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				This special issue of Westerly, titled New Creative, showcases the talent developing within local university programmes as well as the broader West Australian writing community. Whether the process of emerging—of rising by virtue from obscurity into notice (OED)—is ever completely achieved, or if writers are always in a constant state of emergence is debatable. A substantial body of work or a book-length publication by a recognised house indicates some sense of ‘arrival’, but we were excited to receive work from writers at various points in their careers, including first-time authors. From close to one hundred submissions—a stimulating range and mix of poetry, fiction and creative nonfiction—twenty-five pieces were selected. Above all, the primary criterion for selection was quality.

				The pieces included in this issue consistently demonstrate a strong central idea, notable technique, original voice, effective structure and innovative use of lyrical devices such as metaphor and image. There are promising examples of genre fiction: ‘Frank’ by Guy Salvidge puts a local and contemporary spin on noir fiction, while Laura Haddock’s ‘Refreshment’ offers a creepy, rhythmic meditation on the trials of love in times of change. Violence and death imbue the issue—‘Last Days’ by Brenda Downing explores the intimacy of dying, while in ‘Lacrimosa Dies Illa’, Emily J. Sun draws on Mozart’s Requiem to highlight the complex and inevitably incomplete process of grieving. Writers Elizabeth Tan and Francesca Sasnaitis problematise the workings of intimate relationships and highlight the subjective nature of truth and reality in their respective fictional offerings, ‘This is not a treehouse’ and ‘Mapping Coincidence’. Both also delight in the inventiveness of 
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				the fictive process, and nudge the boundaries of what we define as fiction, with Tan’s piece a magical parable of sorts, and Sasnaitas’ story a self-described ‘experiment in bricolage’.

				Several creative nonfiction pieces likewise are born from, yet play with, traditional form and content: Ella Harrison’s ballad of sexual liberation is evocative of the rhythms of the Beat generation; the Italo Calvino-inspired ‘Paper Headstones’ sees Daniel Juckes trace the textual network through Perth’s local history; and in ‘A Mystery Memoir’ Marie O’Rourke engages with the constraints of a traditional five-act dramatic structure to highlight the fluidity of identity and relationships. Garry Henderson’s ‘Making Spears’ similarly invites us to focus on the battle between and within individuals, while also taking stock of the personal and cultural cost of the clash between indigenous and white Australia, past and present. Making some sense of the chaos that is life, offering fresh perspectives on familiar topics, the creative nonfiction presented here reflects the potential and complexity of this flourishing genre.

				If the role of poetry is to explore ‘the tension between standing apart and being fully involved’ (Gordimer 4), then the poems in this collection certainly achieve that goal. Landscapes alluding to loss and family violence range from the ‘insect singing forest’ to ‘the beating afternoon sun’ and are conveyed minimally, if devastatingly, by poets Miranda Aitken and Dylan Dartnell. A West Australian (political) sensibility permeates ‘other’ worlds. Elanna Herbert’s reflection on asylum seekers makes powerful connections between two disenfranchised groups of men with grace and clarity, while Renee Schipp’s ironic ‘Portrait of a Poet’ is ‘mind’ and ‘cell of skull... cavernous and clean’. Reminding us that history always underpins the present, Hessom Razavi’s ‘White Noise’ voices grim echoes of our invasionist past in the midst of an apparent celebration of recent victories. The urban atmosphere of the city is observed in Ross Jackson’s piece, ‘in singapore’, while Kylie J. Stevenson writes about unique seasonal change in her poem, ‘Seasons Past’.

				What these works have in common is a powerful focus on regeneration and recovery and what it means to inhabit a West Australian landscape/mindscape. This preoccupation is also reflected in images we have chosen to enhance the written word; we are grateful to Julia Lane and Sam Harris for their contributions. The resulting collection offers freshness, diversity and a strong sense of 
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				place. We are especially delighted that this issue of Westerly New Creative captures the somewhat elusive but essentially dynamic nature of contemporary West Australian writing. It has been a rewarding process for us as editors, and we wish to thank Catherine Noske for her expert guidance throughout, and Westerly magazine for the opportunity to bring this exhilarating issue to publication.

				Rashida Murphy, Marie O’Rourke, Josephine Taylor & David Thomas Henry Wright, editors, September 2016.
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				A book is written so that it can be put beside other books and take its place on a hypothetical bookshelf. Once it is there, in some way or other it alters the shelf, expelling certain other volumes from their places or forcing them back into the second row, while demanding that certain others should be brought up to the front.
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				I used to work in a second-hand bookshop. One of the things I couldn’t get used to was the terrible end reserved for anything that would not sell. On Thursdays, when we had to put the bin out on the kerb behind the shop, it was always difficult to tip and pull to the edge of the road. Sometimes, the next morning, there would be a sticker slapped on the lid, saying something like ‘Too heavy this week’.

				Books would come from everywhere. Sometimes we’d cull the shelves in the shop, but mostly the bin was filled by people trying to shift stuff they used to own, or stuff that belonged to someone they once knew. Boxes and boxes of books, most of them superfluous, were transferred in hired vans by tired sons and daughters. They would ask the inevitable, frustrated question: ‘Are you sure?’ And we would nod, say that they wouldn’t sell, that there’s no demand, that we have too many copies already, or that the world no longer needs MS-DOS operating manuals. Then the relatives would ask, ‘Can you take them anyway?’ And we would say yes. And they would know and we would know where those hoarded, loved, dreamt-in things were going. 

				The dog-eared boxes were miserable things: they always smelled like someone else. Books were joined by clothes, CDs, papers, ornaments, and photographs, all picked at and then packed up. There was no context, just tessellation. The sad, lonely job of packing starts with best intentions, but eventually the sheer weight of the objects we accrete becomes too much, too wretched, or too boring. Then they all get thrown in and thrown out. 

				After not very long I started to rescue books. I would pick one or two from the piles falling out of the bin and take them home. There was never usually anything good, but they were free and safe from landfill. I tried to 
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				make it random, but after a while I knew what to look for: I wanted books that had been gifted or written in. I have a shelf or two devoted to these salvaged things, and, while I mostly don’t read the words, I do read the pen marks at the front or through the middle; I try to read the battered pages. I once found a collection of essays, by Italo Calvino, called The Literature Machine. It was dumped because the spine was cracked, and the cover was brown and dirty and bent, but inside, handwritten, were the words ‘Keep away from my wife you cunt.’ 

				There are people in the artefacts and objects we use and throw away. Things are moulded, used, and dreamt: between an old book’s pages are seconds and moments. Every book I’ve touched and held was touched and held by hands like mine, impelled by brains and hearts. Imagine all the dead books as paper headstones.

				Winnie appeared like this: picked out at random and begging to be imagined. She was fourteen years old in 1923—I know that because when I opened her book, A Wonder Book and Tanglewood Tales by Nathaniel Hawthorne, some papers clipped from a newspaper fell out. She’d written to The Daily News to enter a competition on the paper’s children’s page. She had won, so she kept the clippings, and the pencil marks she made on them were still visible. I chased her up, and found more of her letters to the Daily News on microfilm at the State Library; I turned through her years as best I could. Her full name was Winifred Davison.

				At the top of each of Winnie’s letters was her home address. Every time I found another letter the place she wrote from seemed to form a little in my mind and, eventually, became an itch to scratch. 

				Before going to Fraser Street I did a bit of driving and walking around the suburb surrounding it: Swanbourne. At a café the two people next to me (a man and a woman) were eating and talking and looking through one of those books about Old Perth, full of black and white photos and solid, sepia moments. There was a military antique shop next door to the café, and tiny signs on street corners showed what the place used to look like. Then there was a park, cut into the shape of a school she could have gone to and would have known: Swanbourne Primary School. All that’s left now is the entryway, restored and painted. It’s wide and tall and pristine. In behind, drawn on grass by bricks in the ground, are shadow classrooms. 

				Fraser Street sits to the left of the restored arch. That day I could smell the oranges that were rotting in old gardens full of fruit and flower. Houses were hidden behind leafed-over walls, and their inky windows seemed to stare. Some of the buildings were new; they all sat at the back of their gardens, off the road. 
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				I walked past number nine a couple of times before opening the gate, which squeaked and was trimmed in thin cobwebs. The stone of the house was darker up close and there was a bell dangling next to the front door. I didn’t ring it, but knocked on the fly screen. When I reached out to touch the bricks they crumbled and were full of holes, like tiny craters; they made my fingers go black at the tips. Cars were in the driveway, but there was no one home. I stood for a while, looking up at the tin roof, slightly bowed and rusted. The wood was old. I could see floorboards through the stained glass in the door that no one came to answer, and I was slightly relieved. I left a note in the letter box, written on some print-outs of the letters Winnie had written behind those dark windows and leaning trees.

				A lady called the next day, the number was blocked and she didn’t give her name. At least, I don’t remember it. She was pleasant but apologetic, and did not know anything about the house she had moved into six years ago. She didn’t know Winnie.

				It’s frightening to think of all the thousand breaths of life once lived, the quirks of us and our cluttered hearts; our dreams, silence, and anger, all melted away. I think that is why I care about Winnie, because in her presence is the hope that we are not completely lost. I can use her to tiptoe into forgotten territory and to feel time-washed fingerprints, to be precise about the past and to try to steal a moment from the cold grip of oblivion. I have read some of the books she read, and watched the films she watched (at least the ones reported faithfully to the letters page of the Daily News). On the internet I found a Spanish DVD of Emmet Flynn’s 1922 film The Count of Monte Cristo. I can’t speak Spanish, but it didn’t matter: the film was silent and I knew the story—wrongful arrest, imprisonment, revenge.

				On the last page of the first essay in The Literature Machine, Calvino discusses Alexandre Dumas’ book, on which the film is based. Calvino had spent the previous twenty pages talking about the dual nature of literature, which ‘can work in a critical vein or to confirm things as they are and as we know them to be.’ He suggests that ‘it is up to the reader to see to it that literature exerts its critical force, and [that] this can occur independently of the author’s intentions.’ Whatever they are.

				Calvino describes Edmond Dantès locked in a dungeon, discussing plans and the future with the Abbot Faria. ‘An opportunity of escape exists,’ says Dantès. ‘We have only to identify the point where the imagined fortress does not coincide with the real one and then find it.’ So, for literature to work in a critical vein, to allow things to be something we know they are not, it is important to imagine. Could that work for Winnie? In Flynn’s version of Monte Cristo John Gilbert and Spottiswoode Aitkin 
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				play Edmond Dantès and the Abbot; their hair is white and straggled and fake, and their eyes have to tell the story. Their long captivity happens across just a few minutes, and Faria’s death is Dantès’ chance to escape—he manages to wrap himself up in the Abbot’s funeral sack (‘He would have been discovered by the beating of his heart’, says Dumas) and, after Dantès is thrown into the sea, he cuts himself out and swims away from prison. 

				I learned more from Winnie: in May 1923 a girl named Odiva came to Perth. She brought with her, in specially constructed tanks on carefully adapted rail carriages, a troop of nine performing seals. Odiva was beautiful, the daughter of Russian-Americans; she was raised in Minnesota and travelled the world performing in music halls and theatres. In an interview with the Daily News, wrapped around a smiling headshot, she remembered growing up ‘in a country full of lakes and rivers’, where she would swim at every opportunity. 

				It’s hard to find anything solid about Odiva. There are swathes of advertising material from across continents, hidden in the backwaters of internet archives. But, like all advertising, it’s strung with tall stories. I read that Odiva was Samoan, that she could hold her breath underwater for five minutes and thirty-two seconds, and that she was ‘the only lady swimmer possessing a Legion of Honour from the French Republic.’ I’ve been told things that could be facts by people behind keyboards thousands of miles away. The lady who sold me a photograph of Odiva, ripped from a catalogue of 1920s vaudeville stars, told me that she ‘was a member of the Pat Casey Agency during the 1920s. ... She was the Agency’s star billing at the time. She was also a member of the NVA (National Vaudeville Association).’ Odiva has to be imagined to re-discover the beating of her heart.

				The newspaper articles from Odiva’s stay in Perth delight in gambolling seals (‘Every seal performs tricks peculiar to himself; one dancing, another singing, and yet another making attempts at acrobatic feats. The act is unique in the history of Perth vaudeville’) and glow with the triumph of her finale: swimming in tandem with Glut, the big, bull seal. But the only reason I know anything at all of Odiva is Winnie and her slips of paper. Without the trail that led from those fluttering scraps of newsprint I would not have known of Odiva’s existence. But, at the Theatre Royal (its curtain and velvet seats shadows now, somewhere behind shop fronts on the Hay Street Mall), Winnie saw Odiva and her seals perform. And that is how a world forms. A brief-world, of these two young women and the barking, clapping seals, and the barking, clapping, cloth-hatted audience. It is a kind of breach, a skerrick of the past swiped from the void.
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				On the last days of her tour to Perth, Odiva challenged local swimmers to compete at the underwater tricks she’d performed across the planet. Miss Edna Keen and Mr Alf Thompson were awarded prizes. Their names were listed in the newspaper and now they are part of that world too. In her interview with the Daily News Odiva said, ‘Once seals get over having been captured they enjoy life. They’re full of fun and high spirits, and they’re most lovable…Glut, the big fellow, is the boss of the four bulls. There’s no fighting: but once one of the other’s kind challenged him, and Glut just picked him up by the neck and tossed him across the tank.’ Edmund Dantès was imprisoned for fourteen years before he was tossed over the walls of the Chateau d’If. There is always the glimmer of escape, but sometimes that is all we get. 

				When you immerse yourself in someone else’s story strange things begin to happen: another world becomes a part of your own. In Perth I see scratches of the past, of Winnie’s past. Everywhere I look the buried city echoes, and sometimes it forces its way back: where Queen Elizabeth Quay is being dug into the Perth foreshore, on that patch of clay and rolled earth which is supposed to let the river back in, Winnie would have seen a small theme park. This was Ugly Land, closed in 1929 due to public outcry over gambling and promiscuity, closed so that the State centenary could be celebrated in good conscience. I’ve watched them dig there, sure I’d see white tents or a toboggan run dusted out of the ground, along with racing goats and coconut shies. But despite the odd breach of clarity, the past is a blur at best and a blank at most.

				According to census data 332,732 people (‘Exclusive of full-blood Aboriginals’) lived in Western Australia in the early 1920s. To know the past properly, to claim authority over it, we’d need all 332,732 stories, plus those from the people not counted at census time—who have had, perhaps, enough of the authority claimed over them.

				There is not a lot that I can say I know for certain of the past. But I know that the present is a mess of cross-hatched happenings, made of beating hearts, and that that is what the past was like. And I know it is gone. But I also know that, sometimes, we can feel its pulse. I have started to write things in all my books, and to let the hairs and crumbs that fall between pages stay there. There’s always the chance that someone will find them and wonder.
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				Act I. Assuming the Brace Position

				Sometimes, words can feel like a blade, pressed to your throat.

				Things you know about wood veneer, aged seven: 

					(1) You can see your reflection in its fancy gloss. 

					(2) It caves easily to his fist or heel. 

					(3) The truth of the ply underneath is pale and jagged.	

				Apparently they call it room tone, or ambient noise. Your family’s kitchen? Clank of teacup and pot, strike of match on flint, harsh tangle of metal as chairs are pushed back, feet scrambling to stand.

				A body, rag doll, pinned against the wall, fingers tightening around her throat—that’s your mother, all sixty-five kilograms of her, taking on his one hundred plus.

				Do they really not notice? Well, no one asks. It’s hard to look at life up close: close enough to hear the jaw clenching, feel the trembling breath.

				Three in a bed, sisters nesting against each other; in a stranger’s home (he can’t find us here) you’re trying to sleep. But in your head, on a loop, his words screamed down the phone at your mum: ‘I swear, I’ll fucking kill you. First the girls, then you.’ You’ve seen the shotgun in his wardrobe, nestled in its dirty brown canvas cover, where his best shirts and trousers hang (for special occasions). 

				Three in a bed, Russian dolls, you’re folding, leaning into each other’s grooves. Strength in numbers.

				It’s difficult to describe the fire of a rusty reo bar slammed on bare legs, legs still wobbly from crazy laughing swimming pool whirlpool games, 

			

		

		
			
				Marie O’Rourke is a PhD candidate from Curtin University exploring the quirks of memory through experimental memoir. Her reviews have appeared in ABR and online for Westerly. 
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				delirious with the thrill of being carried by a current that your bodies have made.

				Most of all you want him to really see you. But it helps to be invisible, some times.

				The asbestos wall separating your bed from Mum and Dad’s nightly battlefield is paper thin. Last year, your grade four teacher told you about those Japanese houses with paper walls, specially designed for earthquakes.	

				Serrated words leave a jagged, ugly wound. You discover that pressure (properly applied) coagulates the pain. Still, you’ll pick the scab, alone in your thoughts, fresh red beads blooming again. At last just a delicate contour remains: your fault line, fading slowly to silver-white. 

				Invisible to most (unnoticed, unseen) it pulses to the touch.

				Act II. Tableau Vivant (Domestic, Dysfunctional)

				Recreating the private reality of one household, this challenging new work takes inspiration from Tolstoy’s contention that ‘All happy families are alike but an unhappy family is unhappy after its own fashion.’ 

				Meticulous selection of fixtures and fittings has created a space that declares its working class milieu. Greying lace café curtains hang from plastic coated rods—perceptive viewers will note one cream acorn finial is missing. A single fluorescent tube (prone to flicker and tick) illuminates the room. Benches boast Formica tops—a familiar basket-weave pattern from the sixties—with some signs of wear and staining. The double-sided sink is central, and a wayward stack of dirty dinner plates and saucepans catch the eye. A single tap (cold) sits dripping above. 

				Five black vinyl chairs crowd the table, their legs a tangle of silver. Note the small splits in their upholstery where white stuffing spews forth, revealing the truth that polyester is the only thing between you and a hard wooden base. Pockmarked, the laminate tabletop balances on skinny aluminium legs, leaving just enough room to pinch a small finger between the grooves at the top. Three of the table’s four black shoes still cushion its metal feet, but one stands naked, brazenly biting into linoleum. These imprints will remain, regardless of how the scene may change. 

				The hearth’s two stoves hint at the cross-generational nature of the home. In grey-flecked enamel, a ‘Metters Warren #1’ huddles low, offering wood fired warmth but it is clearly the white Westinghouse Electric that produces the family meals. Garlic, onion and meat smells hang in 
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				the air. Delicious at first, one suspects they will sour and leave acrid notes behind.

				On the table, a harlequin saucepan lid placed directly next to a dirty plate suggests the oven has just completed its job of keeping a lone dinner warm. The sunburst clock on the wall reads 9:30pm.

				Observers should note the soundtrack softly playing in the background. In the interests of authenticity, it rolls on a continuous loop, the low male voice intoning a variety of insults: ‘Useless’, ‘Lazy’, ‘Nothing but a weight around my neck’ are most often repeated.

				Placed in the foreground, thus dominating the space, the male figure’s posture is revealing. Elbows to knees, one hand on forehead, it brings to mind Rodin’s Thinker. Yet something in the slump of his shoulders—like jelly tipped from its mould—adds another element. Cigarette gripped between grease-stained fingers, head wreathed in smoke, this man brings to mind a dejected marionette, waiting to be raised, to spring to life. The female (wife) sits opposite, a platinum blonde negative of his black shadow. Observe the visible clench of her jaw, slightly raised shoulders and laced fingers. Every muscle taut, she seems alert, braced for...something. 

				A consideration of the items lying on the table between these two figures is likewise rewarding. Note the plate with the last stains of pasta sauce, shreds of Parmesan cheese and pepper clinging to its rim. Two stoneware mugs sit by the dented metal teapot, milky dregs pooling at the bottom. In the brown glass ashtray, two butts are exhaling their last puff of smoke. 

				Drawing the gaze to the corner of the room is the toe of a small Barbie slipper and segment of pink flannel pyjama-leg sprouting from it. Although she is not fully revealed, the girl’s presence brings a sense of unease to the viewer, for we realise that with their eyes focused elsewhere, neither parent is mindful of her presence.

				 This work is testament to Faulkner’s assertion that art must aim to arrest motion, but in a way that allows a stranger, coming after, to see and sense movement. Here, a pregnant moment moves before us, yet does not; a fragment of intense detail speaks to and of a broader, complex narrative. The effect is provocative and slightly disturbing.

				Act III: No More Twain, but One Flesh 

				Sweaty limbs on cool leather seats. Oxblood, you’d call them. (Colour of the Doc Martens your first love wore.) Swathes of tulle crunching, prickling, ridiculously puffing, filling the space. Don’t get too close! Cars 
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				slow, women and children lean, peer to catch a glimpse. Oh, look, it’s a bride! French polished hand grips wood veneer.

				You don’t talk. Constantly readjusting clothes not designed for comfort or fit, twitching fingers tug at bodice, his bow tie, constricting breath and fanning the panic smouldering in the pit of your gut. Where to now? 

				You see him check his watch—once, twice. ‘We running early, mate?’

				‘Maybe, a little, sir. We’ll see how the traffic pans out.’ 

				Sir. He’s never been called that in his life. You see him weighing it in his hands, enjoying the word’s heft and substance before laying it on the seat next to jittering legs.

				‘Name’s Frank, mate. Think we could stop at the deli for a quick Coke? Me throat’s dry as a chip.’

				‘You’re joking, Dad. It’s almost time.’

				‘Aren’t brides meant to be late? There’s one just around the corner. Next right, mate.’

				The car slows and he’s already halfway out. ‘Just be a tick. Want anything, love?’

				‘No, Dad. Just hurry. Please.’

				Sliding back in, solid thump of door behind him, you hear the gulps. ‘Jeez, that’s better. Sure you don’t want some, Rie?’ Fine strings of saliva swirl inside the plastic bottle’s neck, confronting in their intimacy.

				Car turns right and right again, and then it’s tyres crunching on gravel, steeple and stained glass ahead. You burst out the door, craving air, space, infinity, eternity.

				The photographer assaults you. ‘Just a minute, Marie. We need a photo here. Sit down again. Ken! Help rearrange the dress.’

				Fifteen, twenty clicks later, you’re allowed to rise, unfold and start to slowly teeter in. Feel his steadying palm under your elbow, its deep creases and cracks, rough against your meticulously moisturised skin. 

				‘Time to go in,’ he croaks, fingers tightening. And in that grasp you will feel something like fear mixed with love. His hands, his eyes, speaking something you’ve never heard before. 

				Unsteady, in the foyer the stench of lilies in the heat makes you woozy. ‘Just one last father and bride,’ photographer barks. ‘In front of the flowers.’ Cheeks aching, conspiratorial now, you roll eyes at one another then dutifully assume the position. Peas in a pod. Just like your father. Spitting image. Two pairs of brown almond eyes, creased at the edges. Two Roman noses. Two sets of slightly gap-fronted teeth, lips stretched thin by identical smiles. 

				When the proofs arrive, people will scan through and comment on the perfection of this snap. Oh, look at you two—you both look so happy! Proud 
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				as punch. This pair of open faces can almost make you believe that it was always like this, so warm are the smiles, so cozy the inclination of body to body. 

				Your mother will buy an enlargement and pop it in a frame. Pride of place, even though her feelings for this ex-husband still hover somewhere between fear and loathing. She’s drawn to this distillation of joy and connection. Can see the intimacy forged through shared genes and the fact of standing on a precipice, hand in hand. 

				And years from now, when you remember his face centimetres from yours, see cords of blood pulsing in his neck, hear him scream that he wouldn’t piss on you if you were on fire—that photo in its silver frame will be your lifeline. 

				Act IV. Environmentally Aware 

				In this muted palette world, a moss-green leather recliner sits angled toward the view. The hand-stitched patchwork quilt—folded at the foot of the bed—tries to dull the sharp glint of stainless steel. Pillows (plump, multiple, white) are piled up in search of comfort and ease. Beyond large glass windows, boats glide silently by.

				Oxygen tank and mask, IV drip, methadone pump, heart rate monitor: all stand huddled in conversation by the bed. Cancer, they whisper. Lung, bone, brain. A wheelchair sits, aloof, waiting for its invitation.

				There is a blondewood bedside table offering up dentures swimming in a tumbler, a half-empty packet of Country Mints, and reading glasses secure in their case. From a squat ceramic oil burner, the scent of oranges. 

				The wardrobe’s door is open, testament to one who’s travelled light. Old Spice wet pack (free gift with purchase); track pants and pyjamas, their price tags still attached; multipack underpants—seven days in Rio! All neatly folded, next to a lurid green Coles enviro-shopper bag. 

				Only later will those things beyond the edges of this frame become visible. In that other room in the foothills, imbued with the stench of diesel, cigarettes and dog, the detritus of a life: six empty suitcases lined up against the back wall; takeaway boxes and half-finished puzzle books; a truck engine, in pieces, laid out on newspaper; two copies of The Sound of Music and The Five Pennies, VHS first, then DVD. 

				Beside a balding velour armchair, on an esky in lieu of a table, a plastic bag sags. It is heavy with every birthday and Christmas card we gave him (after he left us).
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				Act V. Body of Water

				In my mind’s eye, he stands on a luminous beach, squinting into a painfully blue horizon. Waves roll and break smoothly, keeping time. Predictable, he settles into their rhythm, relaxes into the regularity and security the swell brings. 

				Square palms, thick fingers, infused with diesel and grease grip the rod’s cork handle, pocked and scarred by much use. Flat feet, grimy fault lines ingrained in cracked heels, sink into sand that squeaks and crunches. Born to the red dirt of Kalgoorlie, dirt, soil, sand, dust will be his lot. In years to come, pindan will bring him back to life, its red pumping through his veins. For now, he feeds off the cool calm of beach sand. 

				Ancient granules of quartz, coral, shell, rub skin, smoothing the sharp burrs off his epidermis, the rough edges off his mind. Toes flex, brace, feeling the depth of white beneath his feet, stretching toward the Earth’s core, grounded in a way he is nowhere else.

				A knot of mates gather just to his right, they’re all Stubbies, ciggies and thongs, biceps and utes. Working dogs, muscled and blunt like their owners, mill around their feet as beer and profanities flow. Salami and cheese sandwiches, wrapped in wax paper, lie nestled in their Tupperware bed. Thermoses of coffee stand at the ready.

				Salt air fills his smoke-wracked lungs. He breathes deeply. Tastes friendship, control, independence, and freedom. A bucket of tailor flop hopelessly by his side, gills sucking salt water and the panic of confinement.

				The sky blazes orange and crimson—shepherd’s delight. Singlet shrugged off, he plunges and slices through turquoise foam. Weightless, he rolls and dives, fists unclenched. The current gently lifts and drags his bulk, watery whispers fill his ears. Salt-crusted skin sparkles in the dying light.
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				tricolore of bougainvillea on poolside walls-java white, temple fire, tequila sunrise

				tables set for a tropical fruit salad morning, shining stars of cut pineapple beside bronze cutlery

				under the tiny tadpole eyes of passionfruit, perfumed propellers of frangipani 

				intoxicate your breakfast dining

				outside western union

				level one lucky plaza

				a philippina maid

				is crying

				a few streets from mustafa’s

				fork in hand at a first floor window, you look

				down on a jumble of men and shovels on a

				truck off an alley in little india.

				you can’t imagine jolted on the 

				mechanical elephant’s back

				all day roadwork

				clamour of drills smell of curing bitumen 

				chinese and paler skinned expats at lunch 

				along footpaths of commerce.

				tourist shopping block after block

				do roadmen feel resentment, adjust 

				their sweat rags sigh on seeing 

				the distant face of bollywood

				above the green facade of a gold shop?
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				are they glad to notice the signs of their

				familiar language painted characters

				they may never have learned to read?

				the old chang kee’s legendary curry puffs franchised from saffron yellow kiosks 

				at each station along the MRI a few flaky pastry crumbs snagged 

				in the brown paper bag dropped on top of yesterday’s straits times

				refuse from a quick dinner tangibly more in touch with local news than I, 

				asleep almost 

				in the goodwood park hotel 
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				Signposts cloak the Fort

				like a voice-over for day trippers,

				timbre deep and pouring forth 

				on gun emplacements with world-beating ranges,

				fine white soldiers with arms around shoulders 

				and greyscale grins, hymns of pride

				on a rocky headland for canons fired

				at invaders’ ships.

				Around, waves beat the bluff,

				spray the isthmus like First voices 

				calling up songlines of Boonwurrung women

				in this ancient birthing place,

				forty thousand seasons of estate

				in blue mussels and middens,

				rock shelves and sponge gardens,

				girls chasing sandy sprat and salmon in shallow waters

				beside fur seals and cubs in aqua nurseries,

				overseen by the eagle hawk in marr ne bek 

				’til the strangers, ash-faced sealers

				scattering baluk with muskets 

				hooked girls up like lures 

				to draw seals to spattering clubs, 

				trafficked women and chaos in boats around the Strait; 

				furs, oil and profits swapped for pox scars and rape, 

				a cycle of pay dirt packed in crates 

				and sealed with the ensign of a Queen.

			

		

		
			
				Hessom is a doctor and writer who grew up in Tehran, Karachi, Manchester and Perth. His poetry has featured in Gargouille, Mascara Literary Review and the Hippocrates Prize for Poetry and Medicine. He is currently working on his first collection.
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				Waves curl up and spume

				and the signposts hum on like white noise,

				undeterred, tallying stairways,

				locations of Fort latrines

				and plum sunning spots of cheery servicemen.

				On a bunker wall, off-trail in roots

				under Moonah woodland,

				an etched shadow stands in a doorway, a pilgrim

				taking heed of Bunjil’s call

				sprayed in black graffiti on the stone:

				he who invades fears history the most.

				Translations:

				marr ne bek: ‘excellent country’; historical Boonwurrung territory with abundant resources

				baluk: mob, people (Boonwurrung)

				Bunjil: eagle hawk, moiety totem of the Boonwurrung
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				Frank woke with the dawn, woozy and wrong-headed. Bad taste in his mouth, sharp pain in his head. There was a familiar maroon suitcase nearby, unzipped, contents partly spilled onto the rocks. Whoever had rummaged there would have come away disappointed. Frank knew how they must have felt.

				Sitting up was a chore, standing an impossibility, and he was sore all over. Dizzy, no doubt hungover, and he couldn’t have slept for long. Last night he’d been... he struggled to recall. Drinking, angry, but the why was lost for now. If only every morning could provide as fresh a beginning. Tabula rasa...

				There were practical requirements, however. Water, coffee, a cooked breakfast. Fresh clothes, a hot shower. These things necessitated a home or, failing that, money, and Frank had the inkling he could call on neither.

				‘Big night, eh?’

				Frank glimpsed—winced—a lone figure above him, rod and bucket in hand. ‘I reckon,’ he said. ‘Got any water?’

				‘Giz a sec.’

				A bottle came bouncing down the rocks. ‘I owe you,’ he said, but the fisherman was gone.

				Something sharp dug into Frank’s bum—his car keys. His wallet in another pocket, twenty bucks in it and a bunch of cards: driver’s licence, bank card, gym membership. It would be better to forget this person altogether, this Frank Michael Taylor of 24A Maranon Crescent, Beechboro. But in his experience the world rarely, if ever, afforded that possibility.

				Frank found that he could stand up after all, if he put his mind to it. The car park was all but deserted at this hour, save for the fisherman’s ute and Frank’s rusty HZ Kingswood.
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				A harbour, boats, an old lighthouse painted red. Container ships on the horizon. Fremantle then. What was he doing here, and why had he slept on the fucking harbour wall instead of in the car? Far away, a dull thumping. This was a wasteland, all right. Frank lugged the suitcase onto the back seat and got behind the wheel. He could see the lighthouse in the wing mirror, an exclamation mark at the extreme edge of the continent.

				Leaving the lighthouse behind, he weaved up the water-locked road. No oncoming traffic to plough into, which was just as well. This was an unfriendly place in daylight, much more so by night, surely. Perhaps he’d brought a woman here. Maybe he’d strangled the life from someone’s lungs and pushed the body into the black water. He shook his head. Tried to clear it.

				Tugboats, ferries, eventually some small warehouses passed by. An industrial district: containers, silos. A depopulated, alien landscape, the builders in evidence only by way of their works. The car hiccupped on the bend, then stalled. He looked at the fuel gauge for the first time—beyond the red line. Empty, like him. He coasted as far as he could, cribbing precious metres, and mounted the median strip. That thumping again, louder this time.

				Frank abandoned the car and traipsed along the cycle path. Beach to the left, container ships to the right. The fresh air and exercise would do him good, he supposed. Sober him up. If only he could find a cafe, he’d gladly blow his last twenty dollars on a long macchiato and a bacon and egg roll.

				To stave off boredom, he imagined the shipping containers stacked up as blocks of Lego, himself no larger than a flea. Red, blue, green, white. Companies with names like Toll, K Line, CMA CGM, Maersk. Further along, they were stacked seven or eight high.

				Dog walkers now, early morning joggers. Himself a Morlock, they the Eloi. No communication possible between them, not even a smile or nod. And his sneakers weren’t up the job. His feet ached and chafed. There were a couple of kiosks and cafes down by the beach but it was still too early, twenty past six if his phone could be believed. That was nearly out of charge, too.

				At last he reached North Fremantle Train Station. The Fremantle train came first and he got on, ticketless, watched as the path he’d just walked passed by again, a doubling back. Off the train in Freo proper. Found a suitable cafe, ordered coffee, breakfast. His change less than five dollars. Sat down to wait, looked at his phone while battery life remained. A missed call from an unknown number at 2.43 am. Frank tried it now. It rang out.
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				His breakfast came and went in quick succession. He had just enough for a second coffee. Either that or a train fare. He called the waiter over, placed his order.

				The phone rang.

				He stabbed at it. ‘This is Frank.’

				‘Know what time it is, fuck stick? You done the dirty or what?’

				‘Had a missed call from this number. Returning your call.’

				‘Really, Frankie? I guess you’re still flying high.’

				‘Wouldn’t say that. Car’s out of fuel, phone’s nearly flat, and I’ve twenty-five cents to my name.’

				‘You’re a joker, Frank. I reckon you can afford a taxi back to the boonies. Probably a limo. Now piss off.’

				The man whose name Frank didn’t know ended the call, and Frank was just trying to save the contact as ‘Wanker’ when the battery died. It was too early for this shit, or too late. Frank figured he might as well go round to the hole in the wall, see if he had a dollar left to his name.

				Not much open yet, not many people out. Sunday, was it? Savings, Account Balance. Hopefully at least fifty bucks in there.

				Account Balance: $5,021.72. Would you like to complete another transaction?

				He read the numbers again, tried to figure out his mistake. A matter of place value, perhaps. He withdrew five hundred before the machine changed its mind—a handful of crisp fifties. Wallet, pocket, park bench.

				Five grand, eh? Tax return. No, wrong time of year, and Frank didn’t earn enough to get that much back. Think. He’d been pissed. Sloshed, vomiting. No memory of driving, would’ve lost his licence for sure if the pigs had caught him. Maybe the lighthouse had been his drunken mind’s idea of a safe haven. Fair enough, but before that? Pubs, a club, perhaps. Bikies, maybe. A drug deal, then?

				Good questions, but little in the way of answers. Sort out the car first. Frank walked until he found a petrol station, bought a five-litre can, filled it up. By then he’d had enough of walking, so he caught a taxi. ‘Down by the harbour,’ he told the driver. ‘Dunno the name of the street.’

				Before long he was reunited with his trusty HZ. On a whim he drove back to the lighthouse. The fisherman was gone, the scene devoid of activity. Frank had a quick scout round the rocks, found nothing. He stood on the harbour wall for some time, failing to remember.

				He’d had a bust-up with Emily. The evening was coming back, but the details were hazy. He’d shouted, she’d shouted, he’d left. The contents of the suitcase didn’t illuminate. Just shirts, jocks, etc. Now he had five grand he couldn’t account for. In his experience, nights didn’t normally turn out 
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				like that. He should be ecstatic, he of the unexpected windfall, but there was something nagging, some realisation that didn’t want to be realised.

				Frank got in behind the wheel, sat there tapping.

				Fuck.

				He took the keys from the ignition and went around to the boot, opened it.

				A woman there, not older than her twenties. Alive, hands tied, duct tape over her mouth. Dark hair, dark eyes.

				No cars coming. No joggers, no cyclists.

				‘If I let you out, you won’t scream?’

				She nodded.

				He helped her out. She was drenched with sweat. Her hands were tied behind her back with rope and he had a hard time getting it loose. Her wrists were skinned and raw. She yanked off the duct tape herself and promptly bolted. He lunged and tackled her to the ground, narrowly avoiding a kick in the nuts. He held her down until she stopped struggling, registering her scraped kneecaps. ‘I’m not gonna hurt you,’ he said. ‘I don’t even know what this is about.’ He let her up and she didn’t try to run again, just stood there, panting. He opened the passenger door for her and she considered it, then him.

				‘Look,’ he said. ‘I don’t remember what happened, but I reckon someone’s paid me five grand to bump you off. I don’t remember who, maybe this guy I spoke to on the phone before. If we can sort this out, then I’ll go halves with you. How’s that?’

				She spat at him, but she got in the car.

				Her name was Christina, or at least that was the name she gave. She was tight-lipped on the particulars. She didn’t have a wallet, phone or even a pair of shoes, just the shorts and tank top she was wearing.

				Frank drove to the nearest petrol station and made her stay in the car while he fuelled up. He bought her a packet of Band-Aids, some muesli bars and a two-litre bottle of water. Gave her one of his clean tee-shirts and waited in front of the ladies while she did her thing, even had the idea that she might try to hole up in there, but after a while she came out wearing his Nirvana shirt, looking every bit the victim of domestic violence.

				Leaving the petrol station, he turned north on Stirling Highway, cruising below the speed limit. She drank most of the water, but didn’t seem hungry.

				‘Where are you taking me?’ she asked.

				‘Somewhere we can figure this out. Where’d you live, anyway? Just give me a general idea if you like.’
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				Christina stared at the welts on her wrists.

				‘I’m not giving you any money unless you help me,’ he said. ‘Whoever wants to kill you won’t be happy when he finds out you’re still alive.’

				‘Don’t want your fucking money.’

				He looked sidelong at her. ‘No? But I reckon you’ll need it. This guy’ll come after you. I guess I could give him his money back? Might be the easiest way.’

				Her eyes widened. ‘He’ll kill us both. Five grand’s nothing to him.’

				‘Now we’re getting somewhere.’ He turned left onto Eric Street and right onto West Coast Highway. ‘He’s a dealer, is he? You his girlfriend?’

				‘Sando doesn’t have girlfriends, he has holes he likes to fill.’

				‘Sando?’

				‘Ian Sanderson.’

				‘So why does he want to kill you?’

				‘He’s a psycho, doesn’t need a reason.’ She sighed. ‘I may have talked back to him.’

				‘Lucky I remembered you in the boot, eh? How long do you reckon you were in there?’

				She shrugged. ‘Seemed like forever. Thought I was suffocating.’

				‘Reckon you would’ve.’ He considered. ‘I don’t even know this Sando fuckhead. I must’ve been off my face.’

				‘Don’t expect me to feel sorry for you.’ Frank swung a left onto North Street. ‘I thought you said you didn’t know him. What are you doing?’

				‘So maybe I do remember the cunt after all,’ Frank said. ‘Where he lives, at least. Thought we might pay him a little visit, tell him his cheque bounced.’

				‘If we walk in there, we aren’t walking out. You can’t fuck with this guy.’

				‘No?’

				‘No.’

				He turned right onto Kirkwood Crescent and pulled up in front of the deli.

				‘Let’s hear your plan, then.’

				Frank left the car in front of the tennis club and walked the last fifty metres. It was a beautiful morning: blue skies, green grass, a kids’ footy game underway in Allen Park. The street was upmarket and yet Sando’s house, with its blocky aesthetic, looked like it had been built in Minecraft. He could have easily jumped the garden wall, but not with all these passing dogs and their handlers.

				He pressed the button for the intercom. ‘Need to talk, Sando.’

				A long pause. ‘The fuck are you doing back here?’
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				‘Got complications. Turns out she’s a floater, not a sinker.’

				‘What?’

				The outer door clicked open. Frank stepped through into a small courtyard filled with expensive plants and pricey designer concrete. The front door was the only part of the house that was made of wood. He knocked on it harder than was civilised.

				Sando wore a silk dressing gown and his eyes were bloodshot. He wasn’t the biggest of men but he had a glare on him and he seemed to want to conduct business on his doorstep. ‘You made a mistake coming here,’ he said.

				‘Thought I could give you back your money.’

				Sando laughed. ‘Think that’ll make it all better, do you?’

				‘When they arrest me they’ll be able to trace the money back to you, won’t they?’

				‘You think that money came out of my account? Where is she now?’

				Frank looked down at his feet. ‘In the boot.’

				Sando’s hands clenched into fists. ‘You fucking idiot! You can’t bring her here!’

				‘Parked just down the street. Reckon I might train it from here. You think that’s my car?’

				‘You fucking muppet.’

				Frank looked up into the barrel of a gun. ‘As if you’d shoot me here, on your front step. Kids’ll be able to hear the gunshots from their footy game.’ Frank scuffed his sneaker, following the swirling pattern in the concrete. ‘I’m just gonna need a hand, mate.’

				‘You keep an eye on the car and I’ll make a call.’

				Sando shut the door.

				‘No worries,’ Frank said, walking back onto the street.

				He fetched the car and drove it to Sando’s, parking in front of his garage. That didn’t produce an immediate effect, so he blew the horn a couple of times, which brought Sando out. The garage door opened. Frank inched the car in behind Sando’s, just far enough so that the door could close, which it did.

				‘You’re a dead-set moron,’ Sando said, still in his dressing gown. He waved Frank out of the car with the gun.

				‘Wait till you see all this blood,’ Frank said.

				He squeezed in between the garage door and the boot. Putting the key in the lock, he cracked it open an inch. Then he backed away to let Sando have a look.

				Gun in his left hand, Sando opened the lid. He bent forward, his mouth starting to form words. Frank saw a flash of silver then Sando’s sudden 
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				slump. Christina had cracked him with the spanner. Frank scooped up the gun and helped her out of the boot. They stood over Sando, his face gone grey. ‘Told you she wasn’t a sinker,’ Frank said.

				They got Sando to his feet and into the house. He wasn’t saying much. Frank sat him down on the chaise sofa in the sunken lounge, found him a towel to hold to his blood-soaked head. Christina was in the kitchen.

				‘He called someone,’ Frank said. ‘Reckon they’ll be here any minute.’

				‘That’s a pity,’ she said, coming into the lounge, keys in hand. She bent down and whispered in Sando’s ear: ‘Thought it’d be fun to fuck him up a little, same way he fucked me.’ She stood tall. ‘Maybe Frank and I can tag-team you, eh?’

				Sando said nothing. It was clear he wasn’t feeling well.

				‘Get him up, then. I’ll take him in his car.’

				Sando wasn’t keen, but eventually he was persuaded to get into the boot of his BMW M3. Frank offered Christina the gun, but she shook her head. ‘I won’t be needing it,’ she said. ‘You’ll ditch it somewhere?’

				Frank said that he would. ‘What about the money? How will I pay you your half?’

				‘It’s yours,’ she said. ‘This is my reward right here.’

				Frank frowned. ‘Well, I guess we’d better get moving then,’ he said, pressing the button to open the garage door.

				She looked at him and, for a moment, her gaze lingered. They shook hands.

				Frank got into his car and parked on the street long enough to see the BMW reverse out. He followed it onto West Coast Highway and there they went their separate ways.

				Beechboro was a world away, but it only took half an hour to get there. Emily didn’t seem surprised to see him. He told her he’d won five grand at the casino and that he was taking her on holiday to give them a chance to reconnect as a couple.

				They were watching the six o’clock news the following night, his arm around her, when an article came on about a luxury car that had gone over a cliff into the ocean down south. At first it had been thought an accident, until police divers had found the BMW’s owner in the boot.

				‘What a way to go,’ Emily said, hugging him closer.

				‘Reckon he might have had it coming to him,’ Frank said.
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				We make smoothies in the morning before our runs. We didn’t run together; he used to run with her, his old friend. We started when we moved in together; we used to live so far apart, you see. Strawberries, raspberries and just a little blueberry, they’re the main ingredients. He adds protein powder and ice and I add a red, homemade, sorbet. One. Two. Three. Four. The zuushing noise it makes. One. Two. Three. Four. It works in rotations, each individual ingredient ceases, they meld, blend. The colour is always a consistent deep red and it tastes delicious. 

				I wonder if people can blend. Their personalities, can they meld together? I think we did. I think that happened to us. I never used to like running before.

				He talks when we run. I measure my breath, each step calculated. Inhale. Exhale. I’m not as practiced as him, as his previous running partner was. As we approach the winding path along the river I feel the salty spray hit my face. He tells me of a run he went on where he almost fell in the river, too preoccupied talking, I suppose. About a month ago his old running partner disappeared. He thinks she moved overseas—a geologist moves where the work is, he tells me. I can tell he misses her sometimes, but we’ve been closer since she’s been gone. I watch him, watch his glistening, muscular form move fluidly beside me. His hair is getting long, the blonde waves falling down to almost shoulder length. His arms are bent at 90 degrees, muscles bulging. I wonder if others stare too. They probably do; he is beautiful. The constant whipping of the river spray against my face makes me crave refreshment. We stop at our halfway point, preparing to turn around and make our way back. It’s situated next to a drink fountain that never fails to produce cold water no matter the burning temperatures. I take a mouthful of liquid and splash some more over my face. He laughs at me. I can tell by the heat, my previously pale complexion is now a glowing red. The run back is comfortable; the wind is cool and refreshing.
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				We run first thing in the morning, after the smoothies but before coffee and work. A routine to keep us close; we do so enjoy each other’s company.

				Our apartment is spacious, clear glass and clean white walls. We designed it together. My love, he bought out the top floor and we let our imaginations roam free with the creation. It’s beautiful. 

				The first day in it together, the first thing he did was flick the kettle on in the kitchen and turn to look at me with big, beaming eyes. 

				‘Tea or coffee, gorgeous?’

				I opted for coffee, watching every careful step in the grinding and brewing process. His precise movements. The rich aroma of freshly ground beans melded with the previous new-home-fresh-paint smell to create an intoxicatingly rich environment. He walked over, cup in hand, neglecting his own on the bench-top. He took my hand and led me to the couch. It’s a crisp white to match the walls. I worry about it staining. He pulled me down gently, as if he knew my concerns. He handed me the cup and put his arm around my waist. He just looked at me then, his eyes glowing an even brighter blue and he smiled. His smile, unlike any smile I’ve ever seen. His entire face lights up and it’s impossible not to grin back. I held the coffee in my hands, feeling the warmth and smiled back at him, a perfect moment.

				I never liked rushing. Life seems to move at a far too rapid pace as it is. I sigh when I think of the moments we’ve wasted. The moments I could have spent with him.

				We wake, make smoothies, run, shower, drink coffee. I head off to work and he settles down in his home office. I love the mornings where we sit side by side in the kitchen. He brings up the news on the iPad and we read together. We discuss the troubles of the world we’re seemingly so removed from. He used to message his friend in these times. Since she’s been gone I see him look at his phone hopefully every now and again. We sip our coffees and laugh about the trivial nonsense that litters so many forums. We joke about the inevitable armageddon we’re apparently headed towards. I savour these mornings, when we’ve left enough time to sit together, sipping coffee, invested in the present moment. I never enjoy hasty mornings that require inhaling food and chugging down the required caffeine intake.

				This morning I’m in a rush. I put my coffee cup in the sink and hurl myself towards the front door. I nearly forget to kiss him goodbye, but he’d never let that happen. He grabs me as I run past our room. One for hello, one for goodbye. That’s how it’s always been, how it always will be. I plan my day on the elevator ride down, nod to the doorman and step out onto the street. The base of our building has big trees. You can see them lining 
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				the sidewalk in perfect symmetry when you look down from our balcony. They’re a bright green in spring. No matter how late I’m running for work in the mornings I always take a moment to look up at our building. I look up now, seeing him looking down from the balcony. He waves at me and I wave back, walking to work with a massive grin on my face. Another one of our little routines.

				We fell in love so quickly, almost too quickly. There’s not a single day gone by since we met that I haven’t talked to him. I trust him implicitly; he’s brought so much happiness into my life. 

				I enjoy wine, feeling the liquid slip slowly down my throat and savour-ing the delicious, complex flavours. There’s something about getting home from work, pouring a glass of wine and basking in the summer heat. I’ve developed a routine with my wine drinking, white for after work, red with dinner. An oaky Chardonnay really takes the edge off. He’ll often join me with a beer. Sierra Nevada Pale Ale is his favourite. A light orange liquid that is floral in taste and reminds me of spring when I steal a sip. More often than not he’ll find me on the balcony, staring down at the trees, a sublime note of nature in such an urbanised area. I watch the green leaves move in the wind. I watch the people, like ants, walking down the sidewalk. I can see her apartment from here, his old friend’s, six floors down and slightly to the left. I remember when the movers came to clear her belongings; he looked so sad that day. He walks up behind me, beer in hand. He places one hand on my waist and leans in. His body heat is tantalising, his hair tickles my neck and he whispers to me. He tells me about his day, he asks me about mine. In between sips of beer and wine we lose ourselves in our comfortable routine. In each other. In the secluded world we created. 

				There are moments I have to share him, nights out in the bustling city where I watch him shine with jubilant happiness. 

				Cocktail nights with him are vastly enjoyable. We have a small group of close friends and a favourite bar in the city centre. It’s down a winding staircase, intimately lit, decorated with vintage furniture and lamps, and the aroma is sweet. They serve decadent desserts and specialise in whiskey. I sit next to him, my love, pressed against his side in a high-backed leather booth. I sip my cocktail, a creation of gin, elderflower and cucumber; and watch him interact. His laugh is infectious, his smile flawless, his eyes sparkling. Occasionally he’ll move to hold my hand, put his arm around my shoulders, waist, rest his palm on my thigh. These little touches let me know that no matter how much time he spends talking to someone else, he’s thinking of me. 
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				I’ve filled my life with him. He’s my world. My bright sun. My everything. A day we spend apart seems like a lifetime and anyone that comes between us is intruding. 

				He was in love with her once, his old running partner. They’ve known each other for years. Tried a relationship once. He broke it off. 

				A month ago I found her on my couch, my crisp white couch, spread out in baby blue lingerie. Her blonde hair falling in waves around her face and her slim body in a seductive pose. She didn’t know I was home, I was meant to be at work. She meant to surprise him. She didn’t know he was away on a work trip. She had stolen the spare key last time she was over and snuck into the building. I asked her if it was an affair; she denied it. She had been trying to coerce him for months, she told me. He would deny her and she would try again. She told me she missed the connection they had, that she had been unable to find one like it. That they could never be just friends. That he just needed a reminder of how things could be. She told me he would give in, that he didn’t love me enough.

				I looked at her. Watching her waiver. Watching her struggle to maintain the confident form she had possessed when I walked in the room. Watching her previously perfect form crumble. Watching her sink. Watching her disappear. 

				I was in the kitchen when he came home from his trip, sipping my morning smoothie.

				‘How did it go, baby?’ 

				‘Well. We made a lot of progress,’ he rounded the corner to face me, where he came to a sudden halt, jaw slightly agape. ‘I’ve never seen you in baby blue before.’ Moving towards me he grabbed my bare waist, pulling me into a deep kiss. 

				‘Mm, you taste amazing.’

				I handed him my glass. He sipped and I watched his brow wrinkle.

				‘Something’s different, what did you add?’

				‘Raspberry sorbet, homemade.’

				 I told him it was for using in smoothies only. That we needed to savour it. She was a big part of his life, it’s important that she still stays with us in some way.
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				In between

				years of

				motherhood

				wifehood

				everythinghood,

				I almost forgot

				I was once

				desired,

				admired,

				inspired,

				powerful.

				And I am now too,

				no complaints,

				but the volume of love 

				I consumed

				back then,

				is certainly something

				worth reminding

				myself about.

				So here is the thing—

				it took many lovers,

				dust,

				rust,

				tears,

				long showers

				and smoke,

				to bring me to this 

				reflex angle 
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				where I can see

				where I can dig 

				loving moments

				I shared with people 

				over the years.

				I have to admit,

				my spirit is lifted.

				It’s a feel good thing.

				1984

				Two metres

				smiley eyes

				heavy accent

				you’re light as a feather

				in my arms

				in the warm dark lake.

				 ==

				Football pit by day

				our hiding place by night

				no one will find us here

				on the penalty line.

				1994

				Back stage

				bright orange hair

				you knock on my door 

				with a knowing smile

				(and a body guard)

				we quietly stare

				and breathe

				our togetherness

				tenderness

				loneliness.

				You better go out there

				and give them

				what they are waiting for.
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				1995

				Your snake tattoo

				stares at me

				as I wake into a ray

				of your green gaze

				You are exactly

				what I need right now

				I know it’ll soon

				be over.

				1981

				Tuesday

				afternoon

				sweet incense

				unbroken promise

				we know it’s our beginning.

				 ==

				Hot night

				desert air

				after days of searching

				escaping

				and misunderstandings

				we are glued.

				1987

				Taking the long way home

				from the village

				I wish it was

				way way 

				longer

				until the gate

				to reality.

				1988

				Hampstead Heath at night

				running 

				rolling down the hill

				the rocking hearts

				the touching souls.
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				1985

				how did you know

				how much I love surprises!

				What a treat to find

				my windows lit

				soap steamy air

				your warm smile

				under the towel

				your hug

				big green eyes

				and all the rest.

				Boom.

				1994

				Thank you

				for making me feel

				admired

				for loving every inch

				for letting me

				find the way to myself.

				Sorry for your

				painful reward.

				1985

				Names of strange veggies

				buzzing through the radio

				over and out

				you are waiting by the gate

				with eager eyes

				warm lips

				and your military jeep.

				1986

				You nod our usual signal at the checkout

				big hair, glitzy eyes, stubby dimples

				rolling, laughing at the car park

				on our weekly half an hour

				we stumble to say what’s on our minds.
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				1985

				it was a pleasure

				until you threw

				that vinyl

				out the window

				until your eyes stopped glowing.

				you left something unwanted.

				1994

				Long kisses

				in my boxy car

				behind your local bar

				no need to go any further tonight

				long kisses

				are just right.

				 ==

				You won me over

				with your songs

				with your lips

				you won me over

				with your endless attempts

				to win me over

				thank you for making me 

				laugh so much!

				You’re stamped.

				1982

				Blue Air-Mail letter

				with your dense pouring thoughts of me

				and stories from other lands

				where I can’t be

				but I am there now

				and you are here

				with me.

				 ==

				The metaphoric feather

				you left behind

				the reminder of forbidden moments

				we stole

				and the ones we didn’t.
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				1983

				Passeroto

				you called me

				when you finally dared

				to cross the pub

				speak your mind

				and ask the riddle.

				 ==

				You said you’d take me to Guadalupe

				if you could

				in the meantime

				you drew a map

				made a card

				that melts my heart.

				1981

				We kissed

				finally.

				The music,

				the smell,

				of your girlfriend’s lotion

				that never

				bothered us.

				==

				Hitch hiking

				barefoot at midnight

				so I can disappear 

				against your wide chest

				whisky bottle

				and never open my eyes again.
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				1988

				It’s your lips that sucked me

				haunted me

				sang for me

				drowned me.

				 ==

				Your roses

				and proses

				left on my windscreen

				corrupted my

				determined mind.

				1986

				Spoons

				peas 

				chillies 

				arms

				legs 

				heads

				two 

				us.
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				There’s something I’ve been meaning to ask you. What are you doing? I mean, I know what you’re doing—you’ve been saying for ages that you want to build a treehouse. It’s a dream you’ve had since you were a child. I know it’s not fair to judge something when it’s not yet complete. And I’m not trying to criticise you. But I am pretty sure that this is not a treehouse.

				The neighbours will complain about this. They were nice about the incident when all of your bees drowned in their swimming pool. And they were very accommodating that time when you hosted Vuvuzelafest. But I think it might be a struggle not to mention this.

				It is casting a significant shadow over their house.

				If this is about last night, I am so sorry. I just really wanted to sneak up on you. I thought I’d bring it back, you know. Sneaking. It used to be one of our favourite activities. We would always be sneaking up on each other and trying to one-up each other’s sneak-ups. Sometimes we were so absorbed in our sneaking that we would sneak up on each other simultaneously. We were the Mr & Mrs Smith of sneaking. Sometimes we would even skip the sneaking bit. We would be sitting in the cinema, or standing in an elevator, or listening to the moderator in group therapy—and then all of a sudden BAM! You Are Grabbing Me! For No Reason! What The Fuck! We had so many laughs.

				I thought the moment that I chose last night to sneak up on you would be funny, but it wasn’t.

				I didn’t know you were in the middle of shaving your tricky spot.

				I understand that now.

				I am sorry.

				I have to be totally honest though. I’m not convinced that the sneaking thing is connected to this treehouse thing. Because I don’t know if you could have gathered all of this material overnight. I mean, where did all these 
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				piles of wood come from? Where have you been hiding them all this while? Just BAM—I wake up and you’re not in bed anymore and there are piles of mismatched wood all over the yard and you’re building a fucking treehouse.

				Perhaps you took out an ad in the paper. I think this kind of request would lend itself very well to an ad. I WOULD LIKE YOUR WOOD. ANY WOOD WOULD DO. In fact, if you did take out an ad, I am a little bit hurt that you didn’t ask me to help you write it. I think it would have been a nice activity to do together.

				I suppose it is kind of impressive, whatever it is you’re building.

				The structure has what a project developer might call breathtaking scope. I don’t know if the trees are happy being used this way, though. Some of them have lost limbs. Some of them are bowed and sagging. They might very well die under there.

				But it could go either way, really. Maybe they are relieved to be closed off from the world, their leaves and twigs poking out of the gaps in the walls.

				Thank God I don’t have to produce oxygen for these losers anymore, they’re all thinking. Ha ha ha ha ha. I hope they all die.

				Maybe there was a time when we were safe. We were part of a secret club with only two members, and we didn’t need a treehouse. It makes me wonder what it means, that you’re building whatever it is you’re building.

				You once said in group therapy that you wanted a treehouse because you were never permitted anything of the sort as a child. You were not allowed to attend sleepovers. You were not allowed to pin up the Spice Girls poster you really liked. When you had friends over from school you had to keep the door to your bedroom open.

				You had hardly any private spaces, even that special kind of privacy that comes from making your own decisions.

				You were terrified even to throw away your sandwich crusts at school.

				When the wind blows, the treehouse makes a pleasant creaking sound, like a hot air balloon or a blimp. I hope you are safe inside it. There is a rope ladder poking out of the single opening, but I have only seen you use it once, when you crept out to collect the parcel of rice I had left for you at lunchtime. Your hair was messy; there were sweat patches under your armpits. The opening is angled so that I can’t see you working inside. How many floors, I wonder—how many footholds and perches have you installed in the branches? How many secret lookouts? What does it smell like—a forest? A furniture store? Blisters, sawdust, perspiration?
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				You haven’t invited me into your treehouse.

				I use the term ‘treehouse’ loosely. The structure encompasses many trees. It does not yet have a roof. You are building upwards and outwards at the same time. Maybe if you think the structure is never complete, you will never have to invite me to visit it.

				The idea of a treehouse is actually kind of gruesome when you think about it. You are pretty much cladding still-growing trees with the hacked-off flesh of other trees.

				There’s this story about trees that I was told in Sunday School. ‘The Story of the Three Trees’. Growing peacefully on the mountainside, each tree dreams of what they might be when they are mature. The first tree wants to become a treasure chest; the second, a mighty ship. The third wants to remain on the mountainside forever and become a tall tree that points to heaven. All three are thwarted, cut away from the mountain and turned into an animal feed box, a fishing boat, a crucifix—but each of them, during their lives as ordinary objects, will carry Jesus Christ, in His birth and life and death.

				The trees—who aren’t really trees anymore—are profoundly grateful.

				Sometimes when I see something or I remember something, like that naff story about the three trees, I really really want to tell you about it, like right now, and I feel itchy that you are sequestered away in your Not-a-Treehouse. I have to keep storing up these things to tell you. I keep thinking there will actually be an opportunity to tell you these things.

				There was a time when we liked to pose hypothetical What Would You Do questions to each other. For example, I once said: If you talked to me one day and suspected that aliens had abducted me and left you with this dubious imposter, what are some questions you might ask to verify whether it was the real me or not?

				Your strategy was to ask questions about our past. What was the name of our moderator in group therapy? Where did we first hold hands? When did all that sneaking-up-on-each-other business start? What day was it when we saw the ballerina sculpture at Cottesloe?

				And your favourite: Who wrote the note?

				You asked me what questions I would ask if the situation was reversed, and I said I wouldn’t really ask you questions; I’d perform tests and gauge your responses. Like I might scream IT’S AN OWL! and flap my hands ominously and note the severity of your fear, or contrive to make you say words that you regularly mispronounce like ‘rapport’ and ‘synecdoche’. I thought I was such an expert on you. I would surely know if it was the real 
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				you. But my verification tests would not help me right now, because they were based on your behaviour, and behaviour is changeable.

				Although, perhaps history is not as unchangeable as you would like, either. Not even our own history. There was this time last year when we visited Perth, and we went to Cottesloe Beach to look at sculptures. There was a life-sized cast marble ballerina that pirouetted when you pressed a button on the pedestal, which was pretty obvious in the daytime, but not in the fading light of this particular afternoon. We figured it out anyway, and stood watching the ballerina perform her rigid, silent pirouettes.

				The ballerina was nearing the end of her run when a guy and a girl staggered past, young and drunk. We’d seen them before, at the giant cask wine bladder sculpture, tipsily staging selfies. Now, at the ballerina, in a cruelly perfect moment, the girl tugged the guy’s hand—said, Oh look, it moves—and, just as the guy’s head turned, the sculpture stopped.

				In spite of all our therapy and Feeling Empathy For Ourselves And Others training we just stood there, silent, watching the couple circle the inert ballerina, while the girl kept swearing she’d seen it move, but because they were both so drunk they didn’t have any chance of accomplishing Empathy or even Understanding. The escalation of their argument was something spectacular. Perhaps they were not arguing about the statue at all. It culminated in the girl tearfully screaming: DON’T TELL ME WHAT I SAW. I’M A FUCKING GROWN-UP. A FUCKING GROWN-UP. A FUCKING GROWN-UP. A FUCKING GROWN-UP.

				Every time someone would ask us about our trip, you would tell this story. Except things happened differently in your version, or with different timing. Like the extent of our distance from the action, or how visible the button was, or how long the girl kept A-Fucking-Grown-Up-ing right off into the sunset. I would have heard this story about five or six times over. It was impossible for me to chime in without you feeling like I was cramping your narrative flow. If I offered a contradictory version of events you would wrinkle your nose; if you sensed I was about to speak you talked faster to cover the gap. You were the sole protagonist. In fairness, you did have a pretty good way of telling things. But after a while it was almost like the story didn’t happen to me at all. I couldn’t remember it how I originally remembered it. The memory just kept on getting scribed over with your version. Then the day came when I tried telling the story when we were having dinner with my parents—and for some reason, perhaps out of misguided charity, this time you were letting me tell it—but it was like steering a boat using a single paddle, 
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				forgetting the sequence, mistiming the punchlines. I never wanted to tell the story again.

				I’m trying not to be annoyed that you’re building a treehouse without me. But it is pretty annoying. How whimsical, your friends will gush. What an impressive statement on the liminal space between childhood and adulthood, a bold investigation into notions of containment and refuge. For extra points, your construction resembles a creature designed by Shaun Tan, a Lost Thing. What next? Will you install speakers that play Sigur Rós on loop all day? Will you string up lanterns and bunting cut from the recycled pages of children’s encyclopaedias?

				Who wrote the note? That’s not a good question either, because no one knows who wrote the note. It was the first session of group therapy, the first time we met each other. The counsellor distributed a stack of index cards and instructed us to write a sentence that went, My fear in attending group therapy is that _____________ and then all the cards were folded, mixed in a hat, and then the hat was passed around the circle. We each took turns reading out other people’s fears. People wrote things like My fear in attending group therapy is that I will say something foolish. Or, My fear in attending group therapy is that I will find out something awful about myself.

				People were allowed to use as many index cards as they wanted. Even if we drew our own index card from the hat we had to read it aloud as if it were someone else’s index card. The whole point was that we would find out that we were all as nervous to be in group therapy as everybody else in the room.

				Am I telling the story correctly? Was that how it went? There were six other people in the group; there was Maurice whose wife had left him, there was Fiona who was recovering from a nervous breakdown. There was Caroline, the kind of person who our therapists individually assured us would be part of the group so that us quieter ones wouldn’t feel obligated to talk, the kind of vivacious take-charge person who is eager to speak, to volunteer answers. The kind of person for whom we all felt equal parts gratitude and loathing.

				The time came for you to draw an index card from the hat. You unfolded it, studied it for a moment, and then announced in what then seemed like a neutral voice, but what I now know is your secretly-delighted voice: My fear in attending group therapy is that I will not like Caroline.

				It was a blow our group would never wholly recover from, an unforgiveable violation. In the moment after our common sentiment 
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				was thrust into the open, everybody was united against Caroline, I could feel it—a collective feedback loop of repressed laughter and horror—and it didn’t ever fully disappear, even as Caroline shrugged it off and the moderator smoothed it over with some psychologist talk about everybody having different opinions.

				We could never agree on who wrote the note. Later, when we started seeing each other outside therapy, you said you thought that I wrote the note. I myself had long suspected it was Maurice, but only because I glimpsed that the note was penned in the same blue as the writing on his nametag. For a time we even had this theory that the note was written by Caroline herself, and she meant it literally, that being in group therapy would make her dislike herself. It was only sometime later, when it ceased to be a topic of fascination between us, that another possibility occurred to me: the note didn’t exist. There was really just another benign My fear in attending group therapy written on the index card. You decided to change it. Out of boredom, maybe. A casual act of sabotage.

				There are many things that bother me about ‘The Story of the Three Trees’. Like the idea that trees have some awareness of how they would be used by humans. How do they even know what a ship is, or a treasure chest? And what happens to a tree’s consciousness, anyway, when it is sawn away from its roots, sanded down, fashioned into another object? What about a structure that is comprised of the wood of many different trees, like your Not-a-Treehouse? Will each tree retain its own consciousness across its scattered parts, or will the Not-a-Treehouse form its own consciousness, once it becomes a new thing? What if it never becomes a whole, complete thing? When is something considered a whole, anyway?

				How can I possibly become my own whole again?

				You know, it’s not until now that I’m feeling offended that your first thought was that I wrote the note. It’s like you thought I was a mean person right from the start. That hurts. What’s weird though is that if you were here, following this conversation, and not hiding in your Not-a-Treehouse, you might argue back that because I think that you fabricated the note, on the spot—an act that would require an even meaner person to think of it—that my proposition is even more offensive, and now you’re more hurt. But the point is that it wasn’t my first thought about you; I didn’t have you pegged as a mean person right from the start. I didn’t start thinking about you as being capable of meanness until much later, after so much stuff had accumulated, like that incident with the ballerina story. It’s amazing how 
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				quickly this stuff accumulates, with such stealth. You do one little thing against me and it triggers the entire cavalcade of memories, and the little thing becomes representative of all the things. The little thing becomes the evidence upon which one can mount an entire case of hurt.

				Maybe that’s what’s annoying about this treehouse situation. It’s like you’re trying to establish yourself as the most wounded one. You want to be the winner of the Hurt Olympics. Well, you’re pretty good at it. The person with the initiative has the advantage—is that how the saying goes? I am looking out at your Not-a-Treehouse and I am even annoyed that I didn’t think of it first.

				You’re building an airtight case, just like the ballerina story—there’s no room for me inside it.

				I am watching you build a treehouse without me and I do not feel entitled to this story either.

				The rope ladder has begun to move. Like a puppet’s tongue retracting, inch by inch, into a limp mouth. The neighbours’ curtain just twitched a little. Already I am trying to think of explanations, as if there is any explaining this thing you’ve built. Already I can feel the terrible warmth of humiliation.

				Sometimes there are just no more words. Sometimes you just run out of them. Sometimes all that’s left is raw, unintelligible screaming, clawed syllables dragged out of your throat.

				I’M A FUCKING GROWN-UP. A FUCKING GROWN-UP. A FUCKING GROWN-UP. A FUCKING GROWN-UP.

				Flung out into a large and indifferent sky.

				You have pulled up the ladder. You have sealed off the entrance. Perhaps this is when something can be said to be whole—when it becomes a closed system, when nothing else may enter. You have pulled up the ladder and it is finished. I wonder where it is you’re going.

				The structure sways like an airship, tethered to the trees, too enormous for this neighbourhood. I wonder if it will expand like an airship. I wonder if it will explode, shards of wood flung to all the corners of all the suburbs, and you will have disappeared. The sky is orange and you’re not coming out.

				The trees groan like old cellos. I continue to store up things to tell you.

				Arguments, facts, opinions.

				Memories, disputes.

				Questions.

				Evidence.

				I hold on to them. They are the most alive things.
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				Boiled us here a kettle see? A kettle fat for steaming bath. Boiled is one, others near. How many kettles will we bring to bubble, boiling, piping hot? Lots of hot now mix with cold is what we need but haven’t we a number yet. Not a number in the head. Who knows now? How many kettles to boil, to cover this body here?

				Years are rolling. Rolling by without a bath. Years and body, rolling on, body gathers, gathering. Twice the body now, we see, perhaps, as last bath. Twice the body, half the water? Maybe half, but no one knows, and none remember. None, the number of the last, to halve, to solve the problem. So to one, is empty now and then return to boil a second.

				Two is kettles filled with water brought to boiling on the stove. One could test but then be naked, not yet done in filling kettles in our kitchen from the tap.

				Little man perhaps next door is peeping through the gauzy curtain. Peeping through our lace, our threadbare now, our window looking out and in. Peeping he into our kitchen. Yes, we thinks we see his rounded face now, eyes like owls’ a-peeping them.

				Not to naked be, that is sense, that is comfort to be clothed. Especially with eyes of his, with eyes that skim and skirt and focus be, them when they find it, naked skin. Raw skin, pinkness, palest those parts that are best for eyes as such.

				Kettle two, again a rumble tumble water in our bath. Steaming highly to the ceiling, shutters shut for private things. Dwelling bathly things before us, salts for salting, oil for touch. Pleasure be the scaldingness of swirling hands in hottest tub.

				Three is kettle by the tap now, little man press little finger. Slide the window pane he feels. Slippery sliding snail wet, tummy drags across, away.

				The sound of snail, glass by rubbing. Do you hear it? Do you see? How many kettles fat? Three the stove alight a-burning. Boiling rising hot 
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				escaping to the air and pouring end. All is three and not to cover body, no. And so.

				And so. Kitchen calling number four to full we thinks. This may be last, this body soon must naked be. But hiding yet beneath the cloth, woven towel wraps body tight. Good that tightness needing be.

				Turn the tap and cold gush fill. Wait again we. Wait again. Hearing snail creeping slowly, slippery squeak. Slip now hear it we, slow and smooth on cold of glass. And little man we see him slowly, wets a finger, see him, in his dripping mouth, to run across again the pane that gladly shuts the inside in. 

				Gauzy curtain failing sadly, little man is mad and watching shoulders bare. Muscle arms, not to see but working there to haul the kettle. That is kettle, kettle four by standards empty with some cold now look to cover. Yes, we thinks.

				Is we one but maybe two, myself is eager for my bathings. Twice the body now as was, as cloth falls down and naked be. Naked standing, steam by bathing. Stooping swirl to feel and cold to add to comfort make.

				Nice and easy. One and two foot. Standing bathful. Four hot kettles. Hands to steady, bending, lower. Body rolling, years of gather, that last bath to this bath here. Why to naked be to bath when eyes were living, watched to see.

				Four it takes to cover body. Over thighs, mountain river, blackness drowns in scalding sea. Up the belly swollen reaching. Dry but bend back moisture be.  Wet now up the breasts and nipples riding safely water high. Up to neck and under skin in wet and scalding waves to chin.

				Deep and breathing.

				Quiet bathing.

				Hear light shudder. Pane of window, slowly tear of gauzy trim. Kitchen lock, it is now, is it? Not we hear, and not we fear.

				Wait and wonder, how this water? Where it comes from pallid tank, from tomb of stone to hide a body, water stinking, rotten flesh. Floating man, eyes of owls, his fingers crawl like snail wet, and odour now as lifts from water. Lifts from bathful. Smell of watching, gone from here but ghostly image, ghostly yes?

				A fear of madness haunting window, seeing naked now this body. Twice the body hidden then. To now, was hidden, to this bath, twice since last when eyes were living.
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				I am mind. From cell of skull I imagine myself expansive, ideas spreading out, neurons racing creating a space cavernous and clean. This I will occupy as ‘I’.

				From this mind spine hangs, body an afterthought, pale and paunched, muscles resigned to minor movements. This face is not for the sun.

				One day I wrote about a stone. The stone sat on my desk and spoke of rivers, rain, tectonic movements before my time. I sat with the stone for days and called it love.This stone was absorbed into the room of myself and I say with this work I have entered into connection, written myself into the world while still not opening a window.

				One day I wrote about a woman. The woman was under me in a shed, young and supple, red hair flaming in fragments of light. I sat with the memory for days and called it love. The girl was absorbed into the room of myself and I say with this work I have entered into connection, written myself into others, while still not opening a window.
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				Enjambment creates

				a sense of urgency or

				disorder for the reader 

				forced by the poet’s enjambing,

				often using gerunds, to read onwards

				along the lines; in poetry enjamb-

				ment expresses

				sour milk from a cow, turning

				sodden grass in fields, mending

				broken fence-lines of rusting 

				wire and blood, while 

				often, also, slaugh- 

				tering three syllable words, effect-

				ive butchery, 

				and enjambment can be done, as one 

				might expect, well, like a bloodied bullet

				between the eyeballs of a beast, 

				by emphasising, an enjambment, inline.
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				It is no secret that I fell in love with Max the moment I opened the first page of his first book, and read aloud the line, ‘Memory is not enough’.

				Max was a good bit older than me, and he was German, which made him more real than me. I was not only young, I was born here—Subiaco I tell people when they ask, and let them assume I’m Italian—therefore my opinions did not count. ‘You are irrational,’ he used to say. ‘Your logic is flawed.’ He was an empirical thinker, you see.

				The thing with Max is dates: June 7, 1950–December 14, 2001. When Max died I pinned his photograph to my notice board. I pinned him through the eye. I was distraught. He had finally left me; he had got away for good this time. I held him only for a moment and then I lost him, and even in the brief time we had together we were apart too often.

				Dates count: 1987, when his first book of prose was published in Australia (like Joseph Conrad, Max wrote only in English; the German editions came later); May 1988, when I first read it; and November 9 of the same year, when we first met. There are more dates.

				Places count too: Goch, the small, insignificant town where he was born, not far from the border with the Netherlands, and not far from the Klever Reichswald. He once told me of the 23,000 Allied soldiers who had lost their lives in that godforsaken forest, and of the 52,000 German soldiers who were taken prisoner (numbers count too). The battle was called Operation Veritable, from the Old French vérité for ‘truth’, meaning that the operation was truly, actually, genuinely horrifying in its consequences. Though our history books are cramped (‘cramped’ is not a typographic error) with unfathomable numbers, I can hardly imagine the deaths of so many men let alone the logistics of taking control of so many prisoners.

				The town of Goch was decimated. You will remember that in The Reminiscences Max included several photographs of British tanks rolling 
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				over the rubble in streets bordered by facades with the windows blown out and the roof beams exposed. I do not know where he got them, nor do I know who the photographer was. It could not have been his father—he had been sent to the Eastern Front—and I imagine his mother would have fled the town and taken refuge on her parents’ farm.

				Max also told me that Vincent van Gogh’s family originally came from Goch, or ‘Gogh’ in Dutch.

				By the time Max died he had published the four fictional memoirs that made him famous. I hardly ever saw him. He travelled a great deal promoting each latest publication, but was spending more time in North Rhine-Westphalia than anywhere else, returning to Perth only rarely—fleeting visits that left me disillusioned with long-distance relationships. I suspected that he had something going with another woman, a colleague perhaps, at the University of Cologne, where he was teaching a course on rewriting history. Newspapers reported only that an unnamed female passenger survived the crash, and had to be disinterred (they actually wrote ‘disinterred’!) from the wreckage.

				His obituary appeared in The West Australian some days later. The West Australian article was syndicated from a eulogy that originally appeared in the Süddeutsche Zeitung only three days after the car crash. My mother cut out the article, and in doing so, snipped off the date. No doubt she intended to give the obituary to me, knowing as she did how I had admired Max’s writing since the appearance of The Reminiscences. What she did not know was that I had fallen in love with the photograph on the back cover, a young Max leaning against a wall with his hands stuffed casually into the pockets of what appear to be chinos, at least six months before I met the man. And at the time, she did not know that we were vertraute Freunde, if you catch my drift. I kept that piece of gossip carefully hidden, especially from her. My mother could be very intrusive.

				Whether she showed me the clipping or not, I have no memory. I was devastated, as you can imagine. I suspect I would have dismissed her attempt to commiserate. I can hear myself saying, ‘Leave me alone. Don’t you get it? I loved him!’ In any case, being of the generation who never throws anything away, my mother saved the article. When she gave it to me earlier this year I felt somewhat shamefacedly grateful. Without her foresight I would not now have my genuine piece of Max-memorabilia.

				The clipping is fixed to the wall with Blu-tack. I can see as it I write—the brittle header, the yellowed creases where my mother had folded it into four—and from where I sit, I can read the eulogy, which repeats opinions that have since become dogma. Max’s ghost hovers beside me. He snorts with disgust at the scholars who coined that ridiculous term ‘histo-fiction’ 
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				to describe his ‘rare and uncompromising’ poetic experiments. A breath of air chills the back of my neck and makes the hairs on my arms tingle.

				My current ami intime, Robert—I call him Rho’berr, although he’s only half-French—likens the experience of reading Max to being captured, kidnapped, hog-tied and sucker-punched. He says, ‘Finishing a book by Max is a relief.’ Robert is French on his father’s side. His mother hails from Wickepin—her grandparents ran the boarding house where Albert Facey once stayed. They met in Lyon when she ran away from home, and from Australia, to be with some man, not the Papa of Robert.

				Of course, I think of the experience of reading Max as a seduction.

				One thing, or thought, leads to another. The photograph of a large woman dominates the first page of The Reminiscences. Her dark frock is sun-dappled but her face is in shadow, and therefore inscrutable. The skinny chap behind her barely registers. There is a second photograph dated 1945, possibly of the same couple, but torn in half. Max does not tell us what is missing, only that the missing details are important. By page seventeen, he has invented several embarrassing moments, and has described the farm and its inhabitants in contradictory terms. For example, the character he calls The Uncle is both ‘reliable and wayward’, dressed in a ‘respectable’ new suit, but driving a ‘disreputable’ looking car that does not belong to him. ‘What is and is not real?’ asks Max in the guise of the author.

				In the introduction to the current edition, Max made it clear that his work of memory was neither fact nor fiction, and that, though much had been revealed since he first wrote the book, he chose not to change a word.

				By the middle of May 1945, the last major battle of the European arena had been fought, and Germany had surrendered unconditionally to both the Allies and to the Soviet Union. Max’s father had not yet returned from the Eastern Front, and Max would not be conceived for another five years, by which time even Max’s mother had allowed herself to be convinced that the Cold War would not affect her, and that the world was safe enough to sustain a new life.

				By 1955 Max was five years old and still living in Goch with his parents. He used to visit his grandparents’ farm to the northwest, near the tail end of the Reichswald. The photograph at the beginning of The Reminiscences must be of his grandparents. Another out-of-focus photograph shows what appears to be a long straight road leading to a substantial, thatched-roof farmhouse, but is actually a channel, and what seem to be stones on the road are actually light reflections on the water. Of the farmhouse he remembers little more than the kitchen, and he remembers that 
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				there were trout in the straight channel, though that seems unlikely. He remembers drinking the water of the channel and he remembers The Aunt in a kind of mist, under a grey sky. The season must be autumn. The trees are bare of leaves. He also recalls that he does not enjoy drinking milk fresh from a goat.

				The Aunt returns to Max’s consciousness some fifteen years later, soon after his arrival in Perth. He is poor and takes refuge in the State Library of Western Australia on James Street, where he can work without being disturbed by the ruckus common to boarding houses. He knows nothing of Australia’s history and begins to read—the genocide of our indigenous populations, and the successful cover-up by government agencies, shocks him. He cannot believe that the Forrest River massacre (1926), for example, occurred within living memory, and that the Woods Royal Commission brought charges against only two police officers for the murder of one (!) Aborigine. Witnesses disappeared, and the case against Constables St Jack and Regan evaporated for lack of sufficient evidence. Perversely, this reminds him of The Aunt, who was accused of being a Nazi collaborator. Though she was later exonerated, the stain of anti-Semitism taints his memory of her cheerful countenance, and his youthful lust for the amplitude of her bosom.

				The characters in Max’s books are often resurrected by the capriciousness of memory from a kind of Dickensian gloom. I do not know what a comparable German adjective might be, Fontanische perhaps? I only suggest Theodor Fontane as a literary equivalent because there is a Prussian character in Der Stechlin, who is a captain in a cavalry regiment, and I am reminded that Max’s other grandfather was Prussian, and a sergeant in a cavalry regiment. Max remembered his father’s mother reminiscing about her handsome young husband in his scarlet regimental uniform with the shiny gold epaulettes, braid and buttons. This grandfather died not long after Max’s father was born, thus being mercifully spared the choices his children had to make.

				The question haunting Der Stechlin is, however, the same that preoccupies Max: is it possible to remember and not be destroyed by the past? There is a second question fundamental to Max’s oeuvre: what is the difference between memory and reality? Max was always interested in borderlines, the riparian places of childhood, like the channel, and later, the all but decimated wetlands of Perth, places that precipitate the flow between land and water, clarity and obscurity, perception and recollection.

				Max packs an enormous amount of history into the short first chapter of The Reminiscences. He travels back and forth between his early days in 
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				Perth, the ‘real’ memories of his life in Goch, and the ‘learned’ memories of Germany in the war years, until he comes to a halt in 1976 with the photograph of a mangled bicycle wheel and the caption, ‘In memory of three Friends of The Earth who ran into each other 25km north of Albany’, an epitaph more positive than it at first appears, signalling, as it does, the end of whaling in Western Australia. And on the wall beside the bike wheel, in a photograph within the photograph, you can just make out Max with shoulder-length wavy hair, holding up his end of a FoE banner, and wearing flairs and a T-shirt with the slogan, ‘Join the Revolution’. I am tempted to say, ‘Those were the days,’ but what would I know?

				In the second chapter of The Reminiscences, subtitled ‘More Lies’, Max confesses, as if sharing a guilty secret, that in 1938, National Socialists destroyed the synagogue of Goch on the same Kristallnacht that saw the shattering of thousands of Jewish-owned stores, buildings and homes throughout Germany and Austria. Max only discovered that part of his family was Jewish after The Reminiscences was published. This well-kept family secret was a source of considerable shame to him, and, as everyone now knows, a discrepancy Max attempted to redress in each subsequent book.

				Given the circumstances, it is not surprising that Max grew up knowing nothing of his Jewish heritage, but the silence was horrifying to him. He felt terribly guilty, as if he had personally abandoned his Jewish relatives, and wondered how The Aunt could have become an informer. Or perhaps she had informed on others in order to save her own people. This thought, too, was horrifying to Max, and may account for his flight to Australia.

				I was pleased, of course, to be reminded of Max and what we had once shared, and touched that my mother saved the newspaper clipping for me. The ageing newsprint had acquired the status of artefact. But I was also reminded of my parents’ first meeting with Max, which was quite awkward. I had the impression that Max was embarrassed by my father’s ignorance, and I was embarrassed by my mother’s antipathy to the man I admired. My mother and father suffered under the delusion that Max was my mentor and protector, and found this difficult to reconcile with their ingrained belief that Germans were still The Enemy. They had arrived in Perth in 1948 and 1949 respectively, with the hundreds of other Displaced Persons fleeing the disaster that was Europe. They met on Cottesloe Beach, or so the story goes, long after fulfilling their ‘assisted passage’ obligations, and were already old when I was born. Needless to say they were overly protective parents, and far from pleased when Max whisked me off to Europe. In fact, my father pretended to know nothing of my trip until two days before our 
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				scheduled departure on November 9, 1990 (it was a kind of anniversary ‘gift’ from Max, though I was paying my own way), when he proceeded to berate me for not asking his permission. ‘I am over twenty-one,’ I told him, determined to finally leave the country.

				I will never forget catching the train from Fiumicino and my first glimpse of the outskirts of Rome. Max was terribly blasé, but I had my face pressed to the window. I could feel the difference in the air. I remember that the grass beside the railway line looked entirely different to Australian trackside vegetation, and that the smell was entirely different. I remember expecting ancient buildings and ruins, and being shocked by the kilometres of flat-faced apartment buildings of the Roman suburbs—I was impossibly naïve in those days—and then, finally, getting what I expected when the taxi from Roma Termini deposited us at our hotel in Trastevere, and I was engulfed in the golden glow of ancient stone against an ultramarine blue sky.

				Here I am at last, I thought, in the Europe that Max assured me was more sophisticated, cultured and intellectual than anything on offer in Australia. The lived experience was somewhat different, and my relationship with Max suffered accordingly. It is not easy to acknowledge that one’s idols are fallible human beings. But that is another story.

				Not long ago I read an article by Tim Parks. I can’t remember what it was about, but one phrase stuck in my mind: ‘engagement in the present inevitably involves devouring the past’. I believe that is exactly what is required before one can ‘move on’, as psychologists say.

				Today is Max’s birthday. He would have been sixty-five, and I am the same age he was when he died. If you have read Max’s last book, Museums of Memory (2002), the one the publishers rushed out posthumously, you will remember the last photograph on the last page: a lone, bare tree in the middle of the River Niers, a once living tree growing on an island before it was flooded by the rising waters; a fitting epitaph.

				My room is directly above the waterwheel of the Sus Mill. The River Niers has shrunk, or been diverted, and the wheel no longer turns. I have been told that my room would have been awfully noisy if it still worked. The woman who survived the car crash turned out to be Max’s German translator. Valda says they were never lovers, but I retain my suspicions. It was through Valda that I was invited to take up the artists’ residency in Goch. The portrait series of my own family had received some acclaim. Somehow she heard that I had begun painting Max’s family, and invited me to participate in an upcoming exhibition to mark the fifteenth anniversary of his death. Each of the artists, whose practice amplifies Max’s grand project of remembering, is spending three months here. Now it is my turn.
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				Having a colleague with whom to share an observation, a drink and a meal, makes all the difference. I had been here only a few days, and was feeling lonely without Robert, when Marco knocked at my door. He is the Italian performance artist in the room above mine.

				Today I sit happily at my drawing table amidst the apparent chaos, surrounded by sketches, notebooks ruffled with yellow stick-it notes, photograph albums, and random papers. My window looks out over the river towards the old town. I watch the ducks paddle around and dunk their heads below the surface, tails wagging in the air for an inordinate length of time. They remind me of the Swan River and the Jacaranda outside my window at home, and I make the clichéd observation that the blue skies of my native land are much higher and more brilliant than the skies here. I sit and wait for Marco to knock on my door and suggest a walk down Brückenstraße for Kaffee und Kuchen at the Café Scholten.

				Yesterday I went alone. I wasted time walking in the wrong direction. It was not easy to find the commemorative plaque, which confirms that the site of the Goch synagogue has been turned into a car park.

				Note on the Text

				‘Mapping Coincidence’ is my tribute to WG Sebald’s brand of hybridised narrative: the fluid combination of autobiography, invention and fact. Sebald was born in 1944 in Wertach im Allgäu in Bavaria, lived much of his life East Anglia, where he also died, and preferred to be called Max by his friends. That my Max shares a name, a date of death and a gift for narrative with Sebald, is only spurious resemblance and not intended as a comment or reflection on the life of a distinguished writer.
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				Scene One

				The beach, waves crashing, darkened house, roller shutters down. No dog barks. No cat meows. No baby cries. No one is at home.

				Rush, run, dash to a suburban emergency department.

				Drive carefully.

				Turn your mobile off, the nurses shout at me.

				I can’t. I have to text. I have to call everyone so they know. I need to let them know.

				Grief-gorged eyes.

				Mine or yours?

				Don’t take me to the hospital, my mother pleads without words as she looks up at me from her trolley. Not that hospital. They stick you with needles and kids treat you like a slab of meat. I don’t want to be an experiment. That beautiful androgynous man with the Transylvanian accent. He’ll be the death of me.

				There is no music in this episode.

				Resounding silence.

				Whatever happens.

				There is no need for guilt.

				Red light.

				Scene Two

				The city. Emergency department. Waiting room.

				I sit next to a man with a beetroot face.

				I’ve been here for five hours, he says. Heart aches.

				I ignore him.
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				You look angry. No one likes an angry woman.

				Go away.

				I’m sick.

				Then stay.

				Are you sick?

				No.

				Your mother?

				Yes.

				Very sick?

				Yes.

				This will be the worst day of your life, I know. I’ve been there.

				I know.

				Scene Three

				Pink curtains. Eight beds in the ward. The morning after.

				Restless night.

				I’m going to lunch, I’ll be back soon. You need your rest.

				Don’t go.

				I’m hungry.

				I call up a friend and we eat sushi. I talk about everything else.

				She will get better soon. It’s happened before. Brain haemorrhages are a part of life. A team of rehabilitation staff. Doctors. Soon I will wake up at home and hear her laboured breathing. Just like the last time this happened.

				Back at the hospital.

				Roll of eyes.

				Weakened.

				Face flattened.

				No control over facial muscles. Any muscles.

				Pale.

				Pink.

				Cold leg.

				Pale, pink, cold leg. Urinary incontinence. 111 beats per minute. Her heart is going 111 beats per minute. My heart is usually at 72 beats per minute but I don’t feel it right now.

				She tries to speak.

				130 beats per minute.

				Groan.

				Her tongue is unable to move.

				140 beats per minute.
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				Don’t worry, I tell her.

				I know she wants to ask me where my brother is.

				Boys are far less complicated, she always said.

				Travelling in Spain, Santiago de Compostella, Allicante, Madrid. Somewhere Spanish. Maybe he’s in Mexico. He doesn’t have a mobile phone, but he checks his mail every second day. He is sleeping through his final peaceful night.

				Scene Four

				Chinatown. Uncle Billy’s Restaurant.

				I’m allergic to MSG but I feel closer to her when I eat here. It’s been almost 24 hours since she last ate, since her last meal. I’ve just met a man who I know will one day be my husband, and even now, I am thinking about him and trying to figure out how or when I will ask him out. Now is as good a time as any, but fledgling love is discordant with dying. The plastic bowls are cheap and burnt. I have no appetite, anti-inflammatory pills eating through my stomach lining. I look at my broken wrist but doesn’t it hurt anymore. I order salty fish porridge, her favourite.

				I never took my mother here, nor anywhere, for dinner. We weren’t really friends. I think about the beetroot man in the waiting room. If she pulls through she will be a vegetable for the rest of her life, and I will have to quit my job and be a full-time carer. If she doesn’t pull through, what will I write in the eulogy? We weren’t really friends. I hardly knew her because she was at work all the time. The only real conversation we had was when I stole a porn magazine from the newsagency and took it to school to show my friends. Breasts, I warned my friends, and hairs in strange places. This is our destiny...

				Mum was called in to the headmistress, mortified.

				Mother is a puritan. 

				Afterwards she kept asking me why I did it.

				Just because, I said.

				

				Scene Five

				Hospital car park.

				Full parking lot. Anxious wait.

				I have driven my neighbour here to say goodbye to my mother.

				We wait for an obese couple sitting in their red car to finish eating their full-size Subway.
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				Are you leaving?

				Yes.

				Twenty minutes later. The woman steps out of the car, throws her wrapper in the bin and squeezes back into her seat.

				Red car leaves. I prepare for a reverse park. Brown car passes.

				Brown car takes our spot.

				Didn’t you see us waiting there? I call out.

				No.

				This was our parking spot.

				They ignore us.

				Two short Italian women with big hair in bright red cardigans.

				It crosses my mind that this could be my future husband’s relatives.

				This was our fucking parking spot.

				I get out of the car.

				Don’t you swear at me.

				Shit.

				Don’t you swear at me.

				We’ve been waiting for a long time.

				Maybe your mother is dying too, but right now my pain is more than yours and so is my guilt.

				Don’t you swear at me.

				I shout at them. The coarsest word in the English dictionary, rhymes with hunt. I’ve had a bad day.

				My friend, our gentle Vietnamese neighbour charges out of the car and thumps their car window.

				I’ll call the police, the woman says.

				Call the police, my gentle friend shouts.

				Yes, I will call, the woman’s friend screams.

				I’m going to call too, I say and take out my mobile and pretend to read out the number plate.

				They drive away, far away, from the gentle Vietnamese woman and the potty-mouth Chinese girl.

				Scene Six

				Interior. She is alone in the room. Dying is a private affair.

				Chest infection. Bed sores.

				Both are common in the elderly and the dying, but the dead only have the latter.

				She knows what is going on.
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				Limited speech. They try to give her jelly food. The therapist asks me if she is socially isolated.

				We hadn’t spoken for months.

				Scene Seven

				Entering the house of Adams.

				Morticia on pot. Condescending schizo.

				What do you mean no op no op no op? she gnaws.

				She is my mother’s long-lost sister.

				Palliative care, I say. I don’t know what the word for that is in Chinese, or Arabic for that matter.

				Why do you only tell me now? she chews.

				Uncle Fester is at work.

				Why are you alive? I wonder. Because your mother had sex with your father… that’s why.

				There is no eighth scene, nor ninth, nor tenth.

				It ends after a week. She dies on a red sky morning and I walk over to the cathedral across the road. I don’t enter because I’m not sure if he wants me in his house or even if he exists. I’ve never really considered him until now, so I sit on the doorsteps and wail. A nurse walks past and tells me that it does get easier. She lost her son ten years ago in a motorcycle accident.

				That’s life, she says and gives me a hug.

				The sky turns orange and she tells me it’s because my mother is in heaven knitting me a multi-coloured scarf.

				I am allergic to wool.

				On the Monday she was still fighting.

				She knew she needed to pee but didn’t want to pee in nappies in front of her daughter.

				She could understand me and signal her needs to me.

				On Tuesday I thought she’d make it.

				She was hungry on Wednesday and asked me for food. The IV was still in her arm so I pointed to it, explaining that it would keep her alive and well nourished.

				On Wednesday my brother returned and I called my aunt anything I could come up with in every language I knew. My brother spent all of Wednesday night with her and in the morning they took out the IV. The 
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				nurses wet her lips with some water. She was rotting from the inside and starving to death like the hungry black children she used to see on the nightly news.

				On Thursday and Friday she hung in there and I said I wanted to spend the night there too, but she shooed me away with a pained look in her grief-gorged eyes. They injected her with morphine not long after that.

				Coda

				I quit my job, my life. Use my housing deposit to wander, aimlessly. I go to France where there are old cathedrals in every town, but I never step within their doors. I wander around the outside on cold mornings waiting for the sky to change colour, but it only ever transitions from pale blue to dark grey. I focus on learning French and try not to think about the dead or the dying. 

				One day I find myself inside St Cecile’s, the red-brick Gothic cathedral of Albi. I’m only there because the owner of the pensione I’m staying at has given me her ticket to a performance of Mozart’s Requiem. Mozart’s final work, the only one he never completed. His mass for the dead. The woman tells me that she knows I’ll enjoy it because I have told her that when I was young I used to play violin in an orchestra, or at least I think that they are the words we exchanged. 

				This is the first piece of music I have sat down to listen to since my mother died. Despair, grief and yearning from two hundred years ago fill the cathedral, weave through the pews, between the crypts, candles, along the aisles and in and out of the confession box and bounce off the even older stained-glass windows. Up until this stage in my life, I have only ever attended concerts in halls where the seating, panels, doors and even the ventilation has been designed to replicate a digital sound recording.

				I begin to understand why people have for hundreds of years worshipped their God in these skyscrapers. I weep silently and hear my loss. It is then that I realise that my recent desire to collect more words are a poor man’s substitute for music and a distraction from what I am now beginning to recall. 
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				We walk over the home paddock, the five of us. It’s hard to take in the after-math. No one speaks. Words aren’t going to change anything. Black ash disintegrates with every footfall, some patches still smoulder, spiralling wafts of thin grey smoke. Eyes look at burnt out tree trunks with charred branches stunted and broken, and I wonder how many birds and lizards survived.

				We don’t know how it started. Maybe a burning cigarette butt tossed out a car window on the highway, or a spark from an empty beer bottle baking on the road verge in the sun. And then there are the whispers when I’m in bed that night. Muffled names tossed around the kitchen table rolling into … drunken louts … couldn’t care less … then there’s a small word, a big word … spite. I don’t know what it means, this tangle of words. 

				I try to sleep but the fire won’t leave me alone. That loud crackle as the flames eat seasons of parched, long grass, and the smell of smoke as it creeps into the house. Panic. A fire is burning from the farm boundary line across the entire width of the home paddock. It’s moving down the slope towards our farmhouse, and the hay shed and cattle yards beyond. 

				My mother commanding, ‘Stay inside.’ She grabs a hessian sack and a bucket of water from the laundry, fumbling as she slips into her knee-high, rubber gumboots, then charges down the back ramp towards the paddock gate. The gumboots slapping against her calf muscles: thwack, thwack, thwack. I see the water sloshing from the bucket as she tries to run across the paddock towards the flames. She can’t save everything.  

				I yell after her, ‘What about the men on the railway line? They’re just across the road. I could go get them.’

				‘Stay in the house,’ she screams back at me. ‘You’re not crossing the highway by yourself.’

				Why won’t she let me get help? I’m in primary school now. Old enough to cross the highway … I know to look right and left, then right again. She doesn’t want you to. What can I do? Should I ring the telephone exchange 
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				in town … turn the silver winder on the black phone for one long ring … tell them to ring the mines for my father to come home? I’m not allowed to touch the phone. But this is an emergency. It’ll be over by the time he gets here. One way or the other.

				I stand at the back door, eyes never leaving my mother. She’s met the fire about halfway along, arms beating at the flames with the sack. A desperate rhythm: slap with sack, back to bucket, soak the sack, fight the flames. On and on it goes. Working her way across the raging wall of heat, doubling back when sparks reignite. Her arms never stopping. I’ve no idea how long she’s been out there. My tummy hurts. I don’t dare move to look at the kitchen clock. I wish my older sister and brother were back from school. They’d know what to do. I see the far left side of the fire shifting, turning away, moving, hungry for the neighbouring paddocks. There’s nothing my mother can do about that but if we’re lucky, the wind will change and it’ll burn back on itself. She keeps her attention on the greedy beast advancing towards the house. Be ready to run.

				I can’t see her anymore. She must be directly behind the house. I go to the front windows. There’s no sign of her but I can hear the railway men working on the train track on the other side of the highway. The singsong clanging of metal on metal. Can’t they see the thick black smoke? I know I could easily cross the highway but I don’t dare disobey my mother. Why won’t they come to help?

				I move into my brother’s room so I can see the top section of paddock. Exhale. She’s there. Arms moving much slower now, but still beating at the flames, determined to save the house. And her garden. She loves the garden … she spends hours looking after it … hand watering … pulling weeds … I help her sometimes. I like the tall flowers in deep reds and purples with big heads like pom poms, and the little ones in all sorts of colours with dark centres like faces. When the wind blows, it looks like they’re dancing. And then there’s the roses with their spiky thorns … she even has one called Blue Moon but it’s never flowered. I wonder how a rose can look like the moon. I must ask her that … when this is over. 

				I watch until all that remains of the fire is an expanse of charred earth and a smoke-stained sky. Black on black. The air thick with the taste of it. My mother stumbles from the weight of the heavy gumboots, the sack dragging on the ground behind her. Eyes scanning right to left, I see her walking along the fence line, round the corner post, then heading towards the back gate. The thwack of her gumboots is slower and softer now. I go to the back door. She staggers up the ramp, fingers gripping the handrail. She raises her head to look at me, face black with soot and streaked with sweat. Sobs erupt. There are no words.
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				it’s like they’ve got each other’s back

				not just now but from way back

				since the time of Genghis

				you can spot the ones

				who’ve spent

				years in detention

				they still walk slowly

				energy saving

				blue tee shirt

				free flip flops

				tracksuit pants

				saying little

				just the look

				trying to forget the boat

				they recognise the faces

				of those who were there

				the younger guys 

				arrive at the office in Perth

				with more confidence

				they like checked shirts

				like the indigenous guys

				they never met up north

				out from Derby
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				maybe the Hazara men

				in detention 

				got the fashion message

				from the Aboriginal men

				through the silver fence 

				at Curtin detention centre 

				carried on the red dust

				that blew through some days

				as the scrub burnt in the dry

				and took the edge off the heat

				or maybe wearing a checked shirt

				is that bit of the West

				the Taliban dislike so much

				so the guys wear it

				to convince themselves

				that reporting to Immigration

				every change of address

				to keep a temporary BVE*

				is what freedom looks like

				
					* Bridging visa E (BVE): Temporary visa which allows the holder to stay in Australia while he or she finalises an immigration matter or makes arrangements to leave the country.
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				I have missed not you

				but what you are meant to be.

				Your name funnels disappointment into my mouth,

				gagging on every lie.

				Gums taste of fresh blood,

				tongue mulls over split cheeks

				before sliding back into my throat,

				too timid to bite back. 

				Your hand cracks open a cold one

				underneath the beating afternoon sun

				folds my heart with pressed

				thumb and forefinger

				and tosses them both aside.
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				George is a traditional man, born of the ancient red dust where the Great Victoria and Gibson deserts merge and nurtured in an austere, almost Spartan way within the bosom of his kin. From the depths of the Dreaming the hot, dry winds of time blew hard across ‘the lands’, their people living undisturbed in eloquent primitiveness until the first white face of intrusion altered everything forever. The complexities of their simple existence were then rolled up in the grey blanket of colonialism that dispensed tea and flour, so much grief and a sermon once a week. Lesser mortals than these people of the buckshot plains and stunted mulga scrub would have yielded all as the invaders sought to dominate both mind and spirit of these ‘inferior’ beings. However, the chill glow of the Southern Cross by night and the burning daylight of the sun bred a lineage of hardy people. By his inherent nature, then, George is a resilient man.

				But that was the past. George, the initiated man, treads the streets of the town and sniffs in the now of his existence. His life has a grim currency. George recognises the tenuous attachment between what once was and what is now, a slim umbilical stretched to breaking point. He has a unit in Piccadilly Street but he prefers to sleep on the ground with the ‘others’ at Boulder camp, there in the cradling arms of his mother, the earth.

				Early spring. Still cold as the morning drags itself from the grip of darkness, a reluctant concession to the eternal cycle, to which all are committed. George is already awake, risen from the bare earth few would choose for a bed, now prodding the embers of a sleeping fire, hopeful of warmth. Others in the camp are stirring, the slow talk moves back and forth between them, the jangle of sounds a mystery but to the elect, for traditional people are particular in their exclusiveness. Jangle also, the jangle of bottles.

				I’m there at an ungodly hour to take George to hospital. At a later time, 
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				he and his fellows would have already dispersed like vapours into the ether of the city and its surrounds, for there is nothing to hold them, no man-made tether of control by which they should conform, unlike those of paler skin. George knows I’m here. He saunters towards the ute, the unhurried ambulation of countless barefoot generations barely betraying—for George at least—the influences and consequences of more recent eras. The smell of alcohol sucks into the cab as he opens the door and as he sits the other campers loom up beside him, zombies of the brown bottle, all wanting a ride to anywhere. George and I move on down the rutted dirt track towards town. Those that remain drift back to the warmth of the fire.

				Too much grog, he says, has made him sick. I know, he knows, he has cirrhosis. Just so much bad medicine. I look across at him glancing out the windows at a place supplanted a mere hundred years before into his people’s world. The modernity, its ills and vices. Perhaps also, ironically, his succour: buildings, motor cars, acres of white people. He tells me he makes spears. We will go out bush, he says, when he gets better. Sweat bubbles out in globs across his dusty brown skin—sweat in the cool of the day. 

				We wind our windows down, so the breeze flows through cold and fresh against our faces. We will leave early tomorrow, he says, go bush just as the great sun presses up into the sky from its sleep, and make some spears. He will show me the best spear trees, from which we will harvest with a hope of successful hunting to come. We will heat the wood in fire and then straighten it with our teeth in the traditional way. We will make some spears tomorrow. Tomorrow.

				The hospital appears ahead on the right, low two-stories of either hope or despair: George desires one and concedes the other. He looks across at me through fearful, jaundiced eyes and seeks some reassurance. I wonder what he sees. What do I represent to him? I, my blood thinned by so much white intercourse, am barely Aboriginal and my spirit wavers in this desert breeze. He says we are related but I have lost the smell of the land. His smell.

				The nurse meets us at ‘Admissions’ and eventually leads George away into the bowels of the hospital. They will strip him, burn his clothing, make him sterile and maybe affect a cure of his physical ailment. I watch him go, that desert man, and wish tomorrow we will go out under the sun and make spears.
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				The trees hummed with the sound of summer, insects clicking and magpies warbling overhead. It was too hot for so late in the year, and as they walked their boots crunched the dead leaves at their feet, their soles imprinted behind them.

				‘Gonna storm,’ Jeb said.

				She looked up at the sky, the sun burning white against the deep blue. ‘Not yet it’s not.’

				Closer to the river the leaves turned to stones, then tiny pebbles, rubbed smooth by water. When they were children and their grandpa used to bring them out this way the river was so deep that she was always a bit scared. Jeb would help her sometimes, hold her hand until she felt brave enough. Other times he would laugh at her, holding her hand just long enough then letting go, making her shriek in fear, then jumping on her, trying to push her under.

				A fly buzzed around her face. She swiped at it, but it kept darting back as soon as her hand was still. Trying to reach the saltiness of her eye.

				‘It’ll lay eggs if it gets to ya,’ he said.

				She smiled a half-smile.

				They reached a clearing and he turned a circle. Found a log, not yet rotted through. Sat down, expelling air from his lungs with the effort of it.

				He was dirty, his dank hair plastered on his scalp, his fingernails blackened. She wondered where he had been living. He looked like he hadn’t slept for a long time. His eyes were bloodshot and uneasy, constantly looking around, like he was expecting to have to run at any second. She tried to think how long it had been since he left, three years maybe? She was almost an adult now. And he, he had the air of a much older man even though he was only four years older than she.

				A dragonfly darted in front of them, dipping into the water, out again. Leaving silent ripples.
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				There was a time before Jeb left that the house was full of her mother’s shouting and bottles smashing against the walls. Telling Jeb he was no good and why didn’t he just leave them the fuck alone, he brought nothing but trouble to the family. Anything they had he would steal, sell it to someone down the town. Use the money for God-knows-what. She would crawl into the space beneath her bed to get away from them and lie there, hidden.

				She went into his room once, looking for a football or Frisbee or something of the sort. Pulled clothes out from the bottom of the closet until her hand made contact with something solid. She tugged harder, pulling the package out; before she knew what she was doing, she had picked at the sticky tape around the black plastic until a corner came loose. Her fingers found the neatly stacked notes, elastic bands holding them in place. Bundles of them. She knew she shouldn’t have been in there. Snooping. She tried to forget the feeling of her stomach dropping and her vision going black, the feeling of not being sure if there was still solid earth beneath her feet, when she turned and saw him standing there. He stared at her for a long time, his hand twitching by his side, as if he was fighting the urge to strike at her.

				She would wish from her bed fortress that he would leave them. She would wish that he would go far away, feeling sick when she came home to find him screaming at their ma again, for money, for food, for anything. Feeling like he stared at her with empty eyes, never knowing how he was going to react. Then, finally, when he had left, she came home from school to find her mother slumped at the kitchen table, empty bottles beside her. He’s gone. Your brother’s gone, she slurred again and again. The silence in the days after was almost worse than the fighting.

				She heard people round town say that they’d seen him. That rough looking Jeb Mitchell boy, they’d say. Saw him down by the river again. Bad sort that family. Always said it. No father around, drunkard for a mother. No wonder that one turned out bad, it’s only a matter of time for the girl, you watch. They’d stop dead when they noticed her. Her eyes challenging, daring them to say more. They would avert their gaze and walk away, heads down.

				Weeks later they would find something, a dead bird on their porch or their favourite plant uprooted; blaming cats or wild dogs because, what else could it be?

				Every so often she would catch glimpses of Jeb. As if he was lurking on the outskirts of town, as if he was sticking around, waiting for something to happen. Coming into town if he needed something. Once she thought she saw his face reflected back at her in a shop window but when she 
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				turned around it was another man. Older, weather-beaten. The crook of his nose different. His mouth all wrong.

				She spent her days watching, keeping an eye out for him. Walking from school down the road until the bitumen turned into a track through the prickles of the shrubs that lined the path, not worrying that they were scratching, scraping at her. Feeling relief at the pain when they broke the skin, tiny droplets of blood dropping onto the dirt. She would pick at the scabs, letting them heal just enough then pulling them off, always pleased when it left a faint scar.

				She would swim in the river, taking off her uniform and hanging it on a tree carefully, even though it was threadbare and the shirt had holes in the arms. She didn’t want Ma to have to buy a replacement. She had her bathers in her bag, and sometimes to save time she wore them all day but it made her itch. Once she had forgotten them, and had to wear her undies instead. The water made the cotton of her knickers sag. She thought she saw a man in the bushes, watching her, but when she looked again there was nothing. She called out, calling him a filthy perv, just in case there was someone there.

				She didn’t swim without bathers after that.

				She would bring things with her if she could, small offerings that she could steal without Ma noticing. Flour sometimes, sugar, or tiny piles of salt. Using a broken pen lid to indent the words: FLUR. SUGA. SALT. Making foil presents that she would hide in her book bag until her next visit to the river. She left them in the same spot, on a smooth flat rock polished by strokes of water from before the drought came. The river used to be a kilometre across; now she could swim it in six strokes.

				The packages would pile up. Silver turning yellow, then brown. The ants making easy work to get the sugar until there was nothing. She hoped Jeb found them and knew that it was her leaving food for him. She wondered if he would be pleased. She sat on the rock for a long time after that, holding back the tears that were welling in her eyes, trying not to think about how much she missed him.

				It surprised her.

				Her ma asked her once, Where ya go afta school? Ma was outside, waiting for her, standing by the letter box that had been crooked ever since some local boys had driven past, hitting all the boxes on the street with a bat, hooting with frenzied joy. Ma had run braless out of the house that day, breasts heavily pointing towards the ground and slapping together as she ran. Screaming at them to come back and try again if they were real men. They laughed at her. Ugly, empty sounds.

				She lied and said that she went to a friend’s to do her homework. Her ma never questioned that. Never asked what friend. She had a name 
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				prepared, just in case. A real name, of a girl in her class who was pretty and popular and had only once pulled her hair and called her names.

				And only once had this girl found a lorikeet on her porch, its chest stained red and its eyes staring.

				Everything sounded tired of the heat, suffocating. She pulled at her shirt, wanting it off her neck. She wanted to strip down; to dive into the cool water. Have it wash over her and get clean again. She could feel sweat starting to trickle down her back. The dust streaking sweat, leaving maps on her body.

				He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small package; tiny pieces of blackened silver fluttered to the ground as he unwrapped it. He pulled off a piece of damper and passed it to her. She ate it, nodding her thanks, feeling the dryness on her tongue. The bread caught in her throat and made her eyes water. She hoped he wouldn’t see her tears as something else.

				She thought of him making the bread, just like Grandpa taught them, years ago. Smoothing out pieces of foil and making as much of a bowl out of them as he could. Mixing a couple of handfuls of flour with water. Using tiny pinches of salt and sugar. Patting down the fire so he could lodge the foil parcel into the coals. Pushing the burning embers over the top with a stick to make sure it cooked all the way through. The thought made her glad. Glad to be able to help him.

				They ate in silence. Him sitting, her standing a few feet away. She picked up the foil that had fallen, and handed it back to him. He put it in his pocket without looking at her.

				‘It’s gonna break soon,’ he said.

				She didn’t know what he meant so she didn’t reply.

				He picked up a stone and lobbed it hard into the water. The sound made a crow take flight, its wings beating the air beneath it. ‘Be a good one, that one,’ he said, baring his teeth in a non-smile. ‘A good one. Remember how I taught you? To get it right ’tween the eyes. Makes ’em bleed from the eyeballs.’

				He paused. Then, his face hard, ‘Ya gotta leave this place; this town’ll rot you from the inside out.’ Reaching into the bag lying at his feet, he pulled out a bundle of something wrapped loosely in black plastic and threw it to her. ‘Here. That’ll get you set up, Cass.’ She let it fall, and it landed in the red dirt with a thud. He stared at her, unblinking.

				She shook her head once, a tiny movement. Not leaving Ma. The words stuck in her throat.

				She watched the crow as it turned into a speck of nothing in the sky.
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				enter a room and find stripes of night on each of the walls

				pines have been hushed

				black trunks block the light sky

				and underfoot the ash is soft, waiting for wind

				there can be no name for this

				letters and numbers in degrees 

				of requiem so many points 

				of a pin where the fire spirit chose to go

				a doorway into another room where undressed,

				old hills roll in wrinkles

				trees like stubble 

				on anatomy we don’t normally see

				roads like a lover’s tracings

				on flanks, shoulders

				camera is a word for room in another language

				—this is a tender lens

				how do we forget

				the defence of bark

				how a hill names a track

				the requirement of sun for shadow

				photographs on a wall

				paper 

				scissors

				rock
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				Today 

				as I enter the clutch of the university

				everlastings greet me

				their marshmallow heads nodding in the breeze

				everlastings, I cry Spring, I cry again

				and circle the roundabout in my car

				then circle again

				knowing the everlastings will not 

				fulfil the promise of their name

				Three springs ago

				I was stopped in my tracks 

				by their paper touch

				expecting softness and scent 

				after an English summer

				Kings Park was sharp with blooms

				lakes of everlastings

				the children hiding like sprites

				in the pink and white waves

				And then 

				more years past

				Winter walking

				at Anglesea Abbey

				the first snowdrops velvet underfoot

				our breath silver mist

				Winter’s composed reply

				to her sister Springtime’s

				gaudy strut
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				Free of time

				hand in hand

				we took pathways through oaks

				the children hid there too

				waving in tall winter grasses

				their little everlasting faces

				blushed cheeks winter-paled skin

				blooming above 

				a barley-brown sea of grass

				Last Autumn 

				I turned the season to Spring

				flew northwards again across the globe

				walking Hampstead Heath

				we stumbled upon a vale of bluebells

				you giddy with Spring 

				rushed in became a 

				watercolour of stippled light

				and Autumn and Winter were made a world away 
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				There was a time when Australian leaders cared about everyone being fit, not just the star athletes bringing in gold for the plucky country. From 1977 to 1981 Norm was the government’s beer-bellied mascot, its way of motivating the masses to movement. He encouraged us to participate every day—to be active, to exercise. ‘Life. Be in it’; that was the slogan. The ad played on our televisions, especially during the cartoons and science shows explaining how spiders spin webs and how to glue things to other things. Everyone could hum the theme and we who grew up before the Internet united us in our disparity can recall it still.

				Even though Norm had been off the telly for a number of years by the time Justin Jerger went to John Forrest National Park and glued his hat to his head, and even though Justin was only eleven when the government reallocated tax money into the scouting and training of elite athletes instead of toning the plebeian paunches of the Antipodes, he would have known the jingle. ‘Life. Be in it’ carried on through school programmes and National Heart Foundation campaigns. A quick Google will tell you it’s active to this day, though we are not. Australians as a whole.

				Justin’s hat looked a lot like Norm’s. A floppy keep-off-the-sun-while-gardening hat. A healthy slather-of-zinc-cream-across-the-bridge-of-your-nose kind of a hat. It was that level of dagginess. The kind of hat that steadfast uncles and fathers and grandfathers wore, possibly with socks and sandals. You couldn’t rock that boat. Two or three years after Justin took himself to John Forrest National Park and glued his hat, a seismic generational shift took place and Madchester heralded the gardening hat as the latest tool in uncool cool, even though everyone knew the sun never shone in the UK. The wicked soundbeats and systems were far removed from the thirty minutes that Norm and his suburban family spent every day trying to increase their heart rates.
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				Cathy Freeman can’t really be held responsible for constricting the aortic valves of a nation but it was easier to press a button on the remote and watch her do Australia proud than to press down onto the soft leather of armrests, tuck-shop triceps quivering in the effort to push ourselves out of the seat and onto the treadmill. That was before we ranked fourth in obesity amongst the OECD countries. The current titleholders are the United States for the top medal, Mexico and New Zealand neck and neck for silver, and we wheeze our way to bronze.

				My father never let my brother go outside to play after six even though it was still sunny. Referendum after referendum, Western Australia holds fast to its refusal to adopt daylight saving, and in summer the longest days lose light about eight pm. At seven there’s plenty of time for horsing around and doing wheelies and brogies on bikes and getting down to the creek, dried up and devoid of taddies, and taking a quick puff of a fag. The boys were eleven, twelve or thirteen. The thirteen-year-olds had started school late or were held back. It was the last year of primary school. Justin Jerger was simply one of the boys on bikes asking if Luke could come out.

				Mum insisted on dinner at about six (lamb chops, mashed potatoes, boiled green peas) and then the dishes were done. We took turns washing and wiping up—not voluntarily. There was a roster for the four of us. Three girls, one boy. Three years between my brother and me. Shelley, the youngest, didn’t know how good she had it. She had to stand on a chair to reach the sink and was relegated to putting things away, but she couldn’t wait to get her hands into the water.

				The evenings were languid and crisp, in a fried-egg-singed-and-latticed-on-the-edges way. Dinner was finished and there was the night’s televised dross to attend to. But I’d stick up for Luke; friends mattered. Dad would shout me down. Luke was not going out. Tears: mine. Dad’s no was no. Unmovable.

				We’d known Justin for most of my brother’s primary school life. He was a good-natured kid, a little goofy. He dropped out of school when he was fifteen. The hat trip to John Forrest National Park was at sixteen or seventeen. Most of the kids in our area didn’t go past Year ten. Year ten, Third Year—they carried the same meaning, just different ways of saying the same thing. You couldn’t invert the order though. Year ten was the legal age you could leave, the year most people turned fifteen. One day someone was being a maggot to you at the lockers, and the next week she’d turned a new leaf and wanted to chat at the checkouts as she was ringing up the chocolate bars you bought because they were cheaper at the supermarket than the local deli.

			

		

	
		
			
				85 | Susan Laura Sullivan

			

		

		
			
				Some high schools covered all five years. When I first went to Swan View it was a new school and it didn’t. I had to transfer for my final two years. When my brother went, it did. He never transferred. At the time Justin glued his hat to his head I was taking a year off from uni-versity. Secondary schooling was a thing of the past for both of us, but only just.

				Still too young and disorganised to have a licence, but not too young to drink and smoke weed, Justin didn’t move in my brother’s circles any more. Luke had gone on to Years eleven and twelve and fit in with a new crowd, the way I did. Different suburbs, different attitudes, different expectations. Hope. Places where being an ordinary GP was viewed as a potentially boring life choice rather than the epitome of success.

				He rode his bicycle there. Justin. You could do it, though it was tough coming back. Pechey Road is a thrilling, tumbling, feet-off-the-pedals death-ride. Pushing your bikes back up was a pain in the arse.

				One time when he was twelve, long before the National Park, we got a visit from Mr and Mrs Jerger, Justin’s parents. He’d been gone all day. Where was he? Did we know? Was he out with Luke? Their accent let us know they weren’t from around here. Originally.

				Twenty kilometres span Midland and Perth and a further five kilometres distances Koongamia from Midland. A train runs from Midland to the city and then extends to Fremantle on the coast. Justin had decided to walk the tracks. Walking your way out of nowhere to somewhere. I understood the determination. I always imagine him within the long extended mesh erected to protect the tracks from errant kids, the evening sun filtering through, though I’m assured it hadn’t been assembled then. He probably trudged parallel, along the roads. It seemed so quick on the train, from station to station, five minutes to five minutes.

				Grown-ups never thought you could do anything. Especially not in Koongamia. Yet, our legs or a horse were all there was once, and people still crossed the world. I’d wait for a bus on quiet Sundays just to get into the city where a record store selling Billie Holiday’s finest was one of the few shops open. It hinted at a life beyond the weatherboard and brick of our suburb, but the buses were infrequent and the trains not much better. No wonder Justin walked.

				As a boy, my father told Mr Jerger, our fly-wire door propped open as they talked, he lived with the aunts after his mother died. He rode his bicycle to the beach one day. A distance of sixteen kilometres. He knew they wouldn’t let him if he asked so he never did. He missed lunch and dinner. They were frantic.
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				Justin got as far as East Perth, two stops shy of his destination in those days. The station ran adjacent to the terminal for interstate trains. School groups saw the Silver Jubilee Exhibition there to mark twenty-five years of Elizabeth being the Queen. Everything was Silver Jubilee that year, including the back of fifty-cent coins. Four train carriages, regally docked and decked out, traversed the country. The mobile museum held a Faberge egg in a glass case, or a Russian nesting doll, or maybe both. And Princess Anne’s wedding dress.

				The creek that feeds Rocky Pool runs all year round. Less so in summer, but you can cross it in all seasons, more cautiously in winter. Pockmarked boulders rise out of the water like the backs of turtles. Water eddies around the boulders, foam pushing against grain as if trying to sponge them clean. The great stones cluster around the gums and bush sloping down to the banks of the water, their surface perfect for a picnic. I remember the reds, the dusty ochres—the red dust and muted browns—against the ocean sky.

				What did he use? A tie? A rope? How did he learn to hitch it so that it didn’t slip, except in the way it was meant to, that it didn’t let him go once he placed his neck into the cupped hands of its twine? Had he scoped the spot before for this purpose? Maybe he’d ridden there with friends and contraband sprits, drinking hard for no other reason than that’s what you did. Perhaps he’d eyed the area, looking for boughs not too thick or thin.

				It was night, apparently. Maybe it was windy.

				Imagine having to run after your hat like some character in a Buster Keaton or Charlie Chaplin slapstick. The logistics would be a nightmare. The noose getting tighter, and all you want to do is slip the rope off your neck so that you can tumble after your hat along the moon-baited pebbles and grasses, so that you could jam it back onto your head and start the whole process again, so that at least when they found your body, grotesque and shat, you had the dignity of being properly dressed, your face hidden.

				It would have been necessary for him to glue his hat onto his brow on a night when even cartel bosses and other champions of corpulence could hold no sway against the tautness of the cord or the soughing limbs of trees. The kind of night where the Mimi fold themselves into crevices of granite to protect their spindly frames, and where 468 oscillating medals in gold, silver and bronze—tied to the brush like nazars neutralising the evil eye; reflecting the easy loop of laces and the rubber edge of cheap sneakers—would be no counterweight at all to the Easterlies tripping through the dark over the hills, lifting sheeting from roofs, rustling gum trees like brooms raking gravel.
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				It was in the summer,

				and words were startled parrots, lost feathers in the grass

				I wore Yeats’ Terrible Beauty like a black band around my arm

				Took my child’s hand in mine, walked to the river in the heat 

				through the insect singing forest, to the waters slow and deep.

				Our bodies floated in the tannins, in the blossom litter fall

				Our blood cooled in the waters, I could almost hear you call

				But the day was not a poem, and the river was not a song

				so the feathers fell in silence, and the summer kept rolling on. 
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				Last year, my window 

				in the shinkansen showed your 

				snow-capped symmetry.

				Now, I hurtle on 

				a bus in the night, about 

				to race the sunrise.

				We start to ascend.

				Beneath us, city lights blink

				with false innocence.

				Traversing your path,

				gravity pulls at leaden

				legs; oxygen thins.

				I shine my torch on 

				crumbling rubble; tombstones mock

				us as we scramble. 

				Evaporating

				in darkness, lakes dwindle to

				puddles below me.

				With altitude, wisps

				of rain cling to tired vision.

				We are in the clouds.

				I feared the world would

				lighten slowly, but the sun

				shatters in pastels.
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				Colour crescendos.

				Horizons slice the sun, a

				guillotined apple.

				I start the descent.

				A new day is eclipsed by

				mountain-shaped shadow.
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				The curtain gave a small undulation in response to her presence. It was the only movement in the room. The woman held her breath, took a step forward. She didn’t recognise the old man lying in a sea of sterile white linen surrounded by quietly animated machines, the cave of his mouth agape in sleep. Her chest lurched. As she looked closer, her heart rose to occupy the space of her throat and the flesh of her face burned with shame. She swallowed hard, accustoming herself to the even sharper contours of his cheeks and jawline, the bony ridge over his eyes, the beak-like curve of his nose.

				Needing to sit, the woman turned towards the window. Two armchairs were positioned to take advantage of the daily passage of the sun as it passed across the face of the building. She smiled knowing her brother would have purposefully placed them this way. He had never liked the cold; had always sought out the sun. He loved bare legs and bare feet; loved to be out on the ocean on a still summer’s morning, a baited line in the water, warm air on his skin. She was glad his room faced north.

				The woman chose a chair that looked out across the stand of lemon-scented gums; tall swaying sentinels guarding the hospital grounds. Through the glass, she could faintly hear the ink-black crows cawing in the canopy, saw them hopping on the grass in the ragged shade of the trees. The sound of their presence spiralled her back to childhood and waking to the noise of their raucous calls on autumn holidays on the island off the coast. She drifted through memories of long bicycle rides to the lighthouse in the centre of the island; fresh crusty bread and sugary jam and cream donuts from the bakery each day; swimming in the clear water surrounded by a circle of reef; the sticky white zinc cream her mother insisted she smear on her nose. Her mother. Their mother. She had a clear memory of her sitting on the front porch of the holiday cottage in the late afternoon, an apron clinging to her waist, a thin silver 
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				brooch glinting on her blouse, a brandy and dry in her hand. Her father is there in the memory too, but he’s a shadowy presence, obscured by the chequerboard pattern cast by the lattice screen on one end of the porch. 

				They were both gone now. Her mother went first—not long after those carefree island days—in a pre-war hospital with deep wooden verandahs and French doors with white crosses above them. White crosses. She’d hated those crosses as a child: they had filled her with a sense of dark foreboding. 

				It was strange, she thought, suddenly shunted back to the present, the things that bubble up from childhood, the fragments of memory that lurk without you ever knowing they’re there until something prods them into life. She’d forgotten about those crosses over the French doors and how they’d made her feel. And the old pre-war hospital, she realised with a start, once sat on the site of the building she was in now. The old hospital was demolished to make room for this new one where her brother now lay in a morphine-laced sleep. Looking out the window, she toyed with the possibility that her mother might have died on the same spot she was now. 

				The woman sat quietly, contemplated this thought, and waited, watching her brother as he slept. She wondered if he dreamed and, if he did, whether his subconscious had re-shaped itself to accommodate his changed circumstances. She hoped this wasn’t the case, hoped his sleep, at least, could be free of the agony of the present. She felt a sense of intimacy quietly fill the stillness of the space between them. She absorbed the privilege of the moment. 

				A rough intake of breath startled the woman and woke her brother. He half lifted his head and peered at her with one eye. You’re here, he said immediately, as if he’d been aware of her presence even in his sleep. He shifted in the bed, the skin on his arms draping his bones in loose folds, the supporting tissue beneath consumed by his illness. In the few days since she had last visited, the transformation had been swift and dramatic; this man, her brother, in his early sixties, now looked ancient. He could have already walked the earth for centuries.

				Tears welled as she moved to sit beside him, slipped her hand into his. Remarkably, his eyes seemed untouched by the brutality of his illness. They had remained a clear blue, their mother’s eye colour, the colour of her own. Although so much about his body was unrecognisable, as their eyes met, she saw beyond his ravaged body to the brother of her memory, as if his eyes alone now carried the life and strength of him. 

				They talked quietly together until exhaustion crept though him and drew a veil over his face. She gently squeezed his hand, bent and kissed him on the forehead.
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				I’ll be off, she said.

				Seeya, he called tenderly as she left the room, love you.

				He had phoned two days later to ask if she would drive him from the hospital back to his home. It was a misleading autumn day, the sky empty of clouds, pretending warmth. A bitter wind had come up from the south. It gusted and lifted the edges of her clothing on the walk from her car to the room where he waited. 

				When the woman entered, he was sitting on his bed talking on the phone, his attention given over to the conversation. She sat and watched him as he talked. Each time she saw her brother now, if only after an absence of a day or two, the sight of his gaunt face wrenched her heart sideways: he was dying now, it was obvious.

				He finished his conversation and paused, his body half turned away from her.

				I have to get changed, he told her.

				I’ll leave the room. She stood and made for the door.

				No, it’s ok, stay. He turned and held her gaze.

				He pulled his t-shirt over his head. As he eased himself to standing, his shorts slid to the floor. His underwear was baggy. He grabbed the loose fabric, held it in place. With his ribcage showing through his skin and his legs like stalks, he looked like a Holocaust victim.

				He had been lean and fit once, had worked with his body each day before it was colonised by this irrepressible and unforgiving disease. Standing in front of her, emaciated and feeble, she’d tried to contain her fear for him, tried to smooth her features to protect him from seeing in her face the truth of his circumstances. She knew she’d failed him.

				Sorry about my puny body, he joked weakly, his face stretching into a painful grin. 

				She left him to sleep, curled on his side in the familiarity of his own bed, and travelled the journey back down the coast to her home. Although alone in the car, his voice, his breath, his body beneath the over-large clothes, was palpable. She clung to this sense of his presence. As her imagination swept her into a future without him, memory cascaded through her. Anxiety became a torrent of feeling. 

				Later, in the night, the woman was unable to rid herself of the sight of his emaciated body; an endlessly looping film of him sitting, asking her not to leave the room, coming to standing, gripping his underwear, played in her. As the staccato images repeated themselves, a tiny bead of insight glimmered in the darkness. Slowly, painfully, she became aware that 
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				her brother had offered the sight of his gaunt body to her that morning. Knowing death was stalking him, he had undressed in front of her, not out of any sense of immodesty, but because he had wanted her to see him in the fullness of his illness. As she lay in her bed in the inky night, she suddenly understood. In offering the sight of his wasted body he was also acknowledging the trust he felt towards her: he had trusted her to see him.
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				“There are people in the artefacts and objects we use and throw away. Things are moulded, used, and dreamt: between an old book’s pages are seconds and moments. Every book I’ve touched and held was touched and held by hands like mine, impelled by brains and hearts. Imagine all the dead books as paper headstones.”
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