottle on top
of Geoff’s trophy cabinet.
“You got anything to say for yourself?”
“Yeah.” I grabbed the scotch. “Get fucked.”
“You bastard!” Geoff cried, rushing across
the carpet and belting me in the mouth. I
grabbed him in a headlock and we fell, spilling
the scotch, crashing through Geoff’s trophy
cabinet. Glass shattered all around us. We
struggled to our feet and were facing off when
Shirl appeared between us, her top lip flared
like a dog. The music had stopped.
“Get outta my way, Shirl,” Geoff demanded.
Shirl didn’t budge.
“I said get outta my bloody way.”
Quick as lightning, Shirl delivered Geoff a
brutish right jab to the nose. He fell.
“Jesus, Shirl,” I said. “That was a bit—”
Shirl turned and nailed me with the same
punch. I fell to the carpet.
At the same instant Geoff’s house phone
started to ring.
“It’s for you,” Geoff said, hand covering the
receiver. “It’s Tracey.”
I got gingerly to my feet and stepped across

Fiction

COOL		
		WATER
		 from
the
SPEAKERS

Wayne Marshall

I GOT GINGERLY
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the broken glass. Geoff held the phone away
from me, clutching it to his bloodied chest.
“Mates?” he said, face smeared with blood.
“Mates.”
We shook hands, then Geoff slapped me on
the back and limped away.
“Hi,” I said into the phone.
“Hi yourself,” Tracey said.
In the rumpus room Geoff lowered the needle
on a new record.
“So? How’s it all going? What’s Shirl like?
Is she a keeper?”
A slow romantic song washed like cool water
from the speakers. Geoff went to Shirl with his
head down and told her he was sorry, so sorry.
When she snatched him by the hair and pulled
his head up, he took her in his arms and they
began to slow dance.
“I’d say so.”
“What, that’s it? That’s all you’ve got for
me? Would Shirl and I be friends? Is she anything like Jacki? Has there been any mention
of the M word?”
Under my breath I started to sing along
to the song.
“Hey, you still there or what? You’ll be sleeping on the couch more than just tonight if you
don’t hurry up and give me some details.”
Shirl rested her head on Geoff’s shoulder. In
the whirling light of the mirror ball, I saw that
Geoff’s eyes were closed. And he was smiling.
In my ear the dial tone was like a death knell.
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THE NIGHT was ending. Geoff and Shirl had
been in their bedroom at least half an hour. I
was in the kitchen, drinking a stubby, struggling to breathe through what turned out to
be a broken nose, unsure what to do. In the
end I decided to hit the road, get going before
I fell asleep. So I put down my beer, scooped
up my keys, and stepped back through the
lounge, dodging little piles of kangaroo shit
here and there.
I stopped when I came to Geoff’s bedroom.
Inside, Geoff was passed out on the double
bed, shirtless and snoring in the amber glow
of the bedside lamp. Shirl watched over him
from the edge of the bed, her footy jumper gone
now. When Shirl noticed me standing in the
doorway, she rose wearily from the bed and
struggled her way over.
“Well, Shirl,” I said, jingling my keys. “I’m
off. It’s been fantastic to meet you. Wouldn’t
have missed it for the world.”
In the lamplight Shirl yawned.
“See you next time then,” I said, and set off
along the hallway. Behind me Shirl closed the
bedroom door. Next thing I was back out in
the cold, dark night, shivering as I unlocked
my car.
I drove for a long time. I drove along empty
highways, through deserted towns, down
snaking back roads, letting my hands guide
me, happy to feel the rush of air against my
cheek, content just to drive. At one point I
stopped at a park and vomited beside a kids’
playground, then got back in the car and drove
on. It wasn’t until around three in the morning
that the landscape became more familiar and I
realised what I was doing, where I was going,
what I’d been planning all along. The last five
minutes along a bumpy pot-holed track were
filled with an almost unbearable sense of anticipation. Would I find her? Tonight? The one?
I switched the headlights to high beam as
I entered the forest.
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Biscuits I Have
Known a n d Loved
A Micro Memoir
written

M Y FA N W Y

by

MCDONALD

Poison
MY MOTHER didn’t
like biscuits. It wasn’t
that she didn’t like the
taste of biscuits, she
just didn’t want us to
eat them. “Like poison
for your teeth,” she would say. “That’s what
Graham [the dentist] told me.”
When I was a child and my mother asked
me what I wanted for my birthday, I would
often ask for a family-sized pack of Arnott's
Assorted Creams. I never got them. I wasn’t deprived. My parents bought me beautiful things,
lots of things, for my birthday, at Christmas,
and sometimes for no reason at all. We just
didn’t get biscuits.
It could be that this deeply traumatic
experience led me, as an adult, to love – no,
to worship – biscuits. Or it could be that I am
naturally drawn to them. Nature or nurture?
It’s difficult to tell.
When I travel overseas, one of my first
ports of call is a supermarket, specifically
the biscuit aisle. The Netherlands was disappointing. The United States blew my mind.
The biscuits of Great Britain lit up a small,
lonely place in my soul.

Explode
MY MOTHER had a
friend called Connie.
Connie was tall, with a
hairstyle reminiscent
of a giant grey cloud.
She wore plasticframed glasses, and woollen skirts.
When we went to visit, Connie would feed
my brother, my sister and me lamingtons and
cakes flavoured with ginger. And biscuits. Lots
of biscuits. Most notably: Iced Vo Vos and
Spicy Fruit Rolls.
“You three are going to explode!” Connie
would say, passing us another plate. For some
reason, the rule about biscuits didn’t apply in
Connie’s house. Perhaps my mother liked to see
Connie indulging us. Or perhaps she wanted
to come across in a particular way, which was
at odds with her biscuit embargo.
When my sister moved to Dubai she got
pregnancy cravings. I sent her a box of Iced
Vo Vos. But I couldn’t find Spicy Fruit Rolls
in Melbourne. So I had to settle for an inferior
version, with a rich, raisin filling encased in
flat (as opposed to pillowy) biscuit.
I packed and repacked the biscuits. I told
myself it was because I didn’t want them to
break, but it may have been because I found
it hard to let them go.
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Choke

Cake

CHRISTINE DOIG went to my primary school. She had long, dark-brown
hair, and when she felt shy she would hunch over and push her shoulder up
to meet her ear, as if she was trying to curl back into herself like a snake.
Christine Doig got the same biscuits every day for playlunch. Two of
them. The biscuit featured a shortbread base, one half covered in chocolate,
the other in a layer of red jam. On top of the red jam layer was a mound of
marshmallow and the marshmallow was covered in hundreds and thousands.
My playlunch consisted of items such as: box of sultanas; Vita-Weats;
cheese sticks. But never carrot sticks. Because my mother knew a doctor
who knew a kid who’d choked on a carrot stick as he was running around
the playground. And none of the items in my playlunch were wrapped in
plastic. Because kids used the plastic to blow bubbles and if you breathed
in while you were blowing a plastic bubble you might choke. Choking was
a real and present threat.

MY MOTHER had another friend who never served biscuits. Instead, she
served a shop-bought cake that was covered in a thin layer of dark chocolate.
Although the cake was good, this friend of my mother’s had an underlying preference for boys. Girls, for her, were the least interesting of
children. Or perhaps the least important. Which was fine for her children,
because both of them were boys. But not much fun for my sister and I,
because we were not.
There’s a photograph of my family and hers at the zoo. My sister is
wearing a polo neck top. Her hair is in pigtails and she’s wiping her eyes
and crying. My mother’s friend is holding my sister, but she doesn’t want
to be held. She’s trying to wriggle free.
Every time I see this photo it makes me sad. It reminds me of being
at this woman’s house. It smelt like melting tar. There was a trampoline
in the backyard. Nothing terrible happened at the house. Nothing terrible
happened at the zoo. But the photograph still makes me sad.
Nevertheless. That cake was very, very good.

Wow
VANESSA Matthews had a bunch of brothers and sisters who were much
older than her. She behaved like an afterthought. Quiet. Compliant. Blending
effortlessly into the background.
Vanessa liked Shortbread Creams; the biscuit for straightforward,
no-nonsense folk. As the name suggests, the primary feature is shortbread.
Between two pieces of shortbread hides a layer of cream icing.
I stayed overnight at Vanessa’s house once. We played footy in the
backyard. Her brother, whose name was Matthew, told me I was good at
tackling. Her mother called us in for morning tea: Shortbread Creams.
Vanessa went to my high school. At some stage we stopped being
friends. A group of us were in the art room once. Someone was telling a
story about a guy who had ‘W’ tattooed on both of his bum cheeks, so that
when he bent over it (supposedly) read: ‘WoW’.
“Like…. Wowwww,” Vanessa Matthews said in an American accent.
Nobody laughed (including me).
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Totem
MY MOTHER bought groceries at a shopping centre called The Totem. At the entrance stood a totem pole. At the top of the
pole was a bird with an imposing black
beak and oval-shaped white eyes.
There was a delicatessen at The
Totem. It smelt like mixed spice, salami
and coffee beans. It was owned by a slightly
overweight, middle-aged foreign couple.
Their doughy white Eastern European complexion glowed in their perpetually dark
store. On the rare occasions my mother
bought biscuits, she would buy German
biscuits from the delicatessen. They were
mound shaped and covered in a thin layer of
crisp white icing. The biscuit was a chewy
ginger dough, but like cocaine cut with
washing powder, these biscuits weren’t
sweet enough to satisfy my rampant sugar
cravings. I ate them in the absence of any
alternatives.
The shopping centre is gone now, as
is the totem pole.

Knot
THEY HAD a thing about cheesecakes1,
these two girls. They had cheesecake eating
competitions: who could eat the most in
one sitting.
They were a bit older than us, and
had experiences we were longing for, such
as getting stuck at Wynyard late at night
because they’d been out drinking and met
some guy who’d coaxed them back to his
hotel room with an offer of drugs.
I had a crush on both of them. One
was a sweet crush encouraging fantasies
about beach romps. The other was an epic
saga that had me tying myself in tight,
complex knots I did not know how to release
myself from.
She lived up the street. I had seen
her bedroom. I would lie in bed and try to
work out what direction her body might be
lying in, then try to match that position to
my own. In this way, I felt, I was kind of
lying next to her.

1.

 heesecakes are not biscuits, however the base is typically
C
made of biscuits therefore this story meets the inclusion
criteria for this memoir.

79

Myfanwy McDonald

Love
IN MY early twenties, I lived with a woman
in a house in Ultimo. The house was falling
down, but the rent was cheap.
The woman’s family came to visit.
There was a plastic dinosaur on top of the
TV. There was a Barbie doll on top of the
TV. The dinosaur was doing Barbie, doggy
style. The woman’s father laughed at the
dinosaur and Barbie.
The woman’s family left cream biscuits. Three packets. Her younger brother
cried. He wanted the biscuits. He did not
want us to have the biscuits. So he cried.
I got a job. I had no money to buy
lunch. I was poor. The woman was poor.
(We were contemplating hocking my cassette recorder at a pawn shop in Newtown).
I took those biscuits for lunch every day.
The biscuit dough was gluggy. It stuck to
the roof of my mouth. The cream was flavoured either orange or lemon. The biscuits
made me feel sick. They sat in my stomach
like a clump of foam in a cheap pillow.
The woman and I broke up some time
after. I don’t think she was ever in love
with me. Nor I with her.

The Pubic Hair
MY THESIS supervisor liked the biscuits I
made her for Christmas. They were vanilla
shortbread in the shape of small pears,
dusted with icing sugar.
She took the biscuits on holiday. She
said everyone in her family kept asking,
“Where are those pear-shaped biscuits?”
My supervisor was head of the
Women’s Studies department. It felt a
little incongruous, being a woman and
baking for a specialist in Women’s Studies.
I wondered whether, instead of baking,
I should have been playing drums in a
radical feminist heavy metal band, or
writing an article about the relationship
between heteronormativity and capitalism.
But I still wouldn’t have known what to
give her for Christmas.
My thesis supervisor was paranoid
about germs. She didn’t like to touch food
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that other people may have touched. I didn’t
learn that until after I gave her the pearshaped biscuits.
I have an image sometimes of a
woman biting into a pear-shaped biscuit
and finding inside – to her horror – a
single black pubic hair.

Whales
PEOPLE with Bulimia often binge on biscuits. It must be the hardcore injection of
sugar and fat. I don’t have Bulimia, but I
have been known to binge on biscuits. I just
don’t vomit them up again. Which may be
why my Body Mass Index is, supposedly,
a cause for concern. I’m meant to have
a waist of 90cm or less. At the moment
it’s 98cm. I don’t really worry about it.
When I step into the bath and pass by the
mirror, I just look somewhere else. Then I
can pretend I have the body I had when I
was twenty-one-years old. And desperately,
desperately unhappy.
I fell for chocolate chip biscuits a few
months back. I especially liked the packaging – giant paper packets or cardboard
boxes. But I didn’t like the fact that the
biscuits were in trays. I wanted them to
sit loosely in the bag. That way you would
get more. And they never looked as big in
the packet as they did in the picture on
the packet. And I got a little tired of the
inconsistency to be honest. Sometimes way
too many chips, all in a blob. If I wanted
to eat chocolate, I would buy chocolate
wouldn’t I? And others hardly had any
chips at all. It’s like a whale watching
tour where you don’t see any whales. It’s
just like that. Exactly like that. Isn’t it?
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Nose
MY PARTNER and I have very different taste in men. She likes brooding,
obscure actors like Tom Hardy. I also like actors from the British Isles,
but I tend towards those with more prominent noses.
When I take time out to watch the DVD of Silk (an English courtroom
drama) I tell her I’m “taking a bite from the Rupert biscuit”.
Rupert Penry-Jones is a blonde-haired, rosy-cheeked English actor
with a substantial but nicely-proportioned English nose. In Silk he plays
a playboy barrister who is kind-of-envious-kind-of-in-love with the main
character, Martha, who got Silk (i.e. Queen’s Counsel) before he did.
I also like Martha (Maxine Peake) and for a while was convinced she
was gay. But when I Googled: ‘Maxine Peake gay’; and ‘Maxine Peake
lesbian’, I found no evidence to indicate as such, so it’s probably not true.
I also like Billy Lamb (played by Neil Stuke), the senior clerk. He is
rougher than Rupert. You may think I want to have an orgy with the cast
of Silk, but I don’t. I just want one of them to fall in love with me.

Dark Thoughts

I HAVE this thing where if I have a fabulous time with someone, I fear
this will be the last time I ever have a fabulous time with that person, or
the last time I will ever have a fabulous time. Period.
This negates the positive feelings associated with those fabulous
time. I can’t just have a fabulous time, I have to worry about how long it
is going to last, and whether it will ever come again.
Biscuits are comforting in this sense. When the packet is empty, you
can always buy another. There’s no such certainty with fabulous times.
You might expect that a time will be fabulous, but there’s no guarantee.
Fabulous times can be had without biscuits. But I don’t think biscuits
could ever destroy the potential for a fabulous time. Unless the biscuits
were poisoned. In which case, the time would probably not be so fabulous.

This is a direct quote from a Pablo Neruda poem.
This poem is not about biscuits.

Poison (2)

2.

HOBNOBS are the butterfly of my soul.2 I will happily eat them any night of
the week, but I especially like to eat them on Saturday night. I like to have
a new packet on Saturday night, not the remainder of an already-opened
packet. If my partner eats too many, I start to feel edgy. But I don’t tell
her that. It’s not that I want all the Hobnobs to myself. Or maybe I do.
No. I think it’s more that I like the idea of having a lot of Hobnobs left.
Although even better than that is an unopened pack of Hobnobs. Sometimes
I buy a packet of Hobnobs even when I don’t really feel like eating them.
Hobnobs are made with oats. And a lot of sugar. And butter. Or
maybe palm oil, or some other environmentally-destructive ingredient.
They are crunchy and bitty, like toasted muesli. One side is covered in
chocolate. Hobnobs come in two flavours: milk chocolate and dark chocolate.
My partner does not like dark chocolate. I usually buy milk chocolate.
Sometimes I buy dark chocolate.
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Study Notes
The FOLLOWING STUDY NOTES are designed
to generate discussion of the work and the multiple
complex themes it touches upon. They are intended
for group discussion, but can also be used by solitary
readers who wish to engage more deeply in the issues
raised within the work.
1—In the piece entitled ‘Poison’ the author makes a
playful attempt to justify her lifelong love of biscuits
when she refers to the idea that our preferences
are driven either by our biology or our upbringing.
Discuss the idea of ‘nature and nurture’ in light of
your own experiences with biscuits.
2— Many of the pieces in the memoir, including ‘Cake’
and ‘Wow’, make reference to issues pertaining to
gender norms, stereotypes and restrictions. Does the
author succeed in highlighting the complex issues
surrounding gender in contemporary society through
her unique ‘biscuit’ lens? What other ways does biscuit
culture in the developed world (e.g. production, packaging) challenge or reinforce gender norms and stereotypes?
3—What is the difference between a “sweet crush”
and a crush that has you “tying yourself in knots”?
And what are the cultural factors that drive the
ubiquitous nature of the Tim Tam in Australian
biscuit culture?
4— Why might someone be in a relationship with
someone who they are not in love with, and who is not
in love with them? (See ‘Love’). What is your favourite
biscuit, and why?
5— What does the pubic hair in the piece ‘Pubic
Hair’ represent? Have you ever found a pubic hair
in your food? What specific steps did you take to
rectify the situation?
6— ‘Whales’ is the only piece in which the author makes
a reference to the health implications of eating too many
biscuits (“my Body Mass Index is, supposedly, a cause
for concern”). Does this memoir deliberately avoid the
negative implications of biscuit culture?
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7— The author suggests that if a piece of information cannot be verified via Google, it is “probably
not true” (see ‘Nose’). When was the last time you
ate a biscuit that reminded you of a famous gay,
lesbian, bisexual, trans, intersex, queer or questioning person?
8— The author states that she “usually” buys milk chocolate Hobnobs and “sometimes” buys dark chocolate
Hobnobs. How do your biscuit preferences impact upon
your intimate relationships?
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“ABORIGINAL ART – IT’S A WHITE THING.”
So said Richard Bell, Aboriginal artist and
provocateur par excellence. He was referring,
I imagine, to the settler obsession with romanticising and stereotyping the art of Aboriginal
people. I hadn’t encountered Bell’s aporetic
declaration when I moved to the Northern
Territory in 2014. Even if I had, I'm not sure I
would have grasped its meaning. But now, two
years and many purchases later, I think I do.
I arrived in February, as the electrical
storms were tailing off and humidity levels
finally dipped to almost bearable levels. I
learned soon after arriving that locals prefer
the synecdochic ‘The Territory’, as if Australia
has only one. As far as the people up there are
concerned, the only other tract of land bearing
that title is so geographically and politically
remote as to be irrelevant. Except, perhaps,
for a few weeks in May, when Canberra announces the apparently arbitrary ripping out
and insertion of various funding IV drips for
the following financial year.
In a recent political stoush between Australia’s two territories, the NT News ran a
comparative table that noted, among other
things, the NT boasts Uluru, legal fireworks,
barramundi and crocodiles, while the ACT has
only beige buildings, freezing winter nights,
Federal politicians and the carp that inhabit
Lake Burley Griffin. (Uncharacteristically, the
NT News – usually uninhibited when it comes
to cheap gags – didn’t expand on the many
traits shared by politicians and carp, the most
oily and noxious of Australia’s freshwater fish.)
While I’m intrigued by this cowboy
independent spirit and the merchandise this
has spawned – ‘NT Republic’ singlets and
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stubby holders – I can’t help but hear an empty
echo to the rhetoric. The Territory is, after all,
propped up by the crutch of Commonwealth
funding. How else could the least populous of
Australian jurisdictions have emerged solvent
from the last four decades of hand-over-fist
investment into misguided and aborted policy
experiments in Aboriginal affairs? The coffers
of the Darwin treasury would have been empty
years ago if it weren’t for the funding and
personnel that have been directed towards this
beleaguered rectangle of the country from the
eastern seaboard.
WHEN I first stepped out of Darwin airport
I was immediately engulfed in thick, soupy
Top End humidity. I spent most of that first
weekend in the main art gallery. Not because I
had any great appreciation for the local art –
that came later – but because of the building’s
unrivalled air conditioning. I’ve since learned
that precise climate control is a huge challenge
for NT galleries and museums; the slightest
fluctuation in temperature or humidity risks
warping precious bark paintings.
With the temperature rarely dropping
below twenty-five degrees Celsius, and with
downpours you could set your watch by, those
first few months nearly drove me mad in their
barometric monotony. This was compounded by the fact that my work was revealing
itself to be as predictable as the weather. As
a criminal lawyer at an Aboriginal legal aid
organisation, it only took me a few weeks
to realise my legal practice would consist
almost entirely of domestic violence and other
alcohol-related incidents – driving, property
and public disorder offences.
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By April I was encountering my first
repeat clients. These were people who I’d seen
locked up in March, who had served a short
sentence, been released, and promptly reoffended. My law school ideas of prison as an
effective deterrent against future offending
were shattered. Perhaps worse was when I
began mentally mapping the surnames of
my clients, drawing a giant, gnarled, boab
family tree in my mind. It wasn’t uncommon
for there to be representatives of two or even
three generations of the same family locked
up simultaneously. On one occasion I had the
unhappy task of enquiring whether it would
be possible for a client facing a lengthy prison
sentence to have her newborn reside with her
so she could continue to breastfeed. It was with
an unsettling mix of relief and horror that I
learned there were in fact systems in place to
accommodate such a request. I escaped being
complicit in what must surely be Australia's
only postnatal incarceration unit when my
client's family managed to make alternative
arrangements for the child, which were satisfactory to the mother. Nevertheless, the fact
that systems were in place for such an eventuality suggests that it wasn’t an altogether
rare situation.
Nor is this self-perpetuating cycle unique
to the criminal justice system. I know teachers
and doctors who describe the same sense of
incredulous disappointment as year in, year
out, generational disadvantage is further entrenched. The inexorability of this trajectory is
no doubt a contributing factor to the infamous
burn-out rate of ‘Mexican’ workers; Mexicans
being the epithet bestowed on people like me
by born-and-bred white Territorians, for whom
the hordes of southern émigrés are both culturally alien and vaguely threatening. A stark
illustration of this revolving door of personnel
is found in the education system: the average
time a teacher lasts at a remote school in the
Territory is seven months.

Non–Fiction

IT’S COMMON among professionals in what
might be called the ‘Aboriginal advancement
industry’ (health workers, social workers, bureaucrats, lawyers, teachers, etc.) to alleviate
pangs of disenchantment by resorting to drink.
Paradoxically, these otherwise altruistic professionals thereby support the very institutions
and individuals profiting from the alcoholic
misery of large swathes of the Aboriginal
population. Perhaps unsurprisingly, the NT
has the highest per capita drinking rate in the
country, at one-and-a-half times the national
average.
I’m not immune to the pull of an ice-cold
beer after work, but in the tropical climes of
the NT the therapeutic value wanes at the same
rate the beer warms to ambient temperature.
So it was that I followed my colleagues and
began directing my spare time and money
toward a more fulfilling distraction.
Aboriginal art, it turns out, has something like a religious following among white
professionals working in the Territory. And
not just any Aboriginal art: generally it’s the
more traditional, ‘authentic’ works that one
finds wallpapering the cyclone-proof digs of
well-heeled Darwinites. Bark paintings, woven
baskets or mats, and carved ceremonial-style
objects are the cultural capital of the northern
intelligentsia.
Such objects are desired not just for the
mastery of their craftsmanship, but for their
redolence of times long past: an Edenic preEuropean traditional life. It’s true that one does
find paintings alongside the more traditional
works. Ideally these paintings will be in a
recognisably traditional form – think Western
Desert dot paintings; rarrk designs in the style
of the great John Mawurndjul; linear, geometric
patterns painted in ochre by Tiwi artists; or
larrakitj (memorial or funeral poles) from East
Arnhem Land. Yet contemporary Aboriginal
paintings can’t evoke quite the same level of
unconscious pre-colonial nostalgia, because, by
all accounts, Aboriginal people only began to
paint on canvas in earnest in the early 1970s.
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BARK PAINTINGS, WOVEN
BASKETS or MATS, and CARVED
CEREMONIAL-STYLE
OBJECTS are the CULTURAL
CAPITAL of the NORTHERN
INTELLIGENTSIA

It started in 1971, when Geoff Bardon, a
white teacher from Sydney, drove his Kombi
van into Papunya and began working at the
small school there. Bardon brought with him
not just modern painting materials, but a
sensitivity to the desire of those around him
to give their cultural beliefs physical expression. From these humble beginnings was born
the world-renowned Western Desert style of
painting, and so began the juggernaut of the
Aboriginal art movement – a movement that
has now become as much about consumption
as it is about creation.
But there’s another variety of Aboriginal art that one doesn’t find so often in the
air-conditioned dining rooms of the NT. Nicolas
Rothwell describes this style as:
[S]elf-conscious, set in a nostalgic relation
to tradition, involved with history and the
processes of colonial dispossession … it is an
art of identity, it has a political edge, it is locked
in a tacit power struggle with its mainstream
audience.

THIS overtly political art is led by a cadre of
challenging artists, including such established
figures as Richard Bell, Gordon Hookey, Fiona
Foley, Tracey Moffatt and Gordon Bennett. In
my experience, works in this vein are never
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seen adorning the walls of well-to-do Territory
homes. The same is largely true of community
art centres and commercial galleries which, if
they are to be economically viable, must cater
to the demands of the market.
“There are no more art movements, only
market movements,” said Walter Robinson,
editor of Artnet magazine. Nowhere is that
more apparent than in Aboriginal art. The
market for Aboriginal art overwhelmingly
wants art that is beautiful, easily palatable
and recognisably Aboriginal. Not many buyers
can find a place in their house for a huge
Bell canvas emblazoned with slogans like, “I
AM NOT A NOBLE SAVAGE” or “THANK
CHRIST I’M NOT ABORIGINAL!!!” Anything
as overtly radical or subversive as Bell’s work,
which makes moral and political claims of its
viewers, can only be taken in small doses in
the Territory – and only at the risk of souring
the escapist viewing experience. It’s all too
close to the surface. As one notorious dealer of
Aboriginal art, Hank Ebes, said: “never forget
that this is black art for white people. That's
the nub of it.”
Is it really surprising that exhausted,
dispirited southerners like myself coming
home from a sixty-hour work week recoil at
the idea of devoting our evenings or weekends
to looking at art that recalls the problems we
confront at work? We are, by dint of our jobs,
already over-exposed to the tragic aspects of
contemporary Aboriginal life; our days spent
in close proximity to mental illness, substance
abuse, addiction, sexual and physical violence,
disease, disability, homelessness, poverty and
poor educational outcomes. In light of such a
grim catalogue of concerns it makes perfect
sense that we turn to the celebrated traditional modes of Aboriginal art for respite and
recreation. Traditional Aboriginal art is one
of the most reliable sites, along with sport
and music, where one can engage with many
of the positive aspects of Aboriginal culture
and identity.
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The media shares this predilection for a
happy narrative. Art critic Quentin Sprague
has commented on how the media (and this
is true of both the mainstream media and
the media of the art world) tends to focus on
the positive aspects of Aboriginal art, to the
detriment of the uncomfortable social reality.
He writes that positive stories of Aboriginal
artists:
...are easily drawn as a beacon of hope; a flash
of good news to transcend the bleak cycle of
reporting that often drags Aboriginal communities into the national consciousness. There is
truth to this, but it also risks oversimplication.

I RELIED on Aboriginal art to sustain me
through my first year in the Territory. But
at the dawn of my second dry season there
came a watershed moment. It was an epiphany of sorts, when my increasing appreciation
for Aboriginal culture rubbed up against my
newly acquired understanding of the social
dysfunction in many Aboriginal communities
and the depleting reserves of Aboriginal cultural knowledge – dysfunction and cultural
loss for which we, as predominantly white
Australians, must accept a large degree of
responsibility. This is the gravitational force
that the weight of Aboriginal disadvantage
exerts on the appreciation of Aboriginal art.
At the very time I was best positioned
to celebrate and enjoy Aboriginal art and
culture, I was increasingly conflicted by my
awareness of pressing threats to the integrity of that culture; a culture the art is trying
desperately to preserve. Which isn’t to say
this same paradox doesn’t confront viewers
of Aboriginal art in the capital cities of other
states. On the contrary, any well-informed
viewer in Melbourne, for example, would be
aware of the deprivations afflicting the home
communities of many Aboriginal artists. In the
muted airconditioning of the National Gallery
of Victoria though, these deprivations lack the
raw immediacy with which they confront visitors to Aboriginal communities, where prolific
artistic creation can and does co-exist with
deeply entrenched societal problems like substance abuse and domestic violence.
In the Territory, awkwardness stymies
conversations on more traditional modes of

Aboriginal art when mention is made of the
social backdrop against which this art is
produced. Attending a panel discussion of
Aboriginal artists from the Kimberley region
of Western Australia, I winced at the simple
language and raised voices employed by white
academics when addressing these artists. It
might be the academics were aware of the fact
that Aboriginal people from remote communities are likely to suffer hearing loss – one study
of twenty-nine remote NT communities found
that only seven per cent of children had healthy
middle ears. Or perhaps the panel members
were cognisant of the English language difficulties confronting this same demographic
– English is spoken at home by just thirty-five
per cent of the NT Aboriginal population and
only twelve per cent of Aboriginal people living
in very remote locations. Or the rate of foetal
alcohol syndrome disorder in the Kimberley
region – one in eight children born in certain
communities in the Kimberley has a foetal
alcohol syndrome disorder.

Julian R Murphy

87

I get a sense that a lot of
Aboriginal art is aimed at
sounding out deep
universal truths capable
of translation across
cultures
.
I get a sense that a lot of
Aboriginal art is aimed at
sounding out deep
universal truths capable
of translation across
cultures
.
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The panel could have been an ideal forum
to lay bare these issues and explore how they
bear upon the art. Instead, everyone avoided
saying anything remotely political. The reluctance to talk about social issues in connection with traditional Aboriginal art could be
called, as WEH Stanner described the elision of
Aboriginal history, the “great Australian
silence” of the art world. Our highly selective
engagement with the politics of Aboriginal disadvantage is part of the middle-class backslapping that Christopher Allen, The Australian’s
chief art critic, describes when he writes how:
[T]he educated middle classes enjoy masochistically rehearsing their sense of guilt – which
reaffirms their mental superiority – before
proceeding to enjoy all the material benefits of
their privileged lives.

I GET IT. No one wants to think about petrol
sniffing, domestic violence, literacy rates or
renal failure when they’re buying or viewing
a work of art that apparently has nothing to
do with these issues, and everything to do with

Non–Fiction

expressions of the world’s oldest continuous
living culture. Yet to ignore the current social
issues is to engage only superficially with the
art itself. All art, even that which harks back
to earlier halcyon days, must be understood
with reference to the time and place of its creation. That remains true of art that purports
simply to reinscribe ancient ways of being.
These practices have collided with the modern
world, and it hasn’t always been pretty. The
immeasurably important works from the early
days of Papunya Tula can’t be understood
without reference to the social ills that all
but destroyed the group subsequently. Nor
can Albert Namatjira’s story be told without
mention of his three month prison sentence and
tragic early death. We can’t divorce the art
from the conditions of its production.
So what are the conditions under which
today's traditional Aboriginal art is produced?
The truth is that the relative economic and
social success of Aboriginal art in the last
fifty years is not representative of other
spheres of interaction between Aboriginal and
non-Aboriginal Australians. Take, for example,
some of the indicators of what the Federal
Government calls “the gap”, but might be
more accurately dubbed a chasm. It has been
said that statistics don’t bleed, but here they
come close:
The life expectancy of Aboriginal males
is still about fourteen years lower than that
of non-Aboriginal males;
An Aboriginal woman is nearly thirtyfive times more likely to be hospitalised
as a result of family violence than a nonAboriginal woman;
Aboriginal students are about half
as likely to complete year twelve as nonAboriginal students;
The unemployment rate of Aboriginal
Australians is around five times that of nonAboriginal Australians; and,
The imprisonment rate of Aboriginal
Australians is around fifteen times that of
non-Aboriginal Australians.
IN THE face of these painful facts, it’s increasingly difficult and dishonest for the art world
to preserve the utopian bubble within which it
quarantines Aboriginal art from other aspects
of contemporary Aboriginal reality.
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One writer who has insistently drawn
the Australian public’s attention to the circumstances of Aboriginal Territorians is Paul
Toohey. In characteristically unflinching prose,
Toohey juxtaposes the realities of Aboriginal
disadvantage against the white elite’s appetite
for expensive Aboriginal art:
[The people for whom John Howard enacted
the ‘NT Intervention’ were] a white elite from
both sides of politics, who felt it time that the
wealthy country dealt with the stench coming
from the far corner of the backyard.
Maybe such people had Rover Thomas or Emily
Kngwarreye or John Mawurndjul paintings on
their walls at home or in the boardroom. These
were outlandishly accomplished examples of
a culture’s vibrancy and one did like to point
them out to visitors and explain how this line
of dots signified a certain serpent creation
tale or how the squall of mad colour indicated
a woman’s bush-potato site. Yet while such
a piece may have been worth $125,000 at
Sotheby’s, it no longer seemed to have much
to do with Aboriginal culture.
Anyone owning a valuable Aboriginal artwork
might have wondered if they were admiring
something that was no longer quite so real.
An unrelenting press was now consistently
documenting horrific stories from the north,
and some of the major artists were occasional
prison clients.

I CAN attest to the accuracy of that last observation, having legally represented two significant Aboriginal painters who pled guilty to
serious violence offences and were sentenced to
terms of imprisonment. So what does this mean
for people like me, non-Aboriginal southerners
on social justice beats in the Territory, when
we look at Aboriginal art? How do we respond
when names on the local court or inpatient
lists correspond with names in the books of
local art centres?
FIRST WE need to burst open the white cube
and allow the outside world into the gallery.
To those living in the NT, looking at a painting can never just be looking at a painting
– not without an Olympian act of wilful
blindness as to its context. No, if you live
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in the NT, or care about what’s happening
up there, viewing Aboriginal art becomes a
complex moral and intellectual exercise. It’s not
just about keeping in mind the hard facts of
Aboriginal disadvantage; it’s also about trying
to avoid becoming complicit in the negative
relations running through the Aboriginal art
world. Within the Aboriginal art market, just as
within our society generally, Aboriginal artists
are occasionally romanticised, patronised and
exploited.
The romanticism is usually unconscious,
and is most visible in our appetite for purchasing Aboriginal art that has an Aboriginal story
behind it, the more traditional and exotic the
better. This is why artists with ‘first contact’
credentials, like prominent Kaiadilt painter
Sally Gabori and the Pintupi painters of the
Northern Territory, sell so well. It’s also one
of the reasons why reputable Aboriginal art
centres and dealers will attach an information
package to the artwork, including a biography
and photograph of the artist and a precis of
the story represented in the painting.
At a record-breaking Sotheby’s sale of
Aboriginal art in London recently, the catalogue was replete with stories and myth-making speculation that certain work might be of
‘pre-contact’ provenance.
That the printed summary of each painting’s story will only be the white-fella version,
the surface layer of meaning, does not matter
as long as it hints at the ineffable, timeless
depths of sacred knowledge that remains accessible only to the initiated.
This romanticism around Aboriginal art is
a contemporary iteration of the European Orientalist fervour of the late nineteenth century
(think Gauguin in the 1890s and Matisse in
his Nice period). The only difference now is
that we romanticise and exoticise not just the
subject, but the artist as well.
John Berger wrote: “if you buy a painting,
you buy also the look of the thing it represents.”
But it’s also true that when we buy art, we
hope that a little bit of the artist’s creative
genius rubs off on us; we’re trying to buy a
piece of the person behind the painting. When
we invest in the idea of artists like Gabori as
prelapsarian repositories of ancient wisdom,
we’re attempting to buy our way to a spiritual
truth that’s not ours to know.
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PERHAPS more damaging than even romanticisation is the paternalism of some white
dealers and gallerists with respect to the
Aboriginal artists who they represent.
Ostensibly to protect Aboriginal artists from
the rapacious capitalism that’s so foreign to
people from communal cultures, this posturing
serves as a cloak for something much more
invasive. I was staggered to read in Sprague’s
posthumous profile of Gabori in The Monthly
that her art-world representatives, no doubt
with the best intentions, would incinerate large
quantities of her work so as to project a more
marketable image of the artist’s oeuvre – all
unbeknown to Gabori herself. Not only do
dealers and gallerists decide which works will
be shown to the public and which will never
see the light of day, they’ve also been known
to dictate painting style, so as to better align
with current market trends.
The worst of the out-and-out exploitation
of Aboriginal artists appears to be in decline
due to an increased awareness, both on the
part of the artists and the public, of the harm
caused by unscrupulous dealers. Stories do still
occasionally emerge, however, of carpetbaggers
prowling remote communities and buying art
directly from the artists. These mercenaries
time their visits to secure cut-price rates only
available because vulnerable artists are in
precarious financial circumstances – at the end
of a pay cycle or under the pressure of needy
family members. I’ve seen artists hawking
paintings outside the local pub for the price
of a six-pack, and have heard of significant
works being sold at a moment’s notice to raise
a cash surety for a family member’s bail from
prison. Just last year Barbara Moore, winner
of the prestigious painting prize at the National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
Art Awards, confirmed that during a time of
financial hardship she had been induced to sign
her name to a number of imitation paintings
that subsequently entered the market.

Non–Fiction

THE PICTURE I’ve painted of the Aboriginal
art world might well seem a grim one.
Ultimately, though, I’m optimistic. I remain a
firm believer in the capacity of Aboriginal art
to forge meaningful links between Aboriginal
and non-Aboriginal society, in spite of all that
I have described above. When I look at my
favourite works of Aboriginal art – those by
Rover Thomas, Mabel Juli, Emily Kame Kngwarreye, Gabori and the senior collaborative
painters from Bentinck Island – they speak to
me not just of Aboriginal culture, but also of
the human condition. I get a sense that a lot of
Aboriginal art is aimed at sounding out deep
universal truths capable of translation across
cultures. As Germaine Greer observed in an
otherwise flawed Quarterly Essay:
The great Emily Kngwarreye, badgered for titles
for her works, would always say the one word
“awelye”, “the lot”, “the whole bang lot” even.
The charisma of the greatest works being
irresistible, whitefellas are now beginning to get
the gist of them rather than incessantly trying to
translate them; the authority of the patterns is
beginning to impress itself upon our brains.
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IF I HAD to sum up what I hope for when
looking at Aboriginal art now, it would be
empathy, in the etymological sense of the word
as an amalgam of ‘with’ and ‘feeling’. The
‘with’ attaching not just to the explicit ‘feeling’,
but also to the implicit presence of another
person with whom the feeling is shared. So it is
that in empathy one is not only in the presence
of another human being, but both are in the
presence of feeling. This affective co-presence,
this being-together-with-feeling, most accurately describes the promise that Aboriginal art
holds out for the future of relations between
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal Australians.
At its best, Aboriginal art can inspire
basic empathy, that feeling together, between
the viewer and artist, between the viewer’s
society and artist’s society, which binds “the
whole bang lot” of us together. But the only
way for non-Aboriginal viewers to lay the foundation for this level of empathy is to grapple
with the historical and contemporary conditions
in which Aboriginal culture has developed, and
in which it will wither unless more is done. If
we achieve this, it may be that Aboriginal art
no longer needs to be a white thing – it could
be judged and received on its own terms.
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NEVER, never, never give up.
On the wall of my study is a birthday card emblazoned with Churchill’s
quote. Inside the card, a novelist friend – the one who encouraged me to start
writing – jokes “never, never, never give up” was her motto in searching for
my birthday present. She knew the quote was both timely and apt. I’d written
a play that had been performed, I’d published a number of short stories, some
of which had won competitions, but now, having completed the first draft of
my novel Skin Deep, I was drenched in self-doubt.
One grey morning, when I was still working on that first draft, I was out
walking our collie dog Lucy, and myself. My mind was zigzagging over the
point-of-view choice I was making. The novel, like many grand designs, had
begun with a seemingly simple vision. Its germ was a short story I’d written
about an eighteen-year-old who falls pregnant to a boy from the country, and
when her twins are six months old, leaves them with their father. As a novel
it was written from the daughter’s point of view. She was imagining and
reconstructing her mother’s life as preparation for an acting role. But as my
eyes scanned the kangaroos sprawled out in the thin winter sun intermittently
twitching their ears, I wondered if I was being pretentiously ambitious.
Just then my neighbour Terry brought his grey truck to a stop beside
me. He’d recently moved down to the hundred-acre bush block he and his wife
Shelley had bought in 1998, eleven years earlier. They’d named it ‘Buggabeindown’ and installed a caravan, tables and plastic chairs, a bench with a gas
cooker and a sink that drained into a bucket. During Easter and Christmas,
they’d drive down from their home in Brisbane with an entourage of friends
for one long party. They’d slow-cook legs of lamb and whole chickens in large
cast-iron camp ovens on the open fire; clamber onto the back of the truck and
hoon down to the river; and they’d party to the siren songs of summer cicadas,
watched only by wallabies and kangaroos. Over the years, Terry, a carpenter
by trade, had erected a four-bay shed with water tanks, drawn and lodged
plans with the council and had a bulldozer clear spotty gum trees for the house
site. Their plan had always been that at some point Terry would stop fitting
out shops and move down to live in the caravan while he built the house that
Shell, an award-winning interior designer, would then decorate.
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Now the time had come.
Through the truck window I saw Terry
was unshaven and his eyes glistened, bloodshot.
“You ok?” I asked.
He shook his head. “Didn’t get any sleep.
It’s these steel columns. Kept wondering if
the railway sleepers will slot into them, and
how far apart I’ll need to set them. And if the
sleepers will be in good enough nick for the
walls. Round and round. All bloody night long.”
“Can you ask other builders how they
did it?” I asked.
He shook his head. “There’s no other
houses built like this, not that I know of
anyways.”
I walked on after Terry took off down the
road to get his flagon of fresh milk from our
neighbour Frank. There was a sudden lightness
to my walk: I didn’t feel quite so alone out
here in the bush after meeting up with Terry.
Of course we were very different: I’m an exacademic city girl, a bookish, peace-and-quiet
of the bush, game-of-scrabble type; Terry’s a
carpenter who likes football, rally driving and
beer, and reads only the local paper and trade
and building catalogues. But designing and
building a unique dream house seemed much
like writing a novel. Clearly obsession – with
its attendant sleepless nights – was the subtext
of both our grand designs. And with a twitch
of angst, I realised too that when I thought of
our obsessions, I did so in a language laced
with illness and body metaphors: we’d both
‘caught the bug’; it had ‘taken us by the throat
and wouldn’t let go’; it had ‘got under our
skin’. There was something deeply invasive and
potentially fatal about our ambitious projects.
Over the next couple of months, as the
word count on my novel grew, I’d hear the
distant whining of power tools. Terry had
told me he was cleaning up the steel columns,
sanding surface rust, priming, painting, drilling. The sounds comforted me; Terry too was
working on his project.
I’d invite Terry round for dinner: grill
extra sausages, mash twice the potatoes and
caramelise double the red onions. He’d arrive
with his towel for a hot shower, carrying his
little esky of beer cans. When I asked how the
work was going, he’d detail that day’s challenges. He and my partner Jen would discuss
milling spotty gum timber from our property

Non–Fiction

I

THE RAIN;
IT EXCUSED
ME FROM PICKING
UP MANURE AND
WEEDING THE
VEGETABLE GARDEN

Hayley Katzen

for the rafters and joists, and cementing in the
steel uprights and the fifty-seven piers; they’d
bemoan the challenges of recycled materials,
and ground so rocky that a jackhammer and
crowbar were needed to dig a hole. I’d listen,
saying little.
Eventually I’d inject the conversation
with my kind of adrenaline: extrapolating from
the physical details of house building to the
self motivation, solitariness and the anxiety
of uncertainty common to both our projects.
The first time I suggested parallels between
our processes, an amused you’re-a-bit-strange
smile floated across Terry’s face. But as the
months wore on, after our dinner Terry would
clasp his hands on the place mat in front of
him and say, “So, how’s the writing?” Apart
from Jen, he became the only person out here in
the land of manual and farm work who seemed
to comprehend that for me, work referred to
what I did in my study, rather than the cattle
yards or vegetable garden.
That year, 2009, was relentlessly wet.
It rained the afternoon Terry dug his footings, and for what seemed like the next seven
months straight. I relished the rain; it excused
me from picking up manure and weeding the
vegetable garden and even cattle work. Above
my desk, I’d pinned a yellow Post-it note with
EL Doctorow’s advice: “Writing a novel is like
driving a car at night. You can see only as
far as your headlights, but you can make the
whole trip that way.”
As the rain trammelled the bush, I pressed
on writing scenes. When the ending to my
novel eluded me, I wrote a forty thousand
word novella from the mother’s point of view,
twenty years after she’d left the twins. I still
couldn’t find a satisfying ending.
With summer, the dry days finally arrived
and Terry finished digging the footings. He
dug trenches, laid PVC pipe for the waste
system and cemented in his steel columns. I
made banana and walnut muffins and went
next door when I heard the grind of the cement
trucks. All the local men were there, wearing
shorts and knee-high black gumboots, sporting shovels. Wet cement tumbled in a mound
onto the black plastic, reo and mesh; then it
was shovelled, spread and butter-smoothed.
The bare-chested cementer Boris wept sweat.
By early afternoon all that pipe, all those
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trenches, all Terry’s back-breaking and
mind-bending preparation had disappeared.
Now there were only a few initials and the
date scratched into a vast cement slab. Like a
novel, all the preparation was invisible.
“Now Shell will be able to see some real
progress,” I said to Terry.
He shrugged. He wasn’t even sure she’d
be down for Christmas.
“What about the usual crowd?” I asked.
“They’ve been asking why it’s taking so
long, saying I’ll never finish it.” Terry kicked
a stone with his boot. “I don’t care if I never
see them again.”
I didn’t press the parallels that day; I
didn’t ask Terry if he too doubted himself and
his project. The white flag of surrender had
ghosted across my mind. Jen had even asked
the question: “If it’s so hard, why don’t you
just quit?” I couldn’t. If I did I’d be a loser,
spineless, gutless, a wimp. A publisher who’d
read my short stories had advised, “If you
want to publish a book, write a novel.” Hadn’t
I heard countless novelists say a novel takes
time and patience and many drafts? And this
story had to be written; it itched and pinched
and prodded me incessantly. No, I had to follow
through this obsession.
By the end of the year, I’d enrolled in
an online class on novel writing. When I was
told the novel needed more drama, I added
in a genetic disease, killed off the father and
amputated the step mother’s right arm. Laboriously, I got to the end of the first draft and
punched the pages into a ring binder. Two of
my writing group friends read it – all 233
pages. Their feedback was kind: they ticked
sections and told me what they liked… and
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that it wasn’t working yet. I knew that intuitively myself, but I couldn’t find
the motivation to start a second draft. Self-punishing thoughts taunted me. I
wasn’t cut out to be a writer after all; I shouldn’t have left my job as a legal
academic; I shouldn’t have moved to the bush with Jen. I needed a job where I
was affirmed, where others inspired and structured my work. I even questioned
my love for Jen. As the grumble of Terry’s tractor wafted through the bush,
the novel files on my computer sat untouched.
The next year was wet too. When Shell came down in early spring for
a weekend of rest after she’d had major surgery, I went over for a visit. We
stood together looking at the house slab, at the pink string line that marked
the verandahs, at the king’s view of paddocks, at the rise and fall of the dirt
road and the Blue Mountains looming in the distance.
“I hope the verandahs will be big enough,” she said, concern dulling her
usual sparkling voice. “It’s the only way I’ll survive those stinking summers.
The heat here’s torture.”
I reassured her: judging by the pink string line their place was going to
be of Olympian proportions. I told her how our house had shape-shifted at every
stage of construction. Small when pegged out, larger after the stumps and
bearers and joists, then smaller with stud walls, large again with the rafters
and battens, and then smaller again when the walls were clad.
“And are you okay living out here all the time?” She waved her arm
around, her bracelet of bling catching the light. “You’re not too bored and
lonely?” I told her I was okay because I had my writing – I might’ve moved
to the farm to live with Jen, but I wasn’t here only for Jen. I was determined
not to label any of my feelings with the words ‘bored and lonely’.
“I’m not sure how I’ll go living here,” she said. “I bring tribes of people
when I come down because it’s boring without them. I’m a people person.”
Silently I wondered – as Jen and I had wondered many times – if Shell
would handle living out here, and if her relationship with Terry would survive.
She shrugged and turned back to the house site and said, “Well, I’m definitely not moving down until I’ve got a comfortable house. Look at this.” She
thrust out the underside of her arms, red and blotchy. “That’s from the caravan.
Last trip I got an infection in some of the stitch lines from the op. I’m not a
well person. I can’t face one more weekend in the dirt and this mould-covered
caravan ... and showering out of a bucket is fun for a lark, but after fifteen years
it sucks.” She sighed. “I wish it wasn’t taking him so bloody long to build.”
I felt for Shell – staying in that caravan even for a weekend was rough,
particularly given she’d just had major surgery and Terry was completely
preoccupied with his project.
But I also knew what a huge endeavour the house was for Terry. I found
myself defending him with comments like “The weather’s been against him,”
and, “He’s had to move each of those seventy kilogram railway sleepers five
times to find useable ones.”
“He’s too anal,” Shell said. “Who cares if the sleepers aren’t the same
stain or thickness?”

Non–Fiction
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AFTER a FLURRY of WRITING DURING
the JANUARY FLOODS, I EMAILED MY
WRITING GROUP the FIRST
TEN PAGES

DAYS AFTER I’d waved goodbye to Shell,
with her movie star sunglasses and the car
speakers blasting Sonny and Cher, I was still
thinking about what she’d said about Terry’s
perfectionism. I wondered if I too had got lost
in the details with my novel.
Over at Terry’s one winter morning, I
watched as the two central ridge beams were
installed. A year earlier, Terry had felled
the bloodwood tree, then milled the sevenmetre-long beams with his chainsaw, finally
seasoning and dressing them. Pink when first
cut, once seasoned the wood was a beautiful
rich red. They each weighed 900 kilograms.
Terry had done his research and planning; now
it was time for the execution. I stood oohing
and aahing as a chain over the teeth of the
excavator’s upturned bucket lifted each beam
and then lowered it onto the uprights, where
Terry and another carpenter stood on high
scaffolding. After some jiggling, prodding,
pushing and chain sawing, they coach-bolted
the beams into place. The structure of Terry’s
house was finally set. We all stood back and
marvelled at its royal dimensions. The local fire
captain christened it “the Ewingar Parthenon”.
How I envied Terry that day. How
concrete and vivid is manual work: a job is
done when it’s done, whereas a wordsmith
can always add another comma or subtract
another paragraph. It occurred to me too that
where Terry’s structure was assured, mine
was not. Maybe this had been my problem: I
hadn’t planned the structure of my narrative,
unlike Terry.
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SO I READ Robert McKee’s Story and Christopher Vogler’s The Writer’s Journey and began
a second draft of the novel. Ever diligent, I
applied The Writer’s Journey to my story and
with rules to follow, grew more and more absorbed in my project. Instead of my usual high
word count, I sat thinking and drawing charts
according to The Writer’s Journey’s thirteen
steps. The novel now opened with my character
in her ordinary world caring for her one-armed
stepmother and little brother. She then received
the call to adventure in the form of a make-orbreak acting role about a woman who leaves
her child (Caryl Churchill’s play Top Girls
fitted the bill) – and on I went, through the
thirteen steps of the Hero’s Journey. The plan
provided confidence and direction. It suggested
I knew where I was headed.
On one of our roadside through-the-truckwindow chats I told Terry about The
Writer’s Journey and how we were both on such
a journey. We’d answered a call to adventure
and then all these obstacles – weather and
materials in his case, plot points in mine –
were simply ordeals we had to endure. That
if-you-say-so look drifted across his stubbly
face as he drove back home to sort, stack and
insert sleepers into steel columns.
After a flurry of writing during the
January floods, I emailed my writing group
the first ten pages. Once again, the feedback,
although caring and constructive, burst my
balloon. One member, whose feedback was
reliably astute, said the plot felt contrived:
how likely was it that the daughter would get
cast for, and accept, a role that mirrored her
abandonment? The ‘contrived’ comment was
hastily retracted and replaced with encouragement to ramp up the daughter’s desire to be an
actor and the career significance of this role.
But the comment’s sting lingered –
perhaps because I knew it was accurate. Oh,
all that time and effort.
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I SNIFFED at MY MANUSCRIPT BUT
COULDN’T TELL WHETHER it STANK.
The HIMALAYAN TASK of FIXING
PLOT PROBLEMS EXHAUSTED ME

I TWEAKED scenes and motivations until
the role became a do-or-die opportunity, and
the manuscript was in good enough shape to
apply for a week-long mentorship over at the
coast near Byron Bay. I was accepted. As a
consequence of the mentorship, a prominent
Sydney publisher read the first fifty pages.
I met with her on a drafty wintry verandah
during a writers festival where three of my
writing group friends were speaking on panels
about their books. The publisher described Skin
Deep as meaty: a “promising story” with intriguing potential. She even told me she loved
some of the scenes. But she also said the plots
were fighting for supremacy. She advised me
to “remove contrivance” and “go back to the
drawing board and work out plot development”.
I wept after that meeting. I’d misled
myself into thinking I could write creatively. Being in a writing group with published
writers had sustained that illusion. I skipped
the festival sessions and, over Sunday morning
eggs, a crime writer friend with four books out
told me she’d discarded one of her earlier manuscripts because it had the “stink of despair”.
I sniffed at my manuscript but couldn’t
tell whether it stank. The Himalayan task of
fixing plot problems exhausted me. Tugging
at the other end of decision’s rope were what
the economists call ‘sunk costs’: the seventeen
months I’d spent on the book over the last three
years, the reading and research and thinking,
the many thousands of words I’d written, the
sleepless nights. Right behind these ‘sunk
costs' was the ‘opportunity cost’: all the short
stories and other writing work I’d foregone
in order to work on the novel. Reluctance to
wimp out was there too, as was shame; how
foolish I’d been to polish and refine the detail
rather than engaging with feedback that the
acting plot didn’t work; how stupid I was to
work so hard and still fail. For months these
irrecoverable costs warred against the leaden
gut feeling that I should quit.

THE DECISION was made viscerally, based
on my feelings, not the text: I just couldn’t
find it in me. I bundled the novel into a large
plastic box, the rainbow of folders holding
drafts, feedback and notes, worn copies of
the Greek tragedy Electra and Churchill’s
Top Girls, reference books on adoption, Huntington’s disease, method acting and multiple
births. I lugged the box over to the shed and
stowed it against the back wall between the
tool board and sawhorses, behind the mower.
I’d quit my novel.
For Shell’s 2011 Christmas cocktail hour
amid the scaffolding of Terry’s building site,
I settled into a camping chair expecting the
lightness and laughter Shell always brought
with her. The roof and walls of smoky grey
sleepers were up but the doors and windows
were yet to come. When I asked Shell if she was
happy with how the house was coming along,
she tossed her sheen of waist-length hair over
the back of her chair and told me she hated
the cement floor. She’d wanted it darker, not
grey. She shrugged and said,
“He wouldn’t listen; he never does what
I suggest – even after he asks what I’d like.”
Later, I raised my beer bottle and said,
“Well, Terry, I take my hat off to you. I quit
my novel but you’re still going. How long’s
it been?”
“Three years on January 26 since I dug
the first footing.”
“More like five years,” said Shell, her
voice tired and heavy. “You were doing the
plans and sourcing the sleepers before you
dug the footings.”
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I CHIMED in to douse the argument. “I’ve been trying to work out how long
I spent on the novel. Is it the time actually spent writing, or the whole period
even though I worked on other stuff? Or when I first wrote the short story it
was based on?”
“It’s when you start on the foundations,” Terry said.
Shell turned away from him, and back towards me. “So why did you quit?”
I mumbled my rote answer about the publisher’s feedback.
“You shouldn’t care what someone else says,” Terry said, shaking his head.
“If only,” I said, knowing this was my biggest life struggle. I admitted
I just couldn’t find it in me, and again I felt stupid and sad for giving up.
Silence seeped between us. I didn’t even know what was next. All I had was
hope: that quitting was the right decision, and that once I made space, something else would come.
I got up and took a cracker and hunk of cheddar cheese from Shell’s
Christmas platter, and joked how it’s meant to take ten thousand hours to
learn how to do something well. “Maybe next time round – if there is one – I
won’t make the same mistakes,” I said.
“Let’s drink to that,” Shell said, swigging the rest of her bubbly.
Terry looked around at the railway sleeper walls. “If I ever did something
like this again I’d get in heavy machinery. Spend the money rather than try
do it on the cheap.”
“On the cheap? Excuse me,” Shell said. “I’ve been up there slogging my
guts out, leaving home at 5 a.m. to pay for all of this.” She looked around.
“For his dream.”
I glanced at Terry; his eyes had hardened. “I paid my way, Shell.”
Jen widened her eyes at me as if to say, why did you start this conversation?
I jumped in again talking about the challenges of staying motivated.
“It’s not like anyone affirms our work or pays us.”
“I’ve paid,” Shell said, her usually bright voice had turned steely cold.
“This house has cost a fortune. It would’ve been cheaper if we’d employed
someone while Terry kept earning a wage. This way we’ve lost years of his
wages and I’ve sunk a sickening amount of money into it.”
A MONTH LATER, when the summer cicadas screamed mercilessly, Terry drove
up to our front gate. His blue-green eyes were red and sunken and his hair
seemed to have greyed since Christmas. Before he even told us that Shell had
asked for a divorce, I’d guessed. I knew Shell had grown to hate everything to
do with the house. It may have started as their joint dream but it had become
Terry’s alone, and she was the collateral damage.
Jen and I listened to Terry. We fed and consoled him, we did figures about
the value of their assets and the potential cost of legal proceedings, and then
watched him climb into his grey truck and rattle down our rutted driveway
towards his silent building site.
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ON A GREY morning about a year later, collie dog trotting behind me, I walked
across the paddock to Terry’s house – or the ‘Convention Centre’, as Jen and
I affectionately refer to it. It looms above our front paddock, longer than a
tennis court and as wide as two single’s courts side by side. Under my arm, I
clutched the sheath of papers upon which this essay is based. For some months
I’d been writing furiously again: nonfiction, not fiction. When I’d enrolled in
a Master of Fine Arts Degree in creative nonfiction, I’d been introduced to the
essay form, a perfect fit for my curiosity. Now writing had become a way to
understand the rural world around me, and the choices I’d made. Again I was
absorbed – possessed.
As I walked, I wondered if I were on my way to the gallows of neighbourly
friendship: perhaps Terry would feel betrayed because I’d written about him
and Shell – without their consent. But prior consent would’ve been impossible.
Although I’d chatted about the parallels between our creative processes over
Christmas drinks, I’d never considered writing about this process. At that
stage I wrote only fiction.
Terry and I sat in camping chairs, drinking milky instant coffee and
looking at the king’s view. The house had verandahs wide enough to live on, a
roof, walls, some doors, solar power and hot water, a toilet and a kitchen with
benches of Sydney blue gum. But Terry didn’t have the money for bathroom
tiles or a shower recess.
He told me he’d been applying for work in the mines where some of his
mates were making big money working three weeks on, one week off. He needed
cash to finish the house.
After I read Terry the essay, there was silence. I looked up at him. He
was wet-eyed. “You okay?” I asked.
He nodded and thanked me. He said he felt understood. Then he corrected
me about the timing and how many tonnes of cement went into the house. As
he looked down into his cup, he told me his doctor said he needed to spend less
time alone. “It’s hard going,” he said. “Day in, day out, on my own all the
time, keeping myself going.”
“I know exactly how you feel,” I said. “I only seem to be okay out here
when I’m having a good time with my work. Why haven’t you quit, Terry?”
“How can I?” he said. “I’ve sunk so much money and time into it. Lost
Shell after twenty-two years. If I’d have known...” His voice trailed off. “I’d
never have started. I was building it for her, to hear her say, ‘Wow, he built
this for me. He’s gone through hell to make this for me.’ That’s what I wanted
all along.”
I followed his eyes as he looked around at the verandah posts, the bubble
wrap over the window gaps, the sleepers. I remembered Shell’s concerns and
wondered whether either of them had really known the realities of life in the
bush when they’d embarked on building their dream home. Had Terry really
considered what Shell truly wanted? Was building the house for her really
what motivated him?
And what then was my motivation for writing a novel? Had I been writing
it for mothers who leave their children? For the canon of world literature? For
approval from my mother or friends? For my ego, or intellectual entertainment?
I was slipping into that maze of ‘why do I write’ when Terry stood up.
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I FOLLOWED
						HIS EYES as
HE LOOKED AROUND
				at the
VERANDAH POSTS, the
BUBBLE WRAP OVER the
WINDOW GAPS, the
						 SLEEPERS

“No,” he said. “I’ve got no choice. I can’t quit.
Not now. If I do I’ll feel like a failure and look
like a failure to my family and all those other
people who’ve judged me. And what would I
have? Who knows what I’d get for the place.”
He paused. “No, I wouldn’t be able to live
with myself.”
I felt deeply sad for the way things had
turned out for Terry and for Shell, for the
crippling emotional and financial costs they’d
endured. I felt aware too of how our paths
had diverged.
“I guess you can’t shove your grand
design away in a box in the shed like I did
mine,” I said. “And move on to the next thing.”
“Not likely,” Terry said with a slight grin.
“This place would weigh about 250 tonnes –
the concrete’s at least 150 tonnes.”
It was the first time I hadn’t envied the
tangible satisfaction of manual work. I still
thought about the novel, particularly when I
drove the two hours to town and passed the
green farmhouse where I’d imagined my protagonist lived. But at least I’d been able to
perform a ritual to put away and make room
for other things.
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Leaving something or simply ‘making
space’, I’d discovered, can be strategic.
Bewildered by my failure to persevere, I wrote
a therapeutic memoir, which was when I began
to see how without fiction’s disguise, Skin
Deep was really a novel about me. By writing
about a woman who leaves her children, I’d
perhaps been trying to understand my own
choice not to have any, and the conflict I felt
about living in an alien environment. From
the slippery place of writing to make sense of
life, I’d fictionalised my fish-out-of-water story,
loading it with whopping chunks of DRAMA.
It’s five years now since I bundled away
the novel. I reassure myself – as if I actually
believe it – that it’s no longer painful to admit
I quit. I gave up. I surrendered. I threw in the
towel, pulled the pin, downed tools, and I’m
happier. Happier still that fiction is no longer
a proxy for my own autobiography.
Terry has of course never, never, never
given up. He’ll complete his ‘something different’ kind of house: a house you can’t buy,
a house to withstand storms, cyclones and
summers, with slabs likely to survive bushfires. Perhaps one day Terry too will reassure
himself – as if he actually believes it – that it
was all worth it. The Ewingar Parthenon will
stand on its hilltop, a citadel of tenacity.
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BY THE TIME my plane landed in Christchurch on a winter night in 2016, I –
dystopian antipodean sort-of folk singer Dan Kelly – was completely loaded.
I find the idea of the drunken Irish-Australian musician overused and kind
of distasteful, but there I was, in a country that seems full of softly-spoken
intelligent people who I suspect see Australians as wanker barbarians, almost
living up to the stereotype. I’d pitched this New Zealand tour with friend and
also folk-singer-of-sorts Ben Salter as a musical apology for the infamous
underarm bowling incident of 1981. So I concede it wasn’t an ideal start. But
however reckless the drinking had been, I remained tranquil and silent as I
exited VA125, in my mind more a thoughtful, seasick Daniel Vettori type than
a beer-sozzled David Boon or, heaven help me, Trevor Chappell.
THE DAY had started chipper and sober in the macadamia-clad hills of
Newrybar, tucked in behind Broken Head on the Far North Coast of New South
Wales. My shark alert app Dorsal had pinged me awake with reports of a
great white lurking off a nearby Ballina beach. I’m a body surfer at best and
often just faff about in the shallows, so it was an unnecessarily dramatic wake
up, but I was thankful as I had to get to Coolangatta Airport pronto. I’d been
up late the previous night, packing by firelight, figuring out how to cram an
entire stage set up, merchandise and cold-weather gear into one plastic tub and
two guitar cases. In a career that has at times felt like a series of triumphant
failures, the little victories to be found in an efficient pack coming in under
a modern airline’s weight restrictions are to be savoured. I was feeling good,
compact as could be, and ready to travel.
Just days earlier, my usually trusty 1992 Tarago had popped its radiator
cap in a fit of pique. I’d cheekily prevailed upon my brother Sean, an Uber
driver on the Gold Coast, to come across the border and Uber me northward
at a discount family price. He arrived fresh from a morning surf at Broken
Head – un-mauled by shark or reef – with his surfboard stashed over the
back seat and a glovebox filled with the Uber-required Mt Franklin water and
Mentos varieties. Off we went up the new Pacific Highway, Oxygene Part 2
by Jean-Michel Jarre providing the soundtrack.
The rot started around my second glass of wine on the flight to Melbourne,
as I started to feel the rush of hope and possibility that the beginning of travel
(and a second drink) still brings out in me. This feeling gestated during a
two-hour wait at Paddy O’Fuckley’s Irish-themed bar in Tullamarine, where
I experimented with various combinations of Guinness and Jameson before
another two hours on the Central Otago pinot in the Air New Zealand lounge,
courtesy of Ben’s fabulously titled Gold Virgin status.
I’d expected to sob myself to sleep watching a Marvel blockbuster on
the plane but alas no TV screens on this flight. Fair enough for 180 bucks,
so I settled in to finish the fourth Karl Ove Knausgaard book Dancing in the
Dark and I cheered as he finally put his own Gold Virgin status to rest in a
muddy tent at Roskilde. I read the final chapter three times in a row, a little
emotional from the altitude perhaps, but also vibing on the hilarious and
properly salacious writing.
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THE PLAN for DAY ONE was to DRIVE
to a TINY KAYAKING CENTRE on the
WEST COAST CALLED OKARITO –
WINTER POPULATION: FIFTEEN

There’s sometimes a point during proper
wine drunk where you end up in the eye of the
storm, almost sober, and a little confused about
how you got there. This window of false clarity
can be a trap for young players, who often
make rash decisions like driving ten friends
home in a sedan. I on the other hand have
some skills in this field, and used my clarity
window to Jedi myself through New Zealand
immigration like a big grinning koala, rustling and spiralling through the undergrowth
towards its next eucalypt dinner. Clutching my
smashed plastic tub with duty-free pinot piled
on top, fruitlessly trying to stem the flow of
CDs, boxer shorts and guitar pedals spilling
out through a number of breaches to its hull,
I entered Aotearoa.
TO THIS point, Ben had kept pretty quiet –
focused on a successful entry and hire car pick
up, possibly terrified that I’d say something
outrageous as the other side of the wine cyclone
descended upon me. But I’m good natured on
the drank, if a little verbose, and he visibly
relaxed as he piloted our little Apex bubble car
towards our accommodation in the volcanic
outpost of Lyttleton. The realisation that soon
he too could get proper wine drunk suffused
him with joy.
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Of that night in Lyttleton: I remember
fragments of Derek and Clive and demo recordings of Ben’s former bands on the stereo,
the lights of the harbour sparkling below the
wooden deck/smokers’ lounge, and falling
into a wall.
I woke in my clothes on a leather couch,
feeling absolutely scoured on a deep-soul level.
The rental house we were staying in had been
graciously offered to us for the week by Marlon
Williams, a lightning-boy Kiwi singer who was,
as my uncles and aunts like to say, “off to the
races” wowing people around the world with
his big beautiful voice and mysterious old-world
charisma. Like most places in Lyttleton, the
house clung to the sides of an ancient volcanic
crater, watching over the port’s activities like
a spectator in the Colosseum. It wasn’t hard to
imagine yourself and all the other inhabitants
being shook off the hillside and into the harbour
with a powerful enough tremor.
When the big quake hit in 2011, directly
under the town, friends of mine from Christchurch told me later that Lyttleton was said
to have been “completely gone”. They’d run
through the suburbs and trekked over the Bridle
Path – dodging boulders crashing down the
hillside from the aftershocks – to see if their
friends and families had survived. Five years
later the evidence was still there: vacant blocks,
retaining walls held up by concrete blocks and
the town centre dotted with bars and shops
operating in shipping containers.
I staggered out onto the deck, thankful
for the lack of earthquake activity the previous
evening. The plan for day one was to drive to a
tiny kayaking centre on the West Coast called
Ōkārito – winter population: fifteen – and
perform that night with Robert Scott, the bass
player from legendary NZ bands The Clean and
The Bats. In normal conditions, the drive was
said to take six to seven hours, and it was now
nigh on 11 a.m. We found a Chinese-run milk
bar, bought fish and chips (me) and a plain
hamburger (Ben), and feeling well fortified,
we tuned into Google Maps and shot into the
Lyttleton tunnel towards our destiny.
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THE RADIO REGALED US with TALES OF ONE-HUNDREDKILOMETRE-AN-HOUR WINDS, TOURIST BUSES FLIPPING OVER,
BLIZZARDS and MINI TWISTERS ACROSS the ENTIRE ISLAND

BEN TOOK the first driving shift. It was our first road trip together and I
quickly realised he can talk a blue streak at the wheel, and would prefer his co
pilot to work as a kind of caddy or personal assistant; my plans for a recovery
sleep were dashed. In the first twenty minutes I’d fossicked through his epic
backpack to find his sunglasses, then helped him switch back to normal glasses,
double checked the route three times, turned off Google Maps because it was
deemed annoying (fair enough), turned it back on again as Ben fretted we were
going the wrong way, provided him three sips of water and scanned the full
range of radio stations on the South Island all while listening and nodding
to a number of his famous and quite-complicated theories on multi-player
gaming. Sensing my rising panic, Ben gave me permission to tell him to
shut-up at anytime.
“It’s okay,” he said. “Everyone does.” I properly like Ben and didn’t want
to be rude, and I also suspected this type of monologue may be comforting in
times ahead, so instead I tried to radiate a carefully calibrated calming aura
in his direction. I also placed an array of helpful driver’s goodies around him
for easy access, and closed my eyes for a merciful thirty seconds.
The art of touring with just one other musician is simple on one hand
and deeply mysterious on the other. Basic factors like hygiene are important,
but like diggers in the trenches you soon become immune to each other’s funk.
Being a fan of the other’s music at the start is not always important either.
After twenty odd shows of watching someone else’s stuff a kind of Stockholm
syndrome kicks in and you find yourself craving songs that would have totally
passed you by at the start of the tour. Sometimes you genuinely start to feel
and understand the touring partner’s art, and sometimes you get into it as a
kind of psychic self defence. Sometimes both these things are true. You can
reassure yourself they are going through the same changes as they watch you
lay down your schtick repeatedly over the weeks.
I liked Ben’s music before the tour but hadn’t really paid a great deal of
attention, and I’m pretty sure he was the same with me. In retrospect I think
we were wise, giving ourselves time to grow into and ultimately feel quite
comforted in the presence of each other’s music. A type of old-school marriage
comes to mind.
AT THIS POINT, though, we were still just courting, riding in our bubble
car towards the epic mountains that run down the spine of the island. As we
left the plains around Christchurch and headed up into the foothills of Tekoa
Mountain we couldn’t help but notice a number of ominous funnel shaped clouds
on the horizon, the type of clouds you’d only see on Extreme Storm Chasing
2015 YouTube videos. Turns out these were actual tornado clouds, and we were
day tripping into the heaviest weather that had hit the South Island for years.
Four hours of teeth-gnashing, seat-of-the-pants action followed. We crawled
through sleet and brown foothills, the Southern Alps hidden somewhere in the
mist as the radio regaled us with tales of one-hundred-kilometre-an-hour winds,
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tourist buses flipping over, blizzards and mini
twisters across the entire island. Meanwhile
the hangover and self recriminations bubbling
inside me were all-time, next-level, deep-psychological-freakout-style shit.
Ben – staunch, verbose and heroic –
piloted us across the island through this
tempest and handed over the driving duties
somewhere south east of Greymouth. I took
the wheel at a more geriatric pace, hands a
little shaky, and by dusk we’d made it to the
West Coast and the Tasman Sea, stacked to
the horizon with churning white water and
enormous grey peaks. The roadside flax and
cabbage trees were almost horizontal in the
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gale, shaking for us in a kind of welcoming
death haka. We were near Hokitika, passing
through the country of Eleanor Catton’s Booker
Prize-winning The Luminaries. Even through
the gusts of wind and rain and salt spray I felt
I knew the place, so clearly had she rendered
the landscape in her writing. There was a great
comfort in the feeling, even in these conditions
hundreds of kilometers from where I’d ever
been before, that I knew this place somehow.
Outside, though, the rain intensified to
the point where the wipers were almost useless
and I soon found myself grimly motoring down
terrifying coastal mountain roads in the deep
dark, with fifteen-kilometre-an-hour hairpin
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turns and flashes of lightning. The radio crackled with static and storm warnings and New
Zealand rugby chatter as we descended onto a
one-lane bridge over wild estuary mouths, the
wind pushing so hard I thought we’d be cast
into the freezing alpine-fed rivers and washed
out into the terrifying ocean. Then we were
ascending again for another series of death
turns in the coastal hills, screaming together
and exclaiming loudly in our bad New Zealand
accents that “ut was mintal” and we were
fucked and going to die before the first gig.
Terrified as we were, neither of us mentioned pulling over and we pressed on in unspoken agreement. Missing the gig would have
been more of a failure than our untimely deaths.
We may not sell stadiums but you don’t miss a
show; it’s just not the done thing. Then, just at
the point when Google Maps lost the trail, the
rain stopped suddenly and completely, as if a
tap had been turned off. For twenty peaceful
minutes we drifted down a long ridge, through
a tunnel of forest, until we could hear the
ocean howl once again. Soon we were creeping
through the coastal settlement of Ōkārito, down
a little street covered in water with a few sheds
and fibro houses huddled together, glittering
on the landward side.
FOLLOWING EMAILED instructions from days
before, we pulled up in front of a house that
we hoped belonged to Barry and Gemma who
were promoting the night’s entertainment. We
splashed through puddles in the front yard with
the Tasman roaring and churning somewhere
very close and were relieved to be greeted at
the door by Barry, wearing a large grin and
sensible kayaker’s evening wear. Behind him
in the warmth waited the most genteel and
tranquil lounge-room scene, straight out of a
1970s tramping life brochure.
Sitting around a potbellied stove were
about eight or nine folk, all ruggedly healthy,
some with wind-burned cheeks from days on
the Ōkārito lagoon I guessed. They sat resplendent in jumpers and skivvies and Kathmandu
couture, eating steaming bowls of vegetarian
casseroles and broccoli salads with tahini as
their kids ran around the lounge grabbing
fistfuls of chips. Damp coats and life jackets
dried on racks above the stove.
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Ben took the vanguard here, genuinely
charming everyone with tales of our odyssey
and negotiating the running order of the
show – still in a way assuming the temporary
authority I’d granted him drunkenly at the
airport the previous evening. I love meeting
and chatting to people; it’s these connections
I remember most from musical life – whether
it’s harassing my after-show cab driver with
my Asha Bhosle recordings or eating pretzels
with Leonard Cohen in the bowels of a cement
entertainment centre – but I was grateful to
Ben for taking the pressure off this time; in my
shell-shocked state I was still almost about to
hurtle off a cliff in a small hurricane. Also it
had been decided I was to play first tonight,
so it was time to switch my brain into music
mode. I inhaled a quick bowl of casserole,
standing up in the corner of the kitchen, before
jamming contacts into my eyes and heading
over the road to Donovan’s Store, where we
were to play.
Fifteen minutes later I’m performing
un-amplified, sans-microphone in a tiny wooden
store – the oldest building on the West Coast
of New Zealand. Robert Scott is in a skivvy
somewhere behind stage: wry, gentle and determined, and putting out a very non-rock vibe.
Entire indie guitar scenes from Melbourne to
New York have emerged over the last thirty
years, all schooled by his wiry, joyous and
tangled pop songs, but he’s quite content talking
about his garden. This makes me happy. He’s
reading through lyrics written on big sheets
of butcher’s paper, lyrics to some of the first
New Zealand songs I ever heard. Somewhere
on the beach beyond the road lives Keri Hulme,
hermit writer of The Bone People, the first New
Zealand literature I’d read – not counting the
wonderful but less harrowing Footrot Flats.
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Keri is out there, all alone behind a sign that says, “Unless you know me, or
have contacted me first, do not come in” maybe listening to the same storm,
living life as an “aromantic, asexual person” (just ask Wikipedia). There is
landscape and seascape and literature and music history all around and here
I am: kind of spat out of the storm into the middle of it all with guitar in
hand. My hangover is finally subsiding, and there’s a room full of kayakers
and country folk and ruddy-faced winter tourists all with eyes on me. I try and
make the words come out of my head strong and funny, like I’ve got something
to add here too, some good words to give to the West Coast.
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written by — B A R RY C H A R M A N

MICKEY jerked awake in a puddle of tears. More evidence of the time he’d
spent here.
He pulled his face away from the floor and yelled. One day something
would yell back – a bird might answer, an animal, anything.
But there was no sound. Just the narrow alley, its looming walls, and him.
He performed his ritual. First he recalled his life before his wrong turn.
He remembered arguing with Jane after the party. They’d stormed off in
different directions, and he pictured her running and catching the last train.
She never wore heels.
He remembered the rain, and diving into the dark alley, because he thought
he heard the rain hitting steel. Scaffolding, he thought, some overhanging wall,
shelter. He’d just wanted to get out of the rain, then dig his phone out. He
wanted to erase her number, but he already knew, deep down, he would only
need to see her name, and then he’d make the call.
Sorry.
He closed his eyes, mouthed the word. He imagined he’d still make the
call one day.
He laughed then, a dry sound. Bitter. He had never found a way out of
the alley. The rain had vanished almost instantly. He’d rested tiredly against
the brick wall, and then when he turned to leave, there was only darkness, and
more wall. He’d blinked, and someone had taken his world away.
There were the two brick walls, perhaps twelve feet high. All the bricks
were grey, apart from occasional black ones. These sent him into fits of rage.
They broke the monotony and reminded him of it. The ground was just mud and
slabs of rough stone. The sky was distant, and rarely night. In either direction,
the alley yawned horribly, inexcusably, into the distance.
There was nowhere in the world this blank, this endless.
He did what he always did: tried to climb, to see whatever there was to
see, but his shoes slipped down the bricks. They had a slick, mossy texture. A
sort of lichen begrudgingly grew here, the only hint of life. After he slipped
back down, he took out his phone and studied the dead screen. The battery had
run out long ago, not that he’d ever got a signal.
Mickey crouched down and placed his head, very gently, into his hands.
He rocked for a moment. He wanted to stroke Jane’s face, wanted to collapse
in her arms, so she could rock him. He wanted his phone to suddenly blare
into life, have Rick’s voice laugh at him. “Come on mate, where you been?”
Then he’d realise it had been just one night. One nightmare. He’d stumble
out of the alley, go meet Rick for a coffee. “Mate,” he’d say, already laughing
at himself. “You won’t believe where I woke up...”
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THERE WERE the
TWO BRICK WALLS, PERHAPS
TWELVE FEET HIGH.
ALL the BRICKS WERE GREY, APART
from OCCASIONAL BLACK ONES.
THESE SENT HIM INTO FITS of RAGE

He was wondering if it would rain again,
and how thankful he’d be if it didn’t, when he
saw the woman lying face-down ahead of him.

YEAH.
The first day had been the worst. That
rising panic that had built up in him. That hum
that had built in his ears, the anxiety that at
first had made him laugh at the ridiculousness
of it. That first night, screaming himself hoarse,
wondering where everything had gone.
Don’t remember that. Too bad. Too wild.
He stood up, knowing he’d have to walk
again. It was all he did, all he could do. He’d
picked one direction that first day, since then
he’d been haunted by the idea he’d picked the
wrong one. He’d doubled back twice, but that
had only confused him, there was no way to
identify anything, no way to know how far or
how little he’d gone. That was more maddening
than anything, so he’d picked a direction and
just stuck to it. Each time he slept he took off
a shoe and left it pointing in the direction he’d
chosen. He couldn’t bear the idea of waking
up, and having no idea which way he’d been
heading. Little things like that weren’t so little.
They could end him.
Refusing to think anymore, Mickey
started walking. His trainers were slick with
the weak mud of the place. The old stones were
cracked and black weeds grew through them.
He picked and ate them, they kept him going
well enough. The rain, when it came, tasted
odd and sweet, it kept him alive.
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HE RAN over to her, pulled her on her back, and
saw the scorch mark on her face. He rubbed
his own face. Lightning? Had there been…?
She spluttered and started to shake, as if
she were having a fit. He held her, pinning her
down for her own good. After a few moments
her eyes opened and focused on him.
They were silver.
“My eyes,” he asked. “What colour are
they?”
Startled, she pushed him away. “Get
off me!”
He backed away. She staggered to her
feet and then stumbled back to her knees. He
raised his palms, to calm her, then took another
step back. “It’s okay, slow down, please. Just
calm down.”
He recognised her confusion, her disarray.
Her head darted about and she began to realise
she was in the alley.
Mickey leaned back against the wall,
then he slid down till he was sitting. He tried
to pin down the emotions he was feeling. He
wasn’t alone. There was something new. This
was immense. He suddenly realised how close
the isolation had tipped him towards insanity.
Only now was he able to reel his wandering
mind back in.
The woman stared at him. She looked
frightened at first, but then she staggered
back, steadied herself, and rested across from
him, against the wall. She was young, early
twenties maybe. Her practical grey overcoat
was splattered with mud and rain, and her
curly blonde hair escaped from under a purple
woolly hat.
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HE STARED at the hat for a moment, gorging
on the colour. “Wasn’t it still summer, when
you left?”
Unnerved, she just continued to stare at
him. He laughed, he sounded insane. He put
his head in his hands, hoping she’d understand
he was a victim like her. The tears came easily
– they’d never really stopped. When he looked
back up at her, her expression had changed to
something less threatened.
He took a deep breath. “I’m just like you,
woke up here. I don’t know where we are or
how we get out. I’m just glad I found you, I’ve
been alone here…” The last words petered out.
He hugged himself. He needed to get control,
he wasn’t alone now, now was the time to start
figuring this out. He nodded to himself. “Don’t
worry,” he looked up at her, “we’ll get out.”
She looked at him, a strange smile
tugging at her lips. “What? What are you
talking about?”
Looking in one direction, then the other,
she slowly seemed to realise they were without
end. He watched as the scale of this, the impossibility, began to hit her. He didn’t say
anymore for now, just allowed her to accept
it. Her mouth gaped, her head began to drop,
and then she started to cry.
HER NAME was Abby.
It took Mickey a while to calm her. In
the end it was when he made her understand
he’d arrived alone, and how terrified he’d been,
that she anchored onto something positive. At
least he was here, some sort of guide. At least
she wasn’t going through quite what he had.
“Wait a minute…” Abby started digging
in her pockets, she brought out her phone, the
look of relief on her face was so intense, that
Mickey had to walk away. He couldn’t bear
what came next.
He sat, head bowed, and waited. Eventually her feet appeared before him, he noted
the purple socks, he smiled faintly and looked
up. Her face was expressionless. “Why is this
happening?”
There was nothing he could say.
She was quiet for a while, but then she
started to pull herself together.
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WHEN PEOPLE

THEN DIE,
THEY DON’T
SODDING TRAVEL
SOMEWHERE
ELSE

Mickey sat back and watched her work
it out. She was a hell of a lot more logical
than he’d been.
Abby was pacing up and down while
he sat with his back to the wall. She stopped
briefly to study his eyes. “Right, yes. Grey eyes,
we’ve got the same marks, so it’s probably
lightning. I mean, somehow. It’s done this.
It’s— what, moved us? Taken us somewhere?
A bloody alley…”
She looked down one direction, then
another. “When people get hit, then die, they
don’t sodding travel somewhere else—” He
watched her pause, then she stiffened. “Oh.
Oh God. So we’re dead?”
Mickey’s eyes widened. He’d never
allowed himself to go that far, and she’d got
there in her first hour. “No,” the word slipped
out of him. Rather than asserting anything, it
sounded like he was begging.
She looked down at him, almost pityingly.
“This is it. This is what we get.”
He shook his head, then got angrily to
his feet. “I don’t feel dead, do you?”
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She shrugged. “What’s it supposed to
feel like?”
“Come on,” he gestured at the alley, at the
bricks. “That’s what this is?” He walked over
to the wall; wildly, he pulled back his fist and
then punched it. He doubled up, then turned
and showed her the raw scraped flesh on his
knuckles. He breathed out carefully, “This is
a real place. All right? Someone brought us
here. There’s a way in and a way out…”
She ignored him and took hold of his
hand. She studied the scrape and looked agitated. “Why did you do that?” she was muttering to herself. “If it gets infected what are
we supposed to do?”
He looked at her and laughed. She
flinched, and let his hand drop. She turned
away, shaking her head. “We could pick different directions, one of us might find something—”
“No!” He was at her side in an instant.
He brought his arm up as if to stroke hers,
to reassure her, to plead, but he aborted the
motion. He held up his palms and backed away.
“Please, I know you don’t know me, but please,
don’t do that, don’t leave me alone.”
He tried not to beg, but he caught the
ring of desperation. He wondered what he’d
do if she just walked off in the other direction.
“How long have you been here?” She was
watching him think, watching his thoughts
tumble away from him.
He stared down at the dirt. Not answering
was as close as any answer he could give.
Suddenly he was mindful of other things.
He wiped his dirt-stained fingers against his
jeans, and wondered what the hell he must
look like? Thoughts started colliding then, his
teeth must be stained with moss, his clothes
were smeared and torn, he must smell of this
place; but he had no beard, hadn’t lost weight...
He didn’t like thinking about it too much.
“God…” her voice trailed off, and he didn’t
need to look up to know she was afraid. “There
must be… there must be something.”
“I found you, eventually. We go on, there
might be someone else.”
“And then what?”
He looked up, craned his neck to see the
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SHE’D BEEN WORKING LATE,
and RUSHING HOME to a
MICROWAVE PIZZA and a CAT
CALLED MITTENS

top of the wall. “I’ve tried climbing, to see
over the top, but the walls are all slippery,
everywhere it’s the same. If there were more of
us, we could support each other, get someone
up there.”
They shared a look as each contemplated
the view they might find.
THEY walked. When the sky dimmed, they
slept. When the wan light of the sun reappeared, they walked some more. At night he
made sure to keep his distance from her – he
didn’t want to intrude on her space – but on
the second night she slept with her back to
his, the warmth of it making each of them sob
quietly, wondering if the other heard.
Moving on, he pointed out the odd little
black bricks that were different to the rest.
He told her about the weeds, but she refused
to eat them. She refused to eat or drink, and
said she didn’t need it. She never faltered, so
maybe she was right. It frightened Mickey,
her truth was usurping his.
She started to talk about herself, opening
up to him about her life, her family. She kept
talking long after he stopped listening, it was
her means of keeping focused, he guessed.
She’d worked in an office, some marketing firm.
She’d been working late, and rushing home to
a microwave pizza and a cat called Mittens.
The rain caught her just as she reached the
bus stop. Her last memory was in Manchester,
his in London. He told her this, but there was
nothing they could make of it, no pattern, no
meaning.
All he wanted was some understanding.
He just wanted a reason.
Abby talked about her three sisters. Her
voice caught as she talked about the youngest,
only six and worried about school. Mickey kept
his eyes down while she talked – it was the
only privacy he could give her while she relived
it all, held on to whatever she could. When her
voice abruptly stopped he looked up.
Something was in the way.
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“Is that…” Mickey’s voice trailed off.
A white figure, oddly recognisable, was
lying prone in their path. They got closer,
then found themselves standing over the bulky
figure of an astronaut.
Incredulous, Mickey laughed. Abby darted
him a look that told him to stifle it. He put
a hand to his mouth, but he couldn’t stop the
laughter. After a moment her face started to
crack, and she began laughing as well.
Mickey made a gesture with his hands.
“Time out, I need a time out.”
He slumped against the wall, mirth
making him shake. Perhaps it was hysteria.
Ah, let it come, he thought.
The astronaut jerked. The body seemed
to spasm, then suddenly a hand rose to the
helmet and pulled the bright gold visor up. A
man’s face was revealed, gasping. He sat up
clumsily, and started tugging at the helmet.
Abby went to help and started twisting the
helmet. When nothing happened he began to
flail wildly. “Which way?” she snapped at him.
Her voice seemed to completely unnerve him.
He looked up at her and seemed to understand
that nothing happening to him made any sense.
He pointed to the left, and she slid the helmet
that way. There was a faint popping sound, and
then it came free. She stepped back, and the
astronaut looked up at her. He looked around,
saw Mickey, and whatever he was about to
say got lodged in his mouth.
In the end he settled on, “Where am I?”
Mickey sighed.
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HIS NAME was Anton, he was Russian, and
from what he told them it sounded like he’d
died in space.
“A storm, the station was hit, it was
an electrical storm, you understand?” They
nodded whenever he stopped speaking. It
helped them deal with the absurdity. He remembered passing out, now he wanted to know
how to communicate with the authorities. It
was important he make a report, and he wanted
to know what happened to everyone else on
the station.
“Well,” Mickey glanced around. “You
don’t see them here, do you?”
Anton frowned at him. He understood that
he wasn’t being taken seriously, if he understood nothing else. He’d gotten to his feet, and
shed his bulky uniform, now he stood in a grey
under suit. He threw his gloves into his helmet,
then threw it onto the empty spacesuit, which
sat against the wall like some flayed man.
“What is happening?” Anton’s English
was formal rather than rough, but maybe
that was just his way. Nothing about them
particularly interested him, only the alley,
and, eventually, their eyes.
Anton’s eyes were also silver, but he bore
no mark. He found a black scorch on his suit
when he inspected it. Mickey explained as best
he could – his walking, then meeting Abby,
and now Anton.
“Just walking, that is all?”
“All I’ve done or all I’ve found? Yes to
either.”
Anton rubbed his face. “No good.”
“No shit.”
The astronaut scowled. He looked up and
down the walls. “You climb?”
“Tried.” Mickey showed him the moss.
“Slick, just slide back down.”
Anton seemed to grow taller. A problem
had appeared that was solvable, or at least
understandable. “You push, I climb.”
Mickey had no way to measure time. He’d
never seen the sun above him, nor the moon
that sometimes lit the night from some place
over the brick horizon. It was nearing the rise
of the latter, though, that Anton gave up.
Mickey had cupped his hands, and tried
to boost the Russian up. Time and time again
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The astronaut
jerked. The body
seemed to spasm,
then suddenly a
hand rose to the
helmet
they tried it. Each time the astronaut slipped,
cursing in Russian as both men staggered
back. Then he tried to boost Mickey, but they
got no different result.
Abby just sat across from them. She
seemed to understand, better than Mickey,
that Anton had to shake this off. He had to
go through this.
When it was done, Mickey sat next to
Abby, across from the Russian, who sat apart
and muttered to himself. He stared up at the
sky, angry with it for no longer making sense to
him. Weary, Abby placed her head on Mickey’s
shoulder and closed her eyes. He let his head
rest on her hair, and found a moment's peace.
The next morning they continued walking.
Anton left behind his suit but insisted on carrying his helmet. Every once in awhile he’d look
inside it, check his gloves and nod to himself.
At some point he started to stride ahead,
and they let him. They’d told him all they could,
and there was nothing more they could say.
“Think he’ll be okay?” Mickey whispered.
Abby sighed. “Why would any of us be
okay?”

Thirty Seven

She was quiet for a while, then he picked
up on an intense look of concentration on her
face. “What are you thinking?”
She nodded at Anton’s back. “His storm.
We were all brought here because of the same
sort of process. The same unusual process. Like
we’re different to other people.”
“You mean our deaths – our deaths
were different?” He couldn’t hide the tone in
his voice. He was angry, still holding onto
something else. She looked wary, and stopped
talking. He scowled. “I’m sorry. It’s just—”
She nodded. “I know.”
He stopped walking. “Okay. Let’s say
that’s why we’re here. Let’s say if we keep
walking, we won’t find anything, except other
people who got here the same way. How do
we leave?”
“Maybe we’re not supposed to.” She
gave him a quick, apologetic, look, then kept
walking.
Mickey stared down at the mud for a
while. He lifted his foot and stared at his
footprint.
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A thought dislodged itself. He hurried
after Abby. “Wait— if you’re right then this
place is just full of people like us and nothing
else, how come there wasn’t anyone here before
me? How come there aren’t more people. I
haven’t seen any clothes, any litter, any footprints. Nothing.”
“This place must be vast,” she said, “I
don’t think that means anything—”
“No,” his voice became firmer, “there’s a
way. We’re not meant to be here. I can feel it.”
Her face looked washed out, as if all
emotion had bled out of her. He hadn’t noticed
it before, but saw it now. She didn’t even shrug.
“I wish I could feel that, but I can’t.”
Ahead of them, Anton had stopped and
was looking back at them. “What is it?”
Mickey called out to him. “What brought
us here, huh? What did it bring, did it bring
us, or some—” he tried to grasp something,
the words, the meaning “some essence of us.”
Abby looked tired. “Like our souls?”
Mickey nodded, eager to process it, to
run through a new possibility. “We had unnatural deaths, if that’s what you want to think
happened. We were lifted from our bodies, but
not the right way. We weren’t—” he struggled
again, “we weren’t extracted the right way.”
Abby stared at him. “Jesus.”
Anton had walked back to them. “What
is he saying?”
Abby shook her head. “How do we— how
do we use that, how does that help us? That
just means we’re lost. Completely...”
His face fell. His momentary excitement
abated. He looked for more words, for anything
that might look or feel like an answer, but
there was nothing there. Nothing to soothe him,
nothing to comfort her. Unwilling to accept
that, Mickey put his arm around her. She
pulled away at first, but then realised it was
a conciliatory gesture and met the embrace.
They didn’t talk, or cry. They just allowed
this release.
Anton watched them for a moment. “Is no
good,” he complained, “is far to go.”
Mickey felt movement against his chest,
and realised, despite it all, that she was
laughing.
“Tell me about these?”
At some point Anton became obsessed
with the black bricks. They saw them more
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and more: at first they had only appeared once
a day, now they could find them every hour.
They meant nothing as far as Mickey could
see. Anton prodded them, studied them. He
cracked the visor of his helmet, and started to
fashion a knife. He performed the same patient
inspection on each black brick they found. He
tried to dislodge it, tried to remove it, but all
he ever did was chip away at it. “One day, we
find way,” he muttered.
“You think there’s something on the other
side?” Mickey was sceptical.
Anton just shrugged. “We do not know
what we do not know.”
Mickey nodded. “Profound, mate.”
It was a few days later that Anton made
a discovery. One of the black bricks he was
inspecting was breaking up, powdery. He
jabbed at it, and a clump came away in his
hand. “Not black!” he jumped back, pointing
at the brick, “not black– scorched!”
Abby and Mickey studied the brick.
Clumps of it were coming away. They felt it
crumble, then sniffed their fingers, exchanging looks.
“Can you smell that?” he asked.
She nodded. “Like ashes…”
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Anton was nodding animatedly beside them. “Yes. Scorched. Burnt.”
“Does it mean anything?”
The Russian sighed. “Everything means something.”
Mickey rubbed the black dust around his fingertips, the odour was strange
to him. “Why are they here?” he was crouching down by the wall, all the other
bricks were dull grey, always had been. They were uniform and identical. They
were tough and durable. Once in a while he’d tried scratching something into
them. First he’d used his watch, then later some change he’d found in his pocket.
He’d wanted to write his name. Some lasting sign that someone might find.
Some account of himself and what he’d come to. No marks had been possible
though, not on the hard grey bricks.
So what were the black bricks?
“One of them for each of us?” Abby speculated.
“You think they represent something?” He glanced at her, and she just
shrugged.
Burnt things, in a place otherwise unmarked. Was it a signal, some
message? Was it supposed to tell them something?
IT WAS three days before they found an answer.
Anton was walking ahead, as he often did while Abby and Mickey talked
about their lives, the little things they remembered. “Why so much purple?”
Mickey asked suddenly.
She laughed. “Saw my socks then?” He nodded, and she tucked her hair
under her just-as-purple hat, a self-conscious gesture he saw her make daily.
“Purple,” she said, “always makes me think of home. Purple thistle, because
my mum’s Scottish. Purple, like the amethysts my dad collected. He used to
love them so much, said they were like jewels from another world… It just, I
don’t know, takes me home…”
Mickey closed his eyes, and let the colours she evoked sing to him. When she
didn’t speak again, he looked at her, and saw she looked alarmed. “What is it?”
“I can’t— I can’t remember any more. Things are gone. Their faces… I
don’t know how…” she looked agitated, “It’s slipping away.”
He thought of the bricks. “Crumbling?”
Wide-eyed, she nodded.
Ahead of them, Anton suddenly called out.
When they reached him, he was pointing at some writing he’d found on
the wall. “They used the powder,” Anton said, “clever. Good use.” Someone
before them had rubbed words into the grey bricks. There were two holes in
the wall, where black bricks had been chipped away at and used for materials.
The words were faded and rambling. Mickey stepped back and tried to
make sense of them.
“There’s lightning,” he said.
Abby pointed at another word, “Borderland?”
Anton was scowling at a word at the bottom of the wall. Smaller than
the others, which were clumsily big, this one seemed either more certain, or
due to its size, less.
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“WE ARE THE BLACK BRICKS —
WE’RE DIFFERENT to the WALL.
WE WILL CRUMBLE”
ANTON got down and studied it, then he
straightened up, frowning. “Tectonic plane?”
“Are you asking?” Mickey said.
Anton pointed at the word, “No, is question mark. Tectonic plane?”
Abby bent down to look. “You mean plate,
tectonic plate?”
Anton stood back, “No.”
Abby glanced up at him, then over to
Mickey. “Tectonic plane. What the hell does
that mean?”
Mickey reread the words. There might
have been more, but they’d faded. How long
had they been here?
“Borderland…” he tried to unravel it.
“Okay, going back to your unnatural deaths
idea, there’s only people like us here. Which
means maybe we’re meant to move on, go
someplace else. Where the other people are.”
Abby looked up at the words and nodded.
“Borderland, okay.”
Mickey struggled for the words. “This
alley, it’s— like a crack, a piece of scar tissue,
like— like the black bricks are—” His jaw
dropped. “This place is telling us what it is.
We are the black bricks – we’re different to the
wall. We will crumble.” He was rambling now,
but couldn’t stop. “Tectonic plates ram against
each other, cause fissures, if this place is a
different plane, a damaged fracture between
planes— we’re not meant to be here. It’s an
accident…”
Abby looked helpless, “So what do we
do?”
“The bricks are clues. They’re telling
us something, I know they are...” He started
hurrying, he knew they would find something,
he finally knew there was a pattern.
IT WAS later that day that they found what
they were looking for.
Mickey felt an increasing sense of
urgency. Like Abby he’d looked to his memories and found them disintegrating. He could
remember his mum, but not the colour of her
hair, the colour of her eyes. Even names were
abandoning him. Where were these parts of
him going, and what would he be left with?

THEY had to leave before they lost everything.
At first there were no more black bricks,
then they started to see more and more, and
then suddenly they saw the scar in the wall.
It was a jagged line of bricks, as if they’d
been placed to look like a lightning bolt. They
reached from the top of the wall all the way
to the bottom.
Mickey looked wide-eyed to the others,
but they didn’t grasp it. “We can dig into the
bricks,” he said, “use them as holds.”
Abby smiled. Anton nodded eagerly,
already looking up, seeing how difficult it
might be.
They worked together. Anton used his
knife, Mickey used his watch, Abby some of
the coins he gave her. They made a series of
indentations in the bricks, watching as they
crumbled away in their palms. Mickey was
nervous. What would they find at the top? Even
if it were nothing but more alleys, a sign they
were in some nightmare labyrinth, even that
would tell them something.
Anton started to climb the holds. He
reached up and began digging into the top
two bricks. When he’d made deep holds in all
of them, he jumped back down to the ground.
None of them spoke.
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HE COULD REMEMBER HIS MUM,
BUT NOT the COLOUR
of HER HAIR,
the COLOUR of HER EYES.
EVEN NAMES WERE ABANDONING HIM

“What do we do if…?” Abby gestured vaguely. Any and all fears were
unspoken at the end of the sentence. Mickey gave her shoulder a tight squeeze,
then did the same to Anton, who gave him a tight grin.
“Let’s just do it.” Mickey put his foot to the first hold and looked back
at them. They each nodded.
When Mickey got to the top, he paused before looking over. He could
hear nothing, smell nothing, detect nothing. He saw the hair on the back of his
hands stand up, but that was the only indication of anything about to happen.
Some instinct made him pause. He looked back down. “Come up. When
I look over… anything could happen.”
They understood that. They had all developed the same primal fear of the
others leaving them, of being cast adrift, alone.
Abby started to climb, then Anton. When she was just below him, Mickey
reached down and took her hand. She repeated the gesture with Anton.
Linked like this, they could all climb at once. Mickey angled his body, and
using the last of the holds, pulled himself up so that he could see over the wall.
He squeezed Abby’s hand, and felt her squeeze back. Beyond that, his
senses failed him. He understood the concept of overlapping planes of existence, felt them wash over him like ocean spray. He was aware of the thought,
that there were as many shores as grains of sand, and the constant sensation
of her hand – which he would never let go – and then there was little more
than fragments.
The smell of dust, the sensation of being scattered to the wind, and then
a tug, which felt as if there were a call, and an answer.
Then he registered a final, soothing impression, simply that of a journey
being resumed.
AND then he was gone.
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MARI NÉNI DOES NOT KNOW WHAT TO SAY. THE CONCRETE BLACK OF THE
BASEMENT SEEMS TO HARDEN AROUND HER, CLOSING IN ON THE
TALLOW-CANDLE WITH EVERY SECOND SHE STAYS QUIET. SHE CAN JUST
MAKE OUT MRS GÖMORI’S PALE FACE WAITING FOR AN ANSWER. MRS
GÖMORI WAS A YOUNG BRIDE WHEN MARI NÉNI FIRST MET HER, HOLDING
TOGETHER A GLITTERING ILLUSION WITH CHEAP SEQUINS. NOW SHE GOES
ON WEARING WEALTH IN THE TILT OF HER CHIN, BUT THE SEQUINS HAVE
COME LOOSE LIKE FUR FROM A TORMENTED CAT. SHE GRIPS HER SON
LÁSZLÓ TO HER SIDE WITH SHARP NAILS IN HIS WIREDRAWN CHEST. THE
BOY’S HEAD IS BOWED, AS IF OFFERING HIMSELF UP FOR LICE INSPECTION.
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“He says he had it last night,” Mrs Gömori whispers. “Then this morning
it was gone. He claims to have looked everywhere.”
László has lost his teddy bear. Mari néni glances around. The basement
probably is ‘everywhere’ to an eight-year-old boy who knows what waits for
them above. There are eleven of them down here, seven of the others sitting in
a half-moon of shivering shadows around the candle. László’s little sister Livia
perches on a cot – most likely brought down in an air raid by the old tenants –
at the edge of the semi-circle, hunched over her bare knees. She does not even
peek at Albert, who is doing magic tricks for the twins, Nicolai and Jancsi.
Péter Mendelbaum sits on the other side, his down-turned lips wrenched to the
left by the monstrous bulge of his jaw. Mr Nagy and Kate huddle in the centre.
Kate, once a teacher at the Dohány Street Synagogue, strokes and arranges
her father. Mr Nagy pays her no mind, with no mind to spend. Before all this
he beckoned music to his hands at the National Conservatory. Now the thick
shelf of his eyebrows hoods his face, and a broken whistle dribbles from his
lips. Perhaps he thinks he is still there, testing those gilt walls.
“It has to be here somewhere, Mrs Gömori,” Mari néni says. “We can look
in the morning, when it’s a bit lighter. Everyone will be going to sleep soon.”
She smiles down at László. “Mr. Bear probably decided to go adventuring for
the night, but he’ll come back in the morning to tell you about it, I promise.”
László does not look up. “My Evie’s doll used to march off all the time and
we’d find her in the flowerbeds kissing the dog!”
Mrs Gömori seizes Mari néni by the arm. It is the first time she has
touched anyone in the basement.
“We have to find it now.”
There is real fear in the young woman’s face, and more than fear: loss.
Mari’s own son Moses refused to give up the baby blanket she stitched for
him, eventually keeping it in his bed, aged sixteen, telling her that she must
not tell her friends as a dinner joke. He did not take the blanket with him
when his orders came up for forced labour service, only the yellow armband
the recruiting officers ordered Mari to sew for him. The scrap of scarlet with
its scratchy threads of gold now forms Mari’s pillow on the basement floor.
If it were ever taken, lost – the thought squeezes her stomach, and she takes
Mrs Gömori’s hand.
“Let's ask the others if they’ve seen it,” she says.
Mrs Gömori’s lips twist one way and then the other, a screw top coming
loose. “Thank you, Mari néni.”
She sounds like a drooping school girl and Mari wants to snap at her to
quit with this ‘néni’ farce. Really, only Mr Nagy should be given the title, the
honour held for their elders, their parents – at seventy-five, Mr Nagy is thirty
years older than Mari. But on their first night in the basement Mari had found
two empty paint pots, one to perch on, trying to keep your pee silent whilst the
others pretended not to hear, and one to wash in – that was when she thought
someone might bring them hot water. The main thing, she said, was not to mix
the buckets up. “All right, Mari néni,” Albert joked. Mari did not say anything,
only rubbed his arm with a soft laugh. Néni stuck.
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“But I do hate to disturb everyone...” Mrs Gömori looks over her shoulder.
“After all, it’s obvious who has it, isn't it?”
“What do you mean?”
Mrs Gömori’s hairline seems to redden, though it could be the guttering
light. She jabs the air with her chin. Mari néni follows the gesture, out of the
circle, into the darkness, to the silent man slumped against the wall.
“Why would he have it?”
“Well, he’s not our—I mean, we don’t know him, do we?”
No, they do not know him. He is not meant to be here. It was never in
their plan, as Mari néni is constantly reminded. Their plan, as if the situation
is under control. Rumours of the ghetto and deportation divided Yellow Star
Houses between those who denied it was possible – denial still ripe even after
the rumble of German tanks shook Budapest in March, even after months,
years, of ever-shrinking cells – and those demanding they try and escape,
resist, anything that did not imply consent. When a Gentile friend offered this
basement they all said yes, these concert companions of Mari néni’s, these
socialist-poetry-and-coffee dates. They were edging out of Király Street in the
silent frost before dawn, ready for the basement, when he staggered out of an
alleyway before them.
Mari néni noticed his feet first. He hobbled out of the darkness on hams
wrapped in butcher-paper. He only had seven toes. Whenever she catches him in
the corner of her eye now, she thinks of his feet, and the mirrored walls around
her heart crack, just for a moment, letting him in, a muddled projection. She
thinks of his feet and imagines they are hers too, imagines she is a woman
with broken toes who must walk anyway, even with the knowledge that each
step takes her bones further from ever healing. She will never be normal again.
She will always wince, always swell where she took so much weight, as will
he. This is the season of irreversible marches, and she will walk the basement,
a mouse in a maze, towards the trap at its centre.
But then she looks in his eyes and thinks she will never know or feel what
he has seen, what her husband and son might be seeing now, what her friends
and family on the surface are seeing.
“There’s something wrong about him,” says Mrs Gömori. “He smells
wrong.”
“Don’t we all?”
“You know what I mean.”
Mari néni had insisted they bring him to the basement. The others in the
group said no. She looked at them, a nearby engine coughing into the silence,
while the city she loved peered over her shoulder, telling her she must not stand
here too long. After a minute beneath her stare, Péter and Albert picked the
man up. In the basement, Mari néni had approached him with hands spread.
A crown of wild, thorny curls and a thick beard almost hid his full, storyteller
lips from view. Eyes like broken cataracts poured unstoppably from his face,
which was so thin, so hollow, his skin snapped over the high knifepoint of
each cheekbone. Gaze focusing on her, he shot backwards, fists going up. His
growl was that of a dog trying to speak. He has not spoken since, only sits in
the scribbled black and watches, reminding her of Moses’ heavy silences after
Bátki – after Bátki.
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EYES LIKE BROKEN CATARACTS
POURED UNSTOPPABLY FROM his
FACE, WHICH was SO THIN,
SO
HOLLOW

Perhaps it is this that stops Mari néni
from lingering on the silent man. Or perhaps it
is the welts printed on his skin. She had vowed
never to let go of her husband and son’s call-up
notices to serve as forced-labourers, in case they
work like pawn slips, and will one day recall
them from Ukraine. But, studying the man,
her fingers score the soft paper edges in her
pocket. She wants to ask him: where are Bátki
and Moses now? Have you been where they’ve
been? Have you seen what they have seen?
Now, Mari néni says, “He hasn’t moved
from that spot, Klari.” It is the first time she
has used Mrs Gömori’s first name. The young
woman stiffens. “Let’s join the others.”
Bullying a smile onto her face, Mari néni
sits down next to Mr Nagy. Little Nicolai and
Jancsi trip over Albert to get into her lap.
Their weight is a muscle memory she wants to
push away. She pulls them closer. László slips
free from his mother’s side, hovering near his
sister, who does not look up. She argued with
her mother yesterday, Mari néni remembers.
Mrs Gömori sits down slowly, taking time
to arrange her skirts. The circle is finished.
Beyond, Mari néni can just make out the man
ducking lower to the floor.
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“László can’t find his teddy bear.”
Mr Nagy releases a loud whistle. Mari
néni manages not to flinch, instead laughing
as she presses Mr Nagy’s hand, feeling his
marble knuckles, the soft hair.
“I know, I know, we should have such
problems. But László’s teddy bear is missing.
He had it last night, and now can’t find it
anywhere.”
Péter turns on the twins. “The boys must
have it. Come on now. Quick.”
“They wouldn’t take it without asking,”
says Albert.
“We don’t have it,” says Nicolai. “László
never lets us even touch it”
“I'm sure they're telling the truth, Péter,”
Mari néni says.
The man just looks at her, fingers
smoothing the flattened hinge of his jaw, the
socket dislodged by an Arrow Cross thug's
boot. These Hungarian Nazis, they seemed to
need to prove their viciousness, forcing men
and women whose apartments they raided to
do anything they could think of, strange directors in an even stranger play. They would
beat the flesh off a man’s backside with their
truncheons, or force cripples to hurdle bollards
and benches in the street, beating them when
they failed. They took radios and money and
people. They would make a man lie prostrate
on the floor and call himself a Bolshevik pig
again and again, shouting it into the floorboards while they squared their boot exactly
where they wanted it, while they lifted their
leg, while they brought it down – this is how
Péter’s wife described it, Péter’s wife who is
now… Mari néni looks away from the man’s jaw.
“I’m sure we’ll be able to find it in the
morning,” says Kate. “You probably just put
it down and forgot László.”
Mari néni hears László choke.
“He says he didn’t,” she says. “And we
all know László is very grown up. So let’s just
all look and—”
“What are you saying?” Péter interrupts.
“If he didn’t lose it, then someone took it. Who
are you to accuse—”
“No one is accusing anyone. We will all
search together.”
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They turn to look at the man in the corner.
He gives no sign of hearing, so Mari néni
stands up. Her movement scatters the circle.
“We’ll find Mr Bear,” she says. “Don’t
worry, László.”
The twins clinging to her, Mari néni sings
in a thin, scratched voice, the old nursery
rhyme, “Boci, boci tarka, sefüle, se farka…” as
she turns over empty boxes. Her limbs burn
and darkness swims around her, no limits, no
time, swelling as her stomach shrinks. The
basement is small, with the door barricaded
and a street-level window choked from existence
by paper and rags.
When the building was still occupied, the
wooden partitions dividing the basement into
lots for each apartment were broken down and
piled into a corner to make more room for air
raids. Mari néni tries to shift the boards now
to see if the teddy bear is hiding between the
slats, but the pile is too big, too many apartments, too many tenants, half evacuated, half
deported. The basement is no longer any use
as a bomb shelter, the building on its last legs.
The next air raid may bury them alive. Mari
néni finds a shovel in a mound of rubble in
the corner. How are you going to dig yourself
out of this one?
An empty bottle of rum spins from her
shoe, clanging on something metal. She finds
a box of swaddling in the bottom of a wardrobe and a smashed typewriter in the desk
and the perfect skeleton of a rat big enough
to attack a baby.
“Damn,” says Albert, peering over her
shoulder. “We could have eaten it.”
László had introduced his teddy bear to
her only yesterday: Mari néni, this is Mr Bear;
Mr Bear, this is Mari néni. The teddy bear had
stiff limbs stuck asking for a hug, big listening
ears and a splodge nose. Straw poked from a
bullet-size hole between its startled glass eyes.
He was the size Evie had been when Mari first
held her to her nipple, her slick, mottled body
lying across Mari’s stomach, tiny feet kicking
at her hand, pushing at this next container as
she would continue to do, always searching
for more space – as she had been that day,
dashing along the bank of the Danube.
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When László offered Mari néni Mr Bear’s
paw, his mother snapped: “László, grow up.”
They are running out of places to look,
but Mari néni goes on, waiting for someone
to laugh, announce, oh, here it is. But the only
voice is László’s, the boy finding it in him to
protest that he had Mr Bear yesterday, he
did not lose him, he doesn’t know where he is.
Mrs Gömori shrieks at him to stop, turning on
Péter when he exhorts her to be quiet, calling
him an old hen, a deformed imbecile. Mari
néni thinks she might be sick. The man in
the corner does not stir, but she feels like he
is watching them bump into each other, and
that somehow László’s crying is coming from
him, not the little boy. She wants to ask him:
have you seen it? Can you help us? But she
does not breach the darkness around his still
body, instead disentangling the twins to put
her arms around László. The sharp stairway
of his ribs digs into her side. She kisses his
head. Mrs Gömori covers her face.
“We can look in the morning,” Mari
néni whispers, clasping Mrs Gömori’s elbow.
“I know how upsetting this must be, losing
László’s toy. But really, it’s so dark now, we
can’t ask everyone to keep looking.”
“It is not a toy.”
Mari néni falters.
Mrs Gömori had not wanted Mari néni
to touch the bear.
Mari néni steps closer. She finds the
young mother’s fingers in the dark and remembers a flash of rings.
Mrs Gömori had not wanted anyone to
discover Mr Bear’s bellyache of jewels.
“Your valuables are hidden inside it?”
Mrs Gömori is no longer breathing. László’s head worms lower still, exposing the knot of
bone at his nape in the half-light. Mrs Gömori
jerks him closer, her whole body elasticated,
responding to the force of the nod she now
gives: yes.
A twitch buries beneath Mari néni's eye.
Mrs Gömori’s valuables – jewellery and money
and God knows what else. Money, at this time.
What could it possibly buy now, in the basement, or anywhere? What in God’s name could
it matter, when Mari néni has nothing, nothing?
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When everything she tried to save has been
stolen from her, and from every person down
here, so that even if they had mirrors to look
in (if they could bring themselves to look), they
would see nothing. None of it can be bought
back or replaced by anyone’s melted gold. There
is nothing left to salvage. Valuables – values.
They are worth less than the smoke sighing
from the candle down here.
But afterwards, when it is over – that
eternal whisper, when it is over. Money might
buy your way to a new land, with your children.
If you still had them. If you had not lost them
already. Mari néni watches the quick rise and
fall of László's wheezing, breathing body.
“We don’t have to tell everyone, do we?”
says Mrs Gömori.
Mari néni almost laughs. After a few
days down here everyone piled together their
silver candlesticks, the salt pots and bracelets
they had left, as if for a bonfire. The treasures
wait now in a part of the wall loosened by a
bomb. All they own in the world would be lost
or reclaimed together. But Mrs Gömori had not
taken the bear clutched so tightly to László’s
chest and explained what was inside. How will
they react now?
“Perhaps we could just, well, search that
man...?”
In the beat left by her silence, Albert
interrupts, closer than Mari néni realised.
“Why would anyone steal László’s teddy bear?”
Péter smacks a broken flashlight into
the hollow of his palm. “Steal? What are you
saying?”
“No one is accusing—”
“It has everything in it,” bursts Mrs
Gömori. “My money, my husband’s eternity
ring, my wedding ring, everything!”
“Why didn’t you put it in the wall with
the rest of us?” says Péter, pushing between
the two women. “Or didn’t you trust us?’ His
jaw lodges and his bones grind, bricks rubbing
together. He spits the words out of the corner of
his mouth: “You would never have even talked
to people like us if this hadn’t happened, living
like a princess in the Buda Hills!”
The blackness cramps.
“Mrs Gömori was scared,” says Mari néni.
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The sweat cloying
to Mari néni’s body
turns to ice.
Wonderful news
“Keeping their inheritance safe was the last
thing her husband made her promise to do,
and I’m sure we can all understand that. Can’t
we?”
Péter clicks his jaw back into position. It
sounds like a wishbone snapping. “Then what
are you going to do?” he says. “Search our
bags? Would you like us to strip too?”
“Péter.”
He glares at Mari for long seconds,
cupping his cheek.
“What if we do find it in someone’s bag?”
asks Albert. “What do we do, reward them with
a breath of fresh air?”
“No,” says Mari néni quickly. “No one is
leaving the basement. We’ve already decided
that.”
“We?” says Péter.
Laughter. Mari néni grabs for the children before realising what it is. She looks up
at the blocked window. Two men are walking
past, their feet shuffling through what sounds
like ice or grit, exchanging a joke. She listens
to it drift away, out of her reach, leaving her
with only this:
We’ll have to search our bags.
The words beat at the roof her mouth.
We’ll have to search our bags.
Mari néni shakes her head.

“We’ll look tomorrow,” she says. “When
it’s lighter. It’s past the children’s bedtime.
Perhaps in the morning it will – show up.”
With that, she picks up the twins and
carries them to their nest of blankets, László
trailing behind her. The useless shuffling of
the others makes her want to scream, but she
keeps her voice soft, and soon Kate and Mrs
Gömori come to help. For the past few nights
they’ve been telling stories to the children,
words instead of food, each adult taking a
sentence, passing it on whenever they reached
the next and then… Tonight everyone is already
lying down, as if an angry mother has sent
them to bed. Mari néni keeps her hand on Mrs
Gömori’s back, stroking windmills, as she eases
László beneath a blanket. Livia is crunched
up on her side, refusing to move. Mari néni
feels faint. She tastes blood on her teeth. The
few steps to her corner of the basement feel
like stepping over mountains. She folds to the
floor, pressing her face into Moses’ blanket. It
does not smell of him anymore.
Someone blows out the candle.
A child cries.
Mari néni squeezes her eyes shut.
“There’s a rumour going around the
village.” Albert’s voice shapes the darkness.
“What?” Péter’s grunt.
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“It’s a joke,” says Albert. “There’s a rumour going around the village:
a Christian girl has been found murdered nearby. A terrible beating. Scared
of a pogrom, the villagers gather inside the synagogue. They hide there until
morning, shaking and terrified, talking about what could happen. Will the
Gentiles come? What will they do to us? Finally the sun rises, and the rabbi
runs in, crying: ‘Wonderful news! The murdered girl was Jewish!’”
Péter snorts. Kate tells Albert not to make such jokes. The sweat cloying to
Mari néni’s body turns to ice. Wonderful news. The murdered girl was Jewish.
She turns her back on all of them, hugging herself. Her husband used to fold
the blanket around her, from her cold toes to her chin. They would talk in bed,
all the things they would not say in front of the children, innocent things – that
dress made me want to… or, do you think Moses’ handwriting will improve?
– to everything not innocent, everything covered in fear. Moses and Evie used
to appear in their doorway on Saturdays, practising the polite greeting they
learnt in school, a chorus of ‘Kezeit csokolom’. I kiss your hand. Mari néni
smiles, spine slotting into the bumps of her marriage bed, until whispering
tosses her back into the basement.
It is Péter and Albert. And, Mari néni realises, Kate, who is talking to
Mrs Gömori in low tones. Mari néni raises herself on one elbow, trying to
pick out the man in the corner. She finds his outline: his head is raised now,
as if he is listening too.
APRÁD listens to them talk about him, these faceless bastards, as if he is
deaf. They don’t know the ear it takes to be a plainsman. They don’t know he
can take horses up into the damp foothills and still hear his mother calling
from the endless swaying green below. Or maybe they don’t care if he hears
their accusations: that he would steal a child’s toy. It is the only thing the boy
has, that teddy bear. Aprád has watched him sit in deep conversation with it,
nose-to-nose. Once the boy raised the bear’s paw to him. The boy didn’t think
he was an idiot or an ingrate. The boy and the bear waved to him.
“We’ll search him in the morning.”
“I’m not sure Mari néni would like that…”
“Who gives a damn what that woman likes? It’s time we stopped this
néni rubbish, for God’s sake.”
“What if he, you know, puts up a…”
“Well there are enough of us, aren’t there?”
No there are not. There are not enough men left alive to make him sit
quietly and allow them to touch him, to scrape away his flaking flesh, to dip
their hands into his open body. Aprád shakes his head, tugging on his ears.
Not enough men left alive.
The little boy is crying in the dark. He used to do that in the farmhouse
when he dreamt of monsters; and then later in the camp where he would clamp
his hand over his mouth, trying not to step on their naked, twisted bodies, but
that was impossible, nudging voided men and women apart with the shovel-tip.
Mari néni does not want to hear this any more than he wants to remember
it, he is sure. But he has said it now – no, only remembered it in her presence,
polluting the air – and she will have to live with the image in the seconds
between blinking.
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Or not. Here, undo it, undo my words,
horsemeat reverted to unsteady foal: undone.
She never heard him utter it, for he never
voiced it. Impossible for him to be here, surely,
impossible for him to have escaped; but possible, maybe, for him to wrap the smell of it
in words and deliver it to Mari néni? No. It
does not work that way. If only, if only, then
he would give her every detail of how we come
apart, and let her be buried in it instead of him.
Would he? Yes. As men climb to the top of the
pit and mothers crush babies, yes.
This is his haunting; yes, he is sure of it,
for he cannot really have walked all the way to
Budapest? This is his haunting, and he cannot
be free of it, but no longer cries. No salt. They
would like him better, these city arseholes, if he
cried. They would understand him if they could
comfort him, pat and feed him, like that Mr
Nagy. And if he will not cry then he ought to
be a man like them, a man they can recognise,
instead of this broken mirror for what they
cannot stomach in themselves. Oh, he knows
their stubbornness, their blindness, and in that
blind insistence they demand he whine like a
child, or stand like a man.
No sir. He is a horse now, on the great
stretches, free. He isn’t down here in just another
living tomb. He isn’t here with more people,
more human faces to try and learn-forget,
wondering, when will the time come when
I will never see your face again, until all he
sees is his own face in theirs, wondering, when
will the time come when you will never see my
face again?
No, he cannot hear them plan who will
approach, who will hold him down. He cannot
feel his body itch and burn and tear. He is
shaking his mane in the mountain air, such
a clean feeling it is like galloping through
spring water. He crests the hilltop and soars
into a dawn as beautiful as Mari néni’s eyes.
He has caught Mari néni’s eye, once,
twice, across the basement. Eyes like his
mama’s, grey slate, resilient but gentle, inviting softness from him, promising to be careful
with any gentleness he can still offer. These
other bastards don’t see, really see, Mari néni’s
eyes, just like they do not hear the tiredness
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in her voice when she drags up another piece of herself and gives it to them.
She’ll never get it back. Aprád’s mama hadn’t: years of turning soil and eking
out stock and mucking stables. The last time Aprád saw his mama she had
the same lines gouged around her eyes as Mari néni has now.
The last time he saw his mama, she had been holding his hands on the
platform. They had been put on different trains because he did not hold on
tight enough. That’s what it came down to.
He knows what takes place next. None of these fools can know, and so
they hate him for shaking the earth loose into their circle. Bodies shovelled into
great pits until the earth is too full and only their heads are visible: upturned
faces with blood running down their necks, and sometimes one man might still
be alive and stroke the body next to him.
He knows that is how Mama died, or is dying, or will die, tomorrow, or
the day after that, without even him to bury her, as he lies here, doing nothing.
He can see this death in Mari néni’s eyes.
“Damn it, let’s just search him now.”
They aren’t going to touch him. No one has touched him since that day in
the pit, or was it a field in snow-white blankness undoing the world to start it
again? A hand pulling him away, the red on white of blood, his friend shot in
the back. Yes, blinding hill-snow when he ran and staggered and crawled his
way here, with his arm burnt from his friend’s last touch, or was it the graze
of a bullet, or the touch of something else, and then grubby city-snow when he
finally fell down, his skin still burning. He came here because they said the
ghettoes had not been emptied yet, Budapest was safe, but they were wrong,
and he would have been swept up if he had not fallen in front of Mari néni.
But he did, and she saved him, set him free, wild, and they will not catch him
– or he will stampede into the snow that is still falling, through the basement
ceiling, stained red. He will pour red all over them.
They are getting up. He can hear it. They are coming closer.
“What are you doing?” It is Mari néni’s voice; it is his mother’s voice on
cold mornings when he slept in.
“We know you’ve got it, so just stay still.”
“Wait, what are you—everyone stop—”
They are coming, legs and arms and fists and Aprád dances on his hooves,
rearing up at them—
P ÉTER, kicking the man. The children crying. Mrs Gömori screaming. Mr
Nagy singing at the top of his lungs. Péter punching, shaking, roaring. The
man clawing, snarling. In it all, Mari néni can hardly hear herself shouting
no over and over again, screaming: “We are not animals!” She tries to grab
Péter but Albert pulls her back, saying she mustn’t, she mustn’t. She begs
but they will not listen. Péter is stamping on him and the man is shouting
out for his mama. Mari néni hears a loud crunch and then the man screams
like Evie did when she saw the dead body floating in the water, drawing the
soldier’s gun on her.
“Stop it!” someone shouts. “Stop it!”
Another thud: Péter’s boot.
“Stop!”
Mari néni looks around. Livia is crouching behind her, holding something
up. It looks like a deformed baby.
Mr. Bear.
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“I have it! I have it!”
The kicking stops. Slow, heavy pants fill the room. There is a hissing
sound and the candle sputters to life under Kate’s hands. Mari néni stares at
tiny Livia and the bear held akimbo in her offering arms.
“I just wanted to hold it…”
Mrs Gömori rushes to her daughter, snatching the bear up and hugging
it to her breast, crying into its squashed head.
“I'm sorry.”
Mrs Gömori lowers the bear, rocks back on her heels and slaps Livia so
hard it echoes.
The basement turns around Mari néni. She twists with it, looking between
Péter and Albert’s sagging bodies to where the man lies on the floor.
Blood flows from a cut on his head, through his curls and into his eyes,
which blink, showing white only, a dreadful semaphore. One hand hugs his
ribs, and the other is held aloft, fingers like snapped matches. Teeth litter the
floor. His breathing comes in gasps.
Mari néni pushes through the men and drops to his side, lifting his head
gently onto her knees. He remains stiff for a moment, and then seems to deflate.
Mari néni gathers up her skirt and uses it to wipe blood from his eyes. No one
speaks as next she turns his head to one side, pouring thick blood from his
mouth into her lap. She pats his back as if burping a baby.
“I need bandages, quickly.”
Kate begins to shred a blanket. The ripping sounds count off the seconds:
one, two, three, with Mari néni cradling the man’s head, trying to catch the
words now tumbling from his lips. She bows over him but still cannot understand; only hear the word ‘mama' . She undoes his torn shirt, probing his ribs
as she sings in a small voice, “Boci, boci tarka, sefüle, se farka…”
“I didn't mean to…” Péter breathes above her. “I could never do such a
thing. I thought he had the bear. I could never do such a thing.”
Albert has retreated to the other side of the room. Mari néni watches
Péter yank his jaw from side to side, the click of the sockets filling the room.
She reaches for him. He stares at her, spewing uncontrolled spit, and then
struggles from his thin coat, making frantic strips of his sleeves.
The man does not react, only gives the room a long sweep from where Mr
Nagy hums uncertainly to the twins crying in Kate’s arms, stopping finally on
Mari néni’s face, with eyes that seem to be watching from somewhere beyond
the basement. She sees Evie fade into the Danube as he fades. She was too
late to call or pull her daughter away, arriving only in time to watch the ice
swallow her. She presses her forehead to the man’s forehead, her lips to his lips.
Silence. Mr Nagy has stopped whistling. Mari néni glances up at him.
He is standing with his head tilted to one side, as if trying to identify a
distant melody. She wonders what he can hear. Waves lapping at an English
or Australian beach, perhaps; new shorelines that would give them sanctuary,
new buildings without children to call home. Boots on the basement steps one
day, soldiers following a tip to this door. Or maybe just the man’s breathing,
so quiet, always so quiet, never contributing a sound to the basement before
now, and Mrs Gömori’s rushed prayers, clutching the teddy bear to her, with
the clink of the future inside.
Mari néni does not know. She can hear nothing beyond the basement.
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These Waters Are
Not for Swans
written

by
JELENA DINIC

ONE BALMY night at the beach he holds a
ring careful not to drop it between the cracks
of the board walk and he doesn’t kneel. You
can’t imagine anything else. You say yes. The
café you go to is famous for a scene in a movie.
You cry as if you are watching it.

EVERYTHING you know so far you need to
forget. This is your new life. You want to forget
making cakes, but they let you keep that one.

FINDING a spider on your wedding dress is
supposed to be good luck for a bride-to-be. You
hope you find one.

FROM then on you do as you are told. You are
never told this, but you know.

YOU need to sail in new waters. You have no
idea how.
SEE the towers on top of the hill? He puts your
bed in the trailer and piles on your clothes.
You sit in the back of the car and look through
the window.
HIS dad likes you. The mother says she will
never again give you anything. She almost
prints this on your forehead with her village
thumb.

AT the table she finds you a place to sit. She
says, “We eat leftovers first.”

IN India, there is a prison for the mothers-inlaw. You are whispered this in the kitchen by
a more aware woman. You become more aware.
They know you are.
YOU move to a new house, have babies. It is
your household. You run it, mostly with knives
and forks.
WHAT runs, but never gets tired? You play
riddles and puzzles and rhymes.
HE prefers travelling alone. It is better for the
business. If you were working you would know.
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YOU walk up and down the street. Do you know Angela? She is stealing my
flowers.
SOMETIMES, you are angry, you say things. Then you don’t say anything
for days.
YOU spend lots of time looking through the window. There is a spider living
on your porch an entire summer. Sometimes you try looking away.
ONE MORNING birds gather at your front door. Then they fly into tiny air
pockets. He tells the children their grandfather died. Everything has a beginning and an end. Like books. This is the first page. This is the last. Just like
that, people have numbers of days in their life.
THE family stands close, closer than they've been in years and everyone says
that’s life. We rinse our hands in water with petals. Before we drink, we tip
some onto the ground.
THEN the afterparty.
AFTER his father died, the raspberries died. Then the trees. Then the bees.
Climbers and creepers and flower borders grew untamed.
THEN the dining table. The mother pushes it out in the paddock and burns it.
THE inheritance? It is water. In the ground.
YOU move back in.
THE BED is king size. “Nice when you have a fight,” she says. You tell her
you placed your underwear in her empty drawers. She says, “I know.”
TO know more, you read. New Delhi: The mother-in-law, that lumbering bearer
of many keys and grudges, has a special place not only in Balaji Telefilms but
also in Tihar jail. About 1,200 mothers-in-law and sisters-in-law of dead and
living victims enter this cell every year.
YOU stop sharing a towel with him. You don’t drink from the same glass.
PUDDLES in the hills are turning into streams overflowing the creeks. So
precious, this water.
YOU feel the land’s cold in your ribs. You are wearing a woollen jumper. Your
skin is dry. You stay in the shower until you are red. Standing in the water
doesn’t solve anything.
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“MAGIC,” he calls it. “Magic springs in the
Magic Mountain!”
HE makes you go deeper. He sees a well of
good fortune. You see the well too. All you
think about is sacrifice.

Fiction

SOMETIMES
YOU DREAM of
WATER RISING FROM YOUR
WAIST,
UP to YOUR
ARMS, MOUTH,
EYES, EARS, and you WAKE
GASPING for
AIR

YOUR GIRL says: “Is heaven real? Is there
a road leading there? I imagine it would be
very old-fashioned and dusty.”
THE road along this green hill is built for
trucks.
“PARADISE,” people say when visiting.“Water,
the liquid gold,” he says.
YOU begin to hear the sounds of thunder. Rain
is slapping the Earth’s face. The land swells.
AT NIGHT he comes to you. It feels as if
you solved a riddle and your ship will not be
wrecked by creatures in underwater caves.
IN the news of the day you read a comment by
the ex-wife of the president. “He never drank
and he never hit me, but he was a vampire
who sucked all the juices out of me.”
YOU learn what treading water means.
DROWNING non-swimmers often splash and
kick in an effort to stay above the surface but
their lack of technique along with shortness of
breath and the panic factor make this a very
ineffective method of treading water. They will
usually tire quickly and not be able to stay
above the surface very long.
YOU misplace the hair brush and your hair
is in knots. You keep it in a bun to hide your
laziness or lack of interest in your appearance.
SOMETIMES you dream of water rising from
your waist, up to your arms, mouth, eyes, ears,
and you wake gasping for air.
ONE morning, he picks up a hairdryer you left
on the floor and blows a spider into his ear.

THE FINEST workers in stone are not copper
and steel tools but the gentle touches of air and
water working at their leisure with a liberal
allowance of time.
“I AM NOT the guest here,” the mother says.
“Don’t leave water in the kettle. Put in how
much you need: one cup of water, one cup of
tea. If you need two cups, still don’t fill it up.
Waste of power.” She glad wraps a sandwich
and runs after her son.
YOU wish you are made of steel and copper.
“I like your water,” says the guy at the recycling depo. You smile.
THE women of Vanuatu stand waist deep in
water while swirling and slapping the surface.
The sounds they reproduce are the sounds of
life and renewal.
THE mother is washing webs from the windows
with your hair brush. Your husband finds
comfort in pulling weeds. “Before they take
over the grass,” he says.
YOU watch them through the shiny glass.
“THERE must be a Heaven because there is a
word for it!” your girl concludes.
YOU choose to believe her.
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Hope for the Body
written

by
L U C A S G R A I N G E R – B R OW N
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DAY began with lighthouse flashes: warmth is coming. Hope whispered through
young bodies, semi conscious.
Strung out on cold coffee and saturated with imagined danger, we lay
guts-down in a shallow trench on an ancient, untrodden hillock. One twitching
eye affixed to a generic yet ultra-personal assault rifle, I kept my gaze fixed
coldly outward. The bodies to my left and right – the King’s College man on
the machine gun, a shadow of privilege cast by his strapping chin; that falcon-nosed Sydney south-sider atop a burgeoning beer belly – were joined to
me by ritual. We were a hollow circle against the world, each of us protecting
a sector of our little trainee Army group laced through the dawning trees and
hazing scrub.
This was the ritual. It’s one of many that shaped an earlier version of me.
Growing up, I expended enormous time and effort trying to escape modernity
by embracing mythologised traditions of antiquity. I was a sort of self-radicalised reactionary. I still don’t know which parts of the decision to walk that
path were an overreaction to adolescent alienation and which were based in
clear-eyed truth. I am glad for those experiences, though, the ones that shaped
my present guarded optimism – and, incontrovertibly, me.
Most contemporary armies welcome each day on the battlefield with
stand-to, the predawn vigil of facing out while lying down. It’s a staple, though
one of unclear provenance. Our Sergeant told us it harks back to Vietnam.
The Viet Cong preferred to attack at dawn, having crept close under cover of
darkness. Another officer claimed the practice began in the trenches of the
First World War. Both origin stories sound credible, but neither explains why
we should re-enact them. Technology has evolved; enemies are now visible over
the horizon. I wondered every morning of that first field exercise as I hauled
myself out of my sleeping bag, but never asked Sergeant my question. Even
then – at the start of my military exposure – I sensed answers were irrelevant.
Proving that reasons are only dressing for ritual, our Lieutenant later told
us that the purpose of stand-to is the inculcation of night vision. Any veneer
of tactical prudence withered under the blowtorch of this absurdity. We were
standing-to simply because the syllabus said to. But absurdity is the engine
of military initiation. Specifically: obedience to absurdity. Regrettably, my
rationalist education and liberal upbringing had lacked both of these qualities.
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ADOLESCENT bodies shook as night chill burrowed deep among organs. We
breathed shallow despite over-stimulated hearts and watched for Charlie’s
ghost. As I write these words, hosts of youths are lying everywhere on the
fringes of the developed world. If absurdity is the engine, ghosts and rituals
are the secret soul of the modern armed forces.
Theoretically, the warrior is a minor player on the modern battlefield.
Musket lines and trench skirmishes are defunct. Defence analysts claim that
cyber sabotage and stealth air power, tactical warheads and strategic missiles
– not the friable human body – are the new media of industrial-scale destruction. Except that drones and satellites and bombs often disappoint. Civil wars
don’t readily lend themselves to identifying ‘goodies and baddies’ at 20,000
feet. So when Western forces invigilate an intrastate anarchy, the business of
death cleaves to an immutable fact: a bullet is a bullet, which may as well be
a musket shot or a spear hurled or an arrow launched from horseback.
War is just positions and projectiles ad nauseam. Localised combat is
a play of chance, trajectory, firepower, muscle memory and discipline. We in
the West hope that enough ritual and the right personal weaponry can tip
this vast, cascading calculus in our favour when our ‘boots on the ground’
inevitably step outside civil order. The death cult that is soldiering has barely
changed since the phalanxes of ancient Greece. The Enlightenment happened
to other people. Ironically, searching out adulthood and selfhood within a consumer society, I couldn’t think of any other career worth believing in besides
the military. Nothing besides national defence deserved rational, controlled
pursuit. My island was drifting free and the Army was the imagined seabed
for which my toes were scrambling.
MY RIFLE was aimed at the eastern horizon. Daylight had finished regrouping
at the rim of the world. Ripples coalesced into tentative searchlights, and one
probing beam swung up unexpectedly and touched my face. I watched blinding
spots pirouette across the riflescope and, very deliberately, tried not to blink.
I could smell the cigarette of our sergeant, and knew he was sitting in the
middle of the circle, snug in the little fisherman’s chair he carried slung on
the outside of his rucksack.
Every instinct begged me to blink. Sergeant couldn’t see, and it didn’t
matter, and I was pretty sure my pit buddy was sound asleep next to me with
his head propped obediently on his rifle. This was only the first ritual of an
endless day of rituals. It didn’t matter one iota if I blinked, and I really should
have. But I tried to keep my eyes open.
As the sunlight broadened across distant fields and into the gums and
valleys, the prospect of a dawn blitzkrieg receded. Irritable birdcall rustled
the eucalypts. Tired fingers unratcheted from triggers. The ghosts conjured
in our shared imagination hadn’t materialised; yet we remained facing out in
the rocky dirt. Sergeant had a cigarette to finish, and we’d barely started our
submission to privation.

Non–Fiction
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IS JUST
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WHILE I pretended to watch the grey and
brown trees, I fumbled a ration pack meal from
my rucksack and my favourite spoon (one spoon
arrives with each daily ration pack, but not
all spoons are created equal). Our manoeuvres
were unfolding in the foothills of the Tidbinbilla Nature Reserve on the western skirts of
the capital. A plane took off from Canberra
airport as I ate. A Qantas: the red kangaroo
leapt boldly towards the sun, hesitated, circled,
then swung south towards Melbourne.
Military initiation evokes tribal comingof-age ceremonies. Ordeal is the mechanism –
the threshold – for group joining and individual
moulding. Each soldier is shaped towards the
optimal combination of reflex and routine,
learning the postures, preparations, angles,
positions and mindsets necessary to make their
projectiles count on the battlefield. General
Sir John Monash famously likened battle to an
orchestral composition. In rehearsal, individual
differences are coercively supplanted by a set
list of consistent collective performances. The
group is made and the individual is taught the
concerto moves. But we all have our totems of
self possession. A pack of cards stowed at the
bottom of a rucksack; M&Ms are savoured at
midnight. Behind the curtain, idiosyncrasies
are cultivated in secret.
Tribal cultures are endangered in the
modern era. Those that survive in relative seclusion are reported as exotic curiosities. The
Okiek tribe in Kenya exile their young men
for several months, during which they paint
themselves with white clay and encounter the
roar of mythical beasts at night. Some Native
American adolescents retreat into the wilderness to meditate on the path they’ll walk as
adults. Indigenous Inuit, Ethiopian, Brazilian
and Apache tribes practice variants of trial
by ordeal. Record after (breathlessly clickbaited) online record reinforces how utterly
foreign these inclusive sacrifices appear to
first-world eyes.
In the West, ritual and communal shaping
is being – or has been – replaced by the modern
idea of identity essentialism. Tribal comingof-age rituals, by contrast, are premised upon
an enduring flexibility of self. They emphasise
the intimate role of experience, forfeiture and
hardship in melding an individual into the
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Paradoxically,
civilisation was
under siege in the
badlands around
Canberra
group. Contemporary Western ritual – where
it persists at all – increasingly avoids sacrifice
and celebrates a predetermined maturation.
Jewish Bar and Bat Mitzvah, Christian Confirmation, Amish Rumspringa, the prominence
of particular birthdays – sixteen in America,
eighteen in Australia – are all adulthood
ceremonies without the traditional trial. The
rational, spiritual being is fully developed on
schedule; after a decade and a half of schooling
the mind achieves its end state of full reasonability and sensibility.
I wanted something different from that
development and matriculation into the knowledge economy. We all did. Everyone in the
hollow circle – all under twenty-five, an overwhelming majority from middle-class families
– had, for different reasons, chosen a type of
exile: a life predicated on hermetical retreat into
the wilds and hardship on the frontiers. The
lesson we were quickly learning is that deep,
purposeful belonging isn’t transcended towards
but rather ground out – bled out along with
old ideas and certainties. We were hollow-eyed
sacrifices, not beatific vision questers. All of
nature was complicit in the process.
A boiling summer day was blossoming.
In the hours following we would evacuate a
steady stream of overcome soldiers. Around
midday the radio operator relayed a mayday for

a heat-stricken mate while I lay close by, facing
out. He returned at dusk with electrolyte icy
poles that he and I slurped under the parched
stars. The reasons didn’t matter and rationality
was forced underground; every passing day
we became more determined. Before we could
go home changed, we had to kill our share of
ghosts. This was the coming-of-age we believed
we needed.
THE AZTECS anthropomorphised their sacrifice, and for that we condemn them. But if
they’re an extreme, surely we in the West are
nearing the opposite end of the spectrum?
Rituals are the blunt tools that have bound
these lonely islands of ours together in human
chains, in communal scrums pitted against
flora, fauna and fortune. The deepest bonds
are customarily forged in adversity. Sacrifice
– personal or symbolic – seals the contract of
ritual, alloys the chain together.
If not blood or hardship, what is there to
hold our archipelagos as one? To this former
adolescent malcontent, it seemed there was
nothing: just chance and vague self interest, connections that appeared to be eroding
beneath a rising tide of technology and economics and isolating globalisation.
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I REALISE, now, that’s why I stared at the sun. I was searching out of adversity
in order to find meaning in opposition. Pushing trailers full of water jerries
up hills? Perfect. Nothing like the slow ascent: each step sclerotic and every
breath gasping. I stared without a worry because I wanted to be a perfect
soldier. I believed a perfect soldier had a perfect cause; that striving to become
something made you forever a certain way.
A platoon in the bush is a carefully directed ballet. Daylong, each grunt
shimmies and sways between necessary activities and blank-staring inertia.
Show me, we were saying to each other. Show me your sacrifice of free movement. Show me your disciplined body. Show me you believe, so I can believe
in our hollow circle.
THE BAYONET course is the most scrotal – there is no other word – among the
extreme rituals still practiced by modern humanity. My abdomen twitches recognition as I watch YouTube videos of ISIS recruits in black garb summersault
through rings of fire, and, in between Coca-Cola ads, crawl under barbed wire.
I know this ritual imbibing of the killing act. Fire’s a nice flourish, evoking
the killer as phoenix and their training as immolation. There was no fire at
our baptism. Only smoke, fear, reflexive hate and an embarrassment of knives.
There were rumours we were about to meet the Big One; we boasted how
easy it would be. We would gazelle over the pits and slalom easily between the
barbed wire. Dread circulated underneath. What if we were found wanting? I
returned home after a different training block to find that bushfires had, weeks
prior, ripped swathes through regional Victoria, close to our family home. Like
the fires and the outside world, the bayonet course was deliberately obscured,
hinted at obliquely.
Ignorance worked its fearsome magic on our group mind. Terror sucked
my heart into my boots the morning we marched into the woods, and the course
at last materialised.
Boxes and oxidised wire and wooden barriers and tattered rubber blocks,
stencilled with human forms, strung out through the spray of summer-browned
leaves, arcing lazily up the gentlest of inclines. Underwhelming. The rooves
of the bunkhouses we slept in were silhouetted through the understorey: the
fabled monster had been drowsing nearby the whole time, behind the brush
we pissed on after dark.
Sensing disappointment, the course woke with a cacophonous roar. Machine
gun fire strafed our orderly rows. Sustained bursts from all sides and we froze.
The chief instructor – a severe lady with lawyerly diction – began to scream.
The language of the sergeants, which we had learned to mimic, ripped out of
that precise throat and smashed into us like hail on a tin roof. Half-crouching
in place, we glanced around, frantic. The ground rumbled, great malignant
limbs thrashing. Virulent yellow smoke billowed out of the underbrush.
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THE BAYONET COURSE is the MOST
SCROTAL —
THERE is NO OTHER WORD
—AMONG the EXTREME RITUALS STILL
PRACTICED by MODERN
HUMANITY

THROUGH the gas haze, the machine gun muzzles flashed. Fear fear hate
fear. Fix bayonets.
I wrote a poem about the bayonet course a number of years later – a
paean to the savage joy of it. The voice of our instructor kept coming back,
demanding to be let out. I always picture her now as a judge in wig and garb.
You are worthless
you are weak
you make me sick
to my fucking stomach
but my god, we will find out
if there’s a single MAN
among you here today.
You are going to FIGHT
for every motherfucking breath you take.
Get some BALLS about you
you fucking first timers
you fucking pain virgins.
Hold the rifle like this
DON’T LOOK BACK YOU PRICK
there’s nothing back there that’ll save you.
Stab like this…
And so on.
I lost count, but I think we ran the bayonet course twelve times. The last
two or three were liberating, because by that time it had become easy. Each
attack was performed in time to our shared heartbeat. The ghosts had grown
rubber bodies, and we were shaped to slaughter them. Adrenaline peaked
and peaked again. The glands are full of the best drugs. In. We don’t need
to synthesise exorbitant highs. Out. The body has all the ingredients to uplift
and bind. On guard.
Each body adheres to a ritual differently, but the effect on the self is the
same. On the bayonet course, some of us cried and some of us got too excited.
Some of us became entangled on the wire and some of us cracked bones and
some of us lay down panting and almost surrendered the dream of belonging.

Non–Fiction

Lucas Grainger–Brown

But, by the end, we were uplifted as one. There
was no ‘I’ on the last run-throughs. Whatever
‘I’ was, it was not strong enough to pull a bag
of lactic acid and lacerations over the wooden
walls a ninth time. Whatever ‘I’ was, it did
not have enough reasons to twang masticated
strings of muscle into stabbing the target a
hundredth time.

RITUAL is the instrument by which groups
build identity. It is a painful process. It is inherently sacrificial, as we found in Tidbinbilla
beneath the broiling sun. Sacrifice is pivotal,
because it involves destroying or removing
associations that define a prior self.
Every evening of my first week in the
bush, I watched the nightlights of Canberra
and tried to imagine which one was closest to
my girlfriend. I remember the canvas chafe of
rucksack straps, the weight of the Vietnam-era
radio and the bedevilment of a twelve-foot
aerial that attracted all the vegetation and
none of the intended frequencies. My joints
ached as we crouched in long grass, shoulders
bowed beneath Canberra’s depressing patter
on our ‘rain coats psychological’ (the Army
knows all about placebos). Every sensation
was emblematic of my growing distance from
civilisation.
One night in particular I looked down
from a muddy mountain firebreak and saw a
patina of gold spread across the plateau. This
cathedral of light – close enough to touch, as
I descended from the heights – was a blunt
reminder of the sacrifice I had chosen. I knew
exactly which hill my girlfriend lived behind.
The paltry physical distance underlined a vast
separation; the bush was a moat around our
hollow circle.
Minutes stretched like days, watching the
unblinking city. On sentry duty at night we
would plan in muttered exchanges the routes
we’d take, tracing our homecoming celebration through the lantern-lit conurbation. First
– naturally – we’d motor along the eastern
backstreets to McDonalds. Next we’d chase
the double-carriageway south to the supermarket, surrendering to the call of the strangest
peccadillos. One thousand bags of gummy
bears, a crate of ginger beer, the boxset of
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Harry Potter. We planned our reassimilation
into civilisation, and visualised it when sentry
duty became interminable. Our normal selves
wouldn’t fully recede: our glittering homeland
was spread before us.
Sensation is paramount in locating and
defining the self. Without sensory anchors, selfhood changes with frightening haste. After one
night in the bush, horizons begin to shift. Personal history gives way to the shared present
moment, a ritualised present that depersonalises history, drowning out a preconceived sense
of self. Other exercises, further afield in the
lonely Victorian hinterlands, were less fraught.
Without the markers of our everyday lives and
loves it was easier to sink into the landscape.
TOOLS generally – and weapons especially –
are not inanimate. They’re designed to animate
the body in certain ways.
The knife is as simple as tools get. But
consider the gun, that near-universal symbol
of modern tragedy. The gun is one of the most
complex tools a body can bear: peerless personal killing machines, black boxes of desire
and taboo so deeply felt that they warp their
surroundings. We walked on tiptoe around
rifle ranges, even after we’d spent years becoming native to them. Immortality is holding
another person’s mortality; a body senses and
the intellect knows that.
My disappointment was prodigious when
I spent a few days with a pistol facing off
against hazard-yellow targets. Try as I might
I couldn’t hold the damn, tiny thing still from
the recoil. No one could. Rows of bodies forged
carefully and redesigned for combat steadied
the pistols, aimed, fired. Wrists flicked and
bullet spreads yawed across the grey concrete
bunker, again and again missing their mark.
There’s something deeply unsatisfactory about
standing with feet flung wide, hips spread
and arms outstretched, unprotected: all your
bodily power – the inheritance of the planet’s
most fearsome predator – directed towards,
and failing to control, a smallish metal paperweight.
The assault rifle, though, is almost
godhead. A two-kilometre arc of destructive
power limited only by the number of magazines
one can strap to the finite human frame, nestled
against your shoulder.
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Horizons begin to shift

A MACHINE gun is Mjölnir, lightening hammer of Thor. Firing a machine
gun for the first time: how can a body
forget? All the other rifles in the
platoon – suddenly props. Shenanigans. I hauled my huge Mag 60 across
awkward grassy hillocks towards the
enemy’s position. Actually, the gun
hauled me, a sizzling bag of anticipation, along in its wake.
“Blockage!” our scout screamed,
close by. “Cover me!” Tiny bullets had
jammed in his puny rifle.
“Who bloody cares?” I wanted
to roar back. Just watch me.
I slammed the trigger and came to some moments later,
thundering metal fighting in my grip and brass hail thwacking
the side of my pit buddy’s face. He didn’t mind the deluge. His
fists were full of the precious belts, feeding ammunition covetously into the bay. His huge lopsided grin was aimed at me and
mine was aimed back at him. No aiming Mjölnir, though. We
were razing that damn forest and all its face-hugging spider
webs. I lost track of our foe’s whereabouts. My pit buddy didn’t
even glance up. We fed the machine until the bore ran white
hot and smoking, and were fed by it.
THE ubiquitous machines that affix to and to which we affix
ourselves blur the contours of the body. In the Army, we grew
very close to our guns. They were our raison détrê as soldiers.
We christened them and kept them with us in our sleeping bags.
They grew into us and were accepted by our hands, cushioned
by the crook of the elbow and nestled by the valleys of the spine.
They became a third arm, an overpowered extension of the
body. Once, one went missing, and one thousand bodies went
in search, linking arms and advancing through the midnight
bush to find that erstwhile appendage.
The man who’d lost his friend and protector stood whitefaced in the chief instructor’s tent. Shuffling past with the
rest of the chain, I chanced to peer in, and saw the lost man’s
fear crystallise the unreality of the situation. There were only
blanks in that gun and we were tens – perhaps hundreds – of
kilometres from anyone. We found the gun after a full night’s
searching with night-vision equipment.
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Lucas Grainger–Brown

WHATEVER ‘I’ WAS, it was NOT
STRONG ENOUGH to PULL a BAG
of LACTIC ACID and LACERATIONS
OVER the WOODEN
WALLS a NINTH TIME

IT WAS an extreme example of how technological power bends reality. In
our era of mass technology, we often overlook the tools that shape the bodies
that change the self. We want to believe our personal identities moderate the
effect of technology on behaviour. Undoubtedly they do, to an extent. I – and
most people I know – would very much like to believe in our robustly founded
selves: our core of conscious autonomy overlayed with hard-earned experiences.
But tools have changed our diet, manufacture, exchange, group sizes, social
structures, lifespans and lifestyles. The printing press and cinematography
recontoured the mind as the wheel reconstituted the agrarian body. A modern
life revolves around computers and phones, television and online content,
surveillance cameras and credit cards, trams and planes, air conditioners and
showers, ovens and dishwashers, and on and on. Overpowered tools turbocharge
the rituals that change the self.
Several years ago, the mechanical hum of hair clippers broke the dusty
quiet of a whitewashed, ageing dormitory in the foothills of Canberra. Wafts
of hair were shorn and thrown and floated slowly through the empty shower
block as I manipulated my skull down to the bone. The waterfall in the sink
effervesced brown strands into the bowels of the building.
Feeling the atmosphere bearing down on my skeletal head, a pale half-circle
under a neon glower, I returned to my narrow dormitory room, naked except
for a towel filthy with hair applied flimsily as a loincloth. I surveyed my
body up close, and was satisfied with the result (more than satisfied; secretly
triumphant). The way I saw myself had shifted a fraction. Nakedness had once
been synonymous with weakness. I palmed my strange baldness and somehow
it felt not brittle, as it appeared, but powerful.
I took a chair and stood on it to retrieve my most ceremonial uniform and
tallest peaked cap from their place on the highest cupboard shelf. I introduced
the perfect fabrics to my unwashed body. Yes, perfect. Just look what I had
made of myself. I reached for my camera, wishing to make an artful record,
backlit with fluorescent glare. A record should be made of my clothed and
unclothed state, of this becoming.
Six weeks and two days had passed since I put pen to paper and signed
the contract to join the Army. Waking before the dawn. Punishments, Sisyphean tasks, countless acts of othering – of shedding connections with former
selves and past communities – shared among brethren. All of this heightened
by the weapons and machines with which we and the mythical enemy were
empowered. Our hollow circle in the bush, the naked circle of my scalp: these
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Hope for the Body

were two among innumerable physical acts that
redefined me as a soldier. Reason and rationality and old touchstones crumble. After six
weeks of unbecoming and re-identifying, I had
at last found something to stand myself upon.
GIVEN time, most certainties erode. I enjoyed
the rituals and the missions and the martial
bonds. The sacrifice was ongoing, as I’d known
it would be. The military isn’t a part of modern
society, which is part of the reason why I
chose that life.
Military bases are heavily guarded enclaves. War and security have been outsourced
to remote areas, along with our call centres,
manufacturing and offshore trusts. All this
would have been tolerable, perhaps even complimentary, if I could’ve only interiorised the
shared purpose to justify the sacrifice. But I
couldn’t. Ghost stories are only compelling
if you empathise with the protagonist, and I
struggled to make the connection to a higher
purpose as embodied in the state, an anonymously cynical bureaucracy, and a society
encroached by larger problems than twentieth-century war re-enactments do justice to.
More important than reasons were the
other bodies that breached the moat. These few
people were my external surfaces, reflecting
other possibilities. The girlfriend I triangulated
from the bush; she was and is my talisman for
the future. The family I flew down to see every
three months. I never forgot about the hometown
bushfire, which I learnt about only after my
training camp, and I never forgave that omission
either. It was perhaps the first of innumerable
small breaks between the idealism I cultivated
in the bush and the reality that existed beyond
it. As time went on, I became more curious in the
imagined alternatives those outside the military
hinted at, and less interested in the decision a
juvenile version of myself had made. My soldierly
sandbank disintegrated over weeks and years.
Erosion is an irregular phenomenon. After
my discharge from the Army, I went for a drive
along the shore east of Canberra. No two metres
of the seaside are the same. Far below the
speed limit, I let the car coast along the road
and watched fractional changes hum by. Sandy
threads of beach gave way to anvil-shaped
rock pools that submitted to fierce, scarred
headlands.

Non–Fiction

We want to believe our
identifiers moderate the
effect of technology on
behaviour. Undoubtedly
they do, to an extent. And,
as a caveat, it is hard to
separate the effects of
technology from ingrained
evils and brutal impulses.
All this being said,
contextual suasion
is relative.

Feeling listless and ephemeral, I drove
until dusk cloaked the irregular patterns in
the sand and rock. It was the beginning of a
long period of drifting, seeking out connections
similar to the ones I had felt and then abandoned. My mates and I gradually lost touch.
They were posted to other cities, discharged
themselves and vanished in pursuit of their
own alternatives, or stopped replying. There’s
a huge gulf between the soldier and civilian.
I haven’t had friends since, though, that were
anywhere near as close as those who, filthy and
exhausted, stared up alongside me at summer
stars in the middle of nowhere.
I’m still looking for self-defining connections that don’t stem from the negative purpose
of killing to further an indeterminate strategy
in a distant country. I’ve had the good fortune
to solidify one or two, but mostly I get by
on little shocks, small voltages that keep my
internal motor running just a bit longer. For
instance: I felt a subterranean, animal effect
when I passed by the Lindt café last summer.
Unfamiliar with Sydney’s laneways, my
body nevertheless knew Martin Place. My head
oscillated – independent of body, of feet steering crosswise along George Street – eyes fixed
on the waterfall progression of wide concrete
tiers cascading down to that portentous façade.

Lucas Grainger–Brown

TURBO		

		CHARGE
		 the
THAT
		CHANGE
the
SELF

Thirty Seven

149

A VERY particular rose grey, evocative of bank
interiors and grand Manhattan hotels, carved
deep in the memory of one disbelieving night
in front of the television.
That was how I knew where I was and,
fleetingly, a little more about who I was,
post-discharge. It’s a travesty that identity
can come from tragedy, but it does.
We stood at a safe distance from Martin
Place. Looking around, I saw a few other people
also loitering among the five o’clock rush. We
sixth-sense noticed one another and shared our
spider’s web vigil with furtive glances. These
rare connections of common feeling and space
uncover invisible threads linking person to
person: the sense of one social body, however
diffuse, joined by time and place into a sympathetic whole. The Pacific winds channelling
through Woolloomooloo Bay intensified. The
electric tingle of shared belonging comingled
with a rational, if unexpected, chill.
Irrespective of everything postmodern
and globalising, notwithstanding the digital
revolution and all of its cascading changes
to old ways of life, and regardless of the best
efforts by some to annex it, our society still has
the power to join. Fleetingly and modestly does
the lighthouse flash. Moments remain in postmodern life when warmth comes unsearched
for and unmediated.
Driving down Lygon Street the other day
I passed a Greek Orthodox church. The roof
reached towards the heavens and windows
opened to beautiful views of the city. It must’ve
stood for forty years or more, vibrantly coloured and unwaveringly upright as the day
it was built. But this was a singular occasion:
the smooth wooden doors were thrown open,
and a wedding was unfolding in the atrium,
white and black and radiant happiness. After
a moment I realised what my eyes were recording: two people, believing in each other,
were being joined together by a hollow circle.
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Fiction

A Man Called John
or Jack or Ethan or
Something
written by

THERE is this guy.
His name is like John or Jack or Ethan
or something.
Like the kind of name a character played
by Tom Cruise would have.
John or Jack or Ethan works in the last
video store on Earth.
Not really.
That’s just what it feels like sometimes.
These days the video store has fewer and
fewer customers.
And the regulars are usually the kinds
of people who own Blu-ray players.
John or Jack or Ethan is lonely.
Sometimes he feels like he is invisible
because he has one of those faces like a video
game character or Keanu Reeves.
Like kind of blank and expressionless.
So to try and draw more attention to
his face he has been growing this big walrus
moustache like Jamie from Mythbusters.
Anyway one night he is at work using the
back of a Blu-ray disc to groom his moustache
when the most beautiful woman walks in.
Like she is so beautiful, maybe she is
an actress.
What if this is like the movie Notting
Hill?
Hugh Grant, give me strength, he thinks.
Eventually the woman approaches the
counter holding a copy of You, Me and Dupree
on DVD.
“Are you looking at my moustache?”
he says.
“What? No. Of course not,” says the
woman.
She frowns and then hands him the DVD.
He scans it.
Beep.

M I K E D AY

And then he clears his throat and says,
“We could watch this together?”
And she says, “What?”
And he says, “You know, like you, me,
You, Me and Dupree?”
She frowns again.
“Um. No, thanks,” she says.
She pays with cash.
Later, when John or Jack or Ethan is
walking home he is struck by this horrible
light, like the headlights of a big truck but
coming down vertically.
And then suddenly he is in this white
room.
He is lying on something soft and surrounded by these strange grey people with big
heads and thin bodies.
They are all staring at him with their
big black eyes and touching him with their
long grey fingers.
And John or Jack or Ethan can’t help it.
He feels this big smile spread across
his face.
Like this is the most attention he has ever
gotten in his whole damn life.
And then the grey people put him in
this room that looks exactly like the last video
store on Earth.
And every day groups of grey people
come in to stare at him and make sounds at
each other like turkeys gobbling.
A small grey person points at his face
and then turns to a taller grey person.
“Gobble, gobble.”
“Are you looking at my moustache?” says
John or Jack or Ethan.
The grey people look at him and their
heads wobble up and down.
Like they are nodding.
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Finally, I’m a star, he thinks.
And for an indeterminate amount of time
he lives in the video store, and the grey people
make their turkey sounds at him, and he is
happy.
But then one day he is grazing on some
Nacho Cheese Doritos when he runs into
another man standing in the Action/Adventure aisle, John/Jack/Ethan’s favourite section.
The other man looks up at him and smiles.
“Hi, I’m Maverick,” he says.
“Cool nickname,” says John/Jack/Ethan,
licking cheese flavouring off his fingers.
“Thanks, buddy, but it’s not a nickname,”
says Maverick, shaking his saliva-covered hand
fearlessly. “What’s your name?”
“Um… I don’t remember,” says John/
Jack/Ethan, staring at the other man’s beautiful bearded face.
“That’s all good, bro.”
Maverick pats him firmly on the shoulder
while a group of various sized grey people
point at the pair, gobbling excitedly.
“These fellas sure are friendly,” he continues, waving at the growing crowd.
This is not good, thinks John/Jack/Ethan.
This will not do.
He goes behind the counter and starts
rifling through the drawers for a weapon.
“Gobble?”
“Hi, I’m Maverick.”
“Gobble! Gobble, gobble!”
There is a Stanley knife in the second
draw, just like in the store on Earth.
He takes the knife and goes through the
Horror/Thriller section to try and sneak up
on Maverick.
Maverick is still smiling and waving to
the crowd.
John/Jack/Ethan is almost behind him.
He raises the knife, but then his whole
body goes stiff.
The grey people are staring at him and
shouting.
“Gobble! Gobble, gobble!”
The tallest grey person points at John/
Jack/Ethan, a white hot beam erupting from
its weird slender finger.
And there is a sound like that annoying
Inception sound that’s in everything now.
John/Jack/Ethan squeezes his eyes shut.
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and THERE is a SOUND LIKE THAT
ANNOYING INCEPTION SOUND
THAT’S in EVERYTHING NOW

He can hear Maverick shouting over this
terrible hum.
“Mate! Look out!”
The hum builds to a deafening crescendo
and then there is a loud sound like a lightning
crack.
Bang!
When John/Jack/Ethan opens his eyes
he sees Maverick on the ground, screaming.
His beautiful face has been melted right
off.
The grey people are quiet.
John/Jack/Ethan drops the knife and
falls to his knees.
And he is crying.
And then he is back in the white room.
Only it is completely empty.
No grey people.
No turkey sounds or screaming.
He tries walking around to find a way
out, but there is only whiteness and silence.
He calls out, “I’m sorry! I want to go
home now!”
But he is alone.
And when he touches his face to wipe
away the tears he realises that his big walrus
moustache is gone.
He screams into the nothingness.
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Non–Fiction

written by — R A FA E L S W

Law

of

Potential

AS ALWAYS AFTER A RECENT ADULTERY, MY FINGERS START TO CATCH ON THINGS.
OTHER THINGS, BESIDES THE DRESSES OF BEAUTIFUL WOMEN. CUPS OF TEA,
BOWLS OF FOOD, STUFF WHICH YOU WOULD LIKE YOUR HAND NOT TO CATCH
ON BECAUSE OF THE INEVITABLE SMASHING THAT ENSUES. IT IS STRANGE ESPECIALLY BECAUSE THE PROCESS, THE CATCHING, THE SMASHING, IS SO FLUID
AS TO ALMOST SEEM DELIBERATE. HERE I AM, I IMAGINE MY SUBCONCIOUS
SAYING, I HAVE RETURNED TO TIP OUT ALL THINGS YOU LOVINGLY PREPARED
ONTO THE GROUND. THIS IS BECAUSE, MORE OFTEN THAN NOT, IT IS THINGS MY
WIFE HAS MADE FOR ME THAT I BREAK. I APOLOGISE PROFUSELY. BUT NEVER
TRY TO EXPLAIN THAT IT IS THE ADULTERY. THERE ARE PLENTY ENOUGH SIDE
REASONS FOR HER. I AM A CARELESS FOOL WHO DOESN’T VALUE WHAT HE’S
GOT. I AM UNGRATEFUL.

Freedom
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BUT more likely it is just that I haven’t yet got the heft of things Anatasa gives
me. Plates with meals will be too empty or too full, conflicting day by day as
she tries to moderate the serves depending on what she sees as some cue from
me. There are other instances, like when we’re walking to the park to get her
mother some fresh air, and Anatasa says how heavy her bag is and I pick it
up with both hands and almost send the whole thing flying into the sky. I am
not a strong man. Not in fitness nor moral fibre. However I am a person who
believes in justice, in the concept of a fair chance. For example, ever since the
first, I’ve left clues to my affairs for Anatasa.
“You’ve left what?”
“Clues,” I say to my lover who is ten-years older than me and delights
in acting like I’m a little boy and so I let her. “Hints, indications – whatever
you will.”
“About me?”
“Us,” I clarify.
Juniper, my lover, likes to run the whole show. Sometimes I think she would
like to go home to my wife because she believes she would do a better job of it.
“Such as?” she asks, toying with the curls of my pubics. She is trying to
make them and me go straight. But everything about me is lo dijo de labios
para afuera – said from the lips outwards.
“Such as…” I say, but I bring nothing to mind right away. The only thing
in my head right now is sex, which isn’t surprising. But it’s the sad memory
of the night a few nights ago, when Anatasa and I were at it, and I recalled
there being a thing she liked, a certain angle, a specific insertion, and I was
very wrong. She winced in pain and looked at me with hurt surprise and we
stopped very quickly and I wondered if it was Juniper who liked it but I couldn’t
ask. It’s a bright Sunday and I shouldn’t be thinking of dark Thursday nights.
“Oh you know,” I say. “I don’t change clothes, leave your perfume on
me. Your hairs.”
“But they could be anyone’s perfume,” Juni complains. “They could be
anyone’s hairs.”
“What do you want? Me to shout out your name at the moment of climax?”
“Oh yes,” she cries, seizing a fair chunk of my throat in her teeth. “Yes.”
“Juniper!” I moan through fragile neck. “Juniper,” I moan again and
again until it’s lost all meaning.
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Law of Potential Freedom

I WEAR a scarf around the house. Who but the guilty and the gay would do
that? My hickeys underneath are warm as guilt. Considering the strictness of
the laws in our country, it would be nice if I didn’t have such bad qualities, or
good clues. They could undermine me at any moment. I clean the house, drink
strong tea and listen to the news about a robber who was executed. A feelgood piece. It’s mostly propaganda though, because if you listen between the
lines, and if you care enough to try and find the police reports it will turn out
that more accurately, a shoplifter was murdered. A small distinction involving
such boring things like timing and the Law of Pre-Emptive Defence. There
is a retributive sadness here. I try to calculate this as I stack the dishes and
only break a single plate. She slips between my fingers. The way it might have
happened: the storekeeper is losing money, perhaps he’s been robbed before,
perhaps someone is sleeping with his wife. A kid comes in, looking dodgy as
they do. The shopkeeper has enough evidence through heat-sensing camera
and the warm flush of guilt glowing among the green-tinged pornos. So he
pulls a gun. Maybe the kid pulls first, it could just be a knife. Maybe neither
of them really want what’s in the till and just need the galvanising catharsis of
killing another human being. Either way, the shopkeeper is faster, having been
hardened by a life in retail. Cops review the footage, the kid is black enough
for it to have been self-defence. And so a robber has been executed. Basically
a community service. I pick up armfuls of shards and imagine juggling them
with my eyeballs.
IT IS Wednesday when she calls. I have given her my phone number because
this is a clue. Already I feel myself unravelling, trying to hold a conversation
knowing that two women are listening. Anatasa is in the lounge and sighs
almost silently when I go to answer the phone. I am always working, she says.
And I nod because there’s no way I could know who’s on the other end even
though of course I do. Even if it’s a number I haven’t saved into my phone,
because I’m not a complete boludo.
“Oh,” I say answering the phone. “Hello.”
“Hullo,” Juni licks her words down the satellites.
“How are you going?”
“When are you coming?”
“Naturally, yes, ha ha ha.”
“Are you going to come fuck me?”
“As I said, from the start that’s been my intention.”
“Are you going to go down on me for three hours until I’m part drowned
and you look like a man in a desert oasis?”
“If the opportunity presents itself, certainly.”

Non–Fiction

Rafael SW

155

“And when do you think that will be?
Would you like me to send IMs of how wet
I am?”
“That won’t be necessary, thank you
however. Maybe later in the week?”
“You’re no fun when she’s around.” Juni
already sounds like she’s zipping herself back
up. I feel the start of the hot flush I get whenever I’ve failed a lover. They thought I blushed
whenever I came. But it’s just that I blush
whenever they don’t.
“I understand,” I say. “Thank you, you
too.”
“You know, there’s plenty of other men...”
but I’ve already started hanging up. There are
private channels for these kinds of complaints,
and already I’ve been on the phone too long.
I can tell by the way the TV is paused when
I come back.
“It was nothing,” I say, and for a second
my tongue catches on her name, “Anatasa,”
as if it’s forgotten. I feel my teeth crashing
down to try and stop things escaping. Were
it possible I’d shoot my own heart. I plug
myself back into my side of the TV and hold
her cold hand.
My father, when we still spoke about such
things, said I had a self-destructive streak.

SLIPS
BETWEEN MY
FINGERS
Thirty Seven

“CAN you check me for lumps?” It has been
several weeks now, and I don’t think there’s
an unbroken piece of crockery in our house.
Though not all of it is due to my clumsiness.
“They said there’s been another outbreak.”
I am standing in the bathroom when
Anatasa walks in, starts undoing her bra –
small offerings to a sad god. Faced with her
suddenly like this, the shower fan sucking up
steam, I see her nudity as nothing more than
practical. Any lust growing in me is mould
on a wall. Any cancers in her – the same
thing. One white breast at a time, I cup her
gently. Unsure of what I’m looking for, I gaze
into her face. But she is looking down at her
stomach. I wonder how long she has done
this by herself, and why she finally decided to
turn to me. Weighed down with the responsibility, I am unable to reach any conclusions.
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Law of Potential Freedom

Non–Fiction

We are collecting fresh
air for her mother when
she tells me, at last, that
she knows
Her nipples are softer than the fingerprint scan
buttons now required to enter banks. The fan
reaches a higher pitch; she has left the door
open; there is no more condensation to suck. In
the mirror, the ghosts of ourselves are resolved
into their predictable, boring forms.
“Anything?” she asks my face in the
mirror.
He replies, “No.”
IT IS HER brother-in-law who never trusted
me, and I think this is good, a clue. Like many
men driven by such instinct, Roy is unable to
articulate why he doesn’t trust me, just that
there is something about me that he doesn’t
like. This is a shame, because I respect him
and want him to have more defining character
traits than his distaste for me.
“You should hear him talk,” Anatasa says
one night when we are fighting over nothing.
“He hates you!” But this wasn’t quite true.
What he really hated, behind everything, was
the Law of Fiscal Marriage: that I’d had a
comfortable dowry and that their father had
been swayed by this. Perhaps too he hated
himself a little bit, because for all his strength
and certainty of feeling, he was unable to ever
convince anyone of me.
One night, early into my courtship of

Anatasa, she answered her family’s door, and
it was clear she wore no bra underneath her
pyjama shirt. After greeting, I entered to find
Roy standing in the shoespace, watching. I
put my hands up for an embrace, but when
no one was there to watch, he would refuse to
touch me. I don’t know what took hold, but with
nothing to do, my hands moved slightly, I just
made small cupping motions underneath my
pectorals. A loving lifting motion, and a wink.
“He says you’re sick,” Anatasa cried. “A
filthy verga,” hoping to hurt me with what she
didn’t realise was the truth.
WE ARE collecting fresh air for her mother
when she tells me, at last, that she knows.
“Oh,” I say, idly waving a five-litre Coke
bottle through the air like a deep-sea fish.
“Huh.” There is a long pause, and in it,
I feel an unsettling rubatosis. But it means
nothing, just the spasmodic utterances of a
heart that knows no better.
“What happens now?” She has her bottles
by her side, where they probably collect the
same amount of air anyway. I stop trying.
“I’m not sure,” I say. “How did you find
out?”
She tells me, pointing out each clue as
she goes like someone building the mosaic of
a lone terrorist cell. Some things that weren’t
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even intended as clues she noticed, and I must admit that when put together
they seem suspicious. How some nights I would be ravenous, others not able
to get it up at all. How sometimes I wouldn’t kiss her when I got home, others
buy her gifts and shower alone. There’s no sense in pointing out the inaccuracies here, because how petty would that be. But they serve as a distraction.
So much so that I don’t realise she’s crying until she is.
“Hey,” I say, moving towards her. “Hey.” Softly. And just as softly but
with a world more spite Anatasa says, “Don’t you touch me.” And so I don’t.
I put the bottles on the ground. I remember hearing stories about how people
used to go yeast-gathering, back when you were allowed to make your own
bread. I enjoy that we’ve kept the tradition alive. Somewhere down the park,
a woman calls to a dog. She calls again. Despite this, and the freeway not
far off, I feel like we’re covered in silence. I feel like crying. I feel like calling
Juni. In the end I ask, “How long?”
“Funny,” she coughs. “I was going to ask you the same thing.”
“Well,” I say, knowing the answer will be too cruel. We share an aborted
pause. “There’s enough in here to last her, right?” I’m referring to the bottles,
to her mother in the home who likes to open them up, a whiff at a time, thinking there’s some salubrious benefits to bushland that’s unavailable where she
lives. She swears she can smell the nature. This isn’t too hard to believe, as
we can certainly smell something when we visit her…
Anatasa is doing up the lids on her bottles with careful vitriol like the
eighth knot on a noose. I reach for my own and knock it over.
“You!” Anatasa says, but then adds no more. I have spilt nothing after all.
On the walk home she tells me what she’s decided. I’ve already mentally
packed my bags, so when she says she is going to fake her death so her brother
is honourably allowed to kill me, my luggage spills out onto the street.
I AM AT Juniper’s house when I get the call: Anatasa is dead. I have been
spending a lot of time here, even taking the week off work due to ‘family issues’.
As I’m senior at the office, I’m allocated three dead grandmothers or similar
a year, and thankfully no one raises an eyebrow when I conference from a
new address. My possessions are all around Juni’s room. The place looks like
a boudoir of a couple who ran away to get married and have already realised
it was a bad idea. Last night when she found out that I wasn’t even legally
entitled to get my dowry back, Juni poured coffee all over my lap. I toy with
the stain now using my toe, thinking how it’s like I pissed myself an oil slick.
On the phone Anatasa’s brother is shouting at me.
“Oh,” I say. “God,” I say.
“She’s written that you even withheld information ‘bout her cancers in
the hope she’d die first.”
“What?” I am thrown for a little while, and then remember our soggy
bathroom intimacies. Surgeon and patient. Her eyes in the forest could cut
my skin from bone.
“Youra fuckin’ sikko.” He shouts. “Puta madre!”
“I understand—”
“You understand? How couldja?”
“It’s just that I’m currently unavailable.” Juni has walked into the room
wearing my work shirt, unbuttoned, and little else.
“Whatchu are, padre, is fuckin’ dead. Unavailable to be living. I’m gonna
come for you—”
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Law of Potential Freedom

CHANCES ARE SHE MIGHT MACE US ALL
in SELF DEFENCE for HAVING SO
QUICKLY RUINED HER LIFE

“Were the circumstances explained to you?” I don’t know why I’m still
pretending work calls me. Maybe I don’t want to scare Juni. Maybe I just want
to pretend nothing’s broken, no one is dead.
“The circumstances?” Roy is nearly apoplectic. I hold the phone away
from me and give a little shrug at Juni, who rolls her eyes and moves to the
kitchen where she sets to making a sandwich with just a little piece of ass
cheek hanging out.
“Here’s what I’m going to do. I’m going to come to your house and cut
a single slice out of you for each letter in her note.”
“Okay,” I said. “But it will have to be next week.”
“You think I don’t know where you live?”
“Maybe Wednesday?”
“You think I haven’t been tracing this call?”
I’m silent for a little while. Then I hang up. “Goodbye,” I say, turning
my phone off, and then fold it even harder so the battery pops out too.
“Now they won’t bother us anymore,” I say, pretending a relief I don’t feel.
“Work’s a killer hey?” Juni says, looking at me strangely.
“Yeah,” I say. Her brown eyes are dark-rimmed from all our lack of sleep.
At my feet are my only jeans. I pick them up and look at the stain, wondering
if it’s too bad for outside wear. I don’t know which of us drops the façade first.
“We should leave shouldn’t we?” I suspected she’d been able to hear every
word. Even though she’s looking at the packet of black-markets, her fingers
tremble as she flicks the lighter.
“Isn’t this a rental?” I say, and then, as she exhales, “Yes.”
WE have driven a long way. So long that when we’re finally caught, it’s almost
a relief. A cold shower of terror that gives me the wake-up I need. And they do
it so smoothly too, a practiced motion cutting us off in front just as I’ve pulled
the car onto a single-lane road. The bright Police neon, the black windows, the
bars. It’s a painting of garish efficiency, though the confidence of it reminds
me why the rest of the world thinks we’re a police state.
“Juni,” I say quietly, hoping they won’t turn the sirens on. I want to wake
her but I don’t want her awake. “Baby?” Nothing from her, the only noise is
the click of a door opening and closing in front of me as a large white man
gets out of the car. His partner will be staying behind, confirming what needs
to be confirmed. I raise my hands in the window, twin hellos like I’m going
for a hug or maybe touching his sister’s breasts. My heart is rutting against
the walls of my ribs. Still Juni is breathing, and I know somewhere Anatasa
must surely be too. I get out of the car so Juni will not be woken to such a
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rude sight. Chances are she might Mace us
all in self defence for having so quickly ruined
her life. The cop pauses when I open the door,
his hands by his side. But I’m moving slowly
enough, hands raised, that I’m not yet a defensible threat. He lets me approach a few steps
and then holds up his hand. I stop. We meet
halfway. It’s evening and there aren’t any
cars passing by, and even if there were, they
would know better than to stop. I hear a slight
whirring from the police car that I mistake for
air conditioning, but it’s too cold out. I realise
it’s the signal jammer so no footage will be
gleaned from whatever interaction is about
to occur. I feel a blush steal up my neck even
though I’ve failed no lover, except possibly
the dead one.
“Hello,” I say.
“Mario Léon Lopez?” he asks, and I nod
because there is no point trying to do otherwise. “Are you aware of being implicated in
the murder of a Mrs Anatasa Britane-Lopez?”
“Yes,’ I say. “Sir,” I say. My father told
me once of being honest to a police officer
and how he escaped with his teeth intact. It is
perhaps also the case that I’m too frightened
to do anything else.
“Is she dead?” He asks, with almost a
hint of longing. As if he wants me to wrap
this all up for him.
“Is she?” I ask. There is movement in
the dark cavern of their car, and the second
officer emerges. The first turns from me, just
a side-on glance in case I try anything.
“System confirmed’im,” the second says,
nodding a faceful of eyebrows in my direction.
“Thinkee didit?” They both look at me. I hear
Anatasa’s voice. What happens now? I never
wanted to die on a cloudless night. I’d hoped
seeing the stars would be good for my waning
faith in something like heaven. But now they
are here, peeking just above the horizon, shards
of glass in the dirty dishwashing water of our
night sky. I am glad in a little way. This wasn’t
how I’d imagined it.
“Getting dark,” the second says, reading
my thoughts.
“What’re you going to plead?” The first
shifts his feet from side to side. My arms are
aching from being held in the air for so long,
but I know if I drop them I will be instantly shot.
“Fugitive Law,” I say, knowing again
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from when my father spoke of such things
that the police despise those who go through
the trial system. The waste of time, of tax
dollars, only to end up with the same result.
“You’ll take care of Juni?” The last few days
we’ve been nothing but fingernail and flesh. I
want her safe. But the two officers ignore me.
They’re busy checking how many bullets are
left in their guns.
“Under current Law of Potential Freedom
legislation, the accused has a right to a fair
and honest head start consisting of no less
than ten seconds from the officers in question…” The second starts droning my rights.
The first takes a bullet out of his chamber, and
I wonder if perhaps he is planning to replace
it with armour-piercing. I’ve been eating so
little maybe he thinks my poking-out ribs are
a breastplate.
“Retribution is seen as complete thereafter so long as the officers present commit
fully to their duty but do not pursue and harry
further the accused…”
“Here,” the first says, holding the bullet
out towards me. I don’t even reach for it, assuming naturally that it’s a trick to get me
to lower my hands. He seems friendly enough,
but still, you can’t trust a cop not to have hair
on their tongue.
“That’s for your honesty,” he says, as
the bullet bounces harmlessly off my chest in
a bitter mirroring of what’s soon to happen,
albeit with a little more dynamism. “I can’t
condone what you done, but you’ve been
straight, and I can tell you there’s days when
I’d kill my—” but the second has finished Mirandaing me. There is the click of a chamber
closing. Knowing that these are filled with
bullets that will soon be filling me, I take no
solace in knowing that one has been tossed
away. As grace? As luck? As good faith from
them indicating they will shoot wide? There’s
no way to predict their intentions so I don’t
try. Instead I restlessly kneed my thighs and
imagine the noise of each shot passing over
my head and into the stars, trying to guess at
what moment Juni will wake up. She might
even be able to drive me to hospital. Unless I
die and they do her in too, just in case.
“Ten,” a voice starts counting down. I
don’t know which one. I am already running.
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EACH second lasted for forever and not long enough. Everything I could
move, I did. I was bleeding sweat. I was crying adrenaline. I was drinking
air like an elderly person in a home sucking on a bottle as if it were one of the
home-made bongs of their misspent youth. I ran. I could no longer hear the
countdown because of the roaring ocean in my ears. It didn’t matter anyway.
Even if it wasn’t going to be a fair headstart, it was too late now to lodge a
complaint. One of the many benefits of our laws meant the appeals process
had been thoroughly streamlined. There was a crack and another one from
behind me, but I wasn’t dead so I kept moving. Maybe even faster. Every part
of the scenery that wasn’t directly in front of me was a dark blur. I’d watched
wildlife shows where the deer were chased down and the creatures weren’t even
hungry. Had Anatasa cried or was it at a different bloodied corpse on screen?
My knees were teeth. Everything trembling. Without knowing what happened,
my foot caught on something, and I came crashing down like an heirloom plate
through soapy hands. A few more shots missed me, and I was grateful for
the ground, even as I knew they would be readjusting their angles. Already I
was scrambling to my knees, maybe I’d knocked my head. I was seeing stars
and fireflies. Even as I was running, crouched and bleeding, Anatasa was in
my head, speaking with Juniper’s lips. And there was a part of me nodding.
Yes, I thought, there is some justice here. It is not mine, but it is just.
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WHEN I was little I asked my grandad where
the time went. I knew time passed, so I wanted
to know where it came from and where it disappeared to. I stood there waiting expectantly for
an answer; as far as I was concerned grandad
knew everything.
Grandad sat there in his brown corduroy
armchair, looked thoughtful for a few seconds,
then said: “Well, Kat, you know those three
trees down behind the dam?” I nodded eagerly.
He continued. “Well the one in the middle, the
one with the yellow flowers?” I nodded again.
“That’s where all the time goes.” And he went
back to his newspaper.
I spent hours staring at that damn tree,
trying to see the time coming and going. Even
after I’d given up on the Easter Bunny, the
Tooth Fairy and Father Christmas, I still believed in grandad’s time tree.
I sometimes think it was this fascination
with time that drew me to my job. I make icons
for orthodox churches – devotional objects
representing holy persons or events, usually
Christ, Mary or one of the saints. Icons have
been an essential part of Orthodox Christianity since the ninth century, but their history
traces back even earlier. The old icons shine
with gold and reds and blues, and I love how
their creation traditions are so firmly rooted
in the past. How many other jobs are there
where what you’re doing has barely changed for
centuries? Mostly I use modern materials and
methods in my work, but many of the historical
processes remain the same. Icons have a long
and often tumultuous history, and I love the
way my work embeds me in part of this past.
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ICONS fascinate me because they have survived
through splits in Christianity and iconoclasm.
But when you look at one properly you can
see why their craft has never died – there’s
something about the way they draw you in,
some of the really old ones especially. They
sit there with their cracked gesso and flaked
gold and it seems like they’re watching you.
Icons were seen as windows to the divine, and
sometimes they really feel like it.
I fell into my trade after I saw an icon
called the Mother of the God of Passion from
around 1300 CE. It’s a simple piece of wood,
and the background is a dull but somehow
shining gold. Mary sits there clothed in black,
a gold halo behind her head, with a small but
older-looking red-robed Christ in her arms.
The look on her face is pensive, even sad, and
when I first saw the icon I just stood there and
stared, captivated. It’s not as elaborate as some
icons and it’s not as famous as Our Lady of
Perpetual Succor, but I felt something in it. I
still have no idea if it was just the age of the
piece, or my sense of time, or the superb work
of the craftsman, or even some form of divinity
(I think the latter unlikely). I’ve spent all the
years since trying to recreate that feeling in
my own icons. I’ve never succeeded.
This is why I find myself so frustrated.
I know I have the best chance to create this
feeling with my current commission, but I’m
standing in my workroom staring at the ingredients, the tools in front of me, unable to
begin and I don’t know why. I think maybe I
need to be, I don't know, worthy of it. It’s the
oddest commission I have ever received, both
in terms of what the client wants me to do
and in the client himself.
He appeared at my back gate on a Thursday afternoon. My house belonged to a prominent fruit merchant in Ballarat in the 1800s. I
was sitting in the square courtyard out the back
next to raised veggie beds and a surprisingly
gnarled olive tree. My feet were on the edge

Going Down Swinging

164

The Image Not Made by Human Hands

Fiction

THERE was an ASCETIC QUALITY
ABOUT HIM that MADE ME THINK of
the OLD MONKS

of the veggie beds, my toes dug into the new
mulch and I was staring at the silos in the
distance, thinking about my grandad and his
time tree. Out of the corner of my eye I caught
sight of a head above the gate. The man was a
little less than six-foot tall, but seemed taller.
There was an ascetic quality about him that
made me think of the old monks who wore
hair shirts and deprived themselves of food, or
mystics who ate nothing but communion wafers
and supped on the pus of lepers. He looked at
me with hungry eyes. I was reaching for my
phone to call the police when he spoke. His
voice was deep and cracked like the wooden
edges of a 500-year-old icon. “I am Mathias
– Chara spoke of me.”
I put the phone down and stood slowly.
Chara was the only friend who tolerated my
obsession with icons when we were teenagers.
She was Greek Orthodox so she understood
it to some extent. I looked at the man and
remembered a conversation with Chara the
week before. This man was a distant cousin of
hers over from Greece. He had money to burn
and wanted a handmade icon. I had told her
to give him my address. I have a workshop in
the back of my house, so I’m used to people
turning up to commission icons, but I’m not
used to them being so mysterious. I managed
a smile. “Come in.”
I unlatched the gate and he followed me
into my workshop. He spoke very little as I
showed him my portfolio and some of the icons
I had made. I was just starting to wonder if
he spoke enough English to even understand
me when he pulled out a crumpled piece of
paper from his pocket and spread it over my
shiny portfolio. I recognised the image immediately. The icon of icons, the Mandylion; the
icon known as The Holy Face of Edessa or,
my favourite, the Image Not Made by Human
Hands. I stared at the image and drifted off
a little as I remembered the first time I heard
the icon’s story.

MY GRANDAD told me the story first. He had a
book about icons and I liked the pretty colours
so he used to sit with me, leafing through the
book and telling me stories. I remember the
day he told me about the Mandylion. We were
sitting on the back deck, looking down over the
sheds and towards the dam. I was in his lap
with the book and Cavell, his dog, was sitting
with his head on grandad’s foot.
“Now Kat, remember these are just
stories, just like the Greek myths you learnt
at school.” I nodded and he smiled at me. “Good
girl, and don’t let anyone tell you otherwise.”
I didn’t really know what he meant, but it
seemed important to him so I nodded again.
Grandad kissed the top of my head and
opened the book at a photo. It was an image of
a long-haired man’s face surrounded by gold.
I thought the man had kind eyes, but that he
looked tired. Grandad started to talk and I
listened avidly.
“This is a picture of the Mandylion. This
one dates to about 1100 AD. Do you know how
long ago that was, Kat?” I thought about it.
“Hundreds and hundreds of years.”
Grandad grinned.
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“Close enough. Anyway, there’s a story
about the Mandylion – it’s a copy of an image
of Jesus.”
I interrupted eagerly.
“We learnt about him in school, grandad.”
Grandad snorted.
“I’m sure you did.”
I looked up, worried by his tone, but he
didn’t seem angry so I settled back down.
“Anyway do you want to hear about how
the face of Jesus got copied?”
I nodded eagerly and grandad began.
“Once there was a king of Edessa called
Abgar. Now, King Abgar was sick so he sent
a messenger to Jesus asking him to come and
cure him. Sadly for King Abgar, Jesus couldn’t
come just then, but He pressed a cloth to His
face and a picture of His face appeared on
the cloth. The messenger took the cloth back
to King Abgar and it cured him. That’s why
the icon is called the Image Not Made by
Human Hands – because it’s a copy of this
miraculous image.”
(I found out later that this is the Orthodox
legend, and there are other versions.)
Grandad continued.
“Now, the image changed hands lots
over the years, but it wasn’t until the Fourth
Crusade that it was copied.” He looked at me.
“Do you remember the Fourth Crusade, Kat?”
I nodded because he’d told me about it
last time I’d visited. In fact he’d got a book
out of the library especially for me and I’d
been so excited.
“That’s when the crusading people owed
the Venetian people lots of money so they’d
agreed to take Constantinople, even though it
wasn’t what they were meant to be doing?”
Grandad nodded and ruffled my hair.
“Well done Kat, you’re dead right. So
when the crusaders took Constantinople they
got the Mandylion and they copied it, and sent
lots of copies all over the world. But the real
one was lost.” He grinned at me. “That’s one
story anyway.”
I looked up at grandad.
“What do you think happened to the real
Mandylion?”
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“I don’t know, Kat, no one does,” he
smiled at me. That’s why it’s a good story.”
I CAME back to reality in the workshop and
carefully studied the icon in front of me. I could
tell that the picture was a later iteration of the
Mandylion, maybe from the 1600s, but a nice
version. I looked up at Mathias. He suddenly
seemed very looming in such a small space. He
spoke slowly, not as if he didn’t know English
but as if he rarely spoke at all.
“I want this. You know what it is?”
I nodded, not feeling the need to speak.
“I want the original materials and
methods. I want an icon made just as it would
have been then.”
I stifled my excitement. He couldn’t know
just how hard that would be or how much it
would cost.
“That won’t be easy; some of the materials
are very rare. I need lapis lazuli, gold leaf,
cinnabar, which is toxic, as well as—”
“Money is no object. I care not what it
costs.”
I gasped. He was handing me my dream,
but I had to be sure it was real.
“Are you sure? I can source everything
I need I think, but it’s going to take time.”
He smiled darkly. “Time is immaterial.
I need the Mandylion.”
I nodded and touched the crumpled print
out reverently. “You want this Mandylion, this
one here?”
He shook his head. “No, I want an icon
of the original. The one the crusaders took
in 1204 CE. This was just to make sure you
were… right.”
I stared at him in shock.
“I’m sorry, but the original… I don’t understand?”
He carefully pulled a piece of card from
the recesses of his jacket and laid it on the
table.
“I want an icon of this.” On the card
was an image of a piece of cloth, the face on it
arresting, even though blurred by time.
I am not religious, nor have I ever been,
but here was this man telling me he had an
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actual image of Christ, the original Mandylion. While I didn’t believe an image
appeared after Christ washed His face on cloth, or that this cloth had healed
King Abgar, it was still possible that an original image of Christ existed,
painted before his death and lost after 1204. I had thousands of questions on
my lips. There were so many things I wanted to ask, mainly where the hell he
had got this photo and what he was going to do with my icon.
I looked up at him and the words died on my lips. I could tell I was
getting no explanation. Instead I leant in and gazed at the photo from a technical perspective. Yes, there was enough detail for me to make an icon from
it. I itched to begin.
I looked at Mathias, unable to speak for a moment. I grabbed a bottle
of water from the table and downed half of it. When I could talk again I said,
“Yes, I can do it. But like I said, it will take time and money and I’ll need to
keep the photo.”
Mathias nodded. “That will be acceptable.” He reached into his jacket
again – I still have no idea how he fit so much stuff in there – and pulled out
a wad of hundreds. He placed them carefully on the table.
“This will be sufficient to begin with.” It wasn’t a question. Then he
placed a card next to it. “I can be reached here if you are in need of more funds.
Remember: no modern methods.”
I nodded again. “Thank you.”
And he was gone and I was left standing in my workroom with thousands
of dollars in cash, a photo that was apparently of an original image of the
face of Christ, and the most impossible and exciting commission I’d ever had.
I’M STILL here: sitting in my workroom surrounded by thousands of dollars
and piles of books. I’m wishing my grandad’s tree were real, so I could steal
some of its time and use it to ask the ancient masters how the hell I’m supposed
to do this. I mean, I know the processes; they’re not that different to what I’ve
done thousands of times before. I’ve managed to source most of the materials I
need, some from the ground around Ballarat in fact. I’ve even worked out how
to use cinnabar, an oxide that comes from mercury, without poisoning myself.
But I just can’t seem to begin.
This is my chance to create an icon that has a soul, like the ancient ones,
but I’m terrified that I’ll ruin it, that it won’t happen and that I’ll be a failure
in the ultimate test of the thing that I love most.
I’M ALSO still puzzled by Mathias. I’ve tried to Google him but I’ve found
nothing online; I’ve tried to talk to Chara about him but she’s never actually
met him, only talked on the phone. All she knows is that he’s originally from
Greece, that his mother might have been Russian, that he’s distantly related to
her father and that everyone in the family talks about him with awe. Apparently
it’s a given that no one ever asks questions about him. The mystery is killing
me, and adds to the frustration. I want to throw something against the wall
in irritation, but I know it won’t help.
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I PAUSE a moment. Thinking about my grandad and his stories has given me
an idea. Maybe I’ve made so many icons here with modern techniques that it’s
the place that’s blocking me. I stalk out of my workshop, grab my suitcase and
fill it with a few clothes and all the ingredients I’ve sourced. I’ve got everything,
even the right sort of bole, gold leaf and gesso. The carbonate was a bit hard
to track down, but glue made from animal skin was easy to find in a farming
community. I even have cypress all the way from Greece: Mathias wanted it
from a specific tree, and made this very clear in the only communication we’ve
had since I began this project. I throw all the ingredients in suitcase, grab a
few other essentials and drive out to Tullamarine.
A FEW HOURS later I’m in Launceston, Tasmania. I hire a car and drive
north on appallingly winding roads to my grandparent’s farm, not far from
St Helen’s. My grandad died two years ago and my grandmother’s been dead
for ten, so there’s no one there. My dad and his siblings are still fighting over
what to do with the house, so it’s getting a little run down.
I park the hire car and drag my precious case up the steps. Thankfully no
one has changed the locks and the keys I have, from when I used to fly down
to check on grandad every couple of months, still work fine. I let myself in and
wander slowly through the house, my case leaving trails in the dust on the floor.
Without thinking about it I head for the room I used to sleep in when I
stayed here when I was little. It’s much smaller than I remember, with faded
drawings still Blu-tacked to the walls. My cousins and I turned the room into
our own private gallery. I smile at our childish daubs. There’s picture after
picture of my grandad’s beloved dog Cavell, named after King Arthur’s dog.
Cavell and grandad were always my favourite part of coming down to Tassie.
I sit down on the single bed; the quilt my grandmother made still on it. Little
puffs of dust rise around me. I drink in the silence and smile properly for the
first time in what feels like weeks.
AFTER about half an hour I realise that I should do something. I take my case
and myself through the house and out to one of the sheds. I sigh with happiness;
there’s mud and dust and no electricity. It’s perfect. I grab one of the old kerro
lamps (a little anachronistic, I know, but it’s safer than candles) and light it,
then place it on the windowsill. I carefully wipe down grandad’s workbench
and lay out the contents of my case: the cypress board, already prepared; the
egg tempera, which I’ve brought in a freezer bag (I’m not sure if it matters if
the eggs go off but I don’t want to risk it); the linen; the gesso; the bole; the
gold leaf; the lapis lazuli; the cinnabar (carefully contained, as I have no wish
to go mad from mercury poisoning); malachite; and several ochres I obtained
from around Ballarat. They’re all powdered and ready to go. I even have the
correct tools. Mathias had them sent specifically from Greece when I told him
I didn’t have the skill to make them properly.
Even here in this silent rural place, I can’t begin. I can’t see where to
start. I look at the lapis lazuli that has come all the way from Afghanistan,
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HE SPOKE SLOWLY, NOT AS IF HE
DIDN’T KNOW ENGLISH BUT AS IF HE
RARELY SPOKE AT ALL
just like it did in the old days. Mathias insisted
on it, and I’m trying to not think about where
all his money is coming from. There’s just
so much to do, so much to take in. So much
money has been spent, and I feel the weight of
responsibility lying heavy on my shoulders. For
a moment I want to sweep all the ingredients
off the table, to smash them and run away. I
squash the feeling, carefully lay down my tools
and tramp outside.
I WALK through the muddy grass and down
to the dam. The tree’s still there, in full bloom.
The yellow flowers wave in the wind. I have no
idea what species it is, but the flowers make
me happy. I’m not sure what I’m expecting
but I plop down on the ground in front of the
tree, heedless of the fact that my jeans will be
filthy. I sit there and stare at it. Unsurprisingly, nothing happens. I sit there still waiting,
hoping for something. I sit there and think
about my grandad and his stories about the
tree that held time. I never expected there to
be a literal sense of time – I’m too old now for
fairy stories – but I am hoping for something.
I SIT there and stare at the tree and slowly
my thoughts start to drift. You can only stay
focused on a tree for so long. I look at the tree
and think about grandad. He was a quiet man,
but he supported me wholeheartedly when my
parents objected to me going into icon making.
He told them that I loved it, and that should
be enough for them. Even when I didn’t know
what I wanted to do, when I was working in
retail while I figured it out, he always stood
by me. He used to give me a hug and tell me
I had time, I always had more time; I didn’t
have to make a decision now. I felt like he was
giving me a present, a gift of time, which was
something my parents never did. They were
always hurrying me to decide now, to make
decisions immediately.
I pause, thoughts grinding to a halt. Time
was a gift in itself. That was what I had now.
Time. That’s what Mathias had given me. When
he had said time was immaterial, he meant it.
There was nowhere else I had to be; no one else

who needed my time. The time was my own,
my own and the icon’s. I’d been thinking so
much about making my dream icon, a perfect
icon where you could see the soul within, that
I’d forgotten what Mathias had really given
me: real time to do what I loved.
I stand in a slight daze; suddenly the rest
of the world feels slightly blurry. My fingers
itch to begin. I stop myself from jumping up
and running straight into the shed. I have the
gift of time, like grandad used to say. I force
myself to walk slowly back to the car. I know
I’ll need food – in this mood, once I start work
I’m unlikely to stop until it’s done. I drive into
to St Helen’s and go to the IGA. I drive back
to the farm, dump my food in the shed and
turn to my materials.
I DRAW the card with the image out from
its cover. The eyes stare back at me from a
haunted face. I have no idea if this is a photo
of the real thing, but I would like to think it
is. I almost reverently lay the card against
the wall where grandad used to keep photos
of all his dogs. The dogs are all buried in
the orchard now, but I have no idea where
the photos went. I stand almost fearfully in
front of the worktable, looking at the tools and
ingredients. I breathe deeply, taking in the
silence. Finally I am ready.
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THREE days pass I think, but I just keep working. I spend my time either at
the workbench, toiling away under the flickering kerosene lamp, or collapsed
with exhaustion on the dusty single bed. Sometimes I remember to eat. I’ve
never worked like this before. Usually I plan and organise and have every step
set out. Now, though, I just keep going, and for the first time I feel something
in the icon, and me. Somehow I feel like the image is there in my mind, just
waiting for my hands to make it. I sand and polish and am as careful as I can
not to poison myself with the cinnabar.
Eventually I’m making my final touches, only to be interrupted by a
hammering on the door. I regretfully lay the icon on the bench. I don’t want
to look away from it; I know that this time I’ve done it. This icon’s soul will
follow you, just like the ancient icons.
I reluctantly walk over to the door and open it, still half in a daze. Standing there, looking at me with dark accusing eyes, is Chara. She looks like a
wrathful Virgin Mary; even her jumper is the right blue. She flings her arms
around me and bursts into tears.
“Oh in Christ’s name—” (my eyes flick unconsciously to the icon sitting
on the bench) “—where have you been? I’ve been so worried.” I hug Chara
back, a little bewildered.
“Why would you be worried?” Chara just looks at me like I’m mad.
“No one’s heard from you in a week, Kat. We were meant to have lunch
four days ago but you didn’t show up and you weren’t answering your phone.
I went around to your house and you weren’t there. None of the churches you
freelance for had heard from you, and you didn’t turn up for your book club or
your Pilates class. It wasn’t until I rang your father, who I know you never
speak to, that he mentioned this place. What the hell were you thinking? You
can’t just disappear without telling anyone!”
I feel like someone’s punched me in the guts. The real world comes
crashing back down on me like a cage, hemming me in. I’d found time and
space to really think and work and do nothing else and for a moment I’d really
understood grandad’s gift. Now I can’t help but be just a little angry with
Chara, because she’s broken the spell. I blink at her a couple of times, feeling
like I’m coming out of deep water and the sound is filtering back in again. I
try to grab and hold the feeling of peace, but it’s drifting away. I can’t say
any of this to Chara because she’s so genuinely worried about me.
“A week? I thought I’d only been here three days.” In response Chara
grabs her iPhone and shoves it in my face. The bright light burns into my
eyes, the modern world smashing down the barriers I’ve built. I can see the
date flashing there, and sure enough I’ve been here a week. I can’t think of
anything to say. I just stand there, the silence grows awkward.
Eventually Chara breaks it. “Aren’t you going to say something?”
I sigh. “I’m sorry Chara I just got caught up. Your cousin Mathias gave
me a commission for an icon using original materials and tools and I found my
workshop was too modern to work in, so I came here.” I gestured around me
at the dust and the shadows and the dirt floor, all illuminated in the flickering
light of the kerro lamp. I realise how inadequate an excuse that is for all the
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upset I’ve caused, and go to apologise again
but Chara has fallen silent. She’s staring at
the icon. She looks at me.
“This is it? This is what you made?”
I nod. She lets out a deep breath.
“I forgive you, then. It’s...” She pauses
as if she can’t find the words. “I feel as if...”
She trails off. In her next words I remember
how religious she is.
“I feel like He is watching me through it.”
We stand there in silence. I don’t see
divinity in the icon, but it does have real presence. It almost seems to glow without light.
Chara breaks the silence. “Are you finished?
Are you coming home?”
I don’t want to leave. At grandad’s farm
I’ve found a pocket of air among everything,
all my responsibilities. Here it’s just been me
and the icon, a beautiful blank slate of time.
I don’t want to lose that. I look at Chara and
realise that I have to go back. I can’t hide here
forever. I force myself to open my mouth and
say: “Yes, I’ll come back with you. Just let me
clean up my things.”
I try not to feel like a gaol door is slamming as I follow Chara out of the shed and
into the house. I can see the tree waving down
behind the dam. I wonder if I can grab a little
of its time to take with me.
WE’RE back in Ballarat the next day. I try
to resume the intricacies of my life but it all
seems hollow somehow. I feel like I’ve given
too much of myself to the icon and there’s not
enough of me left to engage with the real world.
I go through the motions, but nothing seems to
matter as much as the icon I’ve just finished.
I call Mathias and leave a message
because he never answers the phone. I wait
and wait and wait for Mathias. I’m hoping
that when he takes the icon I can find my life
enjoyable again, rather than feeling like it’s
distracting me from what I should be doing:
working on this one icon. The icon’s finished,
there’s nothing else I can do to it. But I find
my greatest peace in wiping dust off it at the
end of the day. It doesn’t need it, but the action
makes me feel like I’m working with it again.
I can regather a piece of the feeling I had in
Tasmania, of a breathing space from life.

Fiction

I DRIFT for a week. I’m sitting out in my backyard again, pretending to read and pretending
to enjoy my glass of wine while thinking about
the icon, and then Mathias suddenly appears
by my gate. He’s not wearing his long black
jacket and he looks incongruous in jeans and a
knitted black jumper. He doesn’t say anything,
just stands there. His slightly sunken eyes are
watching me. I try to muster a smile. “I did
it,” I say inanely.
Mathias nods. “Good.”
I stand, suddenly conscious of my bare
feet and completely unbrushed hair. “Do you
want to see it?”
“Yes.”
I LEAD the way into the workshop. I gesture
at the workbench where the icon rests. Mathias
stops dead. It’s as if he’s frozen: nothing is
moving, and I can’t see him breathing or blinking as he stares at the icon. I’m starting to
get concerned, wondering if I should call 000,
when he smiles, something I never thought
he’d do. The smile is blinding and transforms
his face. Suddenly he looks less like an ascetic
hermit from the fourteenth century, and more
like a man who probably wasn’t far past his
fortieth year. He turns the smile on me and
I melt a little. He actually isn’t bad looking.
“Thank you.”
Then the smile’s gone, like a light switch
turned off, and somehow the room feels darker.
HE TAKES a heavy cloth from the satchel and
puts it on the bench. He looks at me. “Is it all
right to take it now?”
I feel a lump in my throat. I have almost
come to fear how making the icon has influenced me, but I’m still not ready to let it leave
and I still don’t know what he’s going to do
with it. I don’t think there is any hope of him
telling me though, and I’d like the chance to
work with him again in the future, so I take
a deep breath and force a smile on my face.
“Yes. It’s fine.” I’m becoming as scarce with
words as Mathias.
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I TRY TO RESUME THE INTRICACIES OF
MY LIFE BUT IT ALL SEEMS HOLLOW
SOMEHOW

He nods. “Good. You can keep any materials and tools.” He pulls out
another wad of cash and lays it on the bench. I blink. I’ve forgotten that he
still owes me money. “That’s the rest of the payment.”
“Thanks.” I can tell my voice is shaking even though I do my best to hide it.
Mathias looks at me briefly. “You have succeeded beyond my expectations.”
I don’t know what to say, so I stand there dumbly watching as he first
places the photo he gave me in his satchel and then reverently lays the icon
onto the heavy cloth. He wraps it cautiously, almost as if it is a living thing.
He slides it carefully into the satchel and turns to me.
“Ms Petersen. We appreciate your work. It will give Us direction again.”
You can hear the capitalisation of the Us when he says it.
He pauses and I try to meet his eyes, to try to read something in them,
something about his organisation, something about where my icon is going,
but he avoids my gaze. He nods calmly.
“We might need your hands again. I’ll contact Chara if we do.” His voice
is formal, almost perfunctory.
I nod and offer a hand. “Thank you.”
He ignores my hand and I let it fall and follow him out of the workshop,
fighting back the urge to grab the icon and refuse to let him take it. He pauses
at the gate and actually meets my eyes for the first time. I notice how dark his
eyes are, almost black with odd white flecks around the pupil. I shiver slightly.
He looks at me, and speaks as if the words are being dragged from him.
“Your icon will be revered by Us for centuries. You have a great gift.”
With those words he is gone, before I can think of anything to say.
I’M LEFT standing at my back gate, looking at the silos. I feel like crying.
The icon’s gone and I’m bereft. I push back the tears with effort and wander
back inside. I go into my workshop. The pile of money’s still sitting there, but
I ignore it. The shop feels wrong without the icon there. I look at the tools still
sitting neatly, the jars of ancient materials. For the first time in a few days I
really smile. There’s enough left to make another. Just a small one, a miniature.
Something to remind me of these last weeks, of Mathias, of my grandad and
his gift of time. Something to look at it in the evenings, as the years pass, to
give me just a fragment of that peace.
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“Both sides have made the Kurdish people
Targets for the arrows of fate.”
— Ahmad-i Khani

ORIGIN STORIES

MANY fables are told of the origins of the Kurds.
One informs us that these legendary mountain people of the Middle East
are descendants of the biblical Noah; the first tribe formed in the Mountains of
Ararat after the flood waters subsided. Another recounts the escape of 400 women
sent to join the harem of King Solomon, only to be seduced by a demon en route.
The women hid their newborn children in the hills to evade the king’s wrath.
The most popular tale comes from Iran, once ruled by the mythical despot
King Zahhak – part man, part dragon. Zahhak’s supernatural powers manifested in two great snakes that sprouted from his shoulders, and could only
be nourished by fresh human brains. Every day two local children were killed
and their brains offered up to Zahhak to feed the hungry snakes. Despairing
of the slaughter, the king’s cooks came up with a plan: they smuggled one of
the children out of the city and substituted their brains for those of a sheep.
“Hide yourself in the plains and mountains, far from the towns,” the cooks told
the survivors. Zahhak would reign for one thousand years, but during those
centuries the children grew and multiplied to become the Kurdish people, and
they outlasted him.
In every tale the Kurds are survivors, and the mountains are their refuge.
The Kurds endure still, but new dragons have risen to replace the old. The
mountains do not offer the protection against mortars and militants that they
once did against arrows and kings. Today, the Kurdish homeland is fractured
by the borders of Iran, Iraq, Syria and Turkey. In none of those nations are
the Kurds safe.
Many have sought to escape the bloodshed like their mythic forebears,
crossing deserts and seas. Hundreds of thousands of the refugees fleeing the
Middle East in the wake of Syria’s civil war are Kurds. Among them was
three-year-old Alan Kurdi, whose body washed up on a beach in southern
Turkey, hours after the inflatable boat carrying his family and a dozen other
refugees capsized on the journey to the Greek island of Kos. For a few weeks
in September an image opened the world’s hearts to the Middle East’s refugees – only for fear and demagoguery to slam them shut again, and insist the
survivors return home.
Where is home for the Kurds? Amid the despair and suffering brought
by despots, jihadis and xenophobes, the fractured Kurdish people cling to an
old hope – for a nation of their own, built on their ancestral lands. A dream,
as powerful as any myth, of Kurdistan.

Thirty Seven

Going Down Swinging

174

A Dream of Kurdistan

AZADI SQUARE

I ARRIVED in the heart of Iran’s unofficial Kurdish capital without even a
grasp of the city’s name. It remains a source of bitter dispute – a map, guidebook or new Persian resident will dub the city Sanandaj, but locals cling to
its historical Kurdish moniker, Senna. A taxi carried me and two baby-faced
soldiers in fatigues from the city’s bus depot; my phone read 4:30 a.m. It was
too early to rouse my couchsurfing host to retrieve me. Instead I sat on a stoop
in the bitter cold, rubbing my hands together beneath the glare of a curious
illuminated statue.
Azadi Square, an ill-defined four-lane roundabout enclosed by banks and
smoothie stalls, was empty but for a battered police car making slow, periodic
rounds. Every town and city in Iran has its Azadi Square – ‘azadi’ translates
into ‘freedom’ in Persian, and remains the clarion cry of the 1979 Islamic
Revolution – paving over any suggestion of seditious regional difference. Such
squares are typically adorned with abstract monuments, reflecting the aversion to
representational art in Shi’ite Islam. Exceptions are made for Supreme Leaders
past and present: photo-real portraits of Ayatollahs Khomeini and Khamenei
dress monuments, mosques and apartment-block walls throughout Iran.
But not in Senna. Azadi Square was crowned not by a monolith or Ayatollah’s portrait, but a human figure cut from marble. The unclothed, roughhewn male body bursts forward with his arms raised, as if mid-run. The pose
recalled Robert Capa’s iconic photograph of a Spanish Civil War soldier
caught at the moment of death, or Willem Dafoe’s bullet-riddled commander
from the film Platoon sinking to the earth, arms aloft. The statue’s skin of
white rock was stark against the industrial greys and mud-brick browns of the
encircling buildings, but disappeared into the fresh snowfall topping the vast
mountains beyond. The statue displayed little of the reverence or celebration
that characterised other Azadi Squares across the nation. What freedom then
did this sculpture celebrate?
Warmed and fed, I returned to the statue the next day by chance, looking
up from the passenger seat of my host Jamil’s sputtering sedan. Congestion
ground our car to a halt at the statue’s base. Jamil’s hands clasped his peeling
steering wheel; his eyes scanned the surrounding bank of cars through thick
glasses in hope of capitalising on an opening in the traffic. Jamil was a native
of Senna, the second son of a large Kurdish family that has called the city home
for generations, and he had offered me his couch for the weekend. Generous but
oblique, the contours of his life consisted of a part-time accounting job for a
friend’s small business, tending to a sick horse in the countryside and treating
a medical condition that rendered him unfit for military service.
In the haze-draped noonday light I considered anew the statue’s riven limbs.
I felt pain course through the figure’s spine, and the ghosted shot of a gun.
“What does the statue mean?” I asked. “Why did they call it ‘Azadi’?”
“It is no freedom,” Jamil spat.
At once I understood the purpose of the patrol car that had circled the
square the night before. Alone and quaking, I had found the police presence
reassuring. Now, as I recalled the suspicious eyes of officers peering through
the car windows, they took on an intimidating aspect. For many Kurds this
was an occupied city, and the government’s ‘freedom’ no better than a joke. The
statue above seemed at cross-purposes – channelling the pain of the oppressed
rather than the triumphalism of the Islamic Republic.

Non–Fiction

175

Stuart Beedie

KEYS TO THE BORDER

OVER THIRTY MILLION KURDS
INHABIT THEIR TRADITIONAL
LANDS in the MOUNTAIN RANGES
that BISECT SYRIA, IRAQ, TURKEY
and IRAN

A gap opened between two struggling
white Peugeots ahead. Jamil swung hard into
the opening, away from Azadi Square. The car
crawled on through dust-ridden streets lined
with homes built with grim cement and auburn
mud. Jamil lobbed questions at me with a rapid,
unguarded enthusiasm – insatiably curious
of foreign customs, but reluctant to reciprocate. The anger I glimpsed hung between us,
unnamed. Jamil ignored the alternating glow
of traffic lights, but always slowed to allow
the haphazard crossing of old men.
As we inched uphill, his thin voice nearly
drowned out by the pall of gasping engines,
Jamil turned to me.
“The man who made it. The statue. Do
you want to meet him?”
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THE KURDS are not easily confused with
their neighbours in the Middle East. Their
fashion is unique, for starters: the majority
of Kurds, young and old, casual and formal,
wear baggy pants drawn in by elastic at
the ankle and cummerbunds, reminiscent to
the outsider of Disney’s Aladdin. Older men
may be seen sporting a red and white turban
(jamadani). Families spin out hand-wrought
crafts, folk tales and inked tattoos. Kurdish
car radios cycle passionate love songs poured
out by female singers, condemned or banned
outright by religious authorities throughout
the region. By contrast, religion is not at the
core of Kurdish identity. Although Kurds are
primarily followers of Sunni Islam, there
are communities of Yazidis, Christians and
Shi’ites held to be no less Kurdish for their
difference in faith.
Today, over thirty million Kurds inhabit
their traditional lands in the mountain ranges
that bisect Syria, Iraq, Turkey and Iran. Many
more form a significant diaspora in Europe, the
Americas and Australia. They are the largest
ethnic group in the world without a nation to
call their own. Even before colonialists redrew
the borders of the Middle East straight through
Kurdish territory in the early twentieth century,
the Kurds were wedged between the great
warring powers of the region. The poet Ahmad-i
Khani illustrated the plight of his people in
the late seventeenth century in a lament that
remains regrettably familiar:

Look, from the Arabs to the Georgians,
The Kurds have become like towers.
The Turks and Persians are surrounded by them.
The Kurds are on all four corners.
Both sides have made the Kurdish people
Targets for the arrows of fate.
They are said to be keys to the borders
Each tribe forming a formidable bulwark.
Whenever the Ottoman Sea and Tajik Sea
Flow out and agitate,
The Kurds get soaked in blood
Separating them like an isthmus.
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HOPES for an INDEPENDENT
KURDISTAN HAVE LONG RESTED on
the AUTONOMOUS KURDISH
PROVINCE in NORTHERN IRAQ
In the centuries since Khani wrote, successive
power players in the Middle East – the Ottomans, Persians, Russians, British and now the
Americans – have used the Kurds as proxies
and bulwarks in regional wars. Yet the Kurds
are little closer to winning control of their
own homeland.
The divided communities of the Kurds
face divergent prospects for autonomy. Syria’s
Kurds are embroiled in the worst of the civil
war, and are attempting to establish autonomous governance in their Rojava province
in defiance of both the Assad government
and ISIS. Across the border, Turkey’s Kurds,
despite a growing representation in parliament,
are subject to severe government crackdowns
and terrorist attacks aimed at quelling the
ongoing, and increasingly bloody, separatist
campaign. Iran’s Kordestan Province is comparatively quiet. Government oppression is
firmer and its resistance movements remain
avowedly non-violent.
Hopes for an independent Kurdistan have
long rested on the autonomous Kurdish province in northern Iraq, self-governed since the
1980s and supported by its alliance with the
United States against mutual foes Saddam
Hussein and ISIS. Iraqi Kurdistan has remained remarkably stable throughout decades
of upheaval in the region: their tourist board
even dared in 2005 to run a campaign inviting travellers to “Visit the Other Iraq”. The
highly respected army, the Peshmerga, held
out against ISIS even as the foreign-financed
armies of the central government crumbled.
Still, the much-sought independence vote has
never come; US-sponsored deals to increase oil
revenue consistently include a commitment to
a unified Iraq.
The Kurds in Iran do not have the benefit
of the military might of the Peshmerga or
the endorsements of foreign leaders that have
allowed their Iraqi brethren to win a degree of
autonomy. Nor can they point to bruising victories against ISIS like the Battle for Kobane
in Syria, or the democratic representation won
in Turkey. Instead they take solace in history
and myth. They wait.

THE ARTIST'S STUDIO

EVEN by the standards of the ridiculously
hospitable Iran, the generosity of the Kurds
is suffocating. In my first, pre-dawn hours
in Senna, a cadre of bakers took pity on my
quivering body, huddled on a stoop a few doors
from their shop-front, and invited me inside. I
warmed up between the kilns and conveyors,
and was fed with ever-more-delicious rolls as I
awaited the sunrise. The corner chemist urged
me to join his family for dinner as I bought
toilet paper and soap; the smoothie stall cashiers offered free drinks and were delighted
to practise phrases in English. I began to
suspect even the lingering, apprehensive gazes
of old men spruiking socks and leather jackets
concealed only gentle smiles.
It should have come as no surprise, then,
that my host Jamil brought me to the gate of a
ramshackle mansion in the city’s south to meet
the sculptor who had carved the statue in Azadi
Square. The artist’s name was Hadi Zia’-od
Dini. We drummed our gloved fists against the
wrought steel gates of the mansion. I doubted
anyone would hear us in that forbidding ruin,
smothered by sullied snow. Yet we waited, and
Jamil persisted, knocking again and again.
Hadi would not answer phone calls, but Jamil
insisted that he did respect appointments. I
could not penetrate the lattice of family connections that brought the reclusive artist and
the engineering student together as friends.
A face emerged in one of the gaps between
spindling steel bars. Jamil glowed with recognition.
“It is Hadi’s brother. He is an artist too.”
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THE GOVERNMENT WISHES to SEE
the KURDS INTEGRATED into the
IRANIAN WHOLE LIKE THE
TURKMEN and AZARI MINORITIES

The gate swung open to reveal a gaunt
man of sunken eyes and an ill-kept beard, clad
in parachute pants speckled with blue paint.
He carried three black canvases under his
left arm. He shared few words, but evinced no
surprise, and led us across the tiled courtyard
and into the mansion’s northern wing.
He offered us coffee in diminutive glasses
within Hadi’s workshop, beckoning us towards
a pair of sofas encrusted with dry gobs of
paint, set among an array of Kurdish portraits in clay and alabaster. At my elbow
loomed a bust-in-progress, a three-foot-tall
head with a rough-hewn neck crowned with
a bulbous turban. The moustached face was
tilted backward, lips pursed mid-song, eyes
lolling in near-orgiastic delight. The opera
singer’s companions appeared less inspired to
the uninitiated: carvings of stern, bearded men
lined the walls, glowering at visitors with the
aloof severity of teachers and saints.
“Our heroes,” Jamil interjected.
Around the corner I found Hadi’s array
of sculptures unfit for public squares. The
placid admiration of the busts warped, in these
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foot-tall works, into a breathless rage. Human
forms were tortured and contorted, bent out of
shape. They were figures at rest and at war,
tethered to burning wheels or railing at the
merciless heavens. A woman cradled a limp
infant; an empty-chested warrior’s head was
transfigured into a spear. The sketch for a new
work, commissioned for Kurdish Iraq, lined the
wall from floor to roof – a pillar of bodies to
commemorate the attempted genocide of the
Kurds by Saddam Hussein.
I wandered lost between these alternating worlds of civic pride and pan-Kurdish
pain, each a testament to a sense of community surpassing borders, whether expressed
in mawkish sentiment or rage battered into
clay. The city authorities had clearly erred in
allowing this man to build their monument to
freedom on Azadi Square. The mess of contradictions I had sensed in the statue was no
accident. The work was a rebuke to the word
‘Azadi’, to the celebration of freedom in a city
of the oppressed. Hadi’s prestige (and indeed
his capacity for blander portraiture) had no
doubt protected him, but it could not obscure
the driving purpose of his art.
The brother let us roam for a time in
Hadi’s absence, sipping his tea surreptitiously
over our shoulders. As I shook beneath the
pillar of corpses, he whispered an offer to
Jamil, quickly relayed. Down the hallway, the
brother maintained his own studio, and would
be glad to give us a tour. We accepted, and
followed him through the dilapidated warren.

THE INJUSTICE HOUSE

IRAN’S Kordestan province is in the pangs of
state-mandated transformation. The government wishes to see the Kurds integrated into
the Iranian whole like the Turkmen and Azari
minorities. Iran has long been a patchwork
of peoples. Yet the Kurds have resisted being
subsumed. Many are Sunni, and nourished by
the pan-national identity they share with the
Kurds of Iraq and Turkey. Their allegiance to
Kurdistan survives.
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The Iranian response has been to accelerate the resettlement of ethnic
Persians in Kurdish territory – an attempt to rig the demographics, and
slowly bury Kurdish hegemony in the province. The new arrivals have stronger
opportunities in education and employment, whereas the Kurds are subject
to ideology tests for schools and jobs, registration troubles, passport denials,
shakedowns, enhanced police presence and byzantine bureaucracy.
On my first afternoon in Senna, Jamil drove me past the city’s courthouse.
At the sight of the scales of justice suspended above the steps, he scoffed. “We
call it the Injustice House.” His growl turned to an expectant smile as, delighted
with the wordplay, he waited for me to chortle along. It was difficult to laugh.
Jamil lost his university place a year into his degree at the behest of a ‘cultural
examination’ panel. Many of his friends suffered similar disappointments and
restrictions, and they had little doubt their ethnicity was to blame.
Denied his education, Jamil hung out with a fellow troupe of lost boys
in the prefabricated skyscrapers erected on the edge of town, at the foot of
Mount Jamilar. They would watch pirated American movies, feast on tuna
and canned beans spread over rock-baked bread, and play banned melodies
on traditional instruments after dinner. In between indulgences, they watched
with rapt attention burned DVDs featuring footage of their spiritual leader
Ahmad Moftizadeh.
Jamil spoke of Ahmad Moftizadeh with the reverence of an acolyte. “A
beautiful man,” he intoned, and his friends parroted. Tenses mixed, it was
ten minutes into the conversation before I discovered that Ahmad Moftizadeh,
imbued with such cultish reverence, was dead. Moftizadeh died only months
after having been released from prison in 1993. The specific charges against
him were never officially announced. Jamil could list the wounds to Moftizadeh’s
body inflicted by over a decade of state torture as well as he could regurgitate
the leader’s well-meaning quotes in favour of love and peace.
Moftizadeh was one of the Kurdish leaders who threw in their lot with
Khomeini in the early days of the Islamic Revolution, a move that aimed to
secure Iran’s Kurds greater autonomy under the new regime. Like the communists and liberals, they would pay dearly for their support of the revolution. A
brutal crackdown ensued. The Kurds would go on to bear much of the pain of
the Iran-Iraq war waged along the borders of their province in the 1980s. In
spite of it all, following Ayatollah Khomeini’s death many felt that the way was
open for negotiations. Perhaps even reconciliation. In July 1989, three Kurdish
exiles arrived in a hotel room in Vienna to begin discussions with Iranian
envoys. They were shot dead. Among them was Abdul Rahman Ghassemlou,
leader of the Kurdistan Democratic Party.
The litany of such betrayals can be recited, year by year, by Kurds young
and old. They have not forgotten the sting of 1923, when the Kurd’s foreign
benefactors dropped their support for a Kurdish state as part of the post-Ottoman carve-up of the Middle East. The Kurds found themselves left behind the
redrawn borders of Turkey, Iran, Syria and the newly cobbled-together British
protectorate of Iraq. Foreign ‘friends’ in Europe and America have insisted on
maintaining these borders ever since, occasionally offering half-hearted support
for independence for short-term geopolitical advantage.
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“I COULD HAVE PREVENTED this
CALAMITY WHICH BEFELL MY
PEOPLE, HAD I NOT FULLY BELIEVED
in the PROMISE OF AMERICA.”

The closest thing to an independent state the Kurds have ever known –
the Mahabad Republic, supported by the Soviet Union in occupation of Iran
– was left to collapse with an unexpected Red Army withdrawal. The Shah
of Iran, the CIA and the Israelis agitated for an independent Kurdish state
in the 1970s, only to disavow the movement in 1975. Kurdish leader Mustafa
Barzani wrote to President Jimmy Carter: “I could have prevented this calamity
which befell my people, had I not fully believed in the promise of America.”
The gamesmanship has continued under the present administration: in 2014,
the United States drip-fed guns and cash to the Iraqi Kurds to combat ISIS,
while simultaneously coordinating a devastating boycott of Kurdish oil in
order to quell independence talks and revive the moribund ‘One Iraq’ policy.
The Kurds have long memories.
Jamil and his friends took what solace they could in the cherry-picked
statements of their dead hero espousing peace and love, replayed over soft-focus
photos on a bootleg DVD. Ahmad Moftizadeh was another name added to the
list of martyrs spoken of in hushed tones and private spaces, only acknowledged in the early hours as a pimpled youth plucked with magical fluidity the
strings of an instrument whose name I have lost.

THE PAINTER AND THE SCULPTOR

THE brother of Hadi Zia’-od Dini ushered us into a cramped room at the far
end of the mansion. He placed his armful of blank canvases near the doorway
and strode into his small but distinct world, lined with drop sheets and piled
high with half-finished canvases splashed with bold colour. I surveyed with
wonder; Jamil with recognition.
The painting at the room’s centre, resting on an easel, possessed the colour
and character of a fairy-tale illustration. A young man lay draped against a
boulder, a pair of ram’s horns fixed on his head. Blood seeped down his neck
from a blow to the skull. In the foreground, an obscured figure waved his arms
in a lament. Jamil knew the story on sight. It was a Kurdish fable, the tale of
a cursed noble family. The bloodied young man was Sadawan, last of his line,
mistaken by his father for a beast and killed on his wedding day.
“Ju-an,” I told our host, a sole local word gleaned from my guide book.
Beautiful.
The artist lifted more canvases from the stacks and held them for our
perusal. Each illustrated a Kurdish myth, the beginning of a series. The tales
were inherently tragic – as good myths so often are – and altogether familiar.
The last complete canvas depicted the doomed romance of Las and Khazal. A
noble prince on horseback, in fine regalia, showered his melancholy lover with
prized white flowers as she tended to his bleeding leg. Jamil translated the
story: the prince had ventured into the forest to retrieve the white flowers in an
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IT was a KURDISH FABLE, the TALE of
a CURSED NOBLE FAMILY

effort to win his beloved’s heart. He underwent
many trials but, having claimed his prize, was
faced with a final choice. He could take one of
two roads to return to his love: one long and
safe, the other short and full of peril.
I could guess the ending, though I was
hearing the story for the first time. The prince
would take the short road, desperate to see his
love, only to be mortally wounded on the way.
He would die after giving her the flowers.
The shared language of myth is not the
Kurds’ alone: the lessons and tragedies are
achingly familiar, even if outsiders cannot
recognise the faces Hadi has carved in stone,
or the record of atrocities Kurds can recite by
heart. When the artist has finished his painting
of children fleeing the dragon Zahhak, perhaps
we will recall the refugees fleeing Syria, and
remember.
As the afternoon sun began to wane, Hadi
Zia’-od Dini arrived at the mansion.
Hadi passed quietly into his workshop,
accompanied by a small retinue that hung on
his every infrequent word. Stocky, paunched
and pale, he radiated a prophet’s calm. Plaster
caked his creased palms and dark blue overalls. In his party were two lecturers from the
local university and an affluent pair of art-lovers from Tehran. The couple were as out of
place as I was in the sea of baggy pants and
cummerbunds; the husband in a well-pressed,
unbuttoned suit and the wife wrapped in a
purple silk hijab.
The Tehranians cooed over the new bust of
a Kurdish crooner, but despite their toothsome
pleasantries left without making a purchase. I
could not see why they held such earnest smiles
amid the sorrows wedded to paper and plaster.
Hadi’s brother and the lecturers prepared to
wait us tourists out, encamping on the wellworn sofa and striking the gas for a jug of
tea in anticipation of a long evening’s chat.
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Hadi was patient with me. Insecure with
his English, he too employed Jamil to translate
from Kurdish as he walked me through the
room of smaller sculptures.
“Ju-an,” I repeated, though it felt inadequate. We paused for a long while before the
small statue of a grieving woman, all but her
face concealed by her flowing chador. She was
not a metaphor or an artist’s abstraction, as
I had supposed. Hadi had known this woman.
Her son had been killed attempting to flee the
war, and for weeks she searched the land for
his body. Hadi did not feel his brother’s need
for myth. He felt truth could cut deeply enough.
Running short of questions, I attempted
to bid farewell, but Hadi, taking my hand
in his calloused palm, would not hear of it.
Instead, he beckoned Jamil and I toward the
couch, placing us between the more vocal of
the lecturers, an eagle-eyed professor, and
Hadi’s brother. The artist himself perched upon
a high wooden stool, beneath his preliminary
sketches for the monument commemorating
Saddam Hussein’s Kurdish victims. The men
plunged into an age-old debate, assuming parts
long rehearsed: the march of history and the
fate of Kurdistan. Jamil translated for me as
best he could.
The professor gestured toward the stone
and plaster testaments to Kurdish suffering
that cluttered the studio. Arms aloft, he turned
to me.
“You in the West do not value history. You
live only in the present. We must still live with
the past,” he said, without a hint of uncertainty
or query. Hadi’s wizened eyes did not leave mine
as I attempted to answer the charge.
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Yet I could not, and my reflexive objections no doubt wrung hollow. What sets “the
West” apart is an assurance in the present,
and the liberty that allows us to be defined
only by what is, rather than what has been.
The Kurds have no such luxury. They remain
in constant negotiation with the past. The injustices visited on the Kurds are not anecdotes,
but a living continuum necessary to explain a
present still mired in blood, and to justify the
hard road toward a better future.
The conversation benefits from the voices
of both the Brothers Zia’-od Dini – the sculptor
and the painter. Hadi’s sculptures and sketches
attest to the immediacy of atrocity, and venerate the men who have driven the struggle
forward. But his brother’s myths, which at first
seemed too removed from the rebel yell of revolt,
also speak to a people’s need. They give voice
to a common experience that reaches beyond
the terror of war and bitterness of oppression.
The debate would continue on without me,
as it must – the rigours of translation were
wearing out Jamil, and the pall of darkness
had fallen. Finishing my second tea, I initiated another goodbye. My hosts pushed into
my hands a swaddling cloth of homemade
nan berenji cookies, and entrusted into my
care three published books of Hadi’s sketches, for delivery to a library in Australia –
and one for myself. Hadi signed the inside
covers in Persian, and fondly recounted that
his books had been taken to London, New York
and Berlin. Within were gorgeous etchings in
pencil and ink of a Kurdistan I would never
see – the grizzled and wrinkled citizens of
the old mountain villages, where men tended
to horses and livestock, and women let their
hair tumble free.
As we crossed the courtyard, steps
squelching on the melting mat of snow, Jamil
mused, “he is a very kind man.” Without question. But I sensed a bedrock of steel beneath
Hadi Zia’-od Dini’s gentle benevolence. Every
etch, every mould and every kindness were
turned toward a single purpose. Each act
brought him closer to creating Kurdistan.

Non–Fiction

THE DREAM

LEAVING the mansion of artists and crossing into the biting evening, I passed out of a
Kurdistan I could believe in. The city of Senna
was wrapped in a cocoon of silence during the
final hours before my departure. I watched for
the policemen on every corner.
None of the tensions underlying Iran’s
Kurdistan have come to boil in the months
since I left Senna on a night bus bearing east.
The boon to Iran brought by the nuclear accord
and lifting of sanctions is unlikely to trickle
down to the Kurds, and may even strengthen
the government’s hand against the minorities
they would swallow into the cultural hegemony
of ‘Iran’.
The Kurds in Iraq may fare better in
days to come if they can leverage their resources and successes against ISIS for a bid
at statehood, or greater autonomy within a
fragmented nation. In Turkey, crackdowns on
Kurdish militia in the nation’s southeast, with
mounting civilian casualties on both sides,
threaten to derail Kurdish representation in
parliament and quash overtures of peace. The
choice for Kurds in Syria is starkest: either
to fight for their meagre territory in Rojava
and its budding utopian government, or flee.
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THE CHOICE for KURDS in SYRIA is
STARKEST: EITHER to FIGHT for THEIR
MEAGRE TERRITORY in ROJAVA and ITS
BUDDING UTOPIAN GOVERNMENT, or
FLEE

The silence of the world beyond – seen in Europe’s reluctance to accept
the region’s outpouring of refugees, or in Australia’s willingness to lock them
up offshore for ‘protection’ – may not surprise the Kurds, even as they lead our
fight against ISIS, and bear the brunt of casualties. They are used to betrayal.
Jamil, Hadi and their friends each made the same request: to share their
story. I cannot bear witness to state violence or the abuse that Kurds fear and
deplore behind closed doors. But I can speak of a people who see their present
and future in fetters. Denied a public voice and face, they embrace dead heroes,
lofty rhetoric and banned art.
Through art I heard the roar of the Zia’-od Dini brothers, rattling through
oils and clay rather than the din of artillery. One is creating a nation through
a paean to an imagined past, the other through the lament for the tortured
present. The Kurds may not have escaped being targets for the arrows of fate,
but they have wrested control of their own stories. In time, perhaps the Battle
for Kobane and the evacuation of Mount Sinjar will be remembered in the same
heroic breath as the flight of children from the cursed King Zahhak.
Today’s Kurds may never see a nation of their own, but no one can shake
their belief that it must, in time, come to pass. The long road, lined with political platitudes and fickle friends, has yet to bring the Kurds their home. It
should not surprise us then that many Kurds are pushing for the shorter road,
though the way appears brutish and bloody. A home for the Kurds holds the
hope that millions of children will no longer seek refuge far from their lands
and find only death on foreign shores.
For that alone, we should all dare to dream of Kurdistan.
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OMAR SAKR

Honey, I put a sliver of death in a jar.
I labelled it so you’d know
even opening the lid means cutting
the thread that suspends you
above your waiting grave.
Don’t worry, I put it in the cupboard
above the sink, next to the jam
beyond the reach of curious kids
though I suppose, if they wanted,
they could drag a chair across,
plant their pudgy legs on it
and rise up high enough
to meet mortality. I am not alone
in having done this. People say
they feel safer with their own jar
close at hand, ready to be crushed
at a moment’s notice. Some say
sleeping next to it is best, cheek
pressed against its coolness.
Others say we should put them
in schools, so any loner laden
with endings will face their own—
as if they weren’t already in love
with dying. I know nothing
about what is right or wrong,
but since I bottled my own ruin
I know this: every nerve is tuned
now to the sound of breaking glass.
¶
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Palmolive just like that – it took time –
a century, almost; then she was
exhumed, and the grave-clothes
in which she was posthumously trussed

CHLOE WILSON

T H E WO M A N W H O T U R N E D I N T O S OA P

It didn’t happen with a snap
of the fingers – this plain-faced
east-coast Episcopalian didn’t switch
into a neat oval of aloe vera-scented

provide us with the fussier data:
she was not yet forty, did not expire
in a morass of heaving yellow-fever
nightmares, as her handlers
had once idly surmised; in fact,
the manner of her death remains
an enigma, because she is soap, now,
all the way from navel to ankle, mouth
to rectum, scalp to patella – she
is a tallow candle, the spinal column
a wick; and such a trick requires
certain conditions – in particular
a generous spread of adipose tissue –
that’s correct – she was what you
might call fat – other bodies saponify
only in the places where lipids
typically collect: bellies, thighs, et cetera –
this one, however, was a complete
artefact, a whole cake, each organ
a worn-down sudsy nub. So imagine
the woman who turned into soap; imagine her,
at her toilette, perhaps, or rolling over
in bed – imagine her turning to you, to find
your gaze on her, narrow – like that
of a new lover, still unsure, still
appraising; imagine her saying take me
in your hands and rub me down
to nothing; if you can, scrub yourself clean.
¶
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In Ooga-Booga, Frederick Seidel
tells us more than twice:
“A naked woman my age is just a total nightmare.”
Don't kid yourself, old man.
Even you've reflected on the horror
of your ancient arse.
Women hunger for your words,
your fame, not for those lips
and that old tongue.
The bodies of men half your age
seldom are the stuff of love's young dream,
and few improve with age.

TURKEY NECK

			 by
JENNY BLACKFORD

There are exceptions. I'm lucky
to know two or three of them,
but I doubt you're one.
Shudder instead at chicken legs
and moon-white chest
with hanging flaps of pecs;
and further down,
in pride of place
below the belly's mound,
Plath's turkey neck and giblets
wrinkled and stained,
more like some dog-chewed
rubber toy pinned to the groin
than the machineries of joy
that you imagine them, dear Fred.
Try not to contemplate
enormous horny hoofs
with thickened yellow nails
scratching at tender shins.
Praise, instead, the tact
and simple generosity
that women show at any age
accepting beasts like you,
old Frederick, into their beds.
¶
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I miss my pockets full of somebody
else’s jail sentence, train trips out of
Mum and Dad’s reach – midriff adrift,
boys with men’s muscles crucifying my
unknowing, paddocks of desperates, fuckfests of screams, sweat, clits & castles. No
body knew me – a convert to Christ – nobody
knew I tattooed disquiet with craft scissors. We
just knew bodies, the crippling climax of thousands.
I married at twenty-seven and built a home out of cats
& other people’s furniture. Most days we fight and I bore
into the quiet of those other people’s effects. In public toilets
posters yell Australia Says No! We keep punches in our pockets
(imagine answering the door to cops, I’m not sorry, sir). Logic can’t
explain that I ache to split you
serve you up as soup,
you so incomparable to the ones I climbed mid dance floor and snorted
speed with since it’s safer than coke?! The thing about me is I’ve embodied
partying so completely it’s stained my bloodwood
the thing about me is
I pray the rosary 						
daily.
¶
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L I N DA B R U C E S M I T H
DEATH was not so much about the dying.
“That part is easy.” Inga’s mother placed a finger beneath Inga’s chin,
lifted her face and looked into her eyes, pale as a dawn sky. “Auweh,” she
sighed. “It’s those staying behind who suffer.”
Leaving and being left were concepts Inga understood.
Her father’s first leaving: the day he was dispatched as a senior surgeon
to the Eastern Front, a cog in the great wheel of Hitler’s war against Russia.
When he didn’t return… and didn’t return… her mother remained optimistic in
a stubborn, brittle way until the knock finally came.
Her father’s final leaving: the day her mother pulled open their front door
to a military man with a face like stone. He wore a jacket hung with insignia.
The man considered them: the forty-something frau with the soft brown hair
curling to her shoulders, and the blush-cheeked twenty-something fräulein
with the same hair and the same eyes standing like a doppelgänger beside
her. Mother and daughter guessed at their visitor’s thoughts – the dome of
his Stahlhelm cocooned his head, its brim shadowed his eyes like a mask. His
back was turned to a grey autumn sky. Under it, Hamburg’s ruins lay like an
open wound crying for a departed doctor’s care.
“Frau Maddalene Brandt?”
“Ja, ich bin Maddalene Brandt.”
The stony-faced man handed her mother an envelope.
Inga heard the tearing of the paper and the clack clack clack of their
visitor’s polished leather boots on their garden path all mixed together. She
watched as he mounted his black motorcycle with its spoked wheels and fat
headlight. As her mother unfolded the single sheet with its short message, the
engine spluttered to life. The satchels strapped above the rear wheel bounced
as the rider pulled away, along the broken street littered with Düppel – chaff
dropped by the British during the previous nights’ air raids. The aluminised
paper strips fluttered in his wake. When Inga turned she saw that her mother,
like the city’s crippled radar and unseeing searchlights, had also been distracted
by the pieces. Her eyes were empty. Her face, like the messenger’s, was hard.
Her lips made a thin line as she ran a finger over the typewritten words, as
she pressed a hand between Inga’s shoulder blades and pushed her inside.
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The SOUND SHE MADE was SHORT
and SHARP and DISGUSTED.
“NOTHING IS SAFE IN THIS WORLD.”
Thirty Seven

“The Wehrmacht promised the physicians
would be safe, Schatzi,” she said as she closed
the door. “The rules of war said he would be
safe.” She shook her head. “Herr Oberarzt.
Pfui.” The sound she made was short and sharp
and disgusted. “Nothing is safe in this world.”
Her mother’s first leaving: as she crushed
the paper into a ball between her fingers – as
she steeled herself, turned her tears inward,
and kept on.
Germany surrendered.
In the months that followed, Maddalene
shushed the horror stories shared by anxious
wives, mothers, and sisters. Inga listened
closely to each one and cast the ruined, returning men in daydreams, and herself as their
romantic saviour. When her mother insisted
that being unattached – in a place where males
were barely there, were shells – was preferable,
Inga sighed over her future.
One day, as westerly winds blew yet
more rainshowers in from the North Sea, her
mother brought out her surviving mementoes
for Inga’s inspection. There was a thick card.
It was pasted with grasses woven into a schoolgirl’s ring, inscribed Maddi, von Hansi. There
was a slingshot the teenaged Hans-Walter
had dared the young Maddalene to use, then
given as a gift to keep her safe. There was a
hand-painted cardboard box filled with letters
from the fields of the Great War.
The slingshot, that small protector, took
up residence in her mother’s handbags and
found its way into her pockets. From time
to time Maddalene would produce it, rub her
thumb over the blond wood which had been
stripped of its bark and sandpapered to a silk
finish, and say, “Ach, but life is never smooth.”
At night, the slingshot sat on her bedside table.
Time passed. Hamburg’s buildings were
slowly remade. Memorial plaques appeared
everywhere.
A cold night. Maddalene made soup from
beetroot, dandelion greens, and the mushrooms
that had appeared – as suddenly as the plaques
– among the scraggy grass behind the house.
After they had eaten, Inga sent her mother into
the living room and cleared the kitchen table.
She rinsed and stacked their few dishes, then
followed to find Maddalene crouched by the
hearth with the fire freshly started. Inga tuned
their boxy, walnut-panelled wireless to British
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Zone Radio and the BBC, as was their ritual. Lernt Englisch
im Londoner Rundfunk – the city was learning English via
London broadcasting. She turned, and was startled to see her
mother pointing the slingshot at her.
“This is Death,” Maddalene declared. The flames flickered
at her back, made a halo of her hair. A
pale shape appeared; it caressed her
neck with wisps like fingers. Maddalene twitched.
Inga froze.
Her mother pulled an eraser from
the cabinet containing Hans-Walter’s
letters and writing implements. “This
is you.” She set the eraser against
the slingshot’s projectile cup. Its soft
rubber flexed as she pulled at it. The
elastic stretched. “This is what Death
will try to do to you when I go.” She
released the cup, the elastic contracted, and Inga’s eraser-self shot at the
wall across the room, hit the painted
surface, and fell to the carpet.
Breath rushed from Inga’s
lungs. She blinked hard, made for her
customary armchair, and sank into it.
“When my time comes, remember that and look after yourself.”
Maddalene pressed the little slingshot
between her palms, held it briefly to her lips, then dropped it
into Inga’s lap. “This is yours, now.” She turned away, sat in
the armchair opposite.
“Können Sie bitte langsamer sprechen?” the radio announcer said. “Could you please talk more slowly?”
Inga’s eyes filled. She brushed the tears from her cheeks.
She wanted to reach into her mother’s chest, grab and extract the
bright woman who had once resided there and tell the grieving,
dementing creature that had taken possession of her body to
go. Devastated by the impossibility, she grasped the slingshot’s
trunk in one hand, curled the fingers of her other hand around
its arms. A sweetness ran through her veins.
“Ich liebe dich, Mutti,” she said, softly.
Her mother’s final leaving came ten days later.
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INGA WOULD RECALL that EVENING as
a SERIES of FIRELIT TABLEAUX.
The DETAILS WOULD REVISIT HER —
ALWAYS UNBIDDEN
IN THE years to come, Inga would recall that evening as a series of
firelit tableaux.
The details would revisit her – always unbidden – when least expected.
SHE MET Clarence at Hamburg’s Bierhaus Zillertal: a vast tavern where
patrons sat at tables between wood-panelled walls, filled themselves with beer
served in steins, and danced to Bavarian music played by men in Tyrolean
hats and lederhosen. Inga was with girlfriends. He was alone and looked like
Errol Flynn. Somehow they found one another, through the thousand or more
ship’s officers and sailors partying with their women.
He was Australian. She understood Australians to be uncomplicated
people living lives filled with sunshine and beaches.
She thought about kangaroos. She considered the seriousness of existing
in a city where the spire of the Nikolaikirche, a one-time beacon for bomber
pilots, was now the highest structure. She allowed herself to imagine a new
life on the opposite side of the world and wondered whether this man was the
looking-after-herself her mother had advocated.
Towards morning, after too much lager, Clarence told her his father had
died of an early coronary. His brother had already followed suit.
She studied his moustache and thought the death he was so frightened
of was a kitten compared to the tigers she had seen.
He said that the cards he’d been dealt were something she needed to
understand if they were to associate.
She decided that saving him from his fierce kitten could not be too complicated.
He told her he was a doctor and understood the implications of heredity.
He admitted that while he might not be a particularly nice man, he was an
intelligent one, and interesting.
They made love.
He proposed three months later.
She packed the slingshot with her possessions and left Germany for
Queensland, where coats were not needed.
Clarence took forty years to die.
There were three children. Charlotte. Marie. Karen. The younger girls
were conceived in Australia, after their parents were married.
INGA’S first leaving: six weeks before Clarence’s final departure. The day she
threw the empty brandy bottle into the Gold Coast canal hugging the family
home on adjoining sides. As the bottle splooshed, the glass shone briefly in
the sun. Inga watched it sink. She returned to the kitchen through the laundry
entrance, sprayed peppermint-flavoured breath freshener under her tongue,
rinsed her glass, and put it with the rest. She took the small bowl of shredded

Thirty Seven

Going Down Swinging

200

Café Shahib

Chinese cabbage and julienned carrot from
the refrigerator, garnished the tempura scallops, prawns and calamari piled high on the
china platter sitting on the kitchen bench. She
pressed a clutch of red paper serviettes between
her fingers and the rose-painted porcelain, then
carried them out through the open kitchen door
to the verandah where the family was gathered.
A breeze ruffled the water, rolled over
the beach, and climbed the retaining wall. It
elbowed its way through the railing. It pushed
at her hair, fine as a baby’s. Grief was rising
from Charlotte's bowed head; Inga watched as
it gathered like a cloud filled with rain around
the soft brown hair curling to her daughter’s
shoulders. The breeze nudged at it. The cloud
disappeared. Then reappeared.
Marie and Karen looked up as she approached. Clarence, Marie’s John and Karen’s
Trevor did the same. Meerkats, Inga thought.
All the men, all the doctors.
She hesitated, then set the tray on the
table between glasses filled with soft drinks.
She noticed the absence of wine. The anguish
on the wind tickled her cheeks. She brushed
at her face, then sank into her seat.
Clarence reached for a prawn. Holding
the tail between thumb and forefinger, he bit
through the batter. He worked the meat between
his teeth, studied the remainder. He spat his
mouthful into a serviette, added the half-prawn,
crushed the serviette around both and dropped
them onto the table in front of him. He polished
his lips with a fresh serviette. “These aren’t
hot,” he said. “Pig food.”
Charlotte’s cloud made little whorls. The
group stiffened.
“For God’s sake, Dad,” Karen said. She
stared hard at Trevor. Do something.
Bemused, Inga leaned her head against
the high wooden back of her chair and watched
sparks skip like fireflies through the misting
grey above Charlotte’s head. In it, she saw
the ghosts of starving German men trading
shoes for food.
Enough, she thought. She stood.
“I’m sorry.” She reached for Clarence’s
serviette and its contents and dropped them on
top of the plattered food. “We can’t waste it.”
She clutched the platter’s lace trim firmly
on either side, walked it to the railing where she
dipped and swung it in a wide, sweeping arc;
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her forearm hurt. With her arms outstretched,
she stopped and flicked. The food continued on,
up and over, cleared the walkway below, then
the strip of sand separating the retaining wall
from the canal.
Clarence rolled his eyes and sighed.
John and Trevor glanced at one another.
Enough.
“Mum!” Marie gasped. She pressed a
hand to her lips.
Karen closed her eyes, sat as though
asleep.
Inga watched seagulls gather and scrabble for the fare on the beach. Fish flashed and
fought for the morsels in the water. Observing
them, she was reminded of a long-ago food riot
on the other side of the world. Heinrich Beese
– oh, Heinrich – had liberated two loaves and
presented her mother with one. She recalled
the weight of the bread on her tongue as she
returned the empty platter to the table.
Fighting everywhere.
Charlotte’s first leaving: “I have to go.”
She was on her feet. Her sisters looked at her.
“To the hospital. I have patients to see. I need
to go,” she said.
Karen opened her mouth, then shut it
again.
Charlotte embraced Inga, gathered up
the flesh pulled too tightly over bones too
brittle then whispered, “I love you, Mutti.”

Linda Brucesmith

In the
REAR VISION
MIRROR, SHE
WATCHED
it TURN the
CORNER and
FELT ITS
ARRIVAL at
HER PARENTS’
HOUSE LIKE a
FIST
BETWEEN
HER RIBS

Thirty Seven

201

They looked into each other’s eyes – Charlotte’s
pale as a dawn sky; Inga’s wide open, surprised
by the sights she continued to see.
Charlotte evaded her father, turned from
the other doctors, avoided her sisters’ gaze,
saw herself out. She drove to the end of the
street and around the corner, then stopped in
front of a white brick house. She pressed her
forehead to the steering wheel and began to
cry – gently at first, then in gulping, stricken
torrents until the ambulance cruised softly by.
In the rear vision mirror, she watched it turn
the corner and felt its arrival at her parents’
house like a fist between her ribs. Enough.
WHEN ONE of the paramedics – a thirty-something man with a scar on his chin – prepared
to knock, the house seemed to tense.
Inside, Inga felt the change brush her
skin and was on her feet and opening the door
before the paramedic’s hand had dropped to his
side. She assessed the men’s uniforms then the
great vehicle with its yellow and red stripes –
tall, blue-lettered words declaring its business
on all sides – parked in the driveway behind.
“Oh.” She stepped onto the flagstones
crossing the lawn. The family gathered behind
her. She looked up into the face of the chinscarred paramedic; he seemed to shine. She
felt a weight lift from her shoulders, stood a
little straighter. At last.
“Yes, that’s right,” she said. “You can
help me.” The sun was warm on her head as
she turned back to the house. “Clarence,” she
called. “It’s for you.” Something she couldn’t
name seeped out of the house through the open
door, spilled onto the grass, gathered around
her feet. Cold.
Karen’s face was like wax. She was reaching for her arm and saying, “No, Mum. We
think you need a little rest. Come on. They’re
nice men.”
Inga felt fingers push between her elbow
and her ribs. “What?” She shook herself free.
“Not me, him.” She looked for Clarence,
wanting to point him out. He’s been here too
long already. She had raised her voice. The
cold at her feet was caressing her ankles;
she kicked at it. When Trevor broke from the
group and moved towards her wearing his
medical-professional face she felt all at once
very small, very frail.

Going Down Swinging

202

Café Shahib

“Shhh, Mum, please,” Marie said. Her
cheeks were flushed.
Inga gathered herself. “That’s enough.”
Had the world gone mad? “Clarence,” she
called. “Where are you?”
“Here. I’m here.” His voice was like dry
leaves. The others parted to allow him through.
When he took her hand she looked down at their
interlinked fingers in surprise.
“Witch’s nails,” he had once said of her
long fingernails, filed into thick crescents.
“It’s time,” he said, now. She patted the
arm with its liver spots and marvelled at his
erect carriage as they walked one another to
the ambulance. The vehicle’s rear doors were
open. The cavity inside was equipped with
tubes fitted to pouches filled with clear liquid,
dotted with dials and switches. A stretcher lay
to one side. The sheets and pillow case were
hospital white.
“Carefully does it.” Clarence looked down
at her.
“Of course the Germans knew,” he had
once said of the camps. “You must have known.”
“I didn’t know,” she said. He had grimaced
and left the room.
“Go on,” Clarence said, now.
“But it’s for you.” She moved away from
him, turned to the paramedics for confirmation.
Karen reached and took her hand. “No,
Mum.”
There was that tone; Inga pulled away.
“Don’t be ridiculous.” She pushed her daughter
aside and started towards the house. Trevor
stepped in front of her.
“Inga, you’re not well. We need to get
you better.”
“Get away,” she had said. Clarence had
caught her raised forearm with two hands, and
twisted. She felt the bone fracture, and cried
out. “Be quiet,” he said. “I could kill you.” She
had thrown a glass; it seemed liked yesterday.
“Get away,” she said to Trevor.
Marie glanced at the paramedics. “Mum,
you have to go. Please.”
“Shh, Marie…” said John.

Fiction

The VEHICLE’S REAR
DOORS were OPEN. The
CAVITY INSIDE was
EQUIPPED with TUBES
FITTED to POUCHES
FILLED with CLEAR
LIQUID

Linda Brucesmith

203

Marie folded her arms. She bit her lip and studied her feet.
“Why do I have to go?” Inga said. “I’m not sick! Although I should
be…” She waved at Clarence’s face then turned to the paramedics. “You can
leave now, thank you.” She saw they were looking to the doctor-husbands for
direction. “Hello?” she approached the closest of the pair, patted his chest.
Muscles, she thought.
“Do you see how it’s been?” Clarence addressed everyone and no one in
particular.
No one knows how it’s been, Inga thought.
“This isn’t about you, Dad,” Karen hissed and for an instant, the group
was distracted.
“If it wasn’t for me you’d be living alone in a flat somewhere,” he had said.
Inga seized the moment to run for the house, preparing to shut herself
inside. The paramedic with the scarred chin closed in. There was a sting in
her arm. Someone cushioned her fall, cradled her head. As she was lifted into
the ambulance she cried and fought sleep, kicked out and connected with flesh.
The paramedic with the hard chest settled beside her.
The family was silhouetted against a square of light. She squinted at them,
saw Death as a pale ghost behind Clarence, its white hand on his left shoulder.
Clarence glanced at the others, looked back at her. “I love you,” he said.
She thought of Errol Flynn. Actor, she closed her eyes. Liar, devil, cheat.
The ambulance doors closed. The world disappeared.
“WHAT year is it?” Inga had laughed at the things she had been asked after
she had been admitted. She had answered all the questions, then given the
exact time of her birth as well as her blood type.
“Is there something wrong with your shoulder?” asked the authorised
hospital psychiatrist, early on the third day of her confinement. The tic had
developed slowly.
“No,” she contemplated the profusion of daffodils, freesias and jonquils
Charlotte had brought with her yesterday, then arranged in a vase by the
window. Her daughter had asked the same question, then taken Inga’s hand
and waited for an answer with a broken-hearted expression. Inga looked at the
man, now. She held out her forearm for inspection.
“It’s my arm,” she said. “I haven’t said anything.”
The psychiatrist arranged X-rays, then presented the results with a mix
of horror and sympathy. “You’ve had what we call a torsion fracture,” he said.
“A break caused by twisting. About six months ago by the looks of things.” He
considered his notes. “It must have been extremely painful. It doesn’t seem to
have set properly. How was it treated?”
“It wasn’t,” she said.
The psychiatrist looked at her. Waited.
“People don’t believe me. He said he’d kill me if I told.”
The psychiatrist pursued a fresh line of questioning into the evening. He
dismissed Trevor’s involuntary treatment order the following day.
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The SENSATION PUSHED HER UP, SQUEEZED
BREATH from HER LUNGS

THE DOUBLE garage of Marie and John’s home was converted to a granny flat
and furnished with Inga’s possessions. She arranged her mementoes carefully:
postcards of the Hamburg skyline and the spire of the Nikolaikirche fixed to
her refrigerator door; Bierhaus Zillertal drink coasters displayed on her dining
table; a hand-painted cardboard box filled with letters by her sofa.
There was a small patio behind the flat. It was set with a white plastic
table and four white plastic chairs. During the day, the slingshot lay on the
table and Inga would touch her fingers to it as she perched on the edge of
her chair through stiff little afternoon teas with Karen. She took the slingshot
inside with her each night.
Beyond the patio lay Marie and John’s swimming pool, lawns and tennis
courts. There was a park beyond the tennis courts. Beyond the park was a
hotel. The geography allowed for long walks with Charlotte – who snatched
time between hospital rounds when she could – and discreet buys at the bottle
shop when she was alone.
On a warm day soon after she had moved in, Inga had been watching
lorikeets rootling at the flowers of Marie’s African tulip tree when she felt a
travelling heat in her spine. The sensation pushed her up, squeezed breath from
her lungs. Gasping, she grabbed for the slingshot, pressed it to her chest, and
stumbled into the shade beneath the tree. Surely, something poisonous had
embedded itself in her skin. The lorikeets looked down. Her mouth was agape.
A kitchen window slid open and Marie called, “Mum? What are you doing?”
Quickly she straightened, pressed the slingshot to her hip out of sight, and
turned to the face behind the fly screen. “Your father’s dead. I’ll start looking
for my own place tomorrow.”
The phone rang soon after.
WHILE Clarence had divested himself of almost everything, the title deed to
the house – their sprawling ship of a place located minutes from the beach,
the city’s convention centre, casino and a brace of five-star hotels – was held
in both names. The sale made her a wealthy woman.
She set her sights on Currumbin, where the surf rolled endlessly and salt
wafted over the park separating the sand from the esplanade and the street.
She startled a real estate agent who couldn’t believe her luck when Inga told
her she wanted to buy a million-dollar apartment by the beach.
“A good one, not an old woman’s home,” she said.
She negotiated with her daughters. They would be given her bank account
details – for security’s sake only – and no say in the purchase.
Eventually, she settled on a three-bedroom ground-floor apartment in a
multi-storey, Mediterranean-style building. The carpet was thick and the bench
tops were marble. There was a patio big enough to accommodate a cocktail
party for fifty people and spaces under the building for two cars should she
decide, at this late stage, to learn to drive.
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The slingshot, that little protector, took
up residence on the bevelled glass top of her
coffee table. It found its way into her handbags
and travelled in her pockets.
Before long, she discovered that her legs
carried her only so far, her arms managed
only so many grocery bags at a time, and the
stores she needed required treks through the
blazing heat of sub-tropical days. When her
lifestyle barely scratched her bank balance she
decided to use taxis. She paid the fares happily
because the drivers carried her goods into the
house for her. She tipped them handsomely.
Alcohol deepened her sleep.
During the day she reclined on the chaise
she had set on the patio.
Charlotte telephoned, arranged deliveries
of mangoes and strawberries and pineapples.
Marie and Karen visited, assessed the
quality of her housekeeping.
When she grew tired of cleaning up after
her solitary meals, she booked a Saturday night
taxi and asked the Lebanese driver to take her
to an eatery serving his national dishes.
“I want to taste something I’ve never had
before,” she said.
At their destination, an idea fizzed then
flashed alight. She peered at the driver display
card. Mahmud Haddad. She invited Mahmud to
join her and please, to leave the meter running
to account for his time. Inside, the night’s
conversation began awkwardly, then flowed
as she exclaimed over the smoky flavours of
baked kibbeh, the giddying smoothness of star
anise yoghurt, and the way the pomegranate
arils sparkled like rubies. She must try an arak
and lemonade ice, Mahmud said.
The precedent set, she made the same
request of another driver the following week,
and then – dressing herself carefully each
time – of a succession of men with foreign
accents and exotic behaviours. They reacted
with bemusement and confusion – one, with
fear – then took her to Greek, Malay, Vietnamese and Italian restaurants.
She ate Double Happiness Pork followed
by peanut butter sticky rice balls in green tea
at a tiny Chinese establishment in an alley.
“Oh,” she said, as she chased the pretty little
purses around the bowl with a Chinese spoon.
“Oh!” she exclaimed at the taste, which was
bitter and sweet and salty and nutty and rich
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and chewy and runny all at the same time.
“Like life,” said the Chinese driver, whose
name was Huan Shen.
She ate tea-smoked duck with hazelnuts
and black cabbage, then scallops in zucchini flowers – almost swooned at the buttery
silkiness of the baklava – at a Turkish café
looking down on the city and the Pacific from
twenty floors up.
The driver, who was called Yusuf Demir,
wouldn’t believe she didn’t know baklava.
“It is not possible,” he said.
The outings continued.
ON A COOL Saturday night in autumn, when
her customary yellow taxi did not come, she
took her handbag – the slingshot inside – and
went out and looked in both directions. The sky
was very black, the full moon very white, and
a burgundy limousine with sparkling wheels
was parked on the far side of the street, its
engine running. It made a graceful U-turn.
She was startled when the driver stopped in
front of her and, instead of waiting for her to
get in as the taxi drivers had done, stepped out
onto the bitumen. He was wearing a turban
of almost black fabric and a lush grey beard.
His crimson tie was knotted at the collar of a
blush-pink shirt and his jacket was the colour
of smoke. Inga saw poetry rising from him
like mist; it shifted and shone as though lit
by fireflies. She wondered whether this man
was the looking-after-herself her mother had
advocated so long ago.
“It is very busy tonight,” he said when
she looked at him nervously. “The regular cars
have all been taken.”
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HE OPENED a door, ushered her into a space finished in cream leather and
faux-wood insets. The limousine smelled of flowers.
She took a rear-facing seat, her back to the open partition separating
her from the driver’s compartment. Addressing the side of his head, she asked
where he was from.
He looked at her in the mirror, told her he and his parents and theirs before
them had come from Lahore and pronounced the city’s name as a thespian might.
She had never heard of it.
He saw what she was thinking. “Lahore is the capital city of the Punjab
province. In Pakistan. Most of us,” he put his hand to his chest, “are now in
other places. Where will you be going?”
“For dinner,” she said. “I would like to go somewhere where they serve
Lahore food.”
The driver inclined his head, a delicate acknowledgement. He quoted
her a fee which she accepted, then pulled out and drove past Burleigh Heads’
clustered cafés, arcades and surf shops into the hushed, night-blanketed acreages of Currumbin Valley. The engine made no sound. The limousine’s tyres
shhhhhed on the road beneath her feet.
“I’ve never been to Pakistan,” she said.
“It’s not always easy to discover one’s place,” he said.
They turned at the greengrocer, stopped before a weatherboard house hung
with glowing lanterns overlooking a courtyard filled with tables.
Café Shahib, said the sign on the fence.
“I have found this to be a sanctuary in a city which does not always understand…” he pressed the point on his forehead where his turban crisscrossed,
“…this. The curries are as simple as in Sikh homes. The black lentil dal – Maa
di daal – comes with hot chapatis. It is my favourite.”
She considered his profile. “Will you join me? I will pay you for your time
and dinner, and to take me home. You could explain the food.”
He hesitated for a moment, then edged the car snugly to the kerb and
pulled the keys from the ignition.
Together, they made their way past turbaned men eating with women in
loose-fitting tops and trousers, their heads and shoulders covered with chunnis.
The air was thick with the aroma of spices. The waiter greeted him warmly,
seated them, then presented a list of dishes written by hand on heavy paper.
She set hers down, looked up. “What wines do you have?”
There was a small intake of breath. “We do not partake of intoxicants,”
the waiter said.
She recoiled, looked across the table with a frightened expression.
As much to distract as inform her, the driver indicated the bracelet – a
circlet of polished steel – on his right wrist. “This is a kara. It is worn by
all initiated Sikhs,” he said. “My name is Abhaidev. It means ‘free of fear’.”
Inga considered the shine of the metal against the brown skin of his
forearm, the soft voices of other diners speaking languages she didn’t understand, and the significance of his special talisman. When a night bird fluttered
in the branches above their heads and the candle on the table flickered in its
glass jar, she wondered at the way of things then pulled her handbag from
where it sat by her feet and withdrew the slingshot. She placed it on the table,
then pushed it towards him.
“This was my mother’s,” she said. “My father gave it to her when they
were children. It is very old and quite special.” She looked into his eyes. His
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face softened. He touched a finger to the wood
and felt a warmth – a sweet wellbeing – run
through his veins like honey.
After that they ate together regularly. The
limousine waited as they talked into the night.
“A good life is lived as part of a community,” he told her. When she smiled and pushed
her spoon through a layer of white butter into
her salted lassi, he added, “good lives and
communities take many forms.”
After every meal she insisted on paying
first at Café Shahib, which became their eatery
of choice, then again when they returned to
her building.
He told her he was by himself but not
alone, and that her presence sustained him.
One evening he stopped the limousine
outside the apartment, took her money, stepped
out onto the street to open the passenger door.
He presented her with a little cardboard box.
She felt its weight, raised her eyebrows at him.
“All sustenance is the gift of God,” he
said.
Inside, she set his package on the bench
in her kitchen, discovered it was filled with
butter cookies. She set half aside for Charlotte.
When Karen commented on her glowing
face and her newly effervescent demeanor she
told her about her driver and their arrangement. “He’s a Sikh,” she said. “You know?
Sikh?” Then, because she couldn’t resist it,
added, “He was a doctor before he came to
Australia.”
Karen’s expression twitched and the following Saturday, when the burgundy limousine
arrived outside her building, she was there.
Hurrying out, Inga had been surprised to find
Marie and Karen flanking Abhaidev on the
footpath. They were throwing words like stones.
“She’s easy pickings for you, isn’t she?”
Karen said.
“Stop this now, or we’ll report you,” said
Marie.
“Doctor-taxi driver, my foot,” Karen
said.
“What are you doing? Abhaidev!” she
called, as he climbed back into the driver’s
seat and started the engine. “No!”
“My intention was only ever to cause
happiness,” he said through the open window.
As the limousine pulled away she turned
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the shapes of the Norfolk
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her treasures

to her girls, put her palm to her chest and held
it there. “Enough,” she said.
“All the money he’s wheedled from you,
Mum!” Karen said.
“It’s my life,” she said. “Not yours.”
Marie and Karen’s first leaving: when
Inga declared their visits were no longer
welcome.
Afterwards, Inga sat through a series
of evenings, alone on the patio in slippered
feet, a blanket wrapped around her shoulders.
As the surf kerrumphed and shusshhhed in
the distance and cool sea breezes pushed salt
through her hair she contemplated the shapes
of the Norfolk pines in the park, mourned her
treasures. Her neck ached.
Inga’s final leaving: the night the burgundy limousine pulled to a stop under a
streetlamp outside. Abhaidev emerged into
a pool of light as she hurried to the railing.
“I’m in number two, will you come in?”
she called.
When she opened the door he was standing there, clasping the rolled tops of fat brown
paper bags in both hands. She caught the
scent of spices. A leather satchel hung from
his shoulder.
“I’m so sorry. I can’t eat with you.
I can’t take taxis. They’ve stopped my money,”
she said.
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“I have been unwell since yesterday evening,” Abhaidev said. “It would
have been impossible not to come. It is as though there is a fire inside me,
here.” He took the bags in one hand, pressed the other to his spine and closed
his eyes briefly. He wiggled the bags. “It is not a question of money. I would
be honoured to share this food with you in your home. Afterwards, I will wait...”
The words faded away.
She took him to the kitchen, warmed two plates, set a simple table, and
invited him to sit.
“So much food!” she said.
As she filled their plates she felt suddenly nauseous, and frowned. The
intercom extension buzzed. She stood, went to push the button, and was surprised by a wave of dizziness as she leaned into the speaker.
“Hello?” She put her palm to the wall, steadied herself.
“It’s Charlotte,” a voice said.
“Come in, Schatzi,” she said, as the feeling passed. “We’re just about
to eat.” She pressed the main release. When she opened the apartment’s front
door Charlotte was standing there, her expression fraught.
“Mutti, are you all right? I had a feeling… my back hurts, I feel I’m
breaking in half.”
Inga recalled the shortness of breath – all the afternoon’s little episodes
when she had felt her lungs were no longer interested in the sea breeze that
whispered up from the beach and between the pines, over the esplanade, across
her patio and her verandah and her carpet inside. All at once, she understood.
She embraced Charlotte and drew her into the lounge room where Abhaidev
was sitting among the aromas of the dishes in front of him. A pale shape was
standing by the verandah curtains, waiting.
“This is my friend, Abhaidev,” said Inga. “Abhaidev, my daughter,
Charlotte… Lotti.”
Abhaidev pushed back his chair and stood. The curtains shifted in the
tickling air.
Charlotte noticed the absence of wine, the slingshot positioned at the
centre of the table. She set her handbag on the kitchen bench. “I’d like to stay.”
Inga pressed her palm to Charlotte’s cheek. “Have you ever had black
lentil dal and hot chapatis?”
Abhaidev pulled a third chair back from the table, offered the place to
Charlotte as Inga went to the kitchen, prepared another setting.
“Let’s eat,” she said.
Abhaidev reached for the slingshot, put a finger to the wood. The world
around him settled. Charlotte looked quickly at her mother.
“It is old and has served a great purpose,” said Abhaidev. He moved the
slingshot towards her. “It is yours, now.”
Charlotte reached for the blond wood, ran its smoothness between her
fingers.
She picked it up, pressed the frame between her palms for a moment,
then pushed her thumb into the little projectile cup. In, and out. A warmth ran
through her veins like honey.
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ACT 1 SCENE 1

The stage is dimly lit and almost bare, save for a white
wall at the back, a single bed covered in plain sheets,
and a table and chair set in the centre facing towards
the audience. It is reminiscent of a hospital room.
MARIELLA is sitting on the chair, face downcast, rubbing
her right arm. She wears a plain white hospital gown. A
harsh white light shines on her. A soft murmur can be heard
offstage; it is monotonous and the words indecipherable.
She takes a deep breath and begins to softly scratch a
spot on her arm. She looks out to the audience. Her face
is tired. The murmur becomes louder and some words start
to sound clearer. She scans the room slowly. She scratches
a bit harder; it hurts a little. More murmurs; only this
time, after a couple of seconds, we distinctly hear the
words "We are safe here”.
MARIELLA becomes visibly agitated and madly scratches her
arm. After a moment she screams.
MARIELLA

Do something about this!

She raises her arm to show an oddly shaped dark bruise
on her arm. It is only a couple of centimetres wide but
there are vein-like lines that extend from it.
MARIELLA

	
It's been long enough, do something
now! I'm sick of being locked up in
here. Get me out!

She paces the stage, unable to keep her hands still.
The murmurs become softer and indecipherable again.
MARIELLA

I
'm sorry. I'm just really agitated
today. Please, help me.

Pause
	
		
Do you even know what the fuck is
wrong with me by now? Am I infectious?
Will I cause some sort of outbreak if
you let me step out into the sun for
one goddamn second?

She stops and appears to be in pain. She tries to remain
upright but eventually keels over, grabbing her stomach.
She falls on her knees, panting. A moment later she
groans loudly.
MARIELLA

(pained) Why… why won't. It. Stop.

Murmurs can be heard. There's a sense of urgency in their
tone.
BLACKOUT.
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SCENE 2

MARIELLA sits on the edge of the bed, hands intertwined
yet still fidgety, while she listens to DR EVA BAJIC.
There are two SOLDIERS – a man and a woman – standing to
the side. Both are dressed in ARMY UNIFORMS. They stand
firmly, not saying a single word.
DR BAJIC holds a clipboard and writes down some notes.
DR BAJIC

	
How would you rate your sleep last
night? One being slept like a baby,
ten being you stayed awake all night.

MARIELLA

(resigned) Seven.

DR BAJIC

	
And how would you rate your headaches
today? One being bearable, ten being
the worst pain in the world.

MARIELLA

Six.

DR BAJIC

	
How about your motivation? One being
couldn't care less, ten being you
could climb a mountain.

MARIELLA

Three.

DR BAJIC

	
What about your appetite today?
One being feeling satisfied—

MARIELLA

Ten.

DR BAJIC

	
(slowly finishing her sentence) —ten
being insatiable.

DR BAJIC stares at MARIELLA for a moment. MARIELLA looks
to her hands. She unclasps them and fans out her fingers
as far as they will go, palms visibly shaking.
DR BAJIC writes this down.
MARIELLA bends over and groans softly. The SOLDIERS turn
to her in unison and prepare for any sudden movements.
DR BAJIC

MARIELLA

	
Tell me, what do you need? Are you in
pain?
	
What's wrong with me? It's been
months. I want to go home.

DR BAJIC

I know this is frustrating—

MARIELLA scoffs.
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But unfortunately we haven't gotten
any further. Apart from your physical
symptoms we have nothing to go on.
	
Why can't I go outside anymore? I need
some fresh air. Give me a ball and
chain, I don't care, but just let me
go outside please.

DR BAJIC

Last time we did—

MARIELLA

Just fucking get over last time.

DR BAJIC

You broke the nurse's nose.

MARIELLA

	
And I apologised. What else do
you want me to do? I'll give him
a blowjob if he wants. Hell, I'll
fuck both of your soldiers for
five minutes outside.

Pause

Can you at least let me talk to my
family? I just want them to see
that I'm okay.
DR BAJIC

Are you okay?

The question hits MARIELLA hard.
MARIELLA

(holding back tears) Fuck you.

DR BAJIC

	
I apologise, that was out of line. We
have discussed this and we just think
it's better if you don't speak to them
directly. It will put more stress on
you and them than you realise. We're
happy to continue with written correspondence.

MARIELLA

	
Why do you have to talk like that?
Every aspect of my life is so goddamn
clinical. No one talks to me like I'm
human anymore. Do me a favour and talk
to me like a normal person. I can't
handle being treated like patient zero
anymore.

Beat

You know, I was actually kinda excited
when I thought I could be a patient
zero. It would’ve been amazing to be
history. I didn't realise that patient
zero meant a death sentence too.
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DR BAJIC

	
Just because we haven't found anything
doesn't mean you're going to die. I’m
doing everything I can. Believe it or
not, I care about you. You're not a
lab experiment to me.

MARIELLA

	
Work faster. I’m literally giving you
my blood, sweat and tears. And my shit
and piss too. Don't you think it's
time you gave me something in return?

DR BAJIC takes a moment to gather her thoughts.
DR BAJIC

	
We're bringing in another expert to
have a look at you.

MARIELLA

Great. Maybe he'll be good at his job.

DR BAJIC

	
Is there anything you need? Within
reason.

MARIELLA

No. Not within reason.

DR BAJIC stands to leave. The SOLDIERS follow behind her.
MARIELLA lies on the bed and pulls the covers over her.
BLACKOUT.

SCENE 3

There are three dirty plates on the side of table. One
of the plates has chicken bones on it. A clean knife and
fork have been tossed aside.
MARIELLA is pacing awkwardly at the front of the stage
and wiping her hospital gown with her hands, which are
slightly grease-stained. Every now and then she opens her
mouth wide, as if trying to unhinge her jaw.
DR BAJIC and a MAN talk offstage.
DR BAJIC

	
Mariella's meal intake continues to
increase, tripling in just a few
months. We have tried putting her on
a strict diet suitable for someone
of her body type and age, but this
resulted in extreme pangs and violent
outbursts, primarily self-harm.

MARIELLA sits down on the chair and begins to chew on
the chicken bones, hoping to get every little piece of
meat available.
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DR BAJIC

	
She’s never fully satisfied, but has
managed to last up to four hours
between meals. Paradoxically, she
doesn’t seem to gain any weight
despite not doing much demanding physical activity.
MAN		How can we not know what's happening
to her?

MARIELLA, having picked clean the bones, throws them on
the plate and moves to her bed. She sits on top of it but
can't keep still.
DR BAJIC

MAN

ll tests are inconclusive. Her
A
adrenaline levels are high, as
if she’s in constant state of
fight or flight.
And the bruise?

MARIELLA rubs her shoulders as if she were cold. A moment
later she begins to scratch at the bruise on her arm.
DR BAJIC

othing unusual anymore. She’s had
N
the bruise for a year now, and it
hasn't healed – nor become worse.
It's just there. Early results showed
group A streptococcus bacteria, and
the patient was complaining the
bruise was very sore. Then the pain
went away, along with signs of the
bacteria. Her system was completely
clear around the eighth month, yet
the bruise remained.

MARIELLA stands and heads for the plates, but stops half
way. She seems angry they’re still empty. She returns to
the bed and gets under the cover. It's clear she's in the
foetal position facing the wall, shaking.
DR BAJIC

t’s taking a mental and physical
I
toll on her.
BLACKOUT.

SCENE 4

DR BAJIC and DR YANNICK LERNER sit on one side of the
table with MARIELLA on the other. She seems subdued. No
fidgeting. No shaking. She seems eerily focused. The male
and female SOLDIERS stand in the background, silent.
DR LERNER

	
Could you please tell me a little bit
about the bruise?

MARIELLA doesn’t make eye contact with the doctors.
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MARIELLA

	
How many times do I have to tell the
same goddamn story? I posted several
videos on YouTube. Last time you gave
me internet access the videos had a
couple of million views each. There
were tons of photos on Facebook.
Plenty of tweets. Fucking memes. Just
Google my name and see.

DR LERNER

	
I understand your frustration. But it
would really help me to get your story
as you remember it now.

MARIELLA

	
I woke up one morning with a bruise.
Fifteen months later and I'm here.
The end.

DR BAJIC

	
Please Mariella. I know you're tired
of this. We just—

MARIELLA

Wanna help?

DR BAJIC

	
Well, yes. We want to get to the
bottom of this. We need some fresh
eyes on the case.

MARIELLA

	
Fine. Here's the story. Straight
from the horse's mouth.

Beat
		
I woke up one morning with a bruise.
I thought nothing of it. I didn't hit
myself on anything the night before.
It wasn’t an animal bite. The bruise
was just there and never went away. It
only got darker and weird looking. It
wasn't really painful at first; the
pain came later. It felt like my flesh
was burning from the inside. But even
after the pain stopped, the bruise
didn't go anywhere.
Beat
	
My appetite increased immensely very
quickly. At first I needed to eat more
often, but not big meals. The hunger
got so bad that I was bulk-buying meat
every few days. That didn't last long,
since I had little money left and I
could barely go to work.

Beat
	
All I wanted to do was eat and if I
went too long without food it would
hurt so much, like stabbing pains in
my stomach. I just couldn’t stand it
anymore.

Beat
	
I'm not actually sure anymore how
I got here. You guys must've found
something. What was it?
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Your early blood tests showed some
peculiarities, especially those from
the bruise itself. It contained group
A strep bacteria, which lead us to
believe it might have been a form of
necrotising fasciitis.
	
I would give my right leg for a simple
case of flesh-eating virus.

DR LERNER
(to DR BAJIC) Have you completely
ruled out necrotising fasciitis?
DR BAJIC

	
Yes. We used the six serologic measures as per the LRINEC: C-reactive
protein, total white blood cell count,
haemoglobin, sodium, creatinine and
glucose. The results indicated we
should take necrotising fasciitis into
consideration. But apart from the
bruise, nothing ever developed. The
muscle tissue was unaffected.

MARIELLA shakes her head; she's heard the results so many
times before. They are now meaningless to her.
DR BAJIC

	
Unfortunately, the bacteria disappeared from Mariella’s system and
from our samples by the ninth month.
So it's quite a challenge trying to
figure out what it was.

MARIELLA

But it didn't disappear, did it?

DR LERNER

What do you mean?

MARIELLA

DR LERNER
MARIELLA

	
It's still in me. Part of my genetic
makeup now. I can feel it.
How do you know that?
	
Because I'm hungry. And these sedatives you gave me didn't work.

She opens her mouth wide
The SOLDIERS turn to her.
MARIELLA

and

contorts

her

face.

rising in anger) I'm just trying
(
really, really hard to make sure I
don't kill you for asking the same
fucking questions and pretending
like you're going to learn something new just because they paid for
another expert to come talk to me.
She couldn't do anything for me; what
makes you think you can?
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MARIELLA bends forward and moans.
MARIELLA

	
Can you please leave? I'm too tired
of trying to remain focused. It'll be
easier. For all of us. If you could
just. Fuck. Off!

She slams her hands on the table. DR BAJIC and DR YANNICK
LERNER jump to their feet as the SOLDIERS quickly shuffle
them outside.
MARIELLA remains seated, clenching her fists.
BLACKOUT.

SCENE 5

The sheets on the gurney have been carelessly tossed to
the floor. The white walls are now stained with bloody
handprints.
There are six dirty plates on the table, no knives or
forks. No bones.
MARIELLA sits on the chair staring out into the audience
under the harsh white light. Her right arm is bandaged
where the bruise would be. She is not as fidgety as she
was before.
MARIELLA

	
It's gone. The bruise is gone. I don't
know why it took me so long to get rid
of it. I was so stupid.

She appears as if she is about to bite something floating
before her.
MARIELLA

	
Why didn't I do it earlier? I asked
them to do it but they just wouldn't.
They just wouldn't.

Beat
		It was always so small. So small.
Beat
		No bigger than my mouth.

She opens her mouth wide and rubs her arm carefully.
There's a sense of peace within her. She closes her eyes
and licks her lips.
Under her breath she repeats the words, "No bigger than
my mouth," and giggles.
BLACKOUT.
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SCENE 6

MARIELLA sits on the chair, handcuffed to the armrests;
she looks unkempt but calm. DR BAJIC writes down a few
notes. MARIELLA is quite focused and controlled, almost
normal. DR BAJIC looks up from her notepad.
The two SOLDIERS stand at the back, each with a BATON and
a GUN in their holsters.
DR BAJIC

	
How did you sleep last night? One
being comfortable, ten being not at
all.

MARIELLA

(normal tone) Four.

DR BAJIC

	
And your headaches? One being
bearable, ten being excruciating.

MARIELLA

Five.

DR BAJIC

Motivation? One being non-existent—

MARIELLA

Six.

DR BAJIC stops for a moment, seems a little apprehensive
about the next question.
DR BAJIC

Appetite?

MARIELLA

(mockingly) What's the scale?

DR BAJIC

One being satisfied...

DR BAJIC waits for MARIELLA to interrupt but there's
no response.
DR BAJIC
MARIELLA

(cont.) Ten being insatiable.
	
I love that word. Insatiable. So
fancy. (singing Darren Hayes' ‘Insatiable’) Turn the lights down low /
Take it off / Let me show / My love
for you / Insatiable / Turn me on /
Never stop / Wanna taste every drop /
My love for you is / Insatiable...

MARIELLA laughs. DR BAJIC just smiles at her, apprehensive.
MARIELLA

DR BAJIC

	
Three. I've just had my lunch. You
guys take good care of me.
	
Your food consumption is still very
high.
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MARIELLA

	
Yes, but now I ask you politely for
more instead of banging my head
against the wall or screaming bloody
murder. Don't know about you, but I
think that's improvement.

DR BAJIC

	
Your adrenaline levels have risen.
Again.

MARIELLA

Hadn't noticed.

DR BAJIC

	
That's what's bothering us. We had
expected your vitals to increase yet
again, but your reaction is quite the
opposite.

MARIELLA

	
Did you like me better when I couldn't
keep still? It was hell for me.
Muscles hurt. Couldn't sleep. (angry)
Wanted to literally bite your head
off.

The SOLDIERS turn to MARIELLA.
MARIELLA

I
 don't feel like that anymore.
Calm your tits.

The SOLDIERS slowly turn their faces forward.

There's a moment of silence as DR BAJIC seems to be
choosing her words.
DR BAJIC

	
We can't let you go. There's still so
much we don't know. I'll be honest:
unless we find out exactly what
happened to you, it's unlikely we can
ever release you. I'm sorry, but we
just can't. We can, however, arrange
for family and friends visitation.

MARIELLA is holding back tears. She tries to lift her
hands to wipe her face but she can't free herself from
the handcuffs.
DR BAJIC

I'm sorry.

MARIELLA

softly) I don't want my family or
(
friends to see me.

DR BAJIC

	
I know I said seeing them would cause
you more stress, but at this stage I
don't think it matters anymore.

MARIELLA

I don't want to infect them.
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There's very little chance of that
happening.
	
And you know all about how this
disease works, don't ya?
	
We've tested your blood, spit, lung
tissue, even the air in this very
room. There's no indication you're
infectious. Why do you think you
might be?
	
Because why not? That's all I need
to make this the perfect hell. Too
bad for you. If I'm right.

Silence
DR BAJIC and the SOLDIERS are visibly uncomfortable. DR
BAJIC momentarily places her hand over her mouth but then
brings it down. MARIELLA doesn't smile, she actually seems
sad about the situation.
DR BAJIC writes on her notepad.
BLACKOUT.

SCENE 7
MARIELLA looks drained of energy. She sits limp on the
chair, hands cuffed to its arms. DR BAJIC and the SOLDIERS are wearing facemasks. The SOLDIERS stand behind
MARIELLA, awaiting instructions. DR BAJIC is checking
MARIELLA's pulse with a stethoscope.
MARIELLA

I'm gonna die here.

DR BAJIC takes the stethoscope around her neck and looks
at MARIELLA. She is worried.
DR BAJIC

	
Your heart rate has slowed down
considerably. You've gone from 190 bpm
to seventy overnight. How could you
have fallen so much after months of an
average heart rate of 170?

MARIELLA

I can feel it coming.

DR BAJIC

Feel what coming?

MARIELLA

	
You got a family? I've spent so long
with you but I know almost nothing
about you. Got a boyfriend? A husband?
Kids? Pets?

DR BAJIC

	
A wife, Alexandria, and a German shepherd named Chuck.
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MARIELLA

(surprised) Wife?

DR BAJIC

	
Her name is Maria; she's from Liverpool. We married in England four years
back. One of those rustic weddings you
see in magazines. It was clichéd, I
know, but beautiful nonetheless.

MARIELLA

Hashtag love wins.

They both share
becomes teary.
MARIELLA

a

quick

laugh

before

MARIELLA

	
I've never been to England. New
Zealand was as far as I got.

MARIELLA begins to sob. She attempts to wipe her face
but the cuffs hold her in place.
DR BAJIC

	
What did you mean that you could
"feel it coming"?

MARIELLA

I'm dying.

DR BAJIC

We don't know that for sure.

MARIELLA

You're not the one dying.

DR BAJIC

	
A heart rate of 70 bpm is perfectly
normal for an adult. If anything, it
could be a good sign that your body
is returning to normal. What makes
you think you're dying?

MARIELLA

	
I'm just not interested in being alive
anymore.

DR BAJIC

Are you going to kill yourself?

Silence
DR BAJIC

	
Mariella, are you going to kill
yourself?

MARIELLA

I don't have to.

MARIELLA relaxes her body and lets her head fall back.
She breathes slowly and deeply.
DR BAJIC
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Just resting my eyes.

DR BAJIC		(to the SOLDIERS) I'm going to give
her an adrenaline shot, so be prepared
to hold her if she struggles.
MARIELLA

DR BAJIC

	
No, don't do that. I don't need
any more adrenaline. My body is
overflowing with it.
	
I know. It just doesn't make sense.
You shouldn't be so sluggish. You
should be running up the walls.

Beat
I don't know how to help you.
MARIELLA

Peace.

DR BAJIC

What?

MARIELLA

	
My heart is slowing down. It'll stop
soon. Just give me some peace.

DR BAJIC cautiously takes off her facemask. She leans
down so she is eye level with MARIELLA.
DR BAJIC

	
Please try to hold on. We can help. I
know we can, we just need a little bit
more time. Don't give up. Please?

MARIELLA

I'm sorry.

DR BAJIC puts her stethoscope to MARIELLA's chest once
more.
DR BAJIC

I can barely hear your heart beat.

MARIELLA breathes slowly, a small smile creeps on her face.
DR BAJIC
MARIELLA

How can I help you? Please tell me.
	
(with a hint of malevolence) Just stay
there and watch.

Beat
	
I want you to see what happens next.

DR BAJIC takes a step back. The SOLDIERS grow concerned
and reach for their batons.
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DR BAJIC

	
Mariella, I want you to think carefully and tell me exactly what you mean
by that?

MARIELLA

I'm dying.

She opens her mouth as wide as it will go and contorts
her body on the chair. The soldiers take hold of their
batons but don't bring them out; they’re scared. DR BAJIC
nervously puts on her facemask again.
DR BAJIC
MARIELLA

	
What do you want me to see?
What comes next?
	
I don't know. But I can feel
something.

Beat
Wouldn't it be funny...

Beat
		
If you got a bruise tomorrow?
DR BAJIC
MARIELLA

What are you talking about?
	
What if these soldiers got a bruise?
What if Dr Lerner got a bruise?

Beat
		
What if everyone I came in contact
with got a bruise? Wouldn't that be
funny?
Beat
		
Patient zero. The original bruiser.

DR BAJIC is scared. She
There's nothing there.
MARIELLA

quickly

looks

at

her

arm.

It's so… close.

Beat
		
I wish… I could see… What comes next.
She takes a long and laboured breath. The lights go out.
For a moment there is only darkness and silence.
Then there's the sudden sound of a chair scraping on the
floor. DR BAJIC screams. There are sounds of a struggle
but they are cut short when we hear three gunshots.
SILENCE.
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SCENE 8

The lights come on slowly and in the dimness we see DR
BAJIC standing centre stage. She wears a hospital gown,
seems tired and perturbed. The routine is killing her.
To the side, sitting
MARIELLA. She wears a
fascinated by the doctor.
appears refreshed, and,
bandage or bruise on her

comfortably on a chair, is
hospital gown and looks on,
However, her hair is neat, face
most importantly, there is no
arm.

DR BAJIC hears the sound of an intercom. She straightens
up and, almost militarily, takes on a serious demeanour.
She awaits a voice.
MALE VOICE

Dr Bajic, how are you today?

She doesn't answer.
MALE VOICE	
On a scale from one to ten, one being
perfectly comfortable and ten being at
your wit's end.
DR BAJIC

Four.

MALE VOICE	
Four? What is causing you discomfort
today?
DR BAJIC

	
I have been in this room for over six
months without having any contact with
my family and friends. This is the
cause of discomfort. Physically I am
perfectly well.

MALE VOICE	
And how would you rate your sleep?
One being—
DR BAJIC

	
I sleep well in this facility. I am
aware you are trying to make me as
comfortable as I can, so for that I am
thankful. The temperature is good, the
air is clinical but suitable. The food
is adequate. I would love a Big Mac,
but I am content with the portions,
nutritional value and taste of what I
am given.

Silence
DR BAJIC stands her ground and waits. She doesn't need
to waste time or have her time wasted. She is not a lab
experiment.
MALE VOICE	
Doctor, we are aware you find these
questions somewhat demeaning, but we
also know you understand why we have
to ask them in this manner. So we
would ask you to please answer the
questions accordingly.
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She doesn't respond but becomes exasperated.
MALE VOICE	
So again, how would you rate your
sleep, from one being slept like a
baby, ten being you stayed awake
all night.

She looks to the ground and breathes in deeply, visibly
upset.
The voice gives her a moment and some unintelligible
whispers can be heard in the background.
MALE VOICE

Please answer the question.

DR BAJIC looks to MARIELLA. MARIELLA gives a little wave
and smiles mockingly.
DR BAJIC

	
Why should I answer? You know damn
well I'm not infected with whatever
killed Mariella. I haven't bruised
and my test results have not shown any
anomalies, so why am I still being
kept here?

MALE VOICE	
Doctor, you know better than anyone
that it took Mariella over a year
to become erratic and dangerous. We
cannot take any chances.
DR BAJIC

Fuck you.

MALE VOICE

There is no need for disrespect.

DR BAJIC

	
Let me speak to my wife. I need to
talk to her. I don't care if it's
through these speakers or a phone I
just want to talk to her. I need to
tell her everything’s going to be
okay. She needs to hear it from me.

No response.
She rubs her face, exasperated. There is a moment of tense
silence before the voice speaks.
MALE VOICE

One of the guards is dead.

DR BAJIC

What?

MALE VOICE	
You need to understand the full extent
of the situation. One guard developed
several bruises two months after the
incident. It didn't take him long to
become as erratic as Mariella. He attacked a nurse who is now also quarantined. The soldier died shortly after.
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You mean you killed him.

MALE VOICE	
We also have a missing staff member.
The nurse in charge of collecting
Mariella's fluids has gone missing.
She didn't show up to work one day and
her whereabouts are still unknown. Dr
Bajic, you have no idea how much this
situation is getting out of hand. Everything is not okay.
Pause.

We, that's all of us here, are under
intense scrutiny. You are not the only
one feeling trapped or scared. If any
of us develops a bruise, even from an
accidental bump, we are to be placed
in one of these rooms. So we would
appreciate it if you could just follow
instructions and understand that this
is bigger than you.
DR BAJIC

	
You bastards. (screaming) You fucking
bastards.

MARIELLA suddenly stands up and claps, proud of the doctor.
MALE VOICE	
We will not respond to this type of
behaviour. You should know better.
May I remind you that Mariella acted
in a similar fashion before she lost
control of herself? Cooperation is
key. We just want you, your family and
friends, and the rest of the population to be safe. Do you understand?

DR BAJIC’s anger is palpable.
MALE VOICE	
We hope you do. Cooperate with us and
be patient. We will check up on you
after dinner. We hope that gives you
enough time to digest everything we've
said. In the meantime, take it easy.

The intercom is turned off.
DR BAJIC remains standing, looking off in the distance.
MARIELLA walks up to her, gives her a hug then walks
off stage.
DR BAJIC walks to the bed and sits on the edge. She can't
hold in the tears any longer. She sobs silently into her
hands.
BLACKOUT.
ENDS.
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R O B B I E A R N OT T

OUR mother returned to us two days after
we spread her ashes over Notley Fern Gorge.
She was definitely our mother – the curled
posture, fast-flicked eyes and firm gait were
all unmistakably hers – but, at the same time,
she was not our mother at all. Her dispersal
among the fronds of Notley had changed her.
Now her skin was carpeted by spongy, verdant
moss and thin tendrils of Hymenophyllum
cupressiforme (common filmy fern). Six large
fronds of another fern – Dicksonia Antarctica,
soft treefern – had sprouted from her back and
extended past her waist in a layered peacock
tail of vegetation. And her hair had been replaced by cascading fronds of lawn-coloured
maidenhair, Adiantum aethiopicum.
This kind of thing wasn’t uncommon in
our family. Our grandmother reappeared a few
days after her ashes were scattered into the
sea at Hawley Beach. She’d been sporting a
skirt of cowrie shells, a fish-hook in her tongue,

skin of shifting sand, strands of kelp for hair
and a large green-lip abalone suckered onto
the back of her neck.
Our great-aunt Margaret had also returned, not long after her ashes were poured
over the family farm at Bothwell. When she’d
wandered back into her living room she immediately started shedding sheets of paperbark
all over the carpet, while an ornate crown
of Eucalyptus globulus (blue gum) branches
burst from her head, and the furred tail of a
Bennett’s wallaby flopped out beneath her
dress. And our young cousin Ella had been
spotted a week after her ashes were given to
the scraping winds of Stacks Bluff on Ben
Lomond. With a speckled body of unyielding
dolerite and an iced face of hard winter sky
she strode into her former school and marched
slowly through the grounds, leaving a trail of
snapped frost behind each fallen step.
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THERE WERE others, too – aunts and cousins and ancestors fused with leaf
and lichen, root and rock, feather and fur, stream and snow. Around a third of
the women from our bloodline returned to the family after they’d been cremated.
The men never did.
They all had their reasons for returning: unfinished business, old grudges,
forgotten chores. Once they’d done what they came back for, they trudged back
to the landscape that had respawned them, and we never saw them again.
Our mother came back for four days. My sister and I guessed that it had
something to do with our father, who hadn’t spoken to any of us in three years,
but our mother didn’t give anything away. On the first day she showered, all
day long. Like real ferns, her leafy appendages required a lot of moisture. On
the second day she limited herself to three showers and wandered around our
house, trailing her delicate fronds across family photos and heirlooms, ignoring
my sister and I as we tried to talk to her. On the third she stopped showering
altogether and hacked into our phones and emails. And on the fourth – having
discovered our father’s address sometime in the night – she walked to his house
and waited on his lawn for him to find her.
By the time he got home from work she’d been without water for over
forty-eight hours. Her foliage was brown, cracked and dust-dry. As our father
got out of his car and walked towards her she began vigorously rubbing two
of her large tree-fern fronds together. When he was within speaking distance
a thin curl of smoke began rising from her back. And when he reached out to
touch her mossy face a crackled lick of fire spread up, over and through her. He
recoiled, falling backwards as her body swarmed with flames and she burned,
fast and bright and loud, blood-orange in the night.
WHILE this event upset us – and I guess our father as well, although we’re not
really on speaking terms these days – I got over it rather quickly. Everyone dies,
even when they’re reincarnated. But my sister struggled to move on. The black
patch of burnt grass on our father’s lawn glued itself into her mind. I started
finding her staring at the forest, touching plants, sniffing rocks, licking trees.
Currawong calls would draw her down into the valleys that carved through
our property. Whale spray, rising from the nearby ocean, threw her into fits of
uncontrolled screams. I wondered what form she would take when she returned
to me, which brought back the memory of our mother, burning to ash, for the
second time. This thought proved endless, and worrying, and terrible, and the
more my sister struggled the more I worried; so I did what I thought right. I
bought her a coffin, and I swore to bury her whole and still and cold.
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