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SUDDENLY DOCTOR COX

D.B.C. PIERRE

Driving to work I saw the most beautiful roadkill. It was a carpet of iridescent butterflies, squashed but flashing on the highway, as if concrete had worn thin over a seam of priceless opal. Wings twitched and glinted in the heat, spurring that human compulsion to stop and urgently gather treasures. But it was a frustrated compulsion. Under the sparkle were only dead insects. Like suicide-butterflies they swarmed from the jungle to die under minivans that throbbed drum and bass music; and when the traffic was light, to lie wavering in gentle reggaes that wafted down the mountains like fog. Even in death the butterflies were delicate and stunning. What a baroque start to a day, to a season, this emperor’s carpet of beauty and needless death; if any death can be needless, or beautiful. I tried not to hit the butterflies with the car but it was impossible; I swerved and slalomed in vain. And the drive made me ponder: whatever made the creatures shine in life was still active after death. Beauty had survived them, and in a strange way was even framed and made meaningful by their deaths. At any rate I will never forget them, nor the feelings and philosophies I had to suddenly deal with.

This was my first day of work in Trinidad. When I arrived at my new office I found that a young man lived in the dirt under the building. He was black, with doll’s eyes and a jutting, almost hanging lower lip. I discovered he was there when a colleague went to a particular spot on the office floor and stamped on it hard.

‘Cox,’ he explained.

After a few moments a man shuffled into the office. He was glazed with sleep, and looked like he’d slept in his clothes. David Cox was his name. His fly was open. He shuffled because his workboots had no laces. In a hangdog manner he took instructions from the colleague for an errand. His voice lacked the full twang and lilt of Trinidad, but had a drawl that tapered to quiet at the end of his words, making them somehow sad. He also mushed them in the way of Sean Connery. Cox shuffled away on his errand, probably to find food, and I watched his head weave past the tinted windows and up the road into Port of Spain. Then sunshine smacked the Gulf of Paria, opposite our building, and swallowed him up in a gleam. Mangroves, manatees and mud-crabs must have stirred – in the languid haze you didn’t have to see them to know they were there.

I first came to Trinidad for a cricket match. Now it was my first day of work in an air-conditioned office with a man living under it. Well, don’t ask me how one thing led to another. Suddenly I was among colleagues, not many more than a dozen, who were a teeming sample of the island’s bloods: Afro-Caribbean, East Indian, Syrian, French Creole, Anglo and Chinese. Their natures were so bright that my steepest learning didn’t come from the work we were meant to do together in the office, but from catching up with local patois, with wining and grinning and liming, with doubles and roti and parlour-juice, with macajuels, mapipires and pommes-cythere, with play-whe and soca and chutney and parang. And threaded between it all, between the island’s scent of intimate sweat and the bating of breath in case a boa constrictor should thud from the trees – I gradually learned more about the man under the building.

‘He fast,’ someone told me. ‘Watch out.’

David Cox would present himself in the office most mornings wearing some variation on a sheepish face. Understandable, I thought, if somebody stomps floorboards over your sleeping head. Apparently he was the building’s security guard, though he was absent most hours of the day, and seemed also to roam at night. One morning, while Cox shuffled about the office, a colleague grinned and told me there had only been two breakins during his tenure – and Cox had committed them both.

In the background Cox’s eyes fell; his shuffle grew awkward. I heard him click his tongue.

David Cox had been a street boy before mysteriously fetching up at our building. At first he had been allowed to spend his nights indoors; but after something went missing one night, he was banished outside. Our wooden single-storey building was raised off the ground, with a planked skirt around its base that hid the pillars and foundations. The front of the office faced a busy road along the gulf, but at its side was a residential cul-de-sac partly shaded by the building’s coconut palm, and with an exotic ruin across the road that dated back to the coup d’état, now fully reclaimed by lush foliage, with flowers, and arctic-white herons that posed in the sun; and behind the office, through a froth of hibiscus and bougainvillea, a narrow alley ran between the building and the neighbour’s fence. There David Cox had scraped a hole under the planks, and fashioned a nest from old clothes.

Cox never seemed to wear the same outfit twice. Over time his fashions showed that he was a man of drifting spirit; his accuracy to good taste had a margin of surprise in every direction. Some days he would suddenly appear in an old lady’s gardening hat, other days in the garb of a pimp, or a child, or a ramshackle country gent. I was told all his clothes came from a charity bin. He had the biggest wardrobe in Trinidad, and it doubled as his bed.

‘Good morning, sir, I’ll carry your bag.’ He would appear out of nowhere when I stepped from the car in the morning.

‘Thanks, Cox. I can carry it. And never mind “sir” – it’s only me.’

‘Yes sir mister sir.’

There was a creeping feeling on the island, as in many postcolonial places, that every good turn done for you was a token soon to be redeemed against cash. With this in mind, and with everything I had been told about Cox, I tried to keep a cordial distance at first.

‘Sir, mister sir sir—’

‘Cox,’ – I stopped to face him once under the coconut tree – ‘you’re not my servant.’

A sparkle came to his eye. ‘Just testing.’

As the weeks unfolded I saw that Cox was a man on the move, with a quick intelligence and a child’s candour. There came a time when I started staying back late in the office, and, as he grew used to me being there, he also came around. After a while two things would happen at night: at a certain time, quite late, a shadowy car would pull up outside. Figures would come to the door and hand me foam containers of food and drink. And soon after, Cox would darken the door and come in for the food. We chatted, and he made himself coffee, or used the bathroom. The building’s masters didn’t want him coming in at night, but he was good with me, and had a good mind; so after a while we grew familiar.

‘Lend me fifty dollars,’ he would say.

‘I’ll lend you the sharp end of a pineapple.’

‘I was only joking.’

‘The sharp end of a pineapple, I say.’

‘What! I was only joking!’

‘Good.’

‘But do you have ten? I’ll pay you back.’

And so it went with Cox, who could mount vast philosophical structures to achieve his ends: ‘But listen to me,’ he might say, ‘have you, in your life, given a total of more than ten dollars to beggars?’

‘Of course.’

‘But you never saw that money, nor probably the beggars, ever again, right? So here, on the one hand, you’re capable of throwing money clean away into the ether; and on the other, of resisting to lend to a sort of colleague who you know you’ll see every day, and whose life you can make hell until you get paid.’

‘Cox – it’s a beg. A high-functioning beg, because you know I don’t want to make your life hell. You’re trading on my sympathies.’

‘What! Do I look like a beggar? Like a man who would trade on sympathies?’ His arms would fly in outrage.

‘Yes.’

‘Well. Maybe a technical beg.’

‘And look, don’t enable that stereotype where I’m rich just because I came over from England, or owe you in a cultural sense because your poverty derives from a colonial past. Everyone has their roll of dice in life – I get paid on the same day as you, by the same people, and until then am in the same relative condition.’

‘Wow.’ His lip would fall back to a resting hang. ‘Like you really got out the wrong side of the bed this morning. Wow.’

I would turn my eyes on him.

‘Wow.’ He would shuffle away in his laceless shoes. ‘Like – at least you have a bed. At least you have—’

‘Cox – I’ll give you five dollars. OK? Give them to you.’

‘No, no,’ he would dismiss me over his shoulder. ‘Far be it from me to jeopardise the harmony of our interrelationship.’ Cox really did have a golden tongue, who knows from where.

‘Coxy – we’re starting to sound like an old married couple. Just take the five.’

‘Yes mister sir thank you sir.’

‘And don’t be like that.’

‘OK but I’ll pay you back.’

‘You don’t have to; that’s the idea.’

‘But only a beggar wouldn’t pay it back, only a beggar—’

And so gently I joined Cox’s orbit of support, delighting as he did in our philosophical charades. We alternated the roles of mentor and pupil; he with the wiles of the streets, and me with the overworld that was inexplicably out of his reach. One day, for instance, he watched me take a generous stance with a colleague, but get landed with an hour’s extra work as a result.

He sidled up to me afterwards. ‘You need to master mood swings.’

I looked up from my desk.

‘Don’t be so predictable. Get a reputation for moodiness and nobody will hit on you for favours.’ He winked and shuffled away.

Then there came a season when Cox started coming in with an old briefcase full of documents. One day he asked if I could read one to him. I wasn’t sure if it was because he thought I would find the paper interesting – but it turned out that he couldn’t read or write. He was too proud or too embarrassed to ask anyone else. Alongside a small kitchen area in our office there was a cubby with table and chairs, and Cox would sit there with the briefcase of papers, shuffling them, sometimes pacing importantly back and forth, muttering to himself. It was sad to watch. He had a shine that would have taken him anywhere in life, given only the most basic chances. Instead his faculties were turned to eking small wins on the streets, among equals in cunning who hadn’t half his humanity.

The beggars in the capital were the best talkers I’d ever seen, and each had a trademark style: there was the grand supplicant with the Moses beard who would approach reaching out like a toddler and whimpering, ‘My lord, my lord,’ in a tragic falsetto. There was a snappy beggar outside a pub who would sing for a burger, and Fat Beggar, a portly chancer who would saunter past busy food stands and say to a patron: ‘Give me ten dollars.’ If they said no, he would demand three breakfasts. Threats as bright as parrots always flocked around Fat Beggar: ‘Ten dollars? I’ll crack you down with the door of this car,’ et cetera. There was also the well-spoken white man who claimed to be Hitler’s brother, and gave creditable dissertations on the fall of the Reich. And there were genuine ragamuffins, who never spoke but simply scavenged in the gutters of the town – some could only walk on all fours. And precisely where Cox roamed in this sweltering arena, or what he really did, was a mystery to everyone.

One day I squeezed through the hibiscus behind the building to see where he lived. There were cables running over the fence.

Cox had power. He had cable TV in his burrow. I didn’t have a TV in my house. But Cox had cable in the dirt. He had rigged a line from a pole in the street. The bushes at the back of the building would flicker colours in the night.

Some time after seeing this I noted Cox was more anxious, and more attentive to his errands, in a bumbling sort of way. He forgot about his case of important papers for a time. Then I heard that his television had gone. He had sold it to an old lady, under some crushing sudden debt.

‘But how stupid he is,’ someone told me. ‘He only had it on hire purchase – Lord knows how he talked anyone into giving him credit. His tongue did its work that day. Now he sold it for less than he owes the shop, and he already spent the money he sold it for.’

Cox sharpened his wits as this new weight bore down. The energy of miracles came to him, as it can to certain people whose hopes and pressures blaze persistently inside them. One night after colleagues finished work they sent him up the road to buy beers. Cox went for the beers, and came running back with the bottles; but he was careless crossing the avenue to the office. A car hit him. It tossed him into the air, and tossed the beers up with him.

Cox survived to limp away. And he caught the beers. Not one was broken.

A legend was born in Port of Spain.

Still, and it’s probably in the nature of living legends, the period wasn’t all plain sailing for Cox. It saw him taking a more vigorous interest in being a security guard, which is a job also calling for steady judgment. Now he fancied himself chief of security. The nights I was there he more noticeably prowled outside, coming to the door every so often to check on me. He lurked, those days, and his eyes shifted suspiciously left and right like a secret agent. When I finished at night I would find him prowling by the door; he would hold up a hand while he scanned the shadows for villains, before waving me to my car.

This was his spirit the night he spied a figure on the roof of a nearby building. Cox sprang into action, assembling a posse of vagrants to rout the intruder, who tried every ruse to dissuade them. With sticks and projectiles they managed to dislodge the man from his perch, and gave him a thorough pasting on the ground.

But when the police came the man was identified as the security guard for that building.

The posse vanished into the shadows. Cox went to jail, and our masters didn’t get there to bail him out for at least another day due to laughter.

After this Cox drifted back to his shuffling self, coming to the office at night with important paperwork that he couldn’t read, scrutinising it and sorting it with momentous frowns, grunts and sighs. He shaved his hair close, and started wearing granny-glasses he had found somewhere or other. Suddenly Doctor Cox, with his glasses, and his case of papers. Not long after this next of his little lives began, I saw him by the avenue with a mobile phone. He paced up and down having earnest conversations, eyes reacting this way and that behind his glasses. Cox didn’t want to show us his new phone, but I found it one night and saw it was a rubber toy. One that squeaked when you squeezed it. It also had a little antenna that went up and down.

At his table in the cubby, next to his papers, he sometimes extended the antenna to listen for incoming calls. One time he handled the phone too roughly and it squeaked. He flinched, peering around to see if we’d heard.

After that it stayed in the case.

Everyone reckoned that Cox was about twenty-three years old. He actually carried a birth certificate in his pocket, like a passport, and it had his mother’s name. But nobody had put his name, or date of birth.

Cox’s mother was long dead.

One night I watched him through the window as he sat with a clean, proper-looking girl. She had come from a workplace, in her suit, and Cox had spruced himself up to meet her in dazzling white trousers. They sat on the ledge under the coconut tree. It was Cox’s first date. All he felt he could offer the young woman was a convincing pantomime of worth. I watched, thinking it was perhaps all any of us can offer. Cox frowned and smiled and frowned, and his hands masterfully framed notions and surprises for the girl. Occasionally he stepped away to take a call on his phone. I lurked in the dark of the window hoping the thing didn’t squeak.

As I began to lock up for the night, he hurried to meet me on the steps. When Cox was nervous or frightened his eyes grew round, and he clenched his teeth so that you could see them clenched.

‘Mister sir, sir …’

‘Don’t worry,’ I said. And passing the girl on my way to the car: ‘See you tomorrow, Doctor Cox.’

The girl didn’t come around again; I suspected she would have liked to, but Cox only had the ledge under the coconut tree to entertain her. He had illuminated what might have been, and that was all he felt he could ask of life. Plus the phone would’ve eventually squeaked.

He went back to his paperwork at night, shuffling and sorting it in and out of his case. He used to ask if I had any official-looking correspondence I could give him for his collection. But after reading the occasional letter for Cox I noticed some were beginning to arrive addressed to him. They were letters from businesses and civic groups; statements of support for some kind of charity.

Cox had founded a charity. With his glasses and briefcase, and perhaps with his phone, he had been trawling the town garnering support for a foundation for poor children and orphans. Businesses were offering to host bins on their premises where children could leave Christmas gifts. Then at Christmas Cox would deliver all the gifts to the nation’s children in care.

As this dawned on we colleagues, that Cox’s battered case had begun to contain real work, a cry rang out one day from the director’s office.

Cox was on television. He was on television with Miss Universe.

Trinidad and Tobago and her mainland neighbour Venezuela have more than their fair share of Miss Worlds and Miss Universes; one of the most recent at that time was Trinidadian. Here she was with him. He wore his glasses. They laughed together. Later that afternoon he passed by the office, grinning, to a hail of jeers and taunts, then went out to find prostitutes for some Chinese seamen off a rusty freighter in return for a few dollars. After that he stole some coconuts from our office tree, was discovered and took a tongue-lashing for it; then retired to his hole under the building. That was Cox’s day in the sun.

When Christmas came, our office became a depot and command centre for the distribution of gifts. Things had looked up for Cox, and our nights at the office developed a routine – but, being Cox, this was soon disrupted. I opened the door to his rattling one night, and he came in to ask if he could use the phone. I let him in, and paid little attention to his phone conversation. But suddenly – and strangely for the time of night – a second phone line started to ring. I picked it up on another receiver, and it was our boss calling from home. He demanded to know how Cox came to be using the office phone.

Cox had called a radio phone-in show, and among its listeners was the boss. It spelt the end of Cox’s evenings in the office. Carnival season approached, and the twin-island republic became a whirl. Carnival was a prime season for Cox and his street cronies as the island filled with newcomers, and the streets were awash with flesh and beer and rum. Occasionally his face would appear like a light bulb in this place or that – at the back of some of the most select parties, or on a carnival float, or running with packs of tourists. After that, Carnival hangover seemed to last months, and the office was slow to return to routine.

When I next saw Cox he seemed to have mange growing on his skin. And lumps had appeared on his neck. The mysterious car still delivered him food most nights, but it went uneaten more often than not.

I heard that Cox had AIDS.

He had befriended a tourist, one Carnival a few years earlier, when he was a teenager. They ended up at the tourist’s hotel. I never discovered if the tourist was male or female; if the sex had been consensual or sold. When you knew Cox it was as shattering a thought as child abduction. Because David Cox wasn’t of the truly wasted street crowd. He never took drugs, nor dealt them. He giggled like a little girl when we goaded him into a half a bottle of beer one night in the office.

It transpired that Cox had been diagnosed some time ago, and had since developed full-blown AIDS. One of my colleagues had doctors in his family, and Cox was treated for free.

But his lip hung lower than ever, and he started to dribble. He began to lose his height and build, and his skin lost its shine. Still he rallied from time to time. Occasionally the young Doctor Cox would emerge with his spectacles, and his crucial business dealings. But Cox knew he was sick.

He asked me one night if I thought there was anything after death.

The shadowy car that delivered his supper turned out to be from one of the finest restaurants, not far around the corner. It was run by a pair of formidable women who had let themselves be tangled in Cox’s net of charm. As he slowed and grew more dazed, and as we watched the glands on his neck swell, and his body show more bones, a quiet circuit of friendship showed itself around him – the restaurant, the doctor, the bosses at the office. Without fanfare his needs were catered to by souls who were touched by him.

When Cox was suddenly taken to the accident and emergency department, my colleague Kirtlee and I donned suit jackets and strode into Port of Spain General Hospital to find him. He was on a large ward.

‘It’s nothing,’ he said. ‘Just a cough. Tell them I’m coming back.’

He did come back for a while – but he disappeared again, this time to a facility on a lush mountainside, with a view over all the land. I was leaving the island for a few weeks, and before I left I made the journey to find him. He was on a bed next to a prisoner in chains.

Cox spread out his hands and grinned his terrified grin, as if acknowledging a dark and colossal joke. I brought him treats, and a wallet with some pieces of official paperwork. But seeing him there, wide-eyed with his situation, I knew his spirit had flowered, his time had come and gone. I hugged him, and told him to wait for me; I would bring him something back from my travels.

But Cox couldn’t wait.

He told his last visitors that I was coming back. But it was from them I heard on the phone that he was dead. They buried him at La Peyrouse cemetery; his friends came from the office, from the restaurant, and apparently an unexpected number from out of the woodwork of gingerbread houses and palms and shadows. I don’t know if Miss Universe was there; but it doesn’t matter.

Mist hung over Port of Spain when I got back. It was butterfly season again. The highway was strewn with needless victims; all dead, but flashing fire and colour from where they lay.





THE YARRA

NAM LE

Hours before sunrise my body’s already soaked with sweat, as though in anticipation of the real heat. Melbourne’s in drought. The city a plain of dust and fire. I wake amidst dreams of Saturday sports as a schoolboy, shin guards and box chafing where the sheets have twisted; noise, collision down the pitch as faraway as a deeper dream. There are Tupperware containers at half-time, frozen wedges of orange. Then a sudden switch and charge, players all around me, the rising breathing in my ears – I am sprinting, dread-filled, from here to there, and here the ball is kicked to there, and there it’s booted – at the very moment I’ve chased it down – somewhere else. The sun is on my face and then it is dark. My brother, my blood and bones, confessor and protector, came in last night, he must be sleeping downstairs, and – as always when he comes – I find my hand on my heart and my mind wide open and wheeling.

I get up and wash my face. The water from the cold faucet is warm, it smells of dirt. Downstairs, an old habit forestalls me looking at the sleeping form on the couch, and then I look. My brother, Thuan, comes bringing no clues where he’s been. As always, he lies on his back. His mouth is open, his eyelids violent with their shuddered thoughts, and even under the thin sheet I can see the heavy limbs, flat and parallel as though lying in state. He has a powerful body.

I make some coffee in a plunger – not bothering to keep the noise down – and take it outside to the back deck. Surrounded by cicada song I sit down, stare out. Something is wrong. Why else would he have come? I wonder where he’s been but then why does it matter? Away is where he’s been. I think of his last visit three years ago, then Baby’s visit a few months later – how quiet and uncertain she was, how unlike his girlfriend from those rowdier times. Before leaving she hesitated, then asked for thirty dollars; I gave it to her and never saw her again.

Against the darkness, other faces from that shared past occur to my mind with stunning vividness. Even closer, thicker, than the dark is the heat. Another scorcher on the way. Somewhere out there a forest is burning, and a family is crouching under wet towels in a bathtub, waiting as their green lungs fill with steam and soot muck. I test the coffee’s temperature. As often happens at this time of morning I find myself in a strange sleepbleared funk that’s not quite sadness. It’s not quite anything. Through the trees below, the river sucks in the lambency of city, creeps it back up the bank, and slowly, in this way, as I have seen and cherished it for years, the darkness reacquaints itself into new morning.

He’s there now, I sense him, but I say nothing. Minutes pass. A line of second lightness rises into view beside the river: the bike trail.

‘You still got my old T-shirt,’ Thuan says. Even his voice sounds humid. He comes out, barefoot and bare-chested, stepping around my punching bag without even feinting assault.

‘Sleep okay?’

‘If you mean did I drown in my own sweat.’

He’s feeling talkative. ‘You came in late,’ I say. ‘There’s a fan.’

He pads around the deck, inspecting it. Since he was last here I’ve jerry-rigged a small workout area, a tarpaulin overhang. I painted the concrete underfoot in bright, now faded, colours. He lowers himself onto the flat bench. Then under his breath he says, ‘All right,’ as though sceptically conceding a point. He shakes his head. ‘This bloody drought,’ he says.

‘I know, I’ve been going down there,’ I say, nodding at the river. ‘Bringing water up – for the garden and whatnot.’

‘Why?’

‘You know.’ He’s making me self-conscious. ‘The herbs and stuff.’

‘I mean why not just use the hose?’

I glance at him. Where has he been that there aren’t water restrictions? Then I catch his meaning: who cared about the water restrictions? What could they do to you?

A shyness takes hold of me, then I say, ‘I dreamt about Saturday sports.’

To my surprise he starts laughing. He lifts up his face, already sweat-glossed, and bares his mouth widely. Yes, he’s changed since I saw him last. ‘Remember when you broke that guy’s leg?

And they wanted us to forfeit?’

I tell him I remember, though in my memory it was he, and not I, who had done the leg breaking. We’d played on the same team some years. For a confusing moment I’m shuttled back into my morning’s dream: the brittle sky, the sun a pale yolk broken across it. Then the specific memory finds me – the specific faces – the injured kid with what seemed an expression of short-breathed delight, as if someone had just told a hugely off-colour joke; the odd, elsewhere smirk playing on our father’s lips as he came onto the field to collect us, batting off the coach’s earnest officialese, the rising rancour of the opposing parents.

‘The look on his face,’ I scoff.

I wait for Thuan to go on with the story but apparently he’s done. He’s chuckling still, but the sound has no teeth in it and that makes me wary. I feel tested by him.

‘Coffee?’

He thinks about it. Then, as though shoved, he falls backwards along the bench, twisting his upper body at the last second beneath the barbell. Hurriedly I count up the weight – one-twenty kilos on a fifteen-kilo bar – not shameful, but nor is it my PB.

‘Wanna spot?’ I ask, making it clear from my tone that I’m joking.

He jerks the bar off the stand and correctly, easily, completes three presses. When he’s done he remains on his back, arms gone loose on either side of the narrow bench as though parodying one of the weekend kayakers on the river below. I follow his long breaths. For some time he doesn’t move or speak, and in the half-dark I wonder if it’s possible he’s fallen back asleep. All around us the cicadas beat on, their timbre unsteady, deranged by the interminable heat of the night. I settle back too. A strong whiff of sage from the garden. Trees and bushes sliding into their outlines. Buying this place when I came into my inheritance was the smartest thing I ever did – despite its run-down state, subsiding foundations, the light-industrial mills and factories on every side. I couldn’t have known then that ten years on, at thirty-three, I’d be living here alone, jobless. I couldn’t have reasoned that I’d end up folding each of my days into this early-morning mood, trained on the dark river below, sensing that the mood, though ineffable, was one less of sorrow than of loss – and that what I called my life would be answerable to it. I know this: my brother, when he comes, muddies this mood in me. For this I am glad, as for the fact that we are bound to each other in all the ways that matter.

As though invoked, he speaks up. ‘I’ll be out of your hair in a couple of days,’ he says. Then he gets up and goes into the dark bushes, presumably to take a piss.

*

Physical excellence has always been important between us. As a boy, I remember pushing myself in sports because my brother did – following him blindly into school and street games of every type. Unlike me, he didn’t read, or even listen to music; for him the pursuit of physical betterment was its own reason and reward. I remember witnessing – when I was eleven and he thirteen – a push-up contest between my brother and the four Ngo boys. Later, of course, the four of them would be mediatarred as members of that night’s notorious ‘Asian gang’ but in truth they were no gang – they were barely even friends – and famously never on speaking terms. What they were, were brothers. And even back then, in the kids’ room at some family friends’ party in St Albans, squatting around the prone figure of my brother who was younger than all but one of them, they’d already learned to stick together. The contest carried on. With no clear winner emerging, they progressed to push-ups on their knuckles, then push-ups on five fingertips, then one-armed push-ups incorporating these variants – the Ngos dropping out until only Hai, the eldest, remained alongside my brother. Then Hai collapsed. All of us watched in incredulity as Thuan went on to demonstrate a one-armed push-up, left hand tightly clutching his right wrist, where his body’s weight was borne entirely by the thumb and forefinger of his right hand. I was stricken – as much by my brother’s single-mindedness as his strength, the fact he must have practised, in secret, for months. (I say this with confidence because it was only after three months, when I’d buffed two coin-sized spots into the bathroom floorboard, that I managed it myself.)

My brother believed that nothing could make you ridiculous if you were strong. His way was to go at things directly; entering a new school, for example, he would do what movie lore says to do upon entering jail: pick a fight – and win. I wondered what he did in jail. Our father, in his own way, failed to beat this into us, and so my brother beat it into me. I thought then I hated him for it but I was wrong. I wanted to know him – I always have. Now I realise it was only when he asserted himself in physical motion – then, ineluctably, in violence – that I came closest to doing so.

I am on the street of my childhood. I am running late, without any time to scavenge through the disused paddock, veer in and out from under lawn sprinklers – even to catch a breather at the bottom of our steep hill. He’s by himself, waiting for me. Both our parents at work. I’m late, and when I come in the front door he’ll punish me – those are his rules, and they’re clear enough. I come in and there he is, right in front of me, his face almost unbearably inscrutable. He allows me time to put down my schoolbag and deadlock the door. I fumble off my shoes. The hot cord bunches up from my gut into my throat, clogging my breathing. I lift my arms to my face and he slubs me with a big backhander.

‘Where’ve you been? You’re late.’

I nod, lick my cracked lips, crabwalk quickly into the living room. He follows me to the couch where I hunch my back and bury my face in the dark red cushion. Over and over he hits me, his knuckles pounding the hard part of my head where I won’t bruise. The cushion smells of old blood, and spit, and sweat from both our bodies. If I reach behind to feel for the arm, the punishing fist – try to glove it with my own smaller, sweaty palms – he’ll twist and sprain my fingers. If I turn to plead, I’ll meet his face absent of heavy intent, as if his attention is somewhere else, as if he’s bashing my skull to reach something just beyond it. He’s utterly without pity and in my stronger moments I envy that. I’m sorry, I tell him. I’m sorry I’m sorry I’m sorry. He drives his knee into my lower back. At the height of panic and pain something comes free in me. Afterwards, I wipe my face on the cushion and try not to track blood, if there is blood, all over the carpet. I search my reflection in the bathroom mirror. If there’s visible damage, he’ll barter with me, he’ll let me off next time, he’ll do my chores, buy me jam doughnuts at the tuckshop – so long as I don’t dob him in. But only rarely are there visible signs.

‘What happened?’ Mum asks. She’s had a long day and her face is closed and loose.

‘Nothing.’

She pauses. ‘I’ll tell your dad.’

I look at her scornfully. Even she knows that doesn’t deserve an answer.

One of the common tacks in media accounts of my brother, I noticed – beyond the routine designation of ‘monster’ – was to call attention to his inscrutability. None of the other culprits merited such consideration. The Ngo boys, for instance, always looked thuggishly guilty. But courtroom reporters and sketch artists described, artfully and self-consciously, their failure of scrutiny in the face of Thuan Xuan Nguyen; a face typically depicted as ‘smooth’, or ‘mask-like’, on someone whose very name rebuffed pronunciation in each of its three syllables. I could understand their frustration. My brother was a person in whom deep faults ran, yet always he seemed to conduct them into something like charisma. All my life I never judged him; to me he represented the fulfilment of my own genomic seed and tatter. I never suspected, after all that happened, at the trial and beyond, that complete strangers might also be capable of my reservation. This is not to defend what he did. This is to say I understood, completely, the media’s macabre, manic insistence on the details of that night. The facts of the matter. The altercation and eviction from the nightclub. The first victim chased down and hacked to death by a gang wielding machetes, meat cleavers and samurai swords. The sickening count of wounds on his body. Victims two and three fleeing into the Yarra, carried by the water approximately 200 metres to the west – shadowed alongshore by the gang. One with gashes on his wrists and forearms, three fingers missing below the knuckle, from a presumed attempt to return to shore. Chances are you may recall these details. The sober-faced, riverside TV reports, the strongly worded declarations by members of the mayor’s office, the Homicide Squad, the Asian Squad – while in the wintry background, day on day, the grieving families held vigil, wailing in Vietnamese as they proffered incense sticks, lit and let go of tissue paper. You may have even heard me speak, in one of my presentations, about this incident. Most people recognise my brother only through one of his tabloid nicknames: the Meat Cleaver Murderer. He was there on the bank that night. Here’s what most people won’t know – what I’ve never spoken about: I was there with him.

*

When it gets light my brother showers and heads out. I laze on the couch in the living room, windows open but curtains drawn, shirtless in front of the rickety fan, rolling a chilled glass bottle of water back and forth across my chest. Otherwise, I try not to move. When the phone rings, it’s Mum – one of her friends has just spotted Thuan on Victoria Street. Is it true? Has he come back?

I’m waiting for him when he returns. We have to go visit Mum, I tell him. He stops, then nods, puts his sunnies back on. Outside, the air is so hot it immediately dries out my lungs; I can feel the bitumen boiling through my sandals. This is a killing sun. We walk south, through the Abbotsford chop shops and factories, the streets made slow, strange with heat vapour, the sudden assaultive glare of metal surfaces. People move, then pause in scant shadows. On the main street the tramlines look as though they’re liquefying. Too hot to think, let alone speak, we make our way towards the high-rise flats.

‘Child?’ our mother asks when she opens the door. She’s wearing brown silk pyjamas and there’s absolutely no sweat on her face.

‘Hello, Ma.’ My brother touches her shoulder for a second. She reaches up and cups his ear, then turns to smile at me.

When our father died I advised her to sell the house and car and move here – the flat was government-subsidised, located in the heart of a Vietnamese neighbourhood. During that period she was used to doing whatever I said. I see, looking back, it must have been hard going for her – moving from a family home with yard, driveway and garden to living alone in an inner-city warren sentried by closed-circuit cameras. Up urine-doused lifts and down fumigated corridors. Since then, though, she’s grown to like it. She likes the proximity to her new circle of friends, to Victoria Street a block away, and – a few blocks behind that – to me. After all that happened, I sometimes wondered how her friendships suffered – I loathed the thought of her being judged by that array of flat faces and slit eyes, besieged by their silent, hostile curiosities – but of course she’d never have discussed any of that with me.

The dining table, predictably and yet astonishingly, is covered with food. Mum comes out of the kitchen with a jug full of mint leaves and cut lemon halves. She pours our drinks, enquires after my herb garden, brings out a colander brimming over with fresh basil and purple mint and coriander. She’ll send some cuttings home with me, she says; the residents picked the community garden clean due to the drought. Every now and then, as she speaks, she’ll stop to look at my brother.

‘You’ve been in the sun,’ she says. She wets a cloth under the kitchen tap and lays it across the back of his neck.

We eat with courteous gusto. These are all our favourite dishes: spring rolls, shredded chicken coleslaw, a plain winter melon soup offset by caramelised salty pork. My brother doesn’t talk, so neither do I. The silence becomes the outside wind: up here on the eighteenth floor it’s a constant commotion, driving dust and sound through the metal window jambs, shaking the very light. Every so often I see smallish cockroaches stopping, as though disoriented, in the middle of their skitterings. Oblivious, we eat, and before we’re done with any given dish Mum carts it off – brings forth a new one. For a moment it’s as though we’ve ducked out from our nearer past; we’re back in our St Albans kitchen, nothing to say, waiting for Mum to finish up. Not knowing it would chase us all down – this past still in front of us. Then, she cooked and we ate. Later, she sat down and couldn’t stand up again in a Victorian Supreme Court public toilet, her eldest son counted push-ups in his cell, body wet with heft and speed, I stood in front of strangers and spoke them both down into small dots of sense. Later, she sat with her back straight and head bent, I stood in front of people and delivered up her dead husband.

In cold weather you find the dead roaches behind the radiators, under the electric kettle, microwave, fridge, where they group for warmth. When it’s this hot where do they go?

‘Child is well?’ Finally she’s seated, facing Thuan. The dishes are cleared and there’s a platter of fruit on the table.

‘I’m fine,’ he says.

She starts to respond, then stops. Her fingers reach out to test the lacquer of a cut lemon face, left open to the air.

‘Really,’ he says. He sounds like he means it.

‘It’s so sad what happened to Baby,’ she says. She, too, is thinking about death. ‘I didn’t even know she was sick like that.’

‘Baby? What happened?’

‘Thank you for coming to see me. I know you’re very busy.’

‘You don’t know about Baby?’ I ask despite myself.

Thuan frowns, then reaches over and squeezes our mother’s shoulder. ‘Ma. Guess what.’

‘Where you’ve been, or what you’ve been doing, is your own business,’ she continues. She says this shyly and forthrightly, a settlement of fact. ‘I don’t need you to look after me.’

‘I know, Ma.’

‘And Lan, he is very good. He can look after himself.’

‘He is very good,’ repeats Thuan, completely deadpan.

‘I hear about Lan speaking at universities, at the community centre, and it makes me very happy.’ My brother throws me an offhand smile, and in a ritual manner she follows up his smile, almost too sweetly. Turning her attention to me: ‘He has become a brave and caring man.’

I get up, go to the window. There has always been a touch of formal drama about my mother, and a situation like this – her prodigal son’s return after three long years – is bound to draw it out. Through the wind-rattled window I watch some seagulls, hovering in the air the way seagulls do. The air is runny with heat and bleaches the blue sky.

Mum’s speaking again. ‘I know I can’t tell you what to do. But I’m your mother and I don’t want my sons to be angry with each other.’

I turn around. My brother’s mouth is slightly open, sly at one corner.

‘I don’t know how much longer I’ll be here. I want my sons to look after each other.’ She speaks with care, a prepared grace. ‘Your father would want that too. Remember when you were children, you looked after each other.’

In grade three, when my parents found out I was being bullied, they left it to my brother to beat up the malefactor. Recess the next day Thuan climbed out of the concrete playground tunnel from one end, then, a long minute later, Matty Fletcher from the other, smiling with his mouth full and one hand low on his gut. My family used to bring this up at every chance. Now, Mum stops, following the thought to its logical implication. Another track cut off next to a night river. Nothing, during the trial, was so cruel as watching the jury coaxed and coerced by weeks of ‘similar fact evidence’ alleging Thuan’s propensity for violence – until it was all anyone could see of him. She must have been confounded, afterwards, by the new plot of her life – how, whether forward or back, it inescapably led her, as it did both her sons, to that one night – as though it were exactly where we were all meant to be.

‘I’ve been saving some money,’ she says.

‘Ma.’ His insouciance has settled now.

‘I need you to come to the bank with me later. To sign some papers. If you have time.’

‘Listen, Ma, I don’t need money.’

‘You’re the oldest, so I want you to look after it.’

For a moment no one speaks. In the yellow emptiness behind the window I hear voices, strains of Asian opera riding the hot red wind from a different floor, maybe a different building. The glass-warmed sun on my face. I’m brought back to mornings waking up when my pillow is so suffused with sun, the air through the open window so full of a sense of lost summer, that I clench my eyes closed again, coach those voices at the bottom of my hearing to sing louder, bear higher their meaning.

‘Child,’ says Mum, her tone finally relaxing. ‘You’re too good for money now?’

Thuan leans back at the table, slightly embarrassed.

Mum stands up, brushing smooth her silk pyjama top. ‘Heavens,’ she says, ‘it’s been so long since I saw you. I’m going to tell you the truth – I didn’t know if I would see you again.’ Then, with her usual restraint, she checks herself. Smiling privately, as though she’s decided she has all the time she needs, she picks up the jug and heads into the kitchen to make more iced tea.

*

‘So Baby.’

The lift drops with the sound of metal squealing against itself.

‘Two or three years ago,’ I say. ‘It was an accident, they think.’

He looks straight ahead. ‘OD?’

I nod.

‘She was still in Footscray?’

‘Yeah, probably. I think so. I saw her – she was all straightened out.’

He frowns, maybe sensing my lie. ‘Not if she was still hanging out in Footscray she wasn’t.’ It’s the first time I’ve heard an edge of the old hard tone. ‘Jesus,’ he mutters. The lift opens, and I follow him through the two security doors back out into the heat.

In the presentations I’ve been asked to give, I generally concentrate on sociological factors until the inevitable moment I find myself nudged towards the incident. The cops at our door two days later, their duteous, scornful faces, all the scorn sucked into their eyes and the edges of their mouths as if to curb them from asking, What kind of animals are you? That you could do this to your own? These are not, I think, unfair questions. But the people who turn to me for answers aren’t looking to my master’s in political science, they’re looking at my one-of-them face, they’re looking at my pedigree of proximity: the fact I’m my brother’s brother. Not that I’m one of them, of course. I’m articulate and deferential, I’m charming to just the right degree. It’s that they trust me to tell them the inside story. They want to know – beneath the affidavits and agreed facts – how it happened. And so when I talk about socioeconomic disadvantage, about ghettoisation and tribal acting-out, about inexorable cycles of escalation, I say these things and I mean them, but even to me they start to sound insincere. What I mean to say but don’t – can’t – is that everything always starts with a girl, and in this case the girl was Baby.

My brother was nineteen and one night came home drunk, flushed, probably high, and with a girl. This last had never happened before. There was a shadow on his jaw which I assumed was a bruise. After some time the girl said to me, ‘I’m Baby,’ then turned to him and exclaimed, ‘I can’t believe you weren’t gonna introduce me!’ then kissed him, all the while still talking into his mouth. He made some joke and she laughed and I was relieved, hearing her laugh, that it wasn’t the cutesy, infant squeaking so many Asian girls liked to perform in front of guys.

‘He talks about you all the time,’ she said, and laughed again.

I decided I liked her.

How long they’d been together wasn’t clear. It seemed, from Baby’s comfort with him, that it might have been a while. She was my brother’s first girlfriend, I think, and I’m not sure why that didn’t surprise me at the time. They’d just come home from a fight. I mentally staged it during their telling: Baby’s ex had been at the club, an Asian night, stewing deeper and hotter in Hennessy the longer he watched them until, at the final, emptying hour – the music switched off and lights on, bartenders wiping down bars, tallying the take – he’d called up his mates and followed them outside.

Something flew out of the night towards Thuan’s head. He ducked, the bottle smashing against a car, setting off the alarm. I knew that club: its main entrance fed onto a cul-de-sac backed in by warehouses, steel roller doors, a multi-storey car park giving out the only light. Under that spotty, gas-like glow, my brother turned around and saw them – maybe a dozen of them. Their movements loose and stiff with alcohol. He had Baby with him, and the four Ngo brothers – that was it. Breath shortening, the great engine of his glands working till he felt again the thick twists of hormones through his body, he fended Baby back against the blaring car, made quick eye contact with the Ngos, for whom he felt himself flooding with a feeling of deep loyalty, and waited. You can always tell the seriousness of a fight by the speed of first approach. Baby’s ex feinted forward, then his crew herky-jerked at them, and instantly my brother knew in his body the entire shape of what would follow. The only surprise was the set of strangers who jumped in to help them; it was only later, in the nervy racing-away euphoria, that they were introduced as Baby’s friends from Footscray; only later still, well past the point of ready return, that he learned the guy in the red baseball cap – as affable afterwards as he was vicious during the fight – was another of Baby’s exes.

‘You should’ve been there,’ Thuan said magnanimously, rubbing the sore spot on his jaw. ‘We could have used you out there tonight.’

‘You did okay,’ said Baby.

I studied her closely – this girl they’d all fought over. She had a face struck together by contrasts: the Asian hair – so black it looked wet – offset by almost European features: chalky skin, sunken cheeks, lips in a burnished shade of red that belonged to some earlier, jazz-smoked era. Her body was slight and wonderfully slouched. She had, all in all, the look of a good girl gone a bit grungy. Thinking of their story, I saw her arms lined by light in the alley, locked crossed amid the scudding bodies, the car alarm caterwauling through her skull. Then I saw my brother watching her. He looked the happiest I’d ever seen him.

‘I wish I had been there,’ I said, and meant it.

That summer, I spent more time with Thuan than ever before or since; Baby liked my company, insisted on it, and my brother was surprisingly acquiescent – especially given we’d never really had any mutual friends. She called him Little T and so, with even less reason, I became Big T. I came to need her, and probably what I needed most about her was him: the emergent, intricate person he became around her. He developed a way of talking to me through her, in third-person – Look at him – and he reckons he’s not on steroids! She kept him kind to me like that. At Brighton Beach she stripped to a grey bikini. When he caught me staring, he gave me a look that was warning and mockery, shy and full of braggadocio, knowing and forgiving all at once. Do you see what I mean? We lived then in slow-time; the light more viscous, the breath drawn deeper into our bodies. I had a new brother and a new name – how would I not rally to both?

*

When we get back, Thuan breaks the silence and tells me to head inside – he’s going to keep wandering. There’s no invitation in his announcement so I go in – glad to escape the punishing heat – strip to my boxers, splash water over my face and chest. I think for a droll moment of working out. Then I resume my place on the couch, following the creak of the fan, the odd foolhardy cyclist whizzing by on the track below.

The wind sears my face awake. I’m sodden and sticky. I find myself incredibly aroused. The wind feels as though it’s passed through fire. I press my face into the cushion and reach for myself, drowsing into the familiar memory of Baby, that one time. The habitual quickening. She came over to our house wheeling a large suitcase full of clothes to launder. Yes. These trips were timed so both our parents would be out working the night shift. My brother steered and shut her up in his room, not knowing I could hear their every other sound. At the end of the night she unloaded the dryer and folded her clothes into the suitcase.

‘Need any help with that?’

‘I’ll be right.’

‘You can carry it down the stairs?’

A flirtatious pause.

‘Sure, you can help me bring it down.’

I glided to the window and lifted the hem of the blinds. I was nearly seventeen. They left, as usual, by the small unlit walkway between the fence and my side of the house. And as usual, they tarried in the dark, swaying in and away from each other, whispering, and I cracked open the window to listen in from above.

‘So what’s the going tip for a bellboy here?’ she asked.

Outside, the night was cool and a wind blew full and quiet along the empty street, carrying with it the scent of new flowers, jasmine and hibiscus and bougainvillea. A wood chime sounded from a neighbour’s porch.

‘Just a quick blow job,’ he said.

She spluttered out a low laugh, pushed and punched him. Then they kissed. She kissed him soft and then she kissed him hard, and after some abortive fumblings she spun around and folded herself over the standing suitcase. She wriggled her pants down to her knees.

‘Make it quick,’ her voice hissed.

He shoved down his own pants and grabbed her pale hips. He leaned and rocked over her. The wheels scrabbled wildly across the concrete but the suitcase stayed upright. From where I was watching, all I could see of Baby was the side of her head, curtained off by her jogging black hair. She nodded and nodded and nodded and I watched. Finally they stopped, remaining locked together, almost statue-like. Then she unbent herself, bobbed her knees in a little curtsey, and reached between her legs with two fingers.

‘You,’ she said, grinning delightedly, jabbing her fingers at his chest, ‘are going to get me pregnant.’

He shushed her and automatically she looked around, scoping the street. Then she looked up – and saw me. I jerked back but didn’t dare release the blinds. After an appalling hesitation, she lowered her gaze, then straightened her clothes. She took possession of her suitcase handle. My brother stood there half-slouched and stupid. I ignored him. I watched instead the new self-consciousness in Baby’s body – or did I imagine it? – as she walked away, leaning her weight forward, scraping and sledding her suitcase across the street.

‘I never want to see you again,’ my brother abruptly shouted into the night. ‘Take your stuff and get out of here!’

With a wicked smile she turned in our direction. ‘I’m never coming back!’ she called out. She heaved the suitcase into the boot and slammed it shut.

Something occurs to me from my childhood I haven’t thought about for years. After a particularly nasty beating, if I swore to tell our parents – and his bribes and proofs of contrition weren’t enough to dissuade me – my brother would threaten to run away. How strange that I now remember this with something like nostalgia. He would stalk to the closet and take out a suitcase and then he’d start packing it, leaving me mute-stricken as I tagged helplessly and furiously behind him, horrified by the thought of being responsible for his loss – and, far more deeply, of losing him. I’d break, of course, and agree to anything if only he agreed to stay. Was this what it was to love somebody? I guessed it had to be.

A few weeks after my brother’s open-air tryst with Baby, we received word that the Ngo brothers had been ambushed at the casino. The crew from that nightclub fight was responsible; they’d driven all the way in, we later learned, from Sunshine. The youngest Ngo, Peter, had had two of his ribs broken with a cricket bat. They’d been out with the Footscray crew from the same fight – the one with Baby’s red-capped ex – with whom they’d since become mates. Straight away there was talk of revenge, and soon enough there was another fight, at another Asian night, when Red Cap recognised one of the Sunshine boys. This time, knives were produced, and two people cut.

To Thuan and me, none of this, in itself, seemed critical. These fights happened all the time without ever reaching the hospitals, let alone the courts or headlines. The Ngos were known hot-heads. And everyone accepted that the club scene was booby-trapped with grudges and grievances, blood ties and vendettas and bonds of blind loyalty. Asian nights had been banned in Sydney for exactly this reason. The shock of what followed in this case lay mostly in the speed and savagery of its escalation. Afterwards, there was a fair bit of carry-on about who could have done what, when, to whom, to excite such action – but I’ll confess that, as irrational and unfair as it may sound, and though it can’t really be said to have presaged anything, as soon as Baby looked up that cool night, and commanded my eye, and showed me how dangerous her desire was, how matter-of-fact her recklessness – I knew right then I could no longer be shocked by anything that touched her.

For Thuan it was already too late. First, it emerged that she’d been in contact with Red Cap, her ex, all along – that in fact he was her on-again off-again dealer. I saw my brother’s face when he found out, felt the shock and deep retreat as though it were my own. He broke it off with her. She contacted me and pleaded her innocence. She was crying, and had never looked more beautiful. It was over, she said; she’d been clean the whole time, she said, and, still believing her, I passed it on. They reconciled. I was wracked with strong ambivalence seeing, even momentarily, my brother so vulnerable. A week later, a friend of mine spotted Baby in Sunshine with her other ex – the one who’d picked the first fight with my brother. I confronted her. At first she denied it, then she stopped short. It was impossible to go anywhere in a Vietnamese enclave without being noted – she understood that.

‘Okay,’ she sighed. ‘I went there.’

I didn’t say anything.

‘I heard …’ She paused, reconsidered. ‘Him and his mates are planning an attack. A big one.’

‘On who?’

‘Johnny. My ex. And all the rest of his friends. Your friends too – the brothers.’

We were in her car, on our way to pick Thuan up from somewhere, and she spoke straight ahead, into the busy windscreen.

‘You know this? You gotta tell them.’

‘I don’t know.’ She frowned, chewed at her lower lip. ‘I know him. He just wants to be the big man. That’s all it was, I just went there to ask him to stop all this.’

‘What’d he say?’

She glanced over at me, and there was a small, strange crease around her eyes I hadn’t seen before.

‘He said he’d think about it.’

‘Okay.’

She drove on a while, then, as though resolving some internal question, she swung her head from side to side. ‘Big T, he wanted me to beg.’

All my life I’ve been told I’m not very good at reading people. There is, I think, some truth to this. Baby, in particular, was so changeable that any attempt would usually be offside and out of step. But in that moment, I was inspired by an intense insight to say nothing, to sit still and let her ravelled thinking tease itself out. In my concentration my face must have lapsed into a frown.

She looked over, cringed slightly. ‘I guess you already know,’ she murmured. ‘I don’t know what to do.’

‘Do you wanna pull over? Talk about this?’

‘I would love that.’

She pulled into a petrol station and parked by the air pump. Again, I waited for her to speak.

‘You’re sweet,’ she said nervously. She tilted the rear-view mirror down and checked her face. Then she told me how, when she’d gone back to plead with her ex, one thing had led to another. Not like that. But she still wasn’t sure how it had happened.

‘What happened?’

She paused. ‘I don’t want your brother to think I’m a slut.’ Her voice was small but quickly hardening. ‘That’s what he called me last time.’

We sat in silence as the car ticked. Slut. The word led me to the image of her bent over a wobbling suitcase, pants scrunched down to her knees. Sand and salt on her wet skin. The lie of the bikini on her body.

‘Yeah but you did fuck him, didn’t you?’ I could feel my heart throttling my ribs as I thought this, and then, unbelievably – as I said it. Now the new word – the new image it called up – landed heavy and wet between us.

Baby jutted out her jaw. She jerked her head in my direction but didn’t look at me. ‘You can’t … Look, it’s not like I’m going out with you.’

‘Right.’

‘You can’t talk to me like that.’

‘Right. It’s not like he’s my brother. Like the last time you fucked around, who was it that patched everything up for you?’

She inhaled sharply. She said, ‘I screwed up.’ Then she turned to me, her face gone cunning. ‘But what’s the deal with you two anyway? What sort of fucked-up thing is that?’ Her skin was clenched tight around the eyes, her jaw muscles working her thoughts. ‘I don’t even know why he lets you follow him around. Almost like he’s scared of you or something. Like you’ve got something on him – the way you’ve got something on me – ‘cos that’s what you do, right, Big T? Spy on everyone? Get all the dirt?’

As she spoke, the space inside the hatchback seemed to shrink. It was as though everything real, dimensional, was happening here, inside, while the windows were actually screens broadcasting a program of outside movement and colour. In this enclosure I became acutely aware of her smell – sweat from where her body had kneaded the seat, the chemical tang of her shampoo.

Without thinking I reached for her.

She flinched. ‘I’m sorry,’ she coughed, then, somewhat unsteadily, she undid her seatbelt, leaned forward, and peeled her cardigan off. I realised her cheeks were wet. I didn’t know what I wanted. ‘Sorry,’ she repeated, and offered both her naked arms to me. She was sobbing now, quietly. And then I saw what it was she was trying to show me. The two dark mottled bands around her wrist, and two more around her biceps. The bruises yellow and orange and green, and myself enraptured and repulsed by them. The rot and ripe of them. Most strangely, I felt myself powerfully flushed with a sense that I only much later recognised – and ultimately accepted – as betrayal.

I told my brother a friend had seen her go into the ex’s house. I told him to ask her himself. I told him – thinking he’d be happy to hear it – that this ex was gearing up for a major attack against the Footscray crew. I told him my source was unimpeachable.

*

The afternoon, finally, is cooling down when Thuan returns. He catches me half-naked in the kitchen. ‘I’ve washed up in plenty of kitchen sinks,’ he assures me. He’s carrying a slab of Carlton Bitter under one arm and holding a supermarket bag in the other. ‘Meat,’ he explains, ‘for the barbie.’

‘Where’d you go?’

He ignores me, sets the bag down, rips a couple of cans out of their tight plastic trap. When he throws me a beer I realise it’s exactly what I feel like. The rest of the cans he tips into an esky. By silent consensus we head outside and sit on the deck. Through the gums and melaleucas, the thick pelt of scrub and sedge along its banks, the river is light brown, slow, milky. This river that famously flows upside down. The day’s heat hangs in the air but is no longer suffocating. The brightness no longer angry. We finish the beers, and then the next ones, and the next. I hadn’t realised how thirsty I was. He tells me he walked along the river, up to the falls. He saw kayakers there, rehearsing their moves, and uni students doing water tests. He stops, losing interest in his own story. I picture the concrete-capped, rubbish-choked weir, the graffitied basalt boulders, all dominated by the Eastern Freeway roaring overhead. I wonder whether it brought to his mind another river – the same river – running beside and below a different freeway. I wonder whether, when he stares out at this river now, he connects it to that other river a few Ks dead south of here; if he follows it, in his mind’s eye, through its windings and loops, through Collingwood, and Abbotsford, and Richmond, and Burnley – to South Yarra.

He throws me another beer. The barbeque is all but forgotten. I’m getting a bit dreamy with alcohol, my mind draggling in the heat.

‘So what’s going on with you anyway?’

‘What?’ I say, even though I heard him. I have no idea why I said this. I start to audition sentences to make my answer over but this only affirms the silence. My brother snorts, then hoists his drink in a wry toast. I skol my can, stand up and torpedo it into the bush. I’ll pick it up later. A pair of rowers glance at us from the river and wave.

‘Jesus,’ my brother says, ‘I really screwed her up.’

‘Nothing you could have done. She was on edge the whole time.’ After my last chance, I’m now eager to speak. ‘Probably junk too. And those friends of hers – in Footscray.’ ‘What?’ His brow creases. ‘Nah, I meant Mum.’ He looks at me curiously for a second, then scoffs at himself. ‘Though her too, I guess.’

I recall a story Baby told me during her last visit, how a friend of hers in detention had collapsed from withdrawal; the male guards had grabbed her, double-cuffed her, stuck a motorbike helmet on her head for two days so she couldn’t ‘hurt herself.’

‘Mum still going up to that temple?’

He’d come back from jail and I’d fantasised about receiving his confidences. He’d copped the time for both of us – knowing, surely, that I would’ve done the same. But he hadn’t grown more open at all. Nor the couple of other times he’d visited. Only this time seemed different. This was the most communicative I’d ever seen him.

‘In Sunshine? I think so.’ He doesn’t react, so I go on, ‘I think once she ran into one of the families there. I heard one of them spat in her face.’

He nods absently. ‘And you? You okay?’

The side-stepped directness of his question stuns me. I saunter my arm out along the view. ‘What’s not to be okay about?’

‘Listen,’ he says. ‘Can I ask you something?’

‘What?’

‘That stuff Mum said about you doing talks.’

‘It’s nothing. Just uni stuff.’ I feel myself smirking. ‘They just need someone with slanty eyes who can speak in their language.’

‘What sort of stuff do you say?’

‘You know – just whatever they wanna hear.’

‘Like what?’

‘Like poverty, or language issues. Cultural marginalisation …’

‘They don’t ask about what happened that night?’

‘You mean do I talk about you.’

He shakes his head impatiently. He’s working himself up to something and it puts me on edge. ‘I mean, don’t they ask why? Why I did it? I mean, isn’t all the rest of it bullshit?’

‘Why we did it. I was there too.’

‘Yeah,’ he says, visibly annoyed at having been interrupted. ‘You’re right. I forget. I’m sorry.’ I wait for him to go on but now I’ve mucked up his thinking. ‘It’s all bullshit,’ he says again, struggling to recall his argument, and out of some old fraternal deference I find myself looking away. I listen to the frogs gulping for air down by the rushes. The black ducks and reed warblers. My heart is beating harder and harder. I know, of course, what he’s referring to – it’s the same thing that brings him here each time, then each time strikes him silent: the mind-boggling bullshit of me, years on, still with nothing but time, still cashing in, ever more deeply, on his time. Those twelve bullshit years piled on the back of a single night’s spur of the moment. That night, too, I’d felt the same sick, heady exhilaration talking to him like this – like we were friends.

‘You’re shaking,’ he had pointed out. We’d made it home and both showered; he’d scrubbed his face, I noticed, until it was bright pink. The corners of his temple lined with delicate blue veins.

‘I can’t piss. My bladder feels heavy as, but nothing comes out.’

He’d frowned, then reached out and clutched my neck with one of his strong pink hands. I knew the strength of those hands. My stomach hitched. He didn’t say anything, and at the physical contact I was shuddered back to our surreal, silent trip in the car; the fog descending upon the freeway canyons, the red blinking lights of radio towers blooming like blood corollas in the mist. The streets had sucked us through the city and shot us home.

‘If they come for us,’ my brother had said to me.

‘No one saw us.’

‘You weren’t there. If they come for us, you weren’t there.’

‘Hai and Long and Quang saw me.’

‘No they didn’t. I’ll talk to them.’

‘What about you?’

‘No matter what they say – so-and-so saw you, so-and-so ratted you out. Don’t listen to them. You weren’t there.’

‘What about you?’

He patted my neck, then removed his hand. The absence was a freezing burn. He was my rough flesh, he was rooted in the same soil, his heart and brain fed by the same blood, and never before had I felt so needful of him. He stood up and abruptly grimaced, clutching his right knee. Then his face smoothed over again. ‘I don’t think anyone who saw me will talk,’ he said. ‘But it shouldn’t take them long. To find out about the Ngos. And then me.’

‘You mean Baby?’

He nodded, then let out a short burst of air.

‘What?’

‘I’m not saying she’ll talk,’ he said.

‘She’s the one who called me.’

To this day I remember how, when I told him this, he’d shaken his head and smiled. ‘I know,’ he’d said, as though unexpectedly amused. ‘Everything always goes back to Baby.’ Now it is summer, my brother sits with me on the deck of my own house and his face, sweaty and cooked well past pink, confirms itself in that same expression – bemused, sardonic, slightly otherwise occupied.

‘Listen to me,’ he says. ‘I’m glad you didn’t have to go down with me.’ His tone is flat with finality. ‘That was the best thing that happened this whole mess.’

‘Okay.’

‘That was the opposite of bullshit.’

‘I’m sorry.’

He waves it off. The light is dimming now and he turns away, but not before I catch a brief tensile movement in his expression. There’s a discipline holding his face together. I’m horrified by the sudden realisation that maybe he’s lying to me. ‘But see,’ he goes on, ‘what I mean is this. I was there, you were there. I don’t remember hardly anything. I was off my head but still.’ He pauses, perhaps suspicious of his own earnestness. Neither of us looks at the other. ‘Haven’t you tried to think about it, why we did it, and you can’t tell what’s what?’

I decide, in the brief silence that follows, that he’s not actually asking me this question.

‘What happened,’ he goes on, ‘and what everyone else says that happened?’

My face has reverted to its little-brother mask – imploring his censure and contempt, his instruction.

‘You’d think you’d remember everything.’

I nod. I approximate a wry sound. Then I venture, ‘I do. I do remember.’

He stops to absorb this. Then slowly, and to my great relief, his face slides back into its ironic smile. ‘Well, you have to. Otherwise, who’s gonna give those bloody speeches?’

*

That night. I remembered that night very clearly. I’d been at a different club. They’d all gone to Jade – another Asian night – and I hated Asian nights. Too many try-hards, too much attitude. I was in the toilets when I got the call. There was a guy next to me pissing with both hands in his pockets. It was one of the most intimidating things I’d ever seen. I was pretty buzzed by that time, and when I answered the phone, Baby’s tinny laughing was of a piece with the cackling going on and off in one of the stalls, and then – out in the club – the DJ’s chop to a bass-heavy loop, the dewy, overripe smell of teenage girls. I found a quieter corner so I could hear her.

‘Swords!’ she was saying. Then I realised she wasn’t laughing. ‘They’ve got fucking swords!’

Outside, it was drizzling. I ran down the road, past the shawled girls with clopping heels, the corners and culverts reeking of piss, the darkened power poles specked with staples. Overhead, the wet telephone wires gleamed completely gold in the streetlight, like charged filaments, even though my mind insisted on them as black, sheathed in black plastic. I reached the car, which I’d parked at a defunct petrol station – now just a low, flat, broken roof spewing water onto the oil-stained concrete. As soon as I stopped running, I vomited. I got in the car and caught my breath. I called Baby. She didn’t answer. I called my brother.

‘Fuck,’ he panted. ‘Fucking fuck.’

‘What happened? Where are you?’

He was running, his breath loud and jagged. The wind took his voice. There was no time to explain. He told me where to pick him up, down near the river. It was only a few minutes away.

I arrived at the corner of Church and Alexandra. Across the road from the brightly lit car dealership, human shapes were scampering in every direction. They were all guys, all Asians – some carrying glinting weapons and cudgels. I saw one pull down the beak of his baseball cap over his eyes. Not daring to stop, I slowed the car as I passed, made out what looked like a small pile of dirty clothes on the nature strip. Then I saw, pale and inverted, the telltale hand. There was no blood. The head must have been concealed by a piece of flapping fabric, or maybe the ground fell away. There was nothing to indicate a body that had been smashed and stabbed to bits, but even then I knew that was what I was looking at, and the knowledge rocked in my skull, riled up my blood.

I drove on a bit further and parked on the grassy shoulder, making sure to turn off the engine and lights. I took out my phone, my hands trembling, saw three missed calls from Baby. I tried her again but again no one answered. Then the phone rang. My brother. Where was I? I told him what I’d seen, we had to get the fuck out of there. Not yet. Where was I? Okay, I should meet him on the other side of the bridge. When? Now. Right now.

I got out of the car. The wind had picked up, gusting sideways on my face. I spat and could see my slag sail forever. Behind me the faux-gothic columns of Melbourne High School were upwardly lit. I crossed the road to the riverbank and ran along the bike path, under bare tree boughs creaking and contending in the wind. Some distance ahead of me, windows in condominium buildings glowed in what seemed secret patterns. I ran into the wind. A car bore down on me, its headlights tunnelling through the thickening fog, changing the shape of the road. It passed in a vicious swipe of noise. By the time I reached the body, which had been left strangely unattended, a veneer had been ripped away within me, an innate excuse brought full-blooded to life. I crossed the bridge.

My brother was three-quarters across. He wore an open-necked shirt as though it wasn’t the heart of winter, and leaned against a lamp-lit column as though bored, as though waiting for a late tram. As soon as I reached him he spun around without a word and sprinted down some white-glowing stairs that led to the north bank of the river. There was another track down there, squeezed between the Monash Freeway on one side and the river on the other.

I can’t tell you what it felt like, racing through the cold night with my brother. On our right the concrete-and-plastic freeway barricade flickering our progress, on our left the river, and beneath us the paved path springing our feet forward and fast. The wind kicking at our backs. At no point did I second guess what we were doing. I spent my life waiting for him to talk me into something and now the wash of adrenaline through my veins urged me on, faster and faster, as though to chase down, catch my own breath. A voice floated across the river. My brother slowed down, then stopped. His face haggard with exertion but steely, the set of his jaw exuberant.

I turned, breathing heavily, towards the voice. Under the high moon, the river was a trough of light and it was difficult to see behind it. Then I saw. There were two black shapes in the shine. In the darkness opposite there were three more shapes. I soon recognised their voices – the three elder Ngos. They spat and swore into the river.

‘Who are they?’ I asked, pointing to the two black heads bobbing next to each other. ‘Is that Baby’s ex?’

Thuan nodded. ‘And his brother.’

The two of them seemed to roll and ride over each other on the same spot of river. Every now and then an arm would flail up. Their occasional cries made no sense.

‘They’re pissed as,’ I said.

‘Swim over here,’ Hai sang out. ‘I dare you, come on.’

‘Jesus,’ I said. ‘He’s got a fucking samurai sword.’

Instinctively I turned to Thuan and saw, for the first time, his fist gripping a meat cleaver. Looking more closely, I noticed his pants gashed above one knee. His sock beneath that knee was discoloured by blood; on his other foot the sock was white. My lungs filled with air.

‘Please,’ one of the swimmers beseeched. His voice was low and shaky.

Then, as though they’d just made us out, the two of them began to splash their way towards our bank. My brother looked on impassively. A mist was beginning to settle over the water and the faster swimmer side-stroked awkwardly beneath it.

‘That’s him,’ my brother murmured.

The swimmer came closer. His mouth was wild above and below the water, his eyes blinking non-stop. Vapour sputtering from between his teeth.

‘Please,’ he croaked.

I watched my brother for weakness.

‘He can’t swim. My brother can’t swim.’

‘Don’t come any closer,’ Thuan said. ‘You had your chance.’

‘Fuck him up,’ Hai shouted from the other bank.

‘What chance? Oh God. Oh God, oh God, oh fuck.’

The icy water weighted his clothes, forcing him to kick hard to stay afloat. Behind him, his brother moved more erratically. I could hear him hyperventilating loudly.

‘Please,’ Baby’s ex said. ‘Please, he can’t swim. He’s got asthma. Please, it’s enough.’

My brother shook his head.

‘She’s not worth it, man. Oh God.’

My brother looked at him again, paying new attention. He murmured, ‘You don’t talk about Baby.’

Baby’s ex started moaning. He swallowed some water, thrashed around for a moment. Then, lifting his face and staring directly at us, he kicked in our direction, desperately dragging his body to one of the beams supporting the walking path. He clutched the edge, then tried to lift himself up, his eyes wild and goggly. As soon as I saw him close up – the thick, straight hair, the snub face and buck teeth – I knew him, and I knew that I hated him. Jeers and catcalls wafted over through the mist. Thuan kicked at him but Baby’s ex grabbed his ankle. My brother tried to stomp him with his other leg but it was the injured one, and Baby’s ex clung on fiercely, fixedly. Hopping in a weird dance, my brother took a handful of his wet hair in one hand, raised the meat cleaver in the other. He looked at it. Then he looked at me and there was an odd new uncertainty in his expression. I drank in that look. It fed my heart roar, my blood rapids. I was filled with strange rage and I wanted to be as big as my feeling. I accepted the meat cleaver from my brother’s outstretched hand, fell down in a swift crouch, the ground rearing up at my shins, and felt my arm go back and then forward, the blade biting into the wet jacket, and when Baby’s ex released my brother’s foot and hung on to the path’s edge, I worked the blade at his fingers until they too let go.

They drifted, in a weakening, wordless flurry, back out to the middle of the river. At one point the river raised the legs of the brother, and he lay on his back, head bent forward, looking at the evidence of his body as though in disbelief. To this day people wonder why they didn’t swim a few more metres to the west, where they might easily have held onto a leg or abutment of the railway bridge. Or back eastward, to the Church Street bridge. Further east yet, they could have struck out for Herring Island, accessible only by water, and made sanctuary there. As it happened, they stayed in the deep middle of the Yarra. They were drunk, injured, freezing, one asthmatic and unable to swim, and after some desperate horseplay and muffled splashing their eyes went loose and their bodies calm, as though their feet had finally found a shelf in the water, and then they sank, their bodies spinning in slow dark minutes of motion, and they did not re-emerge until two days later when the police divers dragged them out.

My brother bent down at the path’s edge. The new silence rendered the brothers’ moments-ago breathing clotted and monstrous in its memory. Thuan took off his shoes, dipped them into the slow-moving river, then took them out and wrung the blood and water out of them. He dipped them in, took them out, and wrung them again. Our shoulders touched and pushed off each other as we ran back to the car.

*

‘What else do you say?’

‘I talk about revenge. Honour. Loyalty and betrayal.’

‘That’s all bullshit too.’

‘Not to me it isn’t.’

‘Wouldn’t you rather just forget everything?’

‘I wouldn’t change a thing.’

‘More bullshit. This is what you want? This life?’

‘I’d do it again.’

‘Why?’

‘For you. Because you couldn’t. Because you wanted to.’

‘I didn’t know what I wanted. It was stupid. Jesus, it’s easy for you to say.’

‘No it’s not.’

‘You didn’t cop the twelve years.’

‘That’s why you came back?’

‘No.’

‘To rub that in my face?’

‘No.’

‘Sorry.’

‘Actually.’

‘I would’ve done that, I would’ve copped it.’

‘Actually, I came back to ask for your forgiveness.’

‘What?’

‘You heard me.’

‘You don’t have to. I told you I’d do it again.’

‘That’s what I mean. I’m sorry I made you that way.’

*

The next morning he was gone. In hot February my brother came back to me, and stayed for only two nights and one day. I haven’t seen him since. My life, such as it is, I owe to him. If guilt is for what you’ve done and shame for who you are, then how could I feel shame? I was a brother, and my brother’s brother. Forget, he tells me, but does he taste them in his tap water, the savour of their hair and skin in his herbs? They too were brothers. Melbourne’s in drought. The city a plain of dust and fire. The river hasn’t water enough to wash the foreign matter out.

I have my work, and my garden, my mother in her glassy loneliness to attend. I have my mornings. Who knows if he’ll come back? I have my dreams, too, which have come to seem coextensive with my memories. My sleep is shallow, and my dreams never seem to go all the way down. I step out of my night window and the river wipes the field before me, a smear of silver noise, the great fishes climbing the water by the plate-glass glint of their eyes, in their indigo and orange glows, mastering the dark. I am underneath, plunging as the grey scrim of surface blackens above me. Breathe, lungs, and let me time. We live our lives atop the body of emotion of which we’re capable. I follow my dim thought-embryos, I see by my feeling, I sink with my words, for words are shadow, and shadow cannot explain light.

Where’ve you been.

You started a thought and you could end up anywhere. Like watching a fire: its false grabs and reachings, its licks and twists, you stared into the guts of it and came out in the nightlight glow of a shared childhood room, the cheap groan of a bunk bed, you’re awake and listening to the breath snagging in your brother’s nostrils, the low whistle of his open-mouthed sleep, the insideness of his life and its promise of protection from the harmful world outside.

Where’ve you been. You’re late.

He’s dragging a suitcase into the street. He makes it all the way out of the driveway, to the cherry tree, before I stop him. The air is full of pollen and sunscreen. He emerges from the concrete tunnel with a rueful smile on his face. He’s bent over me on the couch – he rooted in his terrible motion and I in him.

I’m sorry I’m sorry I’m sorry.

I bite the red cushion. I feel his ribs on my ribs. My body an anvil and he’s beating something upon it, shaping it into a truer shape, seeking to prove it, the strength, the ductility, the temper of his love.





SILENCE 1945

RODNEY HALL

A man jumped up on the horizon. Quite suddenly he jumped up where nobody had been before. A soldier, with nothing on his head to protect it. In the afternoon. Behind him mushrooming clouds gathered. And above the clouds three parachutes seemed fixed in the sky. The big guns had already fallen silent and every last aircraft had long since flown away. It was on a ridge above some straight shadows that were the enemy trenches. And up he jumped.

And there was one who asked: Do we shoot him, Sergeant Potts?

But Sergeant Potts just spat. On the ground. Because this was something no one could account for; a soldier making a target of himself in full view of the platoon of hidden men in helmets, each one of us with his finger on the trigger and a question in his eyes. Each homesick from too much bitterness and loss. And too much fear felt too soon. Boy soldiers, rookies, with no idea what to do next.

Someone whispered: It must be a trick.

Or else a lunatic, another whispered back and opened the wound of a grin in his face.

Another asked: What will they chuck at us next?

But Sergeant Potts poked around under the rim of his helmet and scratched his skull.

All because a man jumped up where nobody had been before. Quite suddenly, dark and small in the afternoon, with nothing to protect his head and only clouds beyond. And three parachutists fixed in the sky while we hid, watching him, a platoon of boys in baggy uniforms, with no idea what to do. And this man, who was our enemy, lifted wooden arms. Slow as a broken windmill he started signalling. One letter at a time he spelt a message in semaphore: ICH HABE HUNGER.





AS A WOMAN GROWS OLDER

J. M. COETZEE

She is visiting her daughter in Nice, her first visit there in years. Her son will fly out from the United States to spend a few days with them, on the way to some conference or other. It interests her, this confluence of dates. She wonders whether there has not been some collusion, whether the two of them do not have some plan, some proposal to put to her of the kind that children put to a parent when they feel she can no longer look after herself. So obstinate, they will have said to each other: so obstinate, so stubborn, so self-willed – how will we get past that obstinacy of hers except by working together?

They love her, of course, else they would not be cooking up plans for her. Nevertheless, she does feel like one of those Roman aristocrats waiting to be handed the fatal draft, waiting to be told in the most confiding, the most sympathetic of ways that for the general good one should drink it down without a fuss.

Her children are and always have been good, dutiful, as children go. Whether as a mother she has been equally good and dutiful is another matter. But in this life we do not always get what we deserve. Her children will have to wait for another life, another incarnation, if they want the score to be evened.

Her daughter runs an art gallery in Nice. Her daughter is, by now, for all practical purposes French. Her son, with his American wife and American children, will soon, for all practical purposes, be American. So, having flown the nest, they have flown far. One might even think, did one not know better, that they have flown far to get away from her.

Whatever proposal it is they have to put to her, it is sure to be full of ambivalence: love and solicitude on the one hand, brisk heartlessness on the other, and a wish to see the end of her. Well, ambivalence should not disconcert her. She has made a living out of ambivalence. Where would the art of fiction be if there were no double meanings? What would life itself be if there were only heads or tails and nothing in between?

*

‘What I find eerie, as I grow older,’ she tells her son, ‘is that I hear issuing from my lips words I once upon a time used to hear old people say and swore I would never say myself. What-is-the-world-coming-to things. For example: no one seems any longer to be aware that the verb “may” has a past tense – what is the world coming to? People walk down the street eating pizza and talking into a telephone – what is the world coming to?’

It is his first day in Nice, her third: a clear, warm June day, the kind of day that brought idle, well-to-do people from England to this stretch of coast in the first place. And behold, here they are, the two of them, strolling down the Promenade des Anglais just as the English did a hundred years ago with their parasols and their boaters, deploring Mr Hardy’s latest effort, deploring the Boers.

‘Deplore,’ she says: ‘a word one does not hear much nowadays. No one with any sense deplores, not unless they want to be a figure of fun. An interdicted word, an interdicted activity. So what is one to do? Does one keep them all pent up, one’s deplorations, until one is alone with other old folk and free to spill them?’

‘You can deplore to me as much as you like, Mother,’ says John, her good and dutiful son. ‘I will nod sympathetically and not make fun of you. What else would you like to deplore today besides pizza?’

‘It is not pizza that I deplore, pizza is well and good in its place, it is walking and eating and talking all at the same time that I find so rude.’

‘I agree, it is rude or at least unrefined. What else?’

‘That’s enough. What I deplore is in itself of no interest. What is of interest is that I vowed years ago I would never do it, and here I am doing it. Why have I succumbed? I deplore what the world is coming to. I deplore the course of history. From my heart I deplore it. Yet when I listen to myself, what do I hear? I hear my mother deploring the miniskirt, deploring the electric guitar. And I remember my exasperation. “Yes, Mother,” I would say, and grind my teeth and pray for her to shut up. And so …’

‘And so you think I am grinding my teeth and praying for you to shut up.’

‘Yes.’

‘I am not. It is perfectly acceptable to deplore what the world is coming to. I deplore it myself, in private.’

‘But the detail, John, the detail! It is not just the grand sweep of history that I deplore, it is the detail – bad manners, bad grammar, loudness! It is details like that that exasperate me, and it is the kind of detail that exasperates me that drives me to despair. So unimportant! Do you understand? But of course you do not. You think I am making fun of myself when I am not making fun of myself. It is all serious! Do you understand that it could all be serious?’

‘Of course I understand. You express yourself with great clarity.’

‘But I do not! I do not! These are just words, and we are all sick of words by now. The only way left to prove you are serious is to do away with yourself. Fall on your sword. Blow your brains out. Yet as soon as I say the words you want to smile. I know. Because I am not serious, not fully serious – I am too old to be serious. Kill yourself at twenty and it is a tragic loss. Kill yourself at forty and it is a sobering comment on the times. But kill yourself at seventy and people say, “What a shame, she must have had cancer.”‘

‘But you have never cared what people say.’

‘I have never cared what people say because I have always believed in the word of the future. History will vindicate me – that is what I have told myself. But I am losing faith in history, as history has become today – losing faith in its power to come up with the truth.’

‘And what has history become today, Mother? And, while we are about it, may I remark that you have once again manoeuvred me into the position of the straight man or straight boy, a position I do not particularly enjoy.’

‘I am sorry, I am sorry. It is from living alone. Most of the time I have to conduct these conversations in my head; it is such a relief to have persons I can play them out with.’

‘Interlocutors. Not persons. Interlocutors.’

‘Interlocutors I can play them out with.’

‘Play them out on.’

‘Interlocutors I can play them out on. I am sorry, I will stop. How is Norma?’

‘Norma is well. She sends her love. The children are well. What has history become?’

‘History has lost her voice. Clio, the one who once upon a time used to strike her lyre and sing of the doings of great men, has become infirm, infirm and frivolous, like the silliest sort of old women. At least that is what I think part of the time. The rest of the time I think she has been taken prisoner by a gang of thugs who torture her and make her say things she does not mean to say. I can’t tell you all the dark thoughts I have about history. It has become an obsession.’

‘An obsession. Does that mean you are writing about it?’

‘No, not writing. If I could write about history I would be on my way to mastering it. No, all I can do is fume about it, fume and deplore. And deplore myself too. I have become trapped in a cliché, and I no longer believe that history will be able to budge that cliché.’

‘What cliché?’

‘I do not want to go into it, it is too depressing. The cliché of the stuck record, that has no meaning anymore because there are no gramophone needles or gramophones. The word that echoes back to me from all quarters is “bleak”. Her message to the world is unremittingly bleak. What does it mean, bleak? A word that belongs to a winter landscape yet has somehow become attached to me. It is like a little mongrel that trails behind, yapping, and won’t be shaken off. I am dogged by it. It will follow me to the grave. It will stand at the lip of the grave, peering in and yapping bleak, bleak, bleak!’

‘If you are not the bleak one, then who are you, Mother?’

‘You know who I am, John.’

‘Of course I know. Nevertheless, say it. Say the words.’

‘I am the one who used to laugh and no longer does. I am the one who cries.’

*

Her daughter Helen runs an art gallery in the old city. The gallery is, by all accounts, highly successful. Helen does not own it. She is employed by two Swiss who descend from their lair in Bern twice a year to check the accounts and pocket the takings.

Helen, or Hélène, is younger than John but looks older. Even as a student she had a middle-aged air, with her pencil skirts and owlish glasses and chignon. A type that the French make space for and even respect: the severe, celibate intellectual. Whereas in England Helen would be cast at once as a librarian and a figure of fun.

In fact she has no grounds for thinking Helen celibate. Helen does not speak about her private life, but from John she hears of an affair that has been going on for years with a businessman from Lyon who takes her away for weekends. Who knows, perhaps on her weekends away she blossoms.

It is not particularly seemly to speculate on the sex lives of one’s children. Nevertheless she cannot believe that someone who devotes her life to art, be it only the sale of paintings, can be without fire of her own.

What she had expected was a combined assault: Helen and John sitting her down and putting to her the scheme they had worked out for her salvation. But no, their first evening together passes perfectly pleasantly. The subject is only broached the next day, in Helen’s car, as the two of them drive north into the Basses-Alpes en route to a luncheon spot Helen has chosen, leaving John behind to work on his paper for the conference.

‘How would you like to live here, Mother?’ says Helen, out of the blue.

‘You mean in the mountains?’

‘No, in France. In Nice. There is an apartment in my building that falls vacant in October. You could buy it, or we could buy it together. On the ground floor.’

‘You want us to live together, you and I? This is very sudden, my dear. Are you sure you mean it?’

‘We would not be living together. You would be perfectly independent. But in an emergency you would have someone to call on.’

‘Thank you, dear, but we have perfectly good people in Melbourne trained to deal with old folk and their little emergencies.’

‘Please, Mother, let us not play games. You are seventy-two. You have had problems with your heart. You are not always going to be able to look after yourself. If you – ‘

‘Say no more, my dear. I am sure you find the euphemisms as distasteful as I do. I could break a hip, I could become gaga; I could linger on, bedridden, for years: that is the sort of thing we are talking about. Granted such possibilities, the question for me is: Why should I impose on my daughter the burden of caring for me? And the question for you, I presume, is: Will you be able to live with yourself if you do not at least once, in all sincerity, offer me care and protection? Do I put it fairly, our problem, our joint problem?’

‘Yes. My proposal is sincere. It is also practicable. I have discussed it with John.’

‘Then let us not spoil this beautiful day by getting into a wrangle. You have made your proposal, I have heard it and I promise to think about it. Let us leave it at that. It is very unlikely that I will accept, as you must have guessed. My thoughts are running in quite another direction. There is one thing the old are better at than the young, and that is dying. It behoves the old (what a quaint word!) to die well, to show those who follow what a good death can be. That is the direction of my thinking. I would like to concentrate on making a good death.’

‘You could make just as good a death in Nice as in Melbourne.’

‘But that is not true, Helen. Think it through and you will see it is not true. Ask me what I mean by a good death.’

‘What do you mean by a good death, Mother.’

‘A good death is one that takes place far away, where the mortal residue is disposed of by strangers, by people in the death business. A good death is one that you learn of by telegram: I regret to inform you, et cetera. What a pity telegrams have gone out of fashion.’

Helen gives an exasperated snort. They drive on in silence. Nice is far behind: down an empty road they swoop into a long valley. Though it is nominally summer the air is cold, as if the sun never touched these depths. She shivers, winds up the window. Like driving into an allegory!

‘It is not right to die alone,’ says Helen at last, ‘with no one to hold your hand. It is antisocial. It is inhuman. It is unloving. Excuse the words, but I mean them. I am offering to hold your hand. To be with you.’

Of the children, Helen has always been the more reserved, the one who kept her mother at more of a distance. Never before has Helen spoken like this. Perhaps the car makes it easier, allowing the driver not to look straight at the person she is addressing. She must remember that about cars.

‘That’s very kind of you, my dear,’ she says. The voice that comes from her throat is unexpectedly low. ‘I will not forget it. But would it not feel odd, coming back to France after all these years to die? What will I say to the man at the border when he asks the purpose of my visit, business or pleasure? Or, worse, when he asks how long I plan to stay? Forever? To the end? Just a brief while?’

‘Say réunir la famille. He will understand that. To reunite the family. It happens every day. He won’t demand more.’

They eat at an auberge called Les Deux Ermites. There must be a story behind the name, but she would prefer not to be told it. If it is a good story it is probably made up anyway. A cold, knifing wind is blowing; they sit behind the protection of glass, looking out on snow-capped peaks. It is early in the season: besides theirs, only two tables are occupied.

‘Pretty? Yes, of course it is pretty. A pretty country, a beautiful country, that goes without saying. La belle France. But do not forget, Helen, how lucky I have been, what a privileged vocation I have followed. I have been able to move about as I wished most of my life. I have lived, when I have chosen, in the lap of beauty. The question I find myself asking now is, What good has it done me, all this beauty? Is beauty not just another consumable, like wine? One drinks it in, one drinks it down, it gives one a brief, pleasing, heady feeling, but what does it leave behind? The residue of wine is, excuse the word, piss; what is the residue of beauty? What is the good of it? Does beauty make us better people?’

‘Before you tell me your answer to the question, Mother, shall I tell you mine? Because I think I know what you are going to say. You are going to say that beauty has done you no good that you can see, that one of these days you are going to find yourself at heaven’s gate with your hands empty and a big question mark over your head. It would be entirely in character for you, that is to say for Elizabeth Costello, to say so. And to believe so.

‘The answer you will not give – because it would be out of character for Elizabeth Costello – is that what you have produced as a writer not only has a beauty of its own – a limited beauty, granted, it is not poetry, but beauty nevertheless, shapeliness, clarity, economy – but has also changed the lives of others, made them better human beings, or slightly better human beings. It is not just I who say so. Other people say so too, strangers. To me, to my face. Not because what you write contains lessons but because it is a lesson.’

‘Like the water skater, you mean.’

‘I don’t know who the water skater is.’

‘The water skater or long-legged fly. An insect. The water skater thinks it is just hunting for food, whereas in fact its movements trace on the surface of the pond, over and over, the most beautiful of all words, the name of God. The movements of the pen on the page trace the name of God, as you, watching from a remove, can see but I cannot.’

‘Yes, if you like. But more than that. You teach people how to feel. By dint of grace. The grace of the pen as it follows the movements of thought.’

It sounds to her rather old-fashioned, this aesthetic theory that her daughter is expounding, rather Aristotelian. Has Helen worked it out by herself or just read it somewhere? And how does it apply to the art of painting? If the rhythm of the pen is the rhythm of thought, what is the rhythm of the brush? And what of paintings made with a spray-can? How do such paintings teach us to be better people?

She sighs. ‘It is sweet of you to say so, Helen, sweet of you to reassure me. Not a life wasted after all. Of course I am not convinced. As you say, if I could be convinced I would not be myself. But that is no consolation. I am not in a happy mood, as you can see. In my present mood, the life I have followed looks misconceived from beginning to end, and not in a particularly interesting way either. If one truly wants to be a better person, it now seems to me, there must be less roundabout ways of getting there than by darkening thousands of pages with prose.’

‘Ways such as?’

‘Helen, this is not an interesting conversation. Gloomy states of mind do not yield interesting thoughts, at least not in my experience.’

‘Must we not talk then?’

‘Yes, let us not talk. Let us do something really old-fashioned instead. Let us sit here quietly and listen to the cuckoo.’

For there is indeed a cuckoo calling, from the copse behind the restaurant. If they open the window just a crack the sound comes quite clearly on the wind: a two-note motif, high-low, repeated time after time. Redolent, she thinks – Keatsian word – redolent of summertime and summer ease. A nasty bird, but what a singer, what a priest! Cucu, the name of God in cuckoo tongue. A world of symbols.

*

They are doing something they have not done together since the children were children. Sitting on the balcony of Helen’s apartment in the suave warmth of the Mediterranean night, they are playing cards. They play three-handed bridge, they play the game they used to call Sevens, called in France Rami, according to Helen/Hélène.

The idea of an evening of cards is Helen’s. It seemed an odd idea at first, artificial; but once they are into the swing of it she is pleased. How intuitive of Helen: she would not have suspected Helen of intuitiveness.

What strikes her now is how easily they slip into the card-playing personalities of thirty years ago, personalities she would have thought they had shed forever once they escaped from one another: Helen reckless and scatty, John a trifle dour, a trifle predictable, and herself surprisingly competitive, considering that these are her own flesh and blood, considering that the pelican will tear open its breast to feed its young. If they were playing for stakes, she would be sweeping in their money by the veritable armful. What does that say about her? What does it say about all of them? Does it say that character is immutable, intractable; or does it merely say that families, happy families, are held together by a repertoire of games played from behind masks?

‘It would seem that my powers have not waned,’ she remarks after yet another win. ‘Forgive me. How embarrassing.’ Which is a lie, of course. She is not embarrassed, not at all. She is triumphant. ‘Curious which powers one retains over the years and which one begins to lose.’

The power she retains, the power she is exercising at this moment, is one of visualisation. Without the slightest mental effort she can see the cards in her children’s hands, each single one. She can see into their hands; she can see into their hearts.

‘Which powers do you feel you are losing, Mother?’ asks her son cautiously.

‘I am losing,’ she says gaily, ‘the power of desire.’ In for a penny, in for a pound.

‘I would not have said desire had power,’ responds John gamely, picking up the baton. ‘Intensity perhaps. Voltage. But not power, horsepower. Desire may make you want to climb a mountain but it won’t get you to the top.’

‘What will get you to the top?’

‘Energy. Fuel. What you have stored up in preparation.’

‘Energy. Do you want to know my theory of energy, the energetics of an old person? Don’t get anxious, nothing personal in it to embarrass you, and no metaphysics either, not a drop. As material a theory as can be. Here it is. As we age, every part of the body deteriorates or suffers entropy, down to the very cells. That what ageing means, from a material point of view. Even in cases when they are still healthy, old cells are touched with the colours of autumn (a metaphor, I concede, but a dash of metaphor here and there does not add up to metaphysics). This goes for the many, many cells of the brain too.

‘Just as spring is the season that looks forward to summer, so autumn is the season that looks back. The desires conceived by autumnal brain cells are autumnal desires, nostalgic, layered in memory. They no longer have the heat of summer; what intensity they have is multivalent, complex, turned more toward the past than toward the future.

‘There, that is the core of it, my contribution to brain science. What do you think?’

‘A contribution, I would say,’ says her diplomatic son, ‘less to brain science than to philosophy of mind, to the speculative branch of that philosophy. Why not just say that you feel in an autumnal mood and leave it at that?’

‘Because if it were just a mood it would change, as moods do. The sun would come out, my mood would grow sunnier. But there are states of the soul deeper than moods. Nostalgie de la boue, for instance, is not a mood but a state of being. The question I ask is, Does the nostalgie in nostalgie de la boue belong to the mind or to the brain? My answer is, The brain. The brain whose origin lies not in the realm of forms but in dirt, in mud, in the primal slime to which, as it runs down, it longs to return. A material longing emanating from the very cells themselves. A death drive deeper than thought.’

It sounds fine, it sounds like exactly what it is, chatter, it does not sound mad at all. But that is not what she is thinking. What she is thinking is: Who speaks like this to her children, children she may not see again? What she is also thinking is: Just the kind of thought that would come to a woman in her autumn. Everything I see, everything I say, is touched with the backward look. What is left for me? I am the one who cries.

‘Is that what you are occupying yourself with nowadays – brain science?’ says Helen. ‘Is that what you are writing about?’

Strange question; intrusive. Helen never talks to her about her work. Not exactly a taboo subject between them, but off bounds certainly.

‘No,’ she says. ‘I still confine myself to fiction, you will be relieved to hear. I have not yet descended to hawking my opinions around. The Opinions of Elizabeth Costello, revised edition.’

‘A new novel?’

‘Not a novel. Stories. Do you want to hear one of them?’

‘Yes, I do. It is a long while since you last told us a story.’

‘Very well, a bedtime story. Once upon a time, but our times, not olden times, there is a man, and he travels to a strange city for a job interview. From his hotel room, feeling restless, feeling in the mood for adventure, feeling who knows what, he telephones for a call girl. A girl arrives and spends time with him. He is free with her as he is not free with his wife; he makes certain demands on her.

‘The interview next day goes well. He is offered the job and accepts and in due course, in the story, moves to this city. Among the people in his new office, working as a secretary or a clerk or a telephonist, he recognises the same girl, the call girl, and she recognises him.’

‘And?’

‘And I cannot tell you more.’

‘But that is not a story, that it is just the groundwork for a story. You have not told a story until you say what happens next.’

‘She does not have to be a secretary. The man is offered the job and accepts and moves to this new city and in due course pays a visit to relatives, to a cousin he has not seen since they were children, or a cousin of his wife’s. The cousin’s daughter walks into the room, and behold, it is the girl from the hotel.’

‘Go on. What happens next?’

‘It depends. Perhaps nothing more happens. Perhaps it is the kind of story that just stops.’

‘Nonsense. It depends on what?’

Now John speaks. ‘It depends on what passed between them in the hotel room. Depends on the demands you say he made. Do you spell out, Mother, what demands he made?’

‘Yes, I do.’

Now they are silent, all of them. What the man with the new job will do, or what the girl with the sideline in prostitution will do, recedes into insignificance. The real story is out on the balcony, where two middle-aged children face a mother whose capacity to disturb and dismay them is not yet exhausted. I am the one who cries.

‘Are you going to tell us what those demands were?’ asks Helen grimly, since there is nothing else to ask.

It is late but not too late. They are not children, none of them. For good or ill they are all together now in the same leaky boat called life, adrift without saving illusions in a sea of indifferent darkness (what metaphors she comes up with tonight!). Can they learn to live together without eating one another?

‘Demands a man can make upon a woman that I would find shocking. But perhaps you would not find them shocking, coming from a different generation. Perhaps the world has sailed on in that respect and left me behind on the shore, deploring. Perhaps that is what turns out to be the nub of the story: that while the man, the senior man, blushes when he faces the girl, to the girl what happened in the hotel room is just part of her trade, part of the way things are, part of life. “Mr Jones … Uncle Harry … How do you do?”‘

The two children who are not children anymore exchange glances. Is that all? they seem to be saying. Not much of a story.

‘The girl in the story is very beautiful,’ she says. ‘A veritable flower. I can reveal that to you. Mr Jones, Uncle Harry, has never involved himself in something like this before, the humiliating of beauty, the bringing down of it. That was not his plan when he made the telephone call. He would not have guessed he had it in him. It became his plan only when the girl herself appeared and he saw she was, as I say, a flower. It seemed an affront to him that all his life he should have missed it, beauty, and would probably miss it from here onward too. A universe without justice! he would have cried inwardly, and proceeded from there in his bitter way. Not a nice man, on the whole.’

‘I thought, Mother,’ says Helen, ‘that you had doubts about beauty, about its importance. A sideshow, you called it.’

‘Did I?’

‘More or less.’

John reaches out and lays a hand on his sister’s arm. ‘The man in the story,’ he says, ‘Uncle Harry, Mr Jones – he still believes in beauty. He is under its spell. That is why he hates it and fights against it.’

‘Is that what you mean, Mother?’ says Helen.

‘I don’t know what I mean. The story is not written yet. Usually I resist the temptation to talk about stories before they are fully out of the bottle. Now I know why.’ Though the night is warm, she shivers lightly. ‘I get too much interference.’

‘The bottle,’ says Helen.

‘Never mind.’

‘This is not interference,’ says Helen. ‘From other people it might be interference. But we are with you. Surely you know that.’

With you? What nonsense. Children are against their parents, not with them. But this is a special evening in a special week. Very likely they will not come together again, all three of them, not in this life. Perhaps, this once, they should rise above themselves. Perhaps her daughter’s words come from the heart, the true heart, not the false one. We are with you. And her own impulse to embrace those words – perhaps it comes from the true heart too.

‘Then tell me what to say next,’ she says.

‘Embrace her,’ says Helen. ‘In front of the whole family let him take the girl in his arms and embrace her. No matter how odd it looks. “Forgive me for what I put you through,” let him say. Have him go down on his knees before her. “In you let me worship again the beauty of the world.” Or words to that effect.’

‘Very Irish Twilight,’ she murmurs. ‘Very Dostoevskian. I am not sure I have it in my repertoire.’

*

It is John’s last day in Nice. Early next morning he will set off for Dubrovnik for his conference, where they will be discussing, it seems, time before the beginning of time, time after the end of time.

‘Once upon a time I was just a child who liked peering through a telescope,’ he says to her. ‘Now I have to refashion myself as a philosopher. As a theologian even. Quite a life-change.’

‘And what do you hope to see,’ she says, ‘when you look through your telescope into time before time?’

‘I don’t know,’ he says. ‘God perhaps, who has no dimensions. Hiding.’

‘Well, I wish I could see him too. But I do not seem to be able to. Say hello to him from me. Say I will be along one of these days.’

‘Mother!’

‘I’m sorry. I am sure you know Helen has suggested that I buy an apartment here in Nice. An interesting idea, but I do not think I will take it up. She says you have a proposal of your own to make. Quite heady, all these proposals. Like being courted again. What is it you are proposing?’

‘That you come and stay with us in Baltimore. It is a big house, there is plenty of space, we are having another bathroom fitted. The children will love it. It will be good for them to have their grandmother around.’

‘They may love it while they are nine and six. They will not love it so much when they are fifteen and twelve and bring friends home and Grandma is shuffling around the kitchen in her slippers, mumbling to herself and clacking her dentures and perhaps not smelling too good. Thank you, John, but no.’

‘You do not have to make a decision now. The offer stands. It will always stand.’

‘John, I am in no position to preach, coming from an Australia that positively slavers to do its American master’s bidding. Nevertheless, bear it in mind that you are inviting me to leave the country where I was born to take up residence in the belly of the Great Satan, and that I might have reservations about doing so.’

He stops, this son of hers, and she stops beside him on the promenade. He seems to be pondering her words, applying to them the amalgam of pudding and jelly in his cranium that was passed on to him as a birth gift forty years ago, whose cells are not tired, not yet, are still vigorous enough to grapple with ideas both big and small, time before time, time after time, and what to do with an ageing parent.

‘Come anyway,’ he says, ‘despite your reservations. Agreed, these are not the best of times, but come anyway. In the spirit of paradox. And, if you will accept the smallest, the gentlest word of admonishment, be wary of grand pronouncements. America is not the Great Satan. Those crazy men in the White House are just a blip in history. They will be thrown out and all will return to normal.’

‘So I may deplore but I must not denounce?’

‘Righteousness, Mother, that is what I am referring to, the tone and spirit of righteousness. I know it must be tempting, after a lifetime of weighing every word before you write it down, to just let go, be swept up by the spirit; but it leaves a bad taste behind. You must be aware of that.’

‘The spirit of righteousness. I will bear in mind what you call it. I will give the matter some thought. You call those men crazy. To me they do not seem crazy at all. On the contrary, they seem all too canny, all too clear-headed. And with world-historical ambitions too. They want to turn the ship of history around, or failing that to sink her. Is that too grand a figure for you? Does it leave a bad taste? As for paradox, the first lesson of paradox, in my experience, is not to rely on paradox. If you rely on paradox, paradox will let you down.’

She takes his arm; in silence they resume their promenade. But all is not well between them. She can feel his stiffness, his irritation. A sulky child, she remembers. It all comes flooding back, the hours it would take to coax him out of one of his sulks. A gloomy boy, son of gloomy parents. How could she dream of taking shelter with him and that tight-lipped, disapproving wife of his?

At least, she thinks, they do not treat me like a fool. At least my children do me that honour.

‘Enough of quarrelling,’ she says (Is she coaxing now? Is she pleading?). ‘Let us not make ourselves miserable talking about politics. Here we are on the shores of the Mediterranean, the cradle of Old Europe, on a balmy summer evening. Let me simply say, if you and Norma and the children can stand America no more, cannot stand the shame of it, the house in Melbourne is yours, as it has always been. You can come on a visit, you can come as refugees, you can come to réunir la famille, as Helen puts it. And now, what do you say we fetch Helen and stroll down to that little restaurant of hers on avenue Gambetta and have a pleasant last meal together?’





GUNS ’N COFFEE

A.S. PATRIC

I work in the middle of the damned city. I start when every other son of a bitch is about to clock in as well. It doesn’t matter where I go, I can’t get a coffee without waiting for fifteen minutes in a queue. No one likes lines, right? I’m not saying I’m different, but lately, these coffee lines seem to be slowly moving us along like a hissing snake, swallowing all our minds in a milky swirl of white poison.

These days there’s less space in front and behind. The breath of those who haven’t eaten or brushed since the day before, spiced up with a cigarette or two before coming into the crowded café and snuggling up right behind my shoulder, is the kind of stuff that is going to challenge the most equanimous. Me? I only know what ‘equanimous’ means because it was word of the day on my screensaver yesterday.

If it’s not that, then it’s those women with that angry industrial-strength perfume that burns like a corrosive through my nasal passages and leaves a chemical taste on my tongue. I used to think they had lost their sense of smell. Now I know it’s an attempt to get some space in these coffee queues.

None of this is going to explain why I brought a handgun along with me today. I’m just saying, there’s too many people in this damned city, and they’re all starting work around the time I need a coffee.

*

It’s a modest gun. I’m not a closet Dirty Harry wanting someone to make my day. I only want someone to make my coffee.

When I pull it out for the first time the woman in front of me blinks sleepily and goes back to daydreaming about her strong latte with two sugars.

‘Hey,’ I say to her. She’s ignoring me so I give her a wave of black steel near her right ear. ‘Hey,’ I say again. ‘I’m not kidding.’

I fire the gun through the wide doors of the café and out into the street. The shot travels above the heads of the masses of people pushing along the footpaths. The bullet shatters a pane of thick glass in the fashion store across the road. People get a bit cut up from the crashing glass and a man begins screaming like someone has cut off his toes. The pedestrians keep passing, barely pausing, crushing the glass beneath their shoes as they make their way to work.

My wrist is limp from the kickback. I transfer the gun to my left hand as if it’s all the better to display the weapon. The double-sugar-latte woman steps aside. The rest of the folks in the line follow her example.

Bradley the Barista knows how I like my coffee. His arms move with speed and precision – a perfection of machine engineering in human form. It’s as though I press his fast-forward button and then the stop button when he finishes my ristretto-strength long black with three grips and three sugars.

I pay him and tell him he can keep the change on a ten-dollar bill. It’s only polite to show an appreciation for good service.

‘How’s your day been, Brad?’ I ask after my first satisfying sip.

‘It’s been pretty busy, Mr Bushnell. This is the first time I’ve had a moment of stillness for two hours.’

‘Are you enjoying it, Brad?’ I ask.

‘I am indeed, Mr Bushnell,’ he replies, and adds, ‘There’s something about a loaded gun that makes one appreciate a moment like this. Thanks for that, Mr Bushnell.’

‘Glad I could do that for you, Brad. I’ll now have the pleasure of strolling to work rather than the unwelcome power slalom through those frustrated crowds outside. I’m going to have a lovely amble to work today.’

As soon as I move away from the counter the line resumes its shape, longer and angrier than ever. A rattler of a line extending outside the front doors, the furious tail shaking with the anger of twenty smartphones going off simultaneously. It’s a soothing sound when you have discovered the ways of the snake charmer as I have.

*

I come in the next morning with a smile in my stride and a spring in my face. I’m eager to display my Kimber 1911 Compact again. I want to get that snake dancing out of my way.

I don’t have a problem until I arrive at the head of the line and a high-powered exec smiles like his teeth are made out of diamonds and he eats crystal croissants with his coffee. He’s been held in the purgatory of the line for the last fifteen minutes and can’t swallow me moving past everyone with a royal wave of black steel. Maybe he didn’t see my warning yesterday but I can tell he is a natural-born hero.

‘You are not going to shoot me for a coffee. That’s ridiculous! It’s only a few dollars and a few moments. You can’t kill a human being with such little motivation.’

‘What’s your game, Mr Suit?’ I ask him.

‘I don’t want to play. I’m just going to get a coffee and go to work.’

‘Well, Mr Suit, I’m not going to go into a lengthy analysis of the situation here. But I will say this – it’s not about a few minutes or a few dollars. It’s about an accretion of time that mummifies my brain and turns my thoughts into sand. More than anything, it’s about the brief, black, bitter taste of liberty in those cups. You’re standing in the way of my freedom, Mr Suit. I advise you to step aside and give me a moment with Bradley the Barista.’

‘I don’t think so,’ Mr Suit tells me with his diamond grin.

‘Mr Suit,’ I say and step forward. I raise the gun to the height of his heart. ‘Reconsider, please,’ I say and wiggle the Kimber 1911 Compact. I polished it last night and I know it has a lethal gleam.

He looks at it like it’s a water pistol and turns around and asks Bradley for an affogato. It’s more of a dessert than it is a coffee. An affogato! It also happens to be the most time-consuming thing he could have asked Bradley to make him. I take it as a personal affront. Mr Suit says he also wants two scoops of icecream and not just one. I give him two bullets instead and I’m not sorry.

Mr Suit dies in a very elegant creaseless crumple of the best Italian fabric and design. A macchiato stain of blood spreads across the immaculate collar of his white shirt and drips onto the black marble of the café’s floor. Everyone lines up behind me. Bradley’s hands fly to the handles and dials of his Gaggia Deco D espresso machine.

*

The next morning I walk into the café and feel sure there will be no more need for gun-waving and I won’t have to kill anyone to get a coffee. I had a difficult night getting to sleep. For hours I tried to rest my mind and body. Even when I managed to drift away I found myself waking in a fevered state, my sheets wet right through and my pillow soaked. In short, too much coffee. There have to be limits even to these dark pleasures, I suppose.

The line is long and I can barely get through the doors of the café. I announce myself but no one moves.

The double-sugar-latte woman stands before me again and I tell her, ‘Surely, my mettle has been tested. My resolve can’t still be in question.’

She turns around and a wash of her perfume breaks over me in a dizzying ocean of petals and pollen, bouquets of sweet-smelling chemicals rushing down my throat. I take a step back but I stumble and grab a chair to steady myself.

‘You don’t look good,’ she tells me.

‘I didn’t sleep very well,’ I explain. ‘Frankly, my experiences in the toilet haven’t been too pleasant either. I’m sweating a lot and my stomach feels uneasy. Queasy, I feel very queasy.’

‘Coffee’s not for everyone. Perhaps you should drink tea instead. Take a few moments every morning, perhaps – treat yourself to a pot of Orange Pekoe leaf. You’ll find it’s better suited to your nervous system. Our culture has so many problems and diseases that stem from stress and anxiety, and there’s nothing that generates and promotes these things like the addiction to the coffee bean.’

I’m starting to feel disorientated. People are pushing past me to get into the store and others are coming out with steaming takeaway cups filled with the delicious beverage that will give me the boost I need to get through the next few hours of my life. ‘Shut up, you scandalous hypocrite. You’re here for the same reason I am. You need the coffee bean as well.’

‘I drink decaf.’

‘Decaf?’ I say. ‘Decaf!’

‘Yes, decaf. Decaf indeed.’

‘Don’t talk to me about decaffeinated coffee. It’s like taking a shower in a raincoat.’

‘I don’t think so,’ she says.

‘It’s like eating one of those burgers made out of lentils and cabbage.’

‘No, it’s not,’ she says, looking at me like I’m someone to be pitied.

‘Should I remind you I’m carrying a weapon?’ I reach below my arm and remove my Kimber 1911 Compact from a holster I bought for it yesterday afternoon. ‘You don’t require further demonstrations, do you?’ I pull it out and hold it before her.

‘It’s not a good idea. There’s a room full of coffee drinkers here, after all. Every single one of them desperate for that first hit, just like you. There’s no way you can keep a trump card like that in a room full of losing gamblers.’

‘What?’ I blink at her. ‘Just move!’ I wave the gun with two sharp movements to the right.

She steps aside with a sorrowful expression. I see the line has changed. Everyone in it has removed a firearm from a pocket or handbag and they all have these guns pointed at me. Thirty barrels are trained on my head, chest and stomach. I blink. I can’t really take in the image of all these respectable city workers armed with such deadly weapons.

I look over to Bradley the Barista and ask him, ‘What’s going on here, Brad? Didn’t I invent the game? It’s my ball, isn’t it? I get to say how we play. Bradley – tell these people!’

The Barista wipes his hands with a tea towel and a regretful look passes across his face. He says, ‘I’m sorry, Mr Bushnell. No more coffee for you.’

‘What?’ I ask the question meekly but I feel my heart kick in my chest at the thought of never having another morning jolt from Bradley’s beans. ‘What?’ It comes out as a roar this time. ‘You can’t be serious. I’ve been coming here for years. I’ve been working in this damned city …’

*

My anger had begun to foam like milk in the bottom of a metal jug and I was spitting with my eyes closed when I said ‘damned city.’ My weapon might have been raised. It was more a gesticulation than an intent to harm anyone. Coffee drinkers are jumpy though and their fingers get twitchy.





CAMOUFLAGE

MURRAY BAIL

All things considered, piano-tuning is a harmless profession. Working by themselves in rooms filled with other people’s most intimate belongings, piano-tuners give the impression of wanting to be somewhere else. They’re known to jump at unexpected sounds. At the sight of blood they’d run a mile. And yet early in 1943 Eric Banerjee, along with some other able-bodied men, was called up by the army to defend his country. ‘Mr Banerjee wouldn’t hurt a fly’ – that came from a widow who lived alone in the Adelaide foothills, where her Beale piano kept going out of tune.

It followed that, if a man as harmless as Eric Banerjee had been called up, the situation to the north was far more serious than the authorities were letting on.

For the piano-tuner it could not have come at a worse time. He had a wife, whose name was Lina, and a daughter who was just beginning to talk. It had taken him years to build up a client base, which barely gave them enough to live on. Then almost overnight – when the war broke out – there was a simultaneous lifting of piano lids across the suburbs of Adelaide, and suddenly Banerjee found he couldn’t keep up with demand. These were solid inquiries from piano owners he had never heard of before, in suburbs such as Norwood and St Peters, even as far away as Hackney. In times of uncertainty people turn for consolation to music. Apparently the same thing happened in London, Berlin, Leningrad.

‘I’d say it was some sort of clerical mistake.’ He patted his wife on the shoulder. ‘I won’t be gone for long.’ She’d burst into hysterical sobbing. What would happen now to her and their baby daughter?

Already the city was half empty. Every day the newspapers carried grainy photographs of another explosion or oil refinery in flames, another ship going down and, if that wasn’t alarming enough, maps of Burma and Singapore which had thick black arrows sprouting from the Japanese army, all curving south in an accelerating mass, not only towards Australia basking in the Pacific, but heading for Adelaide, its streets wide open, defenceless. And now it was as if he, and he alone, had been selected to single-handedly stand in front and stop the advancing horde.

This uncertainty and the vague fear that he might be killed gradually gave way to a curiosity at leaving home and his wife and child, although he was bound in strong intimacy to them, and entering – embarking upon – a series of situations on a large scale, in the company of other men.

Besides, there was little he could do. The immediate future was out of his hands; he could feel himself carried along by altogether larger forces, a small body in a larger mass, which was a pleasant feeling too.

*

Eric Banerjee gave his date of birth and next of kin, and was examined by a doctor. Later he was handed a small piece of paper to exchange for a uniform the colour of fresh cow manure, and a pair of stiff black boots with leather laces. At home he put the uniform on again and gave his wife in the kitchen a snappy salute.

It was so unusual she began shouting. ‘And now look what you’ve done!’ Their daughter was pointing at him, screwing up her face, and crying.

On the last morning Banerjee finished shaving and looked at himself in the mirror.

He tried to imagine what other people would make of his face, especially the many different strangers he was about to meet. In the mirror he couldn’t get a clear impression of himself. He tried an earnest look, a canny one, then out-and-out gloom and pessimism, all with the help of the uniform. He didn’t bother trying to look fierce. For a moment he wondered how he looked to others – older or younger? He then returned to normal, or what appeared to be normal – he still seemed to be pulling faces.

‘I’ll be off then,’ he said to Lina. ‘I can’t exactly say, of course, when I’ll be back.’

He heard his voice, solemn and stiff, as if these were to be the last words to his wife.

‘You’re not even sorry you’re going,’ she had cried the night before.

Now at the moment of departure something already felt missing. At the same time, everything around him – including himself – felt too ordinary. Surely at a moment like this everything should have been different. Turning, he kept giving little waves with his pianist’s fingers. Already he was almost having a good time.

*

At the barracks he was told to stand to attention out in the sun with some other men. Later there was a second, more leisurely inspection where he had to stand in a line, naked. Then an exceptionally thin officer seated at a trestle table, whom Banerjee recognised as his local bank manager, asked some brief questions.

Banerjee’s qualifications were not impressive. The officer sighed, as if the war was now well and truly lost, and taking a match winced as he dug around inside his ear. With some disappointment Banerjee thought he might be let off – sent home. But the officer reached for a rubber stamp. Because of his occupation, ‘piano-tuner’, Banerjee was placed with a small group in the shade, to one side. These were artists, as well as a lecturer in English who sat on the ground clasping his knees, a picture-framer, a librarian as deaf as a post, a signwriter who did shop windows, and others too overweight or too something to hold a rifle.

Over the next few days they marched backwards and forwards, working on drill. They were shown how to look after equipment and when to salute. Nothing much more.

A week had barely gone by when the order came to report to the railway station, immediately. It was late afternoon. Lugging their gear they sauntered behind a silver-haired man who appeared to be a leader. As Banerjee hummed a tune he wondered if they should have been in step. From a passing truck soldiers whistled and laughed at them.

‘I don’t have a clue where we’re heading.’

‘Search me,’ said the signwriter.

Banerjee took a cigarette offered, though he never really smoked.

*

Every seat was taken with soldiers. Most were young, barely twenty, but actually looked like soldiers. Tanned, tired-looking faces in worn uniforms. They played cards or sprawled about in greatcoats. A few gazed out the window, even after it was dark. A few tried writing letters. Some shouted out in their sleep. The motion of the long train and the absence of a known destination gave the impression they were travelling endlessly, while at the same time remaining in the one spot. To Banerjee, the feeling of leaving an old life and heading towards a new unknown life became blurry. A voice asked, ‘What day are we?’ Later another, ‘Has anyone got the time?’

All that night, the following day and the next they travelled slowly, with frequent stops, up the centre of Australia. They were heading towards the fighting. The further north they went the more they stopped in daylight, waiting for hours on end. On the third day the train remained motionless all afternoon, creaking in the heat, and they saw nothing through the windows but low grey bush, a few worn hills in the distance.

A young soldier spoke for the first time. ‘As far as I’m concerned the Japs can have it.’

The horizon remained. Nothing moved. And the low horizon may have spread the melancholy among them. Banerjee tried to picture his street, his front fence and house, the appearance of his wife. Their daughter was growing up while he waited in the train. The other men had fallen silent, some nodding off.

*

The train stopped. It creaked forward, stopped again. In the dark a sergeant came through, shouting his head off.

It was Banerjee’s group which was told to fall in outside.

The cold and unevenness of the ground alongside the train had them stumbling and swearing. They herded together, hands in greatcoats, and waited.

‘Put out that cigarette!’ – meaning the light receding.

Banerjee didn’t even smile. After it could no longer be seen the train could still be heard; but what remained was soon enough replaced by the immense silence. To clear a throat out there would be deafening, worse than a concert hall.

Banerjee was probably the first to pick up the sound, a smaller engine. Another ten minutes must have passed before the truck stopped before them, tall and vibrating. It took some trouble climbing into the back. They sat facing each other under a tarpaulin roof; and the truck turned, climbing over bushes, and made its way back along the same track, over low bush and rocks, and what appeared to be creek beds, pale stones there, while the dust funnelled out behind them, obliterating the stars.

After two hours of this – bumping about, grabbing at arms, crashing of gears – the truck slowed, the path became smoother.

Someone nudged, ‘Stick your head out and see where we are.’

To no one in particular Banerjee said, ‘I’ve never been in this part of the world before.’

Leaning forward he saw a large silver shed and other buildings in the moonlight.

They were shown into a long hut. Banerjee lay down in his uniform and slept.

At first light the desolate composition of the aerodrome was revealed. A runway had been cut into the mulga by a team of crack Americans. Here then were the nation’s forward defences. And not a cloud in the sky. Already it was warm. Everything spanking new in the morning light. There were two large hangars, sheds and a long water tank. Down the far end were smaller buildings and men moving about.

A man wearing an officer’s cap and khaki shorts stood before them. Eric could have sworn he used to see him at the recitals at the Town Hall, although there he wore a beard.

Clearing his throat he spoke casually, but firmly. He didn’t expect much in the way of formality, he said. He did however expect their full attention. ‘It would make our job a darned sight easier.’ The enemy, he explained, was not far away and coming closer ‘as we speak’. The aerodrome was one of a number along the top of the Northern Territory. Their task was to paint – every inch of the place. ‘At the moment it is a sitting duck,’ was how he put it. The slightest patch of bare metal, he explained, could flash a signal to the enemy in the sky. To demonstrate he fished around in a pocket and held up a threepence – ‘like so’.

The camouflage officer then squinted at the new roofs shining in the sun. ‘The art in all this is deception,’ he said thoughtfully, as if the whole thing was a game. He spoke of the ‘science of appearances’, of fooling the oriental eye. It was a matter of applying the right colours in certain combinations and patterns.

Banerjee was handed a bucket of ochre paint, a wide brush, and assigned the roof of the main hangar. It took a while to get used to the height. And the roof itself was slippery. Close up it didn’t seem possible that his hand, which produced a strip of rapidly drying colour, would make any difference to the larger situation, the advance of mechanised armies across islands and continents. Further along other men were slapping on industrial grey.

As the day progressed the huge expanse of corrugated iron warmed up, almost too hot to touch, and glittered more, straining the eyes.

The others had taken off their shirts and the signwriter nearby knotted his handkerchief at the corners and put it on his head. Now and then the officer in shorts appeared below and studied their progress through the reverse end of binoculars. Pointing with a long stick he shouted up to Banerjee to give more curve there to the red ochre. He made a parallel flowing movement with his hands. ‘Like a woman’s hips. Think of her hips!’ Which allowed Banerjee in unpromising surroundings to wander over the softness of his wife’s body – at that moment probably bent over their daughter. ‘That’s good, a little more to the left. Good man,’ the voice continued.

At the morning tea-break Banerjee sat in the shade and closed his eyes.

The Americans were recognisable by their sunglasses. When he returned their greetings Banerjee thought everybody could do with sunglasses up on the roof.

And this thought made him realise he was doing his best, and he felt satisfied.

*

Piano-tuning hadn’t been his first choice of profession. When Eric was about ten the News ran a photo of him seated at the Town Hall’s Steinway, his feet barely touching the pedals, reeling off a mazurka by Chopin he had sighted only minutes before. That tabloid which always had a reputation in Adelaide for fearlessness came out and announced ‘our latest prodigy’. A career in the concert hall beckoned. Accordingly his normal schooling was adjusted and his parents made the necessary sacrifices, going without small luxuries, such as extra clothes or holidays. The teacher appointed was considered one of the best available: Viennese, arthritic, cameo brooch.

Banerjee became accustomed to applause. His combed hair, jug ears. He hardly ever missed a note. As he went on playing here and there, as it all flowed more like water out of his hands, years passed, and he began to wonder, as did others, whether his playing was progressing. Flaws in his technique began to show. These were probably flaws in temperament; he didn’t seem conscious of them. He was taller and heavier than most pianists.

By his mid-twenties Eric Banerjee had given very few recitals, at least not in the main venues. However hard he worked the world around him remained just out of reach. It was as if a steady invisible force held him in the one spot, and now began pushing him back slightly and to one side. Almost without noticing he was playing more and more at less demanding venues, weddings, church gatherings, schools and the like, and didn’t seem to mind. He felt comfortable there. Both parents died. He hardly ever attended a concert. In the space of a few more years he retreated still further until, after taking in a few pupils, which is how he met his wife, he came to rest, it would appear, pianotuning, which may be some distance from bowing in tails on the concert platform, but is in the general vicinity, and supplied a small, regular income.

For all this, Banerjee had escaped the bitterness endemic among piano-tuners. He was pale and had a small valley in his chin. One advantage of his profession was that it left his head permanently inclined to one side, which gave the impression he was a good listener.

Banerjee was close to forty. Looking back he wondered where it had all gone. What happened in all those years? Most people didn’t know or care if a piano was out of tune; only a few could tell the difference. And yet there he would surely be, continuing into the sunset, crossing from one manganese brick house to the next, one suburb to another, adjusting the progressions of sound plucked out of the air, as it were. If anyone could understand it would be the officer who spoke of ‘deception’. On the street between the dusty box hedges time itself seemed to have slowed to a crawl. Any sign of life was at mid-distance; and all so quiet it was as if he was going deaf.

Not that he wanted disturbance, disruption, surprise and so on. A certain order was necessary in his line of work. These thoughts he kept to himself. Yet increasingly he felt a dissatisfaction, as though he had all along been avoiding something which was actually closer to the true surface of life.

*

By early afternoon the officer had taken pity on them. The academic had lost his glasses. Further along another man was silently vomiting; Banerjee too felt dizzy – headache behind the eyes. There was paint on his fingers, elbows and wrists. Perspiration had also mixed with reddish dust and muck. The golden rule in his profession: clean fingernails. Now look at them. The one remaining sign of his previous life was the vibration in one leg, and he tried shifting his weight, for of course it reminded him of the final tremor of a tuning fork.

As they made their way down, Banerjee lost control of the bucket and paint ran all over his pattern.

‘Leave it till morning,’ the officer said. ‘If the Japs come over we’re done for anyway.’

‘These blisters, I couldn’t grip.’

‘I take it you don’t, as a rule, work with your hands.’

Banerjee was examining his palm. ‘Piano.’ He looked up. ‘I mean piano-tuner, that’s what I do.’

All he wanted just then was to drink a gallon of water, and shut his eyes to the light, which he did with the help of an elbow, only to see the roof in all its glittering endlessness. He didn’t feel like eating.

But it only took a few days for his body to grow into the work. His hands soon enough hardened. With his shirt off and sun on his back he became absorbed in the task. The undulating pattern of red-grey was interesting in itself; the idea behind it made them merry.

A rivalry began with the men on the other roof to see who could finish first. These men Banerjee knew from the dormitory. In ordinary life some were successful painters of hills and trees – Horace, Arthur, Russell were names Banerjee heard. The picture-framer was apparently known to them. He suggested the artists sign each sheet of iron when they finished. The man with prematurely white eyebrows nodded. ‘That’s the only way you’ll make a killing.’

Banerjee enjoyed this sort of banter, even if he was on the fringe. There was not much of it in the day of a piano-tuner; and it would never occur to him to banter with his wife, Lina, who had anyway become curiously solemn after having their child.

Early one afternoon planes were spotted – three of them, high. Leaning back they shielded their eyes to watch. The officer on the ground had to clap and yell to get them down – ‘For Christ sake!’ – off the roof.

Later that same day they had a grandstand view of the first two planes to land.

And just when the dust had settled, and they were admiring the practised efficiency of the Americans parking the planes, they ran out of paint. There was nothing to do but come down on ladders and sit around in the shade, where it was still hot.

Without effort, Banerjee was a man who kept his thoughts to himself; preferred to stay back than join in. Yet there he was more or less part of the group mumbling and wisecracking. Often they were joined by the camouflage officer. After all, he had nothing much to do either. Close up Banerjee noticed his face was infested with small lines.

The officer looked up from scratching the ground with his stick. ‘I don’t know what’s happened to our paint.’ To Banerjee he added, ‘In war there’s more waiting than shooting. Always was.’ When the talk turned to music Banerjee could have said something, and with real authority; instead he listened while letting his thoughts wander among other things.

On the third or fourth day one of the pilots squatted beside him. After talking about his hometown (St Louis) and his parents, he held out a hand and introduced himself.

*

Banerjee married late. Lina was barely twenty-one. He had taken her away from everybody else; that was how it later felt. All her privacies she transferred to him. The way their habits became one she accepted with busy contentment; while Banerjee composed his face, unable to find his natural state.

He was strong all right, in the sense that he practised a certain distance, the same way he had played the piano. But Lina, she knew more; she always had. It was part of her flow, along with blood.

Whenever he paused and considered his wife he first saw her name, then found he knew very little, virtually nothing, about her; what went on in her mind, the way she came to decisions – no idea. He could not get a firm outline; and he knew only a little more about himself. More than anything else he was aware of her needs, and how he reacted to them. She had a slightly clipped voice.

She had gone to him for piano lessons. When he appeared he said he was no longer taking pupils. But that didn’t stop her. Marriage was a continuation. Later, she explained how she’d heard him playing in the next room, and then his voice, though unable to catch his words. Without seeing him she had turned to her mother, ‘That man is for me. He will do.’

‘Even though you didn’t hear a word I said? I was probably talking nothing but rot.’

But then Lina’s faith in situations invariably impressed him. She could be very solemn, sometimes. She was a woman who couldn’t leave things alone; constantly rearranging things on tables, plates, sideboards. She also had a way of peeling an orange with one hand, which for some reason irritated him. Banerjee knew he should be thinking more about her, his wife; and their own daughter. She complained, as she once put it, he was ‘somewhere else’. Very fond of her pale shape. Her spreading generosity.

*

One afternoon Banerjee and the picture-framer were invited by the pilot and another American for a drive to the nearest town, Katherine, about an hour away. The jeep had a white star on the bonnet; and, unusual for a pilot, he drove one-hand, crashing into bushes and rocks instead of driving around. ‘Know any songs?’ he called out over his shoulder. Both Americans began singing boogie-woogie, banging on the dashboard.

They reached the town – a few bits of glittering tin.

It was here the picture-framer spoke up. ‘I’ve got a wife called Katherine,’ he said. ‘She’s a wonderful woman.’

Leaning over the steering wheel the driver was looking for a place to drink. ‘Well, we’re about to enter Katherine right now. All of us. You mind?’

The other American was smiling.

Some time later Banerjee played the piano. Nobody appeared to be listening. The flow of notes he produced seemed independent of his hands and fingers, almost as if the music played itself.

The pilot and the picture-framer beckoned from a table. Between them were two women, one an ageing redhead. Her friend, Banerjee noticed, had dirty feet.

Both women were looking up at Banerjee.

‘Sit down,’ the pilot pointed. ‘Take the weight off those old feet.’ Leaning against the redhead he said with real seriousness, ‘I’ve got my own aeroplane back at the base.’

‘That beats playing a piano. Any day,’ said the younger one.

The redhead was still looking at Banerjee. ‘Don’t smile, it might crack your face.’

‘Hey, if a plane comes over and waggles its wings, you’ll know it’s me.’ Taking her chin in his hand, the pilot winked at Banerjee. From the bar the tubby American constantly waved, touching base.

The drinking, the reaching out for women; the congestion of words. It was the opposite to his usual way of living. Banerjee went out and stood under the stars. He tried to think clearly. The immense calm enforced by the earth and sky, at least over this small part of it, at that moment. Also, he distinctly felt the coldness of planets.

When it was time to return he found the picture-framer squatting outside with his head in his hands. And in shadow behind the hotel he glimpsed against the wall the tall redhead holding the shoulders of one of the Americans, her pale dress above her hips.

On the way back the pilot kept driving off the track. ‘I need a navigator. Where are the navigators around here?’ He looked around at his friend asleep.

Seated in front Banerjee didn’t know where they were. ‘Keep going,’ he pointed, straight ahead.

On the Thursday both hangars were finished. Everybody assembled on the ground and looked up, shielding their eyes, and were pleased with their work – about eight men, without shirts, splattered in paint. Still to be done were the long walls and ends of the buildings, the vertical surfaces. And there were sheds, the water tank, bits of equipment.

The camouflage officer unlocked one of the sheds. It was stacked with tins of beef and jam. ‘Will you have a look at that? Not a bloody drop of petrol to send a plane up, but plenty of tinned peaches.’

He stood looking at it, shaking his head. He wondered if Banerjee and the picture-framer could fashion a patch of green water and a dead tree out of packing cases and sheets of tin, to be placed at one side of the runway. ‘A nice touch.’ Gradually the pattern was coming together.

*

For Banerjee these counted among his happiest days. The last time he had been as happy was when he had been ill. For days lying in bed at home, barely conscious of his surroundings; it was as if the walls and the door were a mirage. There were no interruptions. Now away from everybody, except a few other men, Banerjee with the sun on his back applied paths of colour with his brush, observed it glisten and begin to dry, while his mind wandered without obstacles. As the sun went down, the pebbles and sticks at his feet each threw a shadow a mile long, and his own shape stretched into a ludicrous stick-insect, striding the earth – enough to make him wonder about himself.

Since their trip into town Banerjee joined the Americans at tea-breaks or after meals. To squat down without a word emphasised any familiarity. The Americans were relaxed about everything, including a world war. Their talk and attitudes were so easy Banerjee found himself only half listening, in fact hardly at all. Without a word the pilot would get into the jeep, just for the hell of it, and chase kangaroos around the perimeter. A few times Banerjee and the pilot sat in the warm plane parked in the open hangar. When asked what exactly the plane was to be used for, the lanky American, who was flicking switches and tapping instruments shrugged. ‘Search me, my friend.’

In the few weeks that remained Banerjee formed a habit of strolling down the runway after dark, joined by the camouflage officer, who came alongside in his carpet slippers. With hands clasped behind his back the officer recalled performances at the Town Hall, the merits of different conductors and pianists, but invariably turned to his wife and three teenage daughters in Adelaide. ‘Imagine,’ he said, in mournful affection, ‘four women, under one roof.’

Banerjee had been receiving regular letters. Here were trust and concern he could hold in his hand – words of almost childlike roundness, beginning with the envelope. Willingly his wife expressed more than he could ever manage. For her it was like breathing. In reply he found there was little he could say. Months apparently had passed. It came as a surprise or at least was something to consider: what about him did she miss?

He mentioned to the officer, an older man, ‘My wife, she has written a letter—’

‘Not bad news, I trust?’

‘She tells me the front gate has come off its hinges. A little thing. I mean, my wife would like me to be there now, this minute, to fix it.’

The officer put his hand on Banerjee’s shoulder. ‘A woman who misses you. The warmth in bed. There was symmetry, it has been broken.’ He coughed. ‘The symmetry we enjoy so much in music is illusion. That’s my opinion.’

In the dark Banerjee found himself nodding. More and more he was conscious of a slowness within, a holding-back, as if he saw other people, even his own family, through pale blue eyes, whereas his were green-brown. Even if he wanted, Banerjee could not be close. Not only to his wife but to all other people, to things and events as well. It was as if the air was bent, holding him just away.

*

On the day in question the officer inspected the paint job from all angles, as the men waited. It took more than an hour. He came back, rubbing his hands. ‘Well done. That should do the trick. Tomorrow we go onto the next.’

The Americans looking on had their arms folded.

‘Only one way to test it.’ The pilot put on his hat. ‘You with me?’

Banerjee hadn’t flown in a plane before. Soon the earth grew larger and the details smaller, reduced to casual marks, old worn patches, blobs of shadow. He twisted around to see the aerodrome. At this point the pilot tilted away and began diving; just for fun. He went low, then rose in a curve; Banerjee’s stomach twisted and contracted. As always he composed his face.

Levelling out, the pilot now looked around for the aerodrome.

He gave a brief laugh. ‘You sure as hell have done a job on the ground.’

Banerjee thought he saw wheel marks but it was nothing. The earth everywhere was the same – the same extensive dryness, one thing flowing into the next. When Banerjee turned and looked behind it was the same.

Climbing, the plane reached a point where it appeared to be staying in one spot, not making any progress. It was as if he was suspended above his own life. Looking down, as it were, he found he could not distinguish his life from the solid fact of the earth, which remained always below. He could not see what he had been doing there, moving about on it. Knees together, the dark hairs curving on the back of his hands.

Everything was clearer, yet not really. Plane’s shadow: fleeting, religious. In the silence he was aware of his heartbeats, as if he hadn’t noticed them before.

Now the earth in all its hardness and boulder unevenness came forward in a rush.

Briefly he wondered whether he – his life – could have turned out differently. Its many parts appeared to converge, in visibility later described as ‘near perfect’.





CHINA

TONY BIRCH

I never stopped loving China. We got together in the summer we turned seventeen and spent warm nights under the pier drinking cider and smoking weed. Some nights we walked the back roads to the ocean and lay naked in the dunes looking up at the stars. One night China rolled her salty skin onto me, dropped warm tears on my shoulder and asked that we pray that our love would last. I told her there was no need for prayers. As it was, I didn’t believe in any god, but swore we’d always be together.

I really did believe we could make it, as long as I could stay out of trouble, which wouldn’t be easy. I’d been fucking up since I started high school, and was forever deep in shit, with teachers and the local police.

When word got out that we were together, China’s family and friends both warned her off me. The town was small enough that we couldn’t be together without word quickly getting back to her father, a sheep farmer and champion shooter. He went after me like I was a bush dog that had crept up on and torn the throat out of one of his sheep in the night. We were left to meet under the pier of a night and disappear into the shadows, where China would whisper against my skin that she loved me and trusted me and was ready to take a chance on me. For most of the year we were together I did stay out of trouble, not counting a fight here and there, which was no more than most local boys got up to on a drunken Saturday night.

China came to hate our hometown, the whispers and the gossip. She decided our future lay in escape. She took me by the hand down at the beach one night and told me that if I could land a job in the city she was ready to follow me. I didn’t mind the town myself. I’d never been anywhere else and the idea of packing up for good didn’t appeal to me.

‘We could get jobs here, China.’

‘Yeah, we could. A shit job for you. Maybe labouring on a farm. And the supermarket for me. I want more than that.’ She let go of my hand. ‘You can stay if you like, but I’m getting out of here by the end of the year.’

She walked off in her red bikini with a t-shirt slung over her shoulder. I’d never had much ambition but right then I’d have done anything to keep her. I chased after her, grabbed her around the waist and swore that we’d leave together and never return.

‘Promise?’ She laughed.

‘I promise. I’m ready to go whenever you want.’

She hung her arms around my neck and dragged me into the dunes.

It took about two months for our plan to fall apart. I found myself on remand after a bad fight with Bulle Hughes outside the Pioneer hotel. We were both drunk and Bulle was just as willing as I was. But seeing as he won himself a broken nose and a cracked eye socket and coughed up a couple of his own teeth, I ended up in court facing a rack of charges. My mother couldn’t come up with the bail money and I spent six weeks before the trial in lockup. China didn’t visit once.

When my mother came to see me a couple of days before the trial, carrying a second-hand suit she’d picked up at the Salvos, she broke the news that China had left town and nobody’d heard a word from her. Although her parents reported her missing, and apparently looked sad and sorry enough when they sat in the front pew at church on Sundays, the word was out that her old man had given her money to get away from both me and the town.

As my mother broke the news to me, sighing here and there, I looked down at my hands and realised I’d let a jewel slip from my grip.

*

With luck I wasn’t accustomed to, I beat the assault charges on account of the CCTV footage from the pub showing Bulle whacking me over the head with a billiard cue and trying to gnaw my ear off. Fortunately, there was no footage of me beating him senseless once we’d taken the fight to the street. I found myself free to walk the streets of the town again, which left Bulle a little nervous. He avoided me for weeks. By the time I caught up with him I didn’t have the anger to break wind. We passed each other on the street out front of the post office. I nodded, he nodded, and that was it.

I asked around about China. Nobody’d sighted her or heard a peep. She’d done a serious runner. Maybe interstate. I would sometimes think of her, mostly when I was near the ocean, and could smell the sea and salt air. By the time I went inside again, two years later, for a handful of smash-and-grabs on servos, I’d been shacked up with three or four local girls, and moved about myself, chasing whatever dollar I could get my hands on. Clean or dirty, it made no difference to me, although if I were pushed I’d have to say dirty money smelt a little better.

All that time I never stopped thinking about China.

My first night alone in the narrow cell I was kept awake by a sad moaning calling me from across the yard. I didn’t sleep that night, or many of the nights that followed. I kept to myself in prison and wasn’t troubled at all, but it didn’t stop me hitting the mattress full of a fear I couldn’t recognise. Some nights I wouldn’t sleep at all, but when I did I would dream about China. We were together again, under the pier, wet and in love and happy.

I left prison a year and a half later with a travel pass and fifty dollars in my pocket and a knitted red rug that I’d made in the tapestry shop tucked under my arm. A gift for my mother. I looked out of the window of the bus at the dots of sheep on the side of a rich green hill, knowing I had fuck-all to return to. I didn’t have a place to live and my mother was uneasy about me moving in with her. While I was away she’d finally shacked up with her long-time boyfriend, Bob Cummings, a weed of a fella who ran the supermarket. They weren’t married, which even in this day is enough to cause scandal in a town with more churches than pubs. The talk around the town worried him and he suggested they get married. My mother wouldn’t hear of it.

‘I’ve been married. And it was a disaster from day one. If I wanted a life of misery, Bob, I’d will myself a stroke.’

She’d always been a tough woman. But she wasn’t rock-hard. She talked Bob into letting me stay with them and he okayed it for me to move into the garage, which meant his precious fishing boat was shifted onto the driveway, in the weather. I did my best to stay out of his way and only went into the house for meals and to shower. I also made an agreement with them that as soon as I found a permanent job I’d be on my way.

The deal on my release included me seeing a parole officer once a fortnight and finding work. The week after I was out I caught the bus in front of the post office to the nearest big town, a thirty-minute ride, to have a meeting with my parole officer, Jim Lack. He doubled as a JP, Protestant minister, and a newsagent. Jim sat me down in a small office behind his shop and assured me that it was his job to set me on the right path. He had the features of a budgerigar and whistled like one when he spoke.

‘We’re going to work together, son. The last thing we want to see is a local boy falling through the cracks and going back to prison.’

He smiled and put a hand on my thigh, a little too familiar for my liking. He also gave me the number of a ‘good Rotary man’ he was friendly with who owned a timber mill outside town. When I went for the job interview with the Rotary man, Reg Ling, I quickly worked out that the two men shared a trait other than the Bible and good deeds when he put his hand on my thigh and gave it a good rub.

‘I like what I see in you, Cal,’ he smiled, like he was on his first date.

*

I started work at the mill a week later, riding an old pushbike, an hour each way, that I’d picked up at the local tip. I’d spent the weekend taking the bike apart, repairing and cleaning and oiling it. After a week at the mill I sat at the kitchen table with my mother, explaining that if she could have a word in Bob’s ear and get him to let me stay in the garage for a little longer than he’d expected, maybe three months or so, rent free, I’d be able to save enough money to get a place of my own to rent. She agreed, but cut a tough deal with me.

‘I don’t think he’ll mind, Cal. But if you miss just one day of work, or if you bring any trouble here, if the police get on your tail, you’ll have to go. Bob won’t stand for trouble.’

I felt like screaming, ‘Fuck old Bob,’ but knew better.

‘I understand that. I want no trouble with Bob. Or you.’

From the day I got out of prison I hadn’t had another dream about China, although I did think about her a lot of the time I was riding to and from the mill, seeing as it was the same road we’d walked heading for the dunes. I tried convincing myself that the footprints I sometimes spotted in the sand by the side of the road could only be hers. I had a half-crazy idea to take to the road and go searching for her but my parole conditions didn’t allow for it. Not for another year, at least. I couldn’t venture more than fifty kilometres from the town without written permission, and it was illegal for me to spend a single night away from my ‘primary residence,’ even if it was camping out on Bob’s front nature strip in a tent.

I’d never driven a forklift before but picked it up in less than a day at the mill. My job was moving sawn and dressed logs from the mill to the storage yard. About fifty men and half-a-dozen women worked at the mill, a few of them from the town, but most off surrounding farms that had become unproductive in recent years on account of the drought. They were an unfriendly bunch. None of them ever introduced themselves or spoke to me any more than they needed to. I guess it was on account of me having been in prison, although they didn’t seem to have much to say to each other either.

There was one fella in the mill who looked a little familiar from the first time I spotted him, marking up sawn logs with a brush and bucket of red paint. After that, I’d often notice him eyeing me too closely. I’d always been good putting a name to a face and it got to me that I couldn’t remember his. He could be an old enemy who might get it in his head to jump me.

I was riding home into the third week on the job, when I took a puncture in the back wheel. I had no spare tube or repair kit and was still a good way from home. I had no choice but to walk the bike. I was pushing it along the side of the road when I heard a car horn behind me. A battered red utility pulled up alongside me, driven by the familiar face from the mill.

‘Your bike fucked?’ he yelled.

‘Yep. A puncture.’

‘Throw it in the back and I’ll drive you to town.’

I put the bike in the back and hopped in the passenger seat. He offered me a calloused hand.

‘Never thought you’d get back here, Cal.’

‘I know you?’

‘Of course you fucken know me. Bruce Conlan. From high school.’

I remembered Bruce Conlan as a whippet of a kid who smelled of piss and hid himself down the back of the classroom. We’d never been mates, but I’d felt a little sorry for him and had given a couple of boys a belt for standing over him in the yard. He had a lunatic for an old man, who was forever knocking his kids around. While I was in prison I read in the newspaper that he’d gone berserk in the main street and shot up some shop windows before turning the gun on himself and blowing his head off.

Bruce had filled out. And none of it was muscle.

‘I wouldn’t have known you, Bruce. You’ve changed.’

‘Well, they say married life’s good for you, but I don’t know. She can cook, my wife. And I can shovel it away. You look fit enough though. Did you throw the weights around while you were in … in …’

‘I never lifted a finger in prison. Didn’t eat much either. What you see here is skin and bone and not much more.’

We turned onto the town road.

‘Cal, when we were in school together and you cleaned up those arseholes picking on me all the time, I never thanked you for that. No one has laid a finger on me since. They must have thought we were connected. So, thanks.’

‘It was nothing.’

‘Why’d you do it, stick up for me?’

‘Anything for a fight,’ I laughed.

He dropped me at the front gate and offered to pick me up of a morning, which suited me, as the bike was on its last legs. We had little to do with each other during the days at the mill, but did plenty of talking on the drive to and from. Bruce had married one of the Marston girls, the daughters of the same Marstons who ran the milk tankers between the dairy farms and the biggest milk producer in the district, a business they also had a slice of. The family was loaded.

Bruce said his father had rubbed his hands together when he started dating Shelley Marston.

‘You’ll land on your feet there, son. That family bleeds milk and shits money.’

Bruce hadn’t quite landed yet. The family was sweating on the old man dying.

‘Still got his first quid in his pocket. Gives his kids fuck all. They hate him and can’t wait to bury him.’

‘I heard about your old man knocking himself in the main street. Tough on you?’

‘Wasn’t tough at all. I was glad to see the mad cunt dead. And happy he never took anyone with him. My mum especially.’

He asked if I minded talking about prison. I said no, but assured him there wasn’t much to tell.

‘You in your cell fifteen hours a day, staring at the wall.’

‘What’s the food like?’

‘We eat airline food.’

‘Airline food? You having me on?’

‘It’s true. It’s a private company that runs the prison. Their other business is catering for the airlines. They run this industrial kitchen out of the prison. We’re the slave labour. Our job is making and preparing the food, which we also have to eat. In the same packaging. Saves on washing the dishes. Think of that, Bruce. You’ve got some businessman tucking into a meal at 30,000 feet cooked by poor cunts like us who can’t walk two steps without hitting a brick wall.’

Bruce cackled like an old girl. He couldn’t stop for a bit and was looking at me kind of funny.

‘Wasn’t that funny, mate. An’ what are you looking at?’

‘I was just thinking.’

‘Thinking what?’

He smiled like a goose. ‘I was thinking about you and China.’

I shifted in my seat. ‘What about us?’

‘You two were like Romeo and Juliet for a while there.’

‘Maybe we was. Nothing worked out for them either.’

‘If you don’t mind me saying so, Cal, she was the hottest chick in town. I saw her down at the beach a few times in that red bikini she wore. She drove the boys crazy. What a body she had.’

‘Yeah,’ I tried shrugging. ‘What a body.’

‘Most of the girls we went to school with let themselves go. Tribe of kids. Ton of weight. Not that I can talk,’ he laughed, grabbing a handful of fat. ‘Not that China Doll.’

‘She’s most likely gone the same way,’ I said, while hoping I was wrong. ‘It’s been a long time.’

‘But she hasn’t, mate. Not her. Not when I last seen her.’

‘You saw her? Bullshit.’

‘Oh, I did. About six months back. I was after a new dog, a heeler, and went through the stock classifieds in Farmers’ Weekly. I came across some pups for sale, a litter of blues. I gave the number a call and drove the hundred clicks across west to pick them up, at the old lion park on the Western Highway.’

‘The lion park? Those poor scabby animals still there? I thought the bloke who ran the place was done for animal cruelty.’

‘He was. He went broke and sold up to this bloke with the dogs. He runs a few horses, some sheep and these heelers that he breeds. When I got there he let the pups run around in the yard so I could get a look at them and pick one. I’m on my hands and knees playing with this pup, a lovely dark blue, Jhedda, that’s what I named her. I picked her out of the litter and brought her home. While I’m playing with the dog I hear a screen door slam and this woman comes out of the house holding a mobile phone. It was a call for him. I look up and see China.’

‘You sure it was her?’

‘Sure I’m sure. She looked a bit heavier. There was a kid running around. I suppose it was hers. But the face, and that red hair and her eyes. It was China, all right.’

‘She say anything to you?’

‘You didn’t know who I was when you saw me, so why would she? She didn’t know I existed when she lived here, so she wouldn’t know me now. Anyway, she didn’t really look at me. She handed him the phone and walked back inside. But it was her.’

I didn’t say much for the rest of the drive. When he stopped at the gate I sat in the car without moving.

‘We’re here, mate. You getting off? Or do you want to come out to my place for a good feed?’

‘What’s the best way over there?’

‘Where? My place?’

‘No. The lion park.’

‘Oh. You cut across country. Take the fire road out behind the speedway. It gives you a straight run to the highway. It’s about another forty k on from there. You thinking of catching up with her? I’m sure she’d be married to this bloke. They looked pretty homely out there. I can’t see him laying out the welcome mat for an old boyfriend a month out of the nick.’

‘I’m not driving over there. Just curious. As it is, I got no car. Thanks for the lift.’

Old Bob was standing by the gate, waiting for me.

‘How much longer you thinking of being with us, Cal? I don’t like my boat out in the sun.’

‘Oh, not much longer at all, Bob. I’m about to move on.’

*

I skipped my mother’s cooking and lay on top of the bed thinking about what Bruce had said. Just on dark I grabbed my jacket and wallet, left the garage and headed for an old haunt, the car park at the RSL. I walked the aisles and settled on a battered Ford sedan with an unlocked back passenger door. I’d wired the car in less than a minute and was on the road in another thirty seconds. I passed the speedway and turned onto the fire road, driving through the pitch-black night. Pairs of eyes flashed at me from the scrub and behind trees. A fox raced across the dirt road carrying the bloodied carcass of a rabbit in its mouth. I felt the left front wheel slam into it, crushing its ribcage. By the time I’d turned onto the highway I’d dodged a dozen more animals and hit maybe two or three, although I couldn’t be sure on account of the bumps and divots in the road.

The lion park wasn’t hard to find. A faded billboard with the face of a roaring lion welcomed visitors. I pulled off the road at the gates. A light burned on the porch of a house at the end of a drive. I left the car and walked. A dog barked and came running from its bed on the porch. It was an aged blue heeler, a little timid. The porch light went on and the door opened.

There was no mistaking China. The shapely silhouette resting against a verandah post could belong to no one else. Another dog sat by her side.

‘Can I help you? This is private property.’

‘China,’ I croaked, as if someone had shoved a handful of dust in my mouth.

She stepped forward and stood under the porch light. She was barefoot and wore a floral cotton dress, with her hair tied in a bun. She looked beautiful.

‘Jesus, Cal. Is it you?’

I felt shy all of a sudden, like a schoolboy.

‘It’s me.’

She came down from the porch and walked across the yard.

‘Christ. It is you. Let me look. Wow. What are you doing here?’ She was a little nervous. ‘My husband, he’s away at an ag meet. He’ll be back soon.’

‘I don’t want any trouble, China. I was just driving by.’

She raised a hand, the same soft hand she used to rest in the small of my back.

‘It’s no trouble. It’s just that I wouldn’t have expected you to show up out of the blue like this. How long has it been? Four years?’

‘A little more.’

‘I read about you in the papers. How long have you been …?’

‘About a month. I’ve been staying back with mum.’

She looked out to the highway, to where the stolen car was parked.

‘You say you were driving by? How did you know where I was? I haven’t been in contact …’

‘This fella I’ve been working with, Bruce Conlan, I guess you don’t remember him? He bought one of your dogs some time back. We were talking and your name came up and he told me that he’d seen you. I had to come over this way and I thought, only then when I saw the old sign, that I’d call in and see how you are. But like I said, I don’t want to cause you any trouble.’

She shifted on her feet, reached behind her head with her hand and pulled a clip from the back of her hair. It dropped, bounced and rested on her bare shoulders.

‘Where are you heading to?’

I heard a car engine, turned and spotted headlights at the end of the drive. China nervously smoothed the front of her dress.

‘Here’s my husband now.’

I had only seconds left to me.

‘China, I just wanted to tell you that when I was inside I thought about you. A lot. It sounds stupid but I need to tell you that you were a good person. I never understood that before. I was too wild to know anything when we were going out.’

I scraped my boot in the dirt.

‘And I want to also tell you that you were beautiful. You are beautiful.’

‘You told me that plenty of times,’ she laughed. ‘You were pretty nice yourself.’

‘Oh, I was trouble. I’ve always been trouble.’

‘You were not.’ She leaned forward and brushed my arm with a fingertip. ‘You were sweet. Most of the time.’

The car pulled into the yard and the dogs ran to meet it. The driver hopped out. He was tall and thin and fit looking, full of purpose, and no doubt suspicious of me.

‘Can I help you? Is that your car on the highway?’

‘I’m working for a farmer over east and he’s after one of your working dogs. I was driving this way and I thought I’d call in on the off-chance. I shouldn’t have. It’s late. My apologies.’

He relaxed a little.

‘We don’t have pups at the moment. It’s not the time of the year for them. You should have called ahead.’

‘Your wife was just explaining to me, that they’re out of season.’

He kissed China on the cheek.

‘Sorry I’m late, Marg. It went on longer than I expected.’

I hadn’t heard China called by her proper name since school rollcall. He took out his wallet and handed me a business card.

‘You give me a call around December and I’ll let you know what we’ve got. Should have some pups then.’ He offered his hand. ‘Tom.’

‘Bruce,’ I answered. I took the card. ‘Thanks.’

I stepped back and took a last look at China, arm in arm with her husband.

‘And thank you, Marg.’

‘You too,’ she answered, looking down at her bare feet.

I sat in the car for an hour or more. I couldn’t get my mind off her. I got out of the car and watched the house. A honeyed glow framed a narrow window on the side of the house. I walked quietly behind a row of apple trees until I reached the window and stood among the trees, listening to my own heavy breaths as I watched China through the window. She stood naked before a mirror, brushing her hair. Her husband lay back on their bed, smoking a cigarette and admiring her until she turned to him.

I walked back along the driveway to the car, gunned the engine and turned onto the highway. The country gradually flattened until the dark horizon fell away. Although the air was cold I wound down the window to keep myself from fading away. I could smell the sea in the wind and thought of China and the nights we’d spent in each other’s arms. I could see her hair glowing against the moon and hear her laugh.

I didn’t want the highway patrol bearing down on me. I turned onto an irrigation road. It would run flat and hard for a long way. I could see a radio tower in the distance, pulsing a beam of red light across the dark sky. I set my bearings for it, as I would if I were following the Star of Bethlehem itself.





MRS PORTER AND THE ROCK

DAVID MALOUF

The Rock is Ayers Rock, Uluru. Mrs Porter’s son, Donald, has brought her out to look at it. They are at breakfast, on the second day of a three-day tour, in the Desert Rose Room of the Yullara Sheraton. Mrs Porter, sucking voluptuously, is on her third cigarette, while Donald, a born letter-writer who will happily spend half an hour shaping and reshaping a description in his head, or putting a dazzling sheen on an ironical observation, is engaged in one of the airy rockets, all fizz and sparkle and recondite allusions, that he can barely wait, once he is out of town, to launch in the direction of his more discerning friends. In a large, loose, schoolboyish hand, on the Sheraton’s note-paper, he writes:

To complete the scene, only the sacred river is missing, for this resort is surely inspired by the great tent city of Kubla Khan. Nestling among spinifex dunes, it rises, like a late version of the impossible East, out of the rust-red sands, a postmodern Bedouin encampment, all pink and apricot turrets and slender aluminium poles that hum and twang as they prick the skyline. Over the walkaways and public spaces hover huge, shadow-making sails that are meant to evoke, in those of us for whom deserts create a sense of spiritual unease, the ocean we left two thousand miles back.

So there you have it. The pitched tents of the modern nomads. That tribe of the internationally restless who have come on here from the Holy Land, or from Taos or Porto Cervo or Nepal, to stare for a bit on an imaginable wonder – when, that is, they can lift their eyes from the spa pool, or in pauses between the Tasmanian salmon and the crème brûlée …

Mrs Porter is here on sufferance, accepting, with minimal grace, what Donald had intended as a treat. Frankly she’d rather be at Jupiter’s playing the pokies. She takes a good drag on her cigarette, looks up from the plate – as yet untouched – of scrambled egg, baked beans and golden croquettes, and is astonished to find herself confronting, high up on the translucent canopy of the dining-room ceiling, a pair of colossal feet. The fat soles are sloshing about up there in ripples of light. Unnaturally magnified, and with the glare beyond them, diffuse, almost blinding, of the Central Australian sun. She gives a small cry and ducks. And Donald, who keeps a keen eye on her and is responsive to all her jerks and twitches, observing the movement but not for the moment its cause, demands, ‘What? What’s the matter? What is it?’

Mrs Porter shakes her head. He frowns, subjects her to worried scrutiny – one of his what’s-she-up-to-now looks. She keeps her head down. After a moment, with another wary glance in her direction, he goes back to his letter.

Mrs Porter throws a swift glance upward.

Mmm, the feet are still there. Beyond them, distorted by fans of watery light, is the outline of a body, almost transparent – shoulders, a gigantic trunk. Black. This one is black. An enormous black man is up there wielding a length of hose, and the water is red. The big feet are bleeding. Well, that’s a new one.

Mrs Porter nibbles at her toast. She needs to think about this. Between bites, she takes long, sweet drags on her cigarette. If she ignores this latest apparition, she thinks, maybe it will go away.

Lately – well, for quite a while now – she’s been getting these visitations – apparitions is how she thinks of them, though they appear at such odd times, and in such unexpected guises, that she wonders if they aren’t in fact revisitations that she herself has called up out of bits and pieces of her past, her now scattered and inconsiderate memory.

In the beginning she thought they might be messengers – well, to put it more plainly, angels. But their only message seemed to be one she already knew: that the world she found herself in these days was a stranger place than she’d bargained for, and getting stranger.

She had wondered as well – but this was only at the start – if they might be tormentors, visitors from places she’d never been, like Antarctica, bringing with them a breath of icebergs. But that, she’d decided pretty smartly, was foolish. Dulcie, she told herself, you’re being a fool! She wasn’t the sort of person that anyone out there would want to torment. All her apparitions did was make themselves visible, hang around for a bit, disturbing the afternoon or whatever with a sudden chill, and drift off.

Ghosts might have been a more common word for them – she believes in ghosts. But if that’s what they are, they’re the ghosts of people she’s never met. And surely, if they were ghosts, her husband Leonard would be one of them.

Unless he has decided for some reason to give her a miss.

She finds this possibility distressing. She doesn’t particularly want to see Leonard, but the thought that he could appear to her if he wanted and has chosen not to puts a clamp on her heart, makes her go damp and miserable.

All this is a puzzle and she would like to ask someone about it, get a few answers, but is afraid of what she might hear. In the meantime she turns her attention to Donald. Let the feet go their own way. Let them just go!

Donald looks sweet when he is writing. He sits with one shoulder dipped and his arm circling the page, forever worried, like a child, that someone might be looking over his shoulder and trying to copy. His tongue is at the corner of his mouth. Like a sweet-natured forty-three-year-old, very earnest and absorbed, practising pot-hooks.

Poor Donald, she thinks. He has spent his whole life waiting for her to become a mother of another sort. The sort who’ll take an interest. Well, she is interested. She’s interested, right now, in those feet! But what Donald means is interested in what interests him, and she can’t for the life of her see what all this stuff is that he gets so excited about, and Donald, for all his cleverness, can’t tell her. When she asks, he gets angry. The questions she comes up with are just the ones, it seems, that Donald cannot answer. They’re too simple. He loses his cool – that’s what people say these days – but all that does is make him feel bad, and the next moment he is coming after her with hugs, and little offerings out of the Herald that she could perfectly well read for herself, or out of books! Because she’s made him feel guilty.

This capacity she appears to possess for making grown men feel guilty – she had the same effect on Donald’s father – surprises her. Guilt is not one of the things she herself suffers from.

Duty. Responsibility. Guilt. Leonard was very strong on all three. So is Donald. He is very like his father in all sorts of ways, though not physically – Leonard was a very thin man.

Leonard too would have liked her to take an interest. Only Leonard was kinder, more understanding – she had almost said forgiving. It wasn’t her fault that she’d left school at thirteen – loads of girls did in those days, and clever men married them just the same. Leonard was careful always not to let her see that in this way she had failed him; that in the part of his nature that looked out into the world and was baffled, or which brought him moments of almost boyish elation, she could not join him, he was alone.

She was sorry for that, but she didn’t feel guilty. People are what they are. Leonard knew that as well as she did.

Donald’s generation, she has decided, are less willing to make allowances. Less indulgent. Or maybe that is just Donald. Even as a tiny tot he was always imposing what he felt on others. His need to ‘share,’ as he calls it, does have its nice side, she knows that. But it is very consuming. ‘Look at this, Mum,’ he would shout, his whole tiny body in a fury. ‘You’re not looking! Look!’

In those days it would be a caterpillar, some nasty black thing. An armoured black dragon that she thought of as Japanese-looking and found particularly repulsive. Or a picture of an air battle, all dotted lines that were supposed to be machine-gun bullets, and jagged flame. Later it was books – Proust. She’d had a whole year of that one, that Proust. Now it was this Rock.

High maintenance, that’s what they called it these days. She got that from her neighbour, Tess Hyland. Donald was high maintenance.

‘What’s up?’ he asks now, seeing her dip her shoulder again and flinch. ‘What’s the matter?’

‘Nothing’s the matter,’ she snaps back. ‘What’s the matter yourself?’

She has discovered that the best way of dealing with Donald’s questions is to return them. Backhand. As a girl she was quite a decent tennis player.

She continues to crouch. There is plenty of space up there under the cantilevered ceiling, no shortage of space; but the fact that twenty feet over your head the splayed toes of some giant black acrobat are sloshing about in blood is not an easy thing to ignore, especially at breakfast. She is reminded of the roofs of some of the cathedrals they’d seen – with Leonard it was cathedrals. They visited seven of them once, seven in a row. But over there the angels existed mostly from the waist up. You were supposed to ignore what existed below. They hung out over the damp aisles blowing trumpets or shaking tambourines. Here, it seems, you did get the lower parts and they were armed with hosepipes. Well, that was logical enough. They were in the southern hemisphere.

Donald is eyeing her again, though he is pretending not to. They are all at it these days – Donald, Douglas, Shirley. She has become an object of interest. She knows why. They’re on the lookout for some sign that she is losing her marbles.

‘Why aren’t you eating your breakfast?’ Donald demands.

‘I am,’ she tells him.

As if in retaliation for all those years when she forced one thing or another into their reluctant mouths – gooey eggs, strips of limp bread and butter, mashed banana, cod-liver oil – they have begun, this last year, to torment her with her unwillingness to do more than pick about at her food. When Donald says, ‘Come on now, just one more mouthful,’ he is reproducing, whether he knows it or not, exactly the coax and whine of her own voice from forty years ago, and so accurately that, with a sickening rush, as if she had missed a step and fallen through four decades, she finds herself back in the dingy, cockroach-infested maisonette at West End that was all Leonard was able to find for them in the Shortage after the war. The linoleum! Except in the corners and under the immoveable sideboard, roses worn to a dishwater brown. A gas heater in the bathroom that when she shut her eyes and put a match to it went off like a bunger and threatened to blast her eyebrows off. Donald in his highchair chucking crusts all over the floor, and Douglas hauling himself up to the open piano, preparing to thump. To get away from that vision she’s willing even to face the feet.

She glances upward – ah, they’re gone! – then away to where an oversized ranger in a khaki uniform and wide-brimmed Akubra is examining the leaves of a rainforest shrub that goes all the way to the ceiling. For all the world as if he was out in the open somewhere and had just climbed out of a ute or off a horse.

‘You shouldn’t have taken all that,’ Donald is saying – she knows this one too – ‘if all you’re going to do is let it sit on your plate.’

Dear me, she thinks, is he going to go through the whole routine? The poor little children in England? What a pain I must have been!

In fact, she doesn’t intend to eat any of this stuff. Breakfast is just an excuse, so far as she is concerned, for a cigarette.

But the buffet table here is a feature. Donald leads her to it each morning as if it was an altar. Leonard too had a weakness for altars.

This one is garishly and unseasonably festive.

A big blue Japanese pumpkin is surrounded by several smaller ones, bright orange, with shells like fine bone china and pimpled.

There are wheatsheaves, loaves of rye and five-grain bread, spilled walnuts, almonds, a couple of hibiscus flowers. It’s hard to know what is for decoration and what is to eat.

And the effect, whatever was intended, has been ruined because some joker has, without ceremony, unceremoniously, plonked his saddle down right in the middle of it. Its straps all scuffed at the edges, and with worn and frayed stitching, its seat discoloured with sweat, this saddle has simply been plonked down and left among the cereal jars, the plates of cheese, sliced ham and smoked salmon, the bowls of stewed prunes, tinned apricots, orange quarters, crystallised pears …

But food is of no interest to her. She has helped herself so generously to the hot buffet not because she is hungry and intends to eat any of this stuff but so she’ll have something to look at. Something other than it.

It is everywhere. The whole place has been designed so that whichever way you turn, it’s there, displaying itself on the horizon. Sitting out there like a great slab of purple-brown liver going off in the sun. No, not liver, something else, she can’t think quite what.

And then she can. Suddenly she can. That’s why she has been so unwilling to look at it!

She is seven, maybe eight years old. Along with her friends of that time, Isobel and Betty Olds, she is squatting on her heels on the beach at Etty Bay in front of their discovery, a humpbacked sea creature bigger than any fish they have ever seen, which has been washed up on this familiar bit of beach and is lying stranded on the silvery wet sand. Its one visible eye, as yet unclouded, which is blue like a far-off moon, is open to the sky. It is alive and breathing. You can see the opening and closing of its gills.

The sea often tosses up flotsam of one kind or another. Big green-glass balls netted with rope. Toadfish that when you roll them with a big toe puff up and puff up till you think they’d burst. But nothing as big and sad-looking as this. You can imagine putting your arms around it like a person. Like a person that has maybe been turned into a fish by a witch’s curse and is unable to tell you that once, not so long ago, it was a princess. It breathes and is silent. Cut off in a silence that makes you aware suddenly of your own breathing, while the gulls rise shrieking overhead.

They have the beach to themselves. They sit there watching while the tide goes out. No longer swirling and trying to catch your feet, it goes far out, leaving the sand polished like a mirror to a silvery gleam in which the light comes and goes in flashes and the colours of the late-afternoon sky are gaudily reflected.

And slowly, as they watch, the creature begins to change – the blue-black back, the golden belly. The big fish begins to throw off colours in electric flashes. Mauve, pink, a yellowish pale green, they have never seen anything like it. Slow fireworks. As if, out of its element, in a world where it had no other means of expression, the big fish was trying to reveal to them some vision of what it was and where it had come from, a lost secret they were meant to remember and pass on. Well, maybe the others had grasped it. All she had done was gape and feel the slow wonder spread through her.

So they had squatted there, all three, and watched the big fish slowly die.

It was a fish dolphin, a dorado, and it had been dying. That’s what she knew now. The show had been its last. That’s why she didn’t want to look at this Rock. Just as she wouldn’t want to look at the fish dolphin either if it was lying out there now. No matter what sort of performance it put on.

She finds herself fidgeting. She stubs out the last of her cigarette, takes up a fork.

‘My mother,’ Donald writes to his friend Sherman, offering yet another glimpse of a character who never fails to amuse, ‘has for some reason taken against the scenery. Can you imagine? In fact it’s what she’s been doing all her life. If she can’t accommodate a thing, it isn’t there. Grand as it is, not even Ayers Rock stands a chance against her magnificent indifference. She simply chain-smokes and looks the other way. I begin to get an idea, after all these years, of how poor old Leonard must have felt.

‘The hotel, on the other hand, has her completely absorbed. She devotes whole mealtimes to the perusal of the menu.

‘Not that she deigns to taste more than a bite or two. But she does like to know what is there for the choosing.’

He pauses and looks up, feeling a twinge at having yet again offered her up as a figure of fun, this woman who has never ceased to puzzle and thwart him but who still commands the largest part of his heart. He knows this is odd. He covers himself by making her appear to his friends as a burden he has taken on that cannot, in all honour, be thrown off; an endless source, in the meantime, of amusing stories and flat-footed comments and attitudes.

‘What would Dulcie think of it?’ his friends Sherman and Jack Anderson say, and try, amid shouts of laughter, to reproduce one of her dead ordinary ways of looking at things, without ever quite catching her tone.

She eludes them – ‘One for you, Dulcie,’ Donald tells himself – as she has for so long eluded him.

He watches her now, fork in hand, pushing baked beans about, piling them into modest heaps, then rearranging them in steep hills and ridges, then using the prongs of the fork to redistribute them in lines and circles, and finds himself thinking of the view from the plane window as they flew in from Alice: a panorama of scorched, reddish rock that must have been created, he thinks, in a spirit of wilfulness very like his mother’s as she goes now at the beans.

He smiles. The idea amuses him. His mother as demiurge.

He continues to watch, allowing the image to undergo in his head the quiet miracle of transformation, then once again begins to write.

*

Mrs Porter sits in the tourist bus and smokes. Smoking isn’t allowed of course, but there is nobody about. She has the bus to herself. She has no qualms about the breaking of rules.

The bus is parked in the shade but is not cool. Heated air pours in at the open window, bearing flies. She is using the smoke to keep them off. Outside, the earth bakes.

To her left, country that is flat. Orange-red with clumps of grey-green spiky bushes. It, the Rock, is a little way off to her right. She does not look.

People, among them Donald, are hauling themselves up it in relays; dark lines of them against the Rock’s glowing red. Occasionally there is a flash as the sun bounces off a watch or a belt buckle, or a camera round someone’s neck. Madness, she thinks. Why would anyone want to do it? But she knows the answer to that one. Because it’s there.

Except that for most of the time, it hadn’t been – not in her book. And what’s more, she hadn’t missed it, so there! When they drew maps at school they hadn’t even bothered to put it in! She had got through life – dawdling her way past picket fences, barefoot, in a faded frock, pulling cosmos or daisies through the gaps to make bouquets, parsing sentences, getting her teeth drilled, going back and forth to the dairy on Saturday mornings for jugs of cream – with no awareness whatsoever that this great lump of a thing was sitting out here in the middle of nowhere and was considered sacred.

She resents the suggestion, transmitted to her via Donald, that she had been missing out on something, some other – dimension. How many dimensions are there? And how many could a body actually cope with and still get the washing on the line and tea on the table?

That’s the trouble with young people. They think everything outside their own lives is lacking in something. Some dimension. How would they know, unless they were mind-readers or you told them (and then you’d have to find the words, and they’d have to listen), what it felt like – that little honey-sack at the end of a plumbago when it suddenly bursts on your tongue, or the roughness of Dezzy McGee’s big toe when he rubbed it once on her belly when she was sunbaking at the Townsville Baths. ‘Waddabout a root, Dulce?’ That’s what he had whispered.

She laughs, then looks about to see if anyone has heard, then laughs again. Eleven she was, and Dezzy must have been twelve. Blond and buck-toothed, the baker’s boy.

All that seems closer now than this Rock ever was. Closer than last week.

Plus a butcher-bird her uncle Clary owned that was called Tom Leach after a mate he’d lost in France. Which was where – a good deal later of course – she lost Leonard. It could whistle like a champ. And a little stage set, no bigger than a cigar box, that belonged to Beverley Buss’s mother, that consisted of a single room with walls that were all mirrors, and little gold tables and chairs, and a boy in silk breeches presenting to a girl in a hooped skirt a perfect silver rose. It played a tune, but the mechanism was broken so she never got to hear it. She had pushed her face so close once, to the tiny open door, that her hot breath fogged up all the mirrors, and Beverley Buss had said, ‘Look, Dulce, you’ve made a different weather.’

Cancer. Beverley Buss, she’d heard, had died of cancer. Beverley McGowan by then.

She had loved that little theatre, and would, if she could, have willed herself small enough to squeeze right in through the narrow doorway and join that boy and girl in their charmed life that was so different from her own barefooted one – she bet that girl didn’t have warts on her thumb or get ringworm or nits – but had managed it only once, in a dream, and was so shocked to be confronted with herself over and over again in the seven mirrors, which were only too clear on that occasion, that she burst into tears and had to pinch herself awake not to die of shame in front of such a perfect pair.

So what did this Rock have to do with any of that?

Nothing. How could it? It wasn’t on the map. It wasn’t even on the list – there was a list, and you had to find out where the names belonged and mark them in. Capes, bays, the river systems, even the ones that ran only for a month or two each year. You marked them in with a dotted line. But this Rock that everyone makes such a fuss of now wasn’t on the list, let alone the map. So there!

It certainly wasn’t on her map. Her map, in those days, was five or six cross-streets between their weatherboard, her school, the open-air pictures where coloured people sat on the other side of a latticed partition, and the Townsville Baths. Later, in Brisbane after the war, it was the streets around West End as she dragged Douglas and pushed Donald, up to the shops and then back again in the boiling sun, her route determined by the places where you could get a stroller over the kerb.

Big grasshoppers would be chugging past, and at nesting time you had to watch out for magpies. Nothing to see on the way. A stray dog sniffing then lifting its leg in the weeds round a lamppost. Roadmen at work round a fenced-off hole. A steamroller laying a carpet of hot tar, and that smell, burning pitch or hell-fire, and the fellers in army boots and shorts at work beside it, most of them leaning on shovels or sitting on one heel with a fag hanging from their lip, waiting for the billy to boil over a pile of sticks. The tar smell thinning at last to the peppery scent that came through a paling fence. Dry stalks in a spare allotment.

Sometimes she stopped off to have morning tea with her only friend at that time, a Chinese lady called Mrs Wau Hing.

Mrs Wau Hing had a cabinet in her front room made of carved cherrywood, with shelves and brackets and appliquéd ivory flowers, chrysanthemums and little fine-winged hummingbirds. It was beautiful. Though you wouldn’t really know what to do with it. Mrs Wau Hing called it decorative.

Mrs Wau Hing called her Blossom (which was silly really, but she liked it) and gave her chicken in garlicky black sauce to take home, which Leonard said was ‘different.’ Too different for her, but never mind, it was the thought.

What pleased her was the fine blue-whiteness of the bowl her friend sent it home in, with its design of pinpricks filled with transparent glaze.

When she went out barefoot in her nightie to get a glass of water at the kitchen sink, there it was, rinsed and shining in the wooden rack along with her own familiar crockery.

So what did the Rock have to do with any of that? Or with the stone she had in her kidneys in 1973?

These days, mind you, it’s everywhere. Including on TV. Turns up dripping with tomato sauce as a hamburger, or as a long red-clay mould that starts to heave, then cracks open, and when all the bits fall away there’s a flash-looking car inside, a Ford Fairlane – stuff like that. Its red shadow turned into a dingo one night and took that baby.

Suddenly it has plonked itself down in the middle of people’s lives like something that has just landed from outer space, or pushed up out of the centre of the earth, and occupies the gap that was filled once by – by what? She can’t think. Movie stars? Jesus? The Royal Family? It has opened people’s minds – this is Donald again – in the direction of the incommensurable. What a mouthful! It is exerting an influence. Well, not on her it isn’t! She gives it a quick dismissive glance and takes another deep drag on her Winfield.

Cathedrals. With Leonard it was cathedrals. As soon as the war was over and the big liners were on the go again he started planning their trip. They made it at last in 1976.

Cathedrals. Great sooty piles at the end of crooked little streets, more often than not with something missing, like the veterans they made a space for, mutilés, on every bus.

Or on islands. Or high up on cliffs. Leonard’s eyes went all watery just at the sight of one of them and she felt him move quietly away.

He wasn’t religious in a praying way. When Leonard got down on his knees each morning it was to polish his boots – Nugget boot polish was what he believed in. The smell of it hung about in the hallway long after he had taken his briefcase and hat and run off to the tram. But with cathedrals, she’d decided, it was the gloom that got him. Which had been brewing there for centuries, and connected with some part of his nature she recognised, and felt soft towards, but had never felt free to enter. She associated it with the bald patch on top of his head, which you only saw, or she did, when he got down on his knees in the hallway on a sheet of newspaper, and held one boot, then the other, very lovingly to his heart, and stroked it till it shone.

She felt such a surge of tenderness for him then. For his reliability, his decency. And for that bald spot, which was the only thing she could see in him that he couldn’t, a hidden weakness. That’s the sort of thing that got her. But cathedrals, no thanks!

When she did manage to feel something, other than a chill in her bones that was like creeping death, was if the organ happened to be playing, or the sun, which was rare enough, was dropping colours from a stained-glass window on to the stony floor, in a play of pink and gold.

As for the proportions, as Leonard called them, well, she didn’t go in for height, she decided; all that gave you was a crick in the neck. What she liked was distance. A good long view towards the sunset, or at a certain soft hour at home, towards an empty intersection, and if you got a glimpse of something more it would be the way the hills blurred off into blueness beyond the last of the flashing roofs. You would feel small then, in a way she found comforting.

What really put her off was when Leonard, half lying in one of the pews, with the guide laid open in his lap and his arms extended along the wooden back, rolled his eyes up, like suffering Jesus or one of their Catholic saints. Where, she wondered, had he got that from? As far as she knew he was a Methodist.

As they moved on from Cologne to those others – the French ones – she’d taken against the cathedrals, started to really resent them. The way you resent a teacher (that Miss Bishop in third grade for instance) who has got a set against you and decided you’re a dill, or some little miss at the bank.

She had never had to worry, as some do, about other women, but she’d felt then that Leonard was being stolen from her. The moment they pushed through the doors and the cold hit her heart, she felt the change in him. Lying awake at his side in poky rooms, she would stare up at the ceiling and have to prevent herself from reaching out to see if he was still there.

She began to feel a kind of dread. The sight of yet another of those Gothic monsters looming up out of a side street and opening its stone arms to him was more than she could face.

But when it happened it wasn’t in a cathedral but in one of the hotels, and for two days afterwards she sat waiting in the room beside their ports, eating nothing, till at last Donald arrived to reclaim her and take his father home.

‘It’s something you should see,’ Donald had told her, speaking of this Rock.

‘Why?’

‘Because you should, that’s all.’

‘You mean before I die,’ she said, and gave a rough laugh.

It’s what Leonard had said. ‘I want to see Cologne cathedral before I die.’ But after Cologne he had got in another six.

‘Are there any more of these things?’ she asked of the Rock. ‘Or is there just the one?’

Donald gave her a hard look. He wondered sometimes if she wasn’t sharper than she let on.

She had come out here to please him. He was easily pleased and she knew that if she didn’t he would sulk. It was a break as well from the unit, and from having to show up at Tess Hyland’s every afternoon at five-thirty – the Happy Hour – and listen to her complaints about the other owners and what the dogs were doing to her philodendrons.

Tess Hyland had been a convent mouse from Rockhampton when, in all the excitement after the war, she was recruited by UNRWA and went to work in the DP camps in Europe, then spent twenty-five years as a secretary at the UN in New York, where she had picked up a style that included daiquiris at five-thirty in the afternoon and little bits of this and that on ‘crackers.’

Five-thirty, the Happy Hour. Personally it was a time she had always hated, when a good many people might think seriously of cutting their throat.

She would also miss out, just this once, on babysitting her three grandchildren, Les, Brett and Candy, on a Saturday night, and her drive in the back seat of Douglas’s Toyota on Sunday afternoon.

They had given her a room out here with an en suite, and the menu, even at breakfast, was ‘extensive.’ It was only three nights.

*

The first thing she’d done when Donald left her alone in the room was to have a good go-through of the cupboards. She didn’t know what she was looking for, but people, she knew, were inclined to leave things, and if there was a dirty sock somewhere, or a suspender belt or a used tissue, she wouldn’t feel the place was her own.

The drawers for a start. There were two deep ones under the table where they had put her port, and two more at the end of the long cupboard. When you opened the cupboard a light came on. There was a good six feet of hanging space in there, with a dozen or so good hangers. Real ones, not fixed to the rail so you couldn’t walk off with them like the ones in France.

But all that hanging space! All those shelves and drawers! Who had they been expecting? Madame Melba? How many frocks and matinee coats and smart little suits and jackets would you have to have, how many hankies and pairs of stockings and undies, to do justice to the facilities they had provided? She had brought too little. And even that, when she opened her port and looked at it, seemed more than she would need. And why were there two beds? Both double.

In the fridge, when she looked, and in the bar recess above, was all you would need to put on a good-sized party: cans of VB, bottles of Carlsberg, Cascade, champagne, wicker baskets packed like a Christmas hamper with Cheezels, crisps, Picnic and Snickers bars and tins of macadamia nuts and cashews.

So what am I in for? she wondered. Who should I be expecting? And what about those double beds?

Casting another panicky glance in the direction of so many tantalising but unwelcome possibilities, she fled to the en suite and snicked the lock on the door.

The whole place gleamed, you couldn’t fault them on that. Every steel bar and granite surface gave off a blinding reflection. There was a band of satiny paper across the lid of the lav. You had to break it to use the thing. Like cutting the ribbon on a bridge.

You could crack your skull in here. That’s what she thought. Easily. It was so shiny and full of edges. Or fall and break a hip.

She settled on the rim of the bath and considered her predicament. Just stepping into a place like this was a big risk.

Suddenly she saw something.

On the floor between the gleaming white lav and the wall was a cockroach, lying on its back with its curled-up legs in the air. It could hardly be the victim of a broken hip, so must have died of something the room had been sprayed with, that was safe for humans – well, it had better be! – but fatal to cockies and such. She got down on her knees and took a good look at it.

Cockroaches, she had heard, were the oldest living creatures on earth. Survivors. Unkillable. Well, obviously you could kill individuals like this one, but not the species. They would outlast anything. Even a nuclear explosion. She sat back on her heels and considered this.

The cockie statistics were impressive, but when it came to survival you couldn’t beat people, that was her view. People were amazing. They just went on and on. No matter how poor they were, how pinched and cramped their lives, how much pain they had, or bad luck, or how unjust the world was, or how many times they had been struck down. Look at Mrs Ormond with her one breast and that husband of hers who was always after the little boys. Look at those fellers in Changi and on the Railway – Dezzy McGee had been one of those. Look at that cripple you saw down at the Quay, in a wheelchair with his head lolling and the snot running down into his mouth. Living there – sleeping and all – in a wheelchair, with no other shelter, and young fellers running in off the ferries in relays to wheel him into the Gents and put him on the lavvie and clean him up afterwards at one of the basins. Look at the derros with their yellow beards and bare, blackened feet, shifting about among the suits in Martin Place. They were all up and moving – well, not that one in the wheelchair – pushing on to the next day and the next and the one after, unkillable, in spite of the bombs and the gas chambers, needing only a mouthful of pap to live on, like those Africans on the TV, and the least bit of hope. Hanging on to it. To life and one another.

She took the cockroach very gingerly by one of its brittle legs, used the side of the bathtub to heave herself upright, went through to the bedroom, and tossed it out into a garden bed. Something out there, ants or that, would get a meal off it. Good luck to them!

But when she turned back to the room and saw the wide-open empty cupboard with its blaze of light she regretted it. She could have thrown the cockroach in there. A dead cockroach was all right. It wouldn’t have disturbed her sleep. Not like a dirty sock.

She closed the cupboard door and squinnied through a crack to see that the light was off, then sat very quietly on one of the beds. Then, after a moment, shifted to the other.

She was saved by a light knocking at the door. Donald. Afternoon tea. But when she came back the problem was still there. All that cupboard space, the second bed.

She did what she could by distributing her belongings in as many places as possible – one shoe in one drawer, one in another, the same with her undies, her four hankies and the things from her handbag: lipstick, a little hand mirror, an emery board, half a roll of Quick-Eze, a photograph of Donald and friends from the Arts Ball in Shanghai, another of Les, Brett and Candy in school uniform. But it looked so inadequate after a moment or two, so hopeless, that she gathered everything up again, put it back in her handbag, then repacked her port and left it to sit there, all locked and buckled, on the rack, as if only her unclaimed luggage had arrived in the room, and she as yet had acquired no responsibilities. Then she stretched out fully clothed on one of the beds and slept.

*

‘What now?’

Donald had lowered the novel he was reading and was watching her, over the top of his glasses, slide down, just an inch at a time, between the arms of the yielding silk-covered lounge chair. They were in one of the hotel’s grand reception rooms after dinner.

‘What now what?’ she demanded.

‘What are you doing?’

‘Nothing,’ she told him. ‘Getting comfortable.’

Dim lighting, the lampshades glowing gold. Outside the beginnings of night, blue-luminous. The long room suspended out there in reflection so that the lounge chairs and gold-legged glass-topped tables floated above a carpet of lawn, among shrubs that might simply have sprouted through the floorboards, and they too, she and Donald, and some people who were standing in a group behind them, also floating and transparent, in double exposure like ghosts.

Meanwhile, shoes off, stockinged feet extended, slumped sideways in the welcoming softness, she was getting her right hand down between the arm of the chair and the cushion, almost to the elbow now, right down in the crease there, feeling for coins, or a biro or lost earring. You could find all sorts of things in such places if you got deep enough, as she knew from cleaning at home. Not just dustballs.

Once, in a big hotel at Eaglehawk Neck in Tasmania, where she had gone to play in a bridge tournament, Tess Hyland had found a used condom. Really! They must have been doing it right there in the lounge, whoever it was, late at night, in the dark. She hoped her fingers, as they felt about now, didn’t come across anything like that! But she was ready – you had to be. For whatever.

The tips of her fingers encountered metal. She slipped lower in the chair, settling in a lopsided position, very nearly horizontal, like a drunk, and closed her fist on one, two, three coins, more – and a pen, but only plastic.

‘For heaven’s sake,’ Donald exploded.

Maybe she looked as if she was having an attack. She abandoned the pen. With some difficulty she wiggled her fist free and, pushing upright, smoothed her skirt and sat up, very straight now and defiant. Donald, with a puzzled look, went back to his novel but continued to throw her glances.

She snapped her handbag open, met his gaze and, very adroitly she thought, slipped the coins in. Two one-dollar pieces, a twenty cents and some fives. Not bad. She estimated there were about thirty such armchairs in the lounge, plus another half-dozen three-seaters. Up to a hundred dollars that would make, lurking about as buried treasure in the near vicinity. Quite a haul if you got in before the staff.

She wondered if she could risk moving to the third of the armchairs round their table, but decided she’d better not. Donald was already on the watch.

What pleased her, amid all these ghostly reflections, was that the coins down there in their hidden places, like the ones she had just slipped into her purse, maybe because they had slipped deep down and smuggled themselves out of sight, had retained their lovely solidity and weight. That was a good trick.

What she had to do was work out how she might manage it.

*

Mid-morning. They were out under the sails beside the pool. Donald was writing again. She wondered sometimes what on earth he found to say. She had been with him all the time they were here. Nothing had happened.

On the wide lawn bodies were sunbaking, laid out on folding chairs, white plastic, that could also become beds, their oiled limbs sleek in the sun.

Three Japanese boys who looked like twelve-year-olds, and not at all the sort who would rape nuns, were larking about at the deep end, throwing one another over and over again into the pool. They were doctors, down here, Donald had discovered, to celebrate their graduation.

Four women in bikinis that showed their belly buttons and yellow-tanned bellies – women as old as herself she thought – were at a table together, sipping coloured drinks. They wore sunglasses and a lot of heavy gold, though all one of them had to show was a stack of red, white and green plastic bangles up her arm. She recognised her as a person she had spoken to once before, maybe yesterday. She was from a place called Spokane. Or was she the one from Tucson, Arizona? Either way, she had found their encounter disturbing.

Spokane! She’d never heard of it. Never even knew it existed. A big place too, over four hundred thousand. All learning to talk and walk and read and getting the papers delivered and feeling one another up in the backs of cars. This woman had lived her whole life there.

What you don’t know can’t hurt you, her mother used to say. Well, lately she’d begun to have her doubts. There was so much. This Rock, for instance, those people in the camps. All the time she had been spooning Farax into Douglas, then Donald, these people in Spokane or Tucson, Arizona, had been going to bed and the others into gas ovens. You couldn’t keep up.

‘Where is it?’ she had asked the woman from Tucson, Arizona, who was perched on the edge of one plastic chair with her foot up on another, painting her toenails an iridescent pink.

The woman paused in her painting. ‘Well, do you know Phoenix?’

‘What?’

‘Phoenix,’ the woman repeated. ‘Tucson is a two-hour drive from Phoenix. South.’

‘Oh,’ she’d said.

So now there was this other place as well. She’d never heard of either one. But then, she thought, these people have probably never heard of Hurstville!’

Still, it disturbed her, all these unknown places. Like that second bed.

There were six old men in the spa, all in a circle as if they were playing ring-a-ring-a-rosie, their arms extended along the tiled edge, the bluish water hopping about under their chins.

They were baldies most of them, but one had a peak of snow-white hair like a cockatoo and surprisingly black eyebrows, in a face that was long and tanned.

Occasionally one of them would sink, and as he went down his toes would surface. So there was more to them than just the head and shoulders.

These old fellers had not lost their vim. You could see it in their eyes and in the champagne that bubbled up between their legs. The spa was buzzing. Most of it was these old guys’ voices. It was like a ceremony, that’s what she thought.

She shifted her chair to hear them better.

‘Tallahassee,’ she heard. That was a new one! ‘Jerusalem.’

She pretended to be looking for something under her chair, and trying not to let Donald see, jerked it closer to the spa. These old fellers were up to something.

Gnomes, is what she thought of. The gnomes of Zurich. Shoulders, some of them with tufts of white hair, long faces above the boiling surface. Hiding the real source of things, the plumbing. Which was lower down.

She had never fathomed what men were really up to, what they wanted. What it was they were asking for, but never openly, and when they didn’t get it, brooded and fretted over and clenched their jaws and inwardly went dark, or clenched their fists and beat one another senseless, or their wives and kiddies, or rolled their eyes up and yearned for it in a silence that filled their mouths like tongues.

The pool was whispering again.

‘Odessa,’ she heard. ‘Schenectady.’ Then, after a whole lot more she couldn’t catch, very clearly, in a voice she recognised over the buzzing of the water, ‘unceremonious,’ a word she wouldn’t have picked up if she hadn’t heard it on a previous occasion.

Unceremonious.

*

Mrs Porter stood in the middle of her room and did not know which way to turn. Each time she came back to it, it was like a place she was stepping into for the first time. She recognised nothing.

When something like that happens over and over again it shakes you. As if you’d left no mark.

It wasn’t simply that the moment she went out they slipped in and removed all trace of her. It was the room itself. It was so perfect it didn’t need you. It certainly didn’t need her.

She thought of breaking something. But what? A mirror would be bad luck.

She picked up a heavy glass ashtray, considered a moment, then flipped it out the window. Like that cockroach. It disappeared with a clunk into a flowerbed.

Well, that was a start. She looked for something else she could chuck out.

The one thing she couldn’t get rid of was that Rock. It sat dead centre there in the window. Just dumped there throbbing in the late sunlight, and so red it hurt her eyes.

To save herself from having to look at it she shut herself in the bathroom. At least you could make an impression on that. You could use the lav or turn the shower on and make the place so steamy all the mirrors fogged up and the walls lost some of their terrible brightness.

The place had its dangers of course, but was safe enough if all you did was lower the toilet seat and sit. Only how long could a body just sit?

Unceremonious.

He had saved that up till the last moment, when he thought she was no longer listening, and had hissed it out, but so softly that if she hadn’t had her head down trying to catch his last breath she mightn’t have heard it at all.

What a thing to say. What a word to come up with!

She thought she might have got it wrong, but it wasn’t a word she could have produced, she hardly knew what it meant. So what was it, an accusation? Even now, after so long, it made her furious.

To have that thrown at you! In a dingy little room in a place where the words were strange enough anyway, not to speak of the food, and the dim light bulbs, and the wobbly ironwork lift that shook the bones half out of you, and the smell of the bedding.

One of her bitterest memories of that dank little room was of Leonard kneeling on that last morning in front of the grate and putting what must have been the last of his strength into removing the dust of France from the cracks in his boots. His breath rasping with each pass of the cloth. His body leaning into the work as if his blessèd soul depended on the quality of the shine.

And then, just minutes later, that word between them. ‘Unceremonious.’

For heaven’s sake, what did they expect? How many meals did you have to dish up? How many sheets did you have to wash and peg out and fold and put away or smooth over and tuck under? How many times did you have to lick your thumb and test the iron? How many times did you have to go fishing with a safety pin in their pyjama bottoms to find a lost cord?

Angrily she ripped a page off the little notepad they provided on the table between the beds and scribbled the word. Let someone else deal with it, spelled out there in her round, state-school hand.

She opened a drawer and dropped it in. Unceremonious. Posted it to the dead.

Then quickly, one after another, scribbled more words, till she had a pile of ripped-out pages.

Dimension, she wrote.

Bon Ami.

Flat 2, 19 Hampstead Road, West End, she wrote.

Root, she wrote, and many more words, till she had emptied herself, like a woman who has done all her housework, swept the house, made the beds, got the washing on the line, and, with nothing to do now but wait for the kiddies to come home from school and her husband from work, can afford to have a bit of a lie-down. She posted each page in a different drawer until all the drawers were occupied, then stretched out on one of the beds, the one on the left, and slept. Badly.

Back home in her unit, dust would be gathering, settling grain by grain on all her things: on the top of the television, between the knots of her crocheted doilies, in the hearts of the blood-red artificial roses that filled the glass vase on her bedside table.

On one petal of each rose was a raindrop, as if a few spots of rain had fallen. But when you touched the drop it was hard, like one of those lumps of red-gold resin they used to chew when they were kids, that had bled out of the rough trunk of a gum.

If it was rain that had fallen, even a few spots, her things would be wet and the heart of the rose would have been washed clean. But what she found herself sitting in, in her dream, was a slow fall of dust. Everything, everything, was being covered and choked with it.

Well, it’s what they’d always said: dust to dust – only she hadn’t believed it. The last word. Dust.

It worried her now that when she’d made her list she had left it out, and now it had got into her head she’d never be rid of it. She’d just go on sitting there forever watching it gather around her. Watching it fall grain by grain over her things, over her, like a grainy twilight that was the start of another sort of night, but one that would go on and on and never pass.

The Hoover, she shouted in her sleep. Get the Hoover.

She woke then. On this double bed in a room from which every bit of dust, as far as she could see, had been expunged.

And now, at last, the others arrived.

One of them lay down beside her. She refused to turn and look, and the bed was wide enough for her to ignore him, though at one point he began to whisper. More words.

The others, a couple, lay down on the second bed and began to make love, and so as not to see who it was who had come to her own bed, and most of all not to have to listen to his words, she turned towards them and watched. They were shadowy. Maybe black.

She didn’t mind them using the bed, they didn’t disturb her. Probably had nowhere to go, poor things. And they weren’t noisy.

She must have gone back to sleep then, because when she woke again the room seemed lighter, less thick with breath. She was alone.

There was a humming in the room. Low. It made the veins in her forehead throb.

She got up and went, in her stockinged feet, to the window.

It was as if something out there at the end of the night was sending out gonglike vibrations that made the whole room hum and glow. The Rock, darkly veined and shimmering, was sitting like a cloud a hundred feet above the earth. Had simply risen up, ignoring the millions of tons it must weigh, and was stalled there on the horizon like an immense spacecraft, and the light it gave off was a sound with a voice at the centre of it saying, Look at this. So, what do you reckon now?

Mrs Porter looked at it askance, but she did look. And what she felt was an immediate and unaccountable happiness, as if the Rock’s new-found lightness was catching. And she remembered something: a time when Donald had just begun to stand unsteadily on his own plump little legs and had discovered the joy of running away from her towards a flower he had glimpsed in a garden bed, or a puppy dog or his brother’s red tricycle. When she called he would give a quick glance over his shoulder and run further. Suddenly unburdened, she had had to hang on to things – the sink, Leonard’s Stelzner upright – so as not to go floating clean off the linoleum, as if, after so many months of carrying them, inside her body or on her hip, first the one, then the other, she had forgotten the trick of letting gravity alone hold her down.

Now, looking at the Rock, she felt as if she had let go of something and was free to join it. To go floating. Like a balloon some small child – Donald perhaps – had let go of and which was free to go now wherever the world might take it. She glanced down. She was hovering a foot above the carpet.

So it had happened. She was off.

Immediately she began to worry about Donald. She needed to get word to him.

That did it. She came down with a bump. And with her heart beating fast in the fear that it might already be too late, she made for the door. She needed to reassure him, if he didn’t already know, that she hadn’t really minded all those times when he’d hung on to her skirt and dragged her off to look at this and that. So full of need and bullying insistence, she saw now, because if she didn’t look, and confirm that yes it was amazing, it really was, he couldn’t be sure that either he or it was there.

She had gone grudgingly, and looked and pretended. Because she had never given up the hard little knot of selfishness that her mother had warned would one day do her in. Well, her mother was wrong. It had saved her. Without it she would have been no more than a space for others to curl up in for a time then walk away from. All this, in her new-found lightness, she understood at last and wanted to explain to the one person who was left who might understand it and forgive. Still wearing the frock she had lain down in, she flung the door open and, barely hearing the click as it closed behind her, stepped out into the hotel corridor. Only then did she realise that she did not know the number of Donald’s room.

‘You fool, Dulcie,’ she told herself. The voice was Leonard’s. In these latter years, Leonard’s had become the voice she used for speaking to herself. It made her see things more clearly. Though Leonard would never have said to her the sort of things she said to herself. ‘Stupid woman. Bloody old fool.’

She walked up and down a little. All the doors looked the same.

She put her ear to one, then to another, to see if she could hear Donald’s snoring, but behind their identical doors all the rooms preserved an identical breathless silence.

A little further along, beside the door to a linen closet where she had sometimes seen a trolley stacked with towels and the little coloured bottles and soap packs that went into the various bathrooms, there was a chair. In a state now of angry alarm, she seized occupation of it and sat, commanding the empty corridor. She’d been too quick off the mark. She needed to sit now and have a think.

But the corridor, with its rows of ceiling lights and doors all blindly closed on their separate dreams, gave her the creeps. She felt breathless.

She made for a small flight of stairs at the far end that went down to a door, and when she opened it, and it too clicked shut behind her, found herself outside the building altogether, standing in her stockinged feet on stone flags that were still warm. The warmth came right up through her, and all about were night-flowering shrubs, and bigger trees with boughs that drooped. She took a good breath. The air was heavy with scent – with different scents. Night insects were twittering. All was clear moonlight, as still as still.

She began to walk – how simple things could be! – enjoying her own lightness and wondering if she wasn’t still asleep and dreaming. Only in dreams did your body dispose of itself so easily. She walked on springy lawn. But they must have been watering it, because almost immediately her stockings were soaked. She sat down on a low wall and peeled them off, and when she looked back gave a little laugh at the look of them there on the shadowy grass. Like two snakeskins, a couple. That’ll make ’em guess!

Soon she was in a car park, empty but flooded with moonlight, then out again into soft sand. Red sand, still with the warmth of the sun in it, but cooler when you worked your naked toes in. Luxurious. She waded to the top of a dune and let herself go, half sliding, half rolling, till she came to a stop and was on level ground again. She righted herself and, seated in warm sand, checked for broken bones. All around her the bushes, which were spiky and had seemed dull by day, were giving off light like slow-burning fireworks. Big clouds rolled across the moon, thin as smoke, then darker. There was a twittering, though she could see no birds. Everywhere, things were happening – that’s what she felt. Small things that for a long time now she had failed to notice. To see them you had to get down to where she was now, close to the ground. At kiddie level. Otherwise there were so many other things to demand your attention that you got distracted, you lost the habit of looking, of listening, unless some kiddie down there dragged at your skirt and demanded, ‘Look, Mum, look.’

That twittering for instance. She knew what it was now. Not birds but the Station Master’s office at Babinda. It was years, donkey’s years, since that particular sound had come to her, yet here it was. Must have been going on all around her for ages, and she was too busy listening to other things to notice.

Babinda.

For a whole year after she was married, with Leonard away in New Guinea, she had been with the Railways, an emergency worker while the boys were at the war. Those were the days! She was off the shelf, so that was settled, and she had no domestic responsibilities. She had never in her life felt so free. She loved the noise and bustle of the Station Master’s office when things were on the go; the buzzing and tinkling when the First Division was held up by floods below the Burdekin or when, outside the regular timetable, a special came though, a troop-transport with all the boys hanging out the windows wolf-whistling and calling across the tracks to where she was walking up and down with a lantern, to ask her name. Then the long sleepy periods when nothing was happening at all and you could get your head into Photoplay.

The Station Master, Mr O’Leary, was a gardener, his platform a tame jungle of staghorns, elkhorns, hoyas, maidenhair ferns in hanging baskets, tree orchids cut straight from the trunk. He was out there in all weathers in his shirtsleeves whispering to his favourites. ‘Hullo, ducky,’ he’d be singing, ‘here’s a nice drop of water for you. That’s a girl! You’ll enjoy this.’

She’d pause at her knitting to listen to him. He used the same tone when he was talking to her. It made her feel quite tender towards him. But he was always respectful – she was, after all, a married woman.

Sometimes, in the late afternoon, when everything was at a low point and even the bush sounds had dropped to nothing, he would talk of his son Reggie, the footballer, who had been in her class at primary school and was now a POW in Malaya. Reggie had played the mouth organ, that’s what she remembered. A chunk of honeycomb at his lips and his breath swarming in the golden cells, that’s what she remembered. ‘The Flight of the Bumble Bee.’

‘It’s a blessing his mother’s already gone,’ Mr O’Leary would tell her softly while the light slanted and turned pink. ‘At least she’s spared the waiting. Once you’ve got kiddies, Dulce, you’re never free, not ever. I spend half my time asking myself what he’s getting to eat, he’s such a big feller. If he’s got a mate an’ that. I’m only half here sometimes.’

She listened and was sympathetic but did not understand, not really. Douglas and Donald were still way off in the future, waiting there in the shadows beyond the track; they had not yet found her. But she liked listening to Mr O’Leary. No one had ever thought her worth confiding in, not till this. She felt quite grown up. An independent woman. She was all of twenty-three.

Under the influence of the many unscheduled trains that were running up and down the line, all those lives the war had forced out of their expected course, she was led to wonder what direction she herself might be headed in. Odd, she thought now, that she had never considered her marriage a direction, let alone a terminus. But that was the times, the war. Everything normal was suspended for the duration. Afterwards, anything might be possible.

‘You won’t find me stickin’ round once the war is over.’

This was Jim Haddy, the Station Master’s Assistant. ‘No fear! I’ll be off like a shot. You watch my dust!’

At sixteen, Jim Haddy was the most amazing boy she’d ever come across. He was so full of things, so dedicated. He thought the Queensland Railways were God and got quite upset if you threw off at them or said things like, ‘You know the theme song of the Queensland Railways, don’t you? “I Walk Beside You.”’ He thought Mr O’Leary was ‘slack’ because when they went out with their flags and lamps and things to wave a train through, he left the tabs on his waistcoat unfastened. Jim was a stickler. He did not roll his sleeves up on even the muggiest days. Always wore his soft felt Railway hat. And his waistcoat, even if it was unbuttoned in front, was always properly buckled at the sides.

He was a soft-faced kid who got overexcited and had, as Mr O’Leary put it, to be watched. He knew all there was to know about the Royal Houses of Europe, and talked about the Teck Mecklenburgs and the Bourbon Parmas as if they owned cane farms down the road, and Queen Marie of Romania and King Zog as if they were his auntie and uncle. He spent a lot of the Railway’s time settling them like starlings in their family trees on sheets of austerity butcher’s paper.

‘What a funny boy you are,’ she would tell him dreamily as she leaned over his shoulder to watch.

The summer sun would be sheeting down, a wall of impenetrable light, and when it stopped, the view would be back, so green it hurt your eyes, and the earth in Mr O’Leary’s flowerbeds would steam and give off smells. The little room where they sat at the end of the platform would be all misty with heat. She’d be thinking: When I get home I’ll have to take Leonard’s shoes out of the lowboy and brush the mould off. ‘Where is Montenegro?’ she’d ask, and Jim was only too happy to tell, though she was none the wiser.

That boy needs watching.

But she had lost sight of him. Like so much else from that time. And from other times. She was surprised now that he had come back, and so clearly that as she leaned over his shoulder she caught the vinegary smell of his neck under the raw haircut.

‘What happened to you, Jim Haddy?’ she found herself asking in her own voice, her feet in the powdery red soil. ‘Where are you, I wonder? And where are Queen Marie and King Zog?’ She hadn’t heard much of them lately either.

‘I’m here,’ she announced, in case Jim was somewhere in the vicinity and listening.

She looked about and saw that she was in the midst of a lot of small grey-green bushes, with daylight coming and no landmarks she could recognise.

‘My God,’ she said to herself, ‘where? Where am I? This isn’t my life.’

Off in the distance a train was rumbling in over the tracks: a great whooshing sound that grew and grew, and before she knew it passed so close to where she was standing that she was blown clear off her feet in a blaze of dust. It cleared, and she realised that high up in a window of one of the carriages as it went thundering past she had seen her own face, dreaming behind the glass and smiling. Going south. She picked herself up and got going again.

The Rock was there. Looming. Dark against the skyline. She made for that.

The sun was coming up, hot out of the oven, and almost immediately now the earth grew too hot to walk on. The bushes around her went suddenly dry; her mouth parched, she sat down dump. There was no shade. She must have dozed off.

When she looked up again a small boy was squatting in front of her. Not Donald. And not Douglas either. He was about five years old and black. He squatted on his heels. When her eyes clicked open he stared at her for a moment, then took off shouting.

When she opened her eyes again there were others, six or seven of them. Shy but curious, with big eyes. They squatted and stared. When she raised a hand they drew back. Dared one another to come closer. Poked. Then giggled and sprang away.

At last one little girl, older than the rest, trotted off and came back with some scraps of bread and a cup full of water. The others looked on while the little girl pushed dry crusts into the open mouth, as if feeding a sick bird, and tipped the cup. The cup was old and crumpled, the child’s fingers rather dirty. Oh well, she thought, it’s a bit late to be worrying over my peck of dirt.

She swallowed, and the children watched as her old throat dealt with the warmish water, got it down.

She saw that it was a test. To see what she was. Old woman or spirit.

No need to look so puzzled, she told them, though not in so many words. It’s just me, Dulcie MacIntyre. It’s no use expecting anything more. This is it.

But they continued to watch as if they were not convinced.

She lay like a package while they sat waiting. As if, when the package finally unwrapped itself, it might contain something interesting. Oh well, she thought, they’ll find out. If they’re disappointed, that’s their lookout.

After a while she must have seemed permanent and familiar to them as any other lump of earth because they got bored, some of them – the littlies – and went back to whatever game they’d been playing when that first one interrupted them, shouting, ‘Hey, look what I found! Over here!’

But two or three of them stayed. Watching the old lizard turn its head on the wrinkled, outstretched neck. Slowly lifting its gaze. Shifting it north. Then east. The dry mouth open.

They fed her dribbles of water. Went off in relays and brought back armfuls of dry scrub and built a screen to keep the sun off, which was fierce, and moved it as the sun moved so that she was always in shade. She had never in all her life felt so closely attended to, cared for. They continued to sit close beside her and watch. They were waiting for something else now. But what?

‘I told you,’ she said weakly, ‘it’s no good expecting anything more.’ They had been watching so long, poor things. It was a shame they had to be disappointed.

They must have waited all day, because at last she felt the sun’s heat fall from her shoulders, though its light was still full in the face of her watchers. Then a shadow moved over them. The shadow of the Rock. She knew this because they kept lifting their eyes towards it, from her to it then back again. The Rock was changing colour now as the sun sank behind it.

The shadow continued to move, like a giant red scarf that was being drawn over them. The Rock, which had been hoarding the sun’s heat all day, was giving it off now in a kindlier form as it turned from orange-red to purple. If she could swing her body around now to face it, to look at it, she might understand something. Might. But then again she might not. Better to take what she could, this gentle heat, and leave the show to these others.

I’m sorry, she chuckled, I can’t compete.

She was beginning to rise up now, feeling even what was lightest in her, her thoughts, drop gently away. And the children, poor things, had their eyes fixed in the wrong place. No, she wanted to shout to them. Here I am. Up here.

One of the little ones, sitting there with a look of such intense puzzlement on his face, and baffled expectation, was Donald. I’m sorry, Donald, she said softly. But he too was looking in the wrong place.

*

The big fish dolphin lay stranded. The smaller waves no longer reached it. There were sandgrits in its eyes, the mouth was open, a pulse throbbed under its gills. It was changing colour like a sunset: electric pink and mauve flashes, blushings of yellow-green.

‘What is it?’ Betty Olds asked. ‘What’s happening to it?’

‘Shush,’ Isobel told her.

So they sat, all three and watched. The waves continued to whisper at the edge of the beach. The colours continued to play over the humped back and belly, flushing, changing, until slowly they became less vivid. The pulsing under the gills fluttered, then ceased, and the flesh, slowly as they watched, grew silvery-grey, then leaden.

‘What’s happened?’ Betty asked again. ‘Is it dead now?’

‘I think so,’ Isobel told her. Then, seeing Betty’s lip begin to quiver, put her arm around her sister’s shoulder and drew her close. ‘It’s all right, Bets,’ she whispered. ‘It was old.’

Dulcie said nothing. She too was breathless. This was a moment, she knew, that she would never forget. Never. As long as she lived. She also knew, with certainty, that she would live forever.





I SEE RED

SHANE MALONEY

Everything was going great until that maniac with the axe burst through the door.

Let me tell you, when you’re not expecting it, something like that can really throw you off your stroke. Scared the crap right out of me, I don’t mind telling you. Makes the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end, just thinking about it.

There I am, right in the middle of the job, really cruising. Then, bam! The door flies open and there he is, some huge guy in work boots and a flannel shirt, never clapped eyes on him in my entire life, going at me with a fucking axe.

No way was it just a coincidence. You can’t tell me he happened to be passing, was overcome by a sudden fit of curiosity, took a peek through the window and just reacted spontaneously. That’s plain unbelievable. No, he must have been outside the whole time, just waiting to make his move. The whole thing’s got set-up written all over it. There’s no way it wasn’t a sting.

For starters, it’s not like there’s any passing traffic, way out there, middle of nowhere. That’s how come the joint caught my eye in the first place. There it is, standing all by itself, no other houses around, way out on the far side of the trees. No road, just a dinky sort of little path that comes winding out of the woods, going nowhere in particular. You can’t tell me the guy just happened to be passing by. Absolutely no way.

And it’s not like I didn’t check out the whole area before I made my move. I’m a professional, after all. This is what I do for a living. You put in the time, do your homework, sniff the wind, stalk around, get a very clear picture of the situation, the comings and goings. And believe me, this was just about the perfect scenario. One of the sweetest I’ve ever seen. The old biddy lived by herself. Not even a pet. And there’d been nobody near the place for days.

Getting inside was a cinch. The doors on those old-fashioned cottages, most of the time they’re not even locked. On top of which, the woman was sick, so I knew she wasn’t going to give me any trouble. Old and sick, sort of turns your stomach when you think about it. But, hey, I’d been having a lean time of it. You do what you have to.

And the girl turning up in the middle of things, that was pure gold. The way I played it, I don’t mind saying myself, it was inspired.

She was a pretty sharp cookie, too. Just a slip of a thing, but sharp as a tack. Nobody could accuse her of being a few sandwiches short of a picnic. So I knew it wouldn’t be long before she twigged, but it’s amazing how trusting people can be, especially kids.

My disguise was crap, of course, but I was improvising. And the voice, Jesus, the kid would’ve had to have been a halfwit not to pick up on the voice. Still, I had her there for a minute, hooked in, just toying with her. All the better to hear you with. All the better to see you with. Priceless, eh?

A few more seconds and that would’ve been it. One quick lunge and voila – goodnight sweetheart. But then the bozo with the axe arrives and it all goes down the toilet on me.

An axe, for Chrissake! What sort of a lunatic walks around with an axe?

What’s really got me beat is how he got onto me in the first place. I work alone. I improvise, go with my instincts. No equipment, no trail, no fancy stuff.

Or maybe, and this is the only thing that makes sense, he wasn’t after me at all. Maybe it was the old lady. Or more likely, the chick. Maybe he’d followed her. Yeah, that adds up. Bastard was stalking her. Trailed her though the woods, saw her go into the house, just went for it. Me, I just happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time.

I was damned lucky to get out of there alive. Nearly chopped my head right off, he did. Blood and fur everywhere, great chunk of my tail gone.

Well it sure as shit won’t happen again. I’ve learned my lesson. From now on, I’m picking my marks a lot more carefully. Targets nobody else’d be interested in, not in a million years. Make sure 100% there’s nobody lurking around with a weapon.

I’ve been thinking about those three new places going up on the far side of the mountain. The guys building them, there’s nobody else checking them out, I’m pretty sure. Not unless it’s some total weirdo with a thing for hairy chins. These guys, believe me, they’re real pigs.

Soon as my wounds heal up, I’m taking a closer look. I’ve got a real good feeling about this one.





AQUIFER

TIM WINTON

Very late one evening not long ago I stirred from a television stupor at the sound of a familiar street name and saw a police forensic team in waders carry bones from the edge of a lake. Four femurs and a skull, to be precise. The view widened and I saw a shabby clump of melaleucas and knew exactly where it was that this macabre discovery had taken place. I switched the TV off. My wife had long gone to bed. Through the open window I smelt wild lupins and estuary mud and for a time I forgot where I was. Life moves on, people say, but I doubt that. Moves in, more like it.

I went to bed. But I lay awake all night. I thought of the dullards I would face in the morning, the smell of their dirty hair, the stiffness of their hands on the instruments, the Mariah Carey tunes they’d bleat at me. In flickering bursts I thought about the war but I knew that I was only trying to think about it, because my mind was elsewhere, travelling in loops and ellipses away from middle age on the all-night sounds of the moving tide.

Before dawn and without waking my wife or even leaving her a note, I rose, made myself coffee and began the five-hour drive back from Angelus to the suburbs where I grew up.

The battlers’ blocks. In the early sixties, that’s what they called the meagre grid of limestone streets of my childhood. Suburban lots scoured from bushland so that emigrants from Holland, England and the Balkans, and freckly types like us, barely a generation off the farm, could build cheap houses. Our street wound down a long gully that gave on to a swamp. A few fences away the grey haze of banksia scrub and tuart trees resumed with its hiss of cicadas and crow song. Houses were of three basic designs and randomly jumbled along the way to lend an air of natural progression rather than reveal the entire suburb’s origins in the smoky, fly-buzzing office of some bored government architect. Our homes were new; no one had ever lived in them before. They were as fresh as we imagined the country itself to be.

As they moved in, people planted buffalo grass and roses and put in rubber trees which brought havoc to the septics a decade later. From high on the ridge the city could be seen forming itself into a spearhead. It was coming our way and it travelled inexorably in straight lines. The bush rolled and twisted like an unmade bed. It was, in the beginning, only a fence away.

The men of our street went to work and left the driveways empty. They came home from the city tired, often silent. They scattered blood and bone on their garden beds and retired to their sheds. All day the women of the street cleaned and cooked and moved sprinklers around the garden to keep things alive. Late in the morning the baker arrived in his van, red-cheeked from civilisation, and after him the man with the vegie truck. At the sound of their bells kids spilled out into the dusty street and their mothers emerged in housecoats and pedal pushers with rollers in their hair. Everyone was working class, even the Aborigines around the corner whose name was Jones, though it seemed that these were Joneses who didn’t need much keeping up with. We were new. It was all new.

At night when I was a baby my parents went walking to get me to sleep and while they were out they foraged for building materials in the streets beyond where raw sandy lots lay pegged out between brickies’ sheds and piles of rough-sawn jarrah.

The old man built a retaining wall from bricks he loaded into the pram that first summer. A lot of sheds went up quickly in our street. All those jarrah planks, all that asbestos sheeting, those bags of Portland cement. It was all taxpayers’ property anyway. Great evening strollers, the locals.

I grew up in a boxy double-brick house with roses and a letter box, like anyone else. My parents were always struggling to get me inside something, into shirts and shoes, inside the fence, the neighbourhood, the house, out of the sun or the rain, out of the world itself it often seemed to me. I climbed the jacaranda and played with the kids across the street and came in ghosted with limestone dust. I sat on the fence and stared at the noisy blue bush and in time I was allowed to roam there.

When the road crew arrived and the lumpy limestone was tarred the street seemed subdued. The easterly wind was no longer chalky. In July and August when it finally rained the water ran down the hill towards the reedy recess of the swamp. A little way from our place, outside the Dutchies’ house with its window full of ornaments, a broad puddle formed and drew small children to its ochre sheen. The swamp was where we wanted to be, down there where the melaleucas seemed to stumble and the ducks skated, but our parents forbade it; they talked of quicksand and tiger snakes, wild roots and submerged logs so we made do with the winter puddle outside the van Gelders’. I remember my mother standing exasperated in the rain with the brolly over her head at dusk while I frog-kicked around in my speedos.

Eventually the road crew returned to put a drain in and my puddle became less impressive. Then a red telephone box appeared beside it. I suppose I was five or six when I learned to go in and stand on tiptoe to reach up and dial 1194 to hear a man with a BBC voice announce the exact time. I did that for years, alone and in company, listening to the authority in the man’s voice. He sounded like he knew what he was on about, that at the stroke it would indeed be the time he said it was. It was a delicious thing to know, that at any moment of the day, when adults weren’t about, you could dial yourself something worth knowing, something irrefutable, and not need to pay.

When I was old enough I walked to school with the ragged column of kids who made the mile-long journey up the hill. From the high ground of the schoolyard you could see the city and the real suburbs in the distance. You could even smell the sea. In the afternoons the blue bush plain was hazy with smoke and the dust churned up by bulldozers. At home on winter nights great bonfires of fallen trees flickered in the sky above the yard. Beyond the fence cicadas and birds whirred. Now and then the hard laughter of ducks washed up the street; they sounded like mechanical clowns in a sideshow. When summer came and the windows lay open all night the noise of frogs and crickets and mosquitoes pressed in as though the swamp had swelled in the dark.

The smallest of us talked about the swamp. Down at the turnaround where the lupins and wild oats took over, we climbed the peppermint to look out across that wild expanse, but for the longest time we didn’t dare go further.

Bruno the Yugo went to the swamp. He had a flat head and he was twelve. He ranged down through the reeds until dark, even though his oldies flogged him for it. Across from Bruno lived the Mannerings. They were unhappy Poms whose house smelled of boiled cabbage. George the father had very long feet. He wore socks and plastic sandals. His son Alan waited for me after school some days to walk behind me and persecute me wordlessly the whole way home. He was twelve and scared of Bruno the Yugo. I never knew why he picked me from all the kids in our street. He never said a thing, just poked and prodded and shoved until we came down the hill to within sight of our homes. He was tall and fair, Alan Mannering, and though I dreaded him I don’t think I ever hated him. When he spoke to someone else beyond me his voice was soft and full of menace, his accent broadly local as my own. Some days he threw his schoolbag up on to the veranda of his place and headed on down to the swamp without even stopping in and I watched him go in relief and envy. Mostly I played with the Box kids across the road. There were seven or eight of them. They were Catholics and most of them wet the bed though it was hard to say which ones because they all had the same ammonia and hot milk smell. I liked them, though they fought and cried a lot. We slipped through the bush together where there were no straight lines. Beyond the fence there were snarls and matted tangles. We hid behind grasstrees and twisted logs and gathered burrs in our shirts and seeds in our hair. Eventually the Boxes began to slip off to the swamp. I always pulled up short, though, and went back to dial 1194 for reassurance.

Another Pom moved in next door. I saw him digging and stood on the fence to watch, my shadow the only greeting. I watched him dig until only his balding head showed. He winked and pointed down until I climbed down into his yard. I shuffled over to the lip of his hole and saw the wet earth beneath his sandals. A puddle began to form around his feet.

The water table, he said in a chirpy accent. It’s high here, see. Half these fence posts are in it, you know.

The rank, dark stink of blood and bone hung in the air. I climbed back over the fence but kept watching him dig.

Looks dry this country, it does, but underground there’s water. Caves of it. Drilling, that’s what this country needs.

I went indoors.

Someone hung a snake from our jacaranda out front. It was a dugite, headless and oozing. My mother went spare.

Across the road one night, Mr Box left his kids asleep in the Holden and went indoors with his wife. It was for a moment’s peace, my oldies said, but a moment was all they had. The station wagon rolled across the road, bulldozed the letterbox and mowed down our roses.

George Mannering with the long feet trimmed his buffalo grass every week with a push mower. He liked grass; it was the one thing he’d not had in England though he reminded us that English grass was better, finer. My mother rolled her eyes. George Mannering bought a Victa power mower and I stood out front to watch his first cut. I was there when two-year-old Charlie lurched up between his father’s legs and lost some toes in a bright pink blur. All the way back inside to my room I heard his voice above the whine of the two-stroke which sputtered alone out there until the ambulance came.

I forget how old I was when I gave in and went to the swamp. It felt bad to be cheating on my parents but the wild beyond the fences and the lawns and sprinklers was too much for me. By this time I was beginning to have second thoughts about the 1194 man. My parents bought a kitchen clock which seemed to cheat with time. A minute was longer some days than others. An hour beyond the fence travelled differently across your skin compared with an hour of television. I felt time turn off. Time wasn’t straight and neither was the man with the BBC voice. I discovered that you could say anything you liked to him, shocking things you’d only say to prove a point, and the man never said a thing except declare the plodding time. I surrendered to the swamp without warning. Every wrinkle, every hollow in the landscape led to the hissing maze down there. It was December, I remember. I got off my bike and stepped down into dried lupins like a man striding through a crowd. Seed pods rattled behind me. A black swan rose from the water. I went on until the ground hardened with moisture and then went spongy with saturation. Scaly paperbarks keeled away in trains of black shadow. Reeds bristled like venetian blinds in the breeze. Black water bled from the ground with a linoleum gleam.

From the water’s edge you couldn’t even see our street. The crowns of tuart trees were all I saw those early years before jacarandas, flame trees and cape lilacs found their way to water and rose from yards like flags. I found eggs in the reeds, skinks in a fallen log, a bluetongue lizard jawing at me with its hard scales shining amidst the sighing wild oats. I sat in the hot shade of a melaleuca in a daze.

After that I went back alone or in the company of the Box kids or even Bruno. We dug hideouts and lit fires, came upon snakes real and imagined. I trekked to the swamp’s farthest limits where the market gardens began. Italian men in ragged hats worked on sprinklers, lifted melons, turned the black earth. Water rose in rainbows across their land. I went home before dark, amazed that my parents still believed me when I swore solemnly that I hadn’t been down the swamp.

At school I learned about the wide brown land, the dry country. Summer after summer we recited the imperatives of water conservation. Sprinklers were banned in daylight hours and our parents watered glumly by hand.

One summer my mother announced that she’d come upon some Cape Coloureds at the nearest market garden. I thought she meant poultry of some kind. I met them on my own one day and was confused by their accents. We threw a ball for a while, two girls and me. Their skin had a mildness about it. They didn’t seem as angry as the Joneses. The Joneses were dark and loud. Even their laughter seemed angry. I never had much to do with any of them. I rode past their house careful not to provoke them. They gave my little brother a hiding once. I never knew why. His nose swelled like a turnip and he nursed this grievance for the rest of his life. It made his mind up about them, he said. I kept clear. I already had Alan Mannering to worry about.

The Joneses never went near the swamp. I heard they were frightened of the dark. Their dad worked in a mine. Bruno said vile things to them and bolted into the swamp for sanctuary. It was his favourite game the year the Americans went to the moon.

One sunny winter day I sat in a hummock of soft weeds to stare at the tadpoles I had in my coffee jar. Billy Box said we all begin as tadpoles, that the Pope didn’t want us to waste even one of them. I fell asleep pondering this queer assertion and when I woke Alan Mannering stood over me, his face without expression. I said nothing. He looked around for a moment before pulling his dick out of his shorts and pissing over me. He didn’t wet me; he pissed around me in a huge circle. I saw sunlight in his pale stream and lay still lest I disturb his aim. When he was finished he reeled himself back into his shorts and walked off. I emptied my tadpoles back into the lake.

What did he want? What did he ever want from me?

I was ten when people started dumping cars down at the swamp. Wrecks would just appear, driven in the back way from behind the market gardens, stripped or burned, left near the water on soft ground where the dirt tracks gave out.

Alan Mannering was the first to hack the roof off a car and use it upturned as a canoe. That’s what kids said, though Bruno claimed it was his own idea.

I was with half a dozen Box kids when I saw Alan and Bruno out on the lake a hundred yards apart, sculling along with fence pickets. Those Box kids crowded against me, straining, big and small, to see. I can still remember the smell of them pressed in like that, their scent of warm milk and wet sheets. The two bigger boys drifted in silhouette out on the ruffled water. One of the Boxes went back for their old man’s axe and we went to work on the scorched remains of an old FJ Holden with nasty green upholstery. One of them came upon a used condom. The entire Box posse was horrified. I had no idea what it was and figured that you needed to be a Catholic to understand. Before dark we had our roof on the water. We kept close to shore and quickly discovered that two passengers was all it could carry. Several Boxes went home wet. I doubt that anybody noticed. They were always wet.

Next day was Saturday. I got down to the swamp early in order to have the raft to myself awhile and had only pulled it from its nest of reeds when Alan Mannering appeared beside me. He never said a word. I actually cannot remember that boy ever uttering a word meant for me. He lived over the road for ten years. He all but walked me home from school for five of those, poking me from behind, sometimes peppering my calves with gravel. I was in his house once, I remember the airless indoor smell. But he never spoke to me at any time.

Alan Mannering lifted the jarrah picket he’d ripped from someone’s fence and pressed the point of it into my chest. I tried to bat it away but he managed to twist it into my shirt and catch the flesh beneath so that I yielded a few steps. He stepped toward me casually, his downy legs graceful.

You’re shit, I said, surprising myself.

Alan Mannering smiled. I saw cavities in his teeth and a hot rush of gratitude burned my cheeks, my fingertips. Somehow the glimpse of his teeth made it bearable to see him drag our FJ Holden roof to the water and pole out into the shimmering distance without even a growl of triumph, let alone a word. I lifted my tee-shirt to inspect the little graze on my chest and when I looked up again he was in trouble.

When he went down, sliding sideways like a banking aircraft out there in the ruffled shimmer of the swamp’s eye, I really didn’t think that my smug feeling, my satisfied pity about his English teeth, had caused the capsize. He didn’t come up. I never even hated him, though I’d never called anyone shit before. After the water settled back and shook itself smooth again like hung washing, there wasn’t a movement. No sign.

I went home and said nothing.

Police dragged the swamp, found the car roof but no body. Across the road the Mannerings’ lawn grew long and cries louder than any mower drifted over day and night.

That Christmas we drove the Falcon across the Nullarbor Plain to visit the Eastern States which is what we still call the remainder of Australia. The old man sealed the doors with masking tape and the four of us sat for days breathing white dust. The limestone road was marked only with blown tyres and blown roos. Near the South Australian border we stopped at the great blowhole that runs all the way to the distant sea. Its rising gorge made me queasy. I thought of things sucked in, of all that surging, sucking water beneath the crust of the wide brown land.

Back home, though they did not find his body, I knew that Alan Mannering was in the swamp. I thought of him silent, fair, awful, encased in the black cake-mix of sediment down there.

The next year, come winter, the night air was musky with smoke and sparks hung in the sky like eyes. Bulldozers towing great chains and steel balls mowed down tuart trees and banksias.

I learned to spell aquifer.

Three doors up, Wally Burniston came home drunk night after night. His wife Beryl locked him out and if he couldn’t smash his way in he lay bawling on the veranda until he passed out. Some school mornings I passed his place and saw him lying there beside the delivered milk, his greasy rocker’s haircut awry, his mouth open, shoes gone.

New streets appeared even while the bush burned. In the phone box, which stank of cigarettes, I listened to the man from 1194 and knew that he was making the time up as he went along.

I saw the rainbow mist of the market garden sprinklers and felt uneasy. I thought of Alan Mannering in that mist. He’d have been liquid long ago. I was eleven now, I knew this sort of thing.

As our neighbourhood became a suburb, and the bush was heaved back even further on itself, there was talk of using the swamp for landfill, making it a dump so that in time it could be reclaimed. But the market gardeners were furious. Their water came from the swamp, after all. Water was no longer cheap.

The van Gelders divorced. Wally Burniston was taken somewhere, I never found out where. One Sunday afternoon I found myself in the van Gelders’ backyard scrounging for a companion when I came upon Mrs van Gelder at the back step. I coasted over to her on my Dragstar to ask where her son might be but the sight of her struck me dumb. She had kohl around her eyes and a haircut that made her look like Cleopatra as played by Elizabeth Taylor. Her dress was short and half her buttons were undone. I stared at the reservoir of shade between her breasts and she raised her chin at me, took a great drag on her cigarette with her eyes narrowed, and gave me a confounding smile. She blew smoke across my handlebars. I popped an involuntary wheelstand in my hurry to get away. I hurtled back out into the street, didn’t even see the car coming, but its slipstream tugged at my shirt as it swerved to miss me. Tyres bawled on the fresh-laid bitumen. When I wheeled around, someone threw open the car door and began to shout and cry. And then people came into the street. I pedalled past them and coasted down our driveway to hide in the shed. Months later I woke from a dream in which Mrs van Gelder leant in towards me with her blouse undone and I peered into her cleavage as though into a well. Then I sat up in bed wet as a Catholic.

From one summer to the next water restrictions grew more drastic and people in our neighbourhood began to sink bores to get water. The Englishman next door was the first and then everyone drilled and I thought of Alan Mannering raining silently down upon the lawns of our street. I thought of him in lettuce and tomatoes, on our roses. Like blood and bone. I considered him bearing mosquito larvae – even being in mosquito larvae. I thought of him in frogs’ blood, and of tadpoles toiling through the muddy depths of Alan Mannering. On autumn evenings I sat outside for barbecues and felt the unsettling chill of dew. At night I woke in a sweat and turned on the bedside light to examine the moisture on my palm where I wiped my brow. My neighbour had gotten into everything; he was artesian.

At the age of twelve I contemplated the others who might have drowned in our swamp. Explorers, maybe. Car thieves who drove too close to the edge. Even, startlingly, people like the Joneses before they became working class like us. The more I let myself think about it the less new everything seemed. The houses weren’t old but the remnants of the bush, the swamp itself, that was another thing altogether. Sometimes the land beyond the straight lines seemed not merely shabby but grizzled. I imagined a hundred years, then a thousand and a million. I surveyed the zeroes of a million. Birds, fish, animals, plants were drowned in our swamp. On every zero I drew a squiggly tadpole tail and shuddered. All those creatures living and dying, born to be reclaimed, all sinking back into the earth to rise again and again: evaporated, precipitated, percolated. Every time a mosquito bit I thought involuntarily of some queasy transaction with fair, silent, awful Alan Mannering. If I’m honest about it, I think I still do even now.

I knew even at ten that I hadn’t willed him to die, good teeth or bad. I pulled down my tee-shirt and saw him slip sideways and go without a sound, without a word. I faced the idea that he did it deliberately to spite me but he looked neither casual nor determined as he slipped into the dark. It was unexpected.

The brown land, I figured, wasn’t just wide but deep too. All that dust on the surface, the powder of ash and bones, bark and skin. Out west here, when the easterly blows, the air sometimes turns pink with the flying dirt of the deserts, pink and corporeal. And beneath the crust, rising and falling with the tide, the soup, the juice of things filters down strong and pure and mobile as time itself finding its own level. I chewed on these things in classroom daydreams until the idea was no longer terrifying all of the time. In fact at moments it was strangely comforting. All the dead alive in the land, all the lost who bank up, mounting in layers of silt and humus, all the creatures and plants making thermoclines in seas and rivers and estuaries. I wasn’t responsible for their coming and going either but I felt them in the lake and on the breeze. I have, boy and man, felt the dead in my very water. Maybe that’s why my wife finds me so often staring across the Cockleshell mudflats at the end of a grim day’s teaching.

Not long after my thirteenth birthday we left the neighbourhood. We sold the house to a man who soon married and then divorced Mrs van Gelder. News of the street trickled back to me over the years. I met people in malls, airports, waiting rooms. The man next door murdered his wife. Up the road, near the ridge, a man invented the orbital engine and the Americans tried to ruin him. Bruno went back to Serbia to burn Albanians out of their homes; someone saw him on television. One of the Box kids became a celebrity priest. Girls got pregnant. Families began to buy second cars and electrical appliances that stood like trophies on Formica shelves. The suburb straightened the bush out.

Years went by. So they say. For the past five the State has endured an historic drought. The metropolitan dams look like rockpools at ebb tide and it has long been forbidden to wash a car with a running hose. Unless they have sunk bores people’s gardens have crisped and died. With all that pumping the water table has sunk and artesian water has begun to stink and leave gory stains on fences and walls. And our old swamp is all but dry. I saw it on the news because of the bones that have been revealed in the newly exposed mud. All around the swamp the ground is hardening in folds and wrinkles. The mud is veinous and cracks open to the sun. I saw for myself when I pulled up, stunned from the long drive.

From the moment I arrived in my air-conditioned Korean car I began to feel sheepish. Police were pulling down their tape barriers and a few news trucks wheeled away. The action was over. I sat behind the little steering wheel feeling the grit of fatigue in my eyes. What had I been expecting to see, more bones, the bones perhaps, have them handed over for my close inspection? Would that suddenly make me sanguine about Alan Mannering?

The swamp has a cycleway around it now and even a bird hide. Around the perimeter, where the wild oats are slashed flat, signs bristle with civic exhortations. Behind the pine log barriers the straight lines give way to the scruffiness of natural Australia. The sun drove in through the windscreen and the dash began to cook and give off a chemical smell. Down at the swamp’s receding edge the scrofulous melaleucas looked fat and solid as though they’d see off another five years of drought. I pulled away and drove up our old street running a few laps of the neighbourhood in low gear. I took in the gardens whose European ornamentals were blanching. Only a few people were about, women and children I didn’t recognise. They stood before bloody mineral stains on parapet walls with a kind of stunned look that I wondered about. A man with rounded shoulders stood in front of my old house. The jacaranda was gone. Somebody had paved where it stood to make room for a hulking great fibreglass boat. No one looked my way more than a moment and part of me, some reptilian piece of me, was disappointed that no one looked up, saw right through the tinted glass and recognised me as the kid who was with Alan Mannering the day he drowned down there on the swamp. It’s as though I craved discovery, even accusation. There he is! He was there! No one said it when it happened and nobody mentioned it since. People were always oddly incurious about him. He was gone; time, as they say, moves on. They all went on without him while he rose and fell, came and went regardless. And they had no idea.

It’s kind of plush-looking, the old neighbourhood, despite the drought: houses remodelled, exotic trees grown against second-storey extensions. Middle class, I suppose, which is a shock until you remember that everyone’s middle class in this country now. Except for the unemployed and the dead. The city has swept past our old outpost. The bush has peeled back like the sea before Moses. Progress has made straight the way until terracotta roofs shimmer as far as the eye can see.

As I left I noticed furniture on the sandy roadside verge around the corner. Some black kids hauled things across the yard in Woolworths bags under the frank and hostile gaze of neighbours either side. An Aboriginal woman raised her fist at a man with a mobile phone and a clipboard. I pulled over a moment, transfixed. Another man with a mobile phone and aviator glasses came over and asked me to move on. They were expecting a truck, he said; I complied, obedient as ever, but as I gathered speed and found the freeway entry I thought of the Joneses being evicted like that. I was right to doubt the 1194 man on the telephone. Time doesn’t click on and on at the stroke. It comes and goes in waves and folds like water; it flutters and sifts like dust, rises, billows, falls back on itself. When a wave breaks, the water is not moving. The swell has travelled great distances but only the energy is moving, not the water. Perhaps time moves through us and not us through it. Seeing the Joneses out on the street, the only people I recognised from the old days, just confirmed what I’ve thought since Alan Mannering circled me as his own, pointed me out with his jagged paling and left, that the past is in us, and not behind us. Things are never over.





MAUVE

PATRICK CULLEN

Paul was in the spare room, taking boxes down out of the cupboard when Sarah came back from the beach. The top of the desk was already covered in cardboard boxes, and he was putting the last of them on the floor.

She stopped in the doorway of the spare room and watched him, waiting for him to see her there. ‘You’re home early,’ she said. ‘Did you skip class?’

He glanced towards her and nodded. ‘Early mark.’

Sarah took her bag and towel off her shoulder, dropped them in the hall and went and sat in the chair beside the desk. ‘Tough day?’

He didn’t answer, instead he pulled out a desk drawer and took from it a pair of scissors, which he opened out and ran a single blade through the tape on one of the boxes. He folded back the box flaps. ‘I’m just taking some time off.’

‘How long?’ she asked.

‘A day or two,’ he said. ‘That’s all. I just need a break.’ The box he’d just cut open was full of notebooks and loose sheets of paper. He took out some of the paper and examined the front and back of each sheet. Paul taught English to secondary students, and the box of paper reminded him of his in-tray at school: a pile of pages with students’ submissions for the school magazine, and practice essays for the HSC.

‘What are you looking for?’ she asked, peering into the opened box.

‘Not sure,’ he said. He put the paper back into the box and folded the flaps back down. He pulled another box over. ‘But I’ll know when I find it.’

Sarah put her hand on top of the box and held it there until Paul looked at her. ‘Is something wrong?’

‘I just need some time off,’ he said as he picked up the scissors and knelt beside the boxes on the floor.

She got up from the chair and moved to the doorway. ‘What are you going to do while you’re home?’

‘Not sure.’

‘That’s not what I wanted to hear.’

‘I’m going to sort out some things,’ he said, sliding the scissors beneath another box flap. ‘And I’m going to spend some time with you.’

‘Good answer,’ she said, shaking her head and smiling. ‘I’m making lunch if you want anything.’

‘No, I haven’t worked up an appetite yet.’

Sarah headed to the kitchen. Paul sat at the desk; he pulled a box towards him and started reading. There were pieces of paper on which he’d written short phrases or single words. The paper had yellowed and the ink had faded. The handwriting was barely legible; he did recognise it as his own but he could no longer feel it in the grip of his fingers.

Sarah came back to the doorway. ‘What is all of this anyway?’ she asked.

‘All sorts of things,’ Paul said. ‘Textbooks. Notes from uni. Things I’ve scribbled down over the years.’

‘What will you do with it all after you find what you’re looking for?’

‘Put them back up out of the way, I guess.’

‘Why don’t you just get rid of them? Do you really think you’re ever going to need any of it?’

He shook his head a little then shrugged it off. ‘I don’t know.’

When Sarah came by again later in the afternoon, Paul was still sitting at the desk. He was writing, but as she came in he put down his pen and closed his notebook.

‘What are you writing?’

‘Nothing,’ he said. ‘I was trying to but I couldn’t think of anything to write about. I haven’t done it for such a long time.’

‘Why not?’

He shrugged his shoulders. ‘I don’t know. Maybe I’ve never had anything to write about.’

‘What did you used to write?’

‘Stories,’ he said. ‘A few poems but mostly stories.’

‘Were they any good?’

‘I thought so then. But I’m not so sure anymore.’

‘Do you know what would be better then?’

‘What?’

‘If you would just give up on that and do something practical. Start fixing some things around here. You could make better use of this time.’

‘But I need to do this,’ he said as he got up and set about opening the remaining boxes.

Sarah leaned against the doorjamb and watched him. ‘It smells stale in here. Open the window. Give it some air.’

Paul reached across the desk and undid the latch on the window. He tried to raise the sash. ‘It won’t budge,’ he said.

‘Maybe that’s the first thing you can fix. I’m sure there’s plenty of other things you can do too. You could start on the bathroom. I don’t know how long it is since you said you’d do that. We bought the tiles, remember? They’re out in the shed, aren’t they?’

It was early evening when Paul went out into the courtyard. Starlings quarrelled in the trees behind the house. The pavers were still warm beneath his feet; they shifted, pinching the soles of his feet as he walked across to the shed.

In the shed he saw that there was washing in the machine ready to go out, so he pulled it into the basket and carried it to the clothesline.

Sarah watched him from the verandah. She shook her head.

‘What?’ he asked. ‘It needs to be done.’

‘I know. And I always do it. You should just do what you need to do.’

He dropped the basket beneath the clothesline and went back into the shed. He looked at the tools that for years he’d said he would one day use on the house. Moving aside rolled offcuts of carpet and lengths of timber he thought he would find some use for, he uncovered the tiles and carried them up onto the back verandah.

After the earthquake, when the first of the tiles came away from the wall behind the door, Paul had said that they were lucky they hadn’t already renovated the bathroom, which was something they’d considered before moving in. ‘It would’ve been a waste to have it all falling down now,’ he’d said at the time. Now, years later, the bathroom remained untouched and they’d come to accept or, in Sarah’s case, ignore, the missing tiles; they left the door pushed back against the wall.

Sarah stood at the clothesline while Paul went back and forth from the shed. When he sat on the back step she turned to face him.

‘I’ll get started tomorrow,’ he said.

‘If it wasn’t for tomorrow …’

‘I’ll start tomorrow. I will.’

They ate dinner in front of the television, and after they’d finished Paul took their plates to the sink. Sarah went up to bed and Paul went back to the spare room. After midnight, when she came back down, he was still there. He had a lamp on and was hunched over the desk with his elbows splayed out and his head in his hands. She put her hand on his shoulder. He turned quickly. She pulled her hand away from him, twisting a handful of her nightie in her palm.

‘I thought you were asleep,’ she said.

He sat back in the chair and stretched.

‘I wish you’d come to bed.’

‘Soon.’

‘Don’t forget tomorrow.’

Paul looked off to one side and rubbed distractedly at the corner of his eye.

‘The bathroom,’ Sarah said. ‘You’re starting on the bathroom tomorrow.’

Paul was already at the kitchen table when Sarah came down for breakfast. ‘I’ve seen Ray this morning and he said that we can shower over at his place while our bathroom’s out of action.’

Sarah nodded and moved about in the kitchen.

‘I’ve made coffee.’

‘Thanks,’ she said, taking a mug down from the shelf. ‘I don’t remember you coming to bed.’

‘I didn’t,’ Paul said. ‘I slept on the lounge.’

‘Why?’

‘I got tired of sitting at the desk. I went into the lounge room to read and I only made it through a couple of things before I fell asleep. It was already light when I woke and I didn’t think it was worth going up to bed for only an hour or so.’

Sarah nodded and made toast. She sat at the table with her coffee. ‘What’s your plan for the day?’

He drank the last of his coffee and stood up. ‘To get as much done as I can,’ he said. ‘I’m just going to grab some tools from the shed.’

Sarah finished eating. She poured the last of her coffee into the sink as Paul came back into the house. ‘Better keep moving,’ she said.

Paul followed her into the bathroom and sat on the edge of the bath while she got ready to shower. He watched her undress and wondered when he’d last seen a woman other than his wife naked. He reached out and held his hand against her thigh. She glanced back at him as she stepped into the shower.

He started work as soon as she had finished in the bathroom and by the time she’d come down dressed for work he had half a dozen tiles off the wall.

Sarah stood in front of the mirror and tied back her hair. ‘So when can we use the bathroom again?’ She was already backing out the door.

‘It’ll be a few days yet,’ he called after her and the words fell between each strike of the hammer. He knelt and gouged at the grout between the floor tiles with the chisel. They didn’t come up easily or whole. He threw the broken tiles into a bucket and kept going, down on his knees, wedging the chisel in under the edges of the tiles and hammering away. It was late in the afternoon when he finally stopped.

Paul was out on the back steps when Sarah got home from work. ‘I just saw the bathroom,’ she said. ‘It looks ready to tile.’

He made a show of drinking his beer. ‘It is.’

‘So are you going to make a start tonight?’

He shrugged. ‘These things take time.’

‘But you don’t have time.’

‘There’s no use rushing into it, though. Is there?’

She turned and went inside.

He heard her on the phone but couldn’t make out what she was saying or whom she was talking to.

‘I’m going to my sister’s for dinner again,’ she called.

He got up and followed her into the lounge room.

‘I’m not sure how late I’ll be,’ she said without looking back. She pulled the door closed behind her. Paul watched as she crossed the street and got into the car and drove away.

An hour later the phone rang. It was Sarah calling to say that she would not be home; she was staying at her sister’s for the night.

He stood beside the phone for a while, and then went into the kitchen and opened the door of the refrigerator. He closed the door again and went back to the spare room. From one of the boxes he pulled out a notebook and thumbed through the pages, which were lined with pale blue ink but had nothing written on them. He spread the notebook out on the desk, took a pen from the drawer and at the top of the first page wrote: I do not know what I would do if she left me. Then he got up and went out to the back verandah.

He picked up a box of tiles, took them inside and sat them on the floor in the middle of the bathroom. He ripped the top off the box, took out some of the tiles and laid a row out across the floor one way and a second row at ninety degrees to the first. Stepping back into the doorway and tilting his head to the side, he closed an eye and looked along the wall to see how it all lined up. He got down on his knees and moved the first row of tiles closer to the wall and shuffled the other row to suit. He looked at it again and nodded.

Retrieving a bucket and trowel from the shed, Paul began mixing up tile glue. He half filled the bucket with water from the garden hose and shook some adhesive in from the bag. Some of the grey powder stayed on the lip of the bucket and he tapped the side with the toe of his boot to get it in. He used the trowel to work it all into the water and kept adding the powder until he had it right. When the batch of glue was ready, he took the bucket inside and put it on the bathroom floor.

Paul set up a stringline across the floor and then he began tiling. He worked his way out from the floor waste and by the time he was too tired and hungry to keep going he’d tiled three-quarters of the floor. Trowelling the last of the glue onto the floor, he set another couple of tiles and bedded them in with the heel of his palm. He got up slowly; his back ached. He rubbed at the patches of glue that had begun to dry on his knees, and saw that he’d almost worked himself into a corner. He took a long step out over the tiles and stood in the hallway looking back into the bathroom feeling pleased with himself. It was getting there.

In the kitchen he washed his hands and made a sandwich, and from there he went straight to the spare room. The moment he sat at the desk he opened the notebook and wrote: I do not know what to tell her.

*

They were at the kitchen table. Paul had finished his dinner, but Sarah was still labouring over hers.

‘Not hungry?’ he said.

She put her knife and fork on her plate and looked up at him. ‘I don’t feel like eating,’ she said, pushing her plate into the middle of the table.

He picked up both of the plates and took them to the sink.

‘Paul. Why aren’t you working?’

‘I have been,’ he said as he came back to the table.

‘At school, I mean. Why aren’t you working at school?’

‘I needed a break,’ he said, rubbing his thumb over his lips. ‘I just needed a break.’

‘Why do you need a break? Did something happen? If there’s something I should know you need to tell me now.’

‘I nearly hit one of the kids.’

She stared at him, unable to form words.

‘I nearly did,’ he said, as though the emphasis took something away from the intent. ‘One of the Year 12 boys had a story that he wanted me to read – something for the school magazine. A couple of weeks ago I gave them an exercise, just a short exercise for them to complete in class and this one kid kept writing. He made a story out of it and he wanted me to read the story.’

Sarah got up from the table. ‘What was it about?’

‘It was about a teacher who couldn’t teach anymore because he realised that he knew nothing.’

‘And?’

‘Well’ – he drew together the logic for her – ‘I thought the story was about me.’

‘About you?’

‘I thought it was about me. It made sense that way. I asked the kid who he was writing about and he said he’d made it all up. And then he laughed in my face.’ Paul got up from the table and went and leaned against the sink. ‘The kid just laughed. I could see that he didn’t really mean to and that it didn’t really mean anything, but I couldn’t stand to hear him laugh. I did want to hit him – I did. I had my hand up to do it but I didn’t. I swear that I didn’t.’

Sarah sat looking at him like she did not know him at all.

Paul turned towards the window; it was getting dark outside. ‘I was the one who decided I needed to get away from it. That was my decision.’

In the morning Paul got ready to tile the walls. He drew up the levels, set the stringlines and laid the first row of tiles. He decided to let them sit for a while before working his way up the walls. Out in the shed he got some lengths of timber, and from the spare room he got a couple of the boxes. He held the timber against the face of the tiles and pushed the boxes up against it. The tiles probably weren’t going anywhere but he wanted to make sure of it.

He made coffee and took it into the spare room where he sat and read from one of the boxes: fragments of poems, scraps of stories. He opened the notebook again and wrote: He waited even though he didn’t know what he was waiting for. Then he scratched the words out and pulled the sheet from the notebook. He looked at it and then tore it in half, then in half again and dropped it into the bin beside the desk.

He was still at the desk when Sarah came home for lunch. ‘How’s the bathroom?’

‘The first row is on the walls,’ Paul said. ‘They need to dry for a while. The rest of it should follow on without too much trouble.’

‘I hope so. I don’t like to shower at Ray and Pam’s.’

‘Why not?’

‘It’s not our home.’

‘It’s nice of them to let us.’

‘It is,’ she admitted. ‘But it will be nicer when we can shower at home. Will you get more done today?’

‘Not sure,’ Paul said. ‘It needs to dry. It all takes time.’

‘Maybe we should get someone to finish it.’

He got straight up. ‘I’ll finish it,’ he said as he left the room. He mixed another batch of glue, took it into the bathroom and got to work fixing the tiles to the wall. He stayed with one section of wall and the rows built up quickly. He stepped back, sat on the edge of the bath and watched as the tiles began to shift under their own weight. Five or six of them fell and broke. ‘Damn it,’ he said, the words coarse between his teeth. ‘Damn it.’

Sarah came in and found Paul kneeling on the bathroom floor with broken pieces of tile in his hands.

‘I can’t do it.’ He looked up at her. ‘I can’t do it. I just can’t.’

‘You can, Paul. You’re almost there.’

He let go of the pieces of tile. ‘I can’t,’ he said. ‘I can’t go back. I don’t want to.’

She looked at him for a moment and then got down on the floor and held him.

Late the next day, he was on his knees rubbing grout into the spaces between the tiles when Sarah put a tin of paint down in the doorway.

‘I think it should be mauve,’ she said.

‘What should be mauve?’

‘Our bedroom. I think it should be mauve.’

He stopped rubbing the grout in and dropped the sponge into the bucket of grey water. He got up. ‘What’s wrong with the way it is now?’

‘Tell me,’ she said. ‘What colour is it now?’

Paul shrugged and looked away.

‘See. You don’t even know what we’ve got now.’

‘We don’t have to change the colour just because I don’t know what it’s called.’

‘No, you’re right,’ Sarah said. ‘We don’t have to change it just because you don’t know what it is called. We have to change it for a million other reasons. It’s drab. It’s empty. It’s lifeless.’

He rubbed his hands together. Dry grout fell from his palms onto the bathroom floor.

‘How long would it take you to repaint the bedroom?’ she asked.

Paul looked at her and grinned. ‘As long as it takes.’

‘Well,’ she said, matter-of-factly. ‘I’m not coming back until the walls are mauve.’

‘What do you mean? Coming back from where?’

‘My sister’s. The other night I told her how things are at home with you and I said I might want to get away for a while.’

Sarah went up to the bedroom and pulled a suitcase out from under their bed. Paul heard her opening and closing doors and drawers. He was mixing the last batch of tile grout when she came back down and stopped outside the bathroom. She had the suitcase in her hands.

‘You’re really going?’

‘I am,’ she said and walked out.

Paul heard the car pull away from the kerb. He stood looking down at the tin of paint and the grey sediment under his nails.

Paul spent the night reading from the boxes, and in the morning he began taping them up. At first he ran two lengths of tape over the lids of the boxes, sealing them tightly, but when he saw that he was running out of tape he just tucked the flaps in and left it at that. As soon as one box was up in the cupboard he reached for another, and another. But then he stopped. The remaining boxes were spread out around him. There were so many boxes, too many. He took down the ones from the cupboard and then carried them all outside and he dumped them on the footpath.

He sat on the front verandah running a length of dowel around inside the paint tin, which sat between his feet. Sarah drove by, parked a short way down the street and walked back along the footpath. Her gaze shifted from the pile of boxes to Paul. ‘Take a look,’ he said, nodding his head towards the open door.

‘I’ll wait,’ Sarah said and she stayed on the footpath, her pale fingers holding onto the railing as she talked about her sister’s children – his niece and nephew – and how they were a joy to be around. ‘They are lovely,’ she insisted. ‘I know that you’ve said they are loud and …’

‘Energetic.’

She laughed. ‘Yes. That’s it: they are lovely and energetic.’

Paul pulled the dowel from the tin and let the paint run back into it in loose strings. ‘Didn’t Jackson Pollock make a fortune doing this?’

‘It’s just a bedroom,’ she said. ‘It doesn’t have to be a work of art. It’s just something that needs to be done. And once it’s done …’

He waited to hear what she was going to say, but she did not finish. ‘Once it’s done?’ he asked, but she just smiled and shook her head at him. She leaned across the railing to kiss him and he moved towards her, his back and knees aching from all that he’d already done.

After Sarah had gone Paul went inside to get his notebook. It feels like I have been waiting all my life for this moment. She is coming home, he wrote and he was going to keep writing until he had it all just right – the way her fingers held the railing as she leaned towards him; the soft comfort of her lips; the way she smiled, shyly, as she turned away. He was going to keep writing until he knew what it felt like to have the rest of his life ahead of him.





RINGROAD

ALEX MILLER

Now that the time for such a visit is already in the past, it seems that I really am going to visit Vienna at last and will be able to walk around the Ringroad as my hero, Sigmund Freud, once did every morning for his constitutional. Richard talked me into the trip. He was so pressing and insistent that despite my reluctance to commit myself to such a journey I had no alternative in the end but to tell him I would go. I was afraid he would be ill if I resisted him any longer. ‘Be sure you do go,’ he said as he turned to leave my office. ‘I want to see the ticket.’ I have been putting off a visit to Vienna for thirteen years and I had no substantial reasons left to offer him for not going. In three years I shall retire. I shall go alone of course. I have lived alone since Annabelle left me nearly seven years ago. After my wife left me I made several unsuccessful attempts to form new relationships with women. But there were too many difficulties. So to settle the problem of sex once and for all, last year I decided I would remain celibate. It has not been as difficult as I had thought it was going to be. Indeed it has been easier than giving up smoking, which is something I managed to do more than twenty years ago. In getting rid of my beloved Dunhill pipe and throwing out my last packet of fragrant Erinmore I suffered greatly and still consider giving up smoking to have been the one truly heroic renunciation of my life. And I’m not a young man. I’m in my fifty-seventh year and have had time and opportunity for heroism. It was Annabelle, my wife, who made me give it up. She disliked the smell of it so much that she began to find me repulsive. It was either my wife or my pipe. I struggled for quite a while to resolve this dilemma, but in the end I had to decide for Annabelle and against the Dunhill. No more sitting alone in my study reading and puffing away on my pipe. The brief affair I indulged in with one of my honours students following this act of self-deprivation, the event indeed that triggered my wife’s abrupt departure from our home, ended by causing me a great deal of grief and unpleasantness in addition to the long-term suffering associated with the loss of my wife, Annabelle, whom I loved and whom I still love and believe I shall always love.

After Annabelle disappeared into the hinterland of North Queensland with an Aboriginal stockman – an unlikely story but true nevertheless – I decided my life would be easier if I dispensed entirely with the problem of women and sex. Beginning new relationships is complicated and difficult for a man of my age. I know that Simone de Beauvoir has assured us that men’s bodies don’t matter and that women don’t make love to men for their physique. But I’m not sure that I’m convinced by Beauvoir. I am, to be perfectly frank, rather overweight and am sensitive about my appearance. I know I do not repel women and from time to time one of them will even demonstrate an eagerness to get to know me. I have never made the first move in any relationship, whether with a man or a woman. In fact I find it difficult to respond even when a friendly overture is made towards me. The desire to have friends and lovers is not lacking. It is just that the reality is always so much more complicated and difficult than one had ever imagined it might be as one lay in one’s bed alone in the middle of the night dreaming of a companionable companion. The truth is, I would never have married Annabelle or had the affair that ended my marriage if both women had not been as insistent as they were.

It is difficult for me to imagine anyone finding me attractive. I’m six foot three in the old measure. I don’t know what that is in centimetres. I have narrow and rather rounded shoulders. Some might say that this is from all the years of poring over books, but the truth is I’ve always had narrow rounded shoulders. I had them in primary school. I think I was born with them. From the outside looking on, that was me. I also have very thin legs and a rather distinctive manner of walking. My distinctive manner of walking began when I was thirteen and was in my first year at a new secondary school. During that year I grew almost twelve inches and became a stranger to myself. I ceased, during that year, to be the person I had always been. In order to compensate for my immense height and in an attempt to return to my old familiar self, I began to effect a crouch and to develop an extra long stride. I’m sure that ergonomic engineers have tabulated the optimum stride length for a given height or length of leg and that this optimum is usually arrived at unconsciously by the normal walker. I set out to override the unconscious optimum and to exceed it in order to bring myself down a little. The unforeseen result of the combined crouch and longer stride was that as I walked I bobbed up and down, as if I were running on the spot in neck-deep water, or was imitating an English comedian whose name I can’t at this moment recall. I also developed a fixed stare, which was no doubt due to the concentration required from me to override the natural and unconscious rhythm of my body. My parents were already sensitive to the fact that I had suddenly become six inches taller than they, and were so alarmed by my new way of walking, the purpose of which I had not thought to explain to them, that I abandoned the slight crouch almost at once. I have, however, retained the lengthened stride to this day and it would probably require many probing sessions of psychoanalytic therapy for me to recover my repressed optimum stride length. But would it be worth it at my age? I do wonder, however, if this determined repression of my own normal walking style may not have had other effects on my personality of which I have remained unaware. But the intention in writing this autobiographical account is to tell the strange story of my visit to Vienna, and is not to assemble ideas about my attractiveness or lack of it for the opposite sex, or indeed for my own sex, or how it is that I walk in a way that draws upon me the curious stares of complete strangers and the ridicule of young students, who imitate me, some with such virtuosity that I have once or twice over the years imagined I saw my companion-self bobbing along ahead of me through the cloisters.

I didn’t play sports when I was a boy and have always felt this to have been the cause of a certain weakness in my character. I have a considerable stomach. I struggle to control it. It varies in size as the struggle varies in intensity, larger as my morale sinks and I abandon the attack and smaller as I gather my resolve and assert the firm discipline of a new campaign. I believe my stomach is with me, however, for good now and will be buried with me when I go. Although I would never admit as much even to my closest acquaintance, since Annabelle’s departure, my stomach has become a substitute for the friend and companion of my bed. I caress it when I am lying alone at night under the sheets and I often find myself confiding little confidences to it as one would to an intimate. My standing silhouette resembles rather the silhouette of that great Frenchman, General de Gaulle. I don’t believe I need be ashamed of this.

When I decided on celibacy, as a precaution I told my students it was a principle of mine never to make friends with students. So as to preserve my objectivity in the matter of marks, I said, for how could one bring oneself to give a poor mark, no matter how deserved, to a dear friend? Or, and I did not add this, a lover. But of course when you are faced with a group of ten or twelve fresh new honours students at the beginning of the year, some of whom are young women with golden skin and who gaze at you as if they are already in love with you, to renounce the possibility, the dream and illusion even, of friendship is by no means an easy thing to do with conviction. I will say however that I managed it for seven years. As I said, giving up sex has not been as difficult as giving up smoking. As the reasons for this are not obvious I shall go into them in some detail later. For now I must cut to the chase, as Richard always says.

Richard is the dean of our faculty. He is a decent, honourable man and not at all like deans usually are. He likes to read and even to write and was much happier as a professor, but he allowed himself to be talked into the promotion. So now he has become an administrator and no longer has time for reading or writing and this has made him sad. He is one of the new managers and it does not suit him. He is deeply alone and unhappy among the accountants and marketing people and pro-vice-chancellors and the other deans. Richard has become spiritually isolated at the prime of his life. I feel sorry for him. But there is nothing I can do to help him. Our situations are so very different that we have lost our old intimacy and we can no longer share a joke without a certain sadness coming over us, a nostalgia for the old days when he was at liberty to laugh at himself.

It was Richard who convinced me to make the trip to Vienna. Which is, after all, what this story is about; the extraordinary events that unfolded once I reached that distant city. I applied for outside study leave, which with Richard’s support I was certain to be granted, and decided to go. The vehemence of Richard’s argument in persuading me sprang in part at least from his sense that since his promotion he has become a man under sentence of death. He sees nothing good now between himself and the abyss of nothingness that awaits us all and he does not want his old friend to share such a sad fate. Richard is a man without illusions. And without illusions to comfort him in his lonely hours he is naked and alone. Our illusions, after all, are our most precious possessions and make the sense of happiness a possibility for us. Illusions, indeed, are surely half the meaning of human existence. I’m not sure what the other half is. But whenever I hear a fundamentalist anti-religious person speaking with contempt of those who hold to the illusion of faith it is the fundamentalist for whom I feel some compassion. To have reached maturity in life and to have not understood that our illusions are the treasure house of the imagination is a sad fate. For many years when I was a student of English literature and a devout reader of the volumes of The Cambridge History of English Literature I thought Caroline Divines was a woman author and I looked for her work in vain.

I should explain that I’ve been writing a biography for a number of years. Far too long. I hardly dare commit the number of years to paper, but it is in fact almost thirteen years since I began to research the life of John Robinson of Norwich and there is still no sign of a book. The old contract I had with the university press is years out of date, the publisher at the press has changed due to the death of the dear fellow who signed me up, and the research grants I once had are used up and accounted for long ago. Ten years ago at our university my discipline was subsumed into something called Cultural Studies. Now Cultural Studies is itself about to be subsumed into something else that does not even have a name yet. It’s rather like the old American folk song in which an old woman swallows a spider to catch a fly which she has already swallowed, and so on, until at last she swallows a horse, and ends with the line, She’s dead – of course!

From an unfinished fragment of memoir found among the effects of the writer after his death.





A REFRESHING SLEEP

KIM SCOTT

Ngaytj K— ngoordiny nooketiny kaat kwetj daarab koorlin …

Last night I slept at the massacre site, and woke up much refreshed.

The man paused, pen in hand. His two sentences surprised him; the first, in a language few could read and in which words came slower than drawing, was more like painting than writing. And then the second sentence – not a true translation, though most apt – came so quickly.

True, he did feel refreshed. That was the surprise.

How those words had bubbled up, spilled out.

*

It was more than he’d written in a long time. He resumed his drawing. The soft scratch of the pencil soothed, and he drew the interlocking stone of the old homestead, the sheets of rusting iron and timber beams propped in yellowing stubble. He drew the land sloping down to the line of trees marking the creek. Later he would draw the spring there, how the water bubbled within the low walls built so many years before. But he did not yet know the spring, nor the bones buried along the sandy creek banks.

Last night he and his cousin had studied the full moon’s face.

Leanne had handed him binoculars. Here, Warren, she said. Take a look.

A bright bone face shining through a shredded belt of clouds.

How you feel, sleeping here where all our old people died?

He’d thought about that, of course. People said it was a spirity place, because of all that killing, an evil place for the likes of them.

But, he told his cousin, it happened over a hundred years ago … If I’m related to the people killed here, I reckon they’d be happy to see me back.

When I was a child, Leanne told him, and they showed me the chips in the wall the spears made, I never knew it was my own people throwing spears.

And the people shooting … They your people too, unna?

*

The old man had opened a padlock, and led them into the house.

No electricity, he said.

My brother was living here right up until he died, the old man told them. Then we rented it out. They fixed it up like this, he said, waving his torch.

A number of computer components stacked along one wall.

That’s what he did for a crust, repairing them.

The torch and the old man’s words revealed details one at a time, spot-lit in the darkness: a chair; a checked vinyl tablecloth; a number of bottles, each with a candle inserted.

They lit some of the candles.

A doorway. Curtains, more doors.

Outside again, the old man pointed out the little hut that was the toilet, a rainwater tank next to it.

Use a bucket of water to flush the toilet, he said. Tank’s right there.

The old farmer left them. He rattled away, and the two of them, Leanne and Warren, stood at the door and watched the tail-lights like two red eyes retreating among the trees. A chill wind crossed the paddock behind them, came past the old stone homestead and followed those red lights down to the creek.

They looked up at the bone of moon.

Warren entered a bedroom, his candle feeble in the darkness, and the flickering light glinting in the low sash-window might have showed a face looking in: a cheeky spirit creature, ready to make trouble; a skull.

The candle light showed a well-made bed, and he fell backwards into a long warm sleep. Waking up he felt – as written – very refreshed.

The sun, barely up, hid behind clouds that coated the dome of sky. Warren scribbled on paper by the back doorstep. The cold wind made his eyes weep.

In daylight it was easy to see that the house was only a few rooms: a lounge room front and centre, a bedroom each side and a kitchen out back. Beside the kitchen another (locked) room. Storage, he guessed.

He went and knocked at his cousin’s door. No answer. Peeked in: bags were packed beside the bed. She must be down at the creek, he thought, must’ve got up early and gone for a walk. Must be ready to be gone.

*

They had walked the homestead yesterday afternoon, Leanne showing the way. The shearing shed seemed almost a cathedral, with two immense stone walls at each end, steps leading up to the floor, and a high, vaulted roof.

They’re very religious, the Wartons, his cousin said. You’ll see for yourself tonight when we eat.

The pioneer’s grave was a concrete block not much larger than a coffin, broken and folded at the middle. A little sunken, it was surrounded by weeds and a faded, peeling picket fence. There was an inscription:


William Skelly

Killed by Natives 1880



Fifty metres away, perhaps less, the creek curved around and Look, said Leanne, how high it’s been. Her trailing hand revealed the texture of debris caught and woven among the trees in horizontal lines like something intended, like something made for their visit. The flood level was clearly marked. They walked across a grey-pink and succulent ground-cover. Payn, the woman said for her cousin’s benefit, plucking the knobby remnant of a flower and putting it into her mouth. Looking back from a clearing high on the bank the man saw tussocks and tufts of grass interspersed between rocky pools, and drifts of sand patterned by different rhythms: wind; the trailing leaves of trees; grass; animals; flood.

Mangart, his cousin said as they entered among small, thin-trunked trees. Jam tree. For a moment, in the grey light, Warren felt as if he stood among a crowd of stiff-spined old warriors, the leaves trembling despite themselves.

Used to be a lot of sandalwood growing with all these, she said. Gone now, but jam tree’s good for fence posts.

Wouldn’t need much cutting, the man offered. Because he could see the fence posts, waiting to be trimmed to the right length.

Hard wood too. Termite don’t touch ’em.

Then she added: Someone showed me a grave here once, in among all this mangart. We followed a line of rocks straight to a clearing same size as a grave and these jam trees standing in a circle around it.

The two cousins looked, but they couldn’t see rocks in a line or a small clearing among the jam trees. So they followed an old fence back to the creek bed, the posts stepping back down the bank one, two, three … No wire linking them. Scavenged? Rusted? Swept away in some flood?

The creek bed curved again and the man’s eye was caught by a tall tree perhaps half a kilometre away where a bird – remarkable for its size, even at this distance – was watching from one of the boughs.

Eagle, the woman laughed. Keeping an eye on us, unna?

She sang in the language of which he knew only a few words. And translated.

A bird singing. I wonder does he sing for me, or who, what?

Then, seeing his face: that’s for us, you too.

Where’d you learn that?

Oh, lotta work. Old people.

I never knew. There are songs, still? I been learning, you know, I go to classes, I hunt them out. I got some books … But eagle don’t sing.

No. Not eagle. Curlew. Lotta people scared. They say the curlew’s death bird. But it’s us, ours. Curlew only signals death if he runs right into your campfire. But there’s a lot of bullshit too. You can say anything to wadjelas.

Then they went to the Wartons’ place, to share food under their roof, under our night sky, under that bony moon.

*

Leanne drove. She knew the Wartons, had stayed with them when she was a child.

Their headlights picked out a car in a shed, and what must be the house behind a copse of trees. Thin lines of yellow outlined the windows and a jagged, flickering orange light was fire brimming in half an iron drum. Gravel crunched under their feet. They heard muffled singing, a piano. Leanne knocked, called at the door, which opened, and they were pulled into a small hallway. Their eyes were all for her. Warren looked around. A guitar, mandolin and banjo were propped against a piano. Large sheets of paper were stuck to the walls, and hymn lyrics written in thick pen. There was a pin-up board of clippings and old photographs of pioneers, so very stiff in their family groups, standing close to their horses and carts.

Electric light shone upon rough stone walls, yet the corners of the room were cobwebbed with darkness.

Long time no see, said Mr Warton, holding Leanne’s hands, pulling her close. Not quite hugging. My cousin, she introduced him. The men shook hands. Mrs Warton nodded her head, quickly explained that she did not like to stand too close to people. She stood with her body at an angle, her head turned away, only glancing at her listeners as she spoke. A young couple, perhaps twenty years old, came and stood beside her.

Peter, Becky, said Mr Warton. They’re staying with us, from the church.

While the others were talking Mrs Warton said, as she quickly brushed past Warren: You follow God?

No.

I’ll get the salad together. She handed a tray of meat to her husband. The barbeque should be ready.

It was a comfort to go outside, to stand around the flames.

You made this yourself?

A barrel of fire, and a heavy hotplate of iron that pivoted over it. At the edge of firelight, a cat watching them.

Leanne helped Mrs Warton in the kitchen. Mr Warton – call me Robby – moved the meat around, introduced another man who’d walked from the darkness as his older brother, Noel.

Meat sizzled.

Noel is a painter,

Oh, not for a long time now.

You’ll see his paintings inside, some of them.

The meat spat, fire crackled. The cat arched its back.

*

Noel was visibly surprised when he saw Leanne. Mrs Warton came in quickly, sideways but direct.

Oh, weren’t you here then? We looked after Leanne when she was just a little girl. She spent years and years with us, when her grandfather got sick.

What is it, twenty years ago?

Twenty-five.

Seven of them sat around the table. They bowed their heads as Robby said grace. The legs of the table were thick, the timber heavy beneath the plastic tablecloth, its red and white checks. None of the plates matched. The very large print of hymns surrounded them.

Gentle Jesus, meek and mild

Tho I walk in the valley of death

Lead me Jesus lead me …

After grace the young boy, Peter, read some passages from the Bible.

Then Noel spoke for some time. The certainty of your holy word, he said. Our conviction and faith in your word.

The meat was on a metal tray, under a metal lid. Thin, transparent plastic sealed the salad. There were rough stone walls and hymns. The room seemed smaller than before.

And then they were passing food around the table, then they were eating.

Yes, we looked after quite a few Aboriginal children, from time to time. White children too.

They drank fruit juice.

The man said it seemed very green as they drove down. Very green.

Ah yes, we’ve had good rain.

The woman had told her cousin she hoped the Wartons would not ask about her husband, her marriage or the church. She did not want to hurt them. She would feel embarrassed, ashamed of her failure.

But it’s not a failure, necessarily, he’d offered.

They would see it that way, and I’d feel it.

But the Wartons never asked.

It’s green, yes. Lot of birds. Mallee hen are returning. There’s a few around again. And curlews, there used to be a lot of them, one time. We’d see them in the dark, in a circle around our camp, their eyes shining in the firelight.

The cousins’ glances ricocheted from one another.

And emus, emus are nesting.

Robby was talking to the young boy and girl about Leanne, this Aboriginal woman they’d fostered when she was a little girl, who they’d been so very close to. And who had now brought her cousin to meet them. He said that several times. Said to his wife he was only talking because people mightn’t know these things about the bush, and a lot of people were interested these days.

We are all more enlightened nowadays, and would like to know more.

The male sits on the eggs, he said. Funny things, emus. They run in a straight line when you chase them.

His smile was higher one side, and he tilted his head to make it more so.

They’ll stick to the track, and if you’re in a car behind them you can get so close you feel their legs knocking against the front of the car. They can’t turn away.

Warren wondered if they’d be asked to sing hymns. But it was suddenly very late and the Wartons had a long way to drive in the morning, had to get up early for mass.

Oh, you went out to K— today? Noel said, when Robby spoke of their visitors, this woman and her cousin planning to spend the night at the old homestead.

A lot of Aboriginal people say it’s taboo, even in town. They don’t like it.

Speaking to Leanne, his gaze flickered over Warren.

I’d always heard, Leanne said. But I never dreamt it might be my own family, or related …

Did you find the bubbling spring? Noel asked. You can drink it, if you want. Got a lot of minerals in it, he said. Sheep drink it no problems. The pigs fairly thrived; they got very fat.

The paintings on the walls were of horses, some attached to carts and coaches. Horses drank from a painted stream, and one or two trees leaned over them in the dripping golden light.

Warren and Leanne had found their vehicle in the dark, and followed Robby Warton to the homestead. They’d watched red eyes retreat in the darkness, considered the moon. Had stumbled with candles, slept in their separate rooms.

*

Now it was morning, and Warren looked up from his page. He thought he’d heard someone calling.

Leanne was waving from down by the creek.

Found the pool, his cousin said, when he reached her. She’d walked up the slope toward him.

It’s not far, and how did he find the company last night?

Oh, a bit strange. I don’t know many church people. Not like that.

No.

They know the place well though. The natural environment. And when they said that about the curlews, I thought of you singing the song.

Yes, she laughed. And the emus. They’re vermin down this way. I remember, from when I was here. You never think, you know. But people would drive up close behind them, like he said, and you can hear their legs knocking the roo bar. They run right over the top of them. You can kill a lot of emus that way.

They came to where the creek was coarse sand, the banks almost like dunes. And like the sand of a city beach after a party, this was covered with footprints, and more.

Wow, lotta roos, and emus.

They studied the prints.

Lizards … Plenty of life about then. Tiny prints of birds. Snake.

Grass and shrubs had drawn circles around themselves where they touched the ground with the wind.

The spring is this way.

They made their way around tussocks of spiky grass, banks of reeds and still pools of water. Sometimes a thin stream could be seen winding from one pool to another, but mostly the pools, like themselves, were isolated, united only by the lay of the land, the otherwise dry creek bed.

And then there was a low wall, less than waist-high, of rocks cemented together to make a small well.

See?

The water was clear, cold. Small bubbles rose to the surface, and a circle regularly rose, swelled in a smooth curve, gently broke. Something beneath the surface, something held within the water’s skin, needing release.

Forever brimming and spilling over the wall, water ran down the stone and became a tiny stream pushing through the damp sand. Sometimes it disappeared, but where the gravel track vehicles used to get to the homestead it was calf-deep, and several strides wide.

It persisted, sometimes unseen, running from pool to pool, now whispering: Baalap nitja ngoordiny nooketiny.

They slept here.

A very fine steam of water pushing grains of soil aside, following the way water had always flowed, keeping a little path for itself.

*

Imagine, the man said, what it was like.

It was all those prints in the sand got them thinking this way. And the bubbling spring, of course. They followed the creek bed, often glancing up toward the unseen homestead.

They never camped too close to water, said Leanne.

Oh?

Well, mozzies and midgies for one thing. And where kangaroo and that would come and you wouldn’t want to scare them.

The many different footprints in the sand.

And not to foul the water, I guess.

Except maybe for a special occasion, a ceremony or something.

But of course they were only guessing. Only imagining.

And so they walked back up the slope to the homestead: solid stone warming in the sun, windows overlooking that bubbling spring somewhere at their backs. They packed up. It was a long drive back to the city. Home.

Barely over the crossing, the wheels dripping water from the shallow creek, the man said, Look.

A mallee hen.

Oh. Thought they’d gone.

No. Remember, he said last night.

He slowed the car, stopped. The mallee hen stood before the car, facing them.

Hey! The woman was pointing. Another one.

A second mallee hen stood a few metres away, looking at them. Warren opened the car door, and the mallee hens turned and nonchalantly trotted deeper into the stunted, jam-tree forest.

Might be a nest, a what they call it …? A mound.

Warren was out of the car, following the same small track the mallee hen had taken. He imagined the mallee hens’ nest close by, that towering mound in a clearing. Twigs caught at his clothes, and he had to bend, crouch a little, but no matter, the pad was clear enough. He turned to see the way he’d come and already could not make out road or car. It would be easy to get lost in here. Lost in his own country. Shame, if he let that happen. It was very grey among these trees, trees not so much larger than him, grey with the bark and the heavily filtered light, and each tree spiked with bare twigs. The forest floor was sand and leaf litter. Pads, like the one he had followed, ran in different directions but too small for him to follow. As he turned to make his way back to the car, he saw an irregular shape on the forest floor. A tiny clearing, and the shape was … Oh, it was the size of a grave, and seemed to glow, a sort of pale, almost phosphorescent grey-green. The shape of two bodies turned to one another, perhaps. He bent, and plucked at the tiny plants. Rubbery almost, resilient. A lichen of some sort? A piece came easy from the soft earth and he slipped it into the pocket of his shirt, and rushed back along the way he had come, ducking, crouching, surprising himself with the sense of something like panic in his breast.

The woman’s face lightened when she saw him emerge from the trees.

We need to be moving, to get home by dark.

That was amazing.

The Wartons said they were coming back, mallee hen.

Yes, but two! And they didn’t want to run.

Well, they’re nesting I guess. A couple like that.

I thought I might find the nest. Nothing, but. Thought I was gunna get lost, soon as I got off the road.

He started to tell her of the strange flower, but they were interrupted by emus – heads tall, high-stepping, leaning on one another – racing across the road not far in front of them. The birds ran up the soft bank, soil flying behind them, and then were gone, had melted into the yate trees gathered at this corner of the road.

Vermin, they call them here. Something they don’t really want.

They drove into a tunnel of trees: tufts of leaves and the bark peeling back from thin, strong limbs.

Emerging, they glimpsed the black strip of bitumen, and the sky opened above them as they arrived at the gate. Two eagles perched there held their gaze. Opened their wings and lifted themselves heavily into the air, insisting.

Leanne and Warren burst into laughter, craned their heads to see the birds spiralling up into the grey sky. In moments they were enveloped in a sound like rushing tyres on bitumen, inside the wind like a car driven at speed.

Kedalak ngaytj K— ngoordiny nooketiny kaat kwetj darapin bardlanginy

Nighttime I (massacre site) lay down, slept, head bone inside travelling.





SANDTRAP

LIAM DAVISON

Ross McLennan wakes to the sound of crying. It is 4.21 in the morning and he waits for his wife to stir. She is curled away from him on the far side of the bed and by the time he accepts that she has not heard and won’t be attending to the sound, he has realised that the time has long since passed when their children cried in the night. His daughter no longer lives in the same house. Her room – it is still her room – is filled with things they no longer need. The old computer is in there, and the boxes the new one came in. There is a leather coat, hardly worn. The crying doesn’t stop.

His son is eighteen years old now. He works late at the Caltex to fund his studies. It worries Ross McLennan that his son is crying at 4.21 in the morning and he gets out of bed and walks down the hallway to his bedroom door. He leaves the light out so as not to disturb his wife, though why she’s not awake already to hear their son crying he can’t say. The moon is nearly full and the bathroom, when he passes it, is filled with cold light coming through the frosted window glass. He wraps his arms about himself.

He pushes open his son’s bedroom door and sees him lying – a man now, almost as big as himself – on the single bed. It occurs to him that he doesn’t know what to say. Or do. It’s been a long time since he has held his son. He looks at his broad back and his man’s arms hanging over the edge of the bed. Then he realises that the sound of crying is not coming from his son’s room at all but from somewhere else. And it frightens him, he doesn’t mind admitting. There is no one else in the house except his wife still sleeping in his own bed. He closes the door on his son’s breathing and sees how the whole inside of the house now is bathed with the pale light shining through the windows. He stops outside the door to his daughter’s room.

She is not here anymore. He reminds himself of this. She is on the other side of the country working with people he doesn’t know, living in a house he has never seen. His beautiful daughter. He leans closer to the door. The crying sounds like something breaking. How, he wonders, can people sleep through such a noise. He pushes open his daughter’s bedroom door and sees, in the wash of moonlight that fills the room, the old computer at the foot of her empty bed, the empty boxes piled as he had left them. Even her smell has gone. The leather coat is folded on her chair.

From her window he can see the trampoline on the back lawn and the square of yellow sand beside it, still there after all these years. There is, he knows, an identical square of yellow sand in the garden of the house next door, not visible now even with the light of the moon. He had assumed children when they’d first moved in. Expected them. Their own children, even then, were too old for sand.

‘We’ll move it,’ they had said. ‘Cats.’

Yet here it is, still here. The same as next door.

The crying comes from nowhere in particular. It is neither soft nor loud. It seems to be both inside the house and out and he peers through the glass to see if there is any sign of movement in the backyard or in the trees that separate the houses from each other. He should wake his wife, he thinks, and talk to her. But instead he stays there at the window, looking out into the night, listening.

His neighbour is a man who plays golf for a living. He has seen him standing in the yellow sand on his side of the fence practising his swing. Chipping balls. Not children then, he’d thought. Golf. He makes his living teaching people the correct way to strike a golf ball. There is a demand for this. He makes a good living from it, his wife had said, which had surprised him. Then, when he’d thought about it, it made as much sense as anything else people might do with their lives. He had taught also, many years ago, in a school for boys and he supposed there might now be one or two of them – grown men – who thought of him occasionally and remembered something that he’d taught. Perhaps.

In the eight years since they moved here he has never exchanged more than twenty words with his neighbour. Which is fine. They wave or nod. Once, he returned a golf ball that had strayed.

His neighbour used to live in the house they live in now. Their home. He knows this because of the sand, but also because his wife has spoken to him about it and discovered that he used to rent their house when he still lived with his own wife, but that is a long time ago now. A long time. They spoke about the sand and golf and about the cats which he admitted were a problem.

‘If I had my way,’ he’d said, ‘they’d all be trapped and killed.’

Sometimes he thinks of his neighbour living in his house, standing in the bathroom where he stands in the morning to shave and clean his teeth, looking out the same windows he looks out now. He thinks of his neighbour’s clothes hanging in his wardrobe.

One night he thought he saw him sitting at the kitchen table in the half-dark, leaning forward on his elbows as though to speak. It scared him then, like the crying scares him. There is no explaining it. Noise travels, but this was something different.

He wonders, did he use his daughter’s room to store his clubs?

He leaves her room and closes the door behind him. From where he stands, he can see the humped shape of his sleeping wife in their bed and hear his son’s breathing at the other end of the hallway. And from somewhere else, the crying. He walks to the back door, opens it and steps out into the night.

The crying is louder now, still from no particular direction. The backyard slopes away from the house to what used to be a creek and is now a gully of reclaimed land. Sounds carry along it from a long way off. There have been times when he has heard whole conversations as though people were talking in his own yard. Once, he remembers, he heard his daughter’s voice calling out, only to find she was visiting two blocks away.

The moon is almost full. He walks to the back of the yard and looks back at the house from beside the trampoline. The windows now are dark squares and he sees the door he has left standing open like an invitation. He should walk back up and close it he thinks but instead he stays standing beside the trampoline listening to the sound of crying. It is punctuated, he realises now, by soft sobs and could be coming from the house itself or from as far away as the end of the gully which runs for a mile at least before opening to the bay. He’s heard that sound carries over water.

*

He remembers, years ago, when he was half the age his son is now, travelling in his father’s car at dusk. They drove past the dockyards and customs houses at the top end of the bay along roads that have long since vanished and between long rows of windowless railway sheds built of corrugated iron. On the far side of a cyclone fence was a steel wall streaked with rust. It loomed above the car, blocking his view of the night sky so it felt like they were driving through a darkening tunnel. Ahead, he could see the skeleton frame of a black gasometer. He can’t remember if they spoke or what time of year it was. He remembers his father had bought two bottles of beer and wrapped them in newspaper and the sound they made as they clinked together on the back seat of the car. Suddenly, the steel wall came to a stop and his view opened to the black water of the docks and beyond it a wasteland of disused warehouses. He realised the wall hadn’t been a wall at all but the side of a ship and when he looked back he saw the word ‘Gdansk’ in white letters through the rear window of the car.

They travelled on past the gasworks and the seamen’s mission – a squat, dank-looking building with wire mesh windows – and across a single-lane bridge. Once across it, the dockyards slipped away and they drove past paddocks filled with weeds and thistles and the occasional pool of still water that caught the last light of the fading day. He sensed they were still following the curve of the bay, though when they arrived at the weatherboard house where his father would drink his beer with a man and woman who were not quite his uncle and aunt, he couldn’t say for certain which way it was. There were no children at the house and he sat out on the front porch by himself looking back in the direction they had come. The street was lit with yellow light and there was a smell his father told him came from the abattoirs and tannery further along the road.

He sat there for a long time listening to the sound of a man singing. At first, he’d thought it came from inside the house and had thought how strange it was that his father would sing. Then he realised it was not his father or the man who was not quite his uncle but someone else a long way off in the night singing in a language he didn’t understand. There was no music, just his singing. Then there was a shriek and the singing stopped.

When his father finished his beer and came out onto the porch, he placed his hand on his shoulder and said ‘Alright then?’

He didn’t know what to say but he remembers his father left his hand there on his shoulder longer than he expected him to do and he didn’t know whether to put his own hand there or to move away. Later, on their way back home, his father told him that sound carries a long way over water and the singing might have come from anywhere. The other sound, he said, would have come from the abattoir.

After all these years, he can still feel the weight of his father’s hand on his shoulder.

*

He leaves the trampoline and walks up the side of the house that faces away from the gully. The crying is clearer now. It is so close it might be coming from himself. Through the trees he can see his neighbour sitting in the half-dark on the far side of the square of sand. He is leaning forward in a plastic garden chair, nursing his head in his hands and crying. Ross McLennan doesn’t know what to do. He stands there watching. He should go back inside and shut the door.

His neighbour stops crying to take a breath then starts again. It is open and unashamed. Then he lifts his head and looks through the trees to where Ross McLennan stands. There is enough light from the moon for both men to see each other clearly. Ross McLennan doesn’t move or avert his eyes. He holds his neighbour’s gaze and sees his face streaked with tears, his wet lips trembling. They look at each other for what seems like minutes, saying nothing. Then Ross McLennan walks back the way he came. He goes inside and shuts the door.

He goes back into his son’s bedroom where his boy is still sleeping with his arms hanging over the edge of the bed. He sits beside him and listens to him breathe. He stays there for a long time then places his hand on his shoulder and feels it rise and fall, rise and fall and wonders, would he wake if he took him in his arms and held him?

His wife stirs when he crawls back into bed.

‘What time is it?’ she says.

‘It’s early. 5.21.’

‘Did you hear something?’

‘Nothing,’ he says. ‘Go back to sleep.’

*

His son is still in his bed when he leaves for work. He has showered and shaved. He has eaten breakfast with his wife. The morning is cold but the day promises to be fine. Already, the ti-tree is coming into flower and he can smell the salt smell coming off the bay.

‘Leave the back door open,’ his wife says.

He walks up the side of the house and sees the plastic garden chair where his neighbour left it. The sand is raked smooth as though it’s been freshly done, with the rake laid flat beside it.

He puts his bag on the back seat of the car and is about to get in when he sees his neighbour. He is walking towards his own car on the opposite side of the fence carrying his clubs. Ross McLennan could be in his car and backing out the driveway before his neighbour sees him. It would be safer, he thinks. But he waits. He watches his neighbour sling his clubs into the boot of his car. Waits for him to turn and see him. Their eyes meet through the painted trellis. Neither of them looks away.

‘Alright?’ Ross McLennan says.

‘Alright.’





I SO DO NOT WANT TO BE HAVING THIS CONVERSATION

FRANK MOORHOUSE

While in New York last month, I went on a date with a young American woman I’d met at a book event for Edmund White, I suppose it was a date.

After we had settled at our table in the restaurant in the West Village, I opened the conversation by asking her what her present marital-cum-relationship status was.

‘I’d rather not go there,’ she said, laughing.

I wondered why not, and I wondered if we would ever ‘go there’. Which I was hoping we would.

To loosen her shyness, I gently introduced a tone of candour by offering a small revelation about myself, ‘I’m still seeing a man whom I first seduced when I was 17 and although he’s married with children he keeps dropping in to, well, visit me, so to speak.’

‘Whoa,’ she said, raising a hand and her eyebrows ‘Whoa – too much information.’

It seemed precious little information about a rather amazing tale from the very heart of my life. However, I rushed to disembarrass her, ‘I wanted just to let you know I was bisexual – it’s not as if he’s in my life, so to speak. It’s a rather amazing tale from the very heart of my life. But I know that being bisexual is a rather unbefriended state of being. You might’ve even heard of him, even in New York, he’s a big deal.’

It’s my policy to get small life details such as this out of the way.

I mentioned his name.

‘I’ll pretend that I haven’t heard this,’ she said, smiling, fanning herself with the menu in a comic way.

I felt that it would help if I clarified, ‘But it’s not as if it would ever get in the way of what might happen between us …’, to my consternation she’d now put a finger in each of her ears and was making a buzzing sound – bzzzzzz – to block anything I might say and then said, ‘Hell-low? Hell-low? I think you dropped out’, laughing.

An apt quote strolled in to my mind or what I considered apt, my sense of apt was, I felt, somewhat under challenge at this point in the date, if it were a date, and I concede that I am not too good at apt. The quote was, ‘She thrust a dimpled finger/in each ear, shut eyes and ran … we must not listen to goblin men … who knows upon what soil they’ve fed …’

She laughed, ‘Rossetti, I know that poem.’ She reached across and touched my hand, ‘I’m not like that. Don’t worry.’

Not like what? The poem had a dark ambiguity about it and so did her touch. I now regretted introducing dark ambiguity. I changed tack, feeling slightly off-balance, ‘I take it, you don’t have any trouble with our age difference or you wouldn’t be here’, I said. ‘I don’t myself have any problem with age difference, in fact, I think cross-generational affairs are enriching. To both parties. Now and then.’ And could led to severe heartache for the older person but I did not feel that was something to talk about just now.

‘Whoa – let’s keep our boundaries,’ she laughed.

‘Boundaries? I have no boundaries,’ I said, smiling, and continued, ‘In the 1970s we had no boundaries. We thought boundaries put people into emotional houses of correction. Back then, we “let it all hang out”, we put everything “up front”. I am a member of People Without Borders,‘ I said, with a big laugh.

‘Oh, it’s just that it raises privacy issues for me,’ she said, with a smile, reaching across and patting my hand and then withdrawing her hand.

I said, with a smile. ‘Privacy is another Correctional Facility, a way of separating people from people. Why should we hide away from each other in quaint nineteenth-century cupboards, or behind chintz curtains of propriety? Why should we worry what people know about our income or our health or our orgasms?’ I then rushed to add, laughing, reaching over and touching her hand, ‘Except the State and its instruments.’

She laughed, ‘I’m rather unyielding on confidentiality.’

‘But those so-called “confidentiality agreements” are a new plague’, I said, laughing, ‘They’re pushed in front of us and we are supposed to roll over and sign,’ I said, with a laugh. ‘They’re all unconstitutional. You can’t sign away your freedom of speech. Those agreements won’t stand up in court. They’re all intimidation and bluff.’

‘I hope they do stand up in court,’ she said, laughing. ‘I surely hope they do.’

‘Returning to cross-generational sex …’

‘Do I need to hear this?!’ she said, with a laugh.

I did not know if she was talking to me or herself. I decided she was asking the question to herself. I went on, ‘To me it’s like having sex with a very fat person – or a very thin person if you’re a fat person – or with a disabled person – or if you’re a disabled person with an undisabled person – it creates a tantalizingly carnal dynamic,’ I said, with a smile. ‘It’s always a courtesy to ask their identity labelling preference,’ I threw in.

She looked at me as if she didn’t have a clue what I was talking about.

‘Excuuuuse, me!’ she said, with a laugh, in that electronic, impersonal voice we now all have implanted inside us by talking machines. ‘I’m really not in the mood for this right now’, she said, with a smile, and then she made a sound like a smoke alarm, beeeeee, and said, ‘Change of Subject Alert! Change of Subject Alert!’

I sat silently for a few seconds. I had never been in a Change of Subject Alert. I guessed that we could talk safely about the event where we’d just been. ‘What did you feel about Edmund White’s chat,’ I said, with smile. ‘Didn’t you love the story about the man who was driving along with his partner who suddenly announced that the relationship was finished and that he had a new lover. The jilted lover then deliberately drove the car off the road and over a cliff. They spent six months in hospital in the same room.’

‘You’ve changed the story a little,’ she said, smiling. ‘I found White’s “chat” was way over the top,’ she said, without a smile. ‘What was he thinking! There was a whole bunch of stuff in the talk with which I was distinctly uncomfortable,’ she said, with a smile. ‘And he used a few not-out-loud words. Too much cursing, so unnecessary!’

‘But that “bunch of stuff” was his life – he was talking about his memoirs and the whole nature of candour,’ I said, with a laugh. And then I added, with a smile, ‘I suppose he could’ve talked about his pets.’

‘Hell-low!’ she said, waving a hand in front of my face, ‘if that’s what he got up to with people I don’t think I want to know what he gets up to with his pets. Pur-leese, so-do-not-want-to-know.’

After a wobbling pause, she said, smiling, ‘He could try a little indirection. Even good old-fashioned discretion.’ Smiling, she then quoted Whitman, ‘I meant that you should discover me so by faint indirections …’ At least it sounded like an invitation to know her and fortunately the rest of the Whitman quotation drifted back into my mind, at least fragments of it.

‘As I recall, Whitman when he says “meant” in “I meant that …” he seems to imply that passion did not always allow for “faint indirections”. But yes, maybe we lead lives of too much haste, although the velocity of desire has something to say for it’, I said, scrabbling to hold my position.

She studied the menu.

I took the menu up too.

I found another line or two of poetry for rebuttal, a little shop-worn by impatient lovers, well, still good:

‘But at my back I always hear Time’s wingèd chariot hurrying near … dah dah … then worms shall try That long preserved virginity, And your quaint honour turn to dust, And into ashes all my lust: The grave’s a fine and private place, But none, I think, do there embrace.’

‘Well done, Mister Writer, but I think we could do without the worms at my virginity – at the dinner table …’

Then, looking back to the menu, avoiding my eyes, she said, ‘I think hombre, maybe you’re a tiny bit on the outrageous side tonight, yes?’

I treated her question as rhetorical. I ordered the oysters. She said she had an aversion to oysters. Perhaps, I thought, I should eat them with a screen around me. My conversation didn’t seem to me to be that outrageous but now my menu choice seemed lewd.

Changing the subject somewhat as, I think I’d been instructed, and at least moving away from the human species, I volunteered the information that oysters switched their sex every year or so. ‘Perhaps humans should try that,’ I said, lightly, with a laugh, pleased with what I saw as its thematic coherence with our earlier ‘conversation’.

‘Heavy, heav-ee,’ she said, with a laugh.

‘Hold on – I wasn’t talking about sex as such,’ I said, smiling, ‘I was simply observing the oyster as creature.’

‘Yeah, right!’ she said, with a smile, glancing up at me quickly and then looking back to the menu.

We lapsed into silence. I thought I could say that I believed that in life we should all study at least one small creature in some detail but that would’ve been something of a non sequitur and we surely did not need any non sequiturs.

I began again, lightly, with a smile, I said, ‘I heard that Mike and Dee-dee are in some sort of trouble,’ naming acquaintances we had in common.

‘Into the vault,’ she said, with a laugh, making a gesture with her hand and mouth as if turning a key on a lip-lock – a lock on her vault, I guess, I suppose, perhaps, ‘I hate people tattling on other people’s lives,’ she said, laughing.

‘But isn’t that how we find out about the world?’ I said, with a grin. ‘Through other people’s lives being tattled to us? It’s called community.’

‘It’s called malicious gossip,’ she said, with a smile.

‘Gossip is fun,’ I said, with a laugh. ‘Gossip is good. I find that nothing brings you face-to-face with the treacherous nature of the human condition and its frailties more vividly than gossip – including the very act of telling, the betrayal in the telling.’ Then I chuckled, ‘As Hilary would say, it takes a village to raise a gossip.’

‘I never reveal the contents of any conversation I’ve had with anyone without their permission, never,’ she said, without a smile. ‘And I would hope you would respect our conversational privacy.’ She placed a finger vertically over her mouth, the don’t-tell sign. ‘Agreed? Deal, hombre?’

She then leaned across and hooked her little finger into mine and jerked it lightly to seal the confidentiality.

‘How very high school,’ I said.

I thought that because of the internet and all, there was a new position called, what-I-know-I-own. But I didn’t go into that. ‘I thought that in an intimate conversation we said “keep this to yourself”,’ I said, with a smile. ‘And then afterwards we get straight onto the telephone,’ I laughed. ‘We tell everyone. Or write about it, as the case may be.’

‘No – sor-reeey, she said, without a smile, ‘It’s the other way around now – all conversation is confidential unless it is specifically released by the other person. Sorry, mister-writer,’ she said, with a laugh.

She had a law degree, although she said she didn’t practice law, perhaps I shouldn’t be revealing that. ‘Do you mind if I ask you where you did your degree?’ I asked, moving to neutral ground.

‘Actually, I do mind. There’s a lot of snobbery about colleges – I don’t want to buy into all that. Just because I was privileged enough to go to an Ivy League university – and to have passed very well by the way – is none of anyone’s damned business. N-O-Y-B.’

‘You worked for Clinton for a while after graduating, isn’t that right?’

‘Don’t ask: don’t tell,’ she laughed.

‘Why not?’ I said, with a laugh.

‘Go figure,’ she said, smiling. ‘I just don’t think it’s appropriate to talk about former employers,’ she said, with a smile. ‘Especially that former employer.’

‘Public figure: public property. I’ve even met Clinton, although he may not remember me.’ In all likelihood. ‘I know a story you might enjoy.’ I doubted it. I went on, ‘Perhaps it’s an urban legend, perhaps not … Two women recently were at their Oxford college reunion, they went to the same college as Clinton, and one said to the other “Do you remember when …”’

‘Whoa – I so do not want to be having this conversation,’ she said, covering her ears with her hands. ‘In-a-ppro-priate.’

‘“Inappropriate” is one of those words.’

‘How do you mean, “inappropriate is one of those words”?’ she said, with a laugh.

‘One of those superior words we use to put other people in their place – and to stop a line of inquiry,’ I said, with a smile. ‘It’s a shut-up-your-mouth word.’

‘How very male,’ she said.

I tried to figure the very male part.

Seeing that I was deep in a welter of self-interrogation, she said, ‘It’s a girl thing,’ patting my hand with a smile, ‘Don’t-you-worry-your-pretty-little-head-about-it.’

Then she smiled at me and winked. Which did not in any way put me at ease, the wink.

The oysters arrived. She averted her eyes.

I offered more of my oyster knowledge.

‘Men in every country often seem to believe their oysters are the best in the world. I think it has to do with oysters and the male folklore of virility which surrounds the eating of oysters. Now that’s very male.’

‘Whoa – time to call the waiter,’ she said, with a laugh.

‘Waiter?’ I queried.

‘Oh, it’s just a New York colloquialism saying, “I’m out of here.” That does sound very men’s business to me. Not for my ears. N-F-M-E. Delete, delete.’ She made a computer-like noise – deek, deek – laughing.

To lighten things up, I introduced another literary reference. ‘In connection with our …’ I hesitated … ‘our, well, our “conversation”, so to speak, about Edmund White,’ I said, ‘and in reference to Clinton, I want to say that I’m on the side of Lytton Strachey when he remarked that good biography should pass lightly over those performances and incidents which simply illustrate vulgar greatness in someone’s life and instead the writer should lead our thoughts into domestic privacies.’

‘I’ve never warmed to Strachey,’ she said, with a laugh, ‘Sackville-West described him as “that drooping Strachey” And Virginia described him as “a well-worn leather glove”.’

She smiled, ‘A rather smelly, sweaty leather glove and we would not know where it had been.’

I excused myself, and went to the toilet and thought about the conversation. I still had ‘a whole bunch of stuff’ I wanted to share but I could see that I was perhaps a Without Boundaries Person floundering in the Sea of the New Discretion.

Was it for this that Kinsey was hounded near to death? And Lenny Bruce?

Although the meal was unfinished, I paid the bill before returning to the table and then at our table, without sitting down, I said, with a smile, ‘I have a feeling that we are done here.’ She looked up at me. ‘I think you maybe right,’ she said, smiling, and, folding her napkin with deliberation. She stood and said, ‘I agree. We are done here.’

And with a handshake, we went our separate ways. I, feeling like a well-worn leather glove, sweaty and with that smell of old leather and human propinquity. I felt as if I were Lytton, and I stood there, out in busy Spring Street, outside the Aquagrill, allowing the urgent New York people to stream and bump around me.

I decided that, yes, I was a well-worn leather glove.

That felt ok.

Not.





JULY THE FIRSTS

RYAN O’NEILL

It is July the first.

And Ernest Hemingway is cleaning his favourite shotgun, the one with the silver-edged barrel, which he will next day place in his mouth, and Charles Laughton is born and Thomas Moore is on trial for his life and I (1970 to present) am lying awake in Newcastle. On this day Vespasian was given the purple by the Egyptian legions and Napoleon captured Alexandria. The first television advertisement, for watches, was broadcast in New York City, costing the company nine dollars. It is 12.50 a.m. In 1971, in a Brisbane hospital, my wife Sarah has just been born. Four years ago at this time I lay in bed awake, listening to her stir beside me. She had wanted to make love, but I had said I was too tired. In truth I was bored of her. By then I already knew the history of her body, the provenance of every scar and blemish. I pretended I was asleep.

This year (2004) I have taken to sleeping in old piles of the Newcastle Herald which I bought from a pensioner in Charlestown. The past week I have been napping in the 1988 earthquake, but tonight I cover myself in a more recent pub brawl and the football results. For some reason, I find I enjoy most rest in December 1979. Yet just now I cannot sleep and so continue the introduction to my History of Newcastle (Newcastle University Press, 200?). One hundred and twenty notebooks filled with my handwriting are stacked on the floor around my desk, along with the dozens of history books and journals that are referenced in the ninety pages of footnotes. And still I have not arrived at the First World War. I once wrote a history of Africa that took less time and research than this history of a small Australian city. And yet still I believe I was born to be an historian, exiting from my mother backside first, in order that I might better understand where I came from. I take a new page in the introduction (p.104) and write: Abraham Lincoln once said, ‘We cannot escape history.’

Then the Beatles start singing ‘Paperback Writer’ on the radio, number one today in 1966. There are more songs and I stop writing for a time and listen to them, ‘My Foolish Heart,’ ‘Why Don’t You Love Me.’ Then I hear ‘Guess Things Happen that Way’ and I run barefoot to turn the music off, trailing a Lambton murder from December 14, 1983 on my heel. My feet are dirty. The floor is filthy with my dead skin and hair. Historians should not sit in ivory towers after all.

Now it is 4 a.m. on July the first and in 1993 I have just proposed to Sarah. We lay in bed together in an Edinburgh hotel. I had bought the engagement ring earlier that day at an antique shop – I wanted it to have history. She told me it was the best birthday present she had ever had. She told me of each of the men she had loved. She asked me about the women I had been with. ‘I don’t want our pasts to ever come between us,’ she said. I had a cold that night, I remember.

My medical history: measles (1975), appendicitis (1984), a fractured left arm (1992), malaria (1990, 1991), and of course, clinical depression (2001 to present). Outside the house, a red and green and yellow bird is whooping in the dawn, but I don’t know its name. It is a cool morning. I decide to go for a walk and dress in my second-hand clothes. I leave the house, cross the street, walk past the undertakers where an Australian flag is displayed against black curtains, as if the country itself is to be buried today. My house is near the harbour. The roof was destroyed by a Japanese sub-marine that fired thirty-four rounds at the city on June 8, 1942. Three drunken young men shout at me and I hurry past them and think of the first day of the Battle of the Somme. I could never fight. I have no history of violence.

I walk down to the foreshore and look out at the ocean where in the pale light I can see five identical coal ships spaced equidistant along the horizon, like a time-lapse photograph. Long ago today the French frigate Medusa sank and the survivors escaped in a raft which became stuck in the sea of the famous painting. There is a strong smell of seaweed. It is Estée Lauder’s birthday. In 1998 at this time I was still asleep in bed, but not with my wife.

I walk back and forth along the sand for a while, and then return to the road. At this early hour I am surprised to see an old man reading on his front doorstep, with a faintly astonished look on his face, as if he had just seen his own name in the book. I pass him, then charge back up San Juan Hill with Roosevelt and take my street without casualties.

It is eight o’clock in the morning on July the first and I still cannot sleep. I return to bed and sit and watch old black and white films for some hours, looking for Olivia de Haviland to wish her happy birthday. Then it is midday and the postman rings the doorbell once and I wait until he rings again, in honour of James M. Cain, also born this day.

The postman is a Barbarossa of a man. Ink has come off on his large hands as if he has been making words with them. He has a package for me from Melbourne which I must sign for, and as I do so I entertain him with the history of my surname. He does not seem very interested. I take the package inside. Some history books, including one that I once wrote about the Mau-Mau rebellion. Years ago I lent them to Sarah’s sister, but I need them now for my history of Newcastle. Sometimes I think I will need every history book, from the time of Thucydides to those yet unwritten, for my history of Newcastle.

When I open the book a photograph falls out. I stare at it for some time, for it has been so long since I have seen a photograph that was not stapled, captioned and dated. A man and a woman are standing outside a dark stone cathedral, smiling in a sunshower. The picture was taken on the July the first of 1989 in Glasgow, when I met Sarah for the first time. I could hear her in the next chamber in the cathedral before I saw her. She was leading a group of Polish students. Her Australian accent I noticed at once, but then certain other words that she pronounced differently, some rising unexpectedly, some falling. I imagined numbers over these words, leading to footnotes which explained that she had once lived in China, India, England. I watched her, fascinated. For when she spoke of the past, she threw her hand back over her shoulder, when she spoke of the present, she pointed in front of her, and the future was a sweeping gesture of both her hands. She had begun these motions to give her students visual clues for their tenses, but eventually they had become habit. She had sent her students away to look at a tapestry and she was finishing a book on a bench outside.

‘What are you reading?’ I asked her, and she looked up at me.

‘A biography. Jane Austen,’ she said.

‘Oh. How does it end?’

‘Well, she dies,’ she said, and we laughed.

I remember how her hands moved when we arranged to meet the next evening. Later, I watched her students sing ‘Happy Birthday’ to her. The next year, we were alone when I sang it to her.

In 2004, now, I return to the 104th page of my introduction. Outside, above the houses, there is a picture of the sun in the sky that is already some minutes old. I wonder how it compares to the sun the Americans made in the Bikini Atoll, the fourth time of splitting the atom. It was on this day of course, years and years ago. After some time writing, I fall asleep and when I awaken I look at the clock. It is 5 p.m.

In 2001 the conference I was attending at Sydney University to discuss trends in African historiography had just ended. It was Sarah’s birthday, and I was going to call her from the lobby, to tell her that I would be home soon. There was a black woman at the hotel bar. I recognised her accent as Burundian from the speech she gave about French colonialism. Her name was Clio Mbabazi. She was quite pretty and invited me to join her for a drink. ‘It is July the first,’ she said, ‘and Burundi is celebrating its independence.’ She looked at my wedding ring and my whisky. ‘And so it seems are you.’ I called Sarah at nine o’clock to wish her happy birthday and tell her that I would not be home that night, as we had planned. There was too much work to do.

And then I am hungry and I eat using November 23, 1997 as both tablecloth and napkin. The bread is four days old, the cheese is six days old, and I am 12,875 days old. It is evening and I go to shower off the history of the day. The ink, the sweat, the dirt. It is still July the first, still, and Marlon Brando has just died on television, though he is there in the screen screaming, ‘Stella! Stella!’ I sit on the floor. Something cuts into my leg. One of Sarah’s diaries. She kept them from when she was fifteen years old. I have read them several times. In their pages I appear as an historical figure, like a Garibaldi or a Caesar. Herein, all my lies and my infidelities are recorded. ‘For an historian,’ Sarah wrote on July the first 1997, ‘my husband is no good at fabricating the past.’

Suddenly, it seems, it is 9.02 p.m. In 2001 at this time I was in a Sydney hotel room. On the radio, Johnny Cash was singing. I kissed Clio Mbabazi and we took off our clothes. Afterward I could not sleep and I idly read the Gideon’s Bible. Much later I learnt that the society had been formed on a July the first by some Wisconsin travelling salesmen.

It is 11.41 p.m. and in 2001 Sarah is dying on her thirtieth birthday, alone in our bed in Newcastle. A sudden heart attack. The doctors could not explain it. There was no history of heart disease in her family. If only someone had been with her, they said, she might have been saved. In Germany, Chekhov was dying too. They would take his body back to Russia in a crate marked ‘fresh oysters.’ Like Shakespeare, whom Chekhov greatly admired, Sarah was born and died on the same day.

Abraham Lincoln once said, ‘We cannot escape history.’ It is July the first.





THE INCONVENIENT DEAD

JAMES BRADLEY

A week after he killed himself, Dane Johnson came to visit Toby at the service station. It was a Friday, which wasn’t usually one of Toby’s nights, but Toby was working anyway because one of the other guys had quit unexpectedly and the manager hadn’t had time to put a replacement through the two-day unpaid customer service accreditation scheme new employees were required to complete before beginning their trial period.

Dane appeared at the edge of the light in the service area at about ten. Toby was watching the television screen that repeated advertisements above the fridges, and though he wasn’t looking in Dane’s direction something about him caught Toby’s eye and made him turn.

He knew straight away that whoever it was was Dead: the slow shambling motion of their walk was unmistakable. But it took a moment or two longer for him to recognise the hair and clothes, and to rise to his feet in surprise.

For a few seconds he didn’t know what to do. He supposed he should have been frightened, but what he felt wasn’t fear, more like a sense of slippage, a queasiness, as if the world was shifting beneath him. On the screen above the fridges, the advertising montage began again, the images of people smiling photogenically at each other flickering silently across it, but Toby barely noticed. Instead he flicked the safety on the register, set down his drink and stepped out through the sliding doors.

Dane didn’t move as Toby crossed the service area towards him, and for a moment Toby was reminded of his sister, who sleepwalked, of the way she looked when he or his parents found her in the hall or the kitchen in the small hours of the morning, the way she could appear to be awake yet somehow absent at the same time. Once people believed sleepwalkers would die if you woke them. That was a lie, Toby knew, but still he was unsure what to do when Dane didn’t seem to notice him, even when Toby was standing right in front of him. So he just said his name, first once and then again, until something seemed to register and Dane turned towards him, his eyes fixing on Toby briefly before moving on and away. Yet it was only when he spoke for a third time, to ask him if he was okay, that Dane finally focused on him. On the other side of the service area a car had drawn up and a man was standing by the petrol pump, watching them. Toby glanced round at him, then back at Dane.

‘Do you want to come in?’ he asked.

*

It had been happening for a while, of course, the Dead-coming-back thing. Not often, but often enough. Nobody seemed to know why it had started, nor did there seem to be any particular rhyme or reason to who came back. In the beginning people tended to assume their return must mean something, that those who came back had left things unsaid or undone that they needed to set right. But after a while it became clear this was not the case. Although a few of the Dead did want to return to the life they had known when they were alive, most did not, preferring instead to move on, leave behind wives and husbands, children and parents.

For all the pain it caused there was no malice in this, no desire to harm or distress. Indeed for the most part the Dead seemed almost entirely uninterested in the repercussions of their presence. Instead they were just there: heavily, inconveniently there.

*

Once they were back inside, Toby offered Dane a seat in the corner behind the counter. He wasn’t crazy about having Dane there but it was better than leaving him out in the service area or standing near the food. His manager, Ahmed, would be pissed whatever happened but at least this way he could argue he’d put him somewhere the customers were less likely to see him.

Not, of course, that they wouldn’t know what he was if they did. Like all the Dead, Dane’s body seemed unable to shed the rigor of the grave, meaning his every action had a jerking quality, a quality that in Dane’s case was underlined by the angry line of the ligature beneath his jaw and the unnatural angle of his head upon his neck.

Nor was it just about his pallor or his neck. Last summer, riding home after a party, Toby had seen one of the Dead in a park, standing quietly just out of the reach of the streetlights. He hadn’t seen her face, but he knew at once from the way she stood, the passive waitingness of it, that she was Dead.

He hadn’t been frightened that night. In fact, as he coasted past he had looked back, struck by a feeling he couldn’t name, something more like yearning, or sadness.

He wasn’t sure Dane made him feel like that, exactly. Yet it was difficult to avoid the sense that Dane had come loose from whatever held him to his former life, that however much he tried he was no longer part of it, of this. And, as the customers came and went, he could see they felt it as well. One by one, they started, or did double takes, some going so far as to place a hand over their hearts or mouths in surprise. The living Dane probably would have relished the response; now he seemed barely to notice it.

Yet as the night wore on Toby began to wonder if there wasn’t something more to it. Dane himself might not want anything, but his presence, the unwanting thereness of it, weighed upon him, made him uncomfortable. It was as if just by being there Dane demanded something of him, something Toby had no idea how to give. Once or twice he glanced across at him, expecting to find Dane looking his way, but he never was. Instead he sat staring off into space, his eyes fixed on some invisible point in the middle distance.

Nor was making conversation any easier. Dane never spoke unless spoken to, and even when he did his replies were halting, distracted, meaning any exchange sputtered out almost as soon as it began.

Of course Dane hadn’t been much of a talker when he was alive, either. But this was different. Now his silence made Toby so uncomfortable and frustrated that it was almost a relief when, just before dawn, Dane stood and, after hesitating for a moment, shuffled out from behind the counter towards the door.

Rising, Toby hurried after him.

‘Dane?’ he said, first once and then again, louder this time.

In front of him Dane stopped.

‘Where are you going?’

Dane didn’t answer. For a moment Toby thought about reaching out, taking hold of his arm, but he didn’t.

‘Will you be back?’

This time Dane hesitated, then shrugged.

‘Sure,’ he said, ‘maybe.’ Then, turning away again, he headed out across the service area and away into the soft grey of the pre-dawn light.

*

Toby had been at home the week before when Dane’s father rang. He heard his mother answer, then she was at his door, the phone clasped to her chest.

Afterwards he opened his computer, pulled up Facebook. People were already leaving messages on Dane’s profile, little notes of shock or grief saying things like ‘I’m crying for you, Dane’ and ‘Sometimes the world is just too sad,’ or just lines of hearts and little pictograms. He knew he should have written something, if only because he had known Dane the longest, but as he watched the messages appear, one after another, the things he wanted to say all seemed somehow to miss the point, to be too weak, too obvious.

They hadn’t been friends, of course, not really, not for a while. Indeed as he sat there in his room with the computer he found he couldn’t remember the last time they’d spoken properly. Now he thought about it, he wasn’t sure when he’d last seen Dane having a proper conversation with anybody. It wasn’t that Dane was mopey or weird or angry, though he was all those things. It was that he was so obviously in pain, and that was just too difficult to deal with.

*

When he woke up that afternoon he called Mav. When Toby told him about the night before, Mav whistled.

‘No way,’ he said. ‘For real?’

Hearing Mav speak, Toby felt suddenly uneasy, the events of last summer reasserting themselves.

‘For real.’

‘Are you on again tonight? I have to see this.’

Afterwards he wondered why he had called Mav instead of somebody who had known Dane a little better. Had he thought Mav would be impressed? Or was it just that he thought Mav understood the strangeness that sometimes came with night shifts at the service station, the way the gap between the fluorescent light and plastic surfaces within and the sodium-tinted dark without could combine to make the world seem both too real and oddly distant, as if one had fallen unexpectedly out of sleep into sudden wakefulness.

Either way, the result was that at ten, when Dane appeared on the edge of the light again, Mav was seated inside with Toby. Seeing Dane shuffle into view he stood and gave a low whistle.

‘Where do you reckon he’s been all day?’ he asked. ‘Do they go back underground or something?’

Toby remembered the Dead woman in the park, her quiet presence in the shade of the trees when he went back the next day, the way she had seemed part of that green. ‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘Perhaps.’

As Dane approached, Toby wrinkled his nose. The night before Dane had smelt of earth and hospital, the close reek of the dirt mingling with the medicinal tang of disinfectant and surgical soap, but there was a new note to it now, something sweet and slightly foul.

As Dane drew near Mav grinned and nodded his head as he did when appraising a car or a girl he admired.

‘Hey, Dane,’ he said.

Dane stopped and jerked his head around. ‘Mav,’ he said, his voice coming loose and rasping from his ruined windpipe.

*

When Toby started work at the servo the summer before, neither he nor Dane had ever really spoken to Mav. A year ahead of them at school, the captain of the rugby team, Mav would usually have looked straight through both of them, which meant Toby was surprised when he turned up for his first shift and found Mav working behind the counter in the Mountain Bean Café (‘Real Coffee! Real Baristas!’) that occupied the other half of the building.

That first night Toby was more absorbed with trying not to mess up the intricacies of the register and the toilet checks and cash drops than the question of what he would say to Mav when or if he had to speak to him, which is why he was surprised when, at around eleven, Mav appeared at the counter.

‘You’re Toby, right?’ he’d asked, and when Toby told him he was he shook his head, grinned, and said, ‘Welcome to the crappiest job in town.’

Toby never deluded himself into thinking Mav would seek out his company if they weren’t stuck working together. But as the weeks passed it became a sort of habit, and on those nights the two of them were both rostered on Mav would usually drop past and waste an hour or two with Toby before heading home or out to meet his mates. It wasn’t friendship exactly, but as time passed Toby found himself coming to enjoy the shared bullshit of his company. There was something cheerfully uncaring about Mav, a casual arrogance that made him surprisingly easy to be with.

Then, a month or so after he started working at the station, Toby heard the sound of skateboard wheels bumping in across the service area. Beside him, Mav made a face.

‘Jesus. Look at this loser.’

Seeing it was Dane, Toby got to his feet in surprise.

‘What?’ Mav asked. ‘You know him?’

Toby hesitated for a moment.

Mav snorted in disbelief. ‘No skateboards!’ he said.

Dane glanced around, then, placing one foot on his board, flicked it up and caught it. For a long moment he’d stood staring at Mav, then turning, had looked at Toby and said, ‘Hey.’

Toby didn’t know why he’d come: the two of them hadn’t really spoken for the last year or so. Exactly why wasn’t clear to Toby. When he was with Dane it was impossible to escape the feeling Dane felt Toby was missing some bar Dane had set, not giving enough or pushing hard enough; yet however hard Toby tried, Dane would just lift the bar higher, until one day it just seemed too hard, and Toby stopped trying.

Yet when Dane walked in that night it was as if none of that had ever happened, and so, even with Mav there, it didn’t take them long to fall back into the rhythm they had always had when they were alone together.

After that night it became a routine: every Friday and Saturday night at around ten Dane would coast his skateboard to the doors and step off it with a practised flick. If Toby was serving Dane would pause by the magazines or flip through the CDs on the counter, lingering over the ones called things like Death Metal Madness Vol 6, until eventually the customers left and Toby was able to talk.

Looking back, Toby realised he didn’t really remember what they talked about, or even whether they talked much at all. Dane was often distracted, and the constant flow of customers meant it was difficult to have a proper conversation, but in a weird way that seemed to make the whole thing easier, almost as if the interruptions kept Dane from focusing for too long on any one thing, or from trying to push Toby about this or that.

All the same, Toby couldn’t have said he wanted Dane there. Although he was pretty certain Ahmed didn’t check the CCTV footage all that often, he’d made a big deal about friends not being welcome when Toby did his training, and the one time Ahmed had caught Dane there he’d asked Toby the sort of pointed questions about who Dane was and what he was doing hanging around that made it clear he suspected Dane was more than just some blow-in on a skateboard.

But the real problem was Mav. After that first night he seemed to make a point of coming through to hang out when Dane was there. Exactly why wasn’t clear to Toby. He and Mav weren’t friends precisely, and in the scheme of things Dane was nobody, especially to Mav. Yet something about Dane, or perhaps Dane’s relationship with Toby, seemed to bother Mav, and not in a good way. On nights when Dane didn’t turn up Mav used to ask Toby about him, about what Dane had been like when they were kids, about why they’d been friends, about what it was Toby saw in him now. Not that they actually were questions, not really: as Toby quickly came to understand, they were better seen as a sort of riff, an extended speculation on why anybody, and in particular Toby, would be friends with somebody like Dane.

Nor was it much different when Dane was there. Although after a time it settled into an uneasy banter, Toby saw how Dane tensed up when Mav appeared, the way his jaw set and his hand closed tighter over whatever he was holding, the way he grew still as if he might disappear.

But Mav wouldn’t let him. Leaning on the counter he made a point of asking Dane’s opinions, of including him in the discussion. ‘Hey cockhead,’ he’d call, grinning as he paused so Dane would have time to recognise his failure to respond to the insult. ‘You listen to this metal shit, right? What’s the point of it?’ Or, ‘Is it guys’ cocks or their arses that turn you on?’

There was something oddly coercive about Mav’s manner, a sense in which the openness and ease of his belligerence made it almost impossible to protest without seeming unreasonable. Part of it was that he was often genuinely funny, but it was more than that. For Toby understood that to complain would be to show he was like Dane as well, and that to do so would be a mistake.

What made it worse was that Toby understood how much Dane hated it. Although he only rarely responded it was impossible to watch the two of them together and not see the way Dane tensed up in Mav’s presence, the way Mav’s taunts unmanned him.

All of which made it stranger to see the two of them here again, to see Mav staring at Dane in his demanding way and Dane, his face obscured behind his hair and his mouth loose where the piercing in his lip protruded, staring, refusing to meet their eyes, his gaze sliding down, or away over their shoulders, as it always had.

At first Mav seemed unsure how to engage with Dane, preferring to stare at him while he asked Toby questions about when he had turned up, how long he had stayed, whether he had looked this fucking bad last night. But then he paused, his manner growing more deliberate as he asked Dane how he had got out.

For a brief moment Toby had an image of Dane swimming up through the earth like something quick and slippery, the flash throwing him off balance for a moment.

‘I dunno,’ Dane said. ‘Dug.’

Mav shook his head. ‘Jesus,’ he said. ‘With your hands?’

Dane nodded.

‘And they’re not all torn and shit?’

As if the question had not occurred to him before, Dane looked down at his hands. Still covered here and there with black nail polish, his small, bitten fingernails were chipped and broken, his fingertips black with grime. But it wasn’t his fingers or fingernails Toby found himself staring at but Dane’s skin, which was waxen pale and mottled purple and green, as if with fading bruises.

‘Huh,’ said Mav. For a moment nobody said anything, so when Toby’s voice came again it sounded loud, uncertain.

‘What was it like?’

‘What?’

‘Dying.’

There was a pause. Dane tilted his head and looked past Toby. ‘I dunno.’

‘What do you mean, you dunno?’ Mav asked incredulously.

Toby glanced at Mav, willing him to be quiet. ‘Was there a light or a tunnel or something?’

Dane shook his head. ‘Not really. I remember being on the rope, being afraid, and fighting, then next thing I knew I woke up in the coffin.’

‘So you weren’t, you know, aware?’

Dane shook his head.

‘And it didn’t hurt?’ Mav asked.

‘No,’ Dane said. ‘I don’t think so.’ He paused. ‘I remember being cold, I think. And alone.’

‘And now? Does it hurt now?’ Toby asked then, one hand rising, as if to touch the mark on Dane’s neck. Opposite him Dane lifted his head, his eyes meeting Toby’s.

‘No,’ he said. ‘At least, not compared to being alive.’

*

It was after three before Dane left, and although Mav wanted to follow him, Toby held him back, telling him it was better to leave Dane be. But as they watched him lurch off into the dark, Toby could see Mav already had some new object in mind.

‘We should get some of the others around,’ he said, once Dane was out of sight. ‘Get some kind of party going.’

Toby hesitated. ‘I’m not sure that’s such a good idea,’ he said.

‘Don’t be a dickhead,’ Mav said, flicking his phone on. ‘It’ll be cool.’

Which is how there came to be twenty people waiting in Mountain Bean when Dane turned up the next night. A couple were friends of Mav’s, the rest kids from school, a group of girls, a couple of guys Dane had been friendly with years before.

Released from his shift, Toby lingered on the edge of the group, listening and watching. There was something skittish and stagey about the gathering. Several of the girls kept bursting into tears, while the guys talked too loudly, their movements forced and oafish.

Some time around ten it occurred to Toby that Dane might not come, that his first two visits might have severed whatever vestige of his past life remained. But then one of the girls gasped and, glancing around, he saw Dane approaching.

Despite the nervous energy of that past half-hour the room fell silent as Dane entered. Part of it was the fact of his presence, the way he looked, but Toby could see from the way several of them stepped back, hands raised to their mouths, or the protective way one or two of the guys closed their arms around their girlfriends, that it was more than that as well. For a long moment nobody moved, then Mav stepped forward, and with an oddly solicitous gesture placed a hand on Dane’s shoulder and drew him into the group.

*

As Toby watched Mav’s guests take Dane’s hand and clap him on the shoulder he found himself wondering at Dane’s manner with them. The Dane he knew would have hated this, would have sneered at the fake emotion, said they weren’t here for him but for themselves. Toby had hated his anger, hated the way Dane could never leave it be, never stop riding the people around him until he provoked exactly the reaction that would confirm what he believed. Until he made them hate him.

Yet the Dane he could see tonight wasn’t that Dane. It was as if the anger had drained away and in its place there was only a sort of emptiness, as if Dane was already gone.

At first that didn’t seem to matter. Just as at the funeral the girls cried and hugged each other, though now they also made a show of sitting with Dane and talking to him. Some held his hand. The guys embraced him or shook his hand. Mav called him brother. People said you should have told us, and you know you can talk to me, we’re always here. And for a while that was enough.

But as the night progressed, Toby felt something begin to shift in the mood of the group. Whether the others felt it or not he wasn’t sure, but to him it felt like a sort of dissatisfaction was setting in. It wasn’t enough, it seemed, for Dane to be there; he needed to give them something as well, to be grateful for their grief.

At first he wasn’t sure whether he was imagining it or not. But as midnight approached it was obvious something was wrong. Even Caitlin, who had been crying on and off all night, burying her face in Amber’s shoulder and sobbing about how much she missed him, seemed almost angry when she came to say good night.

‘I’m so sorry,’ she said, but Dane just looked at her without speaking. Then he nodded. Yet that moment, that space of seconds, was enough for something to turn cold in Caitlin, for her to pull away, cheated.

Afterwards, when it was just Mav, Toby asked how it had gone. Mav glanced over at Dane.

‘You’d think he’d be pleased, wouldn’t you?’

‘About what?’

‘All these people turning up. That they’re so upset.’

Toby shrugged. ‘I suppose.’

Mav shook his head. ‘You don’t think there’s something really passive-aggressive about it?’

Toby turned to look at Dane, remembering all those Friday and Saturday nights the year before, the way Mav had tormented Dane.

‘What?’ Mav asked, but Toby only shook his head.

‘Fuck you, Mav,’ he said.

*

Outside, Dane was sitting in the air and water bay, his arms wrapped around his legs. Toby walked over, sat down beside him. Dane was doing the staring thing again, his eyes fixed on some invisible spot up on the service station roof, his expression blank. But when Toby spoke he knew Dane was listening.

‘Are you okay?’ he asked. Seated beside him, he could see the line of stitches running up the side of Dane’s head, the white of the skull beneath. Suddenly he remembered something he’d heard about the pathologists removing people’s brains to do toxicology and wondered whether Dane’s was in there or not.

‘They could have done that whole evening without me, couldn’t they? I was only there to give them a chance to feel good about themselves.’ When Toby didn’t answer Dane looked at him. ‘Is that what my funeral was like?’

Toby hesitated. ‘A bit.’

Dane looked away again. When he spoke again his voice was quieter. ‘I spoilt it, didn’t I?’

‘Spoilt what?’

‘This. Before. All of it.’

Toby didn’t reply at once. ‘Why did you do it?’

Dane shrugged. ‘I don’t know. I just wanted it to stop, I think, just wanted it to be over.’

‘You could have tried to talk to me.’

‘Would you have listened?’

Toby didn’t answer, the blood rising to his face. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said at last.

For a long time neither of them spoke. Then Dane rose.

‘I have to go,’ he said.

‘Go where?’ Toby asked, looking up at him.

Dane did not answer, just turned, began to walk away.

‘Wait,’ Toby said, standing up. ‘Isn’t there something I can do?’

As he spoke Dane hesitated and looked around. ‘No,’ he said. ‘Not anymore.’

For a moment Toby thought to run after him, tell him to stay, but he knew there was no point, that however much the thing in front of him looked like Dane it was not, or not in any way that mattered, that everything that mattered about Dane, all his anger, all his need, had died with him, and all that remained was a memory of that need. And as he did, he understood something else, something about the Dead. People wondered why they were here, what they wanted, what they needed. But that was the wrong question. The Dead didn’t want anything: it was the Living who wanted, who needed. And this was their tragedy, to be caught in a story that would not end, to be inconvenient, to be extraneous. To be alive.





FLAME BUGS ON THE SIXTH ISLAND

PATRICK HOLLAND

Go down to the rock pools when the evening tide is out and there is a chance you will see them. Sometimes one will swim in among the mangroves in the tidal flats but the rock pools are best. Flame bugs are what we call them. I do not know if they have other names. I do not know where else they are found but our island. I have never heard them spoken of by anyone who doesn’t live here. The north-east wind comes in spring and blows the flame bugs to our shores. One October in boyhood, I took to going down to the rocks alone to look for them.

I never asked the boys to come with me. I never much wanted company. Also, I was worried they would try to net and torment the creatures, though they are rarely caught by hand. I thought about how the boys dragged mud crabs out from under rocks with hooks and tried to crack their shells.

The most precious time I went looking for the flame bugs was with the girl we called Shell. We called her Shell as before anyone knew her she was seen collecting shells on the south beach, and because she wore a necklace with a by-the-wind sailor pendant. She belonged to that tribe of children whose European blood naturalises here; whose blonde hair the sun and saltwater turn white and the white skin olive.

One afternoon I saw Shell sitting bored in her front yard and, though I had planned to go alone, I asked her if she wanted to come look for flame bugs and she said that she did.

We left Ooncooncoo Street at twelve years old and six o’clock.

Shell had only recently moved to Moreton Bay, so close yet so far apart from the big city. She was lonely and a little intimidated at school. Most of us had grown up together and there were more boys than girls and we boys were very rough unless isolated. First I pitied her. Then I wondered at her: at her way of sitting with her knees beside her; at her speech and her interests that were cultivated and strange to me. I made a habit of noticing her. But I did not know how to introduce myself. This night looking for flame bugs was the first time we had truly spoken. Walking off her street I got the feeling she was excited at the prospect of making a friend, even of me, and that she would have followed me anywhere – far further than the rock pools.

She told me how at her old school she had played the violin but here there was no teacher. Her mother was doing her best in a proper teacher’s stead. She told me she liked the island but for that. I told her I knew a girl who played guitar, which was true. I told her my mother, being a schoolteacher, could let us into the community dance hall any time we liked, where there was an assortment of old instruments and the opportunity to nurture a band, which was not true at all. Between fact and fantasy we decided her musical ambitions did not have to end. We arranged public concerts that would never take place.

We walked off the bitumen streets, through a paddock of cattle on saltwater couch, to the Esplanade lined with wooden buildings and streetlights not yet lit. We came to the sand where more than a dozen tidal pools reflected the twilight arch. The sun sets quickly on the island and amid the pools we stood in true twilight.

I wonder if I hoped we would be left alone, or if that jealousy is mine – the man’s rather than the boy’s.

No one came onto the beach. The ocean was uninhabited but for a lonely fishing boat with lit mast-light in the offing.

I gave her my torch. I told her to shine it into the pools and look for the reflective eyes that would indicate the animals. You almost never found flame bugs in the tidal pools on the sand and mud and I did not hold any serious hope, only I was hoping to stretch time by putting more movements into it. A thing I knew was possible. She checked every pool on our way toward the headland where my true hope was.

We left our shoes on the sand. Our children’s feet found all the footholds in the rock, and a girl of twelve gives up nothing in agility to a boy. Soon we were kneeling by a captured pool, a deep one the sea had only recently left. We did not need the torch now. Its light would not penetrate that depth of water. And anyway, all that was needed was to swirl your hand in it and if the pool held a flame bug it would light like an underwater candle.

She told me she had never seen one. If there was a flame bug there tonight I wanted it to be her find.

‘You try.’

She put her arm in past her elbow and stirred the water.

Two came alight. She cried with delight.

‘It’s a good pool,’ I said. ‘We’re lucky.’

‘Yes. We’re lucky, all right.’

Though she did not know how lucky we were. It was possible to come for days on end and not see one.

‘Should we look in the other pools?’

‘Stay here,’ I said.

‘Yes,’ she agreed. ‘We should stay here where we’ve been lucky, as long as we can.’

I want to say she was beautiful then, when she spoke those transcendent words. It is impossible for a girl of so few years to be truly beautiful, yet I think she must have been as normally I would have gone checking the other pools and left this one that was certain. Instead I wanted to stay where she was pleased.

I told her how flame bugs were rarely seen together like this. How their eggs float on the foam, through the air. At first she did not believe me. I assured her it was true. This was what my father had told me. Perhaps he had been speculating or restating a myth, but nothing I have learned since has falsified it. Our shores are protected, still the flame bugs seem to have no device for coping with even small waves – no muscular foot like a limpet, nor the ability or inclination to bind themselves into crevices like urchins. They are only ever seen at night. I do not know if they are resistant to high rock temperatures and drying out or if the trapped ones die when low tide coincides with the heat of day or if instinct tells them when it is safe to come close to shore.

The existence of flame bugs seems to have no practical point. Nothing in the pools ever rises to snap at them. Though if they are prey to some furtive thing, their glowing when disturbed can only aid it. They cannot be eaten by humans or used for bait and they die when put in tanks. Flame bugs seem to exist only to carry light.

‘Try to catch one,’ I said.

‘I don’t want to hurt it.’

I laughed, happy in my better knowledge; happier I had the opportunity to share it.

She stirred up their lights then made a grab at one that was at the far side of the pool by the time she closed her fingers. She tried again and we laughed together.

‘It’s near impossible,’ I said.

She sighed agreement. They could not be caught.

We sat watching them for I do not know how long. Their unpredictable movements and light meant there was no possibility of boredom. Children do not possess the accumulated pasts and anticipated futures that dwarf the present – happiness in the moment is complete happiness. Since time no longer pained us it was suspended.

There must have been a point that night when we decided it was late and we should return. I do not remember the decision. My parents were native islanders and did not care how late I came home, but her family was new to the island’s customs and would be worried.

I did not wish it, but I found myself delivering her to her front gate. I stayed, hidden behind a fig tree, to see her father come out and pretend to be angry when he heard her footsteps on the path. He hugged her and took her in.

I was jealous. The night might have lasted forever had we not given up on it.

I never spent another evening with the girl we called Shell. Two years passed and circumstance and my shyness meant we never became the companions we might have. Though, if at any time during those two years I had been asked to choose one of my classmates as a favourite, it would have been her. This would have surprised everyone, though not, I suspect, the girl herself. Our relationship was locked in that night away from the island’s inhabitants, where love was unthought of, unplanned, immediate and inevitable.

She moved back to the city for tenth grade. The day before she left she came unexpectedly to my house. She told me she did not want to leave the island. She had not told anyone else. She took my hand. It was the second time we had been alone together. Then she left.

Three years later I heard she had been accepted into the city conservatorium for violin. It was two years after that, having rowed back from my launch, my mother asked me if I remembered a girl who used to live on our island and pointed to a photograph in the already-old city newspaper, to a face that was hers, though I had to look twice to be certain. My mother told me she had been killed by a man in a nightclub who had baited her drink. The paper said she possessed a beautiful future, that had been meaninglessly cut short. Did I remember her? I cannot explain why I lied and said I did not.

I went to the beach. I sat on a high dune and looked out at the ocean, at the riding light of a distant boat. I was heart-broken, though I had little right to be. I had not seen the girl in more than five years. I wondered if my love should stop now, since it became futile with the death of its object.

I have heard it said our souls only live after death if God remembers us. I am frightened of God’s forgetting. This clumsy attempt to write the night of her and the flame bugs is an attempt to redeem a night in time that meant something to me, in this world where not all, and ever less, of our time has meaning. Why do I remember the feeling of that night better than its forms? I cannot be sure all I have written here is factual, though it is – in some inexplicable way – true.

I am still here on the island. I will never leave. Men still fish these waters, but they do not live on the island or build their own boats and they say there is no future in living as I do. I am not concerned with the future. I am a man who most say has done little. But I have already seen more than I understand, and lost much more than I have kept.

The flame bugs are few now. Like all beautiful things, they grow fewer as the world moves degraded through time towards its end.

I walked down the beach to the headland and climbed onto the rocks. I stirred the pool, the same pool … An unlikely flame bug rose and lit.

I spoke to the creature, to the stars, to eternity, to whatever would hear me. I asked it to remember the lost and inimitable movements of that night that time had passed by.

Should we look in the other pools?

Stay here.

Yes. We should stay here where we’ve been lucky, as long as we can.

Why can’t I keep you?

Deep in the pool a second bug lit and rose up beside the first like a fallen tear of light.





SHOOTING THE DOG

PETER GOLDSWORTHY


For Lisa

‘Each time the gravel slid off the shovel it sounded like something trying to hang on by its nails.’

—PHILIP HODGINS, ‘Shooting the Dogs’



He was long in the tooth now, although no one in the district could put an exact figure on the years. His name offered a clue: even this far from the city it had not been possible to call a dog Nigger for at least a decade.

‘You get jailed for it these days,’ Hedley Stokes liked to joke, ritually, to his daughter-in-law Meg, city born and bred and blamed for all kinds of city nonsense.

Hedley had bought the dog, fully grown and pre-named, years back.

Two droughts back, he sometimes put it – but the worst drought had been the absence of his son Ben at the time, playing football in the city and searching for Meg, or the idea of Meg, and trying to get the farm out of his blood. When Hedley’s left knee finally gave way (cack-footed, he had been no mean player himself in his day) and Ben reluctantly returned to take over the place, the name-change insisted on by Meg – ‘Nugget’ – would not be answered to by the dog. Dogged herself, an English teacher anxious about the influence of language on impressionable minds, she tried one more time – ‘Nipper’ – but even the softening of a single consonant was stubbornly resisted by the black dog.

And even more stubbornly by Hedley and his wife, Edna, who still drove over most days from their retirement unit on the coast. Hedley gave the notion nothing more than a cursory snort; it was Edna who took the young woman aside and suggested that it might be cruel and confusing for the dog.

Largely retired from farm work, Nigger was allowed to tag along with his son, Blue, as the younger dog went about its shepherding. Blue was an athletic, wide-casting dog – the best in the district, many thought. If Ben was caught up in the crutching or drenching he would sometimes leave a gate or two open, and rely on Blue to bring up the sheep from the bottom paddocks unsupervised. Nigger was more of a loose cannon now. Slower, arthritic in the hips, he would break out about the flocks ever more lazily, much to the younger dog’s frustration. The winter before, while bringing in the Angora goats that Ben had briefly diversified into, then rapidly out of (‘Another get-poor-quick scheme, son?’), Nigger had cast far too narrowly, dividing the herd and stampeding half of it through a fence. Half a day’s work went down the drain, and far too much torn hide and bloodied fleece. The younger dog had taken it upon himself to admonish his sire’s clumsiness, chasing the astonished Nigger back to the ute, then directing an equal amount of dog invective at an even more astonished Ben for his lack of leadership.

Hedley couldn’t believe his ears when told the story over that Sunday’s roast. ‘Who’s running this farm? You’re the top dog, Bennyboy. You’ve got to lead by example – not leave it to the dogs to sort it out.’

Edna, for good measure, ‘It’s not fair on Blue, dear.’

‘But they do the work,’ Meg put in, ‘maybe they should have more say.’

‘Votes for dogs!’ Ben added.

Hedley allowed himself a chuckle. ‘I tell you one thing, girl. A kelpie-cross or three would do a hell of a better job of running the country than this mob.’ He chewed a little more lamb before remembering his main theme. ‘You can’t spoil them, Ben. Next you’ll have them sleeping in the house.’

Meg’s eyes slid immediately to her husband’s, alarmed. He winked, reassuringly. He wasn’t about to confess.

‘Woof!’ he said, and grinned. ‘Woof, woof!’

After Blue’s rebuke, Ben kept the sire chained in the tray of the ute while working the flocks, often with Hedley – his sire, it occurred to him – sitting in the front seat for company. He toyed, briefly, with the idea of moving Nigger to the coast with his parents, but Meg refused to allow it. A working dog would be bored to death inside their tiny, enclosed courtyard, she argued. In fact, she had grown attached to Nigger, and often kept him inside the farmhouse herself, spoiling him with tidbits, enjoying his company, a familiar presence in the corner of her eye.

‘Well, if it isn’t the house nigger,’ Hedley declared over another Sunday roast, as the dog tried to remain invisible beneath the dining-room table.

‘Hedley!’ his wife warned him before Meg could bite. ‘You mustn’t say things like that.’

‘Sticks and stones, Edna my love. Sticks and stones.’

It was a theme he often returned to, liking to shock his daughter-in-law with his version of straight country talk – but liking, also, her cheek in return, her willingness to give back as much as she got.

‘He’s not a full-blood nigger,’ he announced one morning. ‘Look here –’ And he ruffled the white patch, roughly diamond-shaped, that stained the dog’s black head like a horse’s blaze. ‘Bentley mark. Know what a Bentley mark is, Meg?’

‘Yes, Dad. But don’t let that stop you telling me again.’

He grinned, pleased. ‘Sign of the true heeler. He’s got more than a bit of Queensland blue in him, this feller.’

‘I don’t follow. You mean they crossed a dog with a cheese?’

Dash of blue heeler or not, Nigger was mostly kelpie. His coat’s blackness took on a reddish kelpie sheen in the afternoon light, although Hedley liked to claim it was mostly dust.

Once, after Meg had spent the morning washing the old dog in a plastic washing tub, Hedley had leaned forward from his chair – a sort of cane throne on the veranda – and spat on the dog’s coat as it slept in the sun at his feet.

‘A working dog should be dirty,’ he said, with that glint of mischief in his eye that Meg was beginning to enjoy, and that she knew, also, was his harmless way of flirting with her.

Blue’s dam had been a red kelpie from a property further down the Peninsula. The mother’s redness had come through almost undiluted in the son, hence his name. He was a beautiful dog to watch at work, prick-eared, sleek as a seal, forever on the move. As a pup he had shown no interest in the sheep, and Hedley had almost given up on him. Then suddenly, at six months or so, watching his sire squeeze sheep into a pen for jetting, some sort of lightbulb had gone on the pup’s head. Within minutes he’d been walking across the backs of the penned sheep, up to his hocks in their thick wool. He hadn’t stopped moving among them since.

‘Gentler than his old man,’ Hedley liked to boast. ‘The cattle dog hasn’t come through. Which is why he’s not a biter. Never even nips. Doesn’t need to.’

For a time, chained in the ute, Nigger seemed to take a similar pride in watching his son at work. But after a few days the whining started, and then the frustrated straining at the chain. The last straw came with the arrival of the alpacas. Ben bought the small herd against his father’s advice, or perhaps because of that advice. (‘Rooster one day, feather duster the next in that caper, son.’) When the bottom fell out of an over-supplied alpaca-wool market (‘Can’t say I didn’t warn him, Meg. Only the breeders made any money.’) Ben offloaded the herd at dog-food prices. The sight of Blue bringing these alien animals – half-goat, half–bonsai camel – in for transport drove Nigger into a frenzy. Maddened even further by Hedley’s dressings down, he managed to scramble over the near-side of the ute and almost hang himself on his chain.

‘Two things, son. The length of the chain – Jesus! Second – you’ll have to leave him at the house in any case.’

‘Wouldn’t mind leaving both of you,’ Ben muttered to himself.

In fact, he and Blue were alone in the top paddock a week later when the dog found the first of the spring lambs. Or found the crows which had already found them.

‘What you got there, feller?’

Foxes were his first thought, but the ripped-apart lambs had not been eaten. It looked more like play, or playful torture, than hunting for food. His second thought was Blue – the dog had the freedom of the farm. But Blue seemed as surprised as him at the discovery, and he had never been aggressive with the animals, apart from head-butting the nose of the odd angry ewe.

Meg, back teaching six-tenths, was still in town when he arrived home, but his father was sitting in his cane throne on the veranda and his mother was ensconced in her old kitchen, baking, and chatting to her husband through the open window. Ben stalked straight to Nigger’s kennel. As he squatted on his haunches, the dog seemed pleased enough to see him, wagging its tail and innocently offering up its jaws for inspection.

His father limped across the yard. ‘Problem, son?’

‘A few lambs have been killed.’

‘Foxes?’

‘They weren’t eaten.’

‘No sign of wool on Nigger,’ Hedley said, peering over his shoulder. ‘How fresh was the kill?’

‘Yesterday. Maybe the day before. The crows had got stuck in.’

‘Then you’re not likely to find anything today,’ the old man said, and straightened up and limped back to his chair.

‘Maybe it was a wedge-tail?’

A chuckle from the older man, ‘No chance, son.’

‘What about Ted Chambers’ dog? I never liked the look of it. Plug-ugly. More pig in it than dog. And always out in the road chasing cars.’

‘Big call to make, Bennyboy. You wouldn’t want to say anything to Ted without hard evidence.’

Gathering evidence would not be easy, but the chief suspect was waiting for Ben and Meg in the middle of the road – its section of road clearly – as they drove home from church that Sunday, alerted by their dust from miles away. The dog’s front feet were planted firmly in the dirt, bracing itself less against the oncoming car, perhaps, than against the backward thrust of the force of its own barking. One especially powerful bark seemed to lift the entire dog off its paws, spinning it three-sixty degrees back to its original position. Instead of speeding past, Ben pulled to the side of the road and stopped. Ted and Joan, great talkers, were still back in town on the church steps; he had time for a little sleuthing.

‘What are you doing?’ Meg asked, alarmed, as he opened the door, but the dog had already stopped its barking, and padded tamely up to the driver’s door with its tail wagging, a picture of innocence.

‘All bark and no bite,’ Ben said, chucking its pale, pig-like ears.

In the adjacent field Ted Chambers’ spring lambs were frolicking, and even as Ben inspected the dog’s snout for telltale strands of wool, he knew that there was no chance of this dog travelling ten miles across stony country to kill his lambs. Behind them, the dust of another car was fast approaching. The Chambers, escaping the church steps earlier than usual? Edna and Hedley, more likely, arriving for the Sunday leg of lamb which Meg always left roasting in the oven before church.

‘We need to get home,’ she reminded him, and he pushed the blameless dog away and tugged the car door shut.

He made sure Nigger was outside, out of sight, while they were eating, but Hedley warmed to the theme nonetheless. ‘It happens to some dogs late in life, son. They turn.’

‘Into grumpy old dogs?’ Meg suggested.

For once her father-in-law ignored the tease. ‘Might be the dingo coming through, of course.’

‘He’s got dingo in him?’ Meg asked, surprised.

‘He’s got blue heeler in him,’ Ben reminded her. ‘Heelers are part dingo.’

‘Some more than others,’ Hedley said. ‘Every now and then some genius decides the breed is getting too soft and crosses more dingo back into it.’

‘What’s this, dear?’ Edna interrupted, working with her fork at a white cyst-like pocket in a slice of meat.

‘Looks like hydatid,’ Hedley pronounced. ‘Better not touch that, Mother.’

Meg laughed. ‘They’re just garlic cloves, Dad.’

Hedley drowned the offending lamb in mint sauce. ‘And I thought the meat was off.’

‘It’s an acquired taste,’ she said, but he had already turned back to Ben.

‘There’s no cure for it, son.’

‘What are you saying, Dad?’

‘You know what I’m saying. Once they start, they never stop.’

‘Then you’ll have to have him with you, after all. In town. Where he can’t do any damage.’

‘It’s no life for a working dog in there, son.’

Silence. Meg’s eyes met Ben’s, pleading. He turned back to his father. ‘I’m not going to put him down without definite proof, Dad.’

‘Bennyboy – listen to reason. In no time flat you’ll have no lambs left. Once a dog acquires the taste …’ He turned back to his daughter-in-law. ‘Speaking of which – could I pester you for a couple more slices?’

Nigger left his breakfast untouched in its bowl the next morning. After stalking that bowl, and being unrebuked, Blue gobbled it down. Was the older dog sickening? A different explanation waited out in the fields, where three black-feathered undertakers were keeping vigil over the bodies of another two dead lambs, one of which this time had been partly eaten.

Even now, finding no wool on the old dog’s jaws or blood on his coat, Ben was able to resist the obvious. Although he prudently kept Nigger chained up every night for a week.

Prudently, but sleeplessly: bursts of angry, frustrated barking kept waking both of them. Desperate for a night’s shut-eye by the weekend, he left the dog unchained, and found three more lambs ripped apart in the morning. Circumstantial evidence? Only Meg still thought so.

‘We have to catch him red-handed, Ben.’

A year or two before he wouldn’t have listened. The value of the lost meat and wool would have tipped the scales of justice against the dog. Now the wool mountain was a mile high, everyone wanted to eat beef, or battery chicken, and his monetary losses were negligible. He could afford to bide his time.

‘You were thinking of getting rid of the sheep anyway, Ben. Barley prices are up – why not put in a few more acres next year? Or canola – the Chambers are putting in canola …’

‘If it’s not our lambs, it’ll be the neighbours’.’

‘I’ll keep him in the house then. Or we can put up a higher fence.’

‘I can’t even afford to fence the back paddock.’

He didn’t tell his father about the latest attack. Hedley’s trick knee needed replacement, he had enough on his plate. But when the older man next rode around the farm with Ben he saw immediately that the lamb numbers were down.

‘That cold snap,’ Ben lied, and Hedley seemed satisfied enough, or too preoccupied with his own health to care.

Meg kept Nigger inside for the rest of the week, and when Ben found the fourth batch of savaged lambs it seemed at first that the dog might be in the clear. But a day later Meg found a leg bone in the dog’s basket. She told Ben as soon as he came in that afternoon.

‘You let him out last night?’

‘He might be able to get out. But I can’t see how he could get back in.’

‘He must have,’ Ben said, and walked to the kitchen door. The flyscreen door was open an inch; he pushed it open, watched it fail to close completely.

‘The spring’s gone. He could shove his nose in there.’

‘No wonder the mozzies were biting,’ Meg said, but mosquitos were the last thing on Ben’s mind as he stalked outside and chained the dog to the tank-stand.

‘Why is Nigger chained up?’ Edna wanted to know over the roast that Sunday.

‘Just a precaution, Mum.’

‘You missing a few more lambs?’ Hedley put in.

Ben said nothing; his eyes sought refuge in Meg’s, avoiding his father’s. But he couldn’t turn his ears away.

‘You’ve only yourselves to blame, Bennyboy. Both of you. You can’t get close to a dog.’

‘A few pats can hardly make a difference,’ Meg said.

‘A few pats? He has the run of the house. You feed him scraps from the table …’

‘Sometimes.’

‘He thinks he’s human, girlie. He thinks he’s a member of the family.’

‘He is a member of the family. And he feels things – just like us.’

Hedley spluttered, amused. ‘Like you maybe.’

‘Like all of us. He feels anger. Jealousy. Love …’

‘Maybe you’d better get one of these social workers from the city out to talk to him.’

‘Hedley,’ his wife warned.

‘Just trying to help, Edna. The kids have made a rod for their own backs. All I’m doing is offering advice. You have to put the dog down, son. Before you lose any more lambs.’

‘We’ll think about it, Dad.’

‘Well don’t think too long. It might be your farm now, but I can’t sit by and watch it go down the gurgler.’

Ben, through gritted teeth, ‘I said, we’ll think about it, Dad.’

‘And I said, you’re running out of time.’

Ben dropped his knife and fork with a clatter. ‘Maybe I don’t want the fucking farm, Dad. Maybe I never wanted it …’

‘There must be someone who would take him as a pet,’ Meg interrupted before anything more damaging could be said.

‘You could put an ad in the paper,’ Edna suggested.

Her son picked up his cutlery again. ‘We’ll think about that too, Mum.’

The young couple lay awake half the night thinking – and talking. Meg’s sleep, when it came, was eased by a sense that nothing had yet been decided. Ben left the house before she woke the next morning, needing an early start. Restringing wires in the top paddock, he waited until he saw her drive away to school before climbing into the ute and heading back to the house. He dragged a stool into the bedroom next to the wardrobe, and climbed up. Three guns had once been stored on top, out of his child’s reach, until the Anzac Day when Hedley arrived back early from the Club, pulled down his old army .303, carried it out to the woodpile, set it on the block, and took to it with a sledgehammer. He had offered no reasons, then or later, and Ben had never seen him in such a state, before or since. Edna deflected her troubled son’s questions by talking vaguely of ‘a disagreement at the Club’, of someone calling him ‘a name that he didn’t like’.

Two guns remained. The single-shot .22 Ben had used himself as a boy, spotlighting rabbits and kangaroos and even shooting the odd fox under supervision. The shotgun – a Winchester Type 12 – he had never been allowed to touch. He had been too small the winter his father had bought it. A pair of ducks had settled on the dam, but after breaking a tooth on a pellet while biting into a drumstick, Hedley had gone off duck meat forever. The Winchester had not been used since, except secretly, in play. In his teens, Ben would often take the gun down when his parents were out, and familiarise himself with its workings. He was standing on the stool now, checking the pump action, when his father appeared in the doorway below him.

Startled, he nearly unbalanced. The old man might have been a genie conjured up by rubbing the blue gun metal.

‘Jesus, Dad – where did you come from?’

‘You can’t use a twelve-gauge, son. You’d take his whole head off.’

Hedley turned and limped out of sight as abruptly as he had appeared. Ben placed the Winchester back on the wardrobe and took down the .22, an ancient single-shot Browning, plus a box of shells, and the squeeze can of gun oil. He spread newspaper over the kitchen table, and carefully wiped down the open sights, broke open the breech, and blew out the cobwebs. He oiled the hammer, checked its action, then opened the box of ammo and dropped a single shell into his breast pocket.

He was about to replace the box on the wardrobe when he stopped, and took out a second shell. Just in case.

Outside, Hedley was back on his throne. ‘Nigger,’ he called, and as always the dog ran instantly to him. ‘Sit, boy,’ he ordered, and as he leaned forward Ben thought he might be about to pat the dog for the first time ever. ‘You’ve been a good worker, boy,’ he said. A pause. ‘Well done,’ he added, then leaned back again, and turned to his son and nodded. To Ben, unsettled, it felt weirdly like a prison warden’s nod to an executioner.

‘You coming, Dad?’

‘You got to do these things by yourself, son.’

Bullshit, Ben thought. You just don’t want to see it. But a lump clogged his throat; his father’s terse farewell to the dog had touched him somehow. He averted his face, and whistled Nigger up into the back of the ute. Blue tried to follow; twice Ben had to order the usually obedient dog to stay. The younger dog whimpered, and paced around the yard, agitated. When Ben tossed a spade into the tray, Blue barked frantically up at his sire, as if in warning.

Ben knelt and held the young dog’s head for a moment, looking him straight in the eyes. ‘It can’t be helped, Blue. It’s got to be done.’

The condemned dog, its own mind-reading powers apparently diminished by age, showed no qualms at accepting a ride in a ute with a man with a rifle and a spade. The south paddock was three gates away. Each time Ben stopped and climbed out he avoided eye contact with the dog, but Nigger seemed oblivious to this body language, running eagerly from side to side of the tray, tongue lolling, happy just to be out and about. When they reached the stand of uncleared mulga that bordered the south fence, the dog jumped joyfully down, and headed straight into the bleached summer grass. He had killed a brown snake here years before; the patch of scrub was clearly a technicolour mix of nose memories and fresh scents, which was why Ben had chosen it.

Ben took the spade and rifle out of the tray and stood for a time with one implement in each hand, as if balancing them, or weighing something. Should he dig the grave first? Or afterwards? Nosing about in the dry grass the dog still seemed impervious to his fate. Dig first, and work a little agitation out of the system? And if it delayed the inevitable a little longer, so be it.

The work was hard; the stony ground had never been tilled, and no rain had fallen since August. He should have brought a pick, or mattock. He dug slowly and methodically, wanting to take his time, needing to take his time, all the time in the world. He took an unnecessary break, and sat with his legs dangling from the back of the ute, sipping tea from the cap of his thermos. The dog ran to him, expecting a treat, but he was saving the one treat in his pocket till later, and the dog immediately turned and ran back to his explorations, able to read the man’s intentions in this respect at least. Ben savoured a second capful of the tea, black and sugary, then returned to his digging. The hole was Nigger-sized in length and breadth, but no more than two feet deep when he decided that enough was enough. The phrase ‘a shallow bush grave’ came to him, poignantly, from somewhere, another murder story in that morning paper perhaps. He rolled himself a cigarette from a long-abandoned pack in the glove box. Having smoked it to the last few millimetres, stale tobacco or not, he could delay no longer. How small the .22 shell he fossicked from his breast pocket seemed, not much more lethal than an air-gun slug. He broke open the old rifle, loaded the chamber, snapped the breech shut. He took the scrap of dried liver from his pocket, a treat his father had never approved of for working dogs, and dropped it into the hole.

‘Here, boy.’

The dog came to him, looked down into the hole, looked up into his eyes, looked down again, then once more up, quizzically.

‘It’s OK, boy,’ he said, and as the dog stepped down into the hole for its last, small meal, he lifted the rifle to his shoulder in one quick movement, aimed it into the black crown of the dog’s head, and fired, and the dog collapsed on its own legs without a sound.

As fast as the shooting had been, the tears that sprang to Ben’s eyes were even faster.

‘Sorry, boy,’ he said, and knelt and examined the dog through the film of those tears. ‘Sorry, old feller.’

There were no tears in the dog’s motionless eyes, or even any kind of death shiver in its legs. He rose and took up the spade and began to fill the grave, working rapidly this time. When he had finished, he found the sight of the small mound – exactly the length and width and volume of the dog – too disturbing, and he began to remove dirt from it, and spread it around. He couldn’t bring himself to tread down the remaining heap, not wanting to further damage the dog, or in any way to squash it.

He drove off immediately to his fencing chores, and buried himself all day in the physicality of star-dropping, and stringing and tightening wires. Hard enough work for two, near impossible for one – but he had no distractions. He had drunk most of his tea while stalling for time at the shooting, and had left home early without packing lunch. His father’s car had gone when he returned to the house late in the afternoon; he washed down a meat and pickle sandwich with a bottle of beer then slumped into the cane throne on the veranda, exhausted.

‘Ben?’

‘Hmmm.’

A kiss on his forehead. ‘You’re sleeping in the sun, darling. Come inside.’

Meg made no mention of Nigger, then or later, over dinner, but she brought Blue into the house, and fed him a choice scrap of meat from the table, whether for her comfort or the dog’s or to make some kind of obscure point to Ben he couldn’t tell.

He had dreaded facing her, but she seemed especially kind to him also.

His mother rang after dinner. ‘You OK, Benny?’

‘Fine, Mum.’

‘And Meg?’

‘She’s managing.’

‘I know she was fond of old Nigger. But your father was right. It had to be done.’

‘I know, Mum. Thanks for the call.’

‘Give my love to Meg.’

‘Of course. She’s right here. You want to talk to her?’

‘I’m sure she has more important things to do. Just give a hug.’

Blue nosed his way in through the flyscreen door the next night as they were eating. It was clearly lonely out in the yard, and after the three of them had cleaned the two dinner plates between them, Ben brought the dog’s basket inside.

It was Blue tugging at the quilt that woke him in the small hours the following night. He had seen the dog agitated before – the morning of Nigger’s execution for one – but he had never seen such a silent, purposeful agitation. Something was afoot. An intruder? The hairs were bristling along the dog’s back, but still it made no noise, insisting only with its body language that Ben follow, immediately. Meg, exhausted, slept on as he slipped from the bed. It wasn’t until he reached the hall that he heard the scratching at the kitchen door. Blue was already waiting at that door, staring at it, ears pricked, hairs erect, one forefoot raised. Ben pulled his old cricket bat from the hall stand, turned on the porch light, and jerked open the door.

A dog was lying with its head on the doormat, scratching at the flyscreen; it took a moment for Ben to realise, shocked, that it was Nigger. His heart was thumping as he knelt and examined the dog. The entry wound on its crown had congealed into a dark, hard scab. There was no sign of an exit; the slug must still be in there somewhere. Blue was whimpering now, finding his voice, and after some sniffing, and licking of the older dog’s nose, began to lick methodically at its wound.

‘Nigger,’ Ben whispered. ‘It’s OK, boy.’

The dog had lost the power of dog speech, apparently; it made no noise at all, not even a whimper. It dragged itself an inch or so closer, but skewing sideways, crabwise. Ben saw that it – he, he reminded himself – was able to move his right-side legs only, as if cut down by a stroke rather than a bullet. His coat was encrusted with dust and clay; he had clearly been unable to shake off the grave dirt. Ben looked out, across the dust of home yard; within the fall of the porch light he could make out the trail of the dog, a dragging, snake-like spoor. A black joke from childhood came back to him, made poignant now; what do you do with a dog with no legs? Take it for a drag.

But what do you do? His immediate reaction, through the fog of disbelief, was to take the dog straight back out into the bush and shoot it again, before Meg woke. To put Nigger out of his misery, certainly – but even more, to spare her. Except the rifle was in the bedroom; he couldn’t get his hands on it without waking her. The cricket bat was still tucked under his arm; he became aware of its weight again. Could he club the dog to death? He baulked at the thought, but the bat seemed to be getting heavier all the time, as if by a sudden surge in gravity. Did he have the heart for it? No – he had the heart not to do it. Did he have the stomach for it? He was saved, for the moment, by the padding of bare footsteps along the hall floorboards behind him. He shifted on his haunches to hide the maimed dog, but Meg was already leaning over him, her ‘What’s the matter, darling?’ swallowed by a horrified gasp, ‘Oh, my God!’

She covered her mouth with both her hands and in the same movement sank to her knees. ‘Oh, my poor boy. My poor Nigger.’ She took the dog’s head gently in her lap, and its long tongue slid out and licked weakly, lopsidedly, at her hand.

She looked up at her husband, distraught, through wet eyes. ‘What can we do, Ben? What can we do? And what are you doing with that bat?’

He had no answer. His eyes met hers for a long moment, then he stepped back inside the house, and kept walking through to the bedroom. He climbed the stool, and took down the shotgun. He slid three plump, red cartridges into the magazine, and loaded one in the chamber. The gun could hold more, but four already seemed like overkill. He pocketed another three cartridges all the same. To be found wanting once was once too many.

‘What are you doing?’ Meg demanded when he reappeared.

He couldn’t meet here eyes.

‘You’re going to shoot him again?’

‘Look at him, Meg. What choice is there? He must be in misery. Dragged himself two miles back to the house. What else can I do?’

‘Can’t we give him the night at least? Something to eat? Maybe he’ll recover.’

This time he looked at her, if still unable to speak.

‘It’s not right, Ben. You put him through this. You and your father. And isn’t there some kind of law? If you survive the execution you can’t be convicted again …’ How had this nonsense popped into her head? She abandoned it as soon as it popped out of her mouth. ‘If you’d done it properly the first time …’

‘You think I don’t know that?’

The dog was shivering. She took off her towelling robe and tucked it over and around him.

‘Get some water, Ben.’

He leaned the shotgun against the wall inside the door, and filled a saucer in the kitchen. The dog ignored it, or was unable to control its head enough to sip.

‘I’ll warm some milk,’ Meg said. ‘You bring him inside. Put him on the spare bed.’

At least the dog seemed in no pain. Paralysed down one side perhaps, and unable to speak any dog words, unable even to whimper, but uncomplaining as he was wrapped more tightly in the swaddling of bathrobe, and lifted into Ben’s arms. The burden was surprisingly light – dehydration? blood loss? – and by bending his knees Ben was able to grab the shotgun also. Meg had vanished, naked, into the kitchen. For a moment he paused in the doorway, half inside the house and half out. Nigger looked up at him, and licked his hand. Blue was out in the yard, facing them; as Ben stepped down off the veranda the younger dog ran between him and the utility, and turned, crouching, and turned and crouched again, as if trying to herd him back into the house.

‘Stand down, boy.’

He laid the bundled dog gently in the tray, then took the shotgun into the cabin with him, placing it carefully across the backrest. He had started the engine and turned towards the grid when Meg walked out in front of the ute. He hadn’t seen her emerge from the house; she had pulled on boots and jeans and a thick pullover. Instead of the promised saucer of milk she was carrying the garden spade, cradling it across her chest like a weapon. Was she, also, refusing to allow him to pass? Over my dead body, Ben? Instead she walked around and climbed into the passenger seat, nursing the spade between her knees, perhaps – the thought came to him – to keep it out of sight of the dog. She reached over and squeezed his hand, briefly, but without looking at him. Sensing that she couldn’t bring herself to speak, he kept silent himself as the ute rumbled across the grid and into the home paddock. She climbed out to open the first gate and climbed back in after he had driven through, still without speaking. After the second gate, she climbed back onto the tray instead, and sat nursing the dog’s head in her lap.

He opened and closed the third gate himself.

He parked facing the same stand of scrub, leaving the headlights blazing. The shallow grave had imploded; he dug it out quickly while Meg remained up in the tray, murmuring soothing sounds at the dog. He worked hard and fast, digging out another entire hole’s worth of dirt, wanting to be certain this time, before tossing the spade aside.

‘I’m ready,’ he finally said.

‘You’ll need to lift him out,’ Meg said.

He took the towelling bundle from her and carried it around into the headlights, keeping the dog’s head towards the ute, not wanting him to see the stand of gums, or the gaping hole – although Nigger surely knew exactly where he was.

He set the dog on the ground and, as Meg knelt and fondled his ears again, walked back to the cabin of the ute for the loaded gun. He checked the breech as Meg tugged a corner of the robe over the condemned dog’s eyes. Nigger licked her hand once, but as she stood back, the right side of his body, the working side, began trembling, violently.

‘He’s scared,’ she whispered, hoarsely. ‘He knows. Do it quickly, Ben.’

Not too quickly, he reminded himself as he aimed the gun with more deliberate care at the masked head. He squeezed the trigger slowly, and with such forced concentration that he barely noticed the hard, bruising kickback of the stock against his shoulder, or the explosion of the shot itself.

Meg’s gasp of horror was barely audible to his deafened ears; she had already turned away to lean against the bonnet of the ute as he lowered the gun. He could look no longer than a second himself. He leaned the gun against the wheel of the ute and dragged the dead dog by the hind legs to the edge of the hole, keeping his face averted.

Then he took the spade and cleaned up the fragments of shattered bone and brains, still trying only to look out of the corner of his eye. He had scraped two small mounds of dirt and remains into the hole when nausea overcame him.

‘Here,’ Meg was saying somewhere, far off, although apparently close enough to take the spade from his hands. He squatted on his heels, with his head between his knees till he stopped feeling faint. He could hear her working somewhere, and by the time he felt safe to rise to his feet again she was banging down the earth on top of the grave.

‘You OK, Ben?’

‘Getting there. And you?’

A long silence. ‘Do you think we’re cut out for this?’

‘I think you are,’ he said, and she offered up the glimmer of a smile.

They drove back to the house as they had driven out, in silence. Blue was waiting at the grid, prick-eared, pacing relentlessly about. As they climbed out, he was already looking past them from the tray to the cabin and back again. Ben left the shotgun in the cabin, but tossed the spade into the toolshed and closed the door; he would hose it down later. Blue followed Meg up the steps onto the veranda, searching her face for a sign, looking back at Ben’s face, looking past them out into the night, looking and searching everywhere.

At the door Meg turned, and spoke to him. ‘No, Blue. Stay.’

She held the door for her husband to step through, then closed it in the dog’s face, slowly but firmly.





WHERE THERE’S SMOKE

CHRIS WOMERSLEY

Once, when I was about nine years old, I was kicking a football around in the back garden late in the afternoon. I was alone, as usual – or thought I was – and the day was nearly over. It was late autumn. The air was still blue and smoky from the piles of burning leaves in the neighbourhood gutters. Shooting for goal from an impossible angle, my football bounced into a tangle of bushes beside the high wooden fence that bordered our neighbour’s house and when I crawled in to retrieve it, I discovered a woman crouching there, damp leaves stuck to her hair like a crown. She clutched her knees, which were bare and knobbly where her dress had ridden up. I was too stunned to say a word.

‘You must be Nick,’ she said.

I nodded. My scuffed football was just behind her.

‘How did you know?’ I said when at last I found my voice.

She glanced up at the old house, at the lighted lounge-room window warm as a lozenge in the failing light. Soon one of my sisters would draw the curtains and the house would be absorbed into the falling night, safe and sound against the cold and dark. Realising I was clearly not the sort of child to run screaming upon finding a stranger in his backyard, she took a few seconds to adjust her position, which must have been quite uncomfortable.

‘Oh, I know lots of interesting things about you.’

I heard Mrs Thomson singing to herself in her kitchen next door, the chink of cutlery being taken from a drawer. Having stopped running around, I was getting cold and a graze on my elbow where I had fallen over on the bricks began to sting.

‘I know that you love football,’ the woman went on, looking around as if assembling the information from the nearby air. ‘Aaaaand that you love Star Wars, that you’ve got lots of Star Wars toys and things. Little figurines, I guess you’d call them.’

This was true. I’d seen Star Wars four times, once with my dad and then with my friend Shaun and then twice at other kids’ birthday parties. In addition, I had a book of Star Wars, a model of an X-Wing Fighter, comics and several posters on my wall. The distant planet of Tattooine – with its twin suns, where Luke Skywalker had grown up – was more real to me than Darwin or the Amazon.

I inspected the stranger more closely in the fading light. She was pretty, with long hair and freckles across her nose. She wasn’t as old as my mum, but maybe a bit older than my teacher at school, Miss Dillinger.

It didn’t seem right that this woman was sneaking about in our garden and I was mentally preparing to say something to that effect when she leaned forward, whispering, her red mouth suddenly so close I felt her breath on my ear.

‘I also know that it was you who broke Mr Miller’s window last month.’

A chill seeped through me. Several weeks ago, Shaun and I were hitting a tennis ball around in his grassy garden when we discovered a much more interesting game; by employing the tennis rackets we could launch unripe lemons vast distances. Green lemons the size of golf balls were the best and, if struck correctly, would travel across several houses – maybe even as far as a kilometre, or so we imagined. With no one around – who knew where Shaun’s parents were? – we amused ourselves in this fashion until the predictable happened and we heard the smash of a distant window, followed by furious shouting that went on for several minutes. Terrified, we stashed the tennis rackets back in the shed, cleaned up the lemons and scurried inside to watch television and listen out for sirens or the blunt knock of a policeman at the front door. We heard later that the police were indeed summoned, but no one thought to question us about the damage because it happened so far from our houses and who would have dreamed we could throw lemons so far? Nothing was ever proved and he vehemently denied any involvement, but blame was sheeted home to an older kid called Glen Taylor, who lived closer to the Millers and was known to be a troublemaker. Our apparent escape didn’t stop me from dwelling on our crime most days and even now, weeks later, the sight of a police car filled me with dread, with terrifying visions of handcuffs and juvenile detention.

The stranger sat back on her haunches, evidently satisfied. I felt the shameful heat of incipient tears. ‘Are you the police?’

‘Hardly.’

‘Then who are you?’

She coughed once into her fist and looked around again, as if she were unsure herself. ‘Don’t cry,’ she said at last. ‘It’s all right, I won’t hurt you. My name is … Anne.’

I wiped my nose. ‘But what are you doing hiding in our garden?’

A fresh pause, another glance towards my house. ‘I’m not hiding, thank you very much. I’m always here.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I’m waiting for my turn on the throne.’ The woman looked at me again, and it seemed to me her mouth had tightened. ‘Princess Anne, waiting to enter the castle as queen at last.’

By now it was almost dark. The woman’s dress was indistinguishable from the foliage surrounding us, so that only her pale face was visible, the deep pools of her eyes. She jumped when my mother called out for me to come inside for dinner – looked set to run off, in fact – before relaxing again at the sound of retreating footsteps and the screen door slapping shut.

‘Yell out you’re coming,’ she whispered.

Succumbing to the innate authority adults wield over children, I did as I was told.

‘Smells delicious,’ she said a few seconds later. ‘Like lamb.’

I nodded.

‘I hear your mother is a good little cook.’

I was suffused with filial pride. ‘She is. She makes a beautiful apple crumble, too.’

‘Keeps a nice house. Tucks you in, reads you stories, makes biscuits.’

My mum didn’t make biscuits. The curious woman didn’t even seem to be addressing me but, rather, talking out loud to herself.

‘That’s very nice,’ she continued, as if I had agreed with her summation of my mother’s housekeeping capabilities. ‘Why don’t you bring me back some of that lamb later. Wrap a few slices in some wax paper or something. Let me try this famous lamb.’

‘I don’t know—’

‘Go on, be a sport. And one of your father’s cigarettes.’

‘He gave up.’

The woman sniggered. ‘Like hell he did. Look in his study. There’s a green volume of Dickens on the top shelf of his bookcase. Great Expectations, naturally. It’s hollowed out and there’s a packet of Marlboros hidden in there. Bring me a couple. Don’t forget the matches.’

I didn’t ask how she knew this. I had become unaccountably afraid in the past minute or so and stood up as best I could beneath the low branches to leave. At school they advised us not to talk to strangers in the street or at the park, but no one said anything about finding one in your own garden.

‘I suppose you want your ball.’

‘Yes, please.’

She slung me the football. ‘Nice manners. Don’t forget to bring me those cigarettes after dinner. I’ll be right here.’

‘OK.’

‘Don’t smoke them all yourself, will you, now you know where they’re hidden? They’re for grown-ups.’

‘I don’t smoke.’

‘Good boy. It was nice meeting you at last. You can’t tell anyone you saw me, though. Remember what I know about you and those lemons. A certain broken window. Don’t want your mum to find out, do you? Or the police. Tell anyone you saw me here and I’ll blow your whole house down. Just like whatshername, Princess Leia.’

I didn’t bother to correct her version of who Princess Leia was or what she might be capable of and went inside for dinner. Afterwards, when everyone was watching TV, I went into my dad’s study and found the cigarettes exactly where she said they were. I stood there a long time staring at them before lifting the packet out of the miniature grave carved into the book. The smell of dry tobacco was both familiar and exotic, full of dark promise. On the calendar stuck on our kitchen wall were marked the months since my father had smoked his last cigarette and the money his hard-won abstinence was saving our family. The ways of adults were as mysterious to me as a forest; they spoke often in their own unintelligible tongue. In the other room my family laughed at M*A*S*H, even though they were all repeats.

Without really knowing what I was doing – much less why – I withdrew a cigarette from the packet, put it between my lips and lit it. The flavour was strong and terrible. Smoke wafted into my eyes. My immediate coughing fit brought my two older sisters running to the study doorway, where they stood giggling with disbelief after calling out for our mum.

When she arrived, my mother slapped the cigarette away and demanded to know what the hell I was doing. My father was the last to arrive on the scene and he weathered my mother’s tirade with his gaze fixed not on the book with its cigarette packet-shaped hole that my mother brandished at him as evidence of his flagrant dishonesty, but on the curtained window, as if expecting to see something unwelcome step in from outside.
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