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Abstract 

 

Novel 
 
 "The Sacrifice of Honey" explores the role of the tabloid media in sensationalising 
tragedy. It is a literary critique of the symbiotic relationship between an exploitative 
media and a voyeuristic public. The novel features a woman, Tiberia, who prides 
herself on her cold rationality. When she witnesses a car crash which results in the 
death of a  mother and a baby, she finds herself becoming increasingly obsessed with 
media representations of death and tragedy. She loses herself in a fantasy world 
where she vicariously experiences tragic deaths which have featured in the news and 
on the Internet.  At the same time her own life slowly disintegrates. 
 

 

Exegesis 
 
The exegesis examines  the depiction of the media in Australian society in three 
contemporary Australian literary works. In particular, it examines how the writers of 
these works explore audience participation in the framing and reframing of media 
representations of tragedy, and the extent to which the audience is  complicit in  
media packaging of death and disaster as a consumer product. The exegesis is a 
critique of the intersection between the popular imagination in terms of media 
depictions of violence and the literary imaginings of catastrophe as found in Robert 
Drewe's memoir, The Shark Net, which deals with the Eric Cooke murders;  John 
Bryson's Evil Angels, which discusses the Azaria Chamberlain case; and my own work 
which describes one woman's response to the psychological aftermath of a 
devastating road accident.
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Do you love tragedies and everything that breaks the heart? ... 
Your eyes are too cruel and you search lustfully for sufferers. Is it 
not merely your lust that has disguised itself and now calls itself 
pity? 
 

Friedrich Nietzsche "Thus Spoke Zarathustra" In 
The Portable Nietzsche, edited and translated 
by Walter Kaufman (Middlesex, England: 
Penguin Books, 1988), p. 167. 
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One 

 

She was rational. 

 The road stretched ahead, thin and dark, its unravelling asphalt edges hemmed 

with orange beads of gravel. A council truck stood up ahead, half on the road, half on 

the verge, and a man stood on the asphalt, wearing a fluorescent  jacket and holding 

out a stop sign. She halted the four-wheel drive a few metres away and waited, 

tapping her fingers on the steering wheel.  

 A grappling claw, glinting like a well-polished surgical instrument, swung lazily 

from a crane-like affair on the rear of the truck. The claw closed around the dead 

kangaroo, lifted it from ground with a jerk and into the air, where it hung suspended, 

tail arching, vertebrae scattering, belly gaping open. 

 Road kill.  

 She always held her breath as she drove past the bodies that littered the verges, 
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trying to protect her nostrils from the graveolent reek. She'd read once, and never 

forgotten, that odours consist of tiny particles of matter. The smell of a flower consisted 

of specks of petal. And the smell of death consisted of effluvient droplets of rotting 

flesh.  

 Usually she tried to look away as she passed dead kangaroos but she  caught a 

glimpse of broken intestine, eyeless skull, and minced flesh before it shrunk to a 

shadow in her rear view mirror. 

 A kangaroo corpse dangling from a silver claw. The image was hard to forget. A 

silver claw. It made her think of arcade machines she'd seen at the Royal Show. Clear 

Perspex boxes crammed with blank-eyed stuffed animals. The idea was to use a 

grappling claw to pick up and win a soft toy. She felt a vague urge to smile but 

suppressed it; there was something secretly pleasingly macabre about a prize being a 

decomposing kangaroo.  

 

The council worker spun his sign around with a flourish born of long experience: "Go". 

She pressed the accelerator and moved away. The truck receded and disappeared 

behind her. 

  Cumulous clouds hung in the sky. One looked like a gigantic blowfly, another 

an eyeless face. The others just looked like cauliflowers. Tibby sometimes asked her 

husband what he saw in the clouds. He always answered: Cotton balls.  

 She halted at a stop sign behind a silver Hyundai. One sticker on the car's rear 

window proclaimed the driver a "Bad Girl", and another said the driver was ninety 
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percent bitch and ten percent sweetheart which didn't seem to be something worth 

boasting about. A small purple kangaroo, its fur faded by sunlight, peered out the rear 

windscreen. It leant against a sign reading: "Baby on Board." Tibby could see the 

headrest of a baby seat, but from her angle she couldn't see a baby. 

  Tibby hated cute crap. Her own car was completely bare. Its duco bore no 

stickers proclaiming that Magic Happens; no fuzzy toys crowded the rear dash; and no 

crystals, dream catchers or Christmas Tree deodorisers swung from its mirror. Such 

objects were for Feelers.  

 The opposite to a Feeler was a rational person. The only happiness lies in reason; 

all the rest of the world is dismal. Rationals were indifferent to dolphins, scented 

candles, teddy bears and Valentine's Day cards. 

 The Hyundai moved off and she followed it down Gnangara  

Road. The pine plantation stretched off to the right, its trees casting geometrical 

shadows as precise as knife blades. On the left, grass trees stood with their vegetative 

spears. Above them towered giant electricity pylons bearing wires that shone like 

spider web. Insulators dangled like gigantic flies. 

 Suddenly the car in front veered to the left then to the right. It lurched, twisted 

on the gravel verge then left the road. As it hit the soft shoulder it seemed to hesitate 

then it tipped over. Gently, as if it were falling through water, it rolled. Pieces of car 

hissed through the air - a wing mirror arched upwards, flashing in the sunlight, a spray 

of shattered glass, a strip of bumper bar. It rolled over twice, landed on four wheels 

then smashed into a gum tree. 
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 She braked. Then she took her foot off the brake. None of her business. Do not 

get involved. Keep driving. No, she had to stop. Brake. No choice. She parked her 

four-wheel drive about one hundred meters in front of the Hyundai, a safe distance in 

case the vehicle, like TV cars, caught fire or exploded. She looked into her rear view 

mirror. Smoke spiralled out from under the bonnet of the crashed vehicle, twisting into 

the sky. 

 She took her mobile from her bag, fumbling through pens, notebooks, and 

safety pins, and rang the emergency number. A woman's voice asked her which 

service she required. 

 She gave the  details. 

 "May I have your name, ma'am?" The woman sounded almost bored. Perhaps 

that was a prerequisite for the job. It was reassuring. 

 "No, you may not." She hung up. She was already far more involved than she 

wanted to be.  

 She had to get out and see if she could help. Well, there was another option. 

She could just drive away, leave it to the emergency services. She twisted around in 

her seat and looked at the wreck that lay behind her. The yellow and black sign 

dangled in the rear window of the Hyundai - Baby on Board. Was it for situations like 

this that those stupid signs existed? To force one to feel compassion, to take 

responsibility? Her gaze settled on the back window. The purple kangaroo that had sat 

there previously had disappeared. No doubt it had been thrown through the 

windscreen when the car hit the tree. It could be anywhere. 
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Two 

 

Tiberia stood with her arms crossed and her gaze distant - body language deliberately 

designed to ward off conversation. The other mothers only ever wanted to talk about 

their children, their husbands, their most recent purchases, their manicures or their 

health. Tiberia would have welcomed a conversation on the etymological origins of 

the word "Flak"; whether or not the Roman Emperor Tiberius's heir was poisoned or 

actually choked on a pear; conversations on string theory or on the function of gluons. 

But such topics rarely arose. Well, never arose, actually. 

 It was five past three already, and the sun threw long fingers of light through the 

leaves of the gum trees. A magpie warbled overhead, its voice an accompaniment to 

the laughing and shrieking of the mothers. 

 The teachers still hadn't released the children. Tiberia looked at her watch. She 

hated waiting but she did a great deal of it. Punctual people were always waiting for 
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others and building up resentment. Efficiency seems to breed discontent. She would 

have read her book but unfortunately she'd left it in the car. 

 Women gathered around the doorway to the classroom, talking in loud voices, 

glancing around, fiddling with their mobiles.  

 One woman, tall and slim with cropped hair and a long weathered 

kangaroo-like face, screamed with laughter. "He said he liked what I was wearing, so I 

told him I was becoming a sex symbol." She adjusted the belt on her outfit: a short 

white skirt, black camisole and tight white jacket. The other women laughed. 

Encouraged, the woman continued: "I told him my next project was to become a 

brain surgeon." The kangaroo-like woman glanced at Tiberia, smiling, but Tiberia 

neglected to smile back. The woman's expression transformed into a mixture of dislike 

and anger. Perhaps she mistook Tiberia's indifference for contempt. 

  

The school, a small private one, was surrounded by natural bush and had a 

playground filled with gums, wattle and grevillea. It overlooked a large lake that 

glinted and sparkled in the sunlight. Tiberia had chosen it for its small class sizes, 

emphasis on the basic skills, mixed age group classes, and individualised 

programming. Tiberia had no friends here and was glad of it. 

 The group of women parted as a boy came out of the classroom. He was in a 

wheelchair and wore a plastic brace around his chest. Tiberia looked over his head to 

see if her children were coming out too. 

 The kangaroo woman patted the boy on the head as he passed: "I like your new 
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wheelchair," she said. "It's really flash!" 

 The boy's mouth moved as if he were struggling to frame a reply. 

 "I bet all the kids are jealous!" 

 The other parents were silent as the boy passed by. 

 "Poor Joshua," the kangaroo woman said. "I'll bet it's the only thing he's ever had 

that the other kids are jealous of. Poor boy." 

 "Yes," another woman said. "He's had to see them flying about on skateboards 

and roller blades - now it's his turn." 

 The kangaroo woman tilted her head to one side. "Well, he's the first one of all 

the kids to get his wheels." 

 The women laughed softly, several shaking their heads. Tiberia could see they 

were enjoying themselves. 

 "Hello, Tibby," a woman with a baby on her hip said. "How are you?" 

 Tiberia repressed a sigh. So much for a bit of peace and quiet. "Fine. And you?" 

She'd forgotten the woman's name though she had in fact spoken to her on quite a 

few occasions. She reminded Tiberia of a Barbie doll. 

 "Oh, not too bad, though the hay fever is killing me." 

 Tiberia strained to see if Julia, Jonathan or Will were going to emerge from their 

classrooms and rescue her from conversation. No. "Strange time of the year for it." 

 "Oh, I get it all year round, there's nothing that can be done. I was on steroids for 

a while, but then my doctor told me that in the long term they could make me really 

sick. And of course, Claratyne is so terribly expensive -" Tiberia was not interested in the 
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woman's sinus cavities and she doubted that anybody would be. If only it were 

possible to convey this without giving offence. 

 The other woman was staring at her expectantly. It would seem that Tiberia had 

not been paying sufficient attention and had missed her cue. "I'm sorry," Tiberia said. "I 

wasn't listening." Too late, she realised that she should have said:  "I didn't quite catch 

that."  

 "Oh, well, it was nothing really." The woman stood for a moment, frowning. 

Make-up clustered in the fine lines around her eyes and the lipstick had worn off her 

top lip. "I must go and see if Ashleigh is out." She walked off stiffly, her shoulders very 

straight, her little legs swinging doll-ishly from the hips. It occurred to Tiberia that she 

was so small she should be able to buy her clothes from the children's section of a 

department store. That would save money. 

 Will, Julia and Jonathan came running out, their bags banging against their hips, 

hair in disarray, faces flushed. Tiberia asked them each how they were and if they'd 

had a good day, then herded them to the car. As she drove off a woman waved at 

her, but by the time she'd registered the gesture it was too late to return it. 

  

At the intersection of Mirrabooka Avenue and Reid Highway Tiberia noticed a white 

wooden cross cascading with sun-leached plastic flowers. She glanced into the rear 

view mirror to see what the children were up to. The boys were squabbling over the 

Gameboy. Tiberia's nine-year-old daughter, Julia, who was sitting in the front seat, 

stuck a cassette backwards in the player. She pulled it out again and put it in 
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correctly. War of the Worlds. 

 An insane "Ohhh Laaaa" blasted out of the speakers. 

 "Too loud." Tiberia turned it down. 

 "Why do we go this way home, now?" Julia examined her face in a hand mirror. 

Sunlight flashed off the glass into Tiberia's eyes. "I liked going past the forest. Saw a roo 

once. Do I look pretty?" 

 "This way is quicker." 

 "No, it's not." Julia pulled a spray bottle of perfume out of her coat pocket. "This 

way takes forever. It fully takes eternity, Mum." 

 "Don't spray that in the car, please." Tiberia noticed a dead crow lying by the 

side of the road, its beak open, one glossy wing flapping in the wind, its torso raspberry 

slush. 

 "I'm pretty, aren't I?" 

 "Yes, very." Tiberia wondered at what point her daughter had turned into a 

bimbo. It must have been a gradual process or she'd have noticed it earlier. When 

had she become obsessed with make-up, horses, clothes, hair clips and giggling? 

Basically, her daughter was one of the Feelers Tiberia was always sneering at. When 

she became an adult she would be going to romantic movies with a big box of tissues 

so she could cry her eyes out; she'd love films like Pretty Woman or Ghost and she'd be 

heartbroken if she didn't receive flowers, big glossy satin hearts and teddy bears 

holding balloons for St. Valentine's Day. 

 Just before the bridge over the Swan River Tiberia noticed a cross nailed to a 
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gum tree; this was a classy one with a golden plaque at its centre, a laminated poem 

nailed up next to it and surrounded by the usual bright detritus of death. I wonder why 

crosses are always white? she asked herself. A nice Day-Glo orange or green one 

would be more noticeable than white. Perhaps no one had ever thought of erecting 

coloured crosses. Jesus' cross was presumably constructed of unpainted wood, so why 

weren't all crosses made of natural timber? 

 "What would happen if the bridge broke?" asked Will, her seven-year-old son.  

 "We'd die." Tiberia believed in the honest approach. In the rear view mirror, Will's 

round face looked stricken. She hoped he wasn't about to cry. Once he started 

bawling, he was very difficult to console. The car thudded over the uneven surface of 

the bridge making the steering wheel judder in Tiberia's hands. Below, the brown water 

glowed in the afternoon sunlight; the X-ray outlines of jelly fish hung suspended under 

the surface. Tiberia remembered swimming lessons in this same part of the river. The 

water was always blood warm near the surface and icy beneath. She'd hated to put 

her head under. How terrifying the translucent water had been with its rumoured 

threats of jellies, snags, inland-bound sharks and broken glass! 

 Julia flicked her hair back. "No, we wouldn't! Don't be so silly, Mum. We'd just 

swim out of the car." 

 "But we can't swim," Will said. "Anyway, how would we get out?" 

 "I can so swim!" Julia turned up the music. "We'd just open the doors, obviously. 

Duh!" 

 "You can't swim, but." 
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 "Can." 

 "Can't" 

 Tiberia turned the music down. "Enough arguing." She stopped at the traffic 

lights, behind a car with a Jim Beam sticker on the rear window, fat tires, and a 

woman's garter hanging from the mirror. So what would happen if the car fell into the 

water? It was true Julia could swim a little, but she would panic -- she was the 

panicking type -- she almost seemed to enjoy the screaming and running about that 

fear provoked. The boys couldn't swim at all. Tiberia was a strong swimmer, though. 

She'd have to choose which children to save. Stop thinking like this.  

 "Fire hazard is moderate," Julia read from a sign. 

 "What if we got caught in a bush fire?" Will asked. "What would we do, Mum?" 

 "Cook a sausage," Tiberia replied. She could probably save two of the children 

from drowning if they didn't panic. The boys wouldn't panic. Julia would. Perhaps she 

should buy a floaty pool toy and keep it in the boot for emergencies: one of those 

foam noodles would be good. No, she was being ridiculous. 

 "I hate sausages." Jonathan's voice was loud and angry. "Hate them!" 

 "Shame," Tiberia said. "I'm afraid that's what I happen to be cooking for dinner." 

 "No," Jonathan wailed. "I won't eat them! I won't!" 

 "That's your prerogative." 

 "What if our house burnt down when we were asleep?" Will's face wore a frown. 

He'd been born with that expression. Tiberia remembered her first look at his little blue 

face, scowling up from between her thighs. Wonder what he was worried about then? 
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The milk supply? 

 "Duh!" Julia said. "Smoke alarms! Fire drill!" 

  

Tiberia drove down Toodyay Road and into Stratton, a new estate bordering on bush 

land at the bottom of the Darling Range hills. The houses here were small and cheap, 

clustered together on tiny blocks of land enclosed by dilapidated fences.  

 An abandoned car lay canted in a ditch, side window broken, door hanging 

open. The suburban decay on one side of the road contrasted with the lush native 

bush on the other. Occasionally fires roared through here reducing the landscape to a 

monochrome expanse of stumpy grass trees, smouldering ditches and grey, ashen 

earth.  

 Tiberia fixed her gaze to the road, remembering to drive at the speed limit, fifty 

kilometres per hour, and didn't speed up even when menaced by a tail-gating driver 

in an old Commodore. Nevertheless, she was in a hurry to get home. The children were 

irritating her and she was dying for a cup of coffee. 

 Tiberia's house was not in Stratton but in the very slightly more upmarket area of 

Swan View. Despite her husband's high income they lived in a run-down, poorly 

decorated seventies house - an ex-rental property. For some reason they never had 

enough money to make ends meet. In fact, they would never have been able to 

afford any sort of house except that Tiberia's parents had lent her the money for a 

deposit. 

 She pulled into the palm-tree-flanked driveway and turned off the engine. The 
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children exploded out the car in a flurry of school bags, lunch boxes, drink bottles, 

books, and toys. A half-eaten apple rolled down the driveway and onto the road. 

 "My apple!" Jonathan threw down his bag and started to run after it. 

 Tiberia grabbed her son by the arm and dragged him towards the door. "Don't 

worry, it's biodegradable."  

 "I want it! I'm hungry." 

 "I'll get you another one." 

 Tiberia didn't care that her house was cheap and in a bad location. Such things 

meant nothing to her. But it did bother her that she could not afford to buy the books 

she wanted to read or to go to the theatre. It had been years since she'd seen a 

concert, for example. Where did the money go? 

 As she went in the yellow bottle-glass bordered door, she heard the phone 

ringing. Kate, probably. Julia ran to answer it. It would be typical of Kate to phone at 

such an inopportune time. Tiberia stepped over a sprawling baby doll, kicked a video 

and squashed a toy car. Messy already, and the children had only been home ten 

seconds. 

 "It's Kate." Julia handed over the cordless phone. "She wants to talk to you." 

 "Okay." Tiberia took the phone into the kitchen. Julia trailed behind, trying to 

eavesdrop as usual. "Hi, Kate." 

 Kate's voice was an undertone. "I have to whisper in case the kids are listening." 

 Tiberia put some water into the kettle and turned it on. She took three green 

apples out the fruit bowl and started to slice them up on the lime laminate. "What's 
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up?" 

 Julia sat on the kitchen table, swinging her legs, feet banging. She held a 

Polaroid camera by the strap. Julia had quite a collection of candid shots of family 

members, including a memorable one of Tiberia, semi-naked on the toilet wearing a 

flannel shirt and a black beanie. "You should use a cutting board. It's not a good idea 

to cut on the bench," Julia said. Of course, she was right. 

 "Go play somewhere," Tiberia said. "I'm on the phone." Julia ran out, yapping in 

imitation of a dog - her latest annoying habit. Just what Tiberia needed, a latrant 

daughter. 

 "You know that guy, John, the one I've been talking to on Instant Messenger." 

 "Yes." Kate was always engaged in flirtations. "Is he one of the men you found 

using the on-line personals?" 

 "No. Oh, yes, that's right. I've had tons of replies to those." 

 "I'm sure." 

 Kate dropped her voice even lower. "I've arranged to meet him for lunch 

tomorrow." 

 "I thought you said you were just using the personals to find someone to talk to 

on-line, not to meet guys." The odd thing was that Tiberia herself was in the habit of 

reading the personals ads; it amused her to read the descriptions that people wrote of 

themselves and it was even more amusing to read about what it was that people 

desired in a partner. The men described themselves as tall, fit professionals with a sense 

of humour. They liked barbeques, walking along the beach, movies, meals out and 
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sport. They were looking for slim, fun women with sense of humour for intimate times, 

no ties. Tiberia realised she was lacking at least one of these essential attributes, and 

would never be able to answer one of these ads - not many people thought she had a 

sense of humour. And I hate barbeques, she thought. And, I'm not particularly slim. Nor 

fun. 

 "One thing leads to another. Anyway, I'm just friends with this guy. Can't a 

woman be friends with a man?" 

 "Well, Nietzsche didn't think so." Tiberia imagined her own ad in the personals. 

Rational woman, five foot four, sixty kilos, brown hair and eyes, round face, large 

bazookas, humanist, atheist, university educated, introverted, hypercritical, untidy, 

pedantic, lacking sense of humour, detests walks on the beach, doesn't like to have 

fun, repulsed by barbeques and movies, seeks similar man with view to conversation. 

Feelers need not apply. That should attract them. "Women can form a friendship with 

a man very well; but to preserve it physical antipathy must-" 

 "Oh, don't start quoting that Nietzsche crap." Kate sounded annoyed. "I'm not 

doing anything wrong." 

 "Well," Tiberia said. "There's a good test as to whether or not you think you're 

doing anything wrong-" 

 "What's that, then?" 

 "Tell Michael." Tiberia spooned coffee into the plain white mug that was her 

favourite. She needed a strong coffee. This would be the twelfth cup today. 

 "No way!" 
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 Tiberia discarded a rotten apple. "I expect you think it's wrong, in that case." 

 "No, not at all. Michael just wouldn't understand. He's so possessive. He'd take it 

too seriously." She breathed heavily into the phone. "You're not much different, it 

would seem. I thought you were more open-minded than that." 

 "I make no claims to open-mindedness." Tiberia shrugged and tossed the sliced 

up apples into a bowl. "Anyway, it seems a reckless thing to do." She took some bread 

out the larder and got the butter out of the fridge. She was irritated to see that 

someone, probably Colin, had placed the Vegemite on the wrong shelf. She moved it. 

Why couldn't he learn that it cost no more effort to put things back in the right place? 

"Really reckless." She spread the butter and inhaled the fresh, yeasty smell of the 

bread. 

 "You're so boring." 

 "Yes, I know." Tiberia put the food on the table together with a jug of water and 

three glasses. "Why do you want to meet him?"  

 "Just for a bit of fun. It's not as if I'm going to have sex with him or anything like 

that."  

 "Look," Tiberia said. "It's up to you." 

 "You disapprove." 

 "I'm not judging you. I neither approve nor disapprove. What you choose to do is 

none of my business. If you were asking for my advice, which I see you're not, I would 

recommend you don't meet this guy. He could be a psycho, or worse he could be 

really nice and one thing would lead to another. That's all." Tiberia noticed how rude 
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she sounded, but found she couldn't do anything about it. She was just trying to 

express her opinion as rationally and as concisely as possible. 

 "Fine." It was the sort of "fine" that meant "stuff you!" 

 "I don't know why you're upset." She bit into a crust of bread; the oily taste of 

butter filled her mouth. 

 "Oh, I'm not really." Kate sounded angry but resigned. Tiberia knew she'd get 

over the slight; she always did.  

 Kate's voice gained a dreamy tone. "But, I really had no choice. It was fate." 

 "I suppose it was in your horoscope." Tiberia was a sceptic. She did not believe in 

anything supernatural and that included ghosts, Tarot, Feng Shui, life after death, God, 

telepathy, horoscopes and Santa Claus.  

 "It wasn't in my horoscope!" Kate said. "It was, as I said, fate. I made the decision 

on the roll of a dice. An even number meant I had to meet him. An odd number 

meant I wouldn't. I rolled a four. Anyway, you know what I always say: carpe diem." 

 "Well, it's your choice," Tiberia said. Dice? What was she going on about?  

 The children had come in and were eating their afternoon snack. Julia was 

pulling the crusts off her bread and letting them drop on the floor. 

 "Well, just be careful." Tiberia watched Julia scrunch a piece of crust underfoot.  

 Kate sighed. "You sound like my mother." 

 "Julia, pick up those crusts, please." 

 "If I have to." Julia tried to pick up the bread with her toes. 

 "You do have to. Use your hands like a human being." 
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 Kate sighed again. "So what happened with that car crash you were talking 

about the other day? You never told me the details." 

 "There's really nothing to tell. The woman just drove off the road. She crashed 

into a tree. She died."  

 "How can you sound so calm," Kate said. "You're such an ice queen, sometimes." 

 "Well, I have to go," Tiberia said. "Sorry. The children are being noisy. It's too hard 

to concentrate. Bye." She replaced the phone then went into her bedroom and lay 

down on the white quilt, surrounded by a snowy heap of pillows and cushions. The 

room was unheated and quite cold. She pulled the coverlet over her legs, stared up at 

the flaking ceiling and remembered. 
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Three 

 

The ice-goddess lay staring at the ceiling, at a small translucent spider that nestled in 

the cornice, its legs delicate and insubstantial. She remembered reading once that a 

sleeping human being swallowed an average of twelve spiders in his or her lifetime.  

 The netting surrounding her bed floated in the gusts of wind from the open 

window, twisting like an exhaled breath on a cold morning. Even under the two white 

quilts, Tiberia was chilled but she didn't shut the window. She liked to be cold. 

 The winter sunlight flooded the room without warming it, but it struck the crystals 

that hung at the window and threw rainbows against the walls. Tiberia held her hand 

up and let the shattered light tint the skin of her palm. She held a rainbow. 

 Awake. And gladly alone. The mosquito net excluded the world, misted it out of 

existence. If only she could take this barrier with her everywhere she went. 

 She buried her face in the pillow and inhaled the stale scent of her own 
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perfume. A vision of blood swept her mindscape. Blood. Blood flowing from her wrists. 

Blood that stained the snow white quilt. Warm, dramatic, death. 

  

She had sat curled on the sofa in his study. "I've never been in love," Tiberia, then 

twenty-one-years-old, said to her lover. She was boasting, of course. "I don't think it 

exists. Only infatuation. Love is a myth."  

 "I see." Her lover's expression was indulgent. "Perhaps you're right." 

  Tiberia folded her arms across her chest. She had sought to provoke and was 

not satisfied with indulgence. 

 The study was masculine, bland. Pictures of the Rhine, Hamburg, Munich. Many 

bookcases filled with Thomas and Heinrich Mann. Nietzsche, Hesse, Boell, others she 

hadn't heard of. Cigarette smoke had tinted the ceiling a pale ochre and left the 

scent of nicotine and ashes in the air.  

 Tiberia rubbed goose bumps from her bare arms and examined the face of her 

lover. He had a comical profile, like an aging Fred Flintstone. As if this were not flawed 

enough, he cultivated a comb-over and tried to conceal the fact that he wore false 

teeth. She remembered how in his lectures she had stared at him and been bored. 

Bored. Very bored. 

 She was a little tipsy, thanks to two shot glasses of vodka. The desire to elicit 

some sort of statement, some sort of reaction, seized her like a fit.  

 "Did you know that I'm a Goddess?" She smiled in an effort to convince him that 

she was joking. "To be precise, I am the Ice Goddess." The vodka engendered 
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recklessness. The room turning, but not too quickly. Just enough to encourage her 

confession and to lend slurred eloquence to her schoolgirl German. "Ich bin die 

Eisgoettin." 

 He smiled, his shameful dentures gleaming. "Good evening, Ms Ice Goddess." 

 "Good evening, Mr God." 

 "That's Doctor God to you!" 

 She had laughed. 

 He got up and put on a CD. They listened to "Die Zauberfloete." She sang along. 

"Die hoelle Rache es kocht in meinem Herzen!" Revenge boils in my heart. He pulled 

her onto his lap. "I'll squash you," she said, wriggling to free herself. 

 He laughed. "If you don't behave, I'll make you pregnant." 

  "I'm impregnable," she said. "Impervious and impregnable." 

 

That night, the thirteenth that they spent together, they slept for the first time entwined 

in each other's arms. Previously they had rolled apart, neither of them liking to be 

enclosed by the other.  

 His voice came out of the darkness. "Are you my lover?" 

 She wanted to fight herself free from his arms. "At the most, I'm your girlfriend." 

 "And at the least?" 

 She flicked his arm off her and stretched out. "Your mistress." 

 "But, surely you need to be married to have a mistress?" 

 She placed a pillow between them. "No, just illicit." 
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 He moved around, sat up. "I want you to be my lover." 

 "I don't think so." Light dazzled her. He'd turned on the lamp and was putting a 

cigarette to his lips.  

 Unexpectedly, he held her face between his hands and looked her in the eyes. 

The light softened the lines around his eyes, weakened him. She was unsettled. She 

wanted to run. 

 "There's something I want to tell you," he said. "Though this isn't really the time or 

place for it." The clichéd preamble made her fears more tangible. The smoke from his 

cigarette stung her eyes. His fingers gripped her jaw, distorted her lips. He was hurting 

her. Worse, he was making her feel foolish. "I ..." He paused. He seemed unable to 

speak. Then, in a rush. "...I like you." 

 Anger. She laughed and managed to shake herself free. "I like you, too!" She 

hated him. 

 "You thought I was going to say that I love you, didn't you?" 

 She laughed louder, knowing that she only laughed like this when she was very 

angry, when words failed her. She could not speak. If she spoke, she would say that 

she knew that he did love her, and that she despised him for it. And she despised him 

all the more for being unable to say it. Despised him for his fear of her. 

 

In the morning, after he had left for the university, she wandered around his big 

old-fashioned house and found a room she had not noticed before. It was empty as 

were so many of his rooms and it smelled of damp carpet and mouldy wallpaper. It 



                                  35 

 

had a balcony with a balustrade of small white columns.  

 She sat on the peeling concrete and stared downwards. The garden was 

untended and growing to a wilderness. A pomegranate tree dropped its fruit. The 

pomegranates lay split open on the earth; red shiny seeds glistened obscenely. Rose 

bushes straggled. Oranges and lemons glowed against dark foliage.  

When she stood up she could see the river, a darker blue against the sky. She 

watched the cars drive by: BMWs, Mercedes, Audis, Porsches. She turned back to the 

darkness of the room. 

 She went to Uni. As she walked to her class every leaf demanded her attention. 

The garden's green fecundity and the sky's wash of grey-blue flooded her vision. She 

leant against a tree and closed her eyes. The rough bark prickled her bare arms. The 

scent of lemon eucalyptus filled her nostrils like an intoxicant. 

 In her linguistics lecture she drank black coffee from a plastic cup. Steam spun in 

the dusty sunlight. From her seat she could see the window of his office on the top 

storey of the Arts Building. She watched it. She took notes, absorbed phonemes, 

universal grammar and Chomsky. 

 Then her class was over. She lay in the sun, the grass damp against the back of 

her legs, tickling and prickling her. She closed her eyes letting the mild, winter sun 

warm her eyelids and cheeks. The wind lifted her hair and floated it, illuminating it to 

transparency in the sunlight. "Ich weiss nicht was soll es bedeuten, dass ich so traurig 

bin." What does it mean, that I'm so sad? 

 She went to the library, the top floor and looked down on the students on the 
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lawns below. They sat and lay in rough circles on the brilliant grass. Roses flamed in the 

flower beds. She stared out of the window all afternoon watching the shadows 

lengthen and darken. The lights on the clock tower turned on - orange and yellow and 

white. The peacocks perched silently on the railings, dark shadows against the night. 

She remembered how her lover had described the University: "Pretty, but kitsch."  

  

Driving home in the dark, she listened to the radio. The traffic moved to Bach and the 

pedestrians walked to Strauss. Her teeth chattered. The heater in the mini didn't work.  

She drove. The cats' eyes beckoned her on, hypnotic orange burning in the tar, 

in the night. Speeding cats' eyes - tiger eyes. Some were broken, crushed. The gaps 

between the reflectors were eyes too, black eyes, their dark stares even more intense 

than the orange. 

 She couldn't sleep that night, not that that was unusual. Insomnia was a part of 

her life. The only time she could sleep was when it was time to get out of bed. She 

thought of love and death, and of the pain she sensed waiting for her, hissing for her. 

Night thoughts. She decided to wait for the dawn but fell asleep. 

  

They had an argument. As with most arguments it was trivial. He had been talking 

about a problem he was having with one of the staff members. Her tutor. The tutor had 

been complaining she had too great a work-load and had started to sob.  

 He had made the woman's tears into an attack on him. She had only cried to 

manipulate him. Then he began to speak about the corruption in the university. The 
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nepotism. The lack of integrity. The struggle for power and favour. Suddenly, he broke 

off. He was angry. "But I shouldn't tell you this! I don't know who you'll tell, do I?"  

  She refused to speak to him. Her silence enraged him. He begged her to speak. 

Then he said, "If you don't speak to me within two minutes, you can go and never 

come back." He counted the seconds. She stared into the fire and thought of blood. 

The two minutes passed and another one. "Get out!" 

 Picking up her bag, she left. As she put her hand on the door knob, he spoke. 

"Don't go."  

 "No." She welcomed the argument, embraced it as an opportunity to seize 

freedom, to escape. She walked down the steep pathway, tripping on the cracks in 

the concrete, and to her car. Her fingers fumbled with the car key. He followed her. 

"I'm sorry, Tiberia." His arms circled her waist, but she stood straight and unyielding.   

 "You frightened me," he said. "I was afraid." 

 Curiosity made her ask. "Why?" She knew that by asking the question she had 

accepted him back temporarily. 

  "You were so cold."  

 Die Eisgoettin, she thought. The Snow Queen. She felt proud and ashamed of 

her pride. Slowly, she followed him back inside, into the house. It was not over yet. 

 The next time they met he seemed angry with her.  

 "You always criticise," he said. "You secretly despise me." 

 "I must be depraved," she said, idly. 

 "What the hell do you mean?" His hands formed fists, but his eyes looked wet 
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and weak, as if he were dissolving. 

 "Nothing." 

 "Why are here? You find everything, everyone contemptible." 

 "Then why not be here?" 

 He sat with his arms crossed. "Such Weltschmertz." 

 She stared at his face. He was sulking now. Probably he wouldn't speak for the 

rest of the day. She might as well go home. 

 "Not speaking, then?" 

 Silence. 

 "Sulking, are we?" 

 He took a cigarette out of its packet and popped it between his lips. He took out 

a match and struck it. 

  Tiberia blew out the flame. Her breath lifted and dropped his comb-over and 

she noticed the slight tightening of his lips that showed his anger and embarrassment. 

 He said nothing. Just another match. 

 She blew out the flame. 

 Again, he lit a match. His fingers were unsteady. It took him two attempts. 

 She blew it out. 

 He stood up and walked away. She watched him go and then went to her car. 

Felt nothing. Finally, it was over. 
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Four 

 

She had opened her door letting in the reek of smoke and petrol. If only someone else 

would stop and help. But the road was empty as far as she could see.  

 She hesitated with one foot out the car and the other still in the safety of the 

vehicle. Should she get the first aid kit out the boot? A blanket? When would the 

ambulance come? No, first I have to go to the Hyundai, see what the situation is. She 

wished she'd gone a different way to school so she could have avoided this. But she 

always came this way - it was the most time efficient route. 

 Smoke poured heavenwards. She got out and walked the hundred metres to 

the crashed car. It felt strange to be walking along the road instead of driving along it. 

Usually, one viewed the roadside through a pane of glass, not like this. She felt out of 

place, disorientated, alienated. I suppose I should be running to help. It was as much 

as she could do to walk up to the wreckage. 
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 The violence of the crash had reduced the windscreen to scattered piles of 

crystal. How precious the cubes of glass looked, glittering in the sunlight, yet how 

useless they were. The front of the car was compressed to perhaps half its usual size, 

and the roof sagged inwards. Perhaps it's too dangerous to help. What if the car 

explodes? But, no, it was only on TV that crashed cars immediately blew themselves to 

pieces. She hoped. 

 She walked around to the driver's side. The woman slumped forward, her 

forehead resting against the steering wheel, her face turned towards the window, her 

hair saturated with blood, her eyes open and blank like dull coins. A confetti-fall of 

windscreen glass twinkled in her hair. The sun visor was down, and a vanity mirror 

reflected the sunlight into Tiberia's eyes. She flipped it out the way. 

 Tiberia couldn't see if the woman was breathing. She needed a closer look. 

Grasping the door handle, she pulled. The door squealed and only opened about 

thirty centimetres. Pop music spilled out - Tiberia couldn't recognise the tune. Really, it 

was amazing the radio was still working. She wedged herself in the gap, pulled the 

woman away from the steering wheel and tilted her head back. It was important to 

make sure her airway was clear. Blood everywhere; Tiberia couldn't see where it was 

coming from. A head wound, obviously, but where? She turned the ignition off even 

though the car's engine was no longer running. The music stopped. Silence apart from 

the creaking and popping of the car's engine. 

  "Hello!" Tiberia said. "Are you all right? Hello!" She shook one shoulder gently. The 

woman wore a pale pink halter top that exposed an expanse of freckled décolletage, 
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and a short lime green skirt polka-dotted with blood. A lipstick lay in her lap, its lid off. 

"Speak to me, please!" No response. The woman smelled of a strong floral perfume, a 

sweet soapy smell, as if she had just come out the shower. 

 Tiberia rested her hand on the woman's chest: not breathing. She felt for a pulse: 

no pulse. I have to do CPR. First aid classes seemed very distant, although she'd done 

her refresher just six months ago. The wind made the yellow sign in the rear window tap 

against the glass. Baby on Board. She peered in the back seat. A baby seat, harness 

still done up, no baby. But a baby's bottle filled with water lay on the floor and there 

was a cloth bag with appliqué bears next to it. No baby. No baby seat. No Baby on 

Board. 

 She undid the woman's safety belt with a click and grabbing her under the arms 

pulled her out. Luckily the woman was slim and light but it was difficult to drag her from 

the narrow opening of the damaged door. The woman's arm caught in the steering 

wheel. Tiberia lacked the strength to support her while untangling her arm. Brute force 

was the only solution. She yanked the woman free. Better a dislocated arm than 

death. Tiberia dragged her about five metres, a relatively safe distance should the car 

explode, and laid her on the orange gravel. The woman's face glowed white, haloed 

by a cap of bloodied hair. She looked roughly Tiberia's age, in her mid-thirties with 

tanned skin and blank eyes surrounded by fine lines. Glossy pink lipstick was smeared 

over her mouth as if applied by a child. 

 Where was the ambulance? She checked her watch. Three minutes had 

passed. She wasn't late yet. No, it didn't matter if she were late. The children could 
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wait. Calm down! She had to hurry, though. The woman had been without oxygen for 

long enough. 

 Tiberia knelt on the pea gravel, feeling it stab into her knees even through her 

jeans. She groped inside the woman's mouth with her fingers, shocked at the warm 

sliminess of her gums and tongue. No obstructions. Oh, something nestled in the 

woman's right cheek. With hooked fingers, she extracted a piece of bubble gum and 

tried to fling it to the ground. It stuck to her finger like a creamy-grey leech. Almost in a 

panic, she snatched up a dead leaf and used it to scrape the gum off, then she 

pressed her mouth to the woman's. Her lips felt cool and slippery, the contact 

surprisingly, horrifyingly intimate: the taste of lipstick, mint and blood. She'd never done 

this before. Suddenly, she remembered a story a friend of hers had told her. A doctor. 

She had said that she never did CPR because she always ended up covered with 

vomit. I don't want to do this, Tiberia thought. I don't want to be involved. But she was 

involved. It had to be done. 
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Five 

 

A wreath hung on the metal mesh of the pedestrian fence near the railway crossing, 

just before the intersection of Toodyay road and the highway. 

 The red lights on the candy-striped barrier flashed. On. Off. On. Off. The warning 

bells tolled. Tiberia stared at the dried up flowers, the faded blue ribbons, the wrinkled 

leaves. Someone had died here. 

 She reached out and turned the radio on. The news. She didn't want to listen to 

it. Turn it off. Something was written on the centre of the wreath, but it was of no 

interest to her. Think of something else. Yes, listen to the radio. It would distract her. 

 "The bodies of a woman and three children was found today in vehicle near 

Ellenbrook, the deaths are being treated as suspicious at this stage..." 

 Tiberia turned the radio off and forced her eyes ahead. The car in front of her 

had a crystal hanging from its rear view mirror. The glass captured the light, 
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transformed it into a gleam that made Tiberia squint. Tiberia had noticed that it was 

very popular at the moment for people to hang crystals in their cars - it was probably a 

Feng Shui related phenomenon. The Chinese had a lot to answer for.  

 In her own mirror, she saw the deep lines that cut into the once smooth space 

between her eyebrows. She raised her eyebrows to eradicate the frown. The freight 

train tooted, a long lonely sound that echoed off the tree-clad hills. She'd been 

teaching until two pm, and was now going to collect the children from school. I'm 

nearly running late again.  

 

One of the parents had been late to pick up her child from the kindy where Tiberia 

worked. She'd turned up a half hour past pick up time with her hair dishevelled, her 

baby in arms, and the buttons on her cardigan done up incorrectly. 

 "I'm sorry, Tibby," she'd said. "I fell asleep on the lounge. I was up all night with the 

baby. She's got the flu." 

 "Okay," Tiberia replied. The woman's four-year-old, Taylah, clung to her mother's 

legs, waving an irregularly shaped piece of cardboard decorated with cotton wool 

spots. "Look, Mummy. Look! I made a giraffe, Mummy." 

 The woman tried to scratch off crusty white stain from her cardigan. It looked a 

lot like baby vomit. "My husband left me three months ago." 

 Tiberia stifled a grimace. She didn't want to hear this. Yet she couldn't ignore 

what the woman had said. She had a duty to respond. "That must be very difficult." 

Somehow, that was not the correct response. She should have asked how the woman 
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was feeling. But then she'd probably have burst into tears. Tiberia thought of her 

namesake, Tiberius. He was reputed to have despised public manifestations of 

emotion. Tiberia agreed. 

 "I was up all night. There was no one to help." Her baby started to cry. The 

woman patted her pockets. "I've left the dummy somewhere." A tear. Obviously the 

dummy was the final straw. 

 "It's not easy." Tiberia restrained herself from looking at her watch. I should feel 

sorry for her, she told herself. She just didn't have the time for this. 

 "Not that he would have helped me, anyway. He'd have just lay in bed asleep. 

He'd probably just have told me to keep the baby quiet so he could sleep better. I was 

like a single parent even when he was with me." 

 Tiberia nodded. If she didn't leave immediately, she'd be late. "He trained you to 

be independent by doing that." 

 The woman's face showed Tiberia that she'd been tactless or insensitive. Tiberia 

had no idea how to remedy the situation. The woman walked out, dragging Taylah 

behind her. 

 "Good bye," Tiberia said. 

 No response. 

 

A breeze lifted the wreath, slapped it back down again. One petal fell to the pea 

gravel. Tiberia fought the urge to get out the car and pick it up. The train thundered, 

making the air shake with the power of its passing. The bright colours of its carriages 
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flickered in her peripheral vision, unbalancing her. Almost every carriage sported 

graffiti tags.  

 Who had died here? Tiberia pushed her hair out of her face. What did it matter? 

I don't care. 

 She counted the carriages, letting the numbers push all thought from her mind. 

Ten. Fifteen. Fifteen compressions. Four breaths. No! She stared back at the wreath. 

Why didn't anyone steal it? Was it superstition that stopped people plucking it from the 

fence and taking it home with them? Did they think it would bring them bad luck? Or 

did they leave it there out of respect for the dead? It was hard to imagine anyone 

feeling respect in this day and age - it was probably superstition. The flowers were 

dead, anyway. Who would want them? People will steal anything, given a chance. 

 The bell stopped sounding. The red lights flashed a few more times, then 

stopped. The barrier lifted, and Tiberia drove through to stop at the traffic lights. She 

waited for the green arrow. I want the wreath. She turned right, headed off down Reid 

Highway, towards the bridge, towards the posh wooden cross nailed to the tree. She 

glimpsed the cross on the intersection of Mirrabooka and Reid Highway. The crosses 

were an irritant, attracting her attention, distracting her, unsettling her. Surely it was 

illegal for people to place them on the streets. Why didn't the council ban it? 

 A fly crawled over the dashboard, its body an armour-plated metallic blue, its 

wings captured rainbows. Who knows where it had been? Had it been laying its 

maggots in the flesh of a dead cat? A kangaroo? Some other miserable example of 

road kill? A baby? 
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 Drive! Stop thinking! "I heard a fly buzz when I died -" Tiberia stiffened at the 

sound of her own voice. "There interposed a fly." She picked up a book, Also Sprach 

Zarathustra, from the passenger seat and smashed the insect against the window. 

"There interposed a book!" Her stomach tightened at the smear of blood on the 

windscreen. 

  

Her mobile rang, and she dug it one handed out of her bag. The readout told her it 

was Kate ringing. Tiberia wrestled with the urge to dump the call, then answered it. "Hi, 

Kate." 

 Kate's voice: "Are you in the car?" 

 "Yes, that's right." 

 "Do you want to pull over?" 

 "No, I'll talk and drive." A truck loaded with bales of hay pulled out in front of her, 

wisps of straw spiralling in its wake. Tiberia decided to drive behind it but kept a safe 

distance in case a bale fell off. 

 "That's illegal." 

 "I don't care." Tiberia, stuck behind the truck, was doing ten kilometres under the 

speed limit - she felt that more than compensated for the aggravated risk of driving 

one handed. What a stupid law it was! What exactly was the danger of using a mobile 

while driving? Was it the fact that one was driving one-handed? If that were the case 

why didn't they make a law making it compulsory to drive with two hands? Too bad if 

you were an amputee. Or was it the fact that talking and driving was distracting? If 
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that were so, then why was it okay to use a hands free set or talk to your passengers? 

Tiberia refused to obey laws that she thought were illogical. She was fine with the 

concept of speed limits, but when it came to phone calls she would do what she 

wanted. 

 "So what have you been up to?" Kate asked. 

 Tiberia wondered why Kate didn't get straight to the point as she usually did. She 

must have a specific reason for ringing. 

 "Nothing, really. Oh, I went to that fancy dress party, last night. It was pretty 

interesting. Well, not so much interesting as intolerable." 

 "What happened?" 

 Tiberia turned up the air conditioning. Although it was officially autumn, it was 

still quite hot. The temperature today was in the low thirties. She hated hot weather. If 

only she lived in the UK or somewhere like that. Somewhere where it snowed. 

Somewhere where the temperature was never over twenty-five. "I'll give you the 

details later." 

 

 

 

"I can't believe I'm doing this." Tiberia had got out the car, clutching her long skirt to her 

thighs so she wouldn't trip. She was dressed in a white stola and tunica, with a shawl, a 

palla, around her shoulders. She was the Empress Tiberia tonight. "I hate dressing up." 

 The sky was moonless but the city lights drenched the stars, fading them.  A car's 
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tyres squealed in the distance, and Tiberia heard the wail of a police siren. 

 "Why can't you just try to enjoy yourself for once." Colin slammed the door. He 

was dressed as a pirate and, in Tiberia's opinion, he looked stupid. A red bandana on 

his head, a waistcoat over a white work shirt, rolled up black trousers, long walk socks 

and his black work shoes decorated with cardboard buckles, like a six-year-old hastily 

costumed for a school dress-up day by a harried mother.  

 "You should just be grateful I agreed to come." She smoothed her tunica and 

looked around. "You can't expect me to enjoy myself as well." Thank goodness it was 

late. The streets were almost empty, so there were not too many people to turn and 

stare. 

 "It doesn't seem like too much to ask, Tibby." 

 "The name's 'Tiberia'. Don't forget to lock the door. Are the headlights off?" 

 Colin sighed. "Oh, Tibby." 

 "Do you have a problem with calling me Tiberia?" She fiddled with the olive leaf 

corona she'd made; a piece of wire was sticking into her scalp. It was hell being 

married to an extrovert; why did they want to go to parties all the time?  

 "I was just being affectionate." 

 "It's hardly affectionate to call me something that annoys me, is it? We've been 

married ten years, I've told you often enough that I don't like people addressing me by 

diminutives or endearments. I think you just do it to annoy me."  

 Colin sighed again. He was a champion sigher. "Come on. We'll miss the fun." 

 "Yes, we'd better not be late." Tiberia strode up the stairway that lead to the 
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outdoor area of a Perth hotel. Tea light candles and bamboo torches illuminated a 

large courtyard area crowded with costumed partygoers, mostly men. An indoor area 

containing a bar spilled light and Mahler out into the courtyard. Thank goodness the 

music is classical, Tiberia thought. She couldn't have stood rap or hip hop or whatever 

it was people listened to. 

 Colin bounded ahead of her, shouting out hellos and brandishing his 

Alfoil-coated cardboard sword. "Ahoy, me hearties!" 

 Tiberia adjusted her tunica which was threatening to trip her and folded her 

arms across her chest. Colin had found one of the birthday boys and was slapping him 

on the back. "Congrats, Eveready!" he said. "Welcome to old-fogydom." 

  It was Paul and Brian Ready's thirtieth birthday party.  

 "Hello, how are you both?" Tiberia allowed herself to be kissed on the cheek, 

though the contact made her uneasy. 

 "You look lovely," Paul "Eveready" Ready said. "Your costume is very apropos, my 

dear." He took her arm. "Tibby, have you met my brother, Brian?" 

 "No," Tiberia said. "But you've mentioned him to me." She smiled at Brian. "My 

name is Tiberia". Up close, Brian wasn't quite as identical to Paul as she would have 

thought:  taller and slimmer. "Are you sure you're monozygotic twins?" She wondered if 

she were being rude but had no way of telling. She had never readily grasped the 

social rituals that others took for granted. However, she was a keen observer when she 

put her mind to it; observation was her substitute for empathy. She could usually 

synthesize the probable meanings behind such things as tone of voice, turn of phrase 
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and facial expression. However if she lost concentration for any period of time, she 

would inevitably make a faux pas. In any case Brian didn't look offended. It seemed his 

mind was elsewhere. 

 "Certainly." Brian smiled. "I just received all the nutrients in utero. Lucky me!" 

 "Your costumes are very attractive." Tiberia was at a loss for more small talk. 

Surely she could move away now and find a quiet corner to herself. "And everything 

here looks lovely." 

 "Thank you," Brian said. "Seeing as it's unlikely we'll ever get married we thought 

we'd lash out a bit of money on our thirtieth." He laughed easily, and Tiberia saw he'd 

already made this joke innumerable times. "And is Tiberia your real name or an alias?" 

 "My father was obsessed with Roman history," Tiberia said. "I'd go by one of my 

other names, but they're even worse." 

 "Well, it's lovely to have you here." Brian stared over her shoulder. Paul took 

Tiberia's arm. "Let me introduce you to Lydia." He led her through the crowd, fighting 

past several musketeers, a rather beautiful Marie Antoinette, a monk, a king.  

 He stopped next to a mediaeval women with shoulder length blonde hair, 

perfect white teeth and a tan. "Lydia, this is Colin's wife." 

 "Oh, hello." The woman examined Tiberia. "Nice to meet you."  

 Tiberia cursed Paul. Now there was no escape; she'd have to make 

conversation. I'll socialise for one hour, she told herself. I need to practise. "I like your 

costume." Suddenly she realised she'd neglected to wish Paul and Brian a happy 

birthday. How idiotic of her. And how typical! 
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 "You look delightful too." Tiberia guessed the woman's age as about forty, but 

she could have been either older or younger.  

 "Should I just call you 'Colin's wife'." 

 Tiberia pulled a face. "I'd rather not." 

  "What about 'Julius'?" 

 "Tiberia," Tiberia said. 

 The woman laughed. "Very witty." 

 Tiberia concluded that most things seem witty to the drunk. "Simply true." Tiberia 

took a glass of wine from a passing waiter. "How do you know Brian and Paul?" 

 "I'm their mother," Lydia said. "Well, actually, I'm their stepmother." 

 Tiberia thought she'd attempt a compliment at this point, though she knew it 

would be risky. Too often, her compliments came out sounding suspiciously like 

sarcasm. "I thought you seemed much too young." She sipped the wine. Moselle. Quite 

a nice Moselle. 

 The woman looked pleased. She smiled and smoothed her hair back from her 

face. "Oh, appearances can be deceptive."  

 Tiberia suddenly realised Lydia really was quite drunk. Not that this was anything 

to be surprised about. Probably she was on cocaine or something as well. Tiberia was 

quite accustomed to socialising with people who were completely out of it, however 

she never touched any mind altering drugs herself. Well, she did allow herself up to 

three glasses of wine per evening when she was out, but nothing more than that. She 

couldn't bear the sensation of losing control. Even when she'd given birth to her three 
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children she'd refused all drugs for the same reason. Control. 

 "I've had a lot of work done," Lydia said. "Especially on my breasts." She ran her 

finger over her décolletage. Tiberia was unable to avoid noticing that the woman's 

nipples were erect. Well, it was chilly. 

 Tiberia noted the non sequitur without surprise.  

 "Mine used to be huge like yours - breastfeeding wrecks your figure. So I had 

them lifted. They're fabulous now." 

 A man appeared and wrapped his arm around Lydia. He was dressed like a 

king with stockings, brocade breeches, heavy crown, cape and sceptre. "Go on, 

Lydia," he said. "Get them out and give her a look. You know you want to!" 

 "Oh, no!" Lydia shrieked. "I'm not drunk enough." 

 Tiberia looked around for an excuse to retreat. She suspected that Lydia was 

certainly drunk enough. 

 "Tell you what, you show her your tits and I'll show her my parrot."  

 Tiberia hoped "parrot" wasn't a euphemism for "penis". "I don't think we've been 

introduced." She realised she'd been too formal. A more acceptable thing to say 

would have been: "I'm sorry, I didn't catch your name." Yes, she was out of practise at 

socialising. 

 Lydia shrieked again, confirming Tiberia's suspicion that her comment had been 

incongruous. "He's my husband - Paul and Brian's Dad." 

 "Nice to meet you," Tiberia said. "Wonderful party." 

 "What ... about ... my ... tits?" Lydia could hardly speak for laughing. Definitely 
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drugs, Tiberia thought. 

 "I'm sure they're very interesting." Tiberia's head hurt. She wondered if her hour's 

worth of socialising was up yet. Unfortunately, in the interests of historical accuracy, 

she wasn't wearing a watch. 

 "Look!" Lydia raised her top, exposing tanned breasts with small pink nipples. 

"Aren't they beautiful?" 

 "They're lovely," Tiberia said. "You must be very proud."  

 "Now for my parrot," Lydia's husband said. 

 "Parrot?" Tiberia wondered how she could make her escape. She was willing to 

bet money that his parrot was concealed in his pants. She looked around examining 

faces. Did she know anybody except Colin at this ridiculous party? Probably she did, 

but it was difficult for her to recognise casual acquaintances when they were so 

elaborately disguised. Was Marie Antoinette one of the secretaries from Colin's work? 

Was the man dressed as an executioner Gavin, the chief sales rep? 

 Colin had disappeared, as usual. It was quite normal for him to abandon her at 

parties. In the first few years of their marriage she had bitterly resented it and had spent 

whole evenings trailing around behind him. But age had brought her indifference. She 

took a book with her no matter where she went. 

 "It's on my butt!" The man pulled down his breeches and displayed a hairy bum 

unenhanced by a colourful tattoo. 

 "Goodness, you are an amazing couple," Tiberia said. "Really."  

 They laughed uproariously. In their drug-induced state, they seemed to actually 
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be enjoying Tiberia's company -- a rather unusual development. "Excuse me, I have to 

go to the lavatory. Please carry on without me." Bloody extroverts! She thought of 

Nietzsche, whom she was beginning to consider her soul mate, or at least, her mind 

mate. "Association with other people corrupts one's character -- especially if one has 

none". This had endless applications.  

  

She made her way towards the bar area but veered off to sit on a wall in the flickering 

shadows thrown by a bamboo torch, her drink balanced on limestone next to her. The 

light made the wine glow like topaz. Sometimes, Tiberia thought, beauty could be 

found in the most mundane things. She ran her hand over the light wool of her tunica, 

the material soft and warm under her fingers. The music lulled her: one of Mozart's 

clarinet concertos. She took her book out of her bag and opened it. Suetonius's Twelve 

Caesars. She turned to the section on Tiberius and started to read. 

 Colin was dancing with Lydia, somehow managing to jive to Mozart. Tiberia had 

noticed that Colin was able to jive to any type of music at all. He loved dancing as 

much as Tiberia detested it. Of course, when they'd first been going out she'd been 

charmed by his love of dance and had even learnt to jive to please him. Tiberia found 

it hard to imagine herself dancing now. In fact, the memory of that earlier, younger, 

more hopeful Tiberia made her cringe. 

 A waitress came over and offered a platter of sushi. Tiberia shook her head, and 

she went away. 

 Paul appeared holding several plates containing birthday cake. Lipstick was 
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smeared on his cheek. "Have some cake, Tibby!" 

 "Thank you." She took a plate. The taste of rich chocolate filled her mouth. 

Typically, crumbs fell onto her chest. Why was she always so messy? Unfortunately, she 

didn't have a hand free to fix herself up. 

  Colin's bright red bandana drifted into Tiberia's field of vision. Her husband was 

holding Lydia's left hand while she spun around. In his left hand, he was swishing his 

sword to and fro. Lydia's blonde hair flashed in the torchlight and her skirt rose into a 

disc around her hips. No underwear, of course.  

 Colin let go of Lydia so suddenly that the woman staggered. He bounded over 

and put his arm around Tiberia. He smelled strongly of cigarette smoke. "Tibby! Having 

fun?" 

 "Sure." 

 "Tibby, sweetie, you have chocolate on you." Before Tiberia could say anything 

or stop him, he licked a crumb of cake from her breast. "Delish!" 

 Tiberia suppressed the words: Fuck off! She wished she was still holding her glass 

so she could tip it over his head.  

 

 

 

Tiberia indicated and changed lanes. Kate was still talking, but Tiberia had no idea 

what she had said.  

 "Tiberia, are you there?" 



                                  57 

 

 "The line must have dropped out." 

 "I said, I had lunch with John."  

 "Ah." Tiberia found herself looking out for white Commodores - they were 

everywhere. "How was it?" 

 "I went back to his place and had sex with him. Maddy was with me the whole 

time, crawling about on the floor." 

 Maddy was Kate's nine-month-old baby. Tiberia pulled a face at herself in the 

mirror. "Reckless." 

 "It was like you said, Tibby. One thing led to another. I didn't even find him 

attractive. It just happened. Well, I left it up to chance and before I knew it! Well, it 

wasn't even any good." 

 "How do you feel now?" It was funny how things just happened to Kate. 

However, this was the first time that she had cheated on Michael. At least, it was the 

first time as far as Tiberia knew. 

 "Not as bad as I would have thought. It was so weird. Michael and I were playing 

bridge with his parents last night, and I just kept thinking 'if only they knew'. Everything 

was normal, except that, you know, everything was different for me." 

 "What are you going to do now, Kate?" 

 "I'm not going to see him again. I'm just going to try to forget it ever happened." 

 "I still don't understand how it happened." 

 "You have no idea. Did I tell you how I was getting Michael to pay me to have 

sex with him?" 



                                  58 

 

 "Yes." Kate disliked having sex with her husband so much that she had told him 

that he had to pay for intercourse. She charged him fifty dollars per fuck. "What's that 

got to do with it?" 

 "In the end, I told him it wasn't worth it. I liked having the extra cash at first, you 

know, I bought some good books and stuff, but it was too much effort. You have no 

idea how long it takes him to come." 

 This was too much detail for Tiberia. "You should see someone. A counsellor." 

 "It's so different with John. It's like all my nerve endings have been regenerated. 

It's exciting again." 

 "I thought you said it wasn't worth it." 

 "You know what I mean." 

 Tiberia rolled her eyes. "You should see a counsellor." 

 "I've got you, haven't I?" 

 Tiberia sped up. She was doing three kilometres per hour over the limit. "Yes, but 

I'm no good to you." 

 "Yes, you are. You don't judge me." Her voice was almost a whisper. 

 Tiberia drew in a deep breath. She judged Kate, all right. Kate was heading for 

big trouble. Tiberia just hoped she could keep herself uninvolved. 

 "I'm sorry, Tibby." Kate's voice sounded muffled, harsh. Was she crying?  

 "There's nothing to be sorry for." Tiberia changed lanes to get past a mini which 

was doing twenty under and gushing smoke. "But I still think you and Michael need to 

talk to someone. You're not happy. He can't be either." 
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 "He's happy enough." Kate sighed. "I have to go, this is costing too much. Sorry, 

Tibby." A silence. "Really sorry." 

 "Stop apologising. Be careful," Tiberia said. "Just be careful." 

  

A pedestrian bridge arched over the highway, an elegant arc against the sky. As 

always, Tiberia examined it to make sure there was no one on top waiting to throw 

down bricks. A man had been killed like that not so long ago. Tiberia remembered that 

this bridge harboured yet another white cross. Why were these shrines haunting her? I 

have to get over this. She pulled onto the shoulder next to the bridge's stanchion, 

parked opposite the cross. Perhaps if she took a good look at one of the damn things 

she'd get over her obsession. I'm an obsessive person, Tiberia thought. It's been a useful 

trait in the past, enabled me to get my degrees, enabled me to study easily, finish 

projects, become knowledgeable in many areas, but now ... 

 Vehicles whined past, doing at least 100 kmph, making her car shudder. Tiberia 

waited for a gap in the traffic then opened her door. It feels like I'm doing something 

wrong, she thought, as she stood opposite the cross, in the shade. The air smelled of 

urine and gasoline. A milk shake container, a sprinkling of broken up bit of orange, red 

and white plastic, etiolated weeds and innumerable cigarette butts lay on the 

ground. On the concrete stanchion of the bridge, a single graffito glowed in neon pink 

- a complicated glyph incorporating a peace sign and some letters. Graffiti was 

everywhere nowadays. 

 The cross had been clumsily painted white and fastened together with six nails, 
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two of which were bent over as if hammered by a child. The letters RIP, written in blue 

permanent marker, stood on the left part of the horizontal strut. On the right, a date: 

1999. Awkwardly written on the vertical strut was a name: Andrew (Doggo) Milton. The 

last three letters of the surname were squished together, as if the writer had realised he 

or she was running out of room. A plastic lily had been wound around the base of the 

cross and a black ribbon, sun-faded to red, hung from its stem, straggling in the yellow 

sand. For the first time, it occurred to Tiberia that these shrines were like art, like 

installations. Interesting. 

  

Last night she'd asked Colin if he were having an affair. He'd come home around 

midnight, as usual, but instead of going to bed at ten thirty, she'd stayed up and 

waited for him, drinking coffee.  

 She'd looked up from her book, Machiavelli's The Prince, and examined him 

closely. He didn't look different - his clothes weren't particularly rumpled, his hair was 

neither neat nor messy, he didn't smell strange, just of cigarettes. "Why are you so 

late?"  

 "Work." He sat down and took off his shoes and socks. "What are you doing up so 

late? Did you just send your lover out the back door? Or is he in the wardrobe?" 

 Tiberia recognised a distraction technique when she saw one. She took a sip of 

coffee while she thought about what she would say: "It's hard to believe you have to 

work until midnight every night." 

 "For Christ's sake. Someone's got to support this family. What would you rather I 
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do? Do you want me to go on the dole or get a job earning twenty thousand a year? 

Do you think I want to be stuck at the office at midnight?" 

 Tiberia closed her book. "I'm beginning to feel like a single mother."  

 "Get a full-time job then. You support the family. Shame kindy teachers earn a 

third of what I can bring in, but I guess we'd manage. I'd love to be a house husband, 

lounging around all day. At least I'd have dinner on the table when you got home." 

 "You expect me to cook you dinner at midnight?" 

 "You know what I mean." 

 Tiberia inhaled slowly. Be logical. He was being extremely defensive. He was 

attacking her in order to distract her from the issue. His tone of voice was strange. 

Lying, perhaps? Something was awry. She considered the most likely options. "Are you 

having an affair?" 

 "Of course I'm fucking not." He went into the bedroom and slammed the door 

behind him. 

 The bite of conscience teaches men to bite. Tiberia stared at Colin's 

abandoned black leather shoes and crumpled socks. He could at least have taken 

them with him and put them in the wardrobe. Not that he ever did. Was he having an 

affair? Was she being unreasonable? She imagined him sitting at work, at his desk, a 

photograph of her and the children in front of him. Be objective, she told herself. Be 

rational. What was the evidence? He was always late home.  He liked to flirt. He had 

just attacked and retreated rather than discuss a serious issue. Never enough money.  

 Okay, there wasn't much evidence. But something was wrong. She didn't 
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believe in intuition. Just facts. 

 

 

Tiberia touched the plastic lily - it was warm and slick under her fingertips. The green 

flesh of its stem was unravelling exposing the silvery wire skeleton within. A truck went 

by, making her skirt whip her legs, blasting shreds of hair free from her scrunchie.  

 She glanced at her watch. In the shadowy light the numerals glowed an 

ectoplasmic green. The school. The children would be waiting for her.  
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Six 

 

Children found dead in forest 

The tragic discovery yesterday of four lifeless bodies in isolated forest north east of 

Perth has shocked Western Australians. Police were last night trying to piece together 

the final events surrounding the deaths of thirty-four year old Melanie May Johnson 

and her three children, Ashleigh, 6, Andrew, 4 and Taylor, 1. 

  

Tiberia rubbed her eyes hard making iridescent light dance behind her eyelids. What 

was the time? Eleven pm. She'd been sitting here, bent over the coffee table, reading 

the newspaper for two hours. Her fingers were smeared black with newsprint, her 

mouth was dry and prickly and her neck was sore. She picked up her cup of coffee 

and took a sip; the liquid was cold and glutinous against her tongue. Revolting. Eleven 

pm. She picked up the phone and rang Colin's work number. No one answered. It 
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rang out. Ringing his mobile wouldn't prove anything. 

 Well, it was time to check on the children. She went into Jonathan's room. He lay 

in a circle of light from his bedside lamp, a book balanced on his chest, his mouth 

agape, his heavy blond hair spiky against the white pillow. The room smelled warm 

and musty: boyish. She picked up the book, stuck it on the bookcase next to a 

Plesiosaur and turned off the light.  

 Will lay curled up: an overgrown foetus. She kissed his forehead which was 

frown-less for once; his skin felt damp and warm against her lips, and he smiled in his 

sleep as he always did when she kissed him. His fish tank burbled. There were only two 

fish left out of the six she'd bought him. One by one they died. 

 Julia's room was littered with clothes, shreds of paper, broken toys and 

spread-eagled books. Her daughter lay face down, uncovered, a Barbie doll in one 

hand. Tiberia retrieved the doll and covered her daughter up. 

 

Their bodies were found on an isolated track in Gnangara Forest, twenty-five 

kilometres north-east of Perth. Inspector Douglas Peters confirmed the case was being 

treated as murder suicide. "There was a tube leading from the car's exhaust pipe to a 

rear window," Inspector Peters said 

 

She sat back down in the lounge room and picked up her mug. The coffee had 

stained the white ceramic - a good housewife would bleach it clean, but Tiberia had 

only minimal interest in the details of house-keeping. There was still quite a few 
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mouthfuls of coffee left inside and she considered microwaving it, but it seemed like 

too much trouble.  

  The West Australian lay open. Tiberia felt vaguely ashamed of herself for 

reading it. What was going on? She never read the papers, never watched TV, never 

listened to the radio news. Like Tiberius, she chose to eschew the Games. What was 

happening to her? She stood up and took the cup of coffee into the kitchen, stuck it in 

the microwave, set it for one minute. She rubbed her face. Her hands felt cold and 

somehow foreign to her. Even in her tracky pants and thermal vest she felt cold, but it 

wasn't late enough in the season to light the gas fire. Not really. 

 The house creaked and she tensed. Every night she was alone with the children 

while Colin worked. What if someone broke in? She kept a walking stick under her bed. 

She'd wallop the intruder, beat him to a pulp, defend her children, herself. Her head 

ached, but she didn't want to take Panadol. Didn't like taking medication 

unnecessarily. Control. 

 

He said a man walking his dog had made the discovery yesterday, finding the four 

people dead inside the vehicle. Police had been searching for Ms Johnson for two 

days after she failed to turn up for work at a supermarket in a northern Perth suburb. 

 

 

    

She stood in the forest. Not a real forest. A forest of dreams. 
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It was early morning in the world of her imagination.  

 

The sun trickled through the trees and fell in golden coins onto the forest floor. Her steps 

crushed green and brown spines of pine needles underfoot releasing a 

disinfectant-like stench that reminded her of sickness and vomiting.    

 Her poodle, Merdoc, bounced ahead, tongue hanging like a slice of moist ham, 

eyes as shiny as polished jarrah. It was strange she had a dog; she didn't like them. 

They required too much attention. 

 Despite the sunlight it was cold. The walk had warmed her up a little and 

stopped her shivering, but her hands were cold. She stopped and blew on her fingers 

to warm them.  

 Between the trees, light sparkled on chrome, metal and glass. A van was parked 

up ahead in a small clearing, swimming in sunlight, dappled by shade: a woodland 

chiaroscuro. 

 Nothing to worry about. Sometimes cars were abandoned in the forest. Often 

they were set alight. This was an unusual car, though. It wasn't a Commodore or an old 

Toyota or a Falcon, for example. It was a people mover - this was a seven-seater 

Tarago, a family car. Strange. Interesting. 

 Merdoc charged ahead, put his leg up against a rear tyre and pissed, his urine 

an amber arc, steaming. She walked slowly up to the car and wiped icy dew from the 

window on the passenger's side. A child, a little girl, stared back at her, her cheeks rosy 
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red, her dark hair sticking to her forehead in damp spirals.  

 She walked around the front of the car to the driver's side and wiped away 

condensation with her bare hand. The dew chilled her fingers. She saw a woman, eyes 

closed, mouth slightly open, wearing a plain brown jumper and a long black skirt with 

a loose thread hanging from the hem. On her feet, plain black DFs. 

 A plane passing overhead made the air rattle. She glanced upwards and saw a 

plane pixillate over the tops of the pine trees, its progress made staccato by the 

branches. 

 Every window showed a different view. A baby: dark haired, red faced, fingers 

curled around a baby cup, a white crocheted blanket tucked over her legs. A 

pre-school boy: blue striped pyjamas, dirt, or perhaps Vegemite, smudged on his face. 

Every view offered a different angle, a different perspective. 

 At the rear of the vehicle one end of a grey vacuum cleaner hose was 

masking-taped to the exhaust pipe. The other end disappeared inside a 

tea-towel-stuffed window. One of the tea towels had the word Kalbarri printed on it in 

orange and brown letters, another one had a Christmas tree on it. 

 She took a step back and rubbed her face hard. What did she feel? The sunlight 

flashed off the wing mirror of the van and struck her in the face, making her eyes 

moisten. Perhaps she was crying. She went back to the driver's side and touched the 

cold metal of the door with the palm of her hand. Her face stared back at her, 

reflected in the chrome of the door handle; her eyes huge and dark, her face white 

and desolate, her teeth strangely enlarged. 
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 With a click, the door swung open. 

 

 

    

Tiberia went over to the computer, her socked feet sinking into the lime shag pile that 

was so reminiscent of grass. One day she'd replace it with something pleasant, 

perhaps a beige, stain-proof low pile carpet that the children wouldn't be able to 

wreck. In the meantime she had to tolerate the rebellious decor of the seventies. She 

switched the computer on, waited for it to play its cheesy harp chord, then clicked on 

the Internet Explorer icon. At least she had a good computer, thanks to the fact that 

Colin worked in IT. She entered her password and waited as the modem clicked, 

buzzed and pinged. Her gaze settled on the purple kangaroo that was wedged 

behind one of the speakers. It peered out at her with glassy eyes. She should throw it 

away, but somehow she could not.  

 The modem gave up pinging and went over to buzzing. Unfortunately, Colin did 

not seem to think broadband was necessary at home.  

  

A car drew up outside, its headlights brightening the lounge room. The front door 

opened. Fingers unsteady, Tiberia turned the computer off at the wall. That was a 

stupid thing to do. And not necessary. Why had she panicked? 

 "You'll wreck the PC doing that!" Colin threw his coat on the sofa, releasing the 

odour of cigarette smoke. "What's the big hurry to turn it off? At a porn site, were you?" 
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He winked at her. The skin under his eyes was very dark, almost black. Heavy lines 

bracketed his mouth; he liked to call these wrinkles dimples. Perhaps they were 

dimples when he was younger. 

 "Sometimes it freezes." 

 "Sure, sweetie." 

 Tiberia stood up and pushed her chair in. "I'm going to bed. Why don't you put 

your clothes away for once?" 

 "Whatever." 

 After her shower, she dried herself with a white towel.  All her towels were white. 

Despite appearances it was more practical than the alternatives. White was easily 

bleached clean if it stained. She pulled on the top she liked to sleep in - a soft Bonds 

t-shirt. Colin was already in bed, sheet pulled up to his chin, seemingly asleep, the 

lamp still on. 

 "Aren't you having a shower?" she asked, standing by her own side of the bed. 

The Oxford Book of English Verse lay on her bedside table next to a glass of water and 

a notebook and pen. Strangely, Colin never had a shower when he came home from 

work any more. 

 "Why should I?" His tone was belligerent and befuddled. He was pretending 

she'd woken him up. 

 "It's the usual thing, to shower before bed." She sat down, took a brush out the 

top drawer and ran it through her hair. 

 "How do you know? Have you done a survey?" 
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 "It's just basic good manners. Basic hygiene too."  

 "Show me the statistics." He put a pillow over his head. "Turn the light out." 

 "If you think I'm being unreasonable, ask around. Ask your workmates; ask your 

friends; ask a random selection of individuals. See what the general consensus is. If you 

won't believe me when I tell you that it is usual to bathe before bed, then ask someone 

objective. Ring a radio talk back show or something." She reconsidered. Of course, he 

knew he should have a shower. Why? 

 He sighed.  

 There was a small mystery here. "You used to have a shower before you went to 

bed. What's changed?" 

 He didn't answer her so she got into bed and turned off the lamp. She was an 

insomniac. Sleep never came easily to her but at least wakefulness gave her the 

opportunity to process the day's events. She lay staring up at the infinite darkness of 

the ceiling. Thinking. 

 Colin's hand fell on her hip and his fingers kneaded her skin. She ignored him and 

after a moment he sighed heavily and rolled over. 

 Tiberia waited. 

 Colin sighed again, more loudly this time. He was an expert in the art of 

martyred sighing.  

 The seconds ticked past. Tiberia lay in a state of agitated suspense. She would 

not ask him what the matter was. 

 "Tibby, couldn't you make an effort. Just for once, sweetie?" 
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 "I'm not interested enough to make an effort. I've told you before." 

 "Why do I always have to be the one to initiate it?" 

 "Because I'm not interested." 

 He was silent for so long that she hoped he'd gone to sleep.  

 "You seem to like it once we get going." 

 "It's a physiological response." 

 "You're frigid." 

 "No, I have low libido." She turned onto her side and curled up. They'd had this 

conversation a thousand times. 

 

    

 

In her imagined forest, the car door opened, releasing an odour of exhaust, over-ripe 

nappy, rotten apples and lemon-scented car deodoriser. She stared into the woman's 

face, memorising the slightly aquiline nose, the thin top lip and the plumper bottom 

one, the round, plump face, the small mole on the right cheek. She would remember 

the precise angle of the woman's nose forever, the exact constellation of freckles on 

her bare neck, the pattern of damp hair adhering to her temples. Why did you do it? 

She touched the woman's left hand, which lay in her lap, still holding a crumpled 

piece of paper. Why would anyone do it? The woman's nails were dirty, the thumb nail 

crumpled and corrugated. A strip of paler flesh encircled her ring finger - the ghost of 

a wedding ring. Divorced.  
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 A magpie's cry rippled the silence. Merdoc barked. She snatched the scrap of 

paper from the woman's hand and slammed the car's door shut. "Merdoc!" The dog 

ran up to her, drool running down his yellow-stained beard. She walked away, already 

forgetting what she had seen. By the time she came to her own street, she could not 

recall the colour of the car, the curve of the baby's cheek, the toy the boy held in his 

hand, the blush of rose on the little girl's skin. By the time she opened her front door she 

had forgotten the coins of sunlight that speckled the van's windscreen, the touch of 

dew against her palm, the liquid cry of the magpie. 

 She sat at the kitchen table and found a scrap of paper crunched into her fist. 

Where had it come from? She unwrapped it, smoothed it flat. Cheap, lined paper, 

torn from a child's exercise book. 

 I am different. I do not feel. I am unfit to live.  

 She stood up, walked to the waste paper bin, pedalled it open and threw the 

note away. 

    

 

 

Tiberia glanced at the clock. Its red digital numbers floated unsteadily in the darkness: 

3am. Colin's breathing was deep and regular by her side so he was either asleep or 

doing an excellent simulation. She got up, went into the lounge room and booted the 

computer. Window's harp chord sounded, very loud. The computer screen was the 

room's only illumination.  
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Light flooded the room, glaring from the wood and brass candelabra style light fittings. 

"What the hell is going on?" Colin stood, naked, hands on hips. 

 Tiberia diminished the window. "Reading my mail. I couldn't sleep." 

 "What are you hiding?" 

 "Nothing." 

 "I see." Colin sighed and walked out. Shut the door behind him with a bang. How 

typical of him to be unable to follow through! It occurred to her that she intimidated 

him. No, that couldn't be possible. He could at least have turned the lights off when he 

left. 

 Three thirty am. Rain fell outside and the wind blew through the palm trees. 

Lightning flashed. Tiberia shut down the computer so that it wouldn't be damaged if 

there was a power surge. Then she turned off the lights. In the darkness she could see 

nothing. She went to stand by the window and drew the curtain aside. Pressing her 

face against the glass, she stared outside. Rain spattered, separated from her face by 

mere millimetres. She had the urge to go outside into the weather, to feel the rain 

against her skin, smell the wind, taste the lightning.  
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Seven 

 

The Great Northern Highway: a narrow strip of a road bracketed by low hills, wineries, 

and disintegrating shacks purporting to sell such objets d'art as Mallee clocks,  dot 

paintings and honky nut craft.  

 She spotted a white cross; this would be the fifth one she'd recorded today. 

Indicating, she pulled over to the hard shoulder and once safely off the road, she put 

on her hazard lights. Her street directory -- a two-year-old edition, missing several 

pages and scribbled on by the children -- lay on the passenger's seat closed around a 

red pencil. She opened the book and marked the white cross in with an X. In a 

note-book she wrote down the grid reference of the shrine and a brief description. 

 She took Julia's Polaroid camera out of the glove box. It was  grey plastic 

highlighted with lime green decals, bought from K-Mart. She climbed out the car and 

examined the installation. It consisted of a cluster of three crosses, one of which was 
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actually a pink-painted love-heart on a stick. The other two were ordinary white 

wooden crosses. She shivered in the wind and wrapped her arms around herself. A 

jacket would have been a good idea but she hadn't noticed the state of the weather 

before she left the house. She'd just seen Julia's camera lying on the floor and been 

struck by the urge to pick it up and take some photos. Photos of what? Anything. So, 

here she was. 

 The sky arched overhead, an unremitting grey from horizon to horizon. Darker 

clouds, as black as the pupil in an eye, hemmed the hills to the east, closing in. A light 

sprinkle of rain splattered the road, raising the smell of wet oil and damp asphalt, a 

strangely nostalgic smell that reminded Tiberia of her childhood, of making paper 

boats and letting them skim along the road's edge, of watching them melt away to 

papier mâché. 

 She centred the crosses in her view finder and took a shot. The nascent 

photograph slid out the lime-green mouth of the camera and dangled on its bottom 

lip. Tiberia pulled the opaque square of film free and carried it back to the car. She sat 

in the driver's seat and waited for the picture to develop. If it hadn't turned out 

properly then she would have to take another one. For her records. 

 Why was she doing this? She ran her finger along the blunt edge of the 

photograph, watching the swirly surface transform itself into a ghost of the tableau 

that stood to her left, a few metres from her car. Perhaps she was researching a book. 

Perhaps she was trying to put an obsession to rest. Perhaps.  

 She remembered a photograph she'd once seen, taken by Andy Warhol. It 
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showed a dead man dangling from a light pole, thrown there in an auto crash. That 

picture had unsettled her. Why would anyone take such photo? Who would enjoy 

looking at it? Yes, it had horrified her, but it had also given her a shiver, a strange 

delight, a guilty, macabre frisson. No, it hadn't. It had simply disgusted her. She'd shut 

the book, put it away, never looked at it again. But she couldn't erase the image from 

her mind, had never forgotten it. 

 She looked back at her own photograph. When the picture was clear and as 

sharp, she added it to her pile of five photographs, slipped the car into Drive and 

pulled out onto the road. There was a cross on Myles Road near Blackadder. She'd go 

and see if she could find it again. Add it to her research. Yes, she was writing a book. 

One day. 

 At the intersection of West Swan Road and Great Northern Highway she waited 

at a red light and indicated left. The car in front of her had the full gamut of Feeler 

accessories: a "Goddess Within" sticker, a teardrop crystal hanging from the mirror, and 

a tumble of soft toys on the rear dash. What compelled people to cart all that rubbish 

around with them? 

 A siren wailed, its tones ascending in pitch as it approached. An ambulance 

sped past heading east. The light turned to green. Tiberia turned left, put her foot 

down so hard that the tyres slipped and squealed on the wet road. The ambulance 

was in front of her, splattering light and sound. Where was it going? Had someone had 

a heart attack? Had there been a car accident? Did she care? 

 Rain slashed against the windscreen. Warm air blasted from the heater, making 
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her eyelids feel heavy and her mind feel languid. She was tired and the warm air was 

making her drowsy. 

 It had been four am before she got to bed last night.  

  

The ambulance turned right off Reid Highway at Toodyay Road and Tiberia followed in 

its wake. Vehicles in front of the ambulance pulled off to the side, sending up plumes 

of water and mud. She wasn't following the ambulance, she just happened to be 

going the same direction. Well, it wasn't her usual way, but it would make a change. 

The rain started to fall more heavily so she turned her windscreen wipers on. The rubber 

on the left wiper had come loose and dragged behind ineffectually. She'd have to 

remember to replace it.  

 The ambulance was heading for Swan District Hospital. She'd given birth to Julia 

there after seventeen hours of labour on a  rainy winter's day like this one. Tiberia had 

been starving but it was late at night and the kitchens had closed already. She'd 

asked Colin to go out and buy her some takeaway. He'd returned after half an hour 

with a small paper bag and a bottle of Coke. When Tiberia had opened the bag it 

had contained about a dollar's worth of lolly snakes. It had seemed funny at the time, 

but now Tiberia knew it had been an omen. A potent symbol of Colin's ineffectuality 

and immaturity. And an indictment of her ability to choose a mate. She'd chosen 

someone weak, and there was usually only one reason for that. There was a certain 

irony in the fact that a weak person will chose someone weaker in order to bolster his 

or her own sense of superiority.  
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She turned around and drove towards home. The rain had stopped, and the road 

shone as a mirror of the sky. The hills ahead of her glistened a rich green. In the warmer 

months the hills were a barren yellow, dry and flammable; bush fires were a real 

danger. 

  What strange whim had made her chase an ambulance? I was just curious. 

Curious about what? What sort of a man brings his wife a bag of lollies after she has just 

given birth to a baby? Oh, what did it matter? Was he having an affair? I don't even 

care, she thought. I don't even think I would feel jealous. Why had she married Colin? 

Her fingers tightened on the steering wheel. She'd always said she'd never get married, 

never have children, never conform. But in the end, like so many others, she'd buckled 

under. I was looking for normalcy. I was tired of being different to everybody else. I 

thought that if I embraced the traditions, the customs, the habits of society then I 

would be accepted, would become a human being. But it hadn't worked. She was 

exhausted from trying to be like everyone else; she would never be interested in 

sitcoms, never enjoy barbecues and parties, never read her horoscope in the 

newspaper, never cry at a movie, never scream at the sight of a cockroach, never 

coo over babies. She was different, and being married to a normal man, having three 

normal children would not change that. I am not fit to live.  

 She drove up Myles Road, doing twenty under the speed limit. The cross should 

be on the right somewhere just after the turn off to Blackadder. There it was, against a 

tree, a flicker of white almost concealed by long grass. She went to the roundabout, 
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drove all the way around it then parked on the verge. A wreath of flowers hung from 

the cross and a PepsiMax can with a dandelion stuck in it lay on its side by its base. 

Perhaps a child had placed the can there. Tiberia got out the camera and took a 

shot. Photograph number six for her collection. 

 "What ya doing?" A young boy's voice.  

 Tiberia turned to him. He was about ten, very thin, with straggly hair and 

overlarge front teeth.  "I'm taking a photograph." 

 His bare toes inscribed snake-like trails in the dirt. "I figured that out already. Why 

ya doin' it?" 

 "I don't know." Tiberia pulled the photograph out of the camera. "It's not really 

any of your business." 

 "You're heading for big trouble," the boy said, hands on hips. "That's what me 

Mum would tell ya." 

 "Really." Tiberia went over to the driver's side of the car. "Thank you for that 

advice." 

 "It's not advice, lady. It's a warning." He slapped the bonnet of her car and 

walked off towards the shopping centre. She watched him go, his bare legs scissoring 

away, his dark hair frisked by the wind. He was right. Somehow, she knew he was right. 

She was heading for trouble. The six photos lay upside down on the seat next to her, 

neat black squares, like holes, like little graves. She should throw them away, cut them 

to pieces, burn them, destroy them. I'm going to write a book, she thought. It will be a 

homage to those who have died on the roads. Every page will have a full colour 
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picture of a road shrine with accompanying text telling the story of the person who 

died. I'll give the money it makes to charity.  

 The wind gusted, making the car rock. A thrill of rain blasted through the slightly 

open window spattering the nape of her neck with water. Tiberia wound the window 

up.  
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Eight  

 

 Tiberia had been parked outside the hospital for two hours, ever since she dropped 

the children off at school. Waiting. Outside the trees bent in the strong wind and 

puddles undulated like miniature oceans. Waiting for an ambulance. The radio was 

turned onto ABC-FM, the heater was on full and a thermos of coffee sat on the 

passenger's seat. It was news time. Tiberia reached out to turn the radio down but 

hesitated. Just this once, she would listen. 

 

 A man has been killed and another injured in a shark attack at Perth's Cottesloe 

Beach, police said. The attack is the second at the beach in just two years ... 

 

Interesting. The rain smashed against the windscreen, running down the glass, 

smearing the buildings and trees and reducing the scene to a spoiled watercolour. 
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She felt like a hypocrite listening to the news after she'd been so pompous about the 

six o'clock horror show in the past. It felt as if she were doing something immoral, illicit, 

as if she were masturbating in public. She tried to distract herself by visualising Pascal's 

Triangle; the orderly series of numbers occupied her brain, cast out the imagery of sea 

and shark. 

 

Shocked onlookers reported a terrifying scene with people screaming and blood 

pouring into the water. Police cleared the beach as officials mounted an air and sea 

search for the shark, believed to be a Great White. Only last month, Perth beachgoers 

were warned to take precautions after several sharks were spotted off the northern 

beaches. 

 

   

 

She stood on the beach, casting no shadow. The grey sky arched overhead, pressing 

down on the horizon like a billycan lid. The sea lay placidly, a sheet of dull corrugated 

iron, its shores fringed with rusty seaweed. Seagulls shrieked and floated in the still air, 

their wings a luminous white, their crimson beaks ajar. 

 A group of swimmers cut through the water, their arms pale, their heads sleek 

and seal-like, fluoro-coloured goggles blanking out their eyes. She imagined the icy 

touch of sea water against skin, the taste of salt, the pulse-like throb of the surf. 

 A man, perhaps in his twenties, walked along the sand, wearing skimpy Speedos 
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and an efflorescent Hawaiian shirt in yellow and red. His gaze was fixed to the ground, 

as if he were searching for dropped change or sea-borne treasure.  

 An old couple in matching shorts, faces like crumpled paper, paraded along 

the flat, wet sand near the frilly hem of the ocean. They were holding hands, their 

fingers intimately entwined. Tiberia tried to imagine herself holding hands like that with 

Colin and failed. 

 She came closer to the water, inhaling salt and the faint aroma of coffee from a 

beach-side cafe. The sand forced itself between her toes, cold and gritty, but when 

she glanced downwards, she observed that she left no footsteps behind her. A ghost 

in the machine. A skeleton at a feast. Ethon tearing at the liver of Prometheus. 

 A scream.  

 As if choreographed every person stopped still then turned oceanwards. A man 

struggled in in rosy, ruby, sanguine waters. Blood froth. Blood soup. Man juice. 

 Screaming. 

 The two men on a wave ski - one a life saver - paddled out across the flat grey 

expanse, their heads bent, the muscles on their arms pulsing, mouths round. Swimmers 

stumbled to shore. The old woman screamed in the arms of her husband. 

 The creature had the man by the leg then it moved easily, freely away.  

 The men on the wave ski hauled the shark victim aboard then headed back to 

land leaving a bloody highway in their wake. They dragged him onto the sand. 

 She stood by the lifesaver's side as he breathed into the colourless, motionless 

mouth. How darkly the victim's neat moustache contrasted with his skin, how bluely his 
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open eyes gleamed in the dim light. A pleasant round face, a receding hairline, dark 

arched brows. Did he have children? Was he married? How much was he suffering? 

Bending over, she dipped her finger in blood, raised it to her lips and tasted it. Iron and 

salt. Salt and iron. 

 It couldn't happen to me, she thought. The lifesaver pressed on the man's chest. 

Another man pressed towels to the ragged edge of the man's thigh. Would the shark 

be hunted down and killed? Would the event be televised? Would she marvel at the 

newspaper, goggle at the television, shake her head, let a tear fall, swear never to go 

into the sea again? 

 His blood disappeared into the sand, absorbed and forgotten.  

 He was dead.  

 Soon, she would forget. 

  

 

 

 It was time to go home. What sort of a person would sit in a hospital car park waiting 

for an ambulance to follow? It was insanity. 

 At home, that evening, she sat in the kitchen with the fan heater blasting her 

feet, burning them. Tiberia favoured the warm setting despite the charring sensation. It 

was late, almost one in the morning. I wonder why he bothers coming home at all? 

She pictured him in a car crash. Two police officers would knock on her door. She'd 

open it and they'd ask if they could come in and speak to her. Their faces would be 
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solemn and she would know immediately why they were there. Would she care? 

Perhaps she would be grateful to them. She would be freed without any cost. 

 He never phoned to say he'd be home late. Not much point when he was 

always home some time after ten at night. She picked up her book; it was about 

Antarctica. For long minutes, she stared at a picture of a cave carved by the wind 

from blue ice. She imagined living in it, sleeping on a huge pile of furs, watching the 

aurora australis flicker on the horizon. 

 The front door banged open and cold air blasted in. Well to be precise, and 

Tiberia liked precision, the hot air blasted out. So he'd decided to come home. 

Obviously he was alive and not lying twisted and screaming in a car wreck.  

 Tiberia decided to try to be sympathetic and compassionate: a good wife. 

"You're rather late tonight. Lots on?" 

 He frowned at her, his eyes skittering across her face. Not meeting her gaze. 

"Yes, sweetie." 

 "What's the matter, Colin?" She rubbed goose bumps off her arms. Goodness, 

she hated asking these feeling-related questions. However if she knew Colin then he 

would not answer her. Probably he would just walk off. 

 "Honestly, everything's sweet. Just hunky-dory. I'm fine, Tibs." 

 She considered. "No, you're not. What's wrong?"  

 "Nothing." He took his shoes and socks off. "Honestly." 

 "Tell me." She succeeded in keeping her tone neutral. 

 He stared at her, opened his mouth then shut it again. He smoothed one of his 
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sideburns with his index finger. "I'm bored." 

 "Bored?" The reply was unexpected. It was the sort of answer she'd expect from 

one of the children. 

 "I'm bored with you, bored with the children. You bore me." He walked off into 

the bedroom. Leaving his shoes and socks, of course. Leaving the conversation. 

Leaving her. 
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Nine 

 

Tiberia had concentrated on the actions: fifteen compressions, four breaths. Repeat 

four times? I can't remember. She had a card in her purse which she'd been given on 

the first aid course; it had all the information on it. Should she go and get it? No time. It 

doesn't matter. Just do it. Surely the precise number of compressions wasn't all that 

important. Check for pulse, check for breathing. Nothing. Start again: fifteen 

compressions, four breaths. Where was the ambulance? Fifteen compressions, four 

breaths. Baby on Board.  

 The sun heated the skin on the back of her neck, the pea gravel was agony on 

her knees, sparkles of light slid and jumped in front of her eyelids. Check for pulse, 

check for breathing. Nothing. She's dead. Keep trying. 

 The police would want to know what had happened. Tiberia didn't know what 

she would tell them. The car had just left the road, veered to the left, tumbled, 
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smashed into a tree. She didn't know what had caused it. Probably she would have to 

draw diagrams, make a statement, explain.  

 Breathe! 

  Her children would be waiting for her. She'd never been late to pick them up 

before. Maybe she should ring the school. No time for that. Four breaths. Fifteen 

compressions. Four breaths. Her teeth banged against the woman's sending electricity 

shooting through Tiberia's jaw - goose bumps shivered along her arms. Was it time to 

check her pulse? Her back prickled with perspiration. A crow called, its voice as rough 

as an buzz saw in the still air. Check pulse. Nothing. Where was the woman's baby? 

Perhaps it was in child care waiting for its Mummy to pick it up. Baby on Board. 

 The wind blew through the branches of the trees across the road bringing the 

scent of pine. Her knees hurt. From the corner of her eye, she saw smoke billowing from 

the car, heard the crackling of flames. Fifteen compressions. Breathe. Breathe. 

Breathe. Breathe. She had to rest for a moment. Just a few seconds. As she drew her 

lips away an umbilicus of saliva stretched between them, gleaming in the sunlight, 

then snapped. A blowie landed on the woman's right eye, nestled in. Tiberia shooed it 

away.  

 She wiped her mouth clean of saliva and the woman's lipstick and sat back on 

her haunches. The sky arched overhead, a clear rational blue, cloud-free now. The 

interior of the Hyundai glowed with flames. The yellow sign blackened and shrivelled 

up. 

 She looked back at the woman. There was something wrong with the shape of 
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her skull. Her forehead was strangely flat under its laminate of blood and hair. Her blue 

eyes reflected the sun, the pupils full and round. She's dead, Tiberia thought. But I still 

have to try. She leant back over the woman and pressed her lips to hers. Suddenly she 

felt eager for the contact, eager to feel the woman's lips, eager to taste her minty, 

bloody mouth. Four breaths. Fifteen compressions. Flies crawled over Tiberia's face. 

There was nothing she could do to get rid of them. 

 She'd spent a lifetime bent over this stranger. A lifetime with her lips pressed to 

this mouth. A lifetime with her hands pressing into the woman's chest. An eternity 

waiting for life to return to this corpse. There would be no resurrection. No miracle. 

Where was the ambulance? Perhaps she should phone again. A large red ant picked 

its way through the bloody strands of the woman's hair. A fly bounced off Tiberia's 

cheek, buzzing. Sickening. I heard a fly buzz when I died. 

 The woman's hand lay close to her cheek, her fingers lightly curled. Every long, 

curved nail sported a different shade of enamel and a decal. The thumbnail depicted 

the symbol of Libra, a rose blossomed on the index finger, Saturn, a star, a red love 

heart on a glittery-green background. Tiberia kept her own nails short and varnish-free. 

 Fifteen compressions. Four breaths. 

 What did the woman's other hand look like? Did it have matching decals? Or 

were they different? Tiberia fought the urge to stop the CPR so she could compare. 

Concentrate! What other symbols could the woman have on her nails? Yin Yang, 

perhaps. A crescent moon? A white dove? A shamrock? Four breaths. Check 

breathing. Check pulse. Nothing. 
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 In the distance, Tiberia heard the wail of a siren. A welcome sound. The 

ambulance. She lost count of compressions. Four breaths. Thank God, the ambulance 

was here, its tyres crunching on the gravel, the bang of doors opening, then footsteps 

approaching. 

 A man's voice. "My name's Dan." He touched her shoulder. Tiberia flinched. "I'll 

take over, love." 

 She stood up, brushed stones from her jeans, fought dizziness. Her hair had come 

loose from its scrunchie - she scraped it back, it was soaking. She could hardly stand. 

"Baby on board", she said. "Baby." Because the harness on the baby seat had still been 

done up. All the baby's things had been in the car. 

 Both ambulance officers bent over the woman, absorbed. The one called Dan 

had a creased, sun-leathered neck, the texture of tortoise skin. Tiberia had the 

strangest urge to touch him, to feel that hardened skin against her fingertips. Instead, 

she looked at her watch. If she rushed she might not be too late.  

 She walked back to her four-wheel-drive, ashamed to observe that her legs 

were unsteady. A breeze glued her t-shirt to her back, chilling her despite the heat. In 

the car's window she saw her face, her lips smeared with the other woman's pink 

lipstick. Tiberia scrubbed at her mouth with the back of her hand, her skin prickling with 

disgust.  

 A splash of colour caught her eye. A toy, the purple kangaroo lay on the soft 

shoulder. Tiberia picked it up and stuffed it deep into her pocket. Remove the 

evidence. Hide it. She opened the door to her car. Climbed in, fumbled in her bag, 
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couldn't find the keys. They hung in the ignition, still. Tiberia was astonished she'd left 

them there. Someone could have stolen the car. It was unlike her to be so careless. 

She started her engine. The children would be waiting. 

 One of the ambulance officers, not Dan, stood up. "Wait!" 

 The steering wheel burnt her hands, but she gripped it tightly anyway. The pain 

drove away the vision of the woman's blank eyes. She turned the air conditioning on 

full and inhaled the cold odourless air. I'm all right, she told herself. I'm strong enough. 

I'm not a Feeler. 

 As she drove off she saw the baby. It was perhaps three-months old and clad in 

a pale lemon babygro. It lay by the side of the road, about ten meters in front of 

where her car was parked, a little to the left, stretched out like a starfish, its eyes open. 

It still had a dummy in its mouth.  

 She slammed her foot down on the brake, sending up fountains of gravel.  
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Ten 

 

"I love Monet!" Kate wore a green silk skirt with watery blue flowers and a lilac jumper 

that appeared to have been woven from fluff. She had abandoned her ankh and 

wore instead a cascade of tiny seed pearls strung on clear nylon. Standing in front of 

the huge painting she almost disappeared into the blurry water lilies, shadowing 

ripples and effulgent splashes of light that splattered its canvas.  

 Tiberia had not considered the surroundings when she chose her clothes. She 

wore a black skirt and a purple blouse with a black jacket. She brushed a spider web 

of fallen hair off her lapel then sat down on one of the benches.  

 "He's divine!" Kate made a square with her hands and squinted through it. "If only 

I'd brought my sketch pad." Kate pushed her dark-brown-with-auburn-highlights hair 

back from her face and smiled. Her grin reminded Tiberia that Kate had an extra tooth 

in the bottom row of her mouth. It wasn't something you would notice unless it were 
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pointed out to you. In fact, Kate had told her that it had taken her dentist several visits 

to observe the peculiarity.  

 "You hate Monet, don't you, Tiberia? I can see it in your face." 

 "I don't hate him, that's too strong a word. I'm just uninterested in him." Her mind 

toyed with what Colin had said to her. He was bored. Tiberia gathered that was a bad 

thing. Bored. It boded ill. 

 "Why are you looking at your watch? Are you obsessed with schedules or 

something?" 

 "I suppose I am obsessed with schedules. However, in this case, I'm just 

contemplating lunch." She stood up. "Come on, let's eat. Where do you want to go? 

To the ultra-expensive super rip-off gallery cafe, or somewhere in Northbridge, or 

Hungry Jack's?" 

 Kate looked stricken. She plunged a hand in her pocket and seemed to be 

feeling around for something. "Oh. You decide." 

 "No, I always do. Where do you want to go? I'll pay." 

 Kate brought her hand out of her pocket. A pink, glitter-embedded pyramid - a 

four-sided dice - lay in her palm. She tossed it on the seat. Smiled. "It's the super rip-off 

gallery cafe. Good, I was afraid it would be HJ's. Mind you, I weighted the odds in 

favour of the gallery cafe." 

 Tiberia frowned. Several questions ran through her mind. She opted to start with 

the least confrontational one. "How did you weight it?" 

 Kate picked a piece of lint from her linty jumper. It really did look as if it were 
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woven from the felty stuff that gathered in the clothes dryer filter. Perhaps someone 

had finally found a purpose for that rather useful-looking substance. "I said that if I 

threw a one or a two it would be the gallery cafe. If I threw a three it would be 

Northbridge. If I threw a four it would have been Hungry Jack's." 

 "So ... um ..." Tiberia led the way to the exit. "For what sort of decisions do you 

usually consult the dice, Kate?"   

 "Everything at the moment." Kate lifted a strand of seed pearls and nibbled at it. 

"Why?" 

 "Just curious."  

 They sat down in a sunny part of the courtyard area of the cafe. The scent of 

percolated coffee hung heavily in the air along with the smell of baking muffins. Tiberia 

choose one of the least wobbly of the cast iron tables and sat down. The metal was 

cool against the back of her legs. She picked up the menu. "What do you want to 

eat?" 

 "Just a moment." Kate took out the dice, stared at it for about thirty seconds and 

gave it a roll. 

 Tiberia raised her eyebrows. "And the outcome is?" 

 "Salad plate. No dressing." 

 "Just out of curiosity. What were the options and odds?" 

 "Numbers one through to three were the salad plate. Number four was a muffin."  

 "You should get one of those dodecahedral dice. Then you'd have twenty 

options." 
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 "Too hard to remember them all. I'd have to write it down." 

 Tiberia looked around for a waiter. None in sight. "Where did you get this dice 

concept?" 

 "A novel. I thought I'd experiment with the idea for fun."  

 The waiter came over, and Tiberia gave her the order.  

 Tiberia watched an elderly woman nibble on an Anzac biscuit the size of a 

saucer. Crumbs clustered at the corners of her mouth and stuck to her fingers. 

 The coffees came quickly. Kate picked up a teddy bear biscuit from the edge 

of her saucer and placed it on Tiberia's. She was on the Atkins diet and avoiding carbs. 

 Kate stared downwards at the table. The fingernail on her index finger picked at 

a scale of rust on the wrought iron. "Michael's always going on at me about the house 

being a mess, stuff like that. And, well, you know, I'm feeling pretty depressed. Guilty, I 

guess. About the John thing." 

 "Are you still seeing him?" Tiberia wiped the cappuccino froth from her nostrils. 

 The waiter put a blueberry muffin in front of Tiberia and a salad plate in front of 

Kate. 

 Tiberia took a bite of muffin. The sweet acidic tang of blueberry filled her mouth. 

"Is that how you decided to see John? On the throw of the dice?" 

 "Yes, that's right. I was always too conservative, too unadventurous. I was bored. 

This way life is more exciting because there's that random element thrown in."  

 "I've never found you conservative." Overhead, cirrus clouds as fine as 

angel-hair noodles streaked the pale blue sky. She could hear the trains rumbling on 
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the nearby railway line and the clatter of dishes from the inside of the cafe. 

 "That's because you're the most conservative woman in the universe." 

 "I like it that way." Tiberia could think of nothing worse than giving control to the 

random forces of chaos. Goodbye to free will. 

 "Hey," Kate said. "You hear they still haven't found that stolen baby?" 

 "I don't listen to the news - you know that." 

 "Who would steal a baby, especially a -" 

 Tiberia glanced at her watch. "I have to go." Goodness, it was half-past two. 

She'd be late to pick up the children again. 

 "You have to go? What's the time?" 

 Tiberia couldn't stop herself from looking at her watch again. It was some sort of 

reflex. "Half-past two." 

 "You have to go." 

 "Yes, we can talk later, okay?" Tiberia stood up, brushed crumbs off her lap and 

laboured to push the heavy iron chair in. She paid the bill. 

 At the exit of the art gallery, Kate grabbed Tiberia's hand and pressed 

something into it. "You're my best friend." She power-walked off in the direction of the 

train station. 

 "Thank you." Tiberia opened her hand.  

 Lying in her palm was a small yellow pyramid of plastic with gilt numbers on 

each side; a four-sided dice.
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Eleven 

 

"Did the kids tell you the bad news, sweetie?" Colin asked, his tone maudlin. Tiberia 

noted that in profile he had at least four chins. Still, Tiberia had a couple of extra chins 

as well, so she was in no position to criticise. He was  home from work comparatively 

early today - it was only ten pm. Tiberia was amused to find that she resented his 

presence. She was used to quiet evenings on her own by now. The noise of the 

television was really disturbing her. What the hell was he watching anyway? 

Something to do with a solemn-looking blonde bimbo running around karate 

chopping monsters. 

 "No." Tiberia frowned to show she was not interested and continued reading. 

She could predict that Colin's news was unimportant by his theatrical tone of voice. 

Also, if the news were important he would have turned the sound down on the T.V. 

Really dramatic news would probably require the actually turning off of the telly, but 
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Tiberia couldn't say for sure - nothing of such import had ever occurred. 

 "Sonya died." 

 "Oh, dear." Tiberia reread a paragraph. The ice of knowledge will freeze him to 

death. As if she cared. 

 "Well, is that all you have to say about it?" 

 "Yes. It's a shame." She wished he would leave her in peace to read. 

 "Poor thing, she suffered so much." An advert came on so he changed 

channels. "You could at least show some interest." 

 "Why? I'm not interested." In fact, like Colin, she was bored. Nevertheless, she 

placed her bookmark in the relevant page and closed the book. "All right, what did 

she die from?" Perhaps, she should try to show some empathy - it would do her good to 

practise. She thought about Taylah's mum. She'd come into the preschool with her 

face set into an expression of determination. Tiberia had wondered why she looked so 

angry, then had remembered that the week before she'd upset the woman 

somehow. What had she done? 

 "They had to put her down. Poor thing, when she woke up yesterday morning, 

she couldn't walk, paralysed ..." He paused as if expecting some input. Perhaps he was 

trying not to sob. 

 "Mmmm." Taylah's Mum had come up to Tiberia, standing very close. "My 

husband did not train me," she had said. "I am not a dog." 

 Tiberia had felt the urge to laugh. She had not been able to stop her lips 

twitching a little. I am not a dog!  
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 "I'm sorry if I offended you," Tiberia had replied, "but I think you've misinterpreted 

my comment. Perhaps, I should explain -" 

 "I won't be coming back." Taylah's Mum had walked away, taking her daughter 

with her. 

 "She couldn't even stand up to go outside to do her business." He shook his 

head. "Mum and Dad are heartbroken. It's just so tragic." 

 "I'd say 'tragic' is an overstatement." Oh, that wasn't being empathic, at all. Try 

again. "So they had her put down, did they?" Tiberia's fingers played with the edge of 

the book. Really, she wanted to get up and make a hot drink. She picked up her cup 

hoping there was a little coffee left. No. Probably just as well. She'd already drunk 

fourteen cups today. No wonder she could never sleep. 

 Colin glared at her, his hazel eyes lost in the darkness of his deep set sockets. 

"Dad had to carry her outside so she could go do her business. Mum rang the vet and 

he came down especially. He took one look-" 

 Tiberia couldn't stop herself sighing. The term "business" for "shit" or "defecate" 

struck her as pathetic. To think Colin had the nerve to be bored by her. 

 "You are fully not interested!" 

 Tiberia couldn't be bothered to dissemble. She saw no reason why she should 

have to pretend to be empathic while in her own house. It took too much effort. 

"Correct. It's just a dog. Why should I care about it being put down? There are bigger 

tragedies in the world." 

 Colin stood up. "You're so selfish, Tibs. You should take a good look at yourself." 
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 "You should get things into perspective," Tiberia said. "So a dog died. You're right, 

I couldn't care less. However, I fail to see why my lack of concern makes me selfish." 

 "You have no feelings. You're such a cold ..." 

 "Fish?" 

 He walked towards the door. "Bitch."  

 "Moron," Tiberia muttered. She picked up the remote control, studied the 

buttons for a moment - she was unfamiliar with the remote control as she rarely 

watched TV - then pressed the off button. Damn him! Let them hate me as long as 

they respect me. "Feeler moron." Why had she married a man who was her complete 

opposite? Had she really thought that someone like Colin would cure her of her 

introversion, her lack of empathy, her hypercriticality, her scepticism, her inability to 

compromise, and her lack of sentimentality? Yes, that is what she'd thought. 

Goodness! She picked her keys up from the coffee table. "I'm going out!" she said to 

the closed bedroom door. 

 

Tiberia parked in the recreation area by the river. She turned off the car's engine and 

lights and let the darkness absorb her. She closed her eyes, listening to cars rush past, 

rumbling over the bridge, and the river gurgling against the bank. I'm obsessed with 

death, obsessed with violence, obsessed with the very things I've always been 

repulsed by. Insane. She got out the car, walked around it making sure all the doors 

were locked.  

 Overhead, the blackness of the midnight sky was illuminated by the stars. Tiberia 
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recognised Scorpio with the ruby gleam of Antares, and on the horizon Orion and the 

glowing Southern Cross. The air smelled of damp soil and faintly of rubbish. Someone 

had dumped a green garbage bag; it lay with its lumpy sides split open, spewing 

nappies, empty cans of beans and chicken bones onto the earth. 

 Walking up the grassy embankment, she slid and stumbled. Stones stabbed into 

her knees through her jeans but the pain meant nothing. It was transitory. 

  

She crossed the narrow road and walked to the tree. A cross glowed on its side. A 

laminated piece of paper clung to the tree like a flake of dandruff, like a scale of 

poisonous lichen, like a sheet of bone. It was too dark for her to read its message. 

Some moronic feeler poem, no doubt. 

 Grabbing hold of the paper, she ripped it from the tree then tossed it down the 

slope. In the corner of her eye, it gleamed like the white of an eye, like a curse. She 

hated the person who'd put it there. Hated the person who had nailed the wooden 

cross to the tree. Hated. She kicked plastic flowers, wrenched a wreath into shards of 

petal and leaf, then she gripped the cross and pulled hard. Her fingernails snapped, 

splinters thrust into her palms, her skin tore. She never wanted to see one of these 

damn crosses again. Never. It wouldn't come off. Fuck it! She ran across the road, slid 

down the embankment.  

 In the rear of her car she found a tyre lever. The heavy steel chilled her hand, 

turned it to ice. Her heart slowed, and she could breathe again. Slowly, carefully, 

solemnly, she returned to the cross, wedged the lever under the intersection of its 
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vertical and horizontal struts and leant her weight against the metal. With a shriek, the 

cross tore free from the trunk. Bark flaked to the ground and the damp smell of mildew 

pricked at her nostrils. She snatched up the cross and walked back to the 

four-wheel-drive with it, tossed it and the tyre lever into the back of the car. Her ears 

were ringing from the sound of metal on metal, her hands were bleeding, her 

gravel-razed knee stung, her head felt as if it were stuffed with excelsior. She opened 

the door to her car, blinking in the quick flash of the interior light, then sat down in the 

driver's seat.  

 A car drove past, its headlights glaring into her eyes then disappearing. Silence. 

The green numerals on the car's clock told her it was just after midnight. She sat in the 

driver's seat and rested her forehead on the steering wheel. Now she would never 

have to look at that cross again. She could drive down Middle Swan Road and remain 

oblivious to death. Peace. 

 But there were more crosses. The one on Mirrabooka Avenue, the one on Myles 

Road, the one hanging near the railway crossing on Toodyay Road, the ones on Reid 

Highway. So many. She would get rid of them all, every one, stack them up, burn 

them, destroy them. 

 

A cross. It wasn't a very elaborate one. It stood on the opposite side of the intersection 

and was bare of plastic flowers, bare of a name, and slightly askew. Tiberia braked 

hard - too hard. The car slewed into a skid, then spun sideways. A stop sign smashed 

itself against the windscreen. Glass sprayed inwards. 
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Tiberia opened her eyes and smoothed dripping hair back from her forehead. Her 

stomach spasmed, and she vomited into her lap. The reek of semi-digested food filled 

the car. She was unsure of what had happened. She'd been driving. 

  Her bag had fallen to the floor; tampons rolled underfoot, their plastic covers 

gleaming in the moonlight; her notebook sprawled on the seat next to her, a pack of 

tissues, a lipstick, a pen; her mints dotted the darkness by her feet. Salt and iron in her 

mouth. Her face stung. Tiny squares of glass decorated the dash, glinted in her lap, 

grated between her fingers. Okay, she'd crashed the car. But she was all right.  

 She picked up the pack of tissues and wiped her face - blood. Must have hit 

head on steering wheel. Engine running. I have to go home. She put the car into 

reverse, jerked backwards, banged over the kerb, stopped on the road. The stop sign 

lay flat on the ground in front of her.  

 Tiberia went to undo her seat belt but it was already undone. Could she have 

forgotten to do it up in the first place? Seemed impossible. She pushed open the car 

door and got out. The cold night air made her skin prickle. Her head ached. Nausea 

tangled her stomach, bringing bile to her mouth. She walked to the front of the car - 

the bonnet was pushed in, one light was broken, but it wasn't as bad as she'd thought. 

She'd only been hurt because she'd forgotten to put on her seat belt. 

 The wooden cross shone. I have to get home. In the light of her remaining 

headlight, Tiberia walked across the road and yanked the cross out of the ground. This 

damn cross had nearly killed her. She staggered back to the car, leant a moment on 
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the bonnet, feeling the heat of the engine against her cold hands. For goodness sake, 

the engine was still running. She got in the four-wheel-drive, threw the cross in the back 

with the others she'd collected, and put the car into drive. Seat belt. She'd forgotten it 

again. Calm down. Think. Felt sick. Okay, put on seat belt, take off hand brake. The 

hand brake is already off. 

 I have concussion. She turned left, did a U-turn, parked on the soft shoulder. I 

can't drive like this. She pulled her mobile out of her bag, dialled home. No answer. 

Where was Colin? Not home, obviously. She dialled his mobile number. It rang out. 

 She'd have to help herself. Driving at thirty kilometres per hour, she crept home, 

parked, and let herself in. Colin wasn't there. She turned on the light in the en suite and 

stared at herself. Her forehead was gashed, but it had already stopped bleeding. Her 

nose was swollen and bruised. She washed the blood off her face with tepid water 

and sprayed antiseptic on her cuts. I'm all right. Stripped off her clothes, tossed them in 

the laundry basket - she'd soak them in Napisan tomorrow. A quick shower to wash off 

blood and vomit. Patted herself dry. Pulled on her Bond's T-shirt, enjoying its softness 

and familiar warm scent. Went to bed. In the morning she would take the car to the 

mechanic. Now, sleep.
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Twelve 

 

"You've been acting weird ever since you pranged the car." Colin lay on the sofa 

watching football. He wore grey tracky pants with ripped knees and a green knitted 

jumper. A tube of Pringles sour cream and chives chips was wedged between his 

thighs like a huge green and white penis. He held a can of beer in his left hand and the 

remote control in his right. 

 "Really." Tiberia was reading Volume One of The New Shorter Oxford English 

Dictionary. 

 He mimicked her tone of voice. "Really!" 

 "How?" Up until last week, she'd been an onlooker when it came to accidents, 

both when the woman and baby had been in the accident, and later when she'd 

seen the poodle-haired woman lying in the rain. But when she'd crashed into the stop 

sign, she'd become a participant, a victim. She ran her fingers along the scab that 
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crusted her forehead - luckily her fringe hid the wound. 

 "I don't know." He pushed a pile of Pringles into his mouth and chewed. 

 Tiberia repressed a wince at the noise he made eating, and pressed her finger 

to the page: ameloblast: noun. L19 [f. En)AMEL n. + -o- + blast.] Anat. Any cell in the 

layer of columnar cells which secrete enamel in the teeth. Very useful word. She'd be 

able to say to the children, "Don't forget to clean your ameloblasts!" She picked at the 

scab on her forehead, peeling off a flake of crusty skin. Ashamed, she looked at Colin 

to see if he'd noticed. No, his gaze was fixed to the television. 

 "Why do you waste your time reading the dictionary?" He flicked to a different 

channel to avoid adverts. The News. 

 Tiberia didn't bother to answer. Colin hadn't come home that night. He said he'd 

been so angry he'd gone to the office to sleep. Tiberia couldn't see what he had to be 

angry about. She was the one who'd been called a cold bitch, not him.  

 "Goal!" Colin farted, glanced at Tiberia then laughed.  

 "Really." I wonder when people first started calling me cold. Certainly in high 

school, she'd been called a snob. Once a girl had said that Tiberia's nose was so high 

in the air that she left a snot trail on the ceiling. Tiberia had found that comment 

amusing, though she had taken care to maintain an indifferent expression. What 

about primary school? 

 He farted and laughed again. Glanced at her. "You have no sense of humour, 

do you?" 

 "No. I suppose I don't." Somewhere between primary school and high school, 
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she'd become cold. Or at least, it was in high school that others had started to notice 

her lack of demonstrative feeling. 

 "Ah, what a mark!" Colin crunched a beer can and tossed it on the floor. "Did 

you see that? It was brill." 

 "No." She could hear the children playing outside in the back garden; the sound 

of a ball bouncing against the wall; Julia shrieking and ringing the bell on her bicycle. 

She put down her book and went over to the computer, turned it on. 

 Julia came in, dressed as a bride or a princess in torn white tulle, plastic tiara and 

boots. "Why's there a doll in the freezer in the back room?" 

 Tiberia diminished the computer window. "What were you doing looking in the 

freeze box? You know you're not supposed to open it." 

 "I dunno. I was just looking for something." She sucked on a strand of blonde hair. 

"So, why's there a doll in there?" 

 "It was supposed to be for your birthday." Tiberia gave Julia a cross look. "I'll have 

to take it back to the shop now." 

 "Oh, Mum, that's mean." 

 "Well, leave things alone. And if you go into the freezer again, I'll ban you from 

watching Saddle Club. If the lid of the freezer fell on you, it would kill you." 

 "Yeah, sure." 

 "Just obey." Tiberia waved a hand at Julia, and the girl skipped out.  

 Colin yawned. "You hid a doll in the freezer?" 

 "Well, the children get into everything. I'm sick of them uncovering their presents. 
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I didn't think she'd look in the freezer, for goodness sake." Goodness, why had she done 

it? It couldn't be undone. She had become a participant instead of an onlooker, and 

she regretted it bitterly. I don't want to be either. She pulled at a torn cuticle on her 

right thumb nail. There are two ways to be: Onlooker or Participant. No, that was 

wrong. There were at least two ways to participate: either as a victim or a persecutor. I 

don't want to be onlooker, victim or persecutor. I don't want to know. I just want to be 

on my own. Her thumb was bleeding so she stuck it in her mouth, letting the metallic 

taste flood her palate. She was a nervous wreck. 

 "How come you're always on the computer nowadays?" Colin asked. 

 "I'm not always on it." 

 "You know what I mean." All the Pringles were gone so he tilted the tube and 

tipped the crumbs into his mouth. 

 "No reason." I have no reason to feel guilty, she told herself. I've done nothing 

wrong. 

 "Sweetie, there's always a reason for you to do something." 

 "Then perhaps I should say that my reasons are my own business." 

 "I reckon you're seeing someone." 

 Tiberia noted that this accusation did not require either the adverts to be on or 

the volume to be turned down. Presumably he wasn't overly concerned. "I'm not 

seeing anyone." 

 "That's why you asked me if I was having an affair, wasn't it? You were trying to 

distract me from you having a bit on the side." 
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 Tiberia turned to face him. His expression was odd. He should look concerned or 

angry but he didn't. He looked more ... guilty. "You know I'm not having an affair." 

 He shrugged and she saw she'd won. He didn't think for a moment that she 

would cheat on him. And he was correct. She decided to try to provoke a reaction. 

"Have you ever considered an open marriage?"  

 His face registered a swift variety of expressions: anger, sadness, regret. She 

couldn't read him. He was different somehow, harder to comprehend than in the past. 

"I couldn't stand that. I couldn't stand you fucking someone else." 

 She drew a conclusion. "But you wouldn't mind it from your own perspective." 

 "What man would mind?" 

 A decent man would mind. But his answers were interesting. And his use of 

"fucking" was interesting too. The word betrayed strong negative emotions, but he was 

someone who usually suppressed negativity, especially anger. There was more going 

on with Colin than met the eye.  

 She considered. Circumstantial evidence led her to believe that he was being 

unfaithful to her. If he were anyone else's husband she would be sure of it. But as 

arrogant as it seemed, it was hard to imagine any man cheating on her. After all, it 

wasn't as if she didn't have sex with him. She may not often initiate sex but she usually 

participated. Didn't men cheat on their wives because of sex? No, that was naive. Life 

was more complicated than that. Her intuition told her he was cheating. But her 

rational, thinking side told her there was insufficient evidence. Conclusion: she should 

collect evidence. Yet she felt it was beneath her to search his pockets, pore over 
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credit card statements, follow him. No, she must be wrong. He wouldn't cheat on her. 

No man ever had. She would choose to trust. 
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Thirteen 

 

The radio, the television, the paper were not enough. She scoured the Internet, looking 

for what she needed. The best ones were those that had taken place in Western 

Australia. The second best ones took place elsewhere in Australia. She wasn't 

empathic enough yet to care about overseas events, foreigners, or strange climates 

and landscapes. She had to be able to visualise it, live it, know it. She had to be there. 

 

 

    

She stood at the edge of the artificial lake in the heart of the artificial city. A cluster of 

low hills, edged by tall trees stood silhouetted across the water, and in front of the hills, 

perhaps a half kilometre from her, huddled a group of official-looking but obviously 

derelict buildings.   
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 A clear blue and golden sky with high cirrus clouds reflected in the light-tinselled 

lake, and the sight filled her with a delicate mix of melancholy and euphoria. She 

looked at her hand, held it up to the light. Her fingers seemed insubstantial, 

translucent, uninvolved. She was untouchable, invisible, omniscient. She knew when it 

would happen, how it would happen. She knew how much the fragment of steel 

would weigh - 999 grams. She knew it would originate from one or another of the 

corner columns (C30 or C74) on the outside row on the face of the East Wing of the 

Main Tower Block. She knew too much. 

 People stood and sat everywhere, leaning against trees, squatting on picnic 

rugs, smoking, eating leaning back into deck chairs. The aroma of cooking sausages, 

the sound of bat on ball, the chime of Greensleeves from an ice cream van, the sun's 

heat on her bare arms. A sunny, Sunday afternoon in late spring. 

 She glanced at her watch. 1:28 pm. The people clustered together, crowding 

towards the lake edge. Children sat on their fathers' shoulders, a woman stood on an 

eskie, a boy climbed a tree. People with video cameras strained for a clear view. 

Soon. 1:30pm. She heard a child playing a recorder, squealing out the tune of Twinkle, 

Twinkle, Little Star. 

 Tiberia found the girl. She was about twelve years old, long dark hair, thin top lip, 

determined nose. A happy laughing girl smelling of sunshine and soap. Tiberia stood 

by her side, but not too close. Although she was invulnerable and invisible, she couldn't 

totally repress her instincts for survival. At some level, she believed she was in danger, 

at risk, that she too was present. Sweat ran down her temples, down her back and 
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goose bumps stippled her skin. She heard the cack-cackle of a kookaburra, then ... 

 

A dull thump. 

 

 The building, the old hospital across the lake, shuddered. Smoke rose in the 

warm air. Thunder rumbled across the lake. Birds rose and wheeled into the sky. 

 

 Slow motion.  

 

 A triangular piece of steel slashes through the air, lops off the top of the girl's 

head: scalp, dark hair, tumbling, entangled, blood and bone and brain. 

 

 Metal hissed into the lake. Water spouts exploded, white froth gleamed against 

the blue horizon. Boats jerked and shifted, fled for shore. Screaming. Fireworks sparkled 

and danced in the sky - red, blue, white and green cascades of colour and light. The 

second building shivered, slumped and fell.  

 

Tiberia drifted, faded, wasn't strong enough. Snapshots. A smashed car. A man with a 

bleeding arm. A woman covered the eyes of a young child. Federal police officers 

running. A policeman bent over the girl, lips pressed to hers. Faces crowded around 

then dispersed. The  policeman, his eyes blank, continued with the CPR. Tiberia walked 

up to him and touched his arm. "She's dead." Could he even hear her? Did it matter? 
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 His eyes told her that he knew. She saw the despair, saw the horror, saw the 

grief. Did she feel it? Feel what?  

 The smiling girl will be forgotten. Tiberia will forget. We all forget. 

 

 

    

Tiberia rested her head in her hands and closed her eyes. It was winter, not spring, nine 

o'clock at night, not one in the afternoon. She was sitting at home in front of her 

computer, a cold cup of coffee to hand. I'm insane. Yet she wasn't doing anything 

unusual. Everyone was interested in the news. 

 

What about the baby? The first thing she should have done was look for the infant. The 

fact that the straps on the baby seat were still done up should have made her realise 

that the baby had been thrown from the car. She should have abandoned the 

woman, who was obviously dead, and looked for the child. But she hadn't. She hadn't 

been thinking. She had been feeling. Had the baby lain in the hot sun, on the gravel, 

dying, while Tiberia thumped uselessly on its mother's chest? She could have driven 

past, rang an ambulance, collected the children on time. Remained uninvolved. 

 I panicked. Not in the sense of running around screaming and crying, but she 

had calmly, serenely panicked. She had let the baby die then she had done 

something even worse, something even more impossible, something so ridiculous that 

it was destroying her. My goodness! If only she had been true to her nature and 
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remained an observer. She had taken action and the action had been wrong, 

unforgivable and irrevocable. I tried to cover up my error. I couldn't face my own 

fallibility, my own culpability, my own irresponsibility. She had removed the evidence. 

Crying was impossible; it was not something she was capable of doing. Her eyes 

remained dry, her mind remained clear. There was no escape from who she was, and 

there never would be. Now, she envied the Feelers. They had the gift of expressing 

their passions. Tiberia's passions remained deep within her, eating at her, snarling for 

blood.  

 Control.  

 I have to be rational.  

 Her skin felt too hot, too tight. Her breathing was too fast, her heart too big and 

heavy in her chest. Be calm! She felt ashamed of her near descent into emotion: 

degraded by her tears. Outside, rain fell and the wind moved the palms with whispers. 

The solutions were simple. She must be logical, be rational, be calm, be controlled. I 

must stop reading about these terrible tragedies. I must avoid Kate. I must trust Colin. 

 Everything would be all right. 
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Fourteen 

 

She sat on the floor in the spare room, her back pressed so hard against the door that 

her vertebrae felt bruised. The room had no furniture in it and had the musty smell so 

typical of unoccupied spaces. The infant lay in her arms, its eyelashes glittering in the 

light from the naked bulb, its lips parted to show the tip of a pink tongue. Just a tiny 

baby. She stroked its blonde hair back from the curve of its forehead. How cold this 

child felt! No, not a child. A doll. This baby's flesh was hard and unyielding, a cold and 

icy bakelite baby. Not a living child. 

 Except for the icebox, the room stood empty. The white nylon carpet prickled 

against Tiberia's bare legs - she wore only her Bonds t-shirt and her knickers. It was so 

chill in here that her breath formed vapour in the air. She didn't feel the cold.  

 She stood up. A framed mirror hung on the wall opposite the door; a crack 

zigzagged the mirror's surface, bisecting Tiberia's reflected image, cutting her head 
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from her body, painlessly decapitating her. 

 "The walls are formed of driven snow." Tiberia spoke very softly. "The doors and 

windows are made of the cutting winds. No sounds of mirth resound through these 

spaces. Vast, empty and cold are the Snow Queen's chambers. In the midst of her 

empty, interminable hall lies a frozen lake, broken into a million fragments - the lake is 

called The Mirror of Reason." 

  Tiberia opened the ice box, releasing a cloud that twisted and glowed in the 

light. She lowered the doll into the ice and closed the lid on its face. 

 A car drew up outside the front of the house, its tyres bumping up the verge 

edge. Tiberia walked up the hallway, past the children's bedrooms, through the 

kitchen and into the lounge room. Colin was already installed on the sofa, television 

on, remote in hand.  

 Tiberia glanced at the clock. "You're home early." It was only eight o'clock. Eight 

o'clock was unheard of. 

 "Yep." 

 "Is something wrong?" She couldn't stop shivering. Hopefully, he wouldn't notice. 

Perhaps a cup of coffee would warm her up. 

 "Nope." 

 She went into the kitchen and turned on the kettle. The lino felt cold and tacky 

against her bare feet - the state of the floor reflected her lack of attention to regular 

sweeping and mopping. I'm tidy but not clean, she thought, taking two mugs out the 

cupboard and placing them on the laminate. She looked around the edge of the 
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archway. Colin stared blankly at the television, his eyes disappearing into his shadowy 

sockets. He looked as if he hadn't slept in days. "Coffee?" 

 "If you like." He sounded morose. Once he'd been so carefree and light-hearted. 

Was this something that Tiberia had destroyed in him? 

 "I'll take it that means 'yes, please.'" She turned away. 

 Silence. 

 As hot water hissed onto the coffee grounds she tried to remember the good 

times. The first time they'd kissed - in a night-club, surrounded by music so loud that it 

made the air wobble like jelly. The first time he'd said he loved her - driving through the 

vineyards of the Swan Valley at night, the wind heavy with the musk of rotting grapes. 

The wedding reception where they'd stood in front of the rose-laden wedding cake. 

Hand in hand, they'd cut through its hard white crust into the dark flesh within, 

releasing the earthy scent of egg and raisins.  

 She stirred sugar and milk into Colin's coffee, added nothing to hers, then 

carried the cups into the lounge room. "Here." 

 "Ta, sweetie."  

 She sat down on her chair, the one from which you couldn't clearly see the 

television screen, and opened her book. She was re-reading The Caesars by Alan 

Massie. She was up to Nero. The TV was too loud, but after a few paragraphs she no 

longer noticed it. That is, until it went silent. What had happened? Had it blown up? 

No, an advert was on and Colin had turned the sound down. On purpose. He must 

have something very serious to say, though whatever it was did not seem to warrant 
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actually turning the television off - only a death in the family would justify that. 

  He stared across the room at her. "I've been having an affair." 

 Tiberia placed a piece of paper in her book so she wouldn't lose her page and 

closed it. She couldn't think of anything to say, so she remained silent. 

 "With Kate. For about four months." 

 "Really." Tiberia tried to analyse how she felt - was she angry? Jealous? Hurt? 

Sad? She felt nothing that she could recognise. Was she surprised? No, not at all. The 

only two people in the world with whom she was at all intimate had betrayed her. If 

she felt anything it was anger with herself. Anger, because she had ignored her 

suspicions and her intuition. 

 "I'm so sorry, sweetie. I don't know why I did it." 

 Tiberia pushed her book off the arm of the chair. It fell onto the carpet with a 

thud. It would have been more dramatic to throw her cup of coffee at Colin, but that 

would make too much mess. 

 "I love you, Tibby. Please, don't ask me to go. I want to stay with you and the 

children. Please, Tibs." 

 She felt nothing for him. "You are a complete moron." There was no worse insult 

as far as she was concerned.  

 "Yes, yes, I know. I've been an idiot. I made a stupid mistake. I don't know how it 

happened." 

 "Why are you telling me?" 

 "I've just been feeling so bad about it, so guilty, so terrible." He was crying. 
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 Tiberia felt revolted by him, revolted by his tears. Surely she was the one who 

should be crying. Surely she should be crying and he should be comforting her. 

Instead, she was feeling guilty for not comforting him. 

 "What are we going to do?" he said. "Do you want me to go?" 

 She couldn't think. Yes, she did want him to go. But what about the children? 

What about the financial considerations? She wasn't sure she was prepared to be a 

single mother of three small children. "I'm not sure. I'll have to think about it." 

 "Please, sweetie. I promise I'll change. I'll come home early every night, help you 

with the children. I'll treat you like a princess." 

 She examined him. No doubt she was inflicting her famous entomologist look 

upon him. He was, in her opinion, incapable of change. She believed that personality 

was immutable. Yet other women forgave their husbands crimes of this nature. 

Perhaps she could too. I am not of a forgiving nature. 

 "Tibby, there's one more thing, sweetheart." 

 "What?" 

 "She says she's pregnant to me." 

 Tiberia felt an insane urge to laugh. "Pregnant?" 

 "Yes, she says I must be the father because she and Michael haven't had sex 

since Maddy was born." He cleared his throat. "She's had the ultrasound. She's 

expecting twins." 

 Tiberia thought of Kate's affair with "John". Had John really existed or was Colin 

her only lover? Had Kate invented John so she could enjoy the frisson of talking about 
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her lover to Tiberia? "So you didn't use any contraception?" 

 "I did, sweetie, but it slipped off. You know how these things happen. It wasn't my 

fault." 

 Tiberia told herself she would have to go to the doctor to be checked for STDs. 

"Is this how you've been spending our money? On women?" 

 "No, of course not. I swear. Honestly. The only money I ever spent on Kate was for 

condoms and Hungry Jack's." 

 "I see." Goodness, it sounded like the title of a Chick Lit book. "Condoms and 

HJs". It was hard to imagine Kate eating HJs. She picked up her book and stood. 

Suddenly, she felt underdressed in her cotton t-shirt and knickers. I feel naked in front of 

my own husband. "Sleep on the sofa." 

 "But can I stay? I'll even go to marriage counselling. Anything. I'll take the kids to 

school a couple of days a week, make their lunches if I get time. Take the rubbish out, 

like you always ask me to. I'll do anything to make up for this, sweetie." 

 "I told you, I have to think about it." She went into the bedroom, pulled on some 

clothes, took her car keys off the bureau, then went out the front door. I'll go for a 

drive, try to understand what's happened, try to assimilate and accommodate it.  

  

As she drove down Great Eastern Highway, she discovered hatred. Kate had been 

laughing in her face. When her babies were born, would Colin have to pay child 

support? Surely she wouldn't have the nerve to demand he support the children. It 

would be money taken straight out the mouths of Tiberia's children. She thought about 
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it. Colin would only pay child support if a DNA test were ordered. Did Michael know 

what was going on?  

 What if Colin had given Tiberia a sexually transmitted disease? He had been 

having sex with both Tiberia and Kate. She imagined driving to Kate's house, killing her. 

She'd grab a kitchen knife out her friend's drawer and slit her throat. I'm intelligent. I'll 

find a perfect way to get away with it. No, she had to be rational. It was Colin who had 

broken his vows, broken his promises, betrayed her. But didn't friendship carry 

obligations? Wasn't one of those obligations not to fuck your friend's husband? 

 She kept driving through the cool night, all her windows open, letting the air chill 

the tight, hot skin that tautened her face. The white lines at the road's centre drew her 

eye and she wondered what it would be like to cross them and accelerate into the 

oncoming traffic. It wouldn't be fair to take someone else, an innocent, out with her. 

She kept driving until she came to the coast. 

  

The full moon hovered low in the sky, yellow and sickly looking, acne-pitted and ailing. 

I could swim out to sea, just keep swimming in the moonlit ocean until I breathed in the 

cool water. But she was a good swimmer. Perhaps a shark would eat her, that would 

make it easier. After all, she could probably swim for hours and hours. She could stop 

at a bottle shop, first. Drink an entire bottle of vodka, then swim. No, it would be a 

horrible death. She'd feel nauseated, would vomit, would struggle and fight to live 

before submitting to the tides. 

 She pulled into a car park and turned off the engine. Out of sight, on the other 
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side of the dunes, the surf throbbed. I want to see the ocean. She got out the car, 

locked it, then crunched across the sandy, shelly ground of the car park. As she 

passed a rubbish bin she inhaled the stench of rotting fish and held her breath. The 

smell clung regardless.  

 Only the moon lit the way as she followed a winding path over the dunes. The 

sand filtered its way into her sandals, grinding the soles of her feet and to the gaps 

between her toes. She stumble-walked down a sand dune and found herself in front of 

a sea that gleamed like slick black glass. A sea split to the horizon by a crumpled-tinfoil 

lunar pathway. 

 She sat down on the sand and pulled off her shoes allowing her toes to burrow 

into the faintly luminescent sand as if seeking warmth. Her arms shook and trembled, 

and her teeth clicked together so hard that she bit her tongue. The taste of blood 

tinted her mouth with iron. The cold was a kind of ecstasy that made her shudder and 

shiver, raised goose bumps, thrilled her. She tried to imagine taking off her black 

woollen skirt, sliding down her thick stockings, pulling off her black jumper, removing 

her white pants and bra, and folding them into a neat pile out of reach of the 

mesmeric waves. She'd put her shoes side by side on top.  

 How would it feel to stand naked in the wind's breath? She would walk through 

the shallows. The water would be so cold that it would burn her feet like magma. She 

would be encased by it, paralysed by it, absorbed and destroyed. Her ears were cold. 

She pulled out her scrunchie so her hair would keep them warm, then slipped it over 

her left hand. Her skin was so cold that the residual warmth of the hair tie felt hot and 
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comforting around her wrist. 

 She thought of Nietzsche: There are feelings that want to kill the lonely; and if 

they do not succeed, then they themselves must die. But, are you capable of this - to 

be a murderer. She was alone. All was false. Her feelings had to die, or she would die. It 

was that simple. 

 The wind gripped her hair, slashed the strands across her face, thrust it into her 

mouth and into her eyes. Sand gusted along the beach, stinging her with impassive 

quartz. She hunched up, wrapped her arms around her bent legs, rested her chin on 

her knees. Overhead, the stars gleamed steadily, like silver sequins against black tulle.  

 When she'd been a child she'd loved astronomy. She'd had her own telescope, 

and spent hours in the back garden shrouded in a prickly blanket, staring into the 

night. Once she could name all the constellations, trace the planets in their cycles, 

name the brightest stars. Interesting. 

 She had forgotten it all. 
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Fifteen 

 

Tiberia's Daddy liked books. But only true ones. Made-up books were rubbish. Right 

now, he was bent over the kitchen table, his glasses slipping down his nose, reading a 

book. It had pictures of statues in it with no eyes. 

 Mummy was washing the dishes, making a big noise swishing the water around 

and singing a song about a dog in a window. 

 Tiberia Augusta Octavia Cane was five years old and she was a big girl. A big, 

smart girl. Daddy said, she was a "chip of the old block" and that was good.  

 She lived in a big house on a hill. At night if you stood in the garden you could 

see the lights of the city shining like marbles when the sun went on them. On New 

Year's Eve, if she was a good girl, and she always was, Mummy let her stay up late and 

watch the fireworks explode over the city.  

 The fireworks were tiny, but Daddy would give her the binoculars. Then they 



                                  132 

 

looked big. Daddy said that the fireworks really are big but that big things look small 

when they are a long way away, and little things look big when they're up close. 

Tiberia asked "why?"  but Daddy didn't know.  

 Tiberia went to pre-school on Wednesdays with her friend, Sarah, who was five 

too, but a younger five. Tiberia's birthday was first, then Sarah's. Their teacher was 

called Mrs Drake-Brockman. She was a nice lady. Tiberia had learnt a big long poem, 

called "Twenty Froggies Went to School", and Daddy had liked the poem so much that 

he had recorded her on the tape recorder. He said she was a very smart girl. Tiberia 

liked being a smart girl because that made Daddy happy. 

 Daddy looked at her. "Tibby, could you please get me my Suetonius? It's on the 

mantle-piece in the lounge room, next to the Gibbons. Quickly." 

 Tiberia was proud to help. Tiberia was proud to know what Daddy's Suetonius 

was. Sarah probably wouldn't even know that, but Tiberia did. She jumped up and ran 

as fast as she could to the lounge room. Daddy needed his Suetonius really quickly. 

Tiberia would get it fast. 

 "Just walk!" he called after her, but Tiberia's legs kept running because they were 

naughty and wouldn't do what they were told. It wasn't Tiberia's fault. She raced 

across the room towards the fireplace, but something happened. She fell and hit her 

forehead on the bricks. It hurt. Lots of blood came out and went down her face. She 

screamed. 

 Daddy came in and picked her up. "I told you to walk!" He was cross with her. 

She was a stupid girl. Now she couldn't breathe. She couldn't explain that it wasn't her 
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fault that her legs had just kept running. 

 Mummy pressed a tea towel against Tiberia's forehead. Blood went on it. 

 "Oh my God, we'll have to take her to emergency," Mummy said. Her voice 

sounded gritty and red-coloured. "She'll need stitches." 

 "I know. Don't worry, it's not as bad as it looks. Always a lot of blood with head 

injuries. You know that." His lips looked white and thin. "Why does she have to charge 

around like that?" 

 "She's a kid, it's normal. She might get concussion. We'll have to keep her warm." 

 "We'll take her right now. Don't worry. Get a blanket." Daddy picked her up. 

Tiberia felt sleepy now. Very tired. She closed her eyes.  

 "Wake up!" Daddy shook her. Her head felt so big it was like it was blowed up 

with a bicycle pump. But it wasn't filled up with air; it was filled up with heavy stuff, like 

rocks and blood. Except all the blood was coming out so her head should feel light. 

 Daddy put her in the back seat of the car, and tucked a blanket around her. 

Mummy sat next to her, holding her hand. Mummy's hand felt very hot. Tiberia's eyes 

closed but Mummy yelled at her. "Stay awake!" That was funny because Mummy 

never shouted. She was always smiling. 

 Tiberia's stomach was hungry. No, it was too full up. She vomited on Mummy. 

 "Should have brought an ice cream container or something," Daddy said. 

"Stupid of me." 

 Mummy found some wipes in her bag and wiped the vomit off Tiberia's mouth. 

The car buzzed with the stink. The car went around and around. The car had no air in it 
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and Tiberia was going to snuffocate. 

 "Don't worry, Tibby," Daddy said. "The doctor will make you feel better." 

 

Then she was at the hospital. Mummy took off Tiberia's blue, stripy pinafore dress and 

white shirt and made them into a neat pile. Tiberia could see dots of blood and smears 

of vomit on her dress and that made her feel bad. A nurse gave Tiberia a white nightie 

to wear that did up with strings. It was cold and felt stiff and horrible. 

 The doctor made her lie down on a white bed that was very skinny and high off 

the ground, then pulled a sheet up high while he did stuff. She didn't know what he 

was doing, but it didn't hurt much. Mummy said he was stitching Tiberia's head. That 

didn't sound very nice because Tiberia knew that when Grandma stitched she used a 

needle. Tiberia could hear funny sounds like metal knives and forks knocking together, 

and she could smell a nasty pointy smell like medicine or floor cleaner. A nurse was in 

the room too. She said to Mummy that Tiberia was a very good girl, very brave. She 

said most children would be screaming the place down.  

 Mummy said that Tiberia was always good and hardly ever cried.  

 Daddy held one of her hands and Mummy held the other. Mummy kept saying: 

"It's okay, Tibby. Don't worry. It's okay."   

 When the doctor finished he turned to Daddy. "Tiberia will have to stay in 

overnight. She probably has concussion since she was vomiting. We need to keep her 

under observation." 

 "I want to go home now." Tiberia was tired of being brave. She wanted to cry, 
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but she knew that only naughty girls did that. And it was naughtier to cry when you're 

at the shops or at the park than if you were at home. Probably the hospital was like a 

shop or a cafe; it would be very naughty to cry here.  

 Mummy stroked some hair away from Tiberia's face. "Darling, you have to sleep 

here tonight. The doctor says you might still be sick. You'll get to sleep in a special bed 

and some nice nurses will look after you. Daddy and I will come and get you in the 

morning." 

 Tiberia heard her voice get louder and thinner. "I want to go -" 

 Daddy frowned at her, and Mummy crossed her arms. "Be a good girl," Daddy 

said. "Be my strong, brave girl." 

 Tiberia wanted to say that she was scared, but she knew good girls didn't get 

scared. "Yes, Daddy." 

 Mummy took one of Tiberia's hands. "Now, darling, don't be scared. If you wake 

up in the night, just call and I'll come and give you a cuddle. Okay?" She glanced at 

Daddy. "And if I can't come, then a nurse will come instead." 

 "Yes, Mummy." Tiberia didn't dare say anything else. Talking made it hard to 

keep the tears inside. 

 "All right," Daddy said. "We're going to go home now. The doctor and nurses will 

look after you. In the morning, we'll be back." 

 "Yes, Daddy." For the first time, she noticed he was holding the Suetonius. There 

was a drop of blood on its cover. Her blood.  

 Mummy stood up. Suddenly, Mummy looked too beautiful. Tiberia didn't want 
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her to go away. She wanted to tell Mummy that she loved her, but that wouldn't be 

good in front of the doctor. "Goodbye, Mummy. Goodbye, Daddy." 

 "Goodbye, Tibs." Daddy kissed her cheek. 

 "Bye, darling." Mummy said. "Happy thoughts!" 

 They went out. 

 The nurse helped Tiberia off the bed - it was a long way to the lino. The nurse 

wore flat white shoes, a white dress and a small white hat. She had a clock hanging 

upside down off a brooch on her chest. Her hair was brown and pulled back hard. She 

held Tiberia's hand and took her to a very big room full of beds and baby's cots. 

 "Okay, sweetie," she said. "You can sleep here." She pointed at a cot. 

 Tiberia shook her head making it hurt. "I'm a big girl. I sleep in a big girl's bed." 

 The nurse laughed. "Of course, you are. But, here in the hospital you have to 

sleep in a cot. It's safer for you, sweetie." She let down the side of the cot and lifted 

Tiberia in. "In you go." 

 The mattress was piled up with soft toys, like teddy bears and rabbits and ducks. 

There was a scratchy white blanky and the sheets were thick and rough. There were 

posters on the wall of Walt Disney animals like Daffy Duck and Bugs Bunny.  

 "Lie down." The nurse tucked her in, then slid the side of the cot up. It was like 

being in a cage. Tiberia felt like her face was very hot and like something was 

squishing her stomach. She was a big girl and it was wrong for her to be in a cot. She 

wanted her Mummy and Daddy to come back and tell the nurse that she was 

supposed to be in a big girl's bed. The nurse must have made a mistake, and maybe 
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Tiberia would get into trouble for being in the wrong type of bed.  

 "Try to sleep, sweetie." The nurse smiled and went away before Tiberia could tell 

her that her name was not "sweetie". 

  

Tiberia stared through the white bars and tried not to blink because blinking made you 

cry - it squeezed the tears out. There was a baby in the cot opposite her. It stood up, 

holding onto the bars and pointed at Tiberia. No, it was pointing at the soft toys. Tiberia 

sat up. She grabbed a rabbit. "Do you want this, baby?" 

 The baby bounced up and down. That meant it did want the rabbit. Tiberia 

threw it over. The baby smiled and pointed some more. Tiberia threw a teddy bear, 

then a starfish, then a raccoon. The baby was laughing and very happy. It smiled so 

much that Tiberia could see all its gums. 

 The nurse came back. "What are you doing?" She was cross. "That's very 

naughty!" She scooped up soft toys from the baby's cot and off the floor and put them 

in a box by the wall. "Tiberia! Your Mummy said you're a good girl, but I can see you're 

not! The baby isn't allowed to have soft toys, and anyway, you should know better 

than to throw things around like that. Your Mummy and Daddy will be very cross when 

I tell them." 

 The baby was crying. That was okay because it was little. It was allowed to cry. 

 Tiberia lay down on her stomach. She wouldn't cry. Her eyes hurt a lot. Her teeth 

made a funny noise because she was pushing them together to stop any crying from 

coming out. She was a good girl, but she wanted to go home, right now. Right now! 
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She opened her eyes. The darkness coiled itself around her like a big snake. Where was 

she? Everything smelled funny. People moved in the blackness. She tried to call for 

Mummy but the words were clogged up in her throat, choking her. "Mummy," she 

whispered. Now, she remembered. She was in hospital because she cracked her head 

open. Mummy said she would come if Tiberia called her. "Mummy." A thin whisper. 

 Tears came out her eyes. It was okay to cry at night; no one could see. But, it 

had to be quiet. "Mummy." She curled up on her side, hugged her legs to her chest, 

rested her chin on her knees. "Mummy! She was shouting. "Mummy!" Screaming. 

"Mummy! Mummy! Mummy!" Why didn't she come? Had the nurse told her how 

naughty she'd been? Was Mummy cross because Tiberia had thrown toys around? 

"Mummy!" She screamed and screamed. 

 Mummy didn't come. 

 Mummy had told a lie. 

 

Milky light made the big room glow. Morning. Tiberia sat silently in her cot. The baby in 

the other cot stared at her, smiled and held out its arms. Tiberia looked away. The 

baby was stupid. She ate breakfast with the other children, sitting at a miniature table 

on a miniature chair. The nurse made her drink warm milk which tasted disgusting. She 

had a slice of toast with jam on it. 

 Mummy and Daddy came and took her home. Daddy took her to the toy shop 

and let her pick any toy she wanted. She didn't want a toy. She chose any old thing. A 
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toy vacuum cleaner. She never played with it. 

 She started to have nightmares that she was suffocating in darkness, that voices 

were whispering at her, that the world had turned strange and scary and she was 

alone. The nightmares came week after week, month after month, until she learnt not 

to dream. 
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Sixteen 

 

She opened her eyes to a pale grey sky washed with rose and gold. A pillow of sand 

stiffly cushioned her head. The smell of salt and seaweed. Morning. She sat up and 

struggled to focus on her watch. What was the time? Five thirty. She rubbed her eyes 

with gritty hands. Her skin felt as stiff as if it were laminated with salt and her hair 

crackled straw-like between her fingers when she pushed it back from her face. The 

sand glistened around her. Tiberia picked up a handful and focussed on the tiny 

grains. Each granule was a tiny gemstone: some gleamed ruby, most shone as clear as 

diamonds, some burnt warm amber, others, a very few, were the palest feldspar blue. 

Miniature jewels. The sand slipped through her fingers and returned to beige 

anonymity. 

 She was freezing - couldn't stop shivering, jaw clenched to stop her teeth 

chattering, toes and fingers numb. Goodness, she'd been on the beach all night. Like 
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an insane person. I am insane. But, she felt all right. That is, she felt nothing. And it felt 

good to feel nothing. A respite. 

 The sea stretched out, choppy in the light morning breeze, carrying with it the 

scent of vast distances, of the glacial ice of the Antarctica, of empty expanses. She 

could live in Antarctica in a blue ice cave on the edge of a vast snowy tundra. Totally 

isolated.  

 She stood up, brushed sand from her black stockings and long skirt. The grains 

adhered to her jumper, hiding in the weave, shining in the light of the rising sun like 

stars. Her hands tangled in her hair as she tried to finger comb it smooth. I have to go 

back. I have to tell him that I've decided. 

 The wind had picked up. She pulled the scrunchie from her wrist and tied her 

hair back from her face. Control. I'm all right now. Really. Walking back to the car, her 

legs and arms ached. Her left hip sent spike of pain up her side. She was too old to 

sleep on the beach. To her relief, her car was still in the car park. She wouldn't have 

been surprised to have found it had been stolen. Of course, she'd remembered to lock 

it and it had an immobiliser. As she pulled her keys out her pocket, her fingers 

encountered layers of grit. It was as if the beach had tried to erode her, to transform 

her to sand, to render her in quartz.  

  

As soon as she got in the car, she started it up, then turned the heater on full. Even with 

her hands against the air vents, she could feel no heat. So cold. The sun was higher in 

the sky now. An old man and a boy walked through the car park, holding rods and 
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buckets. They stared at her as they passed. She looked away.  

 When she was younger Colin had given her a red rose, then they'd driven to the 

beach. She'd taken her clothes off and stood in the milky-blue light of the moon then 

they'd made love.   

 Afterwards they'd staggered back to the car and slept in each other's arms on 

the back seat. It had been almost midday when they'd woken and the car park had 

been full of children with beach balls, adults with ice coolers, teenagers with surf skis. 

She and the boy had pulled on their clothes and tumbled into the front seats. On the 

dashboard Tiberia had found her rose. It had been fossilised by the rays of the sun, 

turned as black as clotted blood. She'd stroked the petals; they'd lost their softness and 

been transformed to withered leather. If she were a Feeler, she'd have kept the rose in 

a shoe box or something. Instead, she had tossed it in the bin. 

  

Rain spattered down onto the windscreen. The drops streaked down to the bonnet. 

She remembered how as a child she and her brother had chosen a drop each and 

seen whose reached the bottom of the windscreen first. Always, she won. The smaller 

drips travelled fastest because there was less friction between the glass and the liquid 

than with the larger ones. Her brother had operated on the false principle that the 

bigger and thus heavier drops would fall quicker - he'd obviously never heard of 

Galileo. Yes, the bigger you are the harder you fall, but not the faster. F = ma.  

 What was she going to do? I want to kick his arse out of my life! Then there were 

the children. Her children. She'd wanted this to work out. She may not have sold her 
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soul to make this marriage work, but she'd sure as hell sold something - her personality 

perhaps. I just wanted to be an ordinary wife and mother. Ironically, it had never 

occurred to her that it would not be she who would find conventional life too hard, but 

Colin. She had been a moron. Of course, a flirtatious, shallow, pleasure-seeking, 

admiration hungry, weak-willed dickhead like Colin would cheat on her. Why hadn't 

she predicted it? 

 Well, perhaps she had predicted it. Perhaps she had not only predicted it, but 

counted on it. He had just handed her a key to freedom. Maybe now she could walk 

away from this marriage confident that she had tried her best, confident that the 

experiment had been given the best chances of success, confident that she could 

now lead the life she wanted to lead without feeling that she was making a mistake. 

Now, she and the children could live according to her principles, according to her 

philosophies. She could throw away the television, study all night if she choose, collect 

reference books, leave the housework, never go to parties, and generally do exactly 

as she pleased. And if anyone said to her that she should lead a "normal" life she would 

reply that she had tried it already, thank you very much, and it had, due to no fault of 

her own, totally failed. She had tried to live like a Feeler and it hadn't worked. Now she 

could live like a rational person. 

 The windows fogged up. She could no longer see out. Strangely, she felt 

content. She knew what she would do. 

 By the time she got home it was nine o'clock. She was unsurprised to find that 

Colin was asleep in the bedroom. How typical of him to be able to sleep in a situation 
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like this! The children were playing outside, kicking a soccer ball around on the lawn. 

They were still in their pyjamas. She went into the kitchen. Spilt milk and scattered 

cornflakes proved the children had made their own breakfasts. She turned on the 

electric jug. Coffee. No, a shower would be a better idea. How strange she felt. 

Disconnected from the world, alienated, separate. She took her clothes off, folded 

them and put them on a chair. As she stood in under the shower with the water tracing 

scalding pathways over her breasts and back and stomach, she found herself 

astounded that she had spent the night at the beach. How melodramatic, how 

embarrassing and immature. I'm rational. A rational. Irrational. Logic was the only thing 

that mattered. All decisions should be based on facts, not on emotion. She'd already 

made one ridiculous, horrifying mistake because she had let feeling rule her instead of 

thought. The baby. Don't think about it. She turned the water to cold and let the shock 

of it sluice her mind blank. 

 When she had towelled herself dry, she went into the bedroom to get dressed. 

Colin was hunched up under the bedclothes, snoring like a hobo under a newspaper. 

Shivering, Tiberia pulled on her knickers and bra, suddenly worried that he would 

awaken and see her. She recognised this fear as a new self-consciousness based on 

the awareness that he had had sex with someone else, that he could compare her 

with someone else, with Kate. 

 "Tibby?" He sat up, yawning and rubbing his eyes in such an affected manner 

that Tiberia knew he had been faking sleep. 

 "Yes." She quickly pulled a top on and grabbed a skirt out the wardrobe. Not for 
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the first time, she thought how strange it was that her clothes hung loosely in the 

wardrobe, barely occupying one quarter of the space while his filled the remaining 

three quarters. Surely women were supposed to have more clothes than men? He 

even had twenty pairs of shoes to her four. 

 "Where were you last night, sweetie?" 

 "I went to the beach for a swim." She knew he'd interpret her tone of voice to 

mean that she was lying. 

 "Oh. I see." He sighed and lay back down, staring blankly at the ceiling. "So, 

what are we going to do?" 

 "I've decided to do nothing for the moment," she said. "I'm sick of making all the 

decisions for you, sick of taking responsibility for everything from bill paying to where 

you'll park your car at the supermarket. All I have to say to you is that I am not making 

a decision. If you want to stay with me, find a way to persuade me that you're worth it." 

 His voice was querulous, whiny like a child's. "How can I know how to make you 

happy if you don't tell me?" 

 "I'm sick of telling you things. Go ask someone else for advice. Ask a friend, ask a 

counsellor, but don't ask me. Frankly, I'm sick of you. I think you're weak, irresponsible, 

immoral, shallow and stupid. If you want to stay with me it's up to you to persuade me." 

She put her shoes on. "Good luck!" 

 Already, she regretted losing her temper, but she hadn't said anything that 

wasn't true. And, lets face it, most women would have had more to say than she had 

said. Still, she prided herself on her ability to remain rational and in control, and on this 
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instance she had pretty much lost it. 

 She went out to the car, backed down the driveway. I'm going to have to 

confront Kate, ask her why she did it, why she lied to me. Tiberia stopped at a red light. 

Almost certainly Kate's lover "John" was in fact Colin. How like Kate that she had to 

confide in Tiberia the details of her affair even though it was with Tiberia's husband. 

How typical! She reached into her bag, groped around with one hand until she found 

her mobile phone, pulled it out. "Kate home," she said, then pressed the button that 

confirmed the number. A man answered the phone. "Yes, Michael Hartman." 

 "It's Tiberia." Tiberia hesitated. "How are you?" 

 "I'm well. What's up? It's pretty early." 

 She glanced at the clock. It was seven am. Quite early for a weekend. "I'm sorry. 

It's important." 

 "Do you want to speak to Kate?" He sounded slightly annoyed. 

 Suddenly, she didn't want to. "No. I want to speak to you." 

 "What is it?" 

 "Colin told me last night that he'd been cheating on me-" 

 A long pause. "I'm sorry. Are you all-" 

 "With Kate."  

 "Kate?" His voice was expressionless but Tiberia could sense the shock. She 

suddenly wondered if she were being cruel, if she were doing something wrong. She 

should have kept this information to herself. 

 "Yes. With Kate." She hung up the phone. A few seconds later it rang, but she 
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didn't pick it up. Instead, she headed towards the Roe Highway. There was an unusual 

white cross that she'd seen on the way to Collier Road. It consisted of a fenced off 

square metre of ground, a cross or two, and flowering pot plants. This was the only 

installation that she'd come across so far that had live plants. 

 She needed a photo of it for her collection. She glanced at the glove box. There 

were already thirty polaroids in there. 
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Seventeen 

 

She dropped the children off at school and drove home. At the intersection of 

Mirrabooka and Reid Highway she noticed that the cross she'd ripped up had been 

replaced by a new one. They regrew as quickly as mould in the shower cubicle. She 

sighed and looked away - it was no use trying to get rid of them. I have to get used to 

them. I have to bear them. She shook her head. No, she wouldn't give up yet. 

 When she got home, she saw the LED blinking on her answering machine. She 

checked it and saw four messages had been left. This was unusual. She rarely received 

phone calls. As she stood there, staring at the liquid crystal display, the phone rang. 

After eight rings the answering machine took the call. 

 "Tibby, it's Michael here." Kate's husband. She regretted calling him. It was a 

misjudgement on her part. "Are you there, Tibby? I need to speak to you. You know 

what about. Are you there?" There was a long pause during which Tiberia could hear 
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his breathing. "Well, please give me a call when you get home. I need to talk to you." 

He hung up. 

 Tiberia pressed the erase button on the machine, then sat down at the 

computer and turned it on. She couldn't bear the thought of speaking to Michael, and 

she already regretted telling him about Kate and Colin. I don't want to be involved. 

But, of course, that was ridiculous. She was inextricably involved, thanks to Colin. Don't 

think about it. Her eye was caught by the purple kangaroo, still stuffed behind the 

computer's speaker. Soft toys were repulsive, talismans of Feelers, yet she had kept 

that one. Why? She pulled it out by its tail and sat it on top of the monitor in full view. 

The sight of it unsettled her stomach, but she left it there for all to see. She typed a 

word into Google, and watched the results fill the screen. 

 

  

 

In her imagination, she stood on the beach and stared northwards across the 

rain-swept sea. The water shone green-blue, a colour as clear and rich as a contralto's 

voice. The froth on the borders of the ocean reminded Tiberia of the lace edging a 

blue silk fan. Children bobbed in the waves, clinging to surf-boards, their hair 

gleaming, their cheeks pink and their eyelashes sporting diamonds of brine. 

 Behind her, she heard voices. She slowly turned to watch a group of children 

and several adults. They stood close to a cliff edge, sheltering under the overhang, 

discussing the bad weather and talking about their children. The urge to stand with the 
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group became very strong. What would it feel like to be crushed and broken, to be 

smashed under thirty tons of rock and sand, to be interred in limestone? 

 A young girl, perhaps ten or eleven, picked up a shell and turned it in her fingers.  

 "Sarah," called her mother. "Come out the rain." 

 "Okay." The girl ran over to her Mum and held her hand. 

  Sarah would be the only survivor. She would lie in an air pocket which would 

enable her to come through with only a few facial scratches. She would live while her 

mother died an arm's length from her. 

 The breeze lifted Tiberia's hair and tangled it. I can't stand with them. I can only 

watch. Yet she wanted to stand with them. 

 With a soft thud, the cliff collapsed. 

 There was nothing more to see. 

  

 

 

The phone rang. She felt an instant of apprehension, as she always did before 

answering a phone. She disliked the uncertainty of phone calls, disliked not knowing 

who was about to address her, disliked the intrusion into her life. Still, she knew who this 

was. She picked up the receiver. 

 "Hello?" 

 "Tibby. We need to talk" It was Michael, of course. Tiberia could hear her pulse 

echo in the headset of the phone. "What's there to say?" 
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 "Are you sure?" 

 It took her a moment to understand. "It's what Colin told me." 

 "How long? How did it start?" His words were surprisingly slow and measured. 

 "I don't want to talk about it. Ask Kate." 

 "I want to know what Colin said about it. I want to know more before I speak to 

her. So I know if she's lying to me." 

 "She's obviously been lying. You don't need any more proof of that." 

 "Please, Tibby." 

 "Another time." 

 "This is unfair." He sighed. "I understand you're upset." 

 She gently hung up the phone. I'm not upset. 

  

 

That night, she sat with the children on Jonathan's bed and read them the story of the 

Snow Queen, the Anderson version. Will and Jonathan sat on either side of her. Julia 

sat on the floor, painting her toenails with glittery pink nail varnish. 

 Will clutched Tiberia's hand. He was frowning as always. "Why did the Snow 

Queen steal Kaye away? Why did she want him?" 

 "Maybe she thought he would melt her frozen feelings. Maybe she was tired of 

being so icy and cold, tired of being alone in her freezing hall, tired of silence and 

logic." Tiberia stroked Will's hair back from his face. His skin was warm under her palm: 

warm and soft. Alive. 
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 "If he melted her, she'd die." Will looked so anxious that Tiberia nearly smiled. 

 "That's stupid," Jonathan said. "It's so cold at the North Pole or wherever she lives, 

that even if she melted she'd soon freeze again. She'd just be in a different shape, like 

a big icy puddle shape." 

 "People aren't people if they're shaped like a frozen puddle. She'd be dead," Will 

said. 

 "No, she wouldn't." 

 "If I ran you over with a road roller, so you were a disgusting blood-and-guts 

puddle, would you be alive?" 

 "That's different!" 

 

Tiberia stood up. "Bed time." She noticed Jonathan's marble collection. He had 

thousands of the things stored in a white plastic bucket. The light glinted on them 

making them seem like a legion of eyeballs. Eyeballs torn bloodlessly from their sockets. 

She pointed at the bucket. "How many do you have now?" 

 "Two thousand, three hundred and fifty five," Will said. "Why?" 

 "Just wondered." She paused with her hand on the door knob. "Can I borrow 

them for a while?" 

 Will frowned. "Why?" 

 "I just want to." 

 "Well, okay. I guess so." 

 She picked up the bucket and went out the door. She'd put the marbles in the 
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car later on.  

 If she felt anything, she would melt. If she melted would she die or just change 

form. Children were sometimes so profound. But Jonathan was wrong.  

 If the Snow Queen melted then she would not be transformed.  

 She would be dead.  
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Eighteen 

 

An ambulance took off, heading towards the exit of the hospital car park. Tiberia 

followed it. As soon as the emergency vehicle hit the main road, its siren and lights 

exploded into action, filling the dark day with splashes of colour and sound. Tiberia 

turned off the radio, turned on her windscreen wipers and tailed it. This is research, she 

thought. Research for my book. Yes, the idea of the book had taken hold. Perhaps she 

really would write it. 

 The ambulance was one of the new green and white ones, replacing the more 

old-fashioned red and black type. It drove slowly, presumably because of the wet 

weather, so Tiberia had no problems following it past Midland, and onto Great Eastern 

Highway. It headed towards Guildford. The wet weather is dangerous, Tiberia thought. 

There'll be lots of accidents. People aren't careful; they don't allow for the slippery 

roads.  
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 A gum leaf splatted against her windscreen, making her flinch; for an instant she 

had thought that a bird had flown into her car. The next sweep of the wipers tossed 

the leaf aside. 

 The ambulance went past Alfred's kitchen then over the bridge onto Guildford 

Road. As it approached Bassendean it sped up. Tiberia didn't like to break the speed 

limit so she fell behind. What if it got away from her? The ambulance went through an 

early orange at the traffic lights. Tiberia followed through a late orange/early red.  

 Near Bayswater, the ambulance slowed down. Through the rain, Tiberia saw the 

effulgent yellow lights of tow trucks, and the red and blue lights of police cars. A traffic 

jam blocked the road.  

 The ambulance drove up the kerb and rumbled slowly along the pavement. 

Tiberia pulled off the road and parked. She grabbed her camera and stepped out 

into the stinging rain. 

 Two cars had collided head on. A deep green Magna lay diagonally across the 

road, the bonnet crumpled, windscreen shattered. Strangely its windscreen wipers 

were still twitching, reminding Tiberia of the reflexive movements of a dying 

cockroach. A white Commodore, bonnet also smashed, was in the process of being 

taken away by a tow truck. According to a sticker on its rear bumper, the driver was a 

"Crazy Bitch".  

 The lights from the police vehicles glistened and coruscated in the puddles that 

lay on the road, reminding Tiberia of the fairy lights at Christmas, of fairground Ferris 

wheels, of the light-animated view of the city from the top of Greenmount hill and of 
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the Australia Day fireworks. 

  

A woman lay on the grass verge with a plaid rug tucked around her legs and chest. 

She had the poodle hair-cut so popular with women in their sixties and wore 

rain-splattered glasses. Her eyes were closed. Was this the "Crazy Bitch"? A man, 

perhaps a passer-by, held a bright yellow raincoat over her, shielding her from the rain. 

Tiberia went closer, raised her camera and took a photograph. The raincoat-holding 

man grimaced. "What the hell do you think you're doing?" His thin hair hung in streaks 

over his eyes, dripping. 

 "Research." Tiberia walked away to the roadside. The traffic slugged past as 

slowly as if the vehicles were forcing their way through gelatine rather than rain. The 

drivers and passengers stared out their windows, unblinking, jaws loose. Tiberia 

despised them. Why did they stare? Why couldn't they just drive on and mind their own 

business?  

 Out the corner of her eye she saw the raincoat man talking to a police officer 

and pointing her way. She took a photo of the remaining car, noting the dendritic 

spray of blood that streaked the headrest of the passenger's seat. She leant closer. A 

snowflake-shaped crystal hung from the rear view mirror, spinning languidly. She 

snatched it, tore it free, stuffed it in her pocket.  

 The police officer headed towards her. Tiberia turned and walked quickly back 

to her car, flung the door open and got in, inhaled the aroma of coffee. The officer 

shrugged then turned to speak to a tow truck driver. 
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 What am I doing? It was time to go home. Time to get a grip on herself, to 

behave like a normal human being. She stared at the cars creeping past the accident 

site, drivers staring out of their windows, their glass-like eyes reflecting the blue and red 

lights of the police cars. What were they thinking? Were they worried about those 

involved in the accident? Were they concerned and empathic? Or were they just 

soaking up the ambience, enjoying the free show? Perhaps, they were simply glad 

that they were not lying by the side of the road, poodle-perm getting soaked, glasses 

bespattered, in the lee of a raincoat-wielding gentleman. 

  

She indicated then forced her way out into the traffic. Someone honked at her. The 

desire to get home, to have a shower, drink a cup of coffee and read a book, 

overwhelmed her. She turned the heater on full, blasted herself with heat. Goodness, 

now it was too hot in the car, like bathing in the plume of a flame thrower. No, she was 

being silly. Stupid. She headed down Guildford Road towards the hills, towards home. 

Her hand slipped into her pocket, held the cool glass snowflake. Icy, cold, gelid, 

freezing. Hard edges grated against the bones of her fingers. Her heart slowed, and 

she took a deep breath. She was all right. 
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Nineteen 

 

"Why did you do it?" Tiberia deliberately unclenched her fists, deliberately breathed 

slowly and deeply, deliberately relaxed her jaw and stomach muscles. "You don't even 

like him." 

 It was late afternoon. Kate and she were sitting on a bench in Hyde Park. A 

black swan swam slowly to and fro on the pond, its feathers gleaming like oil in the 

slanting sunlight, its red legs flashing beneath water as thick and golden as honey. 

 Overhead, the bare branches of the trees were jagged against the pale grey 

sky. A few leaves, left over from autumn, scuttled along the pathway, the sound 

reminding Tiberia of rats and mice.  

 "The dice." Kate sat on the grass, her legs bent under herself, her head bowed, 

her right hand fisted in her lap. The sunlight made her tinted hair glow cerise and 

highlighted a single white strand in her fringe. She was wearing her ankh and it 
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gleamed against her flat chest with a blank intensity that threatened to make Tiberia's 

eyes water. "I rolled a three." 

 Tiberia mentally counted to ten in German, then in French, then in English. She 

wasn't angry, just weighing her response. Nevertheless, despite her best efforts, her 

tone was ironic. "What were the odds?" 

 Kate looked up at her, the sunlight making craters of her uneven skin. "Only one 

in four. Honestly. I didn't want to hurt you." 

 "And did John really exist or was it Colin all the time?" 

 Kate's right hand flexed, opened for a moment. Tiberia saw the glint of coloured 

plastic in her palm. "Colin all the time." 

 "Why did you say you were having an affair with a guy called John?" Tiberia 

couldn't believe she was having this conversation. She wanted to smash Kate's face 

into the ground, drown her in the pond, string her up from the bare branches, hurt her. 

 "I wanted someone to confide in. You're my best friend." 

 "I don't like you." Tiberia could hear how childish that sounded. She reminded 

herself of her son when he was a two-year-old. When she'd admonished him, that's 

what he'd said to her, his eyes narrow, his mouth turned down at the corners, frowning. 

I don't like you, Mummy. But, the simple words conveyed the meaning as well as she 

could express it. 

 Kate started to cry. Her tears beaded on her make-up. "My only friend." 

 "I'm not your friend." Spoken calmly, without malice, loaded with indifference. 

 "I had to talk to someone." Kate's nose was running. She made no effort to blow 
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it. Was she expecting Tiberia to take out a handkerchief and wipe it for her? 

 "How did you get pregnant? Did you roll a two?" Tiberia condemned herself for 

the hint of aggression that showed through. Stay rational. Stay calm. 

 "It was a four." 

 "I see." But she didn't see. Tiberia crossed her arms, then made herself uncross 

them. She didn't want to look defensive, didn't want to look as if she cared. I don't 

care. It occurred to her that her friend might not be pregnant. Perhaps she had rolled 

a number that dictated that she pretend to be pregnant with twins. After all, it was 

unlikely. On the other hand, what difference did it make whether or not Kate was 

pregnant? 

 Kate suddenly sat upright. The wavering sunlight caught her full in the face, 

highlighting the lines around her eyes with silver. She wiped her nose on her sleeve. "I 

don't know how you can be so holier than thou. Colin says you've been sleeping 

around."  

 "I haven't been seeing anyone." Nevertheless, Tiberia felt a brief moment of guilt. 

 "He says you met someone on the net." 

 "He's lying. It's just his way of justifying rooting you."  

 The swan's orange beak jabbed at the dark water, sending out concentric 

circles, delicate glassy corrugations that spread and faded to nothing. 

 "I suppose so. I can't imagine you having an affair. You haven't got it in you." 

 A Mars bar wrapper rolled along the grass, scuttled over the black asphalt path 

then flopped into the water. The swan peddled over to peck at it.  
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 "Probably not." 

 "You told Michael about Colin and me, didn't you?" 

 Tiberia shrugged. "Yes. So what?" 

 "What did you tell him?" 

 "Ask him." 

 "You're playing games with me." 

 Tiberia stood up. "I never play games." The swan took fright and flapped away 

behind an island. Tiberia felt like laughing. 

 "Where are you going?" 

 "That doesn't concern you." Tiberia followed the pathway; it formed a figure 

eight around two large ponds. She passed a roundabout and remembered how her 

children had loved to play on it, going around and around, but somehow never 

becoming ill. But spinning always made Tiberia nauseated. There was no thrill for her in 

disorientation. 

  

She stopped and went over to the playground then sat on the edge of the 

roundabout, feeling the cold steel through her skirt. There were no children in the park; 

it was too late. A slow wind brought the aroma of cooking dinners. She picked at the 

cuticle on her left thumb, pulled the skin away until blood slickened her skin. There was 

no pain.  

 She felt that she was insubstantial, fading, a reflection of light, an absence. 

Orange light trickled though the empty branches. The trees loomed black against 
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amber clouds, clawing at the sky. She licked the blood from her fingers but tasted 

nothing. 

 She wrapped her arms around herself. I don't expect a great deal from life, she 

thought. I don't want to be rich, I don't want to be famous, I don't want exotic holidays 

or admirers, or designer clothes or excitement, though a few books would be nice. 

Mainly what I want is peace. I want solitude and neutrality. I want a serene existence. I 

want to feel nothing. Nothing. She thought of the Pink Floyd song.  I want to be 

comfortably numb. 

  A crow landed about a metre away and started probing the grass with its beak. 

Its eyes were as blank as glass, as empty as obsidian. She picked up a bottle top and 

ran her fingers over its scalloped edge, flicked it at the bird. The crow hopped aside, 

unconcerned. 

 As a teenager, she had not idolised rock singers or movie stars. She had no 

pictures of Abba or Sweet or INXS (which she still found herself pronouncing as "inks" 

despite knowing better) stuck on her walls. But, on the inside of her wardrobe door, 

she'd had a small picture of Mr Spock. She used to stare at herself in the mirror trying to 

raise just one eyebrow. She'd practised writing as neatly as a typewriter because she'd 

imagined that was how Spock would have done it. How well she understood the 

eternal fight between his human side and his Vulcan side.     

 Tiberia frightened herself by giggling. "Fascinating!" she said to the crow. 

"Fascinating." 

 The sun was sinking. I should go home. The park was full of drug users. It wasn't 
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safe to be here alone at night. She felt a strange reluctance to leave - the thought of 

being inside, subjected to the noise of the children, the claustrophobic heat of the gas 

heater, the familiar smells and the kaleidoscopic racket of the television depressed 

her. And going back to face Colin depressed her also. I should have told him to fuck 

off out of my life. Why didn't I? 

 Usually, she made decisions instantly, sometimes too quickly. Nevertheless, 

regret was unknown to her. Once a decision was made it was unalterable, historic, 

and unregrettable. But, she had baulked at this decision, hesitated, tried to off-load it 

onto Colin. Persuade me that you're worth it. She'd been foolish. Moronic. 

 Stars glinted like tiny cunning eyes. As shreds of cloud blew across the sky the 

stars seemed to close their lids. Give me some privacy, she thought. Not even the 

heavens would grant her solitude. The street lights had been on for some time, glowing 

pinkly against the night. Their light wasn't a comforting rose, but rather the colour of 

blood-tinted water.  
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Twenty 

 

She drove eastwards towards the dark smear of the Darling Scarp, listening to the 

radio. Kiri Te Kanawa singing "Let the Bright Seraphim Sing!" 

 Down Reid Highway. The windscreen kept misting up and the demister wouldn't 

clear it. She turned on the air conditioner because she knew that would do the job. It 

would dehumidify the air and thus clear the screen. She would gain clarity of vision, 

but at a price - she would be very cold. Still, it was worth it. 

 She turned off the radio. Silence stuffed her ears like cotton wool. The 

windscreen cleared within seconds. I can't go home. Home was ordinary. Home was 

usual. Home was familiar, and thus terrifying. I'm not afraid. She turned left onto a thin 

band of a road. There were no street lights here, just the great black bowl of the sky, 

the moving shadows of the bush, the dull grey of power pylons. She turned her lights 

on high beam and the road leapt ahead, dark and anonymous, monotonous and 
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without hope, seemingly without end. 

 If only she could keep driving without stopping, never have to speak to another 

person, never have to touch another person, never have to listen, never have to 

understand, never have to struggle against another person's will and ignorance. 

 She drove faster, didn't look at the speedo. For once, she would speed. She 

deserved a few minutes of recklessness. Yes, the quicker you went the shorter the 

journey. As you approach the speed of light you travel forwards through time. Time 

slows down as velocity increases. If I drive fast enough, by the time I get home the 

children will have grown up, Colin will have fucked himself to death, the house will be 

empty, and I shall be free. 

 She thought of her parents, whom she hadn't seen in a long time. They lived in 

Queensland and only occasionally came west to see the grandchildren. She 

wondered what it would be like to confide in her mother about what had happened. 

No, it was unimaginable. Colin's infidelity was no one's business. 

  

A kangaroo crashed through the bushes, lurched onto the road, its eyes like sunlit 

marbles, its muscles rippling in its haunches. It hesitated then sprang sideways.  

   

 There was an instant where she could have avoided it, but she pressed her foot 

down until it contacted the floor, accelerated, willed the car onwards.  

 Joyfully, she smashed into the kangaroo. 
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Twenty One 

 

At dawn she stood on a pedestrian overpass and stared down at the freeway, 

perhaps ten metres below. The sun lay to her right, hidden on the horizon behind 

nacreous clouds, visible only as a dispersal of light, a pale globe obscured by grey. The 

dark asphalt of the road bracketed the tracks of the railway, which stretched away as 

insubstantial and as ephemeral as spider web, gleaming silver. 

 Another bizarre dawn, Tiberia thought, glancing down at her red-stained hands. 

Blood. She was covered in blood. Saturated with it. Her shoes oozed viscous red, her 

sodden skirt clung to her thighs, her shirt hung limply against her breasts. 

 Blood. 

 A cold wind, fresh from the sea, chilled her, turning her bones to ice and her skin 

to frost. She turned her palms to the rising sun, let its pale heat touch fingers. I am the 

Ice Goddess. 
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 At her feet, its contents glinting like crystal, stood a bucket. A white bucket filled 

with spheres of glass. Marbles. She picked one up and held it up to the dawn. The blue 

twist of colour held in its core shone like the iris of an eye, aglow in the diffuse sunlight. 

A seed of light encapsulated in the marble's glass heart. A small, subtle flame. 

 Tiberia dropped it. 

 The marble fell for several long seconds, or perhaps one long stretched-out 

second. If she knew how high she was, she'd be able to work out how long the marble 

would take to reach the ground. She vaguely remembered the equation for it: 

Displacement equals initial velocity multiplied by time, plus half acceleration 

multiplied by time squared.  

 Would it bounce?  

 Would it shatter?  

 Would it embed itself in the asphalt? 

 High school physics wouldn't tell her that. Perhaps the marble would disappear 

into the timeless suds of a worm hole to reappear in another universe, in another time. 

 The marble exploded silently into tiny supernova of glass. 

 Tiberia picked up the bucket. The weight of it made her muscles quiver, but she 

managed to balance it on the rail. The sun came out, dazzling her, filling her eyes with 

liquid. She blinked hard. There were no cars coming so she tipped the marbles out. 

They rattled free from the bucket, hissed and frothed through the air, gleaming like 

bubbles, almost floating for the long instant of aerial suspension, then shattering.  

 Tiberia knelt on the concrete pathway and stared through the railing, watching 
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the marbles bounce, embed and shatter. I should go down and see what happened. 

Perhaps some had survived the fall. She could collect them and take them back to 

Jonathan. But, no, they'd made their salto mortale and were irretrievable. Bars pressed 

against her forehead, hard and cold. She wrapped her fingers around the metal, 

holding on tightly. It didn't matter what had happened. The marbles were gone.  
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Twenty Two 

 

Tiberia turned the page. "So the Happydale family sat down at the kitchen table in 

their rainbow-coloured house by the blue, blue sea -" The sunlight filtered through the 

cellophane stars that decorated the windows of the kindy, painting the children's 

faces with green and blue, yellow and red, orange and purple. The stars were barely 

recognisable. Some had only two spikes. Some had none and were mere blobs of 

cellophane. Some were shaped like warped triangles.  

 They were all different, for Tiberia disdained the usual kindergarten teacher 

methods of mass production. No photocopied, pre-cut stars for her class to decorate 

and stick on the wall. Each star was unique and was a genuine original effort on the 

part of the child. Better an imperfect product that reflects a child's own creativity than 

a perfect product that shows the teacher's ability to draw, photocopy, cut, distribute 

and instruct. 
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 She pointed to the picture of the family sitting around a kitchen table. "... and 

drank tea and ate toast in the yellow light of the afternoon." She noticed there was still 

a crust of blood under the fingernail on her index finger. For an instant, she 

contemplated putting the finger in her mouth and sucking it clean. No. Not her blood. 

 Tahlia, a little girl with straggly brown hair, a Wiggles jumper and freckles, put her 

hand up. "How come the kids drunk tea? I'm not allowed stuff like that. It's for 

grown-ups." 

 "Different families have different rules." 

 Josh waved his hand. "Why?" 

 "Because we all have different ideas about what is right and wrong." Tiberia 

stared at the book shelf. All the stories were about people. She didn't like children's 

books that included talking animals unless it was obvious in the text that it was not 

normal for animals to speak. Why did children's story books have to be so 

anthromorphic? Oddly, not one parent had ever noticed that the book-shelf was 

lacking in any way. She wouldn't relish explaining her viewpoint to the mothers and 

fathers. 

 "So," Tiberia said. "Did this story have a happy ending or a sad ending?" 

 "Happy!" the children shouted. 

 "Okay. So, why did the Happydale family feel happy at the end?" Tiberia always 

went out of her way to find books for the children that reflected life. Sometimes they 

had happy endings, sometimes they did not. Due to the lack of books with sad 

endings, she sometimes had to modify the conclusions herself. Only Hans Anderson 
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favoured unhappy endings. 

 "Because they got a new house to live in after their old one got smashed up for 

matchsticks," Jarod said. 

 Tiberia nodded. She eyed Mathew who was slowly moving his hand to and fro, 

watching a blob of coloured light tinge his fingers sunflower yellow. "What do you 

think, Mathew?" 

 "...got smashed up for matchsticks. Got smashed up for matchsticks. Got 

smashed up for matchsticks. Matchsticks!"  

 "Yes, that's what happened." Mathew was autistic. Tiberia almost envied him his 

removal, his insulation, his absence from the real and rational. 

  

There was a tap on the classroom door. Tiberia looked up and through the glass panel 

saw Michael's bald head - Kate's husband. Oh, no, she thought. Her first thought was 

to call the police, but that would be an over-reaction. Instead she merely stood up 

and said, "Come in, please." 

 The door opened so violently that it hit the wall and bounced back. Michael 

was still wearing a lab coat. Underneath its white folds, his trousers and shirt were 

creased and stained. Stubble shadowed his narrow jaws and his eyes looked red and 

sore. Surely he wasn't going to confront her about Kate's infidelity in front of twenty-six 

five-year-olds. 

 "Tibby." He made no move to come into the room, just stood there in the 

doorway, his gaze fixed on her face, his expression somehow needy. Reaching out 
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both hands, palm upward, he said again: "Tibby." His tone was surprisingly neutral. 

Perhaps he wasn't losing it, after all. 

 "Could we talk later, please." Tiberia glanced at her watch. It was ten to three. 

"Class will be over in ten minutes." All the children were looking over their shoulders at 

Michael, obviously wondering what was going on. Damn Michael for coming here like 

this! Yet in a way she had herself to blame. After all, she was the one who told him 

about Kate's affair. And she was the one who had refused to talk about the matter. I 

should have predicted he'd seek me out at work. Couldn't he have waited? What was 

the urgency? His problems would still be around after three pm. 

 "Now." 

 Tiberia bit her thumb nail. The taste of blood filled her mouth. Kangaroo blood? 

"Would you mind waiting outside?" 

 "I want to talk to you now." His words weren't slurred, so he probably wasn't drunk 

or under the influence of any drugs. He sounded relatively rational, though 

peremptory. 

 Jarod stared up at her. "Why is that man here?" 

 "He wants to speak to me." Tiberia walked over to Michael. She lowered her 

voice. "I'll talk to you after class. If you don't leave immediately, I'll have you removed 

from the premises. Do you understand?"  

 "How long was it going on for?" 

 "Later." Her aide, Lucinda, appeared over Michael's shoulder, her expression 

puzzled. 
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 He grabbed her arm. "How long?" 

 Tiberia forced herself not to react to the physical contact. She hated being 

touched at the best of times. The urge to push him away or to strike him rendered her 

momentarily speechless. 

 "When did it start?" 

  "Kate isn't worth this sort of response." 

 "I love her." 

 "Then stop." She hesitated a moment. "Stop loving her." Michael's eyes reflected 

emotions that Tiberia was unsure how to interpret. "Control yourself." 

 "I'll break your fucking arm." 

 Lucinda quickly walked off out of sight. Tiberia assumed she was going to get 

help. She realised she would have to cooperate in order to prevent the scene 

escalating. It was important to protect the children. "How should I know how long? I 

can only tell you what Colin said. He's hardly a reliable source." 

 He gave her a little shake. "How fucking long?" 

 The children were making a lot of noise. Several were crying. Tiberia turned 

around. "Children! Quiet, please!" She felt a surge of black anger. If she were a man, 

she'd deck Michael. She stared hard at him. "Let me go." 

 He released her arm. She felt an urge to rub her bicep to remove the 

contamination of his touch, but to do so would show weakness. If the children weren't 

present it would be different. "He said four months, but who knows? He never tells the 

truth if he can lie." 
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 "The babies aren't mine." He let her go and slumped against the door jamb, his 

face turned away. In the background, Tiberia heard one of the girls, her voice high 

and clear: "Why is that man crying?" 

 Another child, probably Maddy, replied: "I expect his bunny died." 

 Why couldn't Michael keep himself under control? "I think you should leave." 

 "I haven't finished." 

 "You have to go." 

 Richard, the school Principal, appeared.  "What's the problem, Ms Jones?" 

Richard, who bordered on six-feet tall and was on the weighty side, eyed Michael, his 

hands on his hips.  

 "Michael is just leaving. Perhaps you could show him out." 

 Richard gave her a quick glance then nodded. "Come along, then." 

 "Thank you." She turned to the children. "Well, let's pack up." 

  

 

After class Richard came to her as she was wiping down the craft tables. "What was 

that all about?" 

 Tiberia unbent from wiping up a smear of red paint. An explanation seemed 

inaccessible. "He's the husband of one of my friends. They're having problems. He 

seems to think I know something about what's going on." 

 Richard maintained a silence that implied that he expected more detail. Tiberia 

was unwilling to provide any. "He's very upset." 
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 "I gathered." Richard shrugged. "Tell him if he comes back again we'll call the 

police." 

 "Yes. I'll do that." 

 Richard picked up one of the children's art works, a clay object with some 

resemblance to a snail. "I've been meaning to talk to you. This is as good a time as 

any." He ran his finger over the clay creature's shell. "We've had some complaints." 

 "Really?" 

 "One of the parents said that you were rude to her, something about saying her 

husband had trained her like a dog. I'm not sure what she meant." 

 "It was a misunderstanding." 

 "And last week one of the mothers complained that you'd told her daughter 

that there is no Santa Claus." He laughed. "I told her she must be mistaken, that 

probably Maddy got confused." 

 "No, I did tell Maddy there was no Santa Claus." 

 Richard looked up at her. "You what? Why? Why would you do that?" 

 "Maddy asked me if there was a Santa Claus, so I told her the truth. I don't lie to 

the children." 

 "Sometimes it's necessary. Anyway, telling children about Santa Claus isn't lying. 

It's just a story. It's for fun." 

 "If a child asks me a question then I give the correct answer. It's a question of 

trust. Also, I simply don't like to lie." She smiled, attempting a joke. "I have a will to truth." 

 "I really wouldn't consider it a lie." 
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 "Well I do." 

 "I see." His gaze kept settling on her left cheek. Tiberia wondered if she had a 

spot there or something. "Anyway, her mother's very upset. She says you've taken the 

magic out of Christmas for her daughter." He picked the snail up and cupped it in his 

palm. "What is this thing?" 

 "A snail." 

 "Oh." He put it down again and picked up another clay blob, one of Mathew's - 

Tiberia had no idea what it represented. It occurred to her that Richard was nervous. "I 

told Maddy's Mum that she should have spoken to you first." 

 "I quite agree." Tiberia noticed she was twisting the cleaning cloth so hard that 

liquid was dripping onto the floor. She forced herself to relax. 

 "She said she was too scared of you." 

 Tiberia nearly laughed. Her mouth twitched and she saw that Richard had 

noticed. "There's no reason to be."  

 "Perhaps there is."  

 Tiberia was tempted to ask why, but decided against it. The answer was bound 

to be unsettling. 

 Richard put down the piece of clay so roughly that part of it fell off. Tiberia felt 

irritated. She'd have to stick the piece back on with some glue in case Mathew 

noticed. Why did Richard have to fiddle around with the children's art work?  

 "Aren't you going to ask why?" Richard said. 

 Not a chance, Tiberia thought. The last thing she wanted to hear was some 
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advice on how to improve her interpersonal skills. "No." 

 "You just have to smile a bit more, be a bit more friendly, be tactful. Is it so hard? 

What does a smile cost?" 

 Tiberia was at a loss. "I don't know." The insipidity of her answer made her face 

feel hot. Yet she couldn't think of a better reply. 

 Richard stared at her. Blackheads nestled around the edge of his nose like fleas. 

Why didn't he steam them out? "Are you all right?" 

 "Yes." 

 He touched her cheek. She flinched. "There's blood on your face." 

 She tried to smile. "Paint." She held out the cloth. "It's just paint." 
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Twenty Three 

 

Rain flung itself against the windscreen, then was swept aside by the wipers. Tiberia 

leant a little forward and wiped mist from the glass. She dried her hand by wiping it 

against the rough weave of the car seat cover, then adjusted one of the vents. 

 It didn't matter how she arranged the knobs and levers of the heater, she could 

not banish the white clouds of condensed water vapour. 

 In front of her, a snake of cars crawled through the darkness, their stop lights red 

petals of fire smeared by rain and by the misted windscreen. She followed the lights 

ahead as if lured by them, as if pursuing an ignis fatuus through the night. 

 Her mind replayed the events of the afternoon. Really, Richard had been very 

understanding. Tiberia felt embarrassed that Michael had turned up at the school like 

that. It was her fault. She should have predicted that refusing to communicate with 

him would result in him cornering her at work.  
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 After school, she had gone to the Alexander State Library and sat there in the 

overheated air for three hours. Colin had taken the day off and would pick up the 

children from school. No doubt he'd be late. 

 She hadn't wanted to go home. Her mind had toyed with possibilities: she could 

run away to Antarctica; or she could buy a camper van, load the children into it, and 

live a hippy's life down south; she could kick Colin out and bring up the children alone; 

she could pretend nothing had happened and carry on as usual. For the first time in 

her life a decision didn't come easily to her. Usually decisions sprang into her 

consciousness fully formed. Indecision unsettled her. Why wasn't the solution to her 

problem obvious? 

 So now she had to go home to her husband. 

 I'm safe in the car. She was sealed in by glass. Separated from others by the hum 

of her engine, the patter of rain, the whisper of the windscreen wipers. If she could 

always be alone then she would always be happy. At least she would never be sad. 

Nietzsche had written that loneliness can be the escape of the sick. He had added 

that loneliness can also be escape from the sick. Perhaps it can be both, Tiberia 

thought. I am sick. I seek to escape from the sickness of others. 

 She'd missed her turning and was now heading up Greenmount hill. How stupid 

of her! In the rear view mirror, she saw the lights of the suburbs like luminous paste 

spread over the flat earth. It would be a long time before she came to a road where 

she could easily turn off.  

 Last night she'd turned on the computer and entered various words into Google: 
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tragedy, death, Australia. 

  

This time there was no objectivity. There was no distant point at which to stand and 

observe.  

 

 

 

She awoke to terror. Darkness surrounded her like a dense blanket. There was no light 

at all, not even the watery reflection of streetlights off the snow or the red glow of the 

alarm clock.  

 She lay on a strange angle, canted to the left, twisted sideways. A pillow lay on 

her chest, her doona entangled her feet. She tried to sit up, but somehow the bed 

head was above her. Trapped. Somehow, the bed was upside down, and so was she. 

And it was cold. Freezing. 

 Last night she'd slipped into bed, cuddled up to her husband, and closed her 

eyes. Outside, on the snow fields she'd heard the laughter of women and the rumbling 

voices of men. Darren had held her hand in his, holding tightly on to her as he always 

did when they slept, as if afraid she would somehow slip away from him. He was still 

holding her hand. She wriggled her numb fingers and felt the vague warmth of his 

hand around hers. "Darren?" 

 "Anna?" His voice came from a little above her, to the right perhaps. No, she 

didn't know. All she did know, was that their fingers were touching. 
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 "What's happened?" Blackness pressed against her eyelids; the air was thick and 

suffocating. Her voice sounded faint to her own ears, faint and weak, insubstantial. It 

was as if darkness had been poured over her, thick and heavy like rancid honey. 

 "Maybe a bomb. Maybe the place blew up. We're trapped in the building, I 

guess." 

 His voice reassured her. She wasn't alone. That would be the worst thing. 

 "I expect they'll dig us out pretty quick. Don't worry, it's gonna be okay." 

 Water gushed over her feet, touched her calves with ice, lifted the hem of her 

nightdress. "It's wet. There's water on my legs." 

 "It'll be okay." 

 Where was the water coming from? She couldn't move. The bed had become a 

trap, a cage, a prison. She listened and heard nothing. Oh, a creaking sound, the 

water rushing, a cracking. But, no hammers, no digging, no voices.  

 She was shaking, shivering. But, that was a good thing. If the shivering stopped 

then that meant hypothermia. She'd feel drowsy, fall asleep, die. It was good that she 

was shivering. It meant she was alive. 

 "Anna, are you hurt?" 

 "No, no, I don't think so. Just scared. Cold. Are you okay?" 

 "Yes." 

 The water touched her knees. "The water-" 

 "We'll be out of here soon." His fingers tightened around hers, but his touch no 

longer reassured her.  
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 She strained to move, tried to move away from the water, but there was 

nowhere to go. She could smell sodden earth, damp linen, diesel, and faintly, the 

scent of her own deodorant. The water surged, covering her stomach, her chest, her 

neck. "Darren!" 

 "What?" 

 The water covered her face. No air. Legs kicking. Struggling to raise head. Held 

her breath. Darren was gone. Alone. Had to breathe. 

 Inhale. 

  

 

 

Tiberia turned off the highway onto a side road. She did a U-turn. Anna had drowned 

underground, buried in rubble and snow. Her husband, a mere hand's breadth away, 

had survived, been dug out, hailed as a hero by the nation - a real Reader's Digest 

moment.  

 The whole country had sat staring at their TV screens for days as rescuers 

laboured to disinter the man. A mini-series had been made of the event. The man had 

become a celebrity, appeared on chat shows, been featured in a woman's 

magazine, been interviewed on radio. 

 Everyone knew this man's name. Everyone had shared in his tragedy, been 

inspired by it, horrified by it, moved by it. We're carrion beasts, Tiberia thought. We 

feed on tragedy and misfortune. Does it take our minds off our own troubles? Perhaps 
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that was why Tiberia had never been interested in tragedy. Because she had no 

troubles, because nothing touched her, because she had no feelings.  

 Because she was rational. 
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Twenty Four 

 

The kangaroo had lain in the streak of light from the car's spot lights, its body straddling 

the unravelling asphalt road edge. Smooth red flanks heaved, eyes showed white, 

blood pumped into pea gravel.  

 Tiberia got out the car and slowly walked around to the front of the 

four-wheel-drive. Blood smeared the roo bar, but the vehicle was undamaged by the 

impact. Tiberia doubted the kangaroo was in as good condition. 

  In the periphery of Tiberia's vision, the animal twitched and shuddered. She 

refused to meet its rolling white gaze. 

 Not dead yet. 

 I could have avoided it. She had pressed her foot downwards, not onto the 

brake, but onto the accelerator. There had been no panic, no confusion, no mistake. 

She had not confused the pedals. The act had been a deliberate one. 
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 The light from the spotties warmed her back, unpleasantly heating her spine. A 

strand of hair, lifted by the wind, whipped her face and stuck there, glued by a patina 

of perspiration. When she lifted her hand to wipe the hair from her face, her arm felt 

heavy and inflated. All her limbs had lost corporeal definition and were floating free 

from her control. 

 It's just an animal. Roos die on the roads every day. So do people. She had spent 

too much time lingering on the edges of roads, either eager to observe or eager not 

to. It was time to turn and go but the light held her in position like a huge pin, spearing 

her to the fabric of the landscape. 

 Her shadow stretched along the road, exaggerated beyond recognition. The 

roo was silent apart from the rasp of its breath; it didn't moan or scream or make 

whatever sound that kangaroos made. 

 A compassionate person would put the creature out of its misery. She glanced 

around for a large rock. Just the ubiquitous pea gravel. Of course, she could simply run 

the animal over. I am not a compassionate person. 

 Overhead, the wind screamed through the metal web of the electricity pylons. 

Or was the kangaroo screaming? Tiberia still had not looked directly at it. It thrashed 

and heaved liquidly to her left. It's just an animal, she told herself. You owe it nothing 

but a merciful death. No, I owe it nothing. 

 Yet perhaps she owed it her attention. She looked at the kangaroo. One side of 

its body had been staved in. Bones showed jaggedly through ruffled, wet fur. Its legs 

and its tail twitched as if random electric currents were flowing through its nerves. 
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Blood pooled around its haunches and mingled with its shit. 

 Tiberia felt nothing. 

 Far away, she saw the lights of an approaching car. Unmoving, she stood and 

waited for it to pass. When it was gone, she would kill the roo. The idea of killing was 

unpleasant to her but that was a weakness she had to overcome. There would be no 

abdication of duty. She would not kill it from compassion. She would kill it because she 

was afraid of doing so. 

 The car, a white ute with spotlights mounted on the roof and a two metre high 

CB aerial, slowed then stopped. 
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Twenty Five 

 

Colin came into the room clutching a small book. He was wearing a pair of jeans with 

rips in the knees and a t-shirt with Homer Simpson on it. He'd been in the toilet for the 

last twenty minutes reading Footrot Flats.  

 I have three modes, Tiberia thought: formal, frivolous and fulminating. Well, 

fulminating was having a riot. As for frivolous; it hadn't had its turn in a long time. Yes, it 

was hard to imagine Frivolous ever being let out of its prison. 

 Tiberia slipped off her shoes. She took a sip of coffee. Really, she shouldn't drink 

the stuff this late at night. It was hard enough for her to sleep nowadays as it was. She 

spent night after night lying awake, her mind a projection screen displaying death, 

carnage, sex, horror. Oddly, she felt guilty. Yet she hadn't done anything wrong. She 

had never felt guilt before. It was a useless emotion. Non-productive. Self-indulgent. 

No, she didn't feel guilty. She felt nothing. 
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 Colin sat down beside her. Tiberia wished he hadn't. She felt like moving to a 

different seat. 

 "Seen the remote?" Colin asked. 

 The remote was on the arm of the chair next to him. "See if you can find it 

yourself. Consider it a challenge."  

 Why was he such a child? Had he always been thus, or had he changed? Had 

she changed him? Sometimes she felt as if she sucked all the life force from those 

around her. No one could resist her strength of will. Yet she didn't want to dominate. 

She hated always being the strong one, but she had no choice. It occurred to her that 

people didn't believe in her humanity, didn't believe she had feelings and needs. She 

turned men into children, into sulky little infants. And how boring children were with 

their pouting and whining and foot stamping and sulking. 

 Tiberia spotted a bright speck of yellow on the carpet under the table. She 

picked the dice up. The gilt numbers gleamed between her fingers. 

 "What's that?" Colin had found the TV remote. He thumbed the "nine" button 

causing the TV to blare into life. 

 "A dice." 

 "A what?" 

 "It's a dice." 

 "Oh, cool bananas." 

 Tiberia held the dice firmly in her hand, so tightly that its corners dug painfully 

into her palm. If it's an odd number then I'll tell him to fuck off. She tossed the dice onto 
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the table. It clattered across the veneer then came to a rest. The uppermost number 

was a three. 

 "I want you to leave."  

 Colin pressed the mute button on the remote. In the sudden silence Tiberia 

could hear a cicada chirping. "But, sweetie-" 

 "I want you out." Tiberia stood up and walked to the bathroom. She dropped the 

dice into the toilet bowl and flushed it. It disappeared in a froth of blue loo. Tiberia felt 

a vague wave of amusement. Like Tiberius, she had cast her golden dice into the 

fountain of Aponus. Unlike Tiberius she would not be able to see what she had cast. 

The waters of the dunny were far too murky for that. Tiberius had been more fortunate. 

The waters of the Aponus Fountai were clear. He had thrown the highest possible 

numbers, thus prophecying that he would be a crownless king. Tiberia doubted the 

same fate awaited her. 

 

She went back to the computer, clicked on Favourites and went to a site that offered 

holidays to the Antarctic. The names of the ships that sailed there fascinated her: the 

Orlova, the World Discover, the Polar Star, the Professor Multinovaski. 

 

With eight decks and two elevators, the Earth Explorer includes a swimming pool, spa, 

sauna, library, lecture hall, restaurant, lounges, beauty salon, hospital, boutique and 

gymnasium. Elegantly decorated, the 104 ocean-view luxury rooms are large and well 

appointed. Balconies grace the two-room Delux Suite and Executive Suites, and 30 
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staterooms feature French atriums. Another 58 staterooms feature huge viewing 

windows. All staterooms and suites can be reached via interior companionways and 

have no walkways outside the windows,  thus insuring privacy and protection from 

climatic conditions.  

All staterooms offer passenger amenities found only on leading luxury cruise ships: 

sitting area, queen/twin beds, bathtub/shower, hair dryer, 9-channel satellite TV/VCR, 

telephone and climate control. 

 

Well, Tiberia didn't care about the luxuries. In fact, she dreamed of a more spartan 

existence. What would it be like to live in the snow fields? Could she learn to hunt the 

native creatures? Could she shoot penguins or seals? Yes, she thought she could. 
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Twenty Six 

 

A knock on the door. 

 Tiberia glanced at the time on the computer screen. It was eleven pm. Too late. 

She looked through the peephole. Michael. The man was practically stalking her. 

Maybe she should just get the ordeal over with, and speak to him.  

 "Just a minute," she called. She went to the bedroom and pulled a jumper over 

her t-shirt and put on a skirt. He kept knocking until she opened the door. 

 "Come in, then."  

 He strode straight in and sat down on the sofa. Tiberia stood, looking down at 

him. He had lost weight since she'd last seen him. He'd always been skinny but now he 

was cadaverous. 

 "I have to know everything," he said. His too-close-together brown eyes glistened 

on either side of his beaky nose. He was only in his thirties, but because he was balding, 



                                  196 

 

he looked a lot older. "When did it start?" 

 "I've already told you that I don't really know. Colin said three months ago." 

 "I knew she was up to something. She always raced to answer the phone before 

I did. And she spent hours on the Internet using instant messaging. She was talking to 

him, of course. All the time. She told me she was just playing cards on Yahoo. Did you 

suspect what he was up to?" 

 "Yes, I did." She felt no urge to outline her concerns to Michael. It was none of his 

business. "Would you like a cup of tea or coffee?" 

 "No thanks." He rubbed the bridge of his nose hard. "All the lies she must have 

told me. All the deception. And for what? How could she have sex with Colin? No 

offence, but the man's an idiot. She must have done it just to hurt me. You know what 

she said. That Colin was fun. I'm too boring for her. She wants to go to parties, have a 

social life. I hold her back." 

 "A familiar refrain," Tiberia said. She went to the kitchen. The stickiness of lino 

underfoot seemed somehow reassuring, gave her a sense of solidity and reality. She 

poured two glasses of red wine. Gave one to Michael. "Colin says the same to me." 

 Michael grabbed her hand. His bitten nails caught at her skin. He was still 

wearing his wedding ring. Tiberia didn't even know where hers was. "We're very alike." 

 "No we're not." She took a sip of wine that somehow became a gulp of wine 

then two gulps of wine. She reproached herself inwardly for her lack of control. "The 

only think we have in common is that we're uptight, anally retentive antisocial 

bastards." 
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 He didn't smile. "I've been going to church every day. You know, I stopped 

going after I married Kate. She thought it was a waste of time. It's a comfort." He drank 

the whole glass of wine in four gulps. "I'm sorry I came to the school, Tiberia. I was 

desperate to speak to you." 

 The two gulps of wine made her feel warm. She overcompensated and sat up 

straighter. "It was inappropriate." 

 "Yes, I know. I just didn't know who to turn to." He cupped the glass in the palm of 

his hand as if caressing it. "We married the wrong partners. Kate and Colin belong 

together - they're both hedonistic, selfish arseholes." 

 "I don't belong with you." 

 He put the glass down so abruptly that Tiberia thought it would shatter. "We are 

alike. We're intellectual. We're both quiet. We're both devoted to our families and 

home life. We're both self-controlled and responsible." He lowered his voice. "I've 

always been attracted to you. Always." 

 Tiberia stared into the bloody wine. Men always thought she was like them. 

She'd lost count of how many times they identified her as a soul mate. The differences 

between Michael and herself were just as profound, well, almost as profound as the 

differences between Colin and herself. Michael was a conventional man. A man who 

valued the law and the institutions of society. He belonged to the Liberal Party and he 

belonged to Neighbourhood Watch. He went to church. He respected law and order. 

Tiberia only obeyed the dictates of society where it suited her, where it was pragmatic 

to do so. But there would be no point in trying to explain this to Michael. "We're very 
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different," she said. "And I don't think this is a productive conversation." 

 "I've been really worried about you. I've been wondering how you've been 

coping." He picked up Tiberia's glass of wine and drank it. Tiberia thought this was a 

bad sign. "I've been thinking about you a lot lately." 

 Tiberia was familiar with the flow of the conversation. It was not good when men 

started to tell you that they had been thinking about you and worrying about you. She 

had to stop him before he made any embarrassing declarations. "Michael, it's getting 

very late. I think -" 

 "Tibby, I think about you all the time. I can't sleep. I -" 

 "I think you should go." Tiberia stood up. 

 He stood up, too. The coffee table was between them. He took a sidestep to 

get around it. Tiberia suspected he was trying to get closer to her, so she walked 

quickly to the door and opened it. "Good night." 

 He stood opposite her, frowning. "I don't understand. We could help each other 

through this." 

 Tiberia said nothing. She was morbidly aware that if she gave him the slightest 

sign, the smallest encouragement, whether it be a smile, a gesture, a word, he would 

kiss her. 

 "Don't you have any feelings? Kate told me that Colin says you're a cold bitch." 

 Tiberia suppressed anger. "Everyone has feelings. I have them, too." She couldn't 

believe she was being defensive. Why should she justify herself to him? 

 "I don't believe it." 
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 "Just because I don't broadcast my emotions to the world, doesn't mean I have 

none." 

 "No wonder he cheated on you." 

 Tiberia shrugged. She had regained her self-control. "Yes. No wonder." 

 "Cold bitch." He went out and she shut the door behind him. 
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Twenty Seven 

 

Exhaust spewed whitely from the rear of the ute, filling the air with the scent of petrol 

and carbon. The CB aerial, which was at least two metres tall, vibrated and shook on 

the car's roof. 

 The door opened, releasing a blast of heavy metal. A man, perhaps six feet tall 

and very skinny, came out of the car and stood leaning on its roof. A cigarette, a tiny 

circle of fire, hung from his mouth. He nodded at the kangaroo. "You need a hand?" 

The man's accent was broad, country Australian. 

 Tiberia didn't know whether to welcome the intruder or not. Her inclination was 

to jump in her car and drive away. Let the man deal with the problem, but something 

held her in place. Curiosity? "I hit the kangaroo." The wind blew Tiberia's skirt against 

the back of her legs. The sensation didn't chill her, but rather sent a frisson of warmth 

along her thighs. It occurred to her that the headlights were probably making her skirt 
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translucent, silhouetting her legs, exposing her. Being exposed to a stranger was not as 

dangerous as being exposed to an intimate. She refused to move. Let the light render 

her visible. 

 The man moved out of the shadows and stood in the headlights of Tiberia's car. 

He was in his forties, perhaps, his skin hardened and creased by the sun, his teeth 

uneven and darkened by nicotine. He wore the uniform of the underclasses: ug boots, 

jeans worn threadbare at the knees, a t-shirt with "Jim Beam" written on it, and a red 

flannel shirt. The square bulge of a packet of cigarettes grew like a tumour on his left 

bicep. "No kidding. Lucky you've got a roo bar." He exhaled a blue miasma of smoke 

that twisted in the harsh light. "You all right?" 

 "Yes." The kangaroo twitched and moaned, its tail thumping, sweeping smooth 

arcs in the gravel. It was taking a long time to die. 

 "I've got a rifle in the ute." His eyes seemed drained of colour, drained of life. It 

occurred to Tiberia that he could be a murderer, a serial killer, a psycho. She didn't 

care. 

 She nodded. "Good." 

 He opened the passenger door to his car, releasing another blast of music and 

several squashed beer cans which he kicked onto the road. She watched his bum as 

he bent over and rummaged around under the car seat. The label had been torn off 

his jeans. Tiberia remembered how it was in high school. The children had torn the 

labels off the jeans of the boy or girl they had a crush on. Nowadays that would be an 

unpopular thing to do. No one would want the label ripped off their Calvin Kleins. 
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 He emerged from the car, a rifle cradled in his arms. "What's up?" 

 The music continued to thump from the car's cabin. Tiberia recognised the song. 

It was Meatloaf's "I would do Anything for Love" . 

 "The roo." She hesitated. "I'm Tiberia." She was surprised by the fact that his face 

registered nothing when he heard her name. Usually, people commented on how 

unusual it was or made a joke about Roman emperors. 

 "Nice to meet ya." He ran his fingers along the barrel of the rifle. Tiberia thought 

she could smell steel and gun oil, but he wasn't really close enough. She walked over 

to him a little unsteadily. As she came closer, she slipped on the pea gravel. He 

reached out and steadied her by gripping her lower arm. She glanced down at his 

hand. The nails were clean and immaculate, cut neatly and straight across, the 

cuticles pale and intact. "Sure you're okay?" he asked. 

 "Yes." She gained some pleasure from the pressure of his fingers on her skin. "I'm 

perfectly all right." Her eyes sought his and she saw he was staring at her with an 

unmistakable intimacy. No doubt it was an effect of the headlights. 

 "Why don't you fuck me?" she asked. 
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Twenty Eight 

 

Tiberia had five neat stitches in her forehead when she came home from hospital. 

Daddy told her that the doctor would take them out in a few days and that it wouldn't 

hurt at all. Tiberia knew he was lying to her.  

 She waited until he went to work then she waited until Mummy was lying down 

having her afternoon nap. Then she went into the sewing room and opened up 

Mummy's sewing box. The tiny silver and gold embroidery scissors lay snugly in a velvet 

padded compartment. They were shaped like a bird and the bird's beak was the 

blades of the scissors. She picked them up holding them properly, the way she'd been 

taught, with the blade facing down towards the ground.  

 She took went into the bathroom and locked the door behind her. The room 

smelled familiar and safe, of flowers and damp tiles. A glass tray of small soaps shaped 

like strawberries stood on the laminate vanity unit. They looked nice but tasted bad. 
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Tiberia knew that because she had popped one in her mouth once and sucked it. A 

fern hung in a basket in the corner, its leaves dangling like the tentacles on a jelly fish. 

Tiberia had seen a spider in the green fronds once, so she didn't ever go near the 

plant. Lace curtains hung at the rippled glass window behind the bath, and cast 

dappled shadows on the bright yellow walls. The room was no different, but Tiberia felt 

like it had become a strange and scary place. If Mummy found her using her scissors 

she would be very cross.  

 Standing on the bath stool, Tiberia leant very close to the mirror and examined 

her face. The stitches were like tiny black crosses set into her skin. All she had to do was 

cut the little bits of string and then pull them out. That's what Daddy said the doctor 

would do. But she would not let the doctor do that. He would not hurt her because she 

would do the job herself. She would not go back to the hospital. 

 She slipped her fingers into the scissors' cold metal loops and bent closer. Her 

breath clouded the mirror's impervious surface, obscuring her face. She swiped the 

glass clear with her left hand. This would hurt her, but she wasn't scared. She wouldn't 

let herself be scared ever again. 

 Holding her breath, she opened the scissors and pressed the lower blade 

against the skin of her forehead. Her heart beat strangely and she felt the urge to wee. 

Pain darted through her nerve endings, but she paid no attention. She was strong. The 

blade slid under the stitch, and Tiberia closed the scissors with a click. 
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Twenty Nine 

 

Tiberia stood on the viewing deck and stared through the thick glass at the tarmac. 

The sky writhed with clouds, driven by a strong wind off the coast. Speckles of rain 

splattered against the window like spittle. 

  A plane had just landed and was taxiing towards the airport building, its flaps 

raised. Tiberia liked airports. I could just buy a ticket and fly away, fly anywhere I 

wanted. She would buy a ticket for Antarctica. No, that was ridiculous. As far as she 

knew, planes flew to Antarctica in summer and only carried scientists, not kindergarten 

teachers. If she wanted to go to Antarctica, she would have to go on a boat tour, on 

an ice cutter. The thought was repugnant to her. Mixing with tourists. Unbearable.  

 She would work out all the equipment she would need to survive in the snow 

and ice. I'd live in an ice cave. She could book herself on a tour of the Antarctic, then 

escape from the tourists and live like a hermit on the ice. 
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 Ridiculous. 

 "Mum, is that Nanny's plane?" Will pressed his face against the viewing window. 

"Is it going to crash?" 

 "Unlikely." Tiberia glanced at her watch. The plane had arrived half and hour 

late. Why was nothing ever on time? 

 "I want to go home right now." Jonathan had been whinging the whole time. "I 

don't want to see Nanny." A vein bulged in his neck and his face was red. He was 

probably going to have a tantrum. 

 Tiberia glared at him. He'd been complaining all day. Tiberia wished that she 

believed in smacking so she could clout him. "Get a grip." 

 "Don't look at me." Jonathan stamped his foot. "Don't look at me!" 

 "Who would want to?" Tiberia shifted her gaze to Julia, who was wearing a tiara 

and carrying a magic wand. "Nanny's plane has landed." 

 She watched Jonathan stomp over to a chair and sit down with his eyebrows 

drawn together and his arms crossed. She liked it when he sulked. It meant he was 

quiet. 

 "Oh, cool!" Julia skipped up to the window and stared out. "I can't see her." 

 Tiberia pointed at a door. "She'll come through there soon." 

 "Cool!" She tapped her wand on the glass. Tiberia had a sudden vision of a 

spider web of cracks spreading out from the impact point of the wand, of the glass 

shattering and falling outwards, of Julia tumbling forwards, somersaulting through the 

air and smashing to the asphalt runway. "How come Nanny's visiting, anyway?" 
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 "Just for fun." Tiberia's mum was visiting because Colin's mum had phoned her to 

inform her that Tiberia had kicked Colin out.  

 Julia was still tapping the window. Her tiara glinted in the fluorescent lights as she 

tilted her head to and fro. "Do you think she'll have brought me a present?" 

 "Probably. Does it matter?"  

 "I hope she hasn't got me something disgusting." Julia thwacked the glass with 

her wand and muttered something that was supposed to be a magic spell. It sounded 

like "momembdum blobendumum". 

 "Please, stop hitting the window, Julia." 

 Julia hit it one more time. "Oops!" 

 "Julia!" 

  She lowered the wand. "Sorry, Mum." 

 Will was frowning again. "Aeroplanes are very dangerous, aren't they, Mum? 

They crash all the time." 

 "Just relax for once." 

 When would her mother appear? Tiberia wondered what her mother thought 

she could do to help the situation. Was her aim to reconcile Colin and Tiberia? That 

seemed unlikely. When Tiberia had spoken to her mother on the phone she'd said: 

"Goodbye to bad rubbish. You're better off without him." Her mum was always 

unfailingly supportive. Almost too much so. 

 "They crash, don't they?" Will asked. "Into buildings sometimes." 

 "Very seldom." 
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 The gates opened and people crowded over, craning their necks, standing on 

tiptoes, waving. Tiberia waited on the periphery, holding Julia and Will's hands, so they 

wouldn't run over to the gates and get lost or abducted or whatever. Jonathan was 

still sitting on a chair, arms crossed, sulking. 

 Eventually the crowd thinned. Tiberia released the children and made her way 

over to a short, slim woman wearing a black suit and carrying a small leather 

backpack. "Hello, Mum." Cassy, her mother, was in her fifties but looked at least a 

decade younger. She'd gained a tan and a few wrinkles since Tiberia had last seen 

her. 

 "Tiberia! You're looking really well." Cassy spotted the children and bent over to 

embrace them. "Julia! You look so beautiful. I love your tiara. Will! My great big boy; 

you've grown." She wiped a smudge of lipstick from Will's cheek. "Where's your lovely 

brother?" 

 "He's sulking over there." Tiberia waved a hand in the direction of her youngest 

son. "He's not feeling very sociable, I'm afraid." 

 Her mother strode off towards Jonathan, trailing Julia and Will. "Johnny!" 

 "Do you have any luggage to pick up?" From experience, Tiberia knew her 

mother travelled light - probably the backpack was all she'd have brought with her. 

 "No, just the bag I'm carrying." She'd descended upon Jonathan and was 

tickling him out of his temper. "Oh, you're a grumpy little boy," she said. "Like a growly 

bear!" 

 Tiberia felt heavy and inert next to her mother's effortless exuberance. Her 
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mother was always cheerful, always full of energy, always looking on the bright side of 

life. She made Tiberia feel old and bad-tempered. 

 "Well, let's get going," Tiberia said. "There's no point in hanging around here." 

 Julia hooked her arm in her grandmother's. "Guess what! Mummy made Daddy 

go away. He's gone to live at Gran's house. Mum says he can never come back." 

 Will grabbed Tiberia's mum's hand. "Daddy was crying his eyes out. We all were." 

He glared at Tiberia. "Except for Mummy. She didn't cry one bit." 

 "Well," Cassy said. "Perhaps we'd better talk about it at home, kids." 

 "Good idea." Tiberia strode ahead, leaving the children and her mother to 

follow. In the car park a strong wind was blowing, scuttling litter along the pavement 

and setting off car alarms. Tiberia's hair twisted snake-like around her head. If only she 

were Medusa. What a pleasure it would be to turn all the people who bothered her to 

stone. Or perhaps she'd just pick up a mirror and watch herself die. 

 She let her mother and the children into the car then climbed in herself. The 

children argued for a few minutes about who was going to sit where, but eventually 

worked something out between themselves. 

 "What have you done to your head?" Cassy asked. 

 Glancing in the mirror, Tiberia saw how dishevelled she was; her hair had blown 

back from her face, exposing her forehead. Two scars marred the skin; one, pale and 

jagged, from her childhood and the other, red and shiny, from her car accident. "I hit 

my head. It's nothing serious." She smoothed her hair back into a semblance of 

neatness.  
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 "Do you remember when you cut your head open when you were five? You 

were running to get something for your Dad and tripped. You hit your head on the 

mantle-piece. I was terrified. But you were so brave." 

 "I don't remember." 

 "You hardly cried at all. You were a tough little thing. Always so solemn and 

serious and self-controlled. Anyway, how did you hurt your head this time?" 

 "I'll tell you later. It's too noisy in the car." Hopefully, her mother would forget to 

follow up. "How long are you staying, Mum?" 

 Her mother laughed and shook her head. Tiberia observed that Cassy's hair had 

somehow come through the hurricane unruffled.  

 "It sounds like you can't wait to get rid of someone if the first thing you ask is how 

long they're staying." 

 Tiberia raised her eyebrows. "Really." 

 "Anyway, I had a lovely flight. I sat next to a man who was a professional trainer. 

He had some excellent suggestions for my exercise programme." Cassy stared at 

Tiberia, who had the feeling that her mother was mentally assessing her weight and 

muscle tone.  

 "Speaking of that, are you looking after yourself? I hope you're keeping fit. It's 

important to look after your body when you're under stress." 

 "I'm not exercising, and I'm not under stress." 

 Cassy tilted her head to one side. "I know you're under stress. For one, anyone in 

your situation would be. For two, you've been picking at your cuticles." 
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 Tiberia tucked her thumbs into her hands. Her mother was right; she'd been 

picking her nails until they bled. "It's just a bad habit." 

 "You do it when you're unhappy." 

 "I am not unhappy. I am neutral." Tiberia saw Julia hit Jonathan on the head with 

her magic wand. He started to wail and for once, Tiberia was grateful. Her mother 

wouldn't be able to interrogate her with so much noise coming from the back seat. 

 "Jonathan, please be quiet," Cassy said. "I'll give you a lolly if you stop crying." 

 Jonathan shut up instantly. 

 "Mum! You know I don't believe in bribing children to be good!" 

 "Just this once won't hurt." Cassy took three packets of smarties out of her bag 

and passed them back to the children. 

 "I love you, Nanny," Julia said. 

 "I love you, too." Cassy smiled at Tiberia. "They're such wonderful children. I've 

missed them so much." 

 "They're pains in the bum." Tiberia watched as the children ripped open the 

smarties; no doubt they would be trodden into the carpet and would melt onto the 

car seats. They would attract ants and would generally wreak havoc on her vehicle. 

 Cassy laughed, mistaking Tiberia's comment for a joke. "They're great!" 

 "Sure." 

 "I need a tissue," Julia said. "I've got chocolate on me." 

 Cassy clicked the glove box open, releasing a cascade of photographs. "What!" 

 Tiberia kept her face expressionless. "Mum, the tissues are on the dashboard in 
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front of you." 

 "What are all these doing in here?" Cassy scraped a dozen or so of the photos 

off the floor. "Crosses! Why?" 

 "I'm writing a book about roadside shrines, if you must know. I want to use the 

money to promote road safety." 

 Cassy shook her head and, putting on her glasses, examined one of the 

pictures. It was the one with three crosses in a cluster, surrounded by ceramic teddy 

bears, plastic flowers and cherubs. "What do you care about raising money or road 

safety? You're usually totally indifferent to that sort of thing." Cassy stuffed handfuls of 

photos back into the glove box. "What's going on?" 

 "I've told you once, already. There's nothing going on. Nothing." 
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Thirty 

 

He twisted to the side and leant the rifle against the side of the ute. The tiny metallic 

click of gun on chassis startled Tiberia more than it should have. Perhaps she was a little 

afraid. She stood very still in the bright lights, feeling the wind twist her hair around her 

face and tease tendrils into her mouth. She spat the hair out and smoothed it back, 

tried to shove it back into the confines of the scrunchie, but it was out of control. 

 The words echoed in the cavern of her mind. Why don't you fuck me? What 

madness had seized the words from her head and thrown them out her throat? Unlike 

Kate, she didn't even have a dice for an excuse. 

 The man stood with his hands on his hips, his bony fingers thrust into the waist 

band of his jeans. "What? Here?" 

 Tiberia scraped her shoe through the gravel, sending a plume of dust to twist in 

the spotties like a miniature ghost. "Why not?" 
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 He jerked a thumb. "What about the roo?" 

 "Afterwards." 

 He stared down at the dirt as if considering the proposal, weighing it for positives 

and negatives. "Should shoot the roo, first. It's the right thing to do." 

 So he was kind to animals, at least. She was suddenly afraid she would change 

her mind if he hesitated any longer. It was a terrible thing to change one's mind. "No. 

Now." 

 "Right here?" His tone was incredulous. "What if someone comes?" 

 "So?" Perhaps if she took her clothes off he would make a move. However she 

was no longer young. The sight of her naked body in the spotlights might not have the 

required effect. "Just do it." 

 "All right, all right." He unfastened his jeans with steady fingers, with the casual 

aplomb of a man about to take a piss.  

 Tiberia fumbled under her own skirt and pulled off her pants; they were plain 

white cotton. She stuffed them into her pocket for later. 

 "Come here, then." He gripped her shoulders and unsteadily wrestled her to the 

ground. No, not to the ground. She lay against the heaving flank of the kangaroo, the 

wet warmth of its belly against her neck. The man stood over her, his fingers twitching. 

"You sure about this?" 

 "Yes." She pulled her skirt up and opened her legs wide, exposing her delicate 

flesh. Overhead, the night had been obliterated by the headlights - no stars, no 

darkness. She was in a bowl of light. 
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 He knelt quickly between her thighs, his breath heavy, but not as heavy as the 

slowing inhalations of the kangaroo. His hair was backlit lending him a supernatural 

glow that raised him beyond the ordinary, gave him an import that he didn't deserve. 

She felt the strongest urge to close her eyes and had to battle it. Her eyelids fluttered, 

making his face appear to flicker like the picture on a television. Up close, his features 

seemed to lose definition and diminish to points of light, to pixels. He was not an 

individual but a force. 

 He pressed his body down onto hers, his chest flattening her breasts, his breath in 

her face. His flannel shirt ballooned out, surrounding her face in warm red fabric. She 

could smell alcohol and cigarettes. Beneath those odours, she detected the 

wholesome scent of soap. "You want this?" he asked. 

 "I don't want a conversation."  

 "All right." He pushed against her. Dry, her flesh resisted him, rejected him. He 

groaned and reached a hand between them, positioned himself deftly and thrust 

hard. Her body yielded suddenly and slickly, admitting him with a gush. 

 Beneath her beat the great heart of the kangaroo, drumming against her body. 

Blood pooled, turning the gravel to mud. A drop of sweat clung to the tip of the man's 

nose and shone fat and round, filled with liquid light. He gripped her buttocks, twisting 

their meaty contours, pushing himself fast, moaning then subsiding. The drop of sweat 

fell, flashed then splashed onto her cheek. 

 The roo kicked frantically with its rear legs, sending a plume of red dust up into 

the air. It twisted and bucked underneath Tiberia almost in time with the man's jagged 
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movements. A sliver of pleasure tingled along Tiberia's nerve endings. The raw smell of 

sex mingled with the animal smell of the kangaroo, the smell of blood, the smell of 

dung. She held her breath. The man moved faster, his breath coming in gasps, his 

fingers twisting in her hair, his eyes shut tightly. Tiberia would not breathe. Black spots 

took away her vision. A moment or two disappeared, then she opened her eyes and 

breathed again. 

 The roo lay still. Its heart was silent beneath her ear and its flanks no longer 

moved beneath her head. Dampness filled the space between her thighs. She didn't 

know it were blood, his cum, or her own wetness. 

 The man stood, pulled his jeans up. Tiberia noticed how narrow his hips were. 

How did he fit his internal organs into his pelvis? She sat and gathered the folds of her 

skirt around her legs, both to warm them and, strangely, to shield them from his gaze. 

Blood everywhere; her hair was sticky with it, her palms were coagulated with it, her 

clothes clotted with it. Her fingernails gleamed as if varnished. The scent of it adhered 

to the inside of her nostrils; she fancied she could hear it bubbling with every 

inhalation. 

 "You all right?" He offered a hand. There wasn't much blood on him, just a few 

smears. "You need to get going. Get cleaned up. You can come back to my place if 

you want. I got a nice hot shower and everything. The missus won't be home till late, 

she's gone out to the movies." 

 "No." Tiberia took a step towards her car, her skirts tangling around her skirts like 

bloody seaweed. "Thanks anyway." 
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 "You want to get cleaned up before you go home like that." He picked up the 

gun. "You'll give your old man a heart attack." 

 "Serves him right." She ran her hand down along her forearm slicking off a layer 

of dark red blood. "What about the kangaroo?" 

 He looked down at his boots. "I reckon it's dead." 

 "Well, then," Tiberia said, getting in the car. "In that case, I'll be on my way." 

 He tapped on the window, so Tiberia wound it down. "Could I have your 

number? I'd like to see you again, that is, if you want to." 

 "No, sorry." It was warm in the car, comfortable. The CD player was softly playing 

Kiri te Kanawa. Tiberia had not been stopped for long enough for the CD to come to 

an end. 

 "Why not?" 

 "I just don't want to." Tiberia saw how she had left bloody fingerprints all over the 

steering wheel, all over the door. Her skirt was dripping on the carpet. "Thank you, 

anyway." She wound the window up, indicated and pulled out onto the dark strip of 

the road.  

 As she left, she glanced back. He stood very still, the rifle in his hand, the roo at 

his feet, frozen in the wash of light from his headlights. 
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Thirty One 

 

Tiberia leant back in her chair and slowly put down the peanut butter sandwich she 

was eating. She picked at her cuticle on her thumb. The sharp pain somehow relieved 

her stress, drained off her tension. Her skin was slippery with blood. The keyboard was 

smeared with it. 

  

The door opened and Cassy came in. For an instant Tiberia thought it was one of the 

children then she remembered they were spending the weekend with Colin. He would 

take them to school on Monday, tomorrow. Cassy wore a short silky dressing gown and 

fluffy mules. Tiberia would never wear anything like that - she considered herself too 

old.  

 "You're up late," Cassy said. 

 Tiberia glanced at the clock on the computer. It was one am. "I like to stay up 
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late. You know that." 

 "You should get your sleep. You'll get through this better if you're well rested." 

 "Yes, Mum." It was late. "What're you doing up then?" 

 "I'm on Queensland time. It's not even my bedtime yet." She perched on the 

edge of the desk. "Your Dad and I are worried about you." 

 "I suppose you would be." 

Cassy wove her fingers together. Her silver Celtic knot rings sparked in the light from the 

computer monitor. "You know what your Dad made me do when I was pregnant with 

you?" 

 "Yes, you've told me before." 

 "We bought a fertilised chicken egg and put it in an incubator. He thought that 

you'd be the same sex as the chicken." She laughed. "He was obsessed with 

Suetonius." 

 "I've heard this story a thousand times." Tiberius's mother, Livia, had tried to 

determine the sex of her unborn baby the same way. Except that they hadn't had 

incubators then. Livia had warmed the egg in her hands. A male chicken had 

hatched out, auguring the birth of Tiberius. "He's an obsessive nutter." 

 "You're a lot alike. You and your Dad." 

 Tiberia nearly laughed. "Not nice, Mum." 

 Cassy smiled slowly. For the first time, Tiberia noticed she had a glittery stone 

embedded in her eye tooth.  "What's on your tooth?" 

 "A diamond. It's tooth jewellery." 
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 "I see." 

 "I really wanted an emerald, to match the colour of my aura, but I was afraid it 

would  look like I had parsley stuck on my tooth." 

 "That makes sense." 

 Cassy stopped smiling. "What're you going to do?" 

 It took Tiberia a moment to adjust to the change of tone. "I'll start working 

full-time. I can manage financially." 

 "Well, maybe you can manage financially, but you don't look to me like you're 

managing emotionally. You should get counselling." 

 Tiberia shook her head slowly. Why did people think there was something wrong 

with her? "Why? I'm not upset." The thought of counselling was abhorrent. "I'm not 

unhappy." Nor was she happy, of course. 

 "Well, that's what's wrong." Cassy stood up abruptly. "You should be unhappy." 

 "Nothing would induce me to try counselling." 

 "Why not? It might be interesting. You might even enjoy it." 

 "I'd hate it, Mum. You know that. The thought of telling someone all my personal 

business, talking about myself for hours on end. The thought makes me feel sick." 

 "I'm worried about you." 

 "Well, don't be." Tiberia spread the plastic dust covers over the computer. They 

didn't fit on properly because of the purple kangaroo that sat on top of the monitor, 

but something prevented her from removing the soft toy. Irritation made her clumsy 

and she knocked the mouse onto the floor. It burst open and the ball inside it rolled out 
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and went under the desk. What sort of a person wanted to go to a psych and blurt out 

his or her personal life? What possible good would it do? She picked up the mouse and 

its ball and reconstructed it.  

 "Do it for me." 

 Tiberia's skin felt hot. "Don't try to emotionally blackmail me." 

 "Do it for the children." 

 To give herself a moment to control her temper, Tiberia examined the design on 

the mouse pad - a Mobius strip - she replaced the mouse in its exact centre. "No, Mum. 

Now let it rest. I'm going to bed." 

 "All right." Cassy shrugged and walked off to her room, her slippers clacking on 

the tiles in the hallway.  

 Tiberia walked around the house checking the doors and windows, making sure 

everything was secure. She put out the breakfast things on the table, then went to 

check on the children. They weren't there. Of course.  

 Lying in bed, Tiberia pulled the quilts up around her neck, enjoying the weight of 

them against her skin. She liked to imagine she was sleeping in a snow drift in a secret 

cave. The wind hummed outside and leaves scuttled along the driveway. The palm 

trees scraped the roof tiles sounding like claws on ice. She couldn't get comfortable. 

Her feet were irritating her; they felt twitchy and tense. Wriggling her toes didn't help. 

She just wanted to sleep. At least she had the whole bed to herself, now. She'd never 

liked sleeping with another person, listening to someone else's snoring, being jolted by 

their movements. It was a luxury to have the bed to herself. She wondered if Kate and 
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Colin were together. Well, so what if they were. It was nothing to her. She checked her 

feelings. Nothing. Comfortably numb. 

 Really, she was lucky that Colin had cheated on her so spectacularly. It had 

forced her to leave him. If this hadn't happened then she would have been stuck with 

him for ever, for an eternity. Now she had a chance to be free. 

  

A noise disturbed her. She got up and looked out the curtains. No wonder she couldn't 

sleep. Every time she heard anything outside, she had to get up and check. Her car 

glistened in the driveway, bathed in moon light. Tiberia saw a pale shape gleaming 

through the vehicle's rear windscreen - a cross. 

 The boot of her car was, once again, full of splintered wooden crosses, plastic 

flowers, sun bleached soft toys and laminated sheets of poetry. Whenever she saw 

one, she stopped and dismantled it, chucked it in the boot. No one had ever 

challenged her when she did it. She hoped that eventually people would give up and 

stop replacing the crosses. 

 She got back into bed. How many times did she wake up every night? Ten? 

Fifteen? Sometimes, she woke up every hour on the hour. Presumably she was just 

unused to sleeping alone. Well, she was glad to have the opportunity to accustom 

herself to being alone. 

 Her feet were so uncomfortable. She flexed her toes and heard the joints 

crackle. Surely, there was a name for this condition - restless legs syndrome? What was 

the cure? Potassium? Iron? 
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 There was enough iron in the human body to make a single nail. Blood 

contained iron. She remembered the warm fur of the dying kangaroo against her 

back, the pulsing of its heart, the blood that turned the dust to mud. No. Enough. She 

sat up and turned the light on. 

  A chest of drawers with nothing on top. Two bedside cabinets; the one closest 

to her had a digital clock on it reading three am, a glass of water, a lamp, and a 

poetry anthology. The other one was bare. There were no other furnishings, no pictures 

on the walls. The curtains were white, the bedding was white, the carpet was a pale 

blue. Everything was clean, orderly and under control. The house was a lot tidier now 

that Colin was gone. Part of the reason was that Colin was messy. Part of the reason 

was that Tiberia had become a lot tidier since he left. Controlling her surroundings 

reassured her that everything was under control. Everything. 

 For the first time, she asked herself if happiness were a possibility for someone like 

her. The question felt false. She didn't want happiness. Neutrality would suffice. An 

absence from pain would do very nicely. I'm not unhappy. 

 There was no chance of getting back to sleep. She went into the kitchen, made 

herself a cup of coffee and a slice of bread and honey then went and sat in front of 

the computer. The plastic seat of the computer chair moulded to her bottom as if 

welcoming her presence. She was spending too much time in front of the screen, 

mindlessly surfing, mindlessly e-mailing, mindlessly dreaming. 

  The room was cold and her t-shirt wasn't sufficient to keep her warm. She turned 

the computer on. The screen showed a cloudscape, a blue and white glowing 
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window strewn with icons. She clicked on Internet explorer. The sound of the modem 

pleased her as much as the sound of her children's laughter, perhaps more so; it gave 

her a frisson of pleasurable anticipation that raised the hair on the back of her neck. 

With one hand curled around her cup to keep her fingers warm, she used the other to 

type. 
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Thirty Two 

 

She stood in the centre of the room, in front of the fireplace and held her hands up to 

the flames. Shadows flickered behind her translucent fingers, wood smoke scented the 

air, heat warmed her skin. She lay her palm on the rough stone of the mantle-piece, 

feeling the prickle of granite and mica, the solidity of geology. Although she was 

insubstantial, invisible, and inchoate, she was present. 

 There were about fifty or sixty people in the cafe, most eating, some waiting at 

the servery. Their voices came to her ears, indistinct and chaotic. Laughing. Talking. 

The deep throb of male voices. The crying of a baby. The shrill shrieks of elderly 

women. An Asian couple sat close together, heads bent over their meals. The 

woman's shiny sheet of black hair swung down to shield her face as she raised a fork to 

her mouth. Her partner scowled at his vegetables and checked his watch.  

 Tiberia glanced at her watch, too. One thirty pm. As she turned towards the 
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door, a young man entered. The light from the mullioned window fell upon his shoulder 

length, golden hair, haloing him. His face shone as clearly and freshly as a child's. He 

picked up a plastic tray and stand in the queue in front of the Bain Marie. What would 

he choose to eat? Every detail absorbed her. He picked up a sandwich, put it back. 

Chose another. Returned it. She'd never know what type of sandwiches he'd rejected 

or why. Finally, he choose a hot meal. Steam rose from his plate, twisting like pale 

snakes as it reached for the ceiling, but she didn't see what he had chosen. It could 

have been anything: lasagne, fried rice, cauliflower au gratin, roast vegetables in 

gravy, chips. 

 He decided on a can of juice as well as a cup of juice. Again, she did not know 

whether it was apple, orange or lemon. He walked to the double doors. "Could ya 

hold the door, please?" Two women held it open for him and he passed outside. 

Before he left she heard him mutter something about surfing all day. 

  She would have to wait until he'd finished eating. Squeezing through the close 

packed tables, the white linen table cloths brushing against her legs, she made her 

way to the gift shop. Books crowded the shelves. The titles were blurs, but the covers 

showed shackles and stone prison buildings and bent bearded men in the uniforms of 

convicts. T-shirts decorated with koalas and kangaroos, maps of Australia and kitsch of 

similar ilk hung from racks. Stuffed toys stared with obsidian eyes from shelves. Many 

stands containing postcards. Glossy acrylic-painted boomerangs, cork-bedangled 

Akubras, gilt platypus pins. And that strange waxy, pot-pourri smell that pervades 

souvenir shops. 
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 Soon. 

 She turned back to the cafe. The man returned. In one hand, he held the plastic 

tray with its empty juice container and dirty plates. In the other, he held a large sports 

bag; judging by the way he held himself the contents were heavy. He walked through 

the crowd and placed the plastic tray on the pile by the counter. If she had been 

capable of emotion then that would have surprised her. Surely, a man like that would 

have left his tray on the table outside for the waitress to collect. 

 He walked to the front of the room and dropped the bag onto a table. The 

thump went unnoticed by all, but her.  Tiberia knew what was in that bag: a jumper, a 

towel, a hunting knife, some sash cord rope in two lengths, handcuffs and ... 

 He unzipped the bag and took out an AR15 semi-automatic rifle. 

  

 

 

Tiberia heard her mother moving around in the kitchen. Soon she'd be back in the 

lounge room asking why Tiberia still had not gone to bed. Tiberia rubbed her eyes 

hard. Her fingers were as cold as if she were wearing gloves of glass. Her mother 

coughed and a cup clattered. It was so difficult to bear the presence of other human 

beings. Yet she had filled her life with so many others: a husband, children, a friend, a 

mother. Well, she had reduced this crowd considerably - only the children and mother 

remained. And Tiberia herself. 
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The gunman pushed a lock of blond hair behind his right ear, replaced his hand on the 

gun, and pulled the trigger. The Asian couple who had been eating their meal 

slumped in their chairs. The male, though obviously dead, still held a dinner knife in his 

left hand. 

 She heard a man cry out: "No, no, not here!" Did he think that this was a 

performance taking place in the wrong venue? A bullet caught him in the throat. His 

words were silenced by a gush of blood, and he fell against a window. 

 The gun fired again, and a woman slumped to the table then slid to the floor. 

The back of her head was absent. A man said: "That's not funny."  

 The sound of firing filled the cafe and the smell of blood and gun smoke mingled 

with the scents of coffee and food. The gunman laughed as he pulled the trigger, an 

aggressive, deadly laugh that betrayed no mirth. A man shouted "Keep down! Keep 

down!" A window shattered. A baby cried.  

 

  

Tiberia left the cafe, shutting the door on the screams and gunfire. She walked along a 

road, her three year old, Lani, in her arms, Madison trotting behind. Fear. Sweat 

prickled under her arms and ran down between her shoulder blades. The asphalt of 

the car park sent up the scent of hot bitumen. Behind her, she could hear screaming.  

 Madison clung to her hip, her legs wrapped around her waist, her head against 

Tiberia's shoulder. Tiberia could smell her soapy scent and feel the heat of her breath 
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on her bare skin. They were through the toll gates. Finally, they were out. "We're safe, 

pumpkin," she whispered into Madison's hair. "It's okay." 

 She walked along the road as quickly as practicable. Not too fast because Lani 

was just six years old. She wouldn't be able to keep up if Tiberia ran. God, she wanted 

to run. If only a car would come along and give them a lift.  

 "I'm thirsty," Lani said. "I want a drink, Mum." 

 "Soon."  

 The sound of a car behind her. Tiberia turned. A Volvo with a surfboard on its 

roof and a young guy at the wheel. Perhaps he'd give her a lift, help her and the 

children. Take them away to somewhere safe. 

 The car stopped and the man got out. He had shoulder length hair, blue eyes, 

an angelic face. In his hands, he held a gun. "Get on your knees!" 

 Tiberia tasted vomit in the back of her throat. Out of the corner of her eye, she 

saw Lani turn and run.  

 "Get on your knees. On your knees!" 

 She knelt in the dirt, clumsily and heavily. Madison wrapped her arms more 

tightly around Tiberia's neck, making every breath a struggle.  

 The man put his hand on her shoulder. The contact felt strangely intimate and 

gave her a moment of hope. "Please don't hurt my babies." 
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Thirty Three 

 

Long fingers of amber sunlight stretched across the carpet, illuminating the twisted 

threads of green wool so they glowed as translucently as grass. Outside, Tiberia could 

hear a kookaburra laughing its macabre laugh, the sound as shocking as teeth 

crunching an ice cube. A glance at the corner of her computer screen told her it was 

six am. 

 She heard the sound of the fridge opening in the kitchen. Her mother was up 

already, at dawn as usual. She would be consuming her diet yoghurt sprinkled with 

muesli, apple and two glasses of water before going for her early morning power walk. 

 "You're up early." Her mother came into the lounge room, holding a glass. She 

gulped down the water in five swallows. "You haven't been to bed yet, have you?" 

 "Does it matter?" Tiberia shut down the computer and stood up. "I'm having a 

shower." 
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 "What were you doing on the computer all night? Chat room?" 

 "It's bad enough having to talk to people in real life without having to do it 

on-line."  

 "How can you sit on a computer surfing all night?" 

 "I went to a counselling site and poured out my deepest feelings to a 

sympathetic volunteer." 

 "Well, that's a good idea. How do you feel -" Her mother shook her head and 

laughed quietly. "I see. Sarcasm." 

 "Indeed. Sarcasm." Tiberia went to her bedroom and shut the door. The white 

puffy doona and big pillows were tempting but there was no time for sleep. She had to 

be at the kindergarten by half past eight. The thought of having to deal with thirty 

five-year-olds was repugnant. Why had she ever trained as an early childhood 

teacher? She supposed the main reason was so she could avoid contact with adults. It 

was even more difficult to communicate with grown-ups than children. In retrospect, 

after finishing the BA in German she should have done a degree in computer science. 

Computers generally did as they were told and were not prone to telling long boring 

stories about their child-birth, showing holiday snaps, or crying when you forgot to give 

them a birthday present. 

 The bed was exerting a powerful attractive influence. Tiberia sat on its edge and 

rubbed her eyes hard with the heels of her hands. She'd been stupid to sit up all night 

accessing that crap on-line. Now she was exhausted and had to atone for her bad 

dreams. Perhaps she should ring the school and tell them she was too ill to come in. 
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After all, she'd never had a day off sick before. Not in the four years she'd worked 

there. Yet she didn't like to lie unless it was completely necessary. Lies were a precious 

resource to be carefully meted out at times of extremis. Over-usage of deceit 

devalued it as a currency of concealment. She picked up the phone and pressed the 

button labelled "kindergarten" - the letters were so tiny that they were almost illegible 

but it had been important to Tiberia to fit the whole word on. She didn't like the 

abbreviation "kindy". 

 The phone rang on and on. No one picked it up. Of course, no one was there. 

Who would be there at six thirty in the morning? Tiberia hung up realising she was a 

moron. Then she turned the phone off. Her thought processes did not seem as clear as 

they used to be. Once, in her hubristic youth, she'd been happy to describe herself as 

a genius. Now, she would be happy to lay claim to the descriptor "average".  

 She couldn't think. Yet without thought how could she deal with the world? 

Thought was the only tool she had to cope with reality. It was her anchor, the only 

thing that kept her sane. If she didn't have clarity of thought then she was lost, adrift in 

a morass of fantasy and supposition.  

 Wasn't it obvious that no one would be at the school at six thirty? Of course, it 

was obvious. She had only thought about her goal: ringing in sick. She had not 

considered the details: it was too early to phone. Sometimes she felt as if she could not 

grasp details - the broad picture remained as clear as ever but the minutiae eluded 

her. Other times, the details were all that she could see, the broader picture a mere 

blur like a smeared water colour. The temptation to give it all up, to turn away from life, 
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to abandon herself to the current, to forget the Real, was so strong that she could 

taste it in on her tongue - a strong metallic taste like blood. Like kangaroo blood. She 

lay on the bed and closed her eyes. 

 "Tiberia! Wake up!" Her mother's voice. The sound of someone banging on the 

bedroom door. Tiberia opened her eyes and looked at the clock. It was nine o'clock. 

Usually, at this time she would be in class checking the roll. 

 "Aren't you working today?" Cassy thumped on the door again. "Tiberia." Bang! 

Bang! "Tiberia Augusta!" 

 Fury gushed like flame through Tiberia's body. "Fuck off!" If she had a machine 

gun, she'd have squeezed the trigger until it ran dry. She would destroy anyone who 

came near her, her spoke to her, her dared to look in her direction. "Just fuck off!" 

 Silence. The sound of Cassy's footsteps moving away from the door. Tiberia 

made herself calm down. She asked herself a question. What if there was a button in 

front of her, a button with the word "suicide" printed on it? If she only had to press that 

button to die, would she do it? She had asked herself that question many times during 

her life. Until now the answer had always been the same. But there was no doubt as to 

the answer this time. She would press and die. So, why was she alive? The only thing 

keeping her breathing was cowardice. She was too afraid to kill herself. Simply too 

scared. What a shame the button didn't read: "Murder"! 

 An objective analytical part of her mind told her that things had gone too far; 

she was in need of help: counselling, drugs, something. Yet, it was impossible to seek 

help. She was strong, an adult, a big girl. Help was not an option. 
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  She would sleep. 
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Thirty Four 

 

The three pieces of thread, the stitches, lay on the vanity, looking like the amputated 

legs of a tiny spider. Tiberia put down the scissors and examined her face in the mirror. 

Her skin was very white and a red line of blood curved around her eyebrow, flowed 

between her eyes and veered off to one side to trace the curve of her cheek. She 

rubbed the rivulet with the back of her hand, smearing the blood, rouging her face 

with its warmth. Now she would not have to go back to the hospital. 

 Outside, a crow called. Tiberia jumped, suddenly afraid. Blood spattered onto 

the tiles, making polka dots. Probably, she had been naughty. The doctor was 

supposed to take out the stitches. Not Tiberia. She stuffed the scissors into a drawer 

and swept the spider-leg stitches onto the floor, then she grabbed a towel from the 

towel rail and scrubbed the blood off the vanity and off the tiles.  

 Mummy was singing in the kitchen, her voice going up and down very loudly. 
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Tiberia crept out the bathroom and down the hallway. She opened the front door, 

turning the knob very slowly so it wouldn't make a sound, then slipped outside. The sun 

was very bright and very high up in the sky. There were no clouds at all, just a sky that 

looked like a bright blue balloon. Tiberia ran down the road, the asphalt hot under the 

soles of her feet, the air warm against her skin, and her breath burning in her chest. She 

ran onto the old bridle track, skidding on the orange gravel. Blood trickled into her 

eyes, warm and tickly. The cut on her forehead stung a little and flies kept trying to 

land on it. As she walked, she wiped away the blood using the hem of her skirt. It would 

be ages before Mummy noticed she was gone. By the time she got home the blood 

would have stopped then no one would know what Tiberia had done.  

 Up ahead, she saw the abandoned railway station. It was just a raised platform 

with a haphazard, decaying surface of old grey sleepers. Tiberia liked to come here 

when she was feeling sad. She pushed her way through the scrub, ignoring the stinging 

of scratchy, brittle branches, and climbed up to sit on the platform's edge, her legs 

dangling. 

 An ant walked along the sleeper, approaching Tiberia's foot. It was a sergeant 

ant as big as her little finger. Its round glossy eyes seemed to seeking her out. Tiberia 

knew with absolute certainty that it would come over and bite her. She picked up a 

small rock and tossed it. The ant lay broken, half of its body smudged into the dirt, but 

its eyes were still alert and gleaming, its huge mandibles twitched, and the faint stink of 

ant juice floated in the still air. A slow horror churned in Tiberia's guts and a disgusting, 

sour taste filled her mouth. She lifted the rock and smashed it onto the ant, again and 



                                  243 

 

again. No matter how many times she struck the creature some part of its body kept 

twitching. It wasn't until the ant was reduced to paste that its mechanical motion 

ceased. 

 "What ya doing?" 

 Tiberia looked up to see Sarah, the girl from across the road. She was barefoot 

and wore a t-shirt with Mickey Mouse on it and a pair of denim shorts. "Nothing." 

 "What you squashing the ant for?" 

 "It was hurt." 

 "What happened to your head?" 

 "Nothing." 

 "It's got blood on it." 

 "It's okay." 

 Sarah gently touched Tiberia's head and examined her bloody finger. "Does it 

hurt?" 

 "Of course not." 

 "That's good." Sarah wiped her finger on her bare leg. "You should get a 

bandaid on it." 

 Tiberia shrugged. A feather, bright emerald against the gravel, fluttered across 

the ground and lodged against her thigh. She picked it up even though touching 

feathers wasn't allowed. They had germs. "Want to play Cowboys and Indians?" 

 Sarah squatted down next to Tiberia and ran her finger over the green feather. 

"Yeah. Okay." 



                                  244 

 

 "You need to find some feathers like this one. For the hats that Indians wear." 

 Sarah jumped up. "Yes. Lots."  

 Tiberia stood up, too, and they walked slowly along the trail until they came to 

the road. Tiberia found a grey feather. "We need lots more." 

 "Millions." Sarah looked under a rock and a ton of centipedes came running out, 

very shiny and sleek in the sunshine, like they were made of metal. She squealed and 

Tiberia shook her head. It was silly to shout and be noisy. They were only bugs. 

 "Look!" Sarah pointed down a driveway at a car. On the driveway, between the 

car's wheels was a big feather, a black and white one. "Bags that feather!" 

 "You can't get it, it's in someone's yard." 

 "Yeah, I can."  

 "It's naughty." Tiberia walked away, not wanting to get into trouble. Sarah was a 

bad girl to go into someone's yard. Tiberia crossed the road and stood on the opposite 

pavement watching as Sarah crawled up behind the car. The feather was hard to get, 

but she got it. She looked back at Tiberia and smiled, but Tiberia didn't smile back. 

 The car started to roll backwards. Sarah didn't notice. Tiberia watched it slowly 

reverse. The back of it knocked Sarah over. She didn't make a noise, not even when 

one wheel went right over her. 
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Thirty Five 

 

Tiberia ignored the knock and kept typing. There was no point in answering the door 

because there was no chance that there was someone there with whom she would 

want to speak. She listed the people who could be knocking: Colin, Michael, Kate. No 

one else would visit her. 

 The knock came again - it was a loud assertive sound. Not the knock of a 

salesman or Jehovah's Witness. If it were Colin he would try to use his key. Of course it 

wouldn't work, since Tiberia had replaced all the locks the same day that he had left.  

 Knock! Tiberia felt a drizzle of dread along her nerve endings, and her stomach 

felt strangely heavy and uncomfortable. How dare someone be standing on her 

doorstep, knocking on her door! Why couldn't people leave her alone?   

 "Is anyone home?" A man's voice, assertive and official sounding. Tiberia went to 

the door and looked through the peep hole. Two police officers stood there, one in his 
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fifties, the other much younger. 

 Should she let them in? Should she pretend not to be home? No, it was better to 

get it over and done with. After all, if she didn't let them in they would certainly return 

later. She opened the door. "Hello." 

 "Good morning, ma'am." Neither bothered to smile which was just as well. Tiberia 

certainly could not have smiled back.  

 "Tiberia Jones?" 

 "Yes, I am she." Anxiety formalised Tiberia's speech. 

 "I wonder if we could come in and speak to you for a few minutes, ma'am." He 

took off his hat and held it. Tiberia noticed how the inside of it was darkened with 

sweat. No doubt police officers had a lot to sweat about. 

 "Yes. Of course." It angered her to have to let them in. This was her territory; they 

had no right to ingress. The men trailed her into the lounge room. Tiberia's gaze sprang 

to the computer screen - she was relieved to see she'd minimized the window. "Please, 

take a seat." 

 The officers sat next to each other on the sofa. Tiberia noticed that neither of 

them let his spine touch the back of the seat. They sat as if poised to spring up and 

tackle her. Tiberia took an armchair opposite them. 

 "I'm Senior Constable Meyer." The older man pulled a notebook and a cheap 

plastic pen from his pocket. His fingernails were bitten down to the cuticles. He waved 

the notebook at the other officer. "This is Constable Stevens. We're hoping you can 

help us with a few enquiries, Ms Jones." 
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 Tiberia sat very still, her hands folded in her lap, her feet carefully side by side. 

She refused to indulge in any defensive body language. In fact, she refused to indulge 

in any body language whatsoever. Yet even an absence of gesture was a type of 

betrayal. "I'll do my best." 

 "Is the car in the driveway yours?" 

 "Yes, it is." 

 "May I ask where you were on Monday, August 1, 2002, at 3:00 pm?" 

 Tiberia pretended to think. Why hadn't she planned for this eventuality? Of 

course the police were here. The ambulance officers must have noted her plate 

number and given it to the police. They would have her rego information and they 

would have her description. Lying would raise suspicions. So would the truth. She raised 

her eyebrows. "I'm afraid I can't remember, Constable Meyer. Let me think for a 

moment." 

 "Of course." 

 Tiberia stared out the window, where a palm tree stabbed the pale blue sky. 

She detested palms. They were like gigantic weeds. A finch flung itself from one of its 

fronds and landed on a grevillea, yellow chest heaving. It had been months since the 

car accident. If the police had had her correct registration number then they would 

have been on her doorstep a lot sooner than this. Obviously, they were not in 

possession of all the information. Tiberia swallowed and the sound seemed very loud in 

the silent room. Would the officers think she was nervous? Do not lie about what is 

checkable, she told herself. "I would have been picking up my children from school." 



                                  248 

 

 "Which school do they go to, ma'am?" Constable Myer had a medium-pitched, 

Australian-sounding voice. There was nothing threatening in his tones - he merely 

sounded curious. Perhaps his neutral accents were designed to soothe her into 

stupidity.  

 "Gumleaves School in Kingsdale. It's an independent school."  

 His pen moved across his notebook. "May I ask what route you would have 

taken to pick up the children?" 

 She could lie about this. It would be unlikely that they would check. However, if 

they did ask Colin, for example, his story would contradict hers. It would be better to 

tell the truth. "Roe Highway, I think, or is it Reid? Then I turn right down another road - I 

forget its name." Most men expected women to be inept with directions. It would be to 

her advantage if they underestimated her. "I then turn left onto Gnangara Road and 

then right onto Wanneroo." The officers looked at each other. "Then I turn right at 

Windrow street, then right again at Bancroft." 

 "At approximately what time would you have been travelling along Gnangara 

road, ma'am?" 

 "Perhaps 2:30 or 2:45. I couldn't say precisely."  

 "And have you ever observed a car accident while driving down Gnangara 

road?" 

 "No. Not that I recall." 

 "Are you quite certain? Perhaps you'd like some time to think about it." 

 "No, I don't believe I have. I'm sorry. May I ask why you're asking me about this?" 
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The finch darted towards the window then turned at the last moment, avoiding 

collision with the glass. Tiberia remembered the time a dove had plummeted into the 

same window. It had fallen to the ground and the children had run outside to see 

what had happened. The bird lay on the purple concrete pathway, one wing spread 

wide, the other close to its body. Tiberia had picked it up and been surprised at the 

warmth and softness of its small body. The dove silently opened its beak then closed it 

again. It died. 

 The younger officer spoke for the first time. Tiberia noticed that he had a gap 

between his two front teeth, giving him a strangely immature look. He looked like a 

nine year old who had just gained his adult incisors. "It's just routine." 

 Constable Meyer tapped his pen on the table. Two quick sharp raps. Impatient. 

"Did you ever stop at the scene of an accident in that general area?" 

 "No. Of course not." The bridge of her nose tickled but she didn't move to touch 

it. She kept her hands in her lap, she breathed evenly, she kept her gaze direct. Alan 

Pease had taught her that to touch the nose or indeed, any part of the face, was to 

admit to falsehood. Well, she was permitted to touch just once, but she had to avoid 

the dreaded "cluster" signs of a liar. Better to err on the side of caution. "Why would I?" 

 Constable Meyer's eyes narrowed a little; perhaps Tiberia had imagined it. Had 

she said too much? Had she overreacted? Under reacted? 

 "Some people stop to render assistance. Some people stop from curiosity." 

 "I'm not interested in staring at car accidents. And I wouldn't offer help if 

ambulance officers were on the scene." 
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 The younger constable leant forward. "How did you know an ambulance was 

on the scene?" 

 How easy it was to make mistakes. Tiberia felt a surge of anger with herself. She 

was a moron! "I don't know. I was just making a general comment." 

 "What if the ambulance had not been there? Would you have stopped?" 

 Tiberia shrugged. "I'd like to think so but it's unlikely. I don't like to be late." 

 The younger constable couldn't stop his face reflecting distaste. Tiberia assumed 

he thought her a rather silly and shallow woman. 

 "What if I told you," Constable Meyer said. "That a woman answering your 

description, driving a vehicle of identical colour and make to yours was present on the 

scene of a particular accident on Gnangara road on the date mentioned." 

 "I gather the witnesses did not note a registration number." 

 "The witnesses -" He paused. "Or witness ...  did observe a number plate, but 

were unable to discern the final digit of the registration." 

 Tiberia realised she had made a second mistake. Yet the news that the 

witnesses had not noted the entire rego number was reassuring. "I see." 

 "We're investigating all owners of vehicles of your make and colour and with the 

matching registration. You admit you were on the road in question at the relevant 

time. You also fit the description of a woman who was found on the scene 

administering CPR to an accident victim." He flicked through the pages of his 

notebook. "A Caucasian woman in her mid-thirties, of medium build, approximately 

one hundred and sixty centimetres tall, approximately sixty kilograms, with long brown 
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hair worn in a bun." He snapped the notebook shut. "It was a detailed description from 

reliable witnesses." 

 Tiberia intuited that there was nothing written on that particular page of his 

notebook. He was describing what he saw. "I'm just an average woman. I'm sure many 

people would fit my description." 

 "Are you trained in CPR?" Constable Meyer asked. 

 "Yes, I am. Is that relevant?" 

 "Possibly." 

 Tiberia didn't know what to say. The best option seemed to be to remain silent, 

to let the police officers control the conversation. 

 "May we take a look at your car, ma'am?" 

 "Inside it?" Tiberia hesitated. "Yes, of course." 

 "Thank you, ma'am." Both officers stood up. Tiberia picked her keys up from the 

hall table and led the way outside to where the car. As she went past the place where 

the dove had fallen, she wondered if she could see a stain on the purple concrete - a 

minute bloodstain. But the bird had simply broken its neck. There had been no blood.  

 A police car stood on her lawn, its blue and white metal shining in the sunlight. A 

splash of bird shit on the windscreen marred the vehicle's glittering perfection. 

 She unlocked all the doors on the passenger side of her own car then walked 

around to the other side. The roo bar had a small dent in it. Tiberia thought of the dying 

kangaroo - the way its legs had twitched as if it were a broken toy, or as if it had been 

electrocuted. There had been so much blood. She unlocked the doors on the driver's 
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side then unlocked the rear of the four-wheel drive.  

 "What's this, ma'am?" The younger police officer gestured towards the car. 

Tiberia found herself looking at his hand rather than the vehicle. She noticed that his 

nails, unlike those of the older man, were neatly trimmed. He was not a nail biter. It 

took her a moment to understand. Then she saw the pile of wooden crosses that filled 

the luggage compartment. She stared at the earth-stained objects. Did she need to 

supply an explanation? Her possession of the crosses was certainly bizarre but was it 

illegal? She didn't think so. "Is there a problem?" 

  Both men were facing her; both men had their hands on their hips. The sun 

slanted down through the trees and cast leafy shadows on their faces, concealing 

their expressions. "Why are these crosses in your car, Mrs Jones?" Constable Meyer's 

hand slipped into his pocket and emerged with his notebook and pen. 

 "I found them dumped on the road. I picked them up because they were a 

traffic hazard." She brushed a strand of hair away from her face. As her hand touched 

her face she noticed how wet her skin was. She was sweating. "I was planning to take 

them to the tip when I got a chance." 

 "I see." Constable Meyer tapped his pen against his front teeth. The noise raised 

the hair on the back of Tiberia's neck. It reminded her of bones cracking. "Are you 

aware that someone has been removing crosses from the streets in this area?" 

 "No." 

 "It's been in the newspapers." 

 "I don't read the paper." She shrugged. "So, what should I do with them?" 
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 "We'll take them with us. The people who placed them might want them back." 

 "Thank you." She fingered the car keys. The metal felt cold against her palm. Her 

key ring, a Swiss penknife, swung and twisted in the sunlight. Tiberia's eye was caught 

by the silver cross that decorated its red skin. There were crosses everywhere. She 

hated them. 

 Constable Stevens picked up an armful of crosses and carried them over 

towards the police car. Clods of earth fell onto her lawn. A plastic flower lay on the 

footpath, its petals leached to a bloodless pastel. 

 Constable Meyer made no move to help the younger officer. He stood by 

Tiberia, fingering his pen. "We have a few more people to speak to in regard to this 

matter," he said. "It may be necessary for us to interview you again, at a later date." 

 Tiberia nodded. "Very well." Constable Stevens dropped a cross and trod on it. 

The wood splintered underfoot. Tiberia could make out the letters RIP. "I wish I could 

help you. May I ask you, though, why this is so important? I don't understand why you 

would go to so much trouble over a car crash." 

 Constable Meyer put his notebook in his pocket. "I'm surprised you're ignorant of 

what happened. There's been little else in the news the last month." 

 "I have no idea. I don't listen to the news. Not the television. Not the radio. Or the 

newspaper." Babbling. She shut her mouth. 

 "I see." He stared at her steadily, his face impassive, his pupils dilated. He was 

assessing her, she sensed. "A child, a baby, went missing from the scene of the 

accident. She hasn't been found yet." 
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 "Ah," Tiberia said. She searched the palm tree for the finch, but couldn't find it. 

"Interesting." 
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Thirty Six 

 

Tiberia stood very still and let a butterfly settle on her hand. Its emerald wings shone as 

if they had been enamelled and its tiny legs clung to her finger with an assiduity that 

seemed almost affectionate. She flicked it away. 

 The air in the butterfly house was warm and humid - tropical, she supposed. Too 

warm. Beads of sweat had already formed on her top lip and in her long black jacket 

she felt overheated and uncomfortable. She had forgotten how hot it was here. She 

sat down on a rock and took a book out her pocket. Read.  

 Do you want to watch my great pain as men do? For man is the cruellest 

animal. 

 The words passed in front of her eyes, uncomprehended. She realised that she 

was afraid. 

 When the great man screams, the small man comes running with his tongue 
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hanging from lasciviousness. But he calls it his pity. 

 Her hair stuck to her damp forehead. She felt as if she were melting in the bright 

rainbow-coloured air. 

 I don't like butterflies, she thought. They seem so unnecessarily colourful. 

 She stood up and made her way along the pathway.  

 "There's always a rational solution to any problem." Lord, she was talking to 

herself. 

 "I'm insoluble." She frowned. Did she mean "unsolvable"? Something settled on 

her hair, near her ear. Without a thought, she swiped and dashed a crimson butterfly 

to the ground. It lay on the pavers, one wing bent in half, twitching. She stepped on 

the creature reducing it to a smear of red. Tiberia stared down at her fingers, at her 

ragged, chewed cuticles, at her bleeding thumbs. It was time to go. As she walked 

out, the air hit her with a reassuring gelidity. She felt the warmth drain away from her 

flesh, leaving her cool, cold, icy, frozen. 

  And that was just the way she wanted to feel. 
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Thirty Seven 

 

A bowl of roses stood on the polished wood of the table, filling the air with overripe, 

super-saturated scent. Their petals glowed a luminous white, so pure and clear that 

Tiberia was reminded of snow flakes. She'd brought the roses with her. It had seemed 

strange to buy roses. She had never done it before. 

 The suite was expensive, too expensive, but she wouldn't be here for long. 

 She walked to the floor to ceiling window and looked out. The twilight lay on the 

city as seamlessly and as impenetrably as banded agate. The river gleamed lifelessly, 

a dull grey under the darkening sky. It was too early for stars. 

 Six pm. No doubt Cassy was concerned, but Tiberia had stuck a note on the 

fridge for her. It simply read: I'll be late tonight, Mum. She had signed it with her initials 

as was her habit. Even love letters, birthday cards or contracts were signed thus. 

 She went over to the mini-bar and took out a half-sized bottle of wine. The bottle 
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was pleasantly cold in her hands. As she watched a patina of condensation formed 

on its seamless green surface. She opened it and filled a glass. With four swallows, she 

drank it. The taste filled her mouth, reminding her of grapes and fruit and sunshine. 

Reminding her of dull parties, drunken stumblings, misery. On an empty stomach, the 

alcohol affected her almost instantly. A pleasant softness dissolved the rigidity of her 

spine and soothed her shoulders. The wine took away the gleaming edge of her 

despair, but she had not drunk enough to take away her self-control. 

 She sat down on the bed. It yielded reluctantly to her weight. The imprint of her 

body would not last. If she stood all traces of her presence would disappear.  

 The room was decorated in the neutrally tasteful style of all expensive hotel 

rooms. The king-sized bed draped in white linen and heaped with pillows and bolsters 

stood on a raised platform. A small table of polished wood with the bowl of roses set in 

its centre stood next to the window. There was a writing desk heaped with tourist 

pamphlets, a cabinet containing the mini-bar and an electric kettle, two bedside 

tables and a large television set and video camera. 

 She stared into the dark lens of the video camera, which stood on a tripod at 

the foot of the bed. Tiberia got up and turned the air conditioning up to full. The 

temperature fell, but it couldn't ever be cold enough. She thought of her ice cave 

glistening with crystals so densely frozen that they gleamed sapphire blue. Ice crystals 

that had endured for thousands, perhaps millions of years. Unchanging. Safe. 

 She sat back on the bed and flicked the remote that started the video camera 

running. Her own image appeared on the television. Her hair was pulled back into a 
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bun; a few strands had escaped as usual and they gave her a frayed, vulnerable look 

that displeased Tiberia somewhat. Her ideal was to achieve an immaculate, perfect 

demeanour. Somehow, she had never achieved that. 

 The light had dimmed slightly. She looked over at the window - soon there would 

be no light left. The air in the room was still and cold and the rich scent of roses had 

been drained from the atmosphere. Her mind grew blank and her hands lay still at her 

sides.  

 There was nothing left. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

This exegesis will examine the depiction of the media in Australian society in three 

contemporary Australian literary works. In particular, I shall examine how the writers of 

these works explore audience participation in the framing and reframing of media 

representations of tragedy and the extent to which the audience is  complicit in the 

media's packaging of death and disaster as a consumer product. I propose to write a 

critique of the intersection between the popular imagination in terms of media 

depictions of violence and the literary imaginings of catastrophe as found in Robert 

Drewe's memoir, The Shark Net, which examines the Eric Cooke murders;  John Bryson's 

Evil Angels, which deals with the Azaria Chamberlain case; and my own work which 

describes one woman's response to the psychological aftermath of a devastating 

road accident. 

 

John Bryson's Evil Angels concerns the disappearance of nine-week-old Azaria 
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Chamberlain at Uluru or, as it was once known, Ayer's Rock, in 1980 and the 

subsequent responses to this disappearance in the media. His work illustrates the 

ambiguous role of the media and the equally ambiguous role of the public in 

reinterpreting events in order to titillate and entertain. 

 

Robert Drewe's The Shark Net  is a  Western Australian literary memoir that describes 

the childhood experiences of the writer set against a background of a series of violent  

killings. The Shark Net explores the boundaries between the observed and the 

observer. The motif of the shark is used by Drewe to represent the fascination of the 

public with sudden random death, tragedy and loss. The reader of The Shark Net is 

presented with many "sharks". There is the actual creature of the ocean, the human 

serial killer, the predatory media and the violence-hungry consumer of tragedy - the 

reader. 

 

 My own novel, "The Sacrifice of Honey", explores the role of the tabloid media in 

relation to sensationalising tragedy. It is a literary critique of the symbiotic relationship 

between the exploitive media and the voyeuristic public. The novel features a 

woman, Tiberia, who prides herself on her cold rationality. When she witnesses a car 

crash which results in the death of a  mother and a baby, she finds herself becoming 

increasingly obsessed with the media's representations of death and tragedy. She 

loses herself in a fantasy world where she vicariously experiences tragic deaths which 

have featured in the news and on the Internet.  
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The works examine the role of tabloid culture in Australian society and both establish 

and critique an Australian obsession with tragedy and death, extending the 

arguments put forward by cultural critics such as Wicks and Scollon, whose works 

explore the relationships between event and discourse such as it is found in the 

popular media and in literature.  These arguments are positioned in relation to 

contemporary and local contexts, therefore extending contemporary international 

theories of discourses about tragedy and catastrophic events into the literary and 

topical arena. 

 

The three works explore and question the relationship between fact and fiction. They 

challenge the boundaries of media and literary discourse and explore the traditional 

definitions and limitations of their respective genres.  The media offers fragmented 

data in the form of anecdotal descriptions and arguments which are designed to 

provoke fear and emotional arousal. The works demonstrate that objectivity and 

disinterest are inadequate defences against the pervasive influence of media-driven 

sensationalism.  This sensationalism is aimed at an audience which participates in a 

both passive and active interpretation and misinterpretation of media information.  

 

Mass communication -  the print media and television in The Shark Net and Evil Angels,  

and the media of print, television and the Internet in "The Sacrifice of Honey"- are 

shown to offer  multiple interpretations of popular disaster narratives, constructed to 
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attract and maintain the transient, uncertain attention of a sensation-seeking 

audience.  

 

In this exegesis the framing of tragedy is examined. I also consider the certain ways in 

which  the media's cultivation of tragedy is a result of the synergistic relationship 

between participant and observer in a homeostatic cycle of  construction and 

interpretation.  

 

The observer's selective perception in regard to exposure, attention and interpretation 

is exposed in the works discussed as is the interlocking, almost passionate, nature of the 

relationship between the voyeuristic public and the media.  The media's 

representation of reality is shown to be far more glamorous, far more "sexy" than what 

we might, in a temperate context, discern as the truth.  

 

In all three works the  media is shown to use symbols and signs as a way of marketing its 

news messages.  In Evil Angels,  the story of Azaria's disappearance is reduced to a 

series of images and pithy slogans or headlines. In The Shark Net, the  shark is reduced 

by the media to a clichéd and stereotypical symbol of voracity that is used in an 

almost formulaic fashion to induce fear and titillation in the audience. This metaphor is 

used to illuminate the role of the serial killer as both an aggressor and a victim, as both 

glamorous and sordid. And finally, in "The Sacrifice of Honey" I use the symbols of the 

cross and the kangaroo to signify the media/audience obsession with death and 
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tragedy. 

 

The three works under discussion all explore and question the relationship between 

fact and fiction. They challenge the boundaries of media and literary discourse and 

explore the traditional definitions and limitations of their respective genres. Ronald 

Scollon talks about the interdiscursivity of textual discourse, stating that texts are 

always intertextual.  He writes that: 

 

all texts borrow their language from other texts (intertextuality) and 
all genres borrow from other genres (interdiscursivity). To put it 
negatively, there are no "pure" or "original" texts or genres.1 

 

Thus the concept of intertextuality implies that texts exist significantly in 

relation to other texts.  This concept is explored in The Shark Net, a text 

that  is ostensibly a memoir, but which is not limited to the accepted 

limitations and restriction of the memoir genre.  Drewe's story includes 

elements from the media, autobiographical detail, biographical detail 

and fiction. This substantiates Daniel Chandler's theory that: 

 

the boundaries of texts are permeable. Each text exists within a 
vast "society of texts" in various genres and media: no text is an 
island entire of itself.2 

 

When reading a memoir, a reader makes certain assumptions, for example, that the 
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information contained in the work is based on the writer's experiences and 

perceptions and that the content of the work, while not necessarily objectively 

accurate, is nevertheless a close approximation to that which the writer believes to be 

true or wishes to present as true.  The reader accepts that the "reality" that is being 

presented is based on information that is accessible to the writer; that it is not 

imagined or invented. 

 

 When Drewe inserts chapters which are written from the point of view of the serial 

killer,  Eric Cooke, he steps outside the boundaries of autobiography and into an 

uncertain arena which may be that of biography, fiction, faction or fantasy. He 

presents information which  the reader knows the writer cannot have access to. The 

writer can have no knowledge of Eric Cooke's thought processes or of Eric Cooke's 

solitary and unobserved actions. Drewe's technique substantiates and illustrates 

Scollon's observation that: 

 

While it is theoretically given that the utterer is not the original 
producer of a text, at the same time, to put it more broadly, it is 
always ultimately undeterminable who or what discourse is the 
original voice we are hearing.3 

 

Drewe breaks down the membrane of veracity that surrounds his discourse and forces 

the reader to challenge his or her own relationship to the text, the protagonists and the 

                                                                                                                                                                                                       
1 Mediated Discourse as Social Interaction (London, NY: Longman Press, 1998), p. 15 
2 Semiotics for Beginners: http//www.aber.ac.uk/media/Documents/S4B/semiotic.html  , p. 30(Accessed 19 January 2005). 
3 Scollon, p. 15 
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narrator.  The reader must question the "truth" of the narrative. As Drewe is a journalist 

and a great deal of The Shark Net deals with the issue of media representation, the 

reader must also question the nature of news discourse. Drewe and his narrator are 

both representatives of a profession that claims to present non-fictional accounts,  yet 

his memoir is a synthesis of fiction and non-fiction. The reader must tacitly ask him or 

herself whether or not it is possible that journalism consists of a similar pastiche. 

 

In The Shark Net the reader is offered no warning or foreshadowing that the point of 

view is about to change from that of the memoir writer to that of one of the 

"characters" in the narrative. There is no chapter heading that signifies the switch, no 

explanation and no segue.  This is a convention that is also commonly found in 

newspaper writing, where only a change of pronoun is used to indicate that the view 

of the newsmaker is now being represented rather than that of the (often unnamed) 

journalist. 

 

According to Scollon, newspaper journalism conventions are such that authorship is 

often indeterminate and unspecified: 

 

On the production side it is very difficult in many, perhaps in most 
cases to determine who is the actual writer… most stories go 
through a highly complex  process of writing and rewriting, 
including primary authors, editors, translators, further editors, 
further writers, and the like, that makes it very difficult to establish 
responsibility for the text as it finally appears within the pages of 
the newspaper. The word "authorship" seems unreasonably 
stretched to cover this process of the creation of the text. (p. 112) 
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It would appear that Drewe is mirroring this journalistic convention. The first clue that 

the conventional memoir paradigm is being subverted occurs is when the narrative 

voice changes from first person to third person. The reader, confronted with "He" rather 

than "I" assumes that "He" must be Robert Drewe, the memoir writer, the subject of his 

own narrative. However, it slowly dawns on the reader that in fact "He" is Eric Cooke, 

the serial killer.  

 

This realisation poses a major challenge to the reader, for the reader is aware that 

Drewe is the animator of this "character", that Cooke is not the "real" Cooke, but rather 

a simulacrum, a character given life by the writer who has ceased to be the 

"autobiographer" and metamorphosed into either "biographer" or "novelist". Even 

these last two roles are not adequately differentiated, for as the memoir evolves we 

find that Drewe has in his role of journalist interviewed Cooke's wife and thus may well 

be basing his narrative on some research and thus on "fact" or "truth". 

 

Confronted with the change in point of view, the  reader is forced to reframe the 

"memoir"  as a possible "biography/novel", and when the point of view returns to  first 

person, the reader must again adjust. However, the initial faith in the genre of the 

narrative has been lost. The reader must progress through the rest of the memoir in a 

state of uncertainty,  made painfully aware of the limitations of the genre and of the 

amorphous nature of "truth". The reader no longer knows whether or not he or she can 
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trust Drewe as an autobiographer/narrator. Perhaps it is not just the Cooke sequences 

that are fictional - perhaps the whole work is fiction. 

 

This blurring of roles is not only a feature of the form of the text  but also of the content. 

Is Drewe's role that of  an observer or that of a participant? The reader must question 

the identity of Drewe's narrator himself. He is both a character  and writer, both an 

observer and the observed, a participant and a non-participant. However, the 

biggest challenge is to the reader's concept of his or her own roles - the reader no 

longer knows how he or she is positioned in relation to the text. 

 

In Evil Angels, the blurring between fact and fiction is made manifest in the term 

"faction".  Faction is a genre of writing that presents factual events, usually events that 

have been popularised in the news media, in a novelised form. Daniel Chandler 

defines "faction" as a kind of intertexuality: 

 

Intertextuality is also reflected in the fluidity of genre boundaries 
and in the blurring of genres and their functions which is reflected 
in such recent coinages as "advertorials", "infomercials", 
"edutainment", "docudrama" and "faction" (a blend of "fact" and 
"fiction"). (p. 45) 

 

Evil Angels describes the events surrounding the Azaria Chamberlain case in  a 

novelistic style, with the main protagonists presented as characters in an unfolding 

narrative.  The information within the text is framed as factual and objective despite 

the novelistic accoutrements of description, interior monologue, shifts of point of view  
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and authorial comment. The point of view is usually third person. The first person point- 

of-view is not used; Evil Angels is not positioned as a memoir. 

 

The form of Evil Angels in many ways reflects the way in which the case was presented 

to the public by the media, that is, truth and  fiction were combined  in such a fashion 

as to capture and engage the popular imagination. Paul Reynolds discusses it in these 

terms: 

 

At one level (the Azaria Chamberlain case) contained the 
essential elements of a classic murder mystery - a "whodunit" … no 
body was produced in evidence, no direct witnesses to the event 
could be found … no motive could be adduced.4 

 

While it is true that Evil Angels does not present the Chamberlain case as a mystery 

novel it does nevertheless employ the novelistic form. This blurring of genre results in the 

reader struggling with  the question of  "how" to read and interpret the narrative. The 

reader may find him or herself absorbed in the text in the same way as he or she would 

be if reading a novel - he or she may identify with or feel antipathy towards particular 

characters in a far more personal way than if reading a documentary report.  In 

addition Evil Angels uses literary devices employed in novels. These devices include 

presenting the narrative from the points-of-view of a variety of characters, for 

example, in Evil Angels some chapters are written from the point of view of the 

accused, some from the coroner, some from the point of view of reporters and so on.  

                                                           
4 The Azaria Chamberlain Case: Reflections on Australian Identity (London: Sir Robert Menzies Centre for Australian 
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The narration is  more descriptive and metaphorical than would be found in reportage 

or non-fiction. For example, John Bryson writes: "Grasshoppers exploded against the 

pavement." 5,  "The house is painted the colour of iced coffee, and piped with 

chocolate." (p. 105). The emotions and thoughts of characters are described: "She was 

both excited and confident" (p. 300): "Gilroy thought her courage was clear and 

admirable. But he could see watching Lincoln's face, no comparative expression of 

admiration there." (p. 75). These are descriptive passages that are not found in 

conventional news reportage and which are peculiar to fictional forms. 

 

In "The Sacrifice of Honey", I attempt to interweave genres and to emphasise the 

interdiscursivity of  novelistic discourse and news discourse. I present actual news 

events in a fictionalised, highly novelised format, deliberately promoting and 

emphasising a subjective interpretation of reality. My interpretation of the news is 

blatantly emotional, subjective and intimate and is designed to challenge the reader 

to question his or her own role as a consumer of the news product. 

 

My depiction of a news events is based entirely on actual news reports and includes 

details gleaned  from such sources as the Internet, newspaper archives, television and 

radio news and other publicly available documentation. However, in also depicting 

the thoughts and feelings of the participants I describe events using novelistic 

techniques.  I seek to make manifest the implicit meaning that traditional methods of 

                                                                                                                                                                                                       
Studies, Institute of Commonwealth Studies, University of London, 1989) p. 1. 
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news reporting are usually employed to  conceal.  I juxtapose actual news items with 

my own emotionally weighted interpretations. For example, the newspaper version 

below: 

 

Shocked onlookers reported a horrifying scene with people 
screaming and blood pouring into the water. Police evacuated 
the beach as officials mounted an air and sea search for the 
shark, believed to be a great white. Only last month, Perth 
beachgoers were warned to take care after two sharks were 
spotted off the city's northern beaches.6 

 

is contrasted with the following: 

 

As if choreographed every person stopped still then turned 
oceanwards. A man struggled in in rosy, ruby, sanguine waters. 
Blood froth. Blood soup. Man juice. 
 
Screaming … The creature had the man by the leg then it moved 
easily, freely away. The men on the wave ski hauled the shark 
victim aboard then headed back to land leaving a bloody 
highway in their wake. (p. 84) 

 

By exaggerating and distorting the media approach to reportage of tragedy, I seek to 

show that the distinction between news reporting and novelistic methodology is not 

inviolable. The goals of both the journalist and the novelist are similar and related 

rather than disparate.  This distinction is one that Drewe and Bryson also show as 

volatile and ephemeral. The roles of journalist and novelist merge and overlap; they 

are not dichotomous and distinct. 

                                                                                                                                                                                                       
5  Evil Angels (Sydney: Hodder Headline Australia, 1985), p. 322. 
6  The Sacrifice of Honey (unpublished), p. 83. 
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Thus all three works blur the boundaries of literary and non-literary genres. They 

examine the borders of truth and fiction in relation to the form of the novel, the memoir 

and the form of news reportage. By doing this they demonstrate that the media, too, 

blurs the distinctions between fiction and non-fiction, between perception and that 

which is perceived and between the observer and the participant. 

 

 

 

All three works under discussion explore the relationship between objectivity and 

subjectivity, between what we might think of as reality and representation. The media 

is shown to offer emotive  interpretations of events in order to provoke fear or titillation.  

This then becomes the motivating force for readers to continue to consume the media 

product.  

 

Of course, all media texts are representations rather than simply reproductions of 

"reality". As theorist D. N. Rodowick writes: 

 

Rather than reproducing the "world" spontaneously and 
automatically, as the ideology of realism would have the 
spectator believe, the cinematic apparatus always operates 
selectively, limiting, filtering and transforming the images that are 
its raw material.7 

                                                           
7 The Crisis of Political Modernism : Criticism and Ideology in Contemporary Film Theory (Berkeley, Calif. : University of 
California Press, 1994), p. 77 
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 The modern audience, the reader, the television viewer, the Internet surfer, is subject 

to an overwhelming flood of information, propaganda and misinformation which 

initially promotes credulity and then cynicism. 

 

Science is, of course,  a discipline that emphasises the exploration of truth and fact 

through the application of scientific method. The three works under discussion explore 

two major attitudes to science in reportage.  Firstly, there is an attitude that scientific 

data may either be ignored as being too arcane  and uninteresting to the reader, and 

secondly that it may be used to support and lend credibility to untenable, but 

sensationalist arguments. 

 

In The Shark Net, Drewe shows that rational debate is sacrificed in the media  in favour 

of  anecdotal exposition.  This is a theme also explored by Bryson in Evil Angels. Bryson 

further develops this idea, showing that science can  be misused in order to add 

credibility to untenable arguments and propositions. He shows  that scientific evidence 

may be selectively reported, in order to showcase the more lurid and stimulating 

findings and to de-emphasise findings which may be more esoteric, difficult, or 

unengaging.   

 

In The Shark Net, Robert Drewe describes how the first draft of the story he writes about 

sharks grew from a "snappy news item" into an information-laden article. He describes 
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scientific information in a news context as a "coup". 8 Drewe interviews an ichthyologist 

and a shark hunter. Here, Drewe sets up a contrast between the seemingly esoteric 

profession of  "ichthyologist" and the sensationalist, exciting job of the "Shark Hunter".  

Drewe describes how he uses the arcane language of science to describe the nature 

of sharks: "… they were characterised by a nictitating membrane and a heteroceal 

tail." (p. 304).  As an inexperienced cadet reporter, he imagines that science will add 

authenticity and weight to his article, however it is taken for granted that the hunger of 

the reader for sensation must be met.  When asking  the ichthyologist about the eating 

habits of Requiem Sharks (p. 305) , Drewe comments that  the diet of sharks may also 

include human beings. The ichthyologist replies: "Let's not sensationalise that aspect." 

Drewe, to the obvious exasperation of the scientist, goes on to ask if Requiem Sharks 

are thus named because they kill people, and wonders what the chances are of a 

West Australian swimmer being killed by a shark. The scientist sighs and replies: "I hope 

you people aren't going to beat this thing up." (p. 306).  However, when Drewe's article 

appears in the newspaper, the entire interview with the ichthyologist has been edited 

out of the text. The voice of rationality and objectivity has been silenced. All that 

remains of the original article is the interview that Drewe has done with the "Shark 

Hunter" - an interview that only consists of the anecdotal and non-scientific. The 

headline reads: "Shark Hunter Warns of Beach Threat." The role of the scientist has been 

erased and the role of "Shark Hunter" has attained precedence. While the ostensible 

function of the news media is to inform, the commercial reality is shown to be 

                                                           
8 Robert Drewe The Shark Net: Memories and Murder (Ringwood, Victoria: Penguin Press, 2000) p. 304. 
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otherwise. The objective portrayal of information is of secondary priority to the goal of 

selling copy.  

 

In Evil Angels, Bryson also explores the relationship between science and news. Like 

Drewe, he shows how evidence may remain unreported in favour of  anecdotal 

narratives. Bryson describes how the news media gave extensive coverage to the 

rumour that the name "Azaria" meant "Sacrifice in the Wilderness" (p. 216).  The 

coroner, Barritt, reads aloud to the press gallery and the press benches a report sent to 

him by a researcher in Hebrew Studies that establishes that the name Azaria has 

nothing to do with sacrifice. But even as he does so, he wonders if this data will make 

any difference. Facts are shown to be irrelevant to the media's portrayal of the story. 

This is further developed by Bryson when he shows that the scientific evidence offered 

by dingo expert, Les Harris, is disregarded not only by the media but also by the court.  

Harris, a man who has extensively researched dingos, maintains that the dogs are 

more than capable of carrying off a baby, but this information is not reported or given 

credibility. The media runs with the idea that Lindy Chamberlain is lying when she 

claims that a dingo took her baby.  

 

When Coroner Barritt calls for the public to contact him with examples of dingos 

attacking children he receives twenty-seven  accounts (p. 225) which suggest there is 

a factual basis for children being endangered by the animals, however this 

information is not reported. The facts of the case are of less interest to the media than 
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the unsubstantiated scenario that Mrs Chamberlain murdered her child. 

 

Bryson shows that when forensic evidence is being presented in court, media 

representatives are uninterested: "The press was having trouble turning the secrets of 

the blood-stream into anything like readable copy. The reporter sitting next to Brown 

whispered,  "God knows how much of this the jury can understand." Brown replies: "It 

doesn't matter. It's not the point." (p. 431). It would seem that the aim of reportage is 

not imparting information or clarifying scientific evidence but rather producing 

entertaining copy for its readers. 

 

When Professor Boettcher appears before the court with scientific evidence that 

shows that the forensic tests which suggest Azaria was murdered are inaccurate, he 

realises that he has not been listened to. He realises that he had awaited the 

"messianic triumph of science" in vain (p. 431). The media's version of events has 

become so potent that even the court is influenced. 

 

Bryson gives an example of Professor Boettcher's findings showing how the Professor's 

discourse is difficult for the layperson to decipher. Bryson writes: "He considered this 

plain language, clear to the most casual reader. It meant: Everyone agrees now that, 

unless the testing solution was specific to foetal haemoglobin, the tests were useless." 

(p. 433). The news reporters react to this scientific rhetoric with distaste: "Their task, 

making all this catchy and explicable, was hopeless. They needed another 
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diversion …" The journalists are then shown to amuse themselves by placing bets on 

when Mrs Chamberlain's new baby will be born. Thus Bryson shows that  objectivity and 

rational debate is abandoned in favour of the trivial and sensational. The evidence 

that shows that the forensic testing is flawed is shown to be of  little interest to the 

media not only because the language of science is not considered accessible, but 

also because science fails to uphold the media's angle that Mrs Chamberlain is guilty.  

 

This can be contrasted with the media's reaction to the evidence that Azaria 

Chamberlain's throat has been cut, and that a bloody handprint resembling Mrs  

Chamberlain's has been found on the child's jumpsuit.  This data, despite its lack of 

scientific credibility, results in great media excitement:  "… the news reporters were 

anxious to get out of the court and onto the phones. This was the story they had 

waited for, a cut throat, though it fell a little short of the vivid decapitation they'd been 

led to expect." (p. 310).  Bryson shows that the media aims to titillate its audience with 

vivid depictions of violence rather than with objective reportage of fact. 

 

Bryson  further demonstrates that objective evidence is abandoned in favour of more 

subjective interpretations. He writes of a reporter: "… Brown despised the use of court 

transcripts and relied instead on furious shorthand." (p. 240). Here the objectivity of a 

transcript is abandoned in favour of  "furious" shorthand.  The  use of the word "furious" 

shows how emotion is substituted for fact.  The fact that the handwritten form is 

favoured over the typed word, suggests the way in which the subjective/personal is 
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emphasised over the objective and impersonal. Even the fact that Brown uses 

"shorthand" is symbolic of  how the media version of truth is abbreviated and distorted 

by the process of reportage. 

 

Bryson, however, does not confine his argument to the premise that scientific 

evidence  is marginalised by the media. Rather, he develops the argument  that 

science may be selectively used to support the media's chosen "angle" or "spin" on a 

news story.  Scientific evidence that supports a titillating spin on a story will be given 

more reportage than the evidence that refutes it.   

 

Moreover, rumour and innuendo may even be backed up by being attributed to 

putative scientific sources. When Nicoll states that: "No mother in the country would 

keep black clothes for her child… That's a devil's child.", he is challenged by Murdoch 

who asks for his source. Nicholl  replies that the source of this information is:  "…a 

scientist. A forensic scientist."  Although no one believes Nicholl has acquired this 

information from a scientist, the journalists accept the information with equanimity.  

The false information thus remains unchallenged and gains credibility. 

 

In "The Sacrifice of Honey", I address the role of science in adding credibility to 

reportage by using scientific data and substantiated facts and figures to add veracity 

to Tiberia's imagined first-hand experience of notable news events:  
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A clear blue and golden sky with high cirrus clouds reflected in the 
light-tinselled lake, and the sight filled her with a delicate mix of 
melancholy and euphoria. She looked at her hand, held it up to 
the light. Her fingers seemed insubstantial, translucent, uninvolved. 
She was untouchable, invisible, omniscient. 
 
She knew when it would happen, how it would happen. She knew 
how much the fragment of steel would weigh - 999 grams. She 
knew it would originate from one or another of the corner columns 
(C30 or C74) on the outside row on the face of the East Wing of 
the Main Tower Block. She knew too much. (p. 115) 

 

I attempt to demonstrate through novelistic devices that facts and figures are utilised 

by the news media not so much as to inform but to add substance and credibility to 

the readers' vicarious experience. The news media is offering not information to the 

reader but a voyeuristic adventure disguised as an objective representation of fact. 

 

In all three works, objectivity is juxtaposed with subjectivity. The works challenge our 

assumption that certain institutions such as science and the law are intrinsically 

objective and disinterested.  

 

In Evil Angels, the judiciary is shown as being relatively objective and the media and 

the public are shown to be subjective. However it becomes evident that the disinterest 

of the judiciary is not as complete as one might hope when the television camera is 

allowed into the court room in order to film the trial. Ostensibly, the reason for this is to 

ensure that the media present an objective view of the proceedings. Tait, the head 

technician for Channel Seven, proposes to the coroner, Barritt, that the media be 

allowed into the court for the following reason: "Basically, it is the only way you can 
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avoid being misreported…" (p.  232) - a statement that has the ominous resonance of 

a threat.  Thus, the coroner tries to reduce the degree of mediation between viewer 

and event by allowing the cameras access to the court. However this increases rather 

than reduces such mediation.   The courtroom is transformed into a TV studio, blurring 

the distinctions between events and the representation of events. 

 

Allowing the media access to the court room represents a dissolution of the 

boundaries between the world of the judiciary and the world of the media, which is 

also the world of fantasy and entertainment. 

 

In The Shark Net, the same dichotomy is explored . The memoir opens in a court room. 

Drewe immediately compares the alleged serial killer with a criminal from a B-grade 

movie (p. 5), thus immediately setting up a comparison between media depictions of 

events and the event itself. In order to comprehend the scene that is taking place 

before him, Drewe compares the serial killer to fictional representations of reality - it is 

as if fiction is more true, more valid, more believable than the actual scene that is 

before him. 

 

Drewe throws doubt on the objectivity of the media  when he reflects that: "… put 

anyone in the dock and they look guilty of something."  (p. 6) Drewe, a court journalist 

and thus representative of the media perspective,  examines the accused murderer 

and muses that: 
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Only because I knew him, and he was sitting up there in front of 
me, living and breathing and looking anxious (if oozing 
criminality!), was I able to give him, if only for a second or two, the 
benefit of the faintest doubt. (p. 7) 

 

 Even Drewe, who knows the accused man, is unable to view him with disinterest. The 

media has decided on the guilt of the man, and thus frames a view of reality that is 

incontestable. 

 

In The Shark Net, Drewe explains that The West Australian newspaper considers itself to 

be a "paper of record" rather than "… the paper of interesting angles." (p. 213). Drewe 

writes: "The paper of record provided entry into what reporters liked to call 'the real 

world'... It seemed to be populated solely by the police and people in trouble with the 

police. And reporters, of course." (p. 213).  

 

Thus Drewe illuminates the symbiotic relationship between the law, the police and the 

media. When the police use the media to tempt the alleged murderer out of hiding, 

Drewe writes: "It was a risk, but  the police had the papers well-trained." Drewe writes 

an article about a drunken police officer who crashes his car into a family of four, 

seriously injuring a child. He is surprised when it does not appear in the newspaper (p. 

293).  Later Drewe is summoned into the office of the Police Commissioner  and  it 

becomes clear that no action will be taken against the police officer - the media relies 

on the police for access to information and thus will not expose the police to the 
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public's eye. It as if the event did not take place if it is not reported. Drewe seems to be 

making a similar observation to that of Brian White, who wrote that: 

 

In Australia, events do not happen unless the media deign to 
announce them. And what the media do report, they will 
probably distort. If they choose not to report, the event simply 
hasn't happened.9 

 

In "The Sacrifice of Honey", I comment on the relationship between the media and the 

police. When Tiberia is visited by two police officers seeking information about a child 

whose body is missing from a car accident, Tiberia realises that she has attracted 

suspicion because of her transparently false statement that she did not listen to or 

read the news: 

 

Constable Meyer put his notebook in his pocket. "I'm surprised 
you're ignorant of what happened. There's been little else in the 
news." 
 "I have no idea. I don't listen to the news. Not the television. 
Not the radio. Or the newspaper." Babbling. She shut her mouth. 
(p. 252) 

 

The police expect that a suspect will be familiar with any case that has appeared in 

the media. Tiberia seeks to distance herself from the case by denying any knowledge 

of the case and by showing herself as a non-audience member of any form of media. 

Tiberia's claim, though, is a false one, and the implication is that as a participant she is 

also a guilty party. She has not only watched the news, she has also participated in the 

                                                           
9 White on the Media (Sydney: Cassell Australia, 1975), p. 1. 
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events that have taken place. This is not only on the literal level where she may or may 

not have taken a child from an accident scene, but on a metaphorical level where all 

viewers are complicit in the exploitation of  victims of tragedy. 

 

The three works explore how the media handles truth and objectivity. The institutions of 

science and the judiciary are used by the writers to represent "truth" and to illustrate 

the relationship of the media to verifiable events. The  relationship between event and 

representation is shown to be tenuous and uncertain and  the media is shown to offer 

multiple interpretations of "reality".  In the works discussed,  the concept that disinterest 

and objectivity can be considered a veneer designed to disguise and add legitimacy 

to the  pervasive influence of media-driven sensationalism is explored. 

 

According to  Robert Wicks the study of constructionism begins with the assumption 

that truthful and objective messages do not exist.  He writes that: 

 

The messages that are produced by the media are interpretations 
that have been crafted to reflect the reality that the producer 
sees. Audience members then interpret these message in the 
context of knowledge that is stored in schemas.10 

 

This is a point of view supported by Stephan Lesher: 

 

Documentaries or news presentations in general rely no less than 
                                                           
10 Understanding Audiences: Learning to Use the Media Constructively (Mahwah, N.J.:Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 
2001.),  p. 26 
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fiction on the shaping of ideas and information …11 
 

All three works under discussion can be examined within this constructionist framework. 

Evil Angels, as representative of the genre of "faction",  is superficially the work which 

makes the greatest claim to  presenting its content as objective truth. However, Bryson 

constantly brings the reader's attention to the unreliability of mediated representations 

of reality. For example, Bryson describes an incident during the Chamberlain case 

where a snapshot, supposedly the last taken of Azaria before her disappearance, 

becomes of great interest to the public and to the press (p. 149). This is because the 

baby in the snapshot does not seem to resemble Azaria; the baby in the picture seems 

to have hair of a lighter colour than Azaria's and to be taller than Azaria.   

 

The press speculates that  the baby in the snapshot is not Azaria - that Azaria had been 

killed before the photograph had been taken. By raising the unreliability of the 

photographic image, Bryson questions the "truth" of mediated representation. The 

photograph in question is in fact of Azaria, but the media in seeking to promote an 

angle that is compelling to the audience,  chooses to present "truth" as a "lie". 

 

Photographs are often assumed by the public to be static in meaning and not subject 

to multiple interpretation. However, as Stuart Hall writes: 

 

This brings  us directly to the second aspect of news construction - 
                                                           
11 Media Unbound - The Impact of Television Journalism on the Public (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1982.), p. 143. 
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the elaboration of a news photo or story in terms of an 
interpretation. Here, the photo, which already meets and has 
been exposed within the formal criteria of news is linked with an 
interpretation which exploits its connotative value.12 

 

Thus  Bryson shows us that the photograph of Azaria holds a multiplicity of potential 

meanings and interpretations that are selected and screened by the media and the 

audience. The media's labelling of the photograph, however, solidifies the negative 

meaning and diminishes the possibility of the audience finding a different 

interpretation. The interpretation that is fostered by the media is the one that will result 

in the best possible commercial outcome for the newspaper. Wicks writes that:  

 

Media consumers should recognise that their ideas, attitudes, and 
beliefs may be partially shaped by messages that are designed 
primarily to attract audiences rather than to communicate 
information. ( p. 77) 

 

In Evil Angels, by showing how the media deliberately misrepresents the information 

that it is given about the Azaria Chamberlain case, Bryson shows that one of the 

primary goals of the media is to attract viewers rather than to convey information 

objectively. To emphasise this point, Bryson quotes Paul Everingham, a radio talk show 

host who made the comment in regard to the press's behaviour during the 

Chamberlain trial: "The media's acting  like a buncha vampires…" (p. 268). Of course, 

this is a particularly ironic quote considering it is being made by a media commentator 

- one of the very "vampires" in question. 

                                                           
12 'The Determinations of News Photographs'  In The Manufacture of News: Social Problems, Deviance and the Mass Media 
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 The Shark Net presents its content as being mediated through the consciousness of 

the story teller - the autobiographer.  However, as mentioned earlier, the 

autobiographer is not the only participant in the narrative process. Cook's perspective 

is also represented in chapters which are written in third-person point of view. Thus, the 

reader is reminded that the narrator's recounting of events may not be definitive- that 

other perspectives are possible. 

 

Drewe questions the concept of objectivity - raising the issue of whether or not 

objectivity and disinterest are possible. He writes: 

 

Everyone believed he was as good as convicted of multiple 
murder. I was trying to stay objective, but I thought so, too. Then 
again, I told myself, put anyone in the dock and they look guilty of 
something…( p. 6) 

 

Drewe, as a reporter, admits that he cannot be objective and thus suggests that the 

media in general is incapable of objectivity. He may be suggesting that the 

non-disinterested spotlight of the media is sufficient in itself to condemn the accused.  

 

"The Sacrifice of Honey", as a novel, makes no claims in regard to veracity, but the text 

does use actual content from the media as part of the story-telling process. My 

protagonist, Tiberia, prides herself on her own objectivity and disinterest. She is 

                                                                                                                                                                                                       
eds. Cohen, Stanley & Young, Jock (London: Constable, 1981), p. 184 
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obsessed with rationality and "truth". However, Tiberia's obsession with mediated 

representations of reality, especially with those of Internet news sites, betrays the fact 

that her interest in the events of the day is highly subjective and based on emotion 

rather than rationality. I attempt to show that the audience reconstructs its own unique 

version of events based on internal schema that may only be marginally related to 

actuality or to "der Real". Hicks writes that: 

 

Prior knowledge and interpretive frames guide the ways in which 
people construct social reality…that incoming information is 
capable of stimulating the retrieval of associated stored 
knowledge. (p. 10) 

 

Tiberia reads news reports on the Internet then creates elaborate mental 

representations of what she has read. She then participates in those representations in 

various roles: participant, observer, victim, perpetrator. She appropriates the schema 

of tragedy and transforms them using her own frameworks of understanding. However, 

she does not understand or acknowledge that any such transformation or 

interpretation has taken place. Instead, Tiberia insists that her fragmentary and 

distorted view is objective, rational and disinterested - that it represents  

"the truth".  Milton Shulman writes that: 

 

instead of accepting TV news for what it is - a kind of pictorial shorthand 
illustrating through arbitrary pictures a synopsis of events of the day - viewers for 
the most part assume the summary to be the reality, the fragment to be the 
whole truth.13 

                                                           
13 The Ravenous Eye: The Impact of the Fifth Factor (London: Cassell and Company, 1973), p. 26. 
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 Tiberia sees "the truth" as something palpable and concrete. Her inability to see that 

objectivity is not achievable makes her blind to  social reality:  

 

"And last week, one of the mothers complained that you'd told 
the her daughter that there is no Santa Claus." He laughed. "I told 
her she must be mistaken, that probably Maddy got confused." 
 "No, I did tell Maddy there was no Santa Claus." 
Richard looked up at her. "You what? Why? Why would you do 
that?" 
 "Maddy asked me if there was a Santa Claus, so I told her the 
truth. I don't lie to the children." 
 "Sometimes it's necessary. Anyway, telling children about 
Santa Claus isn't lying. It's just a story. It's for fun." 
 "If a child asks me a question then I give the correct answer. 
It's a question of trust. Also, I simply don't like to lie." She smiled, 
attempting a joke. "I have a will to truth."( p. 176) 

 

Tiberia represents the veneer that the media presents to the community - the veneer 

of rationality and objectivity. In the example above, Tiberia's superficial belief that all 

stories should represent events exactly, that the purpose of all information should be to 

inform rather than to entertain is exemplified. However, as the reader becomes more 

familiar with Tiberia it becomes obvious that her interest in the media representations 

of tragedy is prurient rather than objective. This concept  is further explored when 

Tiberia states that children's story books should always have endings that represent 

"real life": 

 

Tiberia always went out of her way to find books for the children 
that reflected life. Sometimes they had happy endings, sometimes 
they did not.  Due to the lack of books with sad endings, she 
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sometimes had to modify the conclusions herself. (p. 171) 
 

However Tiberia's acknowledgement that "she sometimes had to modify the 

conclusions herself" shows that at some level she is aware that when it comes to story 

telling the truth is mutable and negotiable. This relates to the way that Tiberia cannot 

acknowledge that her preoccupation with the media is not because she is rationally 

exploring data and information but rather because she is seeking emotional 

engagement. Peter Beharrell writes that: 

 

news is never simply a series of facts or a simple mirror of reality. 
Rather it is a cultural product and the accounts and descriptions 
of the world which it gives are produced from within specific 
interpretative frameworks.14 
 

In "The Sacrifice of Honey", I  illustrate that news is much more than a recital of facts or 

transference of information.  

 

All three writers show that news reportage that claims objectivity is in fact  a veneer for 

Schadenfreude. The claim of objectivity is a rationalisation for the dissonance caused 

when the audience enjoys events which are tragic or otherwise unpleasant. The works 

show that to the media and to the consumer of media products, reality is a mutable 

commodity which can be redesigned and restructured to meet the needs of the 

various stakeholders. 
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When people receive media messages they analyse them in a variety of ways utilising 

a range of processes. According to Wicks (p. 99), there are many factors that 

influence the way in which an audience member may interpret media data. These 

can include the amount of attention that an audience member pays to the 

information, whether the information is processed through automatic or controlled 

processing, memory processes, the schema utilised,  the message structure and 

content, media practices and norms, common knowledge and the context of 

pre-existing attitudes.  

 

This view is supported by Scollon, who proposes that the interpretive processes of the 

readers or consumers of news discourse must be taken into account when considering 

the connection between media and audience (p. 16). Scollon points out that the 

sender-receiver model of media-audience interaction has been weakened by 

theories that posit a more interactive/dialogic paradigm. (p. 17). This interactive 

paradigm is explored by all three works. 

 

In The Shark Net, Drewe introduces this concept in the first chapter, where the 

protagonist, the young Drewe, contemplates the blurring of his roles of observer and 

participant. As a journalist, Drewe understands his role to be that of observer, however, 

                                                                                                                                                                                                       
14 More Bad News: Volume 2 (London: Glasgow University Media Group, 1980), p. 3. 
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in the context of the Cooke murders, Drewe finds he is also playing the role of 

participant. He is not only a reporter he is also an acquaintance of the killer and of  

some of the murder victims. He writes: 

 

To be a participant instead of an observer went totally against my 
training as a reporter. But I liked the feeling. (p. 11) 

 

Drewe  illustrates this blurring of role when he describes a photograph of the killer as he 

is taken into the court room: 

 

I was one of the onlookers standing in the asphalt courtyard 
between the lockup and the holding cells. I was just in the picture: 
on the edge of the newspaper photograph leaning in. I was 
barely in the frame. I was a left ear, a nose tip, a cheek, a piece of 
jaw, a jacket shoulder, a sleeve, a hand, a notebook. I was 
present, but only just. I was made of gradations of grey dots. 
(p. 13) 

 

In this photograph, Drewe's role is unclear. Is he a participant? Is he an observer? This 

question lies at the heart of any analysis of the role of media. To what extent is the 

media a "maker of news" rather than a "reporter of news"? But this question is just as 

pertinent when asked of the audience. To what extent is the individual audience 

member a passive observer?   

 

The distinction between the inside and the outside of the "frame" is unclear. The 

observer has crossed the boundary and is not only outside the frame but also inside. 

Furthermore the observer has become fragmented and disconnected. He is no longer 
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entire. He is: "… a left ear, a nose tip, a cheek, a piece of jaw, a jacket shoulder, a 

sleeve, a hand, a notebook." He  has been broken down into various segments, 

perhaps into metaphorical audience sectors.  

 

Lincoln and Guba maintain that the audience constructs his or her own reality from his 

or her reading of a text, that 

 

those who see reality as a construction in the minds of individuals 
assert that it is dubious whether there is a reality. If there is, we can 
never know it. Furthermore, no amount of inquiry can produce 
convergence on it. There is, in this ontological position, always an 
infinite number of constructions that can be made and hence 
there are multiple realities. 15 

 

I explore this concept in "The Sacrifice of Honey" by showing how the protagonist, 

Tiberia,  appropriates media texts and endows them with a personal significance that 

may have very little to do with the original discourse. Tiberia demonstrates an 

insatiable appetite for tragic media events. She searches for stories in which she can 

immerse herself and create her own reality, in which she can be a participant: 

 

The radio, the television, the paper were not enough. She scoured 
the Internet, looking for what she needed. The best stories were 
those that took place in Western Australia. The second best ones 
took place in Australia. She didn't care about overseas events, 
foreigners, or strange climates and landscapes. She had to be 
able to visualise it, live it, know it. She had to be there. (p. 114) 
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Tiberia is not just a consumer of the media's products. She is an active participant in 

the stories who engages in a dynamic process of recreating the texts which she reads. 

Tiberia is gradually subsumed in her own media-generated fantasies. As the novel 

progresses, the protagonist's role in her own fantasies becomes less and less that of an 

observer and more and more that of a participant.  

 

When she first imagines that she is witnessing the aftermath of a suicide that she has 

read about in the newspaper, she is distanced and impartial. She stands at a apart 

from the tragedy, the murder/suicide of a mother and her children,  and feels nothing.  

She remains on the outside of the event, separated by glass: 

 

Every window showed a different view. A baby: dark haired, red 
face, fingers curled around a baby cup, a white crocheted 
blanket tucked over her legs. A pre-school boy: blue striped 
pyjamas, dirt or perhaps vegemite smudged on his face. Every 
view offered a different angle, a different perspective. (p. 66) 

 

I use the metaphor of the car window to illustrate not just the distancing effect of the 

(glass) camera lens, but also the "framing" devices used by the media when 

presenting news events. I write that "every window showed a different view" -  a 

metaphor for the manner in which the media will frame and reframe information for 

the entertainment of the viewer.   

 

This is further explicated when I write: "Every view offered a different angle, a different 

                                                                                                                                                                                                       
15 Y. S. Lincoln & E. G. Guba Naturalistic Enquiry (Beverly Hills: Sage, 1985), pp. 83-84. 
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perspective." This can be compared with Drewe's device of showing the 

audience/observer as being broken down into segments. I use the "vehicle", and the 

various views through its windows as a metaphor for the media's aiming of media 

stories and segments of the viewing audience. 

 

By the midpoint of the novel, the protagonist, Tiberia, is no longer an impartial 

observer. She has become an active participant in the media stories. She can no 

longer distinguish between her own personality and that of the newsmakers. Her 

emotions are engaged with the participants and she is unable to separate herself from 

them. In the following scene, Tiberia identifies completely with a woman who, along 

with her children, is murdered during the Port Arthur massacre: 

 

Tiberia left the cafe, shutting the door on the screams and gunfire. 
She walked along a road, her three year old, Lani, in her arms, 
Madison, trotting behind. Fear. Sweat prickled under her arms and 
ran down between her shoulder blades. The asphalt of the car 
park sent up the scent of hot bitumen. Behind her, she could hear 
screaming. (p. 231) 

 

In the above scene, I seek to promote reader identification with the protagonist by 

describing the scene using all the physical senses: the "odour" of the bitumen, the 

"tactile" sensation of the "prickle of sweat", the "sound" of screaming. The boundaries 

between observer and participant have blurred.  "The Sacrifice of Honey" shows that 

the border between the media and the individual is a porous one; an osmotic 

membrane that allows the viewer to be as much a participant as an observer. 
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Furthermore in the earlier sequences where Tiberia imagines herself as a participant in 

news events she uses the name of the newsmaker. In the later sequences in the novel, 

Tiberia uses her own name. This is one of the devices that I use to show that Tiberia has 

lost the sense of being separate from the news maker.  It also serves to disorientate the 

reader, who is no longer sure whether the events are happening to Tiberia  or the 

newsmaker. 

 

Drewe uses a similar method when he shifts from third person narrative in those scenes 

which are autobiographical to first person narrative for those scenes which depict the 

point of view of the serial killer. This device shows that the observer, Drewe, has 

changed perspective. It also serves to effect the same loss of perspective on the 

reader, who is unsure who is narrating the text - is it Drewe or is it the serial killer? 

 

In addition, the reader must also question the nature of Drewe. Is "Drewe" a character, 

a narrator or an autobiographer? By using third-person for a memoir, Drewe 

encourages the reader to question the "truth" of the narrative and the role of the 

narrator. 

 

As mentioned earlier in this exegesis, in  Evil Angels there are many examples of the 

blurring of role between participant and observer.  This is most obviously made 

manifest in the form of the work itself - the genre of "faction" is one which aims to lend 
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a novelistic interpretation to major news stories. When reading faction the reader may 

be unsure how to read and interpret the work. The reader may find him or herself 

absorbed in the narrative in the same way as he or she would be if reading a novel - 

he or she may identify with or feel antipathy towards particular characters. This 

contrasts with the more objective mode of analysis that a reader would ostensibly 

adopt when reading non-fiction.  

 

After a fashion, the reader's identification with the "characters" who feature in news 

discourse functions as a substitute for the newsmakers' own voices. The newsmaker is 

disempowered by this process. Scollon writes that: 

 

the newsmaker, far from being the powerful agent of world events 
about whom the journalist writes, is in journalistic discourse a figure 
crafted out of the words and characterizations of the journalist. 
The newsmaker is rarely given voice …(p. 245) 

 

In Evil Angels, Bryson does give voice to the newsmakers. However, the voice is 

illusionary. The voice is in actuality that of Bryson's narrator. The novelistic mode of 

discourse obfuscates this perhaps even more than the pseudo-objective omniscient 

narrative of journalism. 

 

In Evil Angels the television camera is allowed into the court room in order to film the 

trial.  If the cameras are in the court room then there is no distance between the 

participants in the trial and the observers of the trial. Metaphorically, the viewer is 
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placed in the court room along with the lawyers, the jury and the accused. The illusion 

is created that there is no filtering barrier between the participants  and the observers. 

This is a scene which bears a lot in common with Drewe's depiction of the photograph 

of the killer that partially includes himself. The cameras are not positioned correctly in 

the "frame"; the reporter is not correctly positioned in the "frame". Boundaries are 

unclear and osmotic. 

 

There is a crucial scene where Michael Chamberlain, while the search for his missing 

child is still underway, takes the time to purchase black and white film so he can supply 

photographs of the campsite to the media. Bryson describes an interview with Michael 

Chamberlain: 

 

"Anyway, you decided to get a black and white film. Is that right?" 

"Yes" 

"Why was that?" 

"Well, the press, as I understand, don't appreciate trying to use 

colour film in black and white newspapers." (p. 285).  

 

It would seem that Chamberlain's role is also unclear. Is he a participant in this drama, 

a newsmaker or is he a journalist? Bryson portrays him in the above scene as  both the 

observer and the observed. Like Drewe in The Shark Net and Tiberia in "The Sacrifice of 

Honey", his role is ambiguous and changeable. 
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In summary, not only is truth mutable so are the roles of observer and participant. The 

works under discussion posit a reality where the newsmaker may become the 

journalist, where the journalist may become a newsmaker, or where the courtroom 

may become a television studio. All participants are complicit in the process of 

presenting the news and at any one time it is possible for anyone to  be  the victim or 

the witness or the perpetrator. The print media and television in The Shark Net and Evil 

Angels,  and the media of print, television and the Internet in "The Sacrifice of Honey" 

-offer up multiple interpretations of reality, constructed to attract and maintain the 

transient, uncertain attention of  the audience.  

 

The media's cultivation of tragedy is a result of the synergistic relationship between 

participant and observer, a homeostatic cycle of  construction and interpretation that 

results in a media that increasingly feeds not only on its audience but also on the 

victims of catastrophe.  Framing means that the media chooses  to focus attention on 

certain events and then place them within a frame of meaning. Frames enable 

people to evaluate, convey, and interpret information based on shared conceptual 

constructs.16  The aim of the media in doing this may be to increase or maintain market 

share rather than to impart information in an objective fashion. The reader's 

understanding of a text relates to such framings. Texts provide contexts within which 

other texts may be interpreted, created and defined. Texts draw upon multiple codes 

from a variety of contexts, not just  textual but also social. 
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In Evil Angels, Bryson frequently compares the trial of Lindy Chamberlain with a "show":  

 

Galvin caught early what was happening in the gallery. News 
reporters were beginning to stand, as if the show was suddenly 
over. Some were still scribbling as they rose. (p. 319) 
 
He decided meantime to stay around, listening to the comments 
of the crowd, which was pushing through the doors to the 
footpath, slowly, like movie-goers after a show, into the stunning 
sunshine. (p. 245) 
 

An aide from the chief minister's department said he didn't want 
to read it suggested anywhere that the government was putting 
on a show … But he decided to have nothing to do with the 
press-room and whatever it stood for Anything he wrote from 
there would come out like a review of a stagy television drama. 
(p. 342) 

 

Bryson implies that the media's framing of the trial is one that is designed to attract and 

stimulate viewers rather than to communicate information disinterestedly.  According 

to Wicks: "… the process of creating television news reality explains why sources often 

lament that news stories presented on television are more fiction than fact." (p. 116).  

Bryson shows that the information that the media communicated to the public in 

regard to this case was designed to frame the trial in such a way as to enable the 

successful marketing  of the event. Data such as Lindy Chamberlain dressing Azaria in 

black, Azaria's name allegedly meaning "Sacrifice in the Wilderness", and Michael 

Chamberlain possessing a small coffin were presented to the public as factual despite 

                                                                                                                                                                                                       
16 Robert H. Wicks Understanding Audiences: Learning to Use the Media Constructively (Mahwah, N. J. : Lawrence 
Erlbaum Associates, 2001.), pp. 75-76) 
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a lack of veracity, context or relevance.  

 

In The Shark Net  Drewe shows how the media selectively chooses the information it 

presents to the audience in order to frame stories for audience consumption.  An 

example of this, as previously mentioned, is when Drewe's interview with the 

ichthyologist is edited out of his newspaper article. The headline reads: "Shark Hunter 

Warns of Beach Threat." The contribution of the ichthyologist is edited out  in favour of 

the more entertaining contribution of the Shark Hunter. Thus the newspaper frames the 

story in a fashion intended to promulgate fear and titillation. In The Shark Net the 

media present most stories in the same fashion; the newspapers are shown as 

sensationalising subject matter ranging from sparrows to garden hoses. 

 

 In The Shark Net the media frames the story of the serial killer, Eric Cooke,  in a similar 

fashion. Drewe draws a close comparison between the shark and Eric Cooke, 

demonstrating how the media framed the man as a fearless, voracious predator, as a 

"legendary monster" (p. 14) and contrasts this with scenes from Cooke's life which show 

his human side. This is directly paralleled by the media's representation of the shark as 

a voracious killer as compared with Drewe's own experience with the helpless, 

vulnerable shark that he killed at Rottnest Island. 

 

In "The Sacrifice of Honey", I reframe media stories in such a way as to expose the 

implicit intent of the media.  The media seeks to engage the reader's emotions while 
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maintaining an illusion of disinterest and rationality. This enables the reader to enjoy 

the indulgence of Schadenfreude without suffering from any associated feelings of 

guilt. If the reader can convince him or herself that his or her reading is purely 

educational then he or she experiences less dissonance. My reinterpretations of tragic 

news events are designed to strip away the veil of objectivity and expose the 

emotionally-charged subtext. The goal of this is to prompt the reader to feel a sense of 

guilt at finding the sufferings of others to be source of entertainment. 

 

Thus all three writers under consideration expose the way the media frames tragedy in 

order to ensure the engagement of the audience. In addition, the writers make it clear 

that  media's mode of framing derives from a synergistic relationship between 

participant and observer - that the  media do not originate or invent the chosen 

frames but respond to and react to its audience. 

 

 

The relationship between the emotional stimulation of media exposure to tragedy and 

disaster and of sexual excitement or arousal is an issue that is touched upon by all 

three writers  in the works under discussion. This section will explore  the quasi-sexual 

nature of the relationship between the voyeuristic public and the media, and the idea 

that "media violence increases viewer aggression and may also increase sexual 
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libido". 17  These are topics which all three writers explore to some extent in their works. 

 

In The Shark Net, the links between fear, sex, and the media are developed by Drewe 

through a series of metaphors, for example, the reader is initially introduced to the 

character of Eric Cooke when he is shown plunging into the Swan River while dressed 

in evening clothes:   

 

Four Saturday nights one summer he swam fully dressed to South 
Perth …shocking those Nedlands and Dalkeith and Cottesloe girls 
with their smooth, bare shoulders, those tanned, snobbish 
shoulders always turned to his face as he came up to them. (p. 46) 

 

Eric Cooke is shown to have a shark-like affinity with water, and to have a shark-like 

propensity to kill.  Cooke's sexuality is linked to his pride in his swimming ability and with 

the sensuality of his movement through the river:  

 

As he dropped off to his sleep his head swam with the algae's 
yeasty smell, all mixed up with the bodies of standoffish girls and 
the sniggering of brass instruments. (p. 52) 

 

Drewe emphasises the sexual intent behind the murders that Eric Cooke commits,  and 

in a similar fashion, the media endows the shark killings with a glamorous, almost 

sensual, aura designed to heighten audience interest.  

 

Later in the novel, the protagonist of The Shark Net  is attracted to a girl on Rottnest 

                                                           
17 H. J. Eysenck Sex, Violence and the Media (London: Temple Smith, 1978.), p. 11. 
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Island - a holiday destination that Drewe clearly links to sexuality: " … any passing 

mention of the name 'Rottnest' made me think of sex." (p. 142). He captures a shark 

and brings it trophy-like to the object of his desire. However, the reality of the shark 

does not meet expectations. The shark is limp, helpless, almost toothless. The 

protagonist casts the shark away and with it any hope of  seduction. This metaphor 

illuminates the role of the serial killer as both an aggressor and a victim, as both 

glamorous and sordid.  

 

Drewe uses the metaphor of the shark as a multi-dimensional symbol to variously 

represent the media, the public and the newsmakers. In the above scene, he links the 

metaphor of the shark with the concept of sexuality thus demonstrating that the  

media's representation of reality is shown to be far more glamorous, far more "sexy" 

than the truth.  

 

In his preface to The Shark Net Drewe quotes the first verse of Mack the Knife from The 

Threepenny Opera. The third verse of this song is not quoted by Drewe but is 

nevertheless illuminating as it links the concept of the shark to the serial killer and to sex 

and violence: 

 

"And the widow, still a minor, 
Whose name is well known, 
Woke up and was raped, 
Mack, what was the price to pay? 
Woke up and was raped; 
Mack, what was the price to pay?" 
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(Bertholt Brecht, 1928, trans. Sara Lyons) 

 

Drewe seems to be drawing an analogy between the role of the media and the roles 

of the serial killer/shark. The serial killer is a murderer and a rapist. The shark is a killer. The 

media, too, is an exploiter of the newsmakers and of its audience. However, Drewe's 

metaphor is more complex than this. He also shows that the roles of the shark/victim, 

serial killer/murder victim, and audience/media are all interrelated.  

 

Drewe seems to be implying that the victim of the shark collaborates in his own death. 

He does this by swimming in waters that are known to be frequented by sharks and by 

covering himself in lotions which attract sharks. The shark is also a victim - it is hunted 

and strung up. The murder victims are shown as both  victims and perpetrators.  Drewe 

wonders why the victims of Cooke have made no efforts to ensure their own safety, 

instead they have slept outside or otherwise made themselves vulnerable. 

 

The interrelatedness of the audience/media is made explicit in the blurred roles that 

Drewe adopts throughout the memoir - he is both journalist and newsmaker, 

participant and observer. The media is shown to contribute to the murders which 

Cooke commits; Cooke uses the media to choose his victims,  finding suitable victims 

in the social pages then hunting them down. 

 

Drewe successfully links the relationship of power between the  serial killer/rapist and 
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his victims with the relationship between the media and audience. One of the links 

which is shown to be primary is that of sexuality and lust. Drewe intimates that is the 

same drive which powers the serial killer and the exploitive media. 

 

In "The Sacrifice of Honey",  I, too,  link the themes of sexuality and of media-evoked 

Schadenfreude. I connect the frisson of horror that one experiences in seeing road kill 

with the similar sensation that may be experienced by the consumers of media 

representations of tragedy. The opening chapter of "The Sacrifice of Honey" depicts 

the protagonist halting by the side of the road while a  truck removes the body of a 

kangaroo from the verge. The heroine finds herself fascinated by the spectacle of the 

corpse being lifted by a gigantic silver claw into the back of the truck: 

 

A grappling claw, glinting like a well-polished surgical instrument, 
swung lazily from a crane-like affair on the rear of the truck. The 
claw closed around the dead kangaroo, lifted it from ground with 
a jerk and into the air, where it hung suspended, tail arching, 
vertebrae scattering, belly gaping open. (p. 12) 

 

Later in the novel, when the heroine has become obsessed with media depictions of 

tragedy, she has a sexual encounter with a stranger by the side of the road after 

colliding with a kangaroo in her car:   

 

A sliver of pleasure tingled along Tiberia's nerve endings. The raw 
smell of sex mingled with the animal smell of the kangaroo, the 
smell of blood, the smell of dung.  (p. 217) 
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In the same scene, I directly compare the protagonist's perception with that of a 

television viewer: 

 

Her eyelids fluttered, making his face appear to flicker like the 
picture on a television. Up close, his features seemed to lose 
definition and diminish to points of light, to pixels. He was not an 
individual but a force. (p. 216) 

 

Thus I demonstrate the possibility of a link between the titillation that that some 

experience while viewing media reports of tragedy and sexual arousal. 

 

This is a theme that is also touched upon by Bryson when he points out that 

photographs of Lindy which made her look attractive were extensively published by 

the media: 

 

Lindy … looked attractive and bossy, three-quarter face with 
upturned nose and pert mouth, a young woman who was well 
used to calling the shots even to her lawyer, and editors ran it front 
page all over the country. (p. 203) 

 

His description of her reads like that of a model or an actress: "…three-quarter face 

with upturned nose and pert mouth…" rather than that of a woman accused of 

murder. 

 

The media understands that linking sex with tragedy is a potent method of attracting 

readership. This link is further developed when Bryson describes young female models 
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being filmed outside the courtroom wearing "The Dingo is Innocent" T-shirts.  He writes 

that: 

 

a picket-line of photographers and a television crew were taking 
shorts of two leggy girls in shorts and T-shirts … these girls were not 
posing for glamour shots. They were modelling T-shirts printed, 
across the hummocky bust, with slogans of home-town support. 
The words said: "The dingo is innocent." (pp. 350-351) 

 

With the above example, Bryson illustrates the nexus between the media, tragedy and 

eroticism.  The (male?) viewer of the models' "hummocky busts" inscribed with the 

words: "The Dingo is Innocent"  is able to  experience  sexual attraction simultaneously 

with the darker sensation of Schadenfreude. Thus two key signifiers are juxtaposed. This 

visual metaphor involves a function of "transference", transferring certain qualities from 

one sign to another (Chandler, 1996). 

 

Whether it is through the  symbol of the flaccid shark that has been rendered toothless,  

a sexual encounter alongside a dead kangaroo or condemnatory slogans written 

across the chests of beautiful models, the theme of sex and violence is one which is 

explored by Drewe, Bryson and myself.  All three writers draw parallels between sexual 

arousal and the arousal that is experienced while viewing violence and tragedy.  

 

 
The three works in question show how the media uses symbols and signs - in terms of 

Roland Barthes' definition of the sign as "images, gestures, musical sounds, objects, and 
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the complex associations of all of these, which form the content of ritual, convention 

or public entertainment... "18 - as a way of marketing news messages. 

 

Thus semiotics involves the study of signs, which may be anything which substitutes or 

stands for something else. Signs may take the form of words, images, sounds, objects or 

gestures. 

 

This section explores how the three works show how the media uses symbols and signs 

as a way of marketing its news messages. By simplifying its messages and reducing 

complex stories to a series of short headlines and pertinent pictures, the media sells its 

news to an audience whose attention must be instantly engaged if it is not to be lost to 

competing interests. 

 

In Evil Angels, Bryson shows how the story of Azaria's disappearance is reduced to a 

series of iconic images, headlines and slogans.  The images included a photograph of 

Azaria being cradled by her mother - this image was used on the cover of the 2000 

edition of Evil Angels; an image of Azaria being held upright by her mother on Uluru 

and the  image of the baby's bloodied jump suit.  

 

 The "slogan" or headline which is used to summarise the case is: "The dingo took my 

baby." This anaphoric phrase become inextricably linked with the tragedy and has 

                                                           
18 Roland Barthes Elements of Semiology trans. Annette Lavers & Colin Smith (London: Jonathan Cape, 1964.), p. 9. 
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been subsequently parodied in the media in texts as remote from Australia as The 

Simpsons. It became an sign for the Azaria case. 

  

In The Shark Net,  Drewe uses the metaphor of the shark to explicate the voracious 

nature of the media and of the audience, and also to symbolise the serial killer himself. 

The image of the shark is one that frequently appears in the media when an attack 

has taken place. The conventional newspaper image depicts a Great White hanging 

upside down with its mouth agape exposing large sharp teeth. Television imagery 

usually includes file footage of sharks attacking prey, empty beaches, and circling fins. 

Internet imagery, which is often faked,  includes images of bodies being extracted 

from the stomach of sharks and sharks leaping up towards hovering helicopters.  

 

Drewe borrows the overused hackneyed media imagery of the shark and subverts it. 

When Drewe depicts his capture of a shark of Rottnest Island (pp. 156-159), he 

parodies the manner in which the media describes such events. He "hypes up" the 

event, puts "spin" on it: 

 

"Dangerous if molested," I remembered all the fishing books 
warned of carpet sharks. "Aggressive feeders. Formidable 
fang-like teeth at the front of the jaw." 
… You could lose a chunk of flesh, maybe a hand or foot. Pierce 
an artery. Bleed to death. That made me feel better. That was the 
risk I'd take, I told myself. I concentrated on the danger 
aspect…(p. 156) 

 

However facts are very different from Drewe's re-imagined version of the event. In 
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fact, the shark is small and relatively harmless. It is sleeping when Drewe spears it. It 

does not  "thrash as they were supposed to do." (p. 158). When Drewe tries to remove 

its teeth to make a shark tooth necklace he finds: "The mouth didn't form the usual 

sharky oval of jagged teeth that beachside people keep on their bars or 

mantelpieces." (p. 158). In short, the shark does not live up to its media depiction; it 

does not fit the iconic imagery promulgated by the media. 

 

In "The Sacrifice of Honey", I use the symbol of the cross to signify the media/audience 

obsession with death and tragedy. When Tiberia becomes obsessed with traffic 

accidents she finds herself compulsively preoccupied with the crosses that mourners 

place by the side of the road in order to memorialise the deaths of loved ones: 

 

She sat in the driver's seat and rested her forehead on the steering 
wheel. Now she would never have to look at that cross again. She 
could drive down Middle Swan Road and remain oblivious to 
death. Peace. 
 
But, there were more crosses. The one on Mirrabooka Avenue, the 
one on Myles Road, the one hanging near the railway crossing on 
Toodyay Road, the ones on Reid Highway ... So, many. She would 
get rid of them all, every one, stack them up, burn them, destroy 
them. (p. 105) 

 

Tiberia seeks to rationalise this obsession by convincing herself that she is planning to 

compile a non-fiction book about roadside shrines. I show that the cross is less a marker 

for tragedy than a marker for publicity, and that the advent of tragedy is an 

opportunity for media exploitation. The cross is used to show the link between publicity 
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and marketing, and death and also to join these concepts to that of the Australian 

cultural identity. I illustrate this link by juxtaposing the  image of the "cross" as a 

graveside marker with the image of the "cross" of the Southern Cross - a signifier for 

Australia:  

 

Tiberia recognised Scorpio with the ruby gleam of Antares, and on 
the horizon Orion and the glowing Southern Cross […] 
 
She crossed the narrow road and walked to the tree. A cross 
glowed on its side. A laminated piece of paper clung to the tree 
like a flake of dandruff, like a scale of poisonous lichen, like a sheet 
of bone.  (p. 104) 

 

I point out that roadside crosses are a public declaration of grief that elicits a similar 

reaction in the observer as media depictions of tragedy, serving to prompt a frisson of 

Schadenfreude that the viewer finds both disturbing and titillating. A driver passing a 

roadside cross finds himself or herself riveted by the memorial in much the same 

fashion as he or she would have felt compelled to stare at the original accident. The 

cross, intended as a memorial to a loved one, has become a sign representing not so 

much the memory of unique and valued individual but rather the fascination of the 

fatal car accident.  I see the roadside shrine as less "an informal act of memory, 

marking sites of trauma." 19  than as a marker of a site of interest, perhaps as a 

spectacle in itself. This same fascination with tragedy is  found in the media audience 

which views scenes of carnage and destruction with an interest that goes beyond the 

need to acquire information. Thus, when my  protagonist wonders if the images of 
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roadside crosses could be compiled into a best selling coffee table book, I am 

showing how the Australian media markets tragedy and by doing so diminishes and 

trivialises it, reducing it to a transitory and shallow form of entertainment that is 

superficially evaluated, quickly consumed and ultimately discarded. 

 

Thus the writers under discussion deconstruct and subvert symbols utilised by the 

media to depict grief, fear and tragedy. The symbol of the cross is exposed as not just 

a marker of death, but also a marker of a spectacle. The shark is not merely a symbol 

of sudden death but also a symbol of helplessness and despair. The words: "A dingo 

has taken my baby" become an accusation of guilt. 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                                       
19  Suzy Freeman-Green "Speed Kills - Just Don't Tell the Car Sellers" The Age (Canberra, 14 January 2005.) 
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CONCLUSION 

 

This exegesis has attempted to show how three works under discussion explore and 

question the relationship between fact and fiction, challenging the boundaries of 

media and literary discourse and exploring the traditional definitions and limitations of 

their respective genres.  

 

The relationship between objectivity and subjectivity, between reality and 

representation were explored by all three writers discussed. The media is shown often 

to present sensationalist interpretations of events in order to  elicit reader arousal. This 

arousal  then becomes a motivating force for readers to continue to consume the 

media product.  

 

The  concept that  objectivity may be a veneer designed to disguise and add 

legitimacy to the  pervasive influence of media-driven sensationalism is explored by 
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the three writers and  it is demonstrated that when people receive media messages 

they may analyse the inputted data in a variety of ways utilising a variety of processes.  

 

The framing of tragedy has been examined, demonstrating how the media's 

cultivation of tragedy is a result of the synergistic process between participant and 

observer. This process results in a media that  feeds not only on its audience but also on 

the newsmakers.  

 

The relationship between the emotional stimulation of media exposure to tragedy and 

disaster and of sexual excitement or arousal is a theme that is touched upon by all 

three writers. This  exegesis has explored the symbiotic, almost sexual nature, of the 

relationship between the public and the media.   

 

This exegesis showed how the  three works  under discussion explore the way the 

media uses symbols and signs as a way of marketing news messages. By simplifying  

messages and reducing complex stories to a series of short headlines and pertinent 

pictures, the media sells news to an audience whose attention must be instantly 

engaged if it is not to be lost to competing interests. 
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