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Abstract 

 

‘You Belong Here’ (Creative Component) and ‘Autobiography and Masculinity 

in “You Belong Here”’ (Exegesis component) 

 

My creative component, ‘You Belong Here’, is a novel told in five sections of 

interlinked stories, each focusing on one member of the Slater family. It starts with the 

story of Jen and Jason as they meet, fall in love and have their first child.  It then shifts 

to the aftermath of their break-up, charting the lives of their three children, Alex, Jay, 

and Emily, before returning to Jason, exploring both his role in the break-up and later 

return to the family unit. It	  follows	  the	  Slater	  family	  through	  the	  years	  1974-‐2002,	  

exploring	  first	  isolation	  and	  young	  parenthood	  in	  two	  sections	  pertaining	  to	  the	  

parents,	  and	  then	  love,	  loss	  and	  legacy	  in	  the	  lives	  of	  each	  of	  the	  three	  children.	  

 

‘Autobiography and Masculinity in “You Belong Here”’ reflects on creative and 

stylistic decisions made while writing ‘You Belong Here’. Creativity does not occur in 

a vacuum; to this extent, the collection is indebted to the works of a number of past 

writers. Some of these acted as guiding texts, while others were departure points from 

which I chose to create my own narrative. 

 Intentions and inspirations for my creative project are explored, and I also 

elaborate on the challenges inherent in attempting a semi-autobiographical, multi-

character narrative about loss and legacy in a contemporary Australian family.  

 Like the creative component that precedes it, my exegesis seeks to balance 

emotional authenticity with intellectual rigour, and in that respect, aims to wholly 

replicate the emotional ‘truth’ of the creative work within the reinterpretation of 

certain influences, theories, and structural guidelines as they apply to the creation of 

compelling fiction. 
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Mum died last week, a couple of days before Alex’s fifth birthday. She wrote him a 

card, and bought him a scooter, which I wrapped, and he loved. 

 Somewhere, down behind her ribcage, was a blockage, her pulse barely a 

murmur in the lead-up to the heart attack. Might have stopped it, said the doctor, if 

they had known the extent of the problem. 

 I baked all day. Filled the sink with dirty dishes, tray after tray slid into the 

oven until the element gave up. I kicked it, hard, again and again. The door to the 

kitchen creaked. Saw my son kneeled down, and peeking through the gap. 

 ‘It’s okay, baby,’ I said, crouching down. But I knew that one day, he’d 

remember. 
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If 

 

Jen sat out back sketching flowers on the steps, the chalk worn down to a nub. She 

wiped them away, and began again in earnest. Sketched David Cassidy, hair flowing 

down and onto his shoulders, and smudged him out with the tip of her finger. 

 ‘Sophie’s here!’ called a voice from the kitchen. 

 She wiped her hands on her dress. Took a bucket, filled it with water. Splashed 

the water on the concrete and a line of ants washed away in a milky stream. Tipped the 

bucket on its head, and went inside. 

 ‘Jen!’ 

 ‘Coming!’ 

  Sophie was leaned against the cupboards in the kitchen, in a black tee and low 

rise, flared bellbottoms, flipping through New Idea. 

 ‘Hot,’ said Jen, trying her sexy voice.  

 ‘I didn’t know you cared. It’s always the straight ones.’ 

 ‘What?’ said Jen’s mother, looking up. 

 ‘Nothing,’ said Jen. ‘You wouldn’t get it.’ She turned to Sophie. ‘Give me a 

sec, I need to get changed.’ 

 ‘Take your time. Your mum’s making quiche. We eating here?’ 

 ‘Do we have to?’ 

 ‘Yes, you do,’ said Jen’s mother, pretending to clap her daughter across the 

head. ‘There won’t be drinks at this party, will there?’  

 Jen and Sophie exchanged looks. ‘Maybe punch.’  

 ‘Non-alcoholic?’  

 ‘I think,’ said Jen. ‘How will we know?’ 

 ‘I’ll know,’ said her mother. ‘Just remember that.’  

 By five thirty, Trent was home, the television switched to Homicide, and it was 

as good an excuse as any to make themselves scarce. Jen’s mother offered to drive 

them. They said they needed to stop by Sophie’s, which was a lie, and instead they 

crept into the back end of Royal Park. They found a bench, necked a couple of beers 

that Sophie had snuck into her handbag. 

 ‘This is gross,’ said Jen, taking a break between sips. ‘How do guys drink 

this?’  

 ‘They’re idiots, that’s how.’  
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 ‘I saw one once.’ 

 ‘What?’ said Sophie. ‘A guy?’ 

 ‘No. A thing.’ Sophie squinted, confused. ‘You know, a penis.’ 

 ‘Big word there, Jen.’ 

‘Not as big as the thing,’ she said.  

‘Did you? You know, touch it?’  

 ‘No. It was in Cosmopolitan.’ 

 ‘So you’re reading nuddy magazines?’ Jen nodded, embarrassed. ‘Why are you 

telling me?’ 

 ‘It’s the beer,’ said Jen. ‘I can’t censor myself.’  

 ‘You’ve only had three sips.’  

 Jen raised an eyebrow.  Sophie rolled her eyes. Flicked a grasshopper from off 

of her leg.  

 She reached into her bag, pulled out a hip flask.   

 ‘What’s that?’  

 ‘Bourbon.’ 

 ‘Bour-bon,’ said Jen, testing out the word. 

 ‘It’s like whisky. You want a sip?’  

 Jen nodded, drank way too much, and coughed. 

 ‘You,’ said Sophie, ‘are a bloody fool.’  

 Jen smiled, blinking twice as blood rushed to her head. 

 

*** 

 

The bottle shop was on the corner of Brunswick and Sydney, out back of the pub. Jen 

had deliberately worn her most mature outfit - a blue rayon wrap – and flicked her hair 

out, in the hope it made her look older.  

 ‘You ready?’  

 ‘Certainly,’ said Jen in an absurd posh accent. She giggled, stifled the giggle, 

and started to laugh.  

 ‘Come on.’  

 ‘I’m a bit British,’ said Jen.  

 ‘Wait at the door, you’re drunk,’ said Sophie. ‘I’ll sort it out. Just keep quiet.’  



6	  
	  

 Sophie entered the shop, a hovel of a bottle-o, mostly beer, and a few spirits for 

the Pissed-On-Arrival set. Jen followed behind, and immediately wished she hadn’t. 

The space was dark, and echoed every step, each noise deafening in the tiny, silent 

room. She picked up a bottle of wine, squinted at the label. 

 ‘What did I say?’  

 Jen squinted. ‘I don’t remember.’  

 ‘Wait outside,’ she whispered. 

 ‘Right,’ said Jen, also whispering. ‘I’ll see you soon.’ 

 She turned, and as she did, knocked a display. A bottle of red tilted off the box, 

rolling down the linoleum.  

 ‘Sorry,’ said Sophie, as a man emerged from out back, with white wispy hair, a 

belly bump the size of a baby.  

 ‘We’re all right. Nothing broken.’ Jen burst into laughter.  

Sophie shrugged. ‘Hilarious, apparently.’ 

 ‘You girls not trying to buy grog are you?’  

 ‘Yes,’ said Jen. ‘I mean no.’ 

 ‘She means no,’ said Sophie. She turned to Jen. ‘Come on, let’s go.’ 

 They walked out of the shop. A red Datsun 180b pulled in, let out a crunch 

from the handbrake lift. 

 ‘Sorry,’ said Jen, struggling to balance her feet along a line in the car park. 

 ‘Are you drunk?’  

 ‘Do you know,’ said Jen, tilting her hand back and forth, ‘I don’t think so.’ 

 A boy, lean with short, kempt dark hair, pushed behind his ears, stood against 

the wall. He gave her a sideways glance.  

 ‘Any luck?’ said Jen. 

 ‘Maybe,’ he said. ‘Don’t know yet.’ 

 ‘You headed to Darren’s?’  

 ‘Yep.’ 

 ‘Let us know if you get drinks.’ 

 ‘How old are you?’ 

 ‘Old enough,’ said Jen, smiling. 

 ‘Oh brother,’ said Sophie, pulling at her friend’s arm. 

 ‘Will you talk to me if I don’t get drinks?’ 
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 ‘You’ll have to wait and see. Better hurry up, though. I’m not going to wait for 

you all night. I’m Jen, by the way.’ 

 ‘Jason,’ he said. ‘Nice to meet you.’  

 

 

*** 

 

Jason had been outside the bottle shop for a good five minutes trying to look 

inconspicuous. He needn’t have bothered. In Melbourne no one cared how you looked, 

as long you were a genuine Australian. He played the part: six feet tall, pale skin, good 

with his hands and kind to his sister. Knew all the words to the national anthem; well, 

the first verse, anyway. 

 Ed had gone in to buy the grog. The sun had begun to set by the time he came 

out, a carton of Melbourne Bitter sitting on his shoulder. He was whistling as though 

he had just gotten laid. Jason cheered, a little too loudly, and together they wandered to 

Princess Park.  

      They drank a couple of cans each, side by side on a bench, laughing at the 

joggers. When they left, a stack of empty beer cans sat at the concrete base, the grass 

around it wet from an evening chill. Ed tried to leapfrog the fence post on their way 

out but poled himself, groaning as he stumbled on. Jason wrapped his arm around his 

friend's neck, pulling him in for a headlock. Together they walked three-legged onto 

Royal Parade.   

 ‘Who you going for tonight?’  

 ‘Sophie,’ said Ed. ‘Or Angela. How do you choose?’  

 ‘You don’t,’ said Jason. ‘At least, not until you find the right one. Until then, 

you bide your time, find the time, and have a good time.’ 

 ‘What about Amy?’  

     ‘I don’t know. When did I become the voice of reason?’ 

     Ed went silent. He kicked a stray seedpod onto the road, narrowly missed a passing 

car.  

     ‘You’re still thinking about her?’  

     Ed nodded. 

     ‘You guys—’ 
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     ‘I know,’ he said. ‘When I phone, her dad picks up. He says, ‘Is that you? 

Because if it is you, I’m going to tear out your throat. When I see you, I’m going to 

tear you apart.’ 

     Jason stopped. ‘Why do you keep calling her?’  

     Ed stayed silent, banged a couple of storefronts, and then finally spoke. ‘It’s 

mine, too.’  

     ‘Not yet.’  

     ‘Still.’ 

     Ed threw his can to the ground. It thunked on the concrete, rolled to the kerb, 

pushed in by a light summer breeze.  

     ‘You going to keep calling?’  

     Ed shrugged. ‘I don’t know. Ask me tomorrow.’  

     They drank two more cans each on the walk. Past the Metropolitan, old folks 

queued up the stairs. Another day, Ed might have sneered but today he kept his head 

down.  

     The pavement was warm from a day’s worth of sunlight. At Glenlyon, a spill: 

two ice creams - one vanilla and one strawberry - had melted into a sticky mess.  

     ‘Mate.’ 

     ‘Mm?’ 

     ‘You’re alright.’ 

     ‘What?’  

     ‘You, you’re great,’ said Jason.  

     ‘Whoa there, fella. Don’t get all mushy on me.’ 

     ‘Sorry.’ 

     ‘I’m kidding, you pansy,’ said Ed. He bumped Jason hard, who nearly fell into 

the shop window.  

     ‘And yet, I’m still the fastest runner in school.’  

     ‘I’m sorry?’  

 ‘Don’t feel bad, it’s not your fault you run like a hog.’  

 ‘You’re going down,’ said Ed, and sprinted to a head start. 

 They ran neck and neck the rest of the way, nearly missing the off-road, alerted 

by the mass of stragglers strewn across Trafford Street, a series of bins tipped onto the 

road. They slowed, unsure of who had won, or why it no longer mattered.  
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 A boy lay in the front flowerbed, passed out and hugging a pot of Geraniums. 

Scotty hung out of the upstairs window, called to Ed, nearly falling in the process. He 

steadied himself, laughed, saying, ‘See you in five’, four fingers held out on a waving 

right hand.   

     The front door’s stained glass was cracked but patched with cardboard and 

masking tape. Ed and Jason walked in, coughed a little at the smoke, nodded hi, and 

pushed past strangers to get into the kitchen. An older, slender weed of a man was 

making out against the sink with a girl who couldn’t have been more than fifteen. She 

reached for his hair. He slid his hand into her jeans.  

 ‘They got any food?’  

 ‘Is pot food?’  

 ‘Bloody hippies,’ said Ed. ‘I’d kill for a pizza.’ 

 The fridge was full. Jason shoved the wine to the edge, pushing two six-packs 

side-to-side on the top shelf. When they still wouldn’t fit, he took one of the wine 

bottles, slid it up on top of the fridge. Heard it roll, reached up to stop it, waited, and 

turned back to Jason. 

     ‘Punch?’ said Ed, pointing to the bowl on the kitchen table. 

     ‘I’d prefer a beer.’  

     ‘Punch is good for you. Fruit and that.’  

 Jason raised an eyebrow. 

     ‘Trust me,’ he said, grinning. He grabbed two chipped mugs from the kitchen 

cabinet, dipped one deep in the punch bowl, trawled for ice, handed it to Jason and 

then dipped the other down deep into the red. They clinked mugs, punch splashing 

onto the linoleum. 

     ‘You good?’ said Jason. 

     ‘Ssh,’ said Ed. ‘I’m drinking.’ 

 ‘There’s Soph, over there,’ said Jason, motioning to the back door. 

     ‘Where?’ said Ed. 

     ‘Out back.’  

     ‘I’m in,’ said Ed.  

 ‘Mm-hmm.’ 

     Jason left Ed to it and wandered back down the hallway.  

 Joints poked out from clasped hands like sixth fingers; eyes bled traffic light 

red, a shared awkwardness spreading. Half-drunk, Jason fell in love with everyone at 
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the party, their smiles so wide, laughter echoing down the hall. Two girls smoked on 

the stairs, alone but together, biting bottom lips, their hands in reverse prayer between 

long, skinny legs. A man danced in the living room, his huge head of thick, black hair 

shaking back and forth, while the rest of the crowd gave him room to move.  

     Jason walked in, veering left to avoid the dancing man. A row of candles had 

melted into a nearby mantelpiece, three burning strongly but one with its wick snuffed 

out.  

     He licked his lips, dry from the smoke, the heat. Blood rushed to his head. 

Closed his eyes. Opened them. A girl on the couch.  

 His heart gave a double beat, his eyes widening. She smiled. Motioned to her 

right, patted the cushion, shrugging her shoulders. Ed was to her left, his cheek red 

raw, his head in his hands. 

     Jason sculled the last of his punch and walked over. 

     ‘You waited.’ 

 Jen smiled. ‘Who says I was waiting for you?’  

 ‘Is he bothering you?’  

     ‘It’s fine,’ she said. ‘He’s just sad.’ 

     He laughed. ‘He’s a clown, but what do you do?’ He turned to Ed. ‘Oy. Oy! 

You alright?’  

     ‘You don’t care.’ 

     ‘Not really.’ Ed shot him a look. ‘I’m kidding! God, what’s wrong with you?’  

     ‘Amy,’ she said. ‘He’s head over heels.’ 

     ‘Why is his cheek red?’  

     ‘Oh,’ She laughed. ‘He tried it on with Sophie.’  

     ‘And?’  

     ‘She’s not into guys. Something Mr Sensitive couldn’t work out.’ 

     ‘How did you work it out?’  

     She shrugged. ‘We talk.’ 

     Candlelight caught the gloss on her bottom lip. The music seemed quieter. 

Caught her fragrance: strawberry, sweet. 

 ‘Ed’s trashed.’ 

  ‘I’m sobering up,’ said Jen. ‘Still a bit buzzed.’  

 ‘I have that effect on people.’  

 Jen laughed. ‘What happened? I mean, with Ed?’  
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     ‘Amy’s pregnant,’ said Jason. 

     ‘Amy Parker?’  

     ‘You know her?’ 

     ‘Only from school. She dropped out, right?’  

     ‘Yep… that’s why.’  

     ‘God.’  

     Ed was planning to run away with Amy, but had sworn Jason to secrecy. Had 

not thought it through, but then he never did.  

 

*** 

 

The night wore on. Jason edged closer to Jen. At one point he went to brush her hand 

as she went for the bowl of chips, but instead knocked over a beer glass.  

 The room filled, the music inching up in volume, with Floyd giving way to 

AC/DC, two uni boys commandeering the stereo. At around midnight, an older man, 

tie loose around his neck, walked into the room. He shoved the dancing man out of his 

way, who kept dancing even as he fell to the floor. He is taking ages to fall, thought 

Jason, and laughed, despite himself. The music stretched out, the voices distorted. For 

a moment he thought it all a dream, or hallucination. 

            The music dissipated. The man’s voice, shouting ‘Where is he? Where? 

Where?’ again and again. Jen nestled in to Jason, who held on tight. The man locked 

eyes on Ed. 

            Jason turned to his friend. ‘Mate.’ 

            Ed lifted his head, having fallen asleep. ‘What?’ 

            Jason motioned across the room. ‘You know that guy?’ 

            ‘What guy?’ 

            Jason didn’t have time to answer. The man moved quick. His punch, a 

roundhouse, caught Ed unaware. His jaw cracked from the impact. Jason leapt up. 

Caught him leaning forward. The man rocked on his heels, and they fell to the ground. 

He knocked the man’s head against the floor, twice. ‘You’re getting out of here, now,’ 

said Jason, a rush of adrenaline hitting hard. He lifted the man by his lapels. Pushed 

him to the door. The man waited, eyes wide and fists clenched. 

‘It’s done,’ said Jason. 
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 The man stood, stared. Finally he turned, pushing people left and right as he 

stumbled to the front door.  Jason turned, and was about to breathe a sigh of relief, 

when he saw Ed running at him. He caught him with open arms, wrestling him back 

towards the couch. 

     Jason switched to a headlock, squeezed in tight. ‘Leave it alone.’  

     ‘Let go.’  

     ‘No way.’  

     ‘He’s dead, he’s fucking dead,’ said Ed.  

     ‘It’s over,’ said Jason, tightening his grip. ‘Leave it alone.’ 

     ‘Let go,’ said Ed, fast losing breath.  

     ‘You good?’ 

     Ed nodded, and Jason let go. He pushed Ed down onto the couch. 

     Ed sprang back. Punched at the air, but Jason pinned his arms, held him tight 

until he went limp.  

     ‘It’s over,’ said Jason. ‘It’s done.’  

 Jen mouthed, ‘Are you OK?’ from the couch. He nodded. Jason guided Ed to 

the far side of the room, and they dropped to the ground, propping themselves up 

against the wall.  

     Ed swore. Held his mouth, his hand smudged with blood.  

 ‘You ok?’  

 ‘Guy’s a coward,’ said Ed.  

 ‘Lucky you showed him,’ said Jason. 

 Ed pushed Jason’s head in dismissal, left his arm around Jason’s shoulders. 

They sat like that for a while. The crowd thinned; the music switched from Zeppelin 

back to Floyd. Ed said, ‘Fuck these people. I am so fucking sick of Melbourne.’  

     Jen hesitantly approached Jason, his shirt stained with blood from a cut on his 

forehead.  

     ‘You going to the Grad party?’  

     ‘Nah,’ said Jason. ‘I have to take this clown to emergency.’  

     ‘Come,’ she said. ‘After that. Ed’s alright.’  

 ‘You alright?’ said Jason. 

 ‘Hardly touched me,’ garbled Ed, cradling his jaw. 

     ‘You’ll wait?’  

     ‘I will,’ said Jen, smiling. 
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     Jason stood Ed up, felt him drop, and threw his arm around Ed’s shoulder.  He 

was almost out of the room when he turned back to Jen. 

     ‘It was nice to meet you.’ 

     ‘You too,’ said Jen.   

     Jason stopped, as if to speak, feeling crazy, drained, blessed. Stood up 

spinning, grinning like a dickhead.  

 His head still throbbed, but he no longer cared. He walked through the hallway, 

guiding Ed through the crowd, and they barged out, into the night.  
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Him to Her 

 

Jen took the joint from Jason's fingers. Took a drag, waited. Breathed out, furrowing 

her brow. 

 ‘What am I supposed to be feeling?’  

 ‘Free.’  

 ‘I don’t.’  

 ‘You will,’ said Jason. ‘Wait.’ 

 She laughed, coughing out smoke. ‘Who are you, Carlos Castenada?’  

 ‘You like it?’  

 She shook her head.  

 ‘Shall I put it out?’  

 ‘Open the window,’ said Jen, laying the joint on the bedside table.  

 Jason had got the dope from Ed, his one-stop shop for things illicit and 

otherwise forbidden. Ed himself was slipping. He worked at a football factory in 

Collingwood Monday to Friday, and drank most nights, stumbling through the back 

streets of Abbotsford.  

 A record spun slowly on the turntable. Unmistakably cheery pop blared out. 

 ‘This song is so weird.’  

 ‘What, “Clair?”’  

 ‘Mm.’  

 ‘It’s about his niece.’  

 ‘Oh.’  

 ‘What did you think it was about?’  

 ‘Nothing,’ said Jen. When had she come to suspect everything? She bit her 

bottom lip. ‘Are you going to stay?’ 

 ‘Jen.’  

 ‘Your mother can wait, you know. It’s allowed.’  

 ‘Not tonight, it’s chicken Kiev,’ said Jason. He handed her the joint, careful to 

cradle it into his palm, lest she catch the burning end. She took the last of the joint, let 

the smoke pool in her lungs, and blew out. The air clouded grey, the smoke dissipated, 

and again she felt her head spin.  

 ‘I feel sick.’  

 ‘You’re not pregnant, are you?’  
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 She rolled her eyes.  

 ‘Do you want to be?’  

 ‘Not just yet,’ said Jen, putting out the roach on a saucer. ‘Outside bin. Make 

sure I don’t forget.’  

 ‘Like your Mum would notice.’  

 ‘Hey,’ said Jen. ‘Not okay.’ She turned away.  

 ‘Sorry.’  

 ‘Then don’t say it.’ 

 ‘When are your exams?’  

 ‘Soon,’ said Jen.  

 ‘You studied?’ 

 She shook her head, still turned towards the window. ‘You?’ 

 ‘I’ll ace the practical.’ 

 ‘You ever failed anything?’  

 ‘Not as yet.’  

 ‘Bully for you,’ she said. ‘It must be hard being perfect.’  

 ‘Hey.’ He turned her towards him. 

 ‘Mm?’  

 ‘What’s up?’ 

 She looked down. Fiddled the hem of her dress. ‘Dad’s not coming to our 

wedding.’ 

 ‘I’m coming,’ said Jason. ‘And that’s the main thing, right?’  

 Jen nodded.  ‘Is Ed coming?’  

 ‘I don’t know,’ said Jason. ‘No one knows where he is.’ 

 Jen’s father had not bothered to write his own RSVP. Typed, a single page, 

apologies from Don Atkins, courtesy of his personal assistant, Theresa. She’d called 

the number enclosed in the hope of speaking to her father. Theresa answered, and Jen 

hung up the phone.  

 Had included a photo in the letter, him and his wife, at the big banana. Theresa 

looked like a model, or an actress. An imitation mother in pleated skirt, and white, 

billowing blouse. On the back, in scrawled, cursive letters, were the words, ‘for Jen’.  

 ‘What are you thinking about?’  

 ‘You,’ said Jen.  

 ‘You were frowning.’  
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 ‘I do that.’  

 ‘Are you going to stop sometime? Kills a wedding photo.’  

He’d proposed on the tram near Melbourne University, leaning in, whispering, as the 

back exit clattered, students leaping from the back steps like lemmings. She’d said yes, 

and they’d kissed, stopping only when the tram reached the Queen Vic Markets. 

The day, a waking dream. Walk down to Flagstaff Gardens, roast beef roll and a bag of 

Samboy’s salt and vinegar. His head in her lap, his legs stretched out. Hand reaching 

up to the back of her neck, and pulling her close, an upside down kiss.  

 ‘If I stay, can we?’  

 ‘What, discuss Nietzsche?’ 

 ‘No.’  

 ‘Make pancakes?’ 

 ‘No. You know.’  

 ‘Stay and you’ll find out,’ said Jen, smiling.  

  

*** 

 

Trent popped his head around the corner of the bedroom door at around eight.  

 ‘Hey.’ He paused. ‘Have you been smoking pot?’  

 ‘No,’ said Jason, half-propped up on her bed, his arm around Jen’s shoulder. 

‘It’s aftershave.’ 

 ‘I’m pretty sure it’s not aftershave.’  

 ‘It’s Brut 33.’  

 ‘Your boyfriend’s a weirdo, Jen. You know they’ve banned it.’ 

 ‘What, Brut 33?’ said Jen. 

 ‘No, smoking. The ads. They’re not allowed anymore, on TV or radio.’ 

 ‘But not pot.’ 

 ‘No,’ said Trent. ‘That’s just good old fashioned illegal. Not that you were 

smoking it, right?’   

 ‘Trent,’ she said, jumping off the bed, excitedly. She pulled him across the 

room. ‘You want to hang with us?’ 

 ‘Nah, you’re right.’  

‘Come on. We hardly ever do this anymore.’  

‘What, hang out with you and your boyfriend? 
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‘You know what I mean. And anyway, he’s not my boyfriend. He’s my fiancé.’ 

 ‘Pardon moi, Madam.’  

 ‘No way I can sway you?’  

 Trent shook his head. ‘I’m your brother, not your best friend. Anyway, I’m 

going to a party.’   

‘You wearing those jeans?’  

 ‘What’s wrong with them?’  

 ‘Little tight,’ said Jen, squeezing her thumb and forefinger together. ‘You look 

like The Mod Squad.’ 

 ‘What would you suggest?’  

 ‘Anything loose.’   

 ‘Ha ha.’ 

 ‘Trent,’ said Jen. 

 ‘Mm?’  

 ‘Don’t drive. Not if you’re drinking.’  

 ‘Sure thing, Mum,’ said Trent. ‘Catch you later.’ 

  

*** 

 

They spent the night listening to an old Joan Baez record, Forever Young, which was 

only marginally better than Gilbert O’Sullivan. All that earnestness, thought Jen. And 

yet, so many nights spent watching her mother being anything but. Maybe that was 

part of the problem. In all these songs, make-the-best manifestos, her Mum had gotten 

lost, searching for a moment of truth. 

 They lay together, lost in thought. Jen wondered how it would feel to wake 

next to Jason each day, shirts drying on the living room chairs, towels slung on 

bathroom handles; puddles on the sink top after shaving, whiskers stuck to the sink, a 

scent that lingered in the hallway.  

 Jason wondered what sex would be like. Whether she would give him a 

blowjob, or they would just do it. He considered how long he might last, given his lack 

of practical experience.  

 He thought about her breasts. Such simple, supple things. When he touched 

them he felt like a blind man, grasping and groping, and yet inside of them he sensed 

mathematic perfection, as if each breast could be balanced to best fit his outstretched 
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palms; the way the nipples slipped from his fingertips; how his last two fingers could 

cup the bottom of the breast, a supporting role in the greatest show on earth. As he 

thought this, it was all he could do not to come on the spot.  

 ‘I love you,’ said Jen.  

 Jason felt a mix of awe and anxiety. Similar, he imagined, to your child staring 

back into your eyes: helpless, dependent, and yet, so inexplicably yours that there’s 

nothing more to do except meld with them.  

 ‘I love you too,’ said Jason, looking into those eyes thinking this can’t last. Let 

it last.  

 

*** 

 

Jason stretched his arm around Jen’s shoulder and they kissed. No tongues, just a hand 

on her face, his lips on hers. 

 He stopped. ‘You okay?’  

 ‘Mm,’ she said. ‘It’s nice.’ 

 ‘You’re nice,’ said Jason. 

 ‘You’re lovely,’ said Jen, smiling.  

 ‘You sound surprised.’ 

 ‘I like it. You don’t mind my footy thighs?’  

 Jason laughed. ‘I love your footy thighs.’  

 She leaned up towards him. He met her halfway and she lingered at his lips. By 

the time they had finished, Jen felt a shiver, starting at the base of her spine, moving up 

slowly, and staying in her heart. 

 ‘I have an idea,’ said Jason, and pushed her down onto the bed.  

 She giggled, surprised. I hope he has protection, thought 

 Jen, as he tugged at her pyjamas.  
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The Middle of Somewhere 

 

By 1976, Jen had quit university. She had found a job in Belgrave and was about to 

quit on account of the long drive, when Jason found an even longer haul, their 

weekend split into two by Thursday’s departure to Peth, and Saturday’s return flight to 

Melbourne. 

She swallowed twice. Watched the freeway below, lanes of light coasting north 

and south. This Tolkien-like valley had, over time, been taken over by lights, roads, 

and skyscrapers. The buildings like Lego, tubby, flattened thumbs held up on the 

horizon. The river spilling out, centre stage, ripples emerged from the shadows, a 

blanket of black that stretched the gap between north and south. 

To Jen it felt vast, limitless. Lights were spread on separate shores, as though a 

smattering of fireflies had surrounded the river. The height from which she stared felt 

alien, other; a tourist’s trap to beautify the city.  She adjusted her dress, Cape Collared, 

and bulging at the belly, until it covered her legs. Heard an occasional low roar, car 

slowing to a stop, catching glimpses of the sky from between the trees. 

 A career opportunity. Not to be missed. Jason and Jen flown over, Ansett, 

business-class, in a 727, two nights at the Sheraton, some swanky hotel in the city, 

with mini-bar, drinks and breakfast included.   

 Jason had brought two pies, a bottle of white and a corkscrew up to the park, 

two plastic glasses, and a prawn cocktail to share. No napkins or cutlery. No plates, 

either. A man’s picnic, she thought, as he’d emptied the bag.  

Park out back; you’re dreaming if you think you’ll get a spot right on Fraser 

Avenue, not on a night like this. Walk slowly, thongs in hands. Give the others some 

privacy, but even so, by seven, couples come in droves, scattered up and down the 

grass. By the time one couple’s shaken off their blanket, and packed away the plates, 

another is there.  

 Warm summer evenings, barbecues up the back, but the scent of burnt snags, 

steaks, still drifts across. The occasional blare of a radio, but for the most part, folks 

keep to themselves, romance inherent in the spot, moments of silence, the dull hum of 

traffic from the freeway down below. Lines of light traced from north to south, and 

vice versa, broken only by the slow blink of a charter boat, or ferry.   

 For the first time in weeks, Jen sat still, grasping the grass with one hand. The 

move would happen soon enough. Her mum would be sad to see them go of course, 
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but she understood. If Jason had work, he would have to take the opportunity. It wasn’t 

as if there were jobs left, right and centre.  

 A mosquito landed on Jen’s leg. Her stockings too tight, her jacket zip bulging 

near the belly. Moon Jen, she thought. Swallowed a beach ball, and now it was 

inflating inside her. 

Felt it often. Thoughts of nappies, booties, board books. Wondered what she 

knew. If her fingers, thin but sometimes clumsy, could get inside those tiny loops.  

 How you bathed a baby, held it, kept it safe in a body of water; if, when drying 

a bub, you had to be careful so as not to push their fontanels.  

 Jason said that with kids, you just needed to be there. That, thought Jen, was 

part of the problem. No uni or TAFE, not now that she was knocked up, duffed up, a 

mother-in-training. She knew she was smart. She wondered what that meant without 

grants and scholarships. 

 She could watch Jason pursue his career. See him succeed, cheer him on. Sew a 

support flag. Write I love you in teaspoons on the kitchen counter. 

She could get creative with the tea towels, blue, red, blue on the oven rail. Bake 

cakes of different colours, squirt Jiff onto the bathroom tiles in ever decreasing circles, 

kneecaps bruised, and high on the vapours.  

 

*** 

 

 She took a bite of a pie, the paper gone clear at the edge. Swallowed twice to 

get it down. Put the bag down, pushed it closer to Jason, who took a bite, and another, 

and soon enough was on to the second. 

 Clouds dawdled across a bruised violet sky. Every so often, a warm breeze 

rustled through the trees. On the ground, the grass was lit grey by a full, heavy moon, 

almost touching the hills to the east. 

     Jen took her husband’s arm and draped it over her shoulder, kissing the back of 

his hand. Another midge landed near Jen. Jason kicked at it, flailing with the side of 

his left foot. It flew up, and again landed. Jason kicked again, and it flew away. 

     ‘You done?’ 

     ‘He’s gone. You like King’s Park?’ 

‘It’s beautiful.’  

‘Could be our new hangout?’ 
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‘Let’s have the interview first, hey?’  

‘We’re out west. You afraid?’ 

‘Of what?’  

‘Drop bears. They prey on virgins.’  

‘I should be all right then,’ said Jen, laughing. She stumbled across the rug, 

steadying herself with each step.  

She had made lists, obtained the necessary forms. With Jason, she had come to 

expect this. It was hard to begrudge a man for success, but equally difficult to live in 

limbo, forever waiting for the next grant, award or employment opportunity. 

Jason had only added to the chaos. He had researched blue chip suburbs, drawn 

up comparisons on graph paper. Had they urgently needed a pie chart, tally, or pros 

and cons list, he might have been indispensable. 

‘This is a make-out spot,’ said Jason.  

‘Too late for that.’ 

‘We could give it a go. No time like the present?’  

 ‘You’re naughty,’ said Jen. She leaned back on one of the plastic glasses and it 

crunched.  

‘Oops.’  

‘Don’t worry,’ said Jason. He leaned forward. For a moment he was almost too 

close, his face shielding light from the nearby Gum. 

‘It’s weird, hey?’  

‘This?’  

‘Yeah.’  

‘You earned it.’  

‘You going to be okay? To just up and move?’ 

‘We’ve come for the interview,’ said Jen. ‘For now, that’s enough.’ 

The international terminal was soon to be completed, and in need of qualified 

staff. Perth was miles away… hotter, too. Jason stressed the practical benefits: a bigger 

house, quiet lifestyle. Jen suggested her working part time to keep afloat, at least until 

the bub arrived. ‘Whatever we do, it’s going to be hard,’ he had said, and that stuck 

with her, that persistent pessimism.  

They’d be lucky to get the full quota from Australia, they’d said on the phone. 

Of those they could find, Jason was nearest to the top of the pile. 

Not a bad get, all told, but miles away if you weren’t a quokka, or a swan.  
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It was hotter, too, bigger, and yet small at the same time. They’d walked the 

Hay Street Mall in five minutes, tops. Stores scattered up and down Murray, 

Wellington, but more town than capital city, and rough at that. Not so much in the 

mall, but they’d had the misfortune to walk up Pier Street way, and things went 

downhill pretty quickly.  

Jason stressed the practical benefits: a bigger house, quiet lifestyle, easy getting 

in and out. Jen suggested she work part time to keep them afloat, at least until the bub 

arrived. Whatever we do, it’s going to be hard, he’d said, and that stuck with her, his 

persistent pessimism. As if, while walking at the beach, he would say, that sand, it’s 

going to stick to your feet.  

Jason reached for Jen’s belly bump. ‘I love you.’ 

‘I know.’ 

 He moved closer. Rested his palm on her stomach. Drew a heart with his index 

finger. She laughed, gently caressing his hand. 

 ‘How are you feeling?’ 

‘About Perth?’ 

‘About this.’ She patted her belly.  

‘Great,’ said Jason, smoothing the rug. ‘You?’ 

‘Great.’ 

     She looked away. Jason coughed. Patted her hand. Brushed his trousers, and 

then stood up, kicking at the grass.  

Jen had planned to tell him in the car; to say she was terrified, and maybe it 

was too soon for a move. That it wouldn’t have to be forever; just right now they were 

having a baby, which was more than enough.  

Jason had gone the wrong way down a one-way street after leaving the hotel. 

From there he seemed flustered, so she let it lie. 

‘Can we go for a walk?’  

‘Sure,’ said Jason. He picked up his wife from the rug, straining for a second.  

Jen had planned to tell him in the car: that she was terrified, and maybe it was 

too soon. That it wouldn’t have to be for forever, just right now they were having a 

baby, which was more than enough to worry about. But he’d crunched the clutch of the 

hire car, taken the wrong turn coming out of the hotel, gone the wrong way down a 

one-way street. From there he seemed flustered, so she let it lie. 
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How did you tell your husband such things? When was it honesty, and when 

were you simply ringing a bell, hoping he might listen? 

They walked on, the city shifting slowly in their view. They walked down to 

the war memorial, feeling naked in the throng of others, groups of five, ten tourists 

with cameras, framing and reframing the cityscape. They looked out for a moment, Jen 

wrapped in Jason’s arms, but felt shadowed by the giant monument, the clouds that 

drifted down, as if preparing for a storm.  

‘As good a place as any,’ said Jason. 

‘It’s very pretty.’  

‘Where shall we live? Which side of the river?’  

‘I like the south, said Jen. ‘All that parkland. North it’s roads and CBD.’  

‘I like the north,’ said Jason. ‘We want to be part of the action.’ 

Jen had been part of the action all her life. Sometimes wished for silence. Still 

action seemed destined to follow her.  

They kept walking. Down the edge of the park, the narrows bridge, the river, 

spreading out, almost a lake, as houses, units, shone like tea lights, circling the expanse 

of water. A gazebo appeared alongside at the point where the path dipped down.  

  ‘Take a time out?’  

‘What do you mean?’  

She raised her eyebrow.  

‘Oh. Yes, absolutely.’  

He laid down the blanket, helped his wife down. Stayed standing. Stood staring 

out. She pulled at his trouser leg.   

‘What are you looking at?’  

     ‘Cumulus clouds,’ said Jason. ‘Loose formation.’ 

     ‘I have a formation that needs attention,’ said Jen. She zipped open her jacket.  

     ‘Just a sec.’ He looked around. ‘Just us, hey?’  

 Jen looked at her watch. ‘It’s past ten. What time’s the interview?’ 

 ‘Three,’ said Jason. ‘God knows why.’ 

 ‘I know why,’ said Jen. She pulled him to the blanket. He was about to open 

her blouse when she clasped his fingers: 

     ‘Remember our first date?’ 

     ‘No.’  

     ‘Liar.’  
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     ‘You were wearing a green tube-top and jeans, and a scarf with sparkles in the 

fabric. I was thinking about your neck, about moving in, closer, a gentle kiss. I thought 

about your neck a lot that night… and some other things.’  

     ‘Sounds like sex talk to me,’ said Jen. 

     ‘I was a bustling ball of sexual tension. Would have found God if we’d waited 

much longer.’ 

 ‘Lucky we did,’ said Jen. She kissed her husband, her nose knocking his 

glasses off kilter.  

     He slipped her dress off her shoulders, nuzzled her breastbone. She felt his 

stubble across her skin. She undid his shirt, button by button, kissed his centreline 

from neck to navel, her hair tickling his chest on the way down.  

 ‘I’m not sure I have this sex thing down. Can we give it a few tries?’ said 

Jason. ‘To make sure we’re doing it right?’ 

      ‘Of course.’  

     He nibbled at her neck, first softly, and then hard. 

     ‘Ouch. What are you doing?’  

     ‘I’m practising.’ 

     ‘You keep at it, you’ll be a professional.’  

     ‘I hope so.’ 

     She undid his belt and his zipper, slipped his jeans off leg by leg. She giggled, 

crawling back up, reaching her hands up to his chest.  

  Many nights they made love in the dark at Jason’s request. He had always been 

too shy for the ‘lights on’ approach. She’d only been able to feel his dips and curves 

those nights, the lightest coating of body hair. 

 Wondered was he real. Or normal. If she would ever touch another man again. 

If she did, what would it feel like? 

     She bent down, letting her hair drape over him, dipped down to kiss his belly, 

higher, higher, until finally reaching his lips. Jason pulled at her dress. A shoulder 

came down, exposing her breast.  

     ‘Have I told you that I love your boobs?’  

     ‘Tell me again.’  

     He went to grab her breast, but she slapped his hand. She pulled at his 

underpants, quickly pulling them down.  
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     At any other time, he would have felt exposed, vulnerable, but tonight, 

watching his wife’s pregnant silhouette gliding up and down, he felt something else. A 

sense of belonging: a wish to be with her, in her. 

     ‘Can we get pregnant twice?’ 

     ‘We can try,’ said Jason, lifting her into position. 

     She started slow, rocking back and forth, occasionally shifting her weight to the 

left or right. She spread her hands across his chest, tightening her grip but it was like 

grasping at time, hoping, begging for some evidence of existence. She was locked on a 

single word. Together. Together. Together. Together.  

 She felt a kick in her belly. She wondered, despite her joy, if she had made a 

selfish choice; rocking, fucking, longing, all at once.  

 But family is selfish. It’s Mum, Dad, kids. Together.  

     She came, hard. Lifted her leg, and rolled onto the rug. Lay beside him, 

twirling his hair in her fingers. They turned to each other and for a moment, were 

silent. 

 ‘What are we going to do, Jason?’  

 ‘If I get the job, you mean?’  

 She nodded.  

 ‘I don’t know,’ said Jason. ‘These things, they’ve always had a way of working 

themselves out.’  
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Wallpaper 

 

They had argued about the colour of the walls all afternoon. Jason wanted light blue, 

sky-like, or so he said, cracks filled in and a vibrant reimagining of the family home. 

Jen said that with kids you had to go with wallpaper. You needed to be able to wipe 

away the mess they left behind.  

     It mattered very much to Jason how things looked. Without the beauty, a home 

was just walls and a roof. You can get beautiful wallpaper, insisted Jen, who had been 

on a home improvement binge, enraptured by the thought of redecorating. That’s fine, 

said Jason, but wallpaper peels away. One day you are left with an exposed wall, and 

you’d better hope that it’s pretty, too. 

 In the end, they let it lie. Tonight was Emily’s recital. They wanted to focus on 

things done right, instead of all that could possibly go wrong. 

     ‘You ready, Em?’ called Jen across the landing. 

     ‘Nearly,’ said Emily, from behind a bedroom door. 

     ‘Jay? Alex?’ 

     The TV was on and up loud, the theme to Diff’rent Strokes finishing up. Jen 

heard an ‘oof’, and then voices, raised. ‘Jay says he can’t go ‘cause he’s stupid,’ Alex 

yelled from downstairs. 

     ‘Alex,’ called Jason, ‘be good or you won’t go.’ 

     ‘Great!’ 

     ‘Oops,’ said Jen, slipping a tie from the coat rail.  

     The silk slid across her fingers. She thought of his chest, her lips brushing fine, 

coarse hair, settling in at the breastbone. She felt herself slip out of the present; heard 

the bump, bump, bounce of Alex and Jay jumping on the living room couches.  

     ‘Kids!’  

     ‘It was Jay,’ shouted Alex. Then quietly: ‘She always thinks it’s me.’ 

     Jen rested the tie around her husband’s neck, looping it over itself, and then 

gently tightened the strip of blue, seeking the button to slip inside the fabric.  

     ‘You look amazing,’ said Jason.  

     ‘You look pretty good yourself,’ said Jen, pulling him close. 

     ‘I’m sorry.’  

     ‘What do you mean?’  

     ‘I mean me, this. I’m not always there.’ 
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     ‘I know.’  

     ‘Are we good?’  

     Jen nodded, smiling. Saw a shadow in the door, focused in on the doorway, but 

caught only the darkened stair rail, its rich oak in contrast with the far white wall. 

     ‘Emily’s getting good,’ said Jason as he slipped into his blazer.  

     ‘You ever tell her?’  

     He paused. ‘I must have… I’m sure I have, at least once.’ 

     ‘Tell her. How else is she going to know?’ 

    ‘You shouldn’t mollycoddle your kids.’ 

     ‘Or ignore them,’ said Jen. She finished with her lipstick and then capped it. 

She rubbed top lip on bottom, rose from the dresser stool, snuck a stray, teased hair 

back behind her ear and smoothed an already tight black dress. 

     ‘I’m getting fat.’ 

     ‘What?’ 

     ‘Me,’ said Jen. ‘I’m huge.’  

     ‘You said whenever you were being hard on yourself that I had to throw you 

onto the bed and ravish you.’  

     ‘Jason.’ 

     He slipped a hand down her side.  

     She giggled. ‘Jason! The kids!’ 

     ‘Say that you’re beautiful.’  

     ‘Fat.’ 

     ‘Beautiful.’  

     ‘Fat.’  

     He pushed her onto the bed. 

     ‘Beautiful,’ said Jen. 

     ‘Phew. Our children will never know how close they came to serious trauma.’ 

 He lifted his wife off the bed. ‘You remember to book swimming for Jay?’  

 She looked down, shook her head.  

 ‘It’s ok,’ said Jason. ‘You’ve had a lot on your plate.’ 

 ‘Maybe I should go back on,’ said Jen. 

 ‘The Zoloft?’  

 She nodded.  

 ‘It’s tough having kids.’ 
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 ‘Is it supposed to be as tough as this?’ 

 ‘Let’s give it another week or two,’ said Jason. ‘You’ve been flat out, P&C, 

extra meetings and all. I’ll pick up the slack where I can. Ok?’ 

 ‘OK,’ said Jen. She wanted to say, No, Jason, it’s not ok, but her throat seized 

up at the thought. It was all she could do not to choke.  

 

*** 

 

They packed into the car just after six. Alex punched Jay because he was taking up too 

much space. Jason demisted the windscreen as Jen undid Jay’s seatbelt, lifted him up 

and told Emily to please move across to the edge of the seat.  

     ‘Can’t we just go?’ said Emily. ‘We’re going to be late.’ 

     ‘We’re not going to be late,’ said Jen.  

     ‘I’ll stay home,’ said Alex, pulling his shirt out from inside his trousers.  

     ‘You’re coming,’ said Jen. She turned around. ‘Alex, look after your brother, 

OK? And tuck your shirt in.’   

     ‘OK,’ said Alex, kicking the back of the passenger seat. ‘God, piano recitals 

are so poofy.’  

     ‘Do you even know what that means?’ Alex shook his head. ‘Then don’t say it. 

Even when you find out what it means, you still don’t say it, OK?’ 

     ‘What’s Mum on about?’  

     ‘I don’t know,’ said Jason. ‘Just don’t say it, all right?’ 

     ‘Fine. I love piano recitals. They’re my favourite.’ 

     Jen shot a glare at Jason. ‘What did we say?’  

     ‘Well, I don’t know,’ he replied. ‘You make up these rules, how am I supposed 

to keep track?’  

     ‘You think, Jason. You just need to think.’ 

     ‘Can we have a good time tonight? Please?’ 

     ‘It’s the next left.’  

     Jason flicked the indicator, tapping his foot in time with its tick-tick. 

     Cars clustered around a small driveway, and spilled out onto the roadside. The 

family traipsed in down a small, stone pathway, trailing a girl and her parents, both of 

whom repeated how amazing their daughter was.  

     Alex laughed. ‘Dad.’  
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     ‘Hmm?’ 

     ‘Do you think Emily will suck?’ 

     ‘Alex,’ said Jen. ‘Pack it in.’ 

     ‘I didn’t do anything,’ said Alex, kicking at the grass. ‘God!’ 

     They entered through an open front door. The hallway led into a crowded 

living room, the shelves stocked with silverware, china and the odd family photograph.  

 The parents were grouped in a tight semi-circle, the kids kneeled close to the 

piano. Jason motioned to the snack table and mimed eating. Jen nodded, and he turned 

away.  

     ‘Dad!’ called Jay. 

     ‘Sorry, baby boy,’ said Jason and scooped him into his arms, redoing a buckle 

on Jay’s dungarees as he went. He held out his son to assess the end result. ‘Better,’ he 

said, bringing Jay back to his chest. He caught Jen’s gaze. ‘Back soon.’ 

     Jen glanced around the room. Flawless fathers, modern mums. Probably 

packed tiny dinners, eating them on the front verandah with Ikea cutlery. Or worse, 

they’d cooked dinner beforehand, dishwasher now churning and a Kinder egg for the 

kids before they left.  Model parents with colour-coded lunchboxes, knowing Jo 

doesn’t like Vegemite, and Declan likes his crusts cut off, and they would never forget 

a phone call, training or— 

     ‘Jen,’ called a voice from behind. 

     She turned to see a man in a crisp crimson shirt, black dress pants ironed down 

the crease. 

     ‘Peter.’     

     ‘I know,’ he said. ‘Not a good time.’  

     ‘No, not at—’ 

     ‘Hi,’ said Jason, squeezing between them. ‘I don’t think we’ve met.’ 

     ‘This is Peter,’ said Jen. ‘Natalie’s dad. You know Natalie.’  

     ‘No,’ said Jason. 

     ‘She’s Emily’s friend. Where’s Emily?’  

     ‘She needed to go to the loo. I think she’s nervous.’  

     ‘You sure she’s OK?’ 

     ‘I think so.’  

     ‘Do you want to check?’ 

     He smiled uncomfortably. ‘Back soon.’  
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     Jason sidestepped out of the living room as he trod carefully in his size ten 

loafers, slowly making his way between seated children. Jen raised an eyebrow. Peter 

waited until Jason was out of the room. 

     ‘I’ve got the place this weekend. Said it was a work retreat.’ 

     ‘Peter, can we not do this?’ 

     She felt a pull at her arm. Alex, holding a cupcake up as if it were a trophy. He 

looked first at her, then at Peter. ‘Who are you?’  

     ‘I’m a friend of your mother’s.’  

     ‘My mum doesn’t have friends,’ said Alex. 

     ‘Such a little character,’ said Peter.  

     ‘I don’t like you.’  

     ‘Alex!’ said Jen.   

     ‘It’s all right,’ said Peter. ‘I’m going, anyway. Nice to see you, Jen.’  

 ‘You too,’ she said, as he made his way back through the crowd.  

     ‘Who’s that poo head?’ said Alex.  

     ‘Ssh,’ said Jen. ‘Your father’s coming.’ 

     Emily and Jason returned. Emily ran up to Jen, pulling at her arm. ‘I’m going 

to go sit with the other kids.’ 

     ‘Good luck, darling,’ said Jen as she straightened her daughter’s hairband, its 

bow brought back to the centre. She kissed Emily on her forehead, watched her take 

her seat with the other children. Saw a spot of lint on her daughter’s otherwise 

immaculate blue-silk taffeta dress, but too late now, she thought. No need to worry her 

any more than what’s necessary. 

     The teacher stood in front of the piano, facing the audience. ‘Tonight we’re 

hearing some of the most talented pianists I’ve had the pleasure of teaching. They 

range from Grade 1 to Grade 5, so they are at varying stages. They’ve all been working 

hard, though, so I’m sure you’ll all show your appreciation with a warm round of 

applause.’      

     Emily looked back at her mother. Jen raised her thumb in approval.       

     The recital began. Jason held Alex close. Jen held Jay’s hand. Once the music 

started, Jay seemed placid. His feet no longer tapped, his hand gone limp. 

     ‘You good?’  

     Jay nodded, snuggling up to his mother. ‘Mummy,’ he whispered. She bent 

down. ‘I love you.’  
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     Jen reached down to cuddle him close. ‘Love you too, baby. Don’t ever forget 

that.’ 

     Alex also seemed calm. Jen felt silly to have chided him; what did it matter 

who handed out the discipline? Why did she always feel the need to appear 

authoritative? She watched a Mum and Dad, his hand on her shoulder, beaming with 

pride. Was she proud of Emily? She knew she was. Of herself, she wasn’t so sure. She 

felt a twinge in her stomach. Hungry, guilty, afraid, who could tell.  

     She tuned in at the end of a young boy’s rendition of ‘Clair De Lune’, and felt a 

pang of sadness. She had read the poem at school. All these years later, she could 

barely remember the words.  

 She never understood the allure of classical music. Jason took some sort of 

perverse pride in it, laughing knowingly at a pause or acceleration, the music spiralling 

upward.  

 He would listen in the dark. Crack the seal on a bottle of Jameson. Close his 

eyes. If she interrupted, held up a single finger, letting it fall, in the hope, it seemed, 

that she would go away.   

 And I would, she thought, if you hadn’t lost your job. I would shower you with 

silence, day and night, if you’d not done that one small thing. 

  

*** 

 

A near ecstatic round of applause erupted from the child’s parents, punctuated by an 

occasional holler of support. Sophie called Emily to the piano. She bowed once, 

smiled, and then lifted herself onto the stool. 

     ‘Boo,’ called Alex. ‘Get off.’  

     Jen looked over to Jason, who dragged Alex out, despite his howls. Emily 

tapped a foot pedal as practice, her knee almost hitting the piano. Jen relaxed a little 

and offered the widest smile she could muster. Emily rolled her shoulders, took a deep 

breath and began to play ‘Für Elise’. 

     She played so beautifully, thought Jen. It was the proudest she had ever been, 

not for her daughter’s skill, but for sharing a moment: Her, Emily and Jay. No Alex to 

say the wrong thing, or mess things up, and Jason… well, they still had much to work 

through, when the time was right. 
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     Emily played on, bit softly on her bottom lip as her fingers traversed the keys. 

When not in use, her pinkies wiggled slightly, nearly hitting wrong notes but lifting 

just before they landed.       

 Keep going, thought Jen. You’re doing so well. 

     She began the final verse note-perfect, her back straight, and fingers slightly 

bent. Jen scanned the room for Jason and Alex, but they were still outside. Emily, back 

arched at the piano, Natalie sat front and centre, enraptured by the performance. Jen 

caught Peter’s gaze across the room, and looked away.  

   As the piece reached its climax, Jen felt a hand on her waist. She turned, 

startled. It was Peter, barely a hand span away from her left shoulder. Her tiny gasp 

was drowned out by the music. He put a finger to his lips, and Jen turned back to the 

piano. As the song was about to finish, he shifted his hand to the small of her back.  

     The audience clapped. Emily turned away from the piano, seeking her mother’s 

approval, but instead saw Jen and Peter, closer than they should have been. Emily 

froze. Jen nodded, clasped Peter’s hand, and he disappeared into the crowd. By the 

time Jen turned back, Emily was gone. 

     Jen struggled to part the crowd, sidling past parents holding champagne 

glasses, grasping Jay’s hand. She kept moving, and eventually reached the front of the 

house.   

 With Jay scooped in one arm, Jen saw the three of them at the car. Emily was 

in Jason’s arms, crying. Alex was in the back of the car, kicking the driver’s seat. 

     ‘Baby, are you all right?’ said Jen. She turned to Jason. ‘Is she all right?’ 

     ‘She’s fine,’ said Jason. ‘Something spooked her.’ 

     ‘Em.’   

     Emily wouldn’t look at her. 

     ‘Baby, it’s fine. You did so well.’ 

     ‘What happened?’ said Jason. 

      ‘It’s nothing,’ said Jen, ‘She’s just tired.’ She kissed Emily on the cheek. ‘You 

did great baby. I’m so proud of you.’ She turned to Jason. ‘Come on, let’s get these 

guys home.’ 

*** 

 

Jason put the kids to bed. Jen climbed the stairs, ran her left hand up the wall, feeling 

bumps and blemishes.  
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     She removed her make-up, cleansed and moisturised, wiping the bathroom sink 

dry with a scrunched-up tissue. Took the clips from her hair, let it fall in front of her 

face. Brushed her teeth, scrubbed and scrubbed, and spat it out, a flush of the tap to 

wash away the foam.   

     She knew she had to call it off with Peter. And yet he was exciting, awake… 

turned on by her presence. With Jason, it was as if he were analysing her. Forever so 

distant, his thoughts like quotes from a technical manual. 

     Her lips had lost colour. Crinkles formed around her eyes, and her skin was 

losing its elasticity. She lifted up her dress, flinging it onto the bathroom tiles. Saw 

herself on display: lumps, bumps and cellulite thighs. You’re ugly, Jen. How could you 

ever expect to keep a man?  

     Saw Emily’s face, rushed to the toilet and was sick, the taste of wine clinging 

to her lips, saying baby, I’m sorry. 

 

*** 

 

Jason came up late. He sat on the bed, faced away from Jen, towards the chest of 

drawers, slipped his jacket onto the bedpost before loosening his tie. He took off the 

tie, hung it over his jacket, and unbuttoned his shirt. 

     Jen watched him in the dark, a shadow in the hallway’s casting light. His form, 

familiar: belly bump, more crest than barrel. 

     ‘Come to bed.’  

     ‘In a minute.’ 

     ‘Is Emily alright?’  

     ‘She’s fine,’ said Jason. ‘A bit shaken up.’  

     ‘How was Alex? He wouldn’t leave her alone.’  

     ‘Kids are smart. They know when something’s up.’ 

      ‘What do you mean?’ 

     He turned to his wife, meeting her gaze. ‘I’m not sure. Is there something you 

need to tell me?’ 

     She stared past him at the wall, below the windowsill. She had seen it before, 

maybe weeks, months earlier. A hairline crack. Small, but spreading. 
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The Family DNA 

 

My sister cries in her room.  

 She closes the door, but I can still hear her. She plays records. Music to slash 

your wrists to, Mum says. Our father’s not gone, just absent. He is almost a chair, 

gathering dust by the window. Mum talks with him, at him, but he’s been shot since 

the stroke. I watch him from the couch while he watches TV, searching for a flicker, 

fade, or static pop from under the surface.  

 It’s Christmas Day, 1974, as I’m unwrapping my presents. Mum bought me a 

telescope. She gave me a card. She wrote the text, and Dad added his name, his hand 

guided by hers. More a seismograph than signature. The card had a picture of a boy on 

a sled on the front, and I said, ‘Wow, it’s as if they came here and took a picture.’ 

 Mum says my sarcasm is not welcome or helpful. She tends to the house, 

Daddy Long Legs in the bathroom, and me in the garden, hands stained with dirt and a 

jar full of worms.  

 I stock our home with fruit, vegetables, and a tinned assortment of garden 

goods at bargain basement prices.  

  I am preparing for the apocalypse. Perhaps it has already happened.  

 My teachers tell me that I am gifted. They say that as if it is an obstacle. In 

mastering a basic syllabus, I have created a need, like a bird that wants grain, or a bub 

that needs milk. You can get a lot in this world if you are content.  While I’m happy to 

live at home with the dead and dying, I’m not as willing to tick the appropriate boxes, 

repeating basic patterns to prove compliance. Mum says I am difficult. This means I 

am smarter than her. She says life is long, and she loves me, but duty and intellect do 

not get along well at the best of times.   

 I tell her intellect can pay. She says it may be the case, but how much will it 

cost?  

 I ask her what that means, but she’s gone, smoking a cigarette on the back 

steps, and I hope for a flood, or fire.  

 

*** 
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If you go under the house, on your knees, dust kicked up, and spiders, scuttling, you 

will find a box, letters back and forth. You would glow with humility. You might think 

theirs was one of the great love stories. 

  Hard to know if it was Mum or Dad in the end. Maybe it wasn’t the stroke that 

killed them, but the months after. Lord knows Dad wasn’t working, and the benefits 

are OK, not much, but enough for a basic shop, salvos’ shirts. A bag of spuds, cut of 

meat, and some second hand books with pages missing.  

 Hard to know, and maybe I don’t want to. I would ask Dad, but he’s prone to 

the odd aftershock.  

 My father had a stroke, lifting luggage off the truck at Tullamarine. They called 

us, said there had been an accident, as if he’d stumbled on a step, or fallen off a dodgy 

ladder.  

 It didn’t change him, not exactly. More it wiped him clean, and after that he 

was just a comma, a pause for thought as you walk from room to room.  

 See it in Abby, fourteen years old, too much make-up, too much leg. Dad 

barely shifts, thinks maybe he saw a beautiful bird. Then he’s gone, and I’m worried. 

Abby says she is better than fine, but I know that she’s not.  

 I tell Dad I have been accepted to a special program, with all the smartest kids, 

from all the schools, and we’ll be taken out of class. 

 He stays silent. He thinks I’m going to be a doctor, or scientist, but not an air 

traffic controller. Were he remotely lucid, I am sure he would protest. Maybe he did, 

and I couldn’t tell. 

‘I know,’ I say. ‘You always wanted me to be a doctor. This is more important, 

though. In his career, an air-traffic controller has responsibility for more lives than a 

surgeon will have in his lifetime. Imagine that, Dad. Do it right, I’m saving lives.’ 

He doesn’t move. 

‘To be an air traffic controller,’ I continue, ‘you must be able to make split-

second decisions. To know that what matters, day-in, and day-out.’ 

  I tell him it will be OK. That as long as I’m working at the tower, no one will 

crash. He shifts in his chair, licks his lips. Looks down. Whispers.  

 Gone. 

 

*** 
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Abby wanted to be a ballet dancer, but it’s hard to dance when you are drunk. Drinking 

affects your balance, even after you stop. It’s like leaving weight on one side of a set 

of scales. Soon enough it’s hard to stand straight. They’d tell you, the girls, but 

secretly they’re glad. The class gets smaller. Abby misses out on the part every time, 

and she doesn’t even care.  

  She goes to school, but has found a different group of girls: Essendon mob, 

with short skirts and a long list of excuses for who and what has screwed them over, 

starting from fifth grade, and working up to the present day. 

 My father’s a burnt-out star, although it is hard to know what type: white 

dwarf, black dwarf, neutron star or black hole. I call him Sirius B, as he’s closer to 

white than dark. Collapsed to a point, but prevented from further damage. By hope, 

perhaps. Or faith. Or fear.  

 The gravitational pull, magnetic attraction, draws us in, so I study hard. I read 

until my vision blurs. Mum says, ‘Wear your glasses’, but I’m worried about 

distortion. I think that maybe if I fix the blur, I will one day lose momentum, sinking 

into the couch. That’s fine for some, but not for me. All I need is Mum, Abby, me. Old 

man dad and his Yahtzee brain. 

 

*** 

 

Mum and Dad renewed their vows on August 17th, a couple of friends on the back 

lawn. An old bloke said, ‘Marriage is sacred.’ I wanted to put my hand up, say what 

about life, isn’t that sacred? And why do we have to pretend that only some moments 

are special, when, we are surrounded by chances, opportunities to live differently? I 

write this in my notebook to remind myself to live on past birthdays, deaths and 

anniversaries.  

 Mum cracked a whole-face smile on the day she renewed her wedding vows. 

Dad grinned too, at the wrong moment, mind you. He had a rose on his lapel. It had 

gone brown at the edges, and mum kissed him, and they quivered, those old, plum-

coloured lips of his. I couldn’t tell if their life was over or was just beginning.  

 I wrote my extension assignment about Mum and Dad, charted their 

relationship on a double helix and got extra marks for originality. I couldn’t see what 

was original about it, but am happy to concede it’s sometimes original to state the 

bleeding obvious. A bit like when Mum said, ‘I’ll love you always,’ during the vows, 
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or the lady from the deli said, ‘Your father, he’s not been the same since he was struck 

down.’ 

 My teacher says I’ve skilfully blended science and humanism in my work, and 

it’s a shame I’m so dedicated to becoming an air-traffic controller. I tell him it is ok; I 

met a girl. Her name is Jen, and one day we are going to get married. I will buy 

flowers and take her to the movies. We will stay at home only when we feel so 

inclined, and otherwise we’ll go where we want, when we want.   

   I tell him nature works in patterns. In charting these patterns, we can see where 

the relationship breaks down. ‘These patterns are infallible once established,’ I say, 

and he seems confused.  

 ‘What about mutation?’ 

 ‘Mutation is an anomaly. Behind every mutation are a series of conditions that 

contributed to, and in many cases, caused said mutation.’ 

 ‘How is everything at home?’ 

 Results are inconclusive. Were I a betting man, I’d bet on gravitational collapse 

on all fronts barring my own, although Mum is a possible anomaly. It’s feasible that 

she will rebuild her past, magnetic field of memories, phrases and photographs, the 

DNA of a complex, loving life. 

 He asks if Mum’s magnetic field is merely a projection of what she holds dear. 

I say that doesn’t matter, as long as it feels real to her.  

 He gives me full marks. I am the only extension student to achieve a perfect 

grade, which is nice, but does not bring Abby or my father back. They are both at the 

end of year ceremony, dragged along by Mum’s infectious pride. They give me Time 

and Again, by Jack Finney, at the award presentation. Mum smiles at me. I smile at 

Mum, and I realise I’m about to graduate. 

  On the drive home, we head down to Brunswick Road. I think maybe we’ll 

stop for ice cream, but she keeps on driving, right onto Lygon, up towards our old 

family home.   

 ‘Here we are,’ she says. ‘Do you remember, love? Before the stroke. Do you 

remember?’ 

 Abby makes a ‘tsk’ noise. I punch her on the arm so she’ll stop. 

 ‘You carried me over the threshold.’ 

 ‘Didn’t you get a honeymoon?’  

 ‘Not as such,” she said. “Your father had to work.’ 
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 ‘That’s a turn up for the books. He does bugger all these days.’ 

 ‘Jason!’ 

 ‘Sorry.’ 

 She takes his hand, and they reminisce. 

 

*** 

 

My mother never forgets. She knows that once her daughter cried, and now she sighs. 

That Dad, once a man mountain, hurling bags out back of the belt, is now a dormant 

volcano. Maybe one day he will blow, but if not, he will still be around, forever on the 

landscape.  

 As an air traffic controller, you have to give advice based on your own 

observations, and any other pertinent facts.  

 Sometimes you won’t be able to get the information you need. You have to use 

your judgment.  

 Sooner or later, you will know if you got it right.  
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Two Into Three 

 

Jason had been sleeping terribly since the baby arrived. 

 They bought a futon bed in the lead-up, Jason swayed by a particularly robust 

bed discussion with Brad at an interminably long dinner party, made bearable only by 

the presence of enough red wine to sink a small ship. Jason had not been certain as to 

the benefits of switching from a soft bed to one as hard as concrete.  Brad reminded 

Jason that it was 1976, not 1954, and that beds, like so many other objects, appliances 

and government policies, needed to get with the times.  

 The futon barely fitted into their tiny bedroom, particularly when paired with a 

creaking bassinet. The apartment itself was roughly the size of a squash court, with 

olive walls, a mouldy smell, taps that ticked and a rusted showerhead.  

The view from their first floor unit was not much better. Alfred Cove was more 

a cul-de-sac. The traffic only slowed past seven on Canning Highway, by then having 

seen a constant run of cars, trucks and buses, the neighbours’ every shower and shit 

echoed up through poorly insulated roofing. The closest thing they had to community 

were the occasional meetings in the stairwell, the patient pause as one car pulled out, 

and then the other, before slowly squeezing up the one lane driveway, and into the 

sloped car park out back.   

Alex had been waking three times a night, and each time, it was up to Jason or 

Jen to do the settling. The second time, at around 1am, Jason had pretended to be 

asleep. He had shifted to his side, pulling the sheets up over his head. Surely she 

wouldn’t wake a man with a sheet up over his head. 

 ‘Love...' 

 He pulled the sheet back.  

 ‘Alex is up.’ 

 ‘I know,’ he said and pulled the sheets over his head.  

 Jen got up, shuffled to the bassinet. She nearly tripped on a pair of Jason’s 

shoes, which she’d already kicked away from the door earlier in the night, half-asleep, 

her eyes adjusting to the lack of light. 

 Jason lifted the sheet, lowering his legs to the floor. ‘I’ll get him.’  

 ‘I’ve got him.’ 

 ‘You want me to change him?’  

 ‘Yes,’ said Jen. ‘Preferably before he gets ropable.’ 
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 Jen got back into bed, squeezed her nipple, once, twice, three times, 

deliberately pushing the milk out hard enough to hit Jason. 

 ‘Hey!’  

 ‘It’s a breast. What do you want me to do?’ 

 ‘You got it in my hair.’ 

 ‘Did I?’ 

 Jason caught himself. Snuggled back into his wife, resting his arm over her 

thigh. 

 ‘It’s hard, isn’t it?’  

 ‘Yes.’  

 ‘They say the first child’s the hardest?’  

 ‘Who are they?’  

 ‘Dr Spock,’ said Jason.  

 ‘And you met him where?’  

 ‘I read the book. It’s massive.’ 

 ‘Poor Jason,’ said Jen. ‘You need a break?’  

 ‘I do.’  

 ‘Tough,’ said Jen. ‘Parents don’t get days off.’ 

 

*** 

 

Jason worked shifts at the airfield, which did not always gel with an up-and-down 

baby. Still, he had taken a week off at the time of the birth, and Jen had given him one- 

on-one time, just him and his boy, and whether he was snuggling, bathing, or soothing, 

he had always felt involved. 

 He wanted to spend more time with Alex than was available, once work hours 

were taken into account. Whenever he did, he could see that this mattered. That Alex, 

still a bub, was basking in the love. He felt great pride in this. Alex would, at the very 

least, have an active, attentive dad.   

 Jason kept in touch with his Mum, who had told him not to mess this up. She 

had not meant it harshly; more that, having lost her partner, at least in spirit, she had 

wanted better for her son.  

 Jason promised not to mess it up, but it takes two to keep things on track, and 

then there are three, and one is a kid. As an adult, you’re supposed to know what to do. 
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First kid, no knowledge. Maybe you will get it right, and maybe, despite all you do, 

regardless of the bibs you buy, and the cribs you assemble, there will come a time 

when you'll know you're in over your head, and drowning, fast. 

 

*** 

 

Jason wrote down formulas, reading journals and researching the latest information on 

all things parenting. The graphs leapt out of the page, the nouns like rules, laws, and he 

knew that if he studied hard enough, he could come close, closer to perfection, nature, 

love. Perhaps, if he summarised the wisdom of a thousand academics, he could hold 

Jen's hand, wipe her brow, kiss her lips, and they would be back, hours, days before 

Alex, gorgeous boy, screaming beast, came into the world.  

 

*** 

 

Driving home, Jason would marvel at the empty street, the brake lights of faraway cars 

like lit cigarettes. You could drive and drive, night and day, but eventually you get 

home, and he’s up, she’s up, and no one is going to get any sleep tonight.  

 He knew he was not coping: little signs, a speckled beard rash, eyes anchored 

by circles the colour of cement, speaking slower, asking friends, colleagues to repeat 

the easily heard, as though he were buried in clay, or deep underwater. 

 If Alex were good now and then, they might be ok. But he’s only a baby, 

Jason, he’s not a computer program. And how do you work out a child? What possible 

equation of milk, spit and shit can be multiplied, divided into baby's hand, grasped 

around a finger, tears, laughter, wonder?  

 It continued, day, night, until one morning Jen found husband and son, the 

former laid out on the couch in pyjama pants and on oversized tee, the latter in an 

unbuttoned onesie. 

 ‘What are you doing?’  

 ‘He’s happy.’ 

 ‘Sideways?’  

 ‘Wombways,’ said Jason. 

 ‘Yes, but he was protected in the womb.’ 
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 ‘He is loving it,’ said Jason, and scooped up his son, shifting him back onto the 

cushion.  

 ‘Your mum called.’ 

 ‘Oh, right.’ 

 ‘She thinks I’m a bad mother.’  

 ‘She thinks she’s a bad mother.’ 

 ‘But she’s not.’ 

 Jason smiled. ‘And neither are you.’ 

 Jen picked up a mug, placed it on the mantle. ‘You going to put some pants 

on?’  

 ‘Maybe. What did Mum want?’ 

 ‘To see if I was okay, she said.’ 

 ‘You don’t believe her?’ 

 ‘Next question.’  

 Jason smoothed his overgrown beard, adjusted his pant strap and laughed. 

‘What’s the next question?’ 

 ‘We’re drifting apart.’ 

 ‘What do you want me to do, mount you behind the bassinet? Hump you on the 

change table?’  

 ‘I’m not talking about sex. I mean—’ 

 ‘It’s different,’ said Jason. And he wanted to say how, but he couldn’t.  

 

*** 

 

For fear of losing his wife, Jason invited his mother into the house.  

 The long nights continued. Jason took to sleeping with his shirt and trackies on, 

lest he again be woken at a moment’s notice. His beard grew out. Jen took to calling 

him Samson. He didn’t mind. He promised, like his namesake, to have supernatural 

strength: to be able to endure, take wise counsel from the woman from whence he 

came. They were going to be a family all over again, Jen, Jason, and his mother, new 

surroundings, father gone. It was sad, but not as sad as it might have been. More like 

putting out a fire, or demolishing an old building.  
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 They took to afternoons on their tiny side balcony, away from the sun. Jason 

and his mother, shoes replaced with sandals, summer dresses that swayed in the 

breeze, and I am trying, Jason, but Jen’s so sensitive. Maybe she needs help? 

 ‘She doesn’t need help.’  

 ‘There’s no shame in it.’ 

 ‘We can’t all be rays of sunshine, Mum.’  

 His mother tut-tutted. 

 ‘How are you going since Dad died?’  

 ‘You want to talk about your dad? It wasn’t all perfect, you know.’ 

 ‘What, you and Dad?’ 

 ‘Yes, me and Dad. Some days, it was all I could do not to get up and go.’ 

 ‘You mean stroke-dad?’  

 She paused. ‘He wasn’t always like that, Jason. We stopped talking.’ 

 ‘Stroke’s going to do that.’ 

 ‘You’re being callous.’  

 ‘I know. Sorry. It’s just weird, you know? One second there, and then gone.’ 

 ‘You and Jen, you can do this. But you have to work at it.’   

 ‘Like with flowers? Give her a break now and then?’ 

 She took in a breath. ‘Not quite,’ she said, with a shake of her head. 

 They dodged the subject of help for Jen that afternoon and for most subsequent 

afternoons, too. Jen recycled the triple zero singlets, shirts, and pants, and at once the 

baby’s drawers were not as full. One night she asked Jason if his mother’s presence 

was more about him than Jen; he shut his book and said goodnight. 

 The women continued to drift, occasionally seeming close, late night whispers 

from couch to couch. Jen would make her excuses, Thank you, Mary, I appreciate your 

advice, and maybe we can talk about it tomorrow? 

 Sunday afternoons stretched out into the evenings, the two co-conspirators 

huddled close, and when Jason wasn't home it was worse. Little things changed. 

Clothes taken out of draws, refolded.  Air fresheners tucked into cupboards, up the 

back and to the left. Books on parenting left out on the coffee table.  

 Jen took to tucking the spare room sheets in extra-tight, curtains tied back in a  

double-knot. Jason felt the tension from Jen one night, brought it up with her as she 

brushed her teeth.  

 ‘I brought her to help.’  
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 ‘You brought your mother. To help.’  

 ‘She’s raised two kids.’  

 ‘Which means?’ 

 ‘Are you tired?’  

 ‘What?’ 

 ‘You get pretty sensitive when you’re tired.’  

 ‘Yes, I’m tired.’ She let her eyes close, opened them again.  

 ‘Honey—’ 

 ‘Don’t you dare. I want her gone.’  

 ‘And how do I do that?’  

 ‘You tell her. You can tell her, can’t you?’  

 ‘Where’s she going to go?’  

 ‘She has a house.’  

 ‘It’s empty and lonely.’ 

 ‘Ours is full,’ said Jen. ‘I’ve got nothing against her. I just need my space.’ 

 Jen went away that final weekend, down to Sophie’s place; a fair hike for a girl 

and her bub, but better that than to be present for the departure. 

 Jason made dinner on the Sunday night. Jen said she would be back late. Mary 

said, Please, tell Jen she doesn’t have to go. Jason said it’s fine, Mum. Everybody 

needs a day or two.  

 ‘We could take Alex. Give her a break.’ 

 But Jen wouldn’t let them, and when Jason suggested it, Jen pointed to the side 

of her head, index, middle finger to her temple like a gun, saying Think, Jason. He left 

it there, although he couldn’t help thinking they were fighting about something else 

entirely.  

 Jason made dinner on the Sunday night, and the knives seemed sharper, the 

plates cleaner, his senses heightened. He found an old Billy Thorpe record in the 

cupboard, turned it up loud, and for a moment, he was home.  

 Mary packed her bags in the spare room, folding and refolding her clothes. She 

found Jason, presented him with business shirts a size too small, and a tie the colour of 

custard, as a way of saying thanks. She asked him if she had done something wrong, 

and Jason reassured her. Nothing wrong, said Jason. Just one of those things: a smear 

on the window, sand between floorboards, or a break in the conversation.  
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 At dinner, they reconnected. They had never disconnected, so to speak, but it 

was rare for them to be without Jen. With the extra space, they shared a little more. 

Mary missed her husband. Jason missed his wife, who since the baby, was 

permanently sodden, her track pants stained, her shirt wet at the nipples from excess 

milk.  

 He knew that marriage was give and take, but was clueless in regard to the 

amounts. He knew not when the balance that was right, or was shifting irrevocably. He 

had raised his voice to Alex. Feeling the rise, had felt lost, and out of control. His 

mother said that a relationship, for all its illusions of security, was more fragile than 

any independence.  

 Jason felt heard, assured. He was glad to be, for a moment, something other 

than a father. To think of no one other than himself, if only for a moment. 

 He followed his mother back to the spare room, his arm slung around her 

shoulders. Door half-closed, she sat on her bed, Jason leaned up against the dresser. 

They talked about his father. What it was like to be a parent, how you might keep your 

sanity, and some silly things, too: TV shows, the short-lived family rabbits, and the 

time they had driven all the way to Castlemaine.   

 Jason cleaned his fingernails with the edge of his thumb. His mother paused, 

stared.  

 ‘You’re worried aren’t you?’  

 ‘I'm twenty, Mum. Not a kid.’ 

 ‘You can still be worried.’  

 ‘You’re good with Alex. Maybe you could come back again.’ 

 ‘Maybe.’ She bit her bottom lip. ‘I could move here. For a bit.’ 

 ‘I don’t know.’ 

 She sensed her son's irritation. ‘You don’t want me to move?’  

 ‘It’s a big decision. And Abby? What would she do?’ 

 ‘I know,’ she said. ‘But what are you going to do?’  

 ‘Stay,’ said Jason.  

 At which point, he wanted to say many things: to tell her that he was not like 

Jen’s father, and never would be. That he didn't miss his Dad, not the way he had 

hoped, for he had never been there in the first place. That she could tell him all the 

stories she liked, but he’d never know the guy. Could have loved him, but it’s hard to 

love a photograph.  
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 And still, he missed his father. And he missed his mother. He wanted to say 

that he didn't mind the change. That sometimes, sleeping on the couch was ok if it 

meant Jen and Alex got some sleep. That really, he’d never been one for closeness.  

 ‘And you and Jen?’  

 ‘We’re not so good.’  

 ‘I know. You going to make it through?’  

 ‘I don’t know,’ said Jason.  

 ‘She does some strange things. With Alex.’ 

 ‘She’s learning.’ 

 ‘She’s drowning.’  

 ‘I know,’ said Jason.  

 ‘Sometimes, I wonder if—’  

 ‘We’ll get there, Mum.’  

 ‘How?’  

 Jason paused.  

 ‘Jen’s struggling. You’re struggling.’  

 ‘We’ll get her some time away.’ 

 ‘And if that doesn’t work?’  

 ‘Then I’ll stay,’ said Jason. ‘For Alex.’ 

 ‘And you and Jen? What happens there?’ 

 He started to answer when he noticed a shift in the light. A shadow from the 

other side of the door, first there, and then gone. Hurried footsteps back to the kitchen. 

 He wondered what Jen had heard. Wished he had answered straight away, and 

he would have, if he’d had an answer to her question. 
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Single White Male 

 

Dear Jason,  

Thanks for the recent purchase of your life entitlement program. This is the first step 

on a long journey for you, and a worthy reward for a soulful traveler like yourself. 

Your dream about the Doberman pincer and the pressed chicken sandwich 

should not be taken literally. Dreams exist to redefine our conscious experience. They 

are bubbles of imagination, surfacing into consciousness, parading as the 

inconsequential.  

 People have lived and died in their dreams. They have married and divorced, 

legs turned to slush, sunk into beds, and sometimes, once woken, the dreamer may still 

see shadows in the darkness. A trick of the mind, of course. Some still turn on the light 

in a state of panic, just in case. 

 They find great calm once the shadows have gone; there is something infinitely 

comfortable about the physical world; the way a hand, head, or cheek feels on our 

fingertips. 

 The new millennium has been thrust upon us, Jason. So have your dreams, 

startling, vivid, harsh, but empowering. 

 Were you to ‘film’ your dreams, all would surface, including those you don’t 

remember. To film them would be present another set of problems, however. Such 

vivid imagery would be a kaleidoscopic mish mash of incomprehensibility. These 

visions would make as much sense as shouting ‘show me!’ into a canyon; all you 

would ever get back is your own voice, hollow, repetitious.  

 

*** 

 

Jason was tiring of his current collection of R-rated DVDs.  

 The girls were tanned and taut. The framing of action seemed chosen 

arbitrarily, but with him sat somewhere near the corner. Voices, vacant, legs too easily 

opened.  

 He had spent most of last year’s Olympics hiding out, as if hoping everyone 

would just go away. Immigrants were always welcome, thought Jason. It was the 

bloody tourists he could do without.  
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 Since arriving in Sydney, Jason had often spent his time with other people, 

despite his best attempts not to. Harried mothers, their prams swerved back and forth 

between lines of people. An abundance of suits, and ties, and other such trinkets; as if 

the street itself were dressing up for an imaginary audience. 

 At home, a fine view, of hills and houses on the other side of the water, the 

street leading down to Balmain Jetty. A good investment, or it could be, if he owned 

the flat.  

 Nights, waiting. As if something, anything would happen.   

 His phone rang. He jumped out of his chair in surprise, settled, and picked up 

the receiver. 

 ‘Hello?’  

 ‘It’s Phil,’ he said. 

 ‘Hey. What’s happening? You need me to come in?’  

 ‘No, it’s not that. You doing anything?’  

 Jason laughed, despite himself. ‘Nothing of note.’ 

 ‘Come out. I wouldn’t normally. Just today…well, anyway.’ 

 ‘Are you trying to be deliberately vague, Mr Miskin?’  

 ‘Just come out for a bit. Can you do that?’  

 ‘Sure. The William Wallace?’ 

 ‘Christ sake,’ said Phil. ‘All right, the Wallace. Ten minutes.’  

  

*** 

 

Phil came late, and seemed distracted. Jason bought the beers, avoiding eye contact 

with a couple of guys a fair few middies past pleasant. 

 ‘So what’s up?’ said Jason, putting the beers on the table. 

 ‘I’m having a break,’ said Phil.  

 ‘That’s great. You said you needed one.’ 

 ‘It’s late,’ said Phil. 

 ‘Better than never.’ 

 ‘Not really.’  

 ‘Phil, I’m tired. What’s going on?’ 

 ‘We nearly lost a plane tonight. They’ve put me on leave.’ 

 ‘What do you mean?’ 
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 Phil nodded. ‘I wasn’t supposed to be on. It was Kerry’s shift.’  

 Jason sipped his beer, sized up his friend. ‘You lost the picture.’ 

 Phil nodded. 

 ‘Could have been a one-off?’  

 ‘It’s not. Third time, two weeks. Tried to cover it up, nearly got somebody 

killed.’  

 

*** 

 

They took turns buying rounds from there. Derelict drinkers stumbled out, and were 

gone but for the sound of breaking glass from down the road. The barmaid looked up, 

and lowered her gaze just as quickly, polishing wine glasses with a woolly cloth, near 

worked through from constant buffing. 

 Phil tore up coasters until he had assembled a pile of shredded paper.  

 ‘We doing this?’  

 ‘Huh?’  

 ‘Going the long haul.’  

 ‘I need tits,’ said Phil. ‘A big, fat pair of tits.’  

 ‘I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but I’m a guy, no tits here.’   

 ‘Will you come?’  

 ‘Where?’  

 ‘The Cross.’  

 ‘No.’  

 ‘Please. Just for drinks.’  

 ‘You need to go home. You told Nicki?’  

 ‘No.’ 

 ‘You got counselling?’  

  Phil nodded. 

 ‘I’m heading home,’ said Jason, pushing back his chair. 

 ‘Wait.’ He grabbed Jason’s arm. ‘I won’t…it’s just, have you never had an 

incident?’  

 Jason shook his head.   

 ‘Then go,’ said Phil. ‘Last thing I need is a fucking prefect at the tower.’ 
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*** 

 

Contrary to public perception, dreams about death relate more to emotions than any 

physical danger. They are the subconscious manifestation of fear, and, as such, can be 

quite frightening. 

 Lesser oracles have suggested that dreaming of love means that a friend or 

accomplice is in love with you and afraid of what you might think. Sadly, this is only 

true of pets and family.  Be wary of such websites (for example, 

www.dreamselectric.com and www.angelheart.co.uk) as they know little about love or 

indeed the intricacies of emotion.  

 See dreams instead as a guide towards healing. What are you really missing? 

Can you get it back? If not, why not? 

 Love yourself. Realise that dreams are a gateway to a new beginning, new life, 

and the love you so richly deserve. 

 

*** 

 

Jason woke early the next day, having earned himself a break. Time off for the 

divorce, unofficially.  

 So much time, and yet it was all he could do to stop the slow crawl to the living 

room couch. Would have got hooked on something, but too much effort. It wasn’t as if 

it would make things better, just sadder. He didn’t need any of that, not for a long time. 

 Called Jen a couple of times. To apologise. To explain. That he realised. That 

he had discovered, on reflection, the exact moment where they had begun to fall apart. 

That if she agreed to forgive, and he agreed to forgive, they would be able to begin 

again.  

 Hung up at the curiosity in her voice, thinking who was she waiting to hear 

from, and why did she pick up the phone so quickly?  

 Held the phone as if it were her hand, hearing the dial tone, and then placing it 

back on the hook, treading water, holding breath, and waiting for the next realisation. 

 

*** 
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Jason woke early, and ran until his feet ached, and scoured the shelves of a second 

hand bookstore, and bought some tinned food, if only to fill up the cupboard, and at 

times it was as if he had never been married. 

 Phil and Jason grew to be friends, drinking through the night, the occasional 

memory surfacing, an occasional tear shed, but for the most part, passing time like 

hands on a clock.  

 Jason had imagined single life might usher in a new girl. At times it did, 

although it was all he could do not allow Jen to enter his mind, such was the rush of 

emotion. Close your eyes, you are almost there, but they don’t do it right, or they do, 

and that’s the problem. 

 The girls knew, it seemed, and often he would lose them to the drink. Fine 

young things, in shorts, no bra, and loose singlets, only one day, not so keen to wait. 

Not so interested in his photos of the kids, or the way he would always want to talk.  

 And so, he would make it to the bar and stay till last drinks, trying it on with 

the barmaid, though she had heard better, and done much younger than him. 

 One night Phil stopped, dead centre of the street. And maybe he sat down on 

the road, and wept, and did not want to talk, not anymore, and so Jason sat down too, 

wrapped his arm around Phil. Told him the truth, that he’d lost the picture, and his job, 

back in Perth. Lost the marriage, kids, the whole thing, and all because he’d wanted to 

be strong, safe, reliable. They cried together, and when it was done, Jason lifted his 

friend up, apologising. They walked for a bit, neither talking much. Phil said that he’d 

just wanted to see some tits, and why could you not have just done that one little thing 

for me?  He ran at Jason, and they fought down Cameron Street until it was time to 

split, and Jason said there’s no bloody way you’re driving son, I’m seeing you home. 

 Had heard a knock on the door, the next morning. Phil already gone, a mucky 

bowl left in the sink and a box of Weet-Bix on the counter. Walked down the hall, a 

shadow outside blurred by frosted glass. 

 Opened the door. 

 ‘Hey.’ 

 ‘Hey. What are you doing here?’  

 ‘You mad?’  

 ‘No, it’s just—’ 

 ‘I can go.’  

 ‘No. I want you to stay. Why now?’  
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 ‘You’re going to laugh,’ said Alex. 

 ‘Well, come in,’ said Jason. ‘It’s not every day I get to see my son.’ 

 ‘It’s ok,’ said Alex. ‘I just wanted to see you, say hi.’ 

 ‘Come here.’  

 ‘It’s alright.’ He looked down to the ground, kicked at the step. Jason touched 

his son on the shoulder, but he stayed slumped, head bowed. He pulled his son in for a 

hug, and they stood, silent. 

   

*** 

 

Dear Jason,  

Thank you for obtaining your Louise Fortuna dream report. This report charts every 

aspect of your dream universe and suggests possible ways forward for those who may 

be trapped in a post-traumatic dreaming cul-de-sac; those seeking to align their rising 

sign with their dreamscape, or once skeptics willing to open their mind and be free 

again. 

 Your dreams suggest someone yearning for their past. Have you ever loved 

someone deeply? This might explain your feelings of longing and regret. What once 

was loved is now no longer. 

 The presence of hair in a dream can mean many things. If being cut, it could 

symbolise a loss of power. If coloured, it could mean a need to change one’s identity. 

Your lack of specificity in this area has unfortunately led us to a dead end. It is 

important to remember every aspect of your dream, Jason; you wouldn’t go into a 

hardware store and ask for a screw without knowing the right size, would you? 

 As for reconciliation with your wife, I wouldn’t hold out much hope. I matched 

the two of you with a compatibility rating of 16%, based on your names when entered 

into our Soul Survivors rating system. The system is not perfect, but we get things right 

most of the time: take Tom Cruise and Nicole Kidman, who have an 88% compatibility 

rate! 

 What next for the broken hearted? Find someone that needs you. You may see 

yourself as something of a failure. Not everybody does. To some you are a beacon, a 

source of hope. To some, you feel like home. 
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Message to My Dad 

 

Alex went home from his Dad’s, as sons are wont to do, in the hope of seeming 

independent. Stayed back in Perth for a bit, the place now absent of Penny, Jay, or 

anyone else. Cooked dish after dish with no one to eat them, threw most in the bin. 

Knot tied, and so much baggage. 

 Worked as a chef at the local Dome. Closed with the boss, the clink of a couple 

beers at the end of the shift. Two of them, hit by a dinner rush one Friday night, Alex 

making curry from scratch, and Shaun slicing the bread. Shaun’s slice goes right into 

his finger, going, “Alex, Alex,” Alex turns and it’s red, wet, and they’re going to need 

another loaf of French bread. 

 Didn’t mind a Redback or two, end of the night, Shaun back from the docs with 

a run of stitches and a smile. 

 Belonged at the café. It filled the hole, or so he thought. Only something was 

not right. Like Penne Arabiata without a fistful of basil leaves, or a home without a 

box room. No room for boxes in the house. That’s what sheds and cupboards were for. 

 Rang his Dad, who said, (ironically?) “There’s always a place for you here, 

mate.” Except for if Toni’s in town, or Phil needs a place to sleep. Not that Alex was 

bitter. He didn’t really know what that was. More resigned, defeated: a hand-wound 

watch in a store full of digitals. 

 So he got time off, hopped on the plane, wedged into a window seat. Read 

Kitchen Confidential, wishing he had half the adventures Bourdain always seemed to 

have.  

 No TV on the short flights, or at least, on this flight. Grey seats, grey luggage 

holds and grey-faced airhostesses. No wonder he felt like an elephant.  

 His Dad wasn’t at the airport. Called into work, key left under the pot plant, 

and help yourself to some grub. I’ll be back late, but we’ll get some breakfast, yeah? 

Alex got in at seven, ate a couple of leftover chops and cracked the top on a Coopers 

longneck. Sat out back on a creaky deck chair, watching night clouds.  

 Thought of calling Jay, or his mother. Stars. Constellations. Watch the sky, 

they shift from night to night. Sometimes close, sometimes distant.  

 Drank the beer. Felt a buzz. Closed his eyes, and after a while, the sadness 

lifted.  

‘What do you do here, Dad?’ 
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 ‘Don’t spend a lot of time at home, to be honest,’ said Jason. ‘Not a bad place 

to escape.’ 

 ‘Escape?’  

 Jason poured some Sultana Bran into his bowl, swished around the milk, 

dousing the flakes. ‘You know what I mean. So, you got yourself a girl?’  

 ‘Knew one in Perth,’ said Alex. ‘She would stay the night, and leave early.  

We’d go again, few week’s time, provided things stayed the same.’ 

 ‘You think she has feelings for you?’ 

 ‘Nah, we’re right,’ said Alex. 

 ‘You sure about that, Hefner?’ 

 ‘No,’ said Alex. ‘How can you be sure?’  

 ‘Hey, don’t look at me. Not exactly an expert.’  

 They sat silent, Alex chomping on an over toasted bagel, and Jason, bowl lifted 

up and tilted slightly to enable easy action.  

 ‘How’s Jay?’  

 ‘Yeah, good,’ said Alex. ‘Got him over my place. Think he was sad. Hard to 

tell with him.’  

 ‘You’re joking, right?’  

 ‘What do you mean?’ 

 ‘I would have thought he fairly well wears his heart on his sleeve, our boy Jay.’  

 ‘Well you’d be wrong,’ said Alex. ‘It’s been a while, hasn’t it?’  

 ‘Saw him after he went into Bell’s Lake,’ said Jason. ‘Didn’t seem too happy 

with you.’ 

 ‘We sorted it.’  

 ‘Did you?’ 

 ‘You think I’m lying?’  

 ‘No. If it’s sorted, great.’ 

 Alex left the table, taking his bagel with him. Sat down on the couch in the 

next room, put the Foxtel on, and soon enough, the house was filled with the cheers of 

a nearby, faraway stadium.  

 

*** 

They went out, Cronulla having beaten Souths 22-18, a late try in a thriller. Some 

games mattered, some did not in a season full of rugby. Tackles regularly enough off-
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target to be labelled head-high, scrum grunts, whistles and gesticulating, and they’ll go 

again, and again, and it’s not bad, better than being alone, but it’s still just a game, and 

no one really wins. 

 They took the ferry in, off-loaded at Circular Quay. Met a bank of tourists, 

circled around a high-rise unicyclist, telling people, ‘Closer, closer,’ explaining that 

this is his living, not just a hobby, and really twenty dollars isn’t much to keep the 

Quay artistic. If you had headed out for a day’s entertainment, it would be much more 

expensive, and maybe not half as much fun. Did his tricks, but it’s always hard to put a 

monetary figure on a man juggling on a unicycle. Do you factor in the size of the 

audience? If someone’s doing something you’ve never wanted to do, and never asked 

them to do, does that mean more or less of a donation?  

 Alex didn’t know, having spent his life for the most part in Perth, where the 

buskers verged on charity cases. From the tone-deaf, wheelchair bound sixth Beetle 

who butchered ‘Michelle’ and ‘Yellow Submarine’ to the pony-tailed Dad who sang 

‘The Lady Don’t Mind’, swinging and swaying with a sunburst acoustic at the railway 

overpass, Perth was filled with the mildly talented and the mildly deluded. All money 

spent was a prayer of sorts: “Let them have their day, their daily bread, and forbid us 

from hearing them ever again.” 

 Sydney, by contrast, was a pro’s domain. Painted tribesmen made dog, dingo 

and kookaburra sounds in Didgeridoos; protest groups walked into people’s path to 

make a point, or hand over a flyer.  

 ‘They need help,’ said Jason, as they walked along the promenade. 

 ‘Who doesn’t?’ said Alex. 

 ‘You been to the Opera House?’  

 Alex shook his head. 

 ‘Me neither.’ 

 ‘You reckon we’re missing out?’  

 ‘Yes, but not because of that.’  

 ‘What do you mean?’  

 ‘I’m not sure,’ said Jason. ‘Just sometimes…well, always feel like I might be 

missing out on something.’  

 ‘You miss us?’  

 ‘Alex.’  

 ‘I know. You want to say it? That you miss us?’ 
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 ‘We catch up now and then.’  

 ‘We catch up now. Not too much “then”. You could come back.’  

 ‘And what?’  

 ‘Don’t ask me,’ said Alex. ‘I’m not the expert. I could look after your place.’ 

 ‘You wouldn’t come back?’  

 ‘Not yet,’ said Alex. ‘Got some stuff to work out.’ 

 ‘What are you going to do here?’  

 ‘Grieve, I guess’ said Alex. ‘You think I need to grieve?’ 

 

*** 

 

Their partnership, a mixture of father, son, and Shiraz strained ever so slightly. A few 

drunken nights, not so much alcoholic as messy, confessional. Jason said he had never 

really drunk too long in succession, more found a night when, just for a bit, he could 

leave himself; be funnier, smarter, more readily available to connect.  

 Alex did not know why he drank. That was the domain of wiser men who 

stared into the beers as though wishing for sleep. He knew he wasn’t so sad on two-

drink nights, and slept a little better, regardless of the rumours around alcohol and 

sleep.  

 He called Shaun on one of the nights, said, ‘I’m staying,’ not sure of his 

father’s plans at that point, or indeed his own in any great detail. Moss grew up 

through the brickwork on the back verandah, weeds sneaking out through the gaps in 

the outdoor skirting, as winter began to take hold. 

 Got a job at the local library, driving around for books on wheels. Got some 

strange looks, now and then, as if he had strolled off the rugby field, such was his size.  

 Had dinner down at Harvest in Rozelle to celebrate, all vegetarian food, an in-

joke for the boys, given new beginnings and adjusted expectations. Still had wine, let’s 

not go mad, but it tasted leaner, tarter, without the thickness of flesh.  

 ‘What you doing, Alex? You want to make a life here in Sydney?’  

 ‘Maybe. Feel a bit dumb at the library.’ 

 ‘What do you mean?’ 

 ‘They’re all uni students, or they did their library studies way back, read like 

fiends. They know things, Dad. They know everything.’  

 ‘You were always smart,’ said Jason. ‘Still are.’ 
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 ‘Yeah, right,’ said Alex, bugging out his eyes in exaggeration.  

 ‘First in the state in tech drawing,’ said Jason.  

 ‘Shut up.’  

 ‘You don’t remember?’  

 ‘I remember. Shut up.’  

 ‘You and Walker, tech drawing and metalwork, up on the podium.’  

 ‘What are you doing?’  

 Jason paused, rubbing his beard. ‘What do you mean?’  

 ‘You didn’t see that.’ 

 ‘Yes, I did.’ 

 ‘Really?’ 

 ‘Yep.’ 

 ‘Why didn’t you come say hello?’ 

 ‘I didn’t know what to say. You were the star. I felt terrible. Thought you 

would tell me to go get fucked.’  

 ‘But you came?’ 

 Jason nodded.  

 A waiter brought their meals, but neither touched them, or at least, not straight 

away.  

 ‘I was so proud,’ said Jason.  

 

*** 

 

They ate. Alex had the English spinach and kumara gnocchi, dripping in a lemon and 

garlic cream sauce, while Jason battled a mushroom pancake stack, nearly toppling 

from each tentative prod. Alex slowly opened up. Talked about Walker, the funeral. 

How, afterward, he rode his bike straight into the back of a parked car. Not sure what 

he was trying to do. 

 He talked about Jay, and Bell’s, knowing he had to take Jay back in, but hoping 

that the second time around there would be someone there to ease the blow. Only it 

hadn’t worked out that way. They had gotten through it; that’s what families did, but it 

wasn’t as if they were all good.  
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 Jason said he and his sister rarely talked. He had heard Abby was a personal 

assistant, some financial services firm in Lismore. Had a man, no kids. Wishes she was 

further from their Mum, but holding on to her as if she were a rope or lifebuoy. 

 Alex said why not get in touch? 

 ‘No point,’ said Jason. ‘She’s not my family. Not anymore.’ 

 ‘Better go see your family then,’ said Alex.  

 Jason drank the last of his wine. ‘We should get back.’  

 ‘You think that will shut me up? Sure: let’s go back, and I’ll chew your ear off, 

papa smurf.’  

 They wandered down quiet streets, the stores closed, for the most part, but led 

on but by a line of streetlights, cold, pale light leading the way. 

 Back in the house, Jason whacked on the three bar heater, soft glow in a 

darkened living room. Left their phones off, one on top of the other on the kitchen 

table. Walked back in, and down into matching fabric chairs.  

 Alex picked up the remote instinctively.  

 ‘Nah, mate.’  

 ‘What?’  

 ‘Talk. Make your case.’  

 ‘Coming back?’ Jason nodded. ‘More Jay’s territory, I would have thought. 

He’s always been good at puzzles.’ 

 ‘Puzzles?’ 

 ‘You’re scared,’ said Alex. 

 ‘And how would you know?’  

 ‘’I’m a bit scared too.’  

 ‘We could just stay. It works.’ 

 ‘All kinds of things work, Dad. Black and white works. Doesn’t make it the 

best choice. You think I could have been an architect, Dad?’ 

 ‘I know you could have,’ said Jason. ‘Maybe not the best time for it, though, 

back then. See, here’s the thing. As a kid, I was encouraged to be great. Growing up, 

this big push on civics, ethics, what it meant to be a good person.  These days it’s 

different. You get all these promises. Sexy butt, sexy abs, no colds. Hot cars and cool 

friends… but no one ever tells you how to be a human being.’  

 ‘Are you sorry you didn’t push me harder?’  

 ‘I used to do that all the time,’ said Jason. ‘Apologise.’  
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 ‘Well, that’s no good. Most people would forgive you. Those who haven’t, I’d 

would forget about.’  

 ‘How do you go back, if not to apologise?’  

 ‘You just go. You work out what you’re going to do, and do it.’ 

 ‘Sometimes you get on my nerves,’ said Jason.  

 ‘That’s good.’ 

 ‘What do you mean?’  

 ‘I didn’t do that, we wouldn’t be a family.’ 

 ‘So we’re going back?’  

 ‘What, me and you?’  

 ‘Yeah.’  

 ‘Sure,’ said Alex. ‘Perth’s all grown up these days. Arts precinct, arena, and 

they’re planning to sink the railway. 

 ‘Nicer now. Still some bogans, but they’re spreading out to the fringes. 

Looking for space, serenity to go shatter. Headed north: it’s hotter, dumber. Still too 

expensive in Perth, but find the right spot, you’re almost in heaven. These days you 

could almost build a life there.’ 

 

*** 

 

Alex was in charge of booking the tickets, on account of his free time, which, in 

comparison to Jason’s, stretched out like the South Perth foreshore.  

 ‘What about work?’ asked Alex. ‘You going to ask for leave?’  

 ‘I don’t think that will cut it,’ said Jason.  

 ‘Cold turkey? What else can you do?’  

 ‘I don’t know,’ said Jason. ‘But I would like to find out.’  

 

*** 

 

May 26th, VA 569 from Sydney to Perth, departure time 2.15 pm. Jason’s last shift on 

the early that day, so Alex left him a ticket, a magazine, and a packet of Tim-Tams in a 

‘read right!’ bag. 

 ‘Head straight on to the terminal,’ said Alex, motioning with his hand. ‘And 

I’ll meet you at the airport.’  
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 The day dragged for Jason. Morning tea. Clearing up a desk he’d had untidy 

since the mid-eighties. CDs without covers, and vice versa, up behind his notes in his 

locker. Old, dried-up socks. Picture of Alex, Jay, and Emily, last Christmas, and the 

glasses he thought lost, or stolen.  

 Would have been more of a hubbub for him had so many not already moved 

on. Flight Traffic Control had its fair share of casualties and opt-outs, although care 

was always taken to shoulder the blame back onto the controller, rather than the 

employer, for their slipping in standards or sanity. 

 Still got a cake, a Coles job for sure, but not bad as far as that goes. Wash it 

down with coffee, and you’ve got yourself a snack. Not as if Jason tasted much these 

days anyway.  

 ‘Your boy says you’re headed home,’ said Phil.  

 ‘You mean Alex?’  

 ‘I think it’s a good idea. Not that it’s my place to say, or anything.’ 

 ‘When did you talk to Alex?’  

 ‘He rang,’ said Phil. ‘A while back. He was worried about you.’  

 ‘I’m not a kid.’  

 ‘I know. Still, nice to know that someone cares, hey?’  

 Jason made a mental note to call Alex after work, sort it out there and then, 

save the topic come up on the flight. Then, with a sigh, he went back to the tower for 

the rest of his shift, clear skies and the promise of departure. 

 Shift’s end, take a shuttle back to the airport, quick relay from T1 over to T2. 

He had called Jay and Emily a week or so back, one after the other, once the tickets 

were booked. Jay seemed ecstatic, but then, he often did. Emily was not quite as 

ecstatic. Wanted to talk to Alex instead, who nodded a lot, although as for whose 

benefit, God only knows. ‘Yeses’ and ‘nos’, over and over in quick succession. Just 

like Em and Alex, thought Jason. Never could agree on much, and always at each 

other’s throats. 

 He got to Terminal 2 at around twelve thirty and checked in. Texted Alex. 

Seconds later, on my way. Head to the gate.  
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Just Hits ’85 

Side One  

1985 was the coolest year of all time.  

Alex gave me his old tape player. It hummed and hissed, but once the song 

started, it didn’t matter. He gave me the Miami Vice soundtrack, which was ok but a 

bit stupid, so Alex said, ‘Jay, it’s time that you found a favourite song.’ 

 I said I would ask Anais. She was my only friend at school. She wore her hair 

in plaits and had freckles on her nose, like some kind of lovely leopard.  

 We sat on the grass hill behind the rugby field, legs crossed, the hedge 

branches leaning down from above, hiding us from the big kids. The first time, she 

took my hand as I stood on the edge of the playground, whispered, ‘Come with me.’ 

 I said one day we could get married. She said we would, but then her family 

moved back to Hamilton, which is a small town in New Zealand with a very big river.  

 ‘Are you ever coming back?’  

 ‘No.’  

 ‘Can I come visit?’  

 She smiled. ‘Yeah.’  

 ‘I love you,’  

 ‘I love you,’ said Anais and we kissed, and her hair smelled like strawberries. I 

closed my eyes and it felt like love. 

 On the day Anais left, she gave me a daisy. I threw it away, but it didn’t matter, 

because I thought of her whenever I saw daisies. There were a lot in our spot, which 

was not our spot anymore, so I pulled out the daisies, one by one, but they were still 

beautiful. 

 I don’t know if we would have got married. We’re only seven, after all. 

Sometimes people marry. Sometimes they fight. Sometimes they love each 

other, but they’re silly, and act like they don’t.  

 Mum and Dad used to kiss a lot. Now Dad has to work, and Mum has to rest. I 

don’t know what that means, except that it’s hard to find Mum or Dad most days. 

Some days there are flowers from Dad but no daisies, and maybe that’s why they are 

fighting. 

 When they fight they drop me with Auntie Sophie, which is where I go a lot, 

especially lately, while they’re fighting. Sophie is not my Auntie but she does have 
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boobs like Mum. We watch The Dark Crystal and I eat my banana sandwiches, and if I 

am good she lets me snuggle up to her. 

 

*** 

 

Mum and Dad are in their room a lot. Alex saw me at their bedroom door one time, my 

hand on the handle. He said ‘come on, let’s kick the footy.’ We kicked the footy but I 

kept kicking it the wrong way. He didn’t seem to mind. He seemed happy because I 

was happy, which I don’t get, but then, I am only seven. 

 Some days I bounced on the trampoline. Some days I sat on it, watching the 

plums drop into our pool, and sometimes I was a bit lonely, but that’s ok, because it 

was 1985.  

 My favourite song is this one by Madness called ‘It must be love’, because it’s 

lovely and sweet. One day I will sing it, not to Anais because she is long gone, but 

maybe to another girl with dark hair, soft skin and big, beautiful eyes. 

 Mrs Patterson-Kane said to write a report about our favourite thing in the 

world. After class, I told her that I didn’t have a favourite thing. She said, ‘write about 

your family’. I said I could, but I might get sad. Mrs Patterson-Kane said, ‘Why would 

you get sad?’ and at that point I felt like crying. I asked could I please go outside. She 

asked why, and I started to cry and she gave me a cuddle.   

 It was Mum’s idea to make it like a tape, because every year Dad buys us a 

tape at Christmas. I don’t know how to make a tape but I promised I’d try, for Mum’s 

sake. 

     In 1985, I got Sabre Wulf. I would play it for hours and hours and the room 

would get dark, and I’d eat my body weight in burger rings. Mum would say, ‘Tea’s 

up’, and Dad would say, ‘Great!’ and then we’d eat our dinner like a normal family.  

     Emily said we are a normal family, but sometimes it’s hard. When I asked her 

why, she started to cry, like a leaky drink bottle. I ate Milo from the tin until my mouth 

was dry.  

 ‘Why are you sad?’ I asked, sucking on the spoon to get the sticky bits off. 

 ‘Jay.’  

 ‘Are you an emotional roller coaster?’  

 ‘Do you know what that means?’  

 ‘It means you are a girl,’ I said, and scooped another spoon of Milo. 
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 Emily turned away. ‘I don’t care.’  

 ‘Mum and Dad love each other.’ 

 ‘So?’  

 I didn’t know what to say to that. Even now, I don’t know what you’re meant 

to say. 

 I remember the day we got sad. I had found my favourite song, which is ‘Say 

You, Say Me’. Alex and me played a game that no one else knew. I’d say, ‘Alex, say 

you and I’ll say me,’ and he would, and I would too, only he stopped doing it on the 

day we all got sad.  

 It didn’t seem like it would be a sad day. The sun was big in the sky, and snails 

slid slowly along the windowsill, and when the mailman came, he put loads of mail in 

our mailbox, which wasn’t really a mailbox, just a hole in our front pillar. I had the TV 

all to myself, and if I had stayed in the living room I would never have known it was 

going to be such a sad day. 

 I got to the kitchen. Emily was hiding her face, and Mum said, ‘Give us a 

minute, love’. Alex was playing footy in the back garden, kicking it up against the 

asbestos fence, thump, thump, thump. I went to say hello, but he ignored me, which is 

strange because he never ignores me. I went away. I tried to tell Mum but she said, 

‘Not now, Jay, please.’ I decided to list my favourite games of all time in my exercise 

book instead, and came up with Impossible Mission and Sabre Wulf and Lunar Jetman 

and what was that game, the one where you make the spaceship?  

     I played my ZX Spectrum, the jetpack game, and then, when I was about to 

finish the spaceship, Dad came home. Emily ran to her room, and Alex bounced the 

footy on his way out, bounce, bounce down the driveway, and it was just Mum, Dad 

and me.  

 I stopped playing. Dad was gripping his hands tight. It was as if he was 

waiting. Then finally he said, ‘Go to your room.’ I said, ‘Why,’ and he yelled, ‘Just do 

it, Jay!’ so I went to remove the cartridge but the screen went funny, and he said, 

‘What did you do?’ I said nothing, and I tried to explain, but then he slammed the 

door, and I was too scared to open it again. 

 Dad kept yelling down the hall, and Mum kept crying and I put my pillow over 

my ears because we were at the end of side one, and all I wanted was to rewind the 

tape. 
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Side Two  

Dad went away on side two. I thought that was funny in a way, because where was he 

going to go? I told Alex it was funny, but he said, ‘It’s not funny, it’s fucked,’ and 

punched me hard on the arm. 

 I made a list of why it’s funny and sticky-tape it to Alex’s door, and then, when 

he screwed up the list and threw it in the bin, I wrote another note that said, ‘NO, IT’S 

FUNNY!’  

  I told Mum that Dad had probably just gone to get some ice cream. She started 

to cry, and I said, ‘I know. I wanted chocolate.’ She laughed and said, ‘Oh Jay,’ and 

we sat for a while and then made biscuits in the shape of stars, which is what Mum did 

when she was young, which was ages ago.  

 Mum and me went through some boxes later on in the living room. I found 

some letters in one, but she took them away. 

 ‘They’re not for you,’ she said. 

 ‘Are they from Dad?’  

 She put them in a Worth’s plastic bag.  

 ‘Did Dad write you letters?’  

 ‘No,’ she said.  

 ‘But he was Dad,’ I said.  

 She got up quickly and walked away, the bag of letters swaying back and forth. 

Sophie came around at four, and brought an Arnott’s cream assortment, which is like a 

biscuit ‘greatest hits’. I told her she could have the orange creams and then I took the 

Kingstons, prised them apart and licked at the chocolate. 

 Sophie didn’t stay long. When she left she took the bag, and said, really loud, 

“Thanks for looking after those for me,” but it didn’t really make sense. Mum is not a 

postman, or if she is, she’s way behind. 

     In the end, it was OK not having Dad around. I got to play video games 

whenever I wanted. I played and played, sometimes with Alex but mostly on my own, 

and no one ever got in the way of the television. We would fight for the last Monte 

Carlo but sometimes Alex would say, ‘Have it, I don’t care’, and I would eat it in front 

of him, jamming it into my mouth. He wouldn’t even hit me; he would just go and 

break branches in the back garden.  
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     Alex won the Coaches’ trophy at football in 1985, which is a trophy for 

everyone else apart from the best player. Emily quit piano, but she wouldn’t say why, 

even if I offered her a Polly Waffle. 

 Mum said that she never thought she would have to raise us on her own. That 

she’s sorry she has been so down, and I love you baby, don’t ever forget that. I said, 

‘Mum, say you, and I’ll say me,’ but she looked at me like I was special…and not in a 

good way. 

 I can’t say I was happy all the time. Some days I wanted to break my 

Walkman. Some days I wanted to pull the tape out of the cassette and tie it around my 

finger till the tip went red. Some days I would dream we were all back at dinner and 

that after dessert, Dad would carry me to bed and read from The Witches, doing all the 

voices. 

 Some days nothing was funny, nothing at all, it was just a big poo with knobs 

on. I am not supposed to say big poo with knobs on, because it’s not funny, it’s rude, 

at least that’s what Mum says. So maybe it was just a small poo with knobs on…but it 

was definitely a poo with knobs on, and that’s a true story. 

 You might think side two is a sad face with Dad gone, but wait: one day Alex, 

Emily, and me were at camp, and were finally allowed to go home. We didn’t mind. It 

was fun to bark like a seal as part of a kid clock, and play tuba on a rock while other 

kids played guitars on the other side of the lake, but I didn’t want to go on the flying 

fox, and so I just said, ‘Woo!’ whenever someone splashed into the water. 

     We waited on a wooden bench while all the other kids went home. It was hot 

outside, so our camp leader gave us icy poles. I had lemonade, and Emily had 

raspberry and Alex had this weird one, it was blue. He said it was bubble-gum, but I 

don’t know how you make bubble-gum icy poles. 

  We finished our icy poles too quick, because we were still waiting. I broke my 

stick; Alex kept his in his mouth. He thought he was cool but to me he just looked like 

a wally.  

     ‘Mum’s not coming,’ said Alex. 

     ‘Yes she is.’  

 ‘She’s not, dickhead. No one’s coming.’ 

     ‘Maybe she has been held up?’ said Emily. 

     ‘What, with Peter?’ said Alex.  

     ‘Shut up.’  
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     ‘You shut up. Why couldn’t you just shut your big fat mouth?’ 

     ‘What do you mean?’ I asked, but they both turned away. 

     We waited for a while. I counted ants. Five, ten, twenty. 

     ‘Alex,’ I said. 

     ‘What?’  

     ‘Say you, and I’ll say me.’ 

     He stopped. Laughed, almost as if he’d remembered that once he had been the 

best big brother in the world.  

     ‘You.’ 

     ‘Me!’ I said, and then I said, ‘Say it again!’ and he was about to say it again 

when a van drove up the driveway. 

     It was a grey Toyota Master Ace, with windows in the roof and a sliding side 

door. It looked like a spaceship. It was Dad’s van, and the last time we saw it, it was 

driving away.  

     Dad got out, and it was like the world exploded, we were so excited. We ran 

up, all of us, and climbed all over him. He laughed, and I said, ‘Dad, you’re back!’ but 

I’m not sure he heard because Alex was talking really fast, and so was Emily. At one 

point, my feet weren’t even on the ground. It felt as if I was flying, and then Dad 

scooped me up into his arms, and I was higher than everyone else. 

     We drove for a long time. The trees went whizz, whizz, until they were just a 

blur, and I looked at Alex but he kept staring at Dad. He looked confused, as if I’d 

been given the last Ice Cream Sandwich instead of him, but maybe he was thinking, 

which is what he does when he gets sad or angry. 

     Emily was up in the front passenger seat, but I didn’t mind because I like it 

when she’s happy. Dad said, ‘Guys, I bought you a tape,’ and I almost jumped out of 

my skin because we had wanted to buy this tape for ages, but Mum said we couldn’t 

afford it. He pressed play, and this low hum came on. I said, ‘Oh my god, Alex, it’s 

Just Hits ’85,’ and we could tell by the music that this was a big deal because this 

voice kept singing, ‘I want my, I want my MTV,’ and we thought the stereo might 

blow up, because it was such a good song. 

     For the rest of the drive, we listened to Just Hits ‘85 and it was amazing, with 

guitars, drums, and Phil Collins, who, for some reason, was worried about Billy losing 

his number.  
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     Dad kept driving, and we stayed quiet the whole trip, until Alex said, ‘Why did 

you come home, Dad? Are you going to stay this time?’ Dad said, ‘Let’s just enjoy 

Christmas, hey?’ and kept driving. 

 

*** 

 

I don’t think there will ever be a better year than 1985. Well, maybe when I get 

married, or I find out I am going to be a dad, but until then this is the end of side two, 

and if you ever feel like you can’t remember your happy times, it’s OK, just play the 

tape and maybe you’ll remember, like I did. 
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Eternians 

 

In five sessions with Steven, Jen had skated around the edges of intimacy. She had 

mentioned the kids. Her Mum and Dad, Jason. Memories and anecdotes: Alex on the 

dirt bike, Emily and the Pretty in Pink party, and the time Jay shoved a polystyrene 

ball up his nose, and they had to rush him to hospital.   

 Celebrity gossip. Real news, too. It was as if she were a particularly reflective 

newsreader, forever scanning through the prompts.  

 Perhaps he was missing something. Perhaps, between the Floods in Katherine 

and her thoughts on the Monica Lewinsky scandal, was an answer to Jen’s continued 

spiral. 

 ‘I notice we’re covering similar territory,’ he said towards the end of their 

fourth session.  

 ‘What?’ 

 ‘Going around in circles. Lapping ourselves.’ 

 Jen had played dumb, seemingly glad to have run out of time, and had 

cancelled the next session. In the end, she came back, an open bag of Twisties thrown 

into the bin, and licking her fingertips clean. Had brushed stray specks of cheddar 

powder gunk off her dress. Smears remained, a half-moon of finger smudge staining 

the fabric.  

 CD case, unzipped, poking out of an overfilled book bag. Nails bit back, a light 

bruise on her ring finger: an overzealous chomp, or nervous snick.  

 She saw the open box of tissues, adjusting her skirt. Its perforated lid torn 

away, a tissue pulled out.   

‘How have you been Jen?’  

‘I’m good. It’s a beautiful day.’  

‘I’ve heard. Have you been out enjoying it?’  

‘I would have liked to go to the beach, maybe down by the river. I needed to go 

shopping. We are down to packet food, and canned food, and—’ 

‘It’s important to keep the house well stocked?’  

‘You think it’s not?’  

‘I think it’s very important. However, we are not talking about me.’ He 

drummed his fingers. ‘Did you see Jay this week?’  

‘We spoke on the phone.’ 
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‘How is he doing?’  

‘It’s hard to tell,’ said Jen. ‘He’s painting.’  

‘That’s good.’ 

‘Is it?’  

‘What would you rather he was doing?’  

She paused. Her heel kicked, up, down on the carpet. Looked to her right, as if 

waiting for the door to open. Could be thinking. Or feeling. Hard to tell with Jen. 

‘I’ll see him soon.’  

‘You don’t have to.’  

     ‘When I found out what had happened, I was angry.’ 

‘You feel responsible?’  

She shook her head. ‘Mum taught me that you're responsible for yourself, first 

and foremost. That things happen; tough, terrible things, but it’s up to you as to how it 

affects you.'  

‘Tell me more about that.’ 

  ‘What do you want me to say? That it's a load of shit? It's hard, Steven. I never 

thought I would be raising kids on my own. And now, Emily…it's all coming back. It 

doesn't matter when it happened…It always comes back.' 

 

*** 

June 13th, 1999 

2.30pm 

First session: Jen Slater 

 

I met Jen outside on the road outside the office, me on my way back from lunch, and 

her on her way inside. She had seen me on the website, thought it easier to do the hello 

outside.   

 Once inside, she filled time. Asked about the books on my shelf, suggested a 

place that would clean my blinds for a reasonable rate. 

  She seemed hesitant to revisit her past, deflecting any questions (“not much of 

a story…”). She shows signs both of people pleasing and extreme dissatisfaction with 

her life, and seems to meet criteria for Major Depressive Disorder, as stated in Dr 

O'Neill's referral letter. 

*** 
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Jen took a tissue, the half-drawn blinds casting slivers of light into the room.  The 

cushion had slipped down, now wedged between the back and the seat of the chair. 

She reached back, shifting it to a comfortable position, only for it to again slip down. 

She dabbed at her eyes, scrunching the tissue. Tossed it at the bin, but it fell to 

the side.  

‘I’m sorry.’ Jen leaned forward to pick it up. 

‘Forget it.’ 

Jen leaned back into her chair. ‘What were we talking about?’ 

‘You were talking about Emily.’  

 ‘It’s not her fault.’  

‘Mm.’  

‘It isn’t. She just wants something to hold on to. What do you hold onto?’  

‘My children.’  

‘They ground you?’  

‘Yours don’t?’  

‘Ground me? I’m practically buried,’ said Jen, flicking a speck of tissue from 

the arm of her chair. They don’t seem to like me, let alone respect me.’  

‘Do you like you?’ 

She had come on the GP’s advice. The doctor had said she seemed tired, 

lacking motivation. He was right: she seemed near horizontal in Steven’s estimation, 

more lost than the Dalkeith dears, trophy wives, their jewellery needs met, their souls 

left slung into darkened corners. Fresh flowers, late lunches, forever searching 

partners’ phones for a trace of infidelity. 

‘Do I like me? That’s a stupid question.’  

‘What’s stupid about it?’ 

‘Everyone likes themselves.’  

‘Who?’  

‘The ones,' said Jen, taking a breath, ‘who haven't… The others… they're 

already gone. That's what happens when you hate yourself. You find a gun, some pills. 

You end it.'   

‘No grey area?’  

‘Not that I know of.’ 

‘Your kids?’ 

Jen looked up, startled. ‘What about them?’  
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‘You think they like themselves?’  

‘I did my best, Steven.’  

‘Your parenting skills are not in question.’ 

‘It feels like they are.’  

Steven tapped his fingers on the couch. ‘You’d rather not talk about this?’  

‘They could be happier.’ 

‘Last time you said you were feeling lost, listless. How do you feel today?’  

‘According to who?’ 

‘According to you.’ 

‘Ecstatic,’ she said. 

‘Have you spoken to Alex?’  

She shot him a look. ‘He’s gone.’ 

‘What do you mean?’  

‘I don’t know where he is. He left, the second time Jay went in.’  

‘Last time, you said—’ 

Jen paused, shifting in her seat. She tucked her legs under the chair, sat upright 

and smiled, a bit forcibly. 

‘I sent him an email. Told him I love him. Said he and Jay have had their 

differences, but it’s water down the bridge. My old German teacher, he used to say 

that. ‘Water down the bridge.’’  

‘He mixed it up.’  

‘You’re smiling,’ said Jen.  

‘You like that? Making me smile?’ 

‘Who wouldn’t?’  

‘You would be surprised,’ said Steven. ‘Is this really what you want to talk 

about? Do you want to talk about Jason?’ 

‘Do we have to?’ 

‘You have barely mentioned him. You never told me what happened.’ 

 

*** 

June 27th, 1999 

2.30pm 

3rd session: Jen Slater 
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Jason was Jen's husband of ten years. According to Jen, they broke up after he 

discovered she was having an affair.  

  Jen seems frozen at a point just prior to the discovery. She talks often about 

whether they should get together again. Apparently they tried, although, in this 

session, she was not prepared to discuss it further.  

 She attributes blame to Jason for the marriage, herself for not fulfilling her 

duties as a parent. There were early attachment difficulties with Alex, exacerbated by 

their current estrangement. 

 The Twisties have gone, as have the dresses, replaced by tracksuit pants, 

beanies and oversized jumpers. She says she ate an entire tub of Café Grande 

Connoisseur during an episode of ‘This life’. 

 Romantic ideation seems evident. To this point, it has harmed Jen’s potential 

for meaningful relationships since the divorce.  

 

*** 

 

Jen stared at Steven, raising her eyebrow.  

‘We broke up, Steven. You know that.’ 

He raised an eyebrow. He knew what had happened, of course, but had not 

known how it unfurled. Where, in that mess, she had played her part. She told him, as 

best she could: nights stretching out, a baby in her arms that couldn’t, wouldn’t sleep. 

Jason driving streets in search of an all-night chemist, coming back with half the shop 

in the hope that something would work. 

 Things eventually improved. The kids grown up, or old enough. Working hard. 

Trying to find some time, some space to simply be together. And then, as things took 

flight, came Peter.  

‘What do you remember, Jen? Take your time.’ 

She took a breath, tensed up. ‘One Christmas,’ she said. ‘Jason had started his 

new job in Sydney. We had broken up, but he decided to come back for the holidays. 

Jay and Emily were excited. Alex, not so much. He’d remembered from last time. It 

didn’t matter whether Jason returned; he would always go again.’ 

‘What happened that time? The time Alex remembers?’  
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‘Jason had gone over to Sydney for a job interview. He didn’t take it in the end, 

but he stayed a while, longer than he needed to. His mother had moved there. I guess 

he was frightened. Three kids, all so young. ‘ 

‘Did you talk to Alex about it?’  

‘To say what? Your dad has fucked off, not sure if he’s coming back?’ 

‘No, probably not that.’ He paused, flicking a speck of lint off his trousers. 

‘So… it’s Christmas.’  

‘Jason came home, picked the kids up from camp. Such a strange day, all of 

them back at once. We had a picnic under the tree. We put on a spread: cheese, 

crackers, and a bit of wine, too, with Vienetta for the kids. The night wore on, and I 

reached for his hand. He held mine, quietly, secretly. It was as if nothing had changed.  

‘We opened the presents and carved the ham. Jason made bubble and squeak, 

which he made every Christmas. I left the back door open. I wanted the neighbours to 

hear. For one night, I wanted us to be that family.  

 I thought it was probably our last night together. I think Alex sensed it, too. He 

asked to be excused from the dinner table.  

He brought out his Castle Grayskull — his Dad had bought it for him— and 

laid it out on the living room floor. He carried out all the figures: He-Man, Moss Man, 

Man-At-Arms, Ram Man, and that other one, you know, the one with two heads.’ 

‘Two-Bad.’  

‘Two-Bad,’ she laughs. ‘You said that a bit too quickly, Steven. Anything you 

want to tell me?’  

He blushed. ‘Go on.’  

‘He opened the castle, stood it upright. He took his figures out one by one from 

his toy box, put them in the castle.  

 He picked up He-Man, but there was no space left. He looked confused, 

scrunched up his face.  

He looked over at Jason. 

‘Dad. Dad!’ 

‘Just a minute.’ 

Waited, one, two seconds. Tried again. ‘Dad!’ 

‘I’m talking to Emily,’ he said. ‘Wait your turn.’  
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Waited one, two seconds. Looked down at his He-Man. Threw the figure at 

Jason, hard, and took out the castle with the same arm on its way down. It just missed 

Jason’s head, bouncing off the wall and onto the carpet.’  

‘And then?’  

‘I pulled Alex up from the floor, and I remember stepping on the castle — that 

crunch — him howling as I dragged him away. I took him into his bedroom, grabbed 

tight on his arm.  

 ‘I knew I was holding him too tight. I felt him try to get away. He cried out. I 

dug my nails in; I don’t know why, and then I hit him across the head, twice. He cried 

out, louder. I stopped then, saying, ‘Sorry, baby. I’m sorry, please, stop crying’, but he 

pushed my hand away and ran behind the bed, hunched against the wall. I tried to hold 

him, but he lashed out, over and over, and I backed off, waiting.’ 

Jen took another tissue and crumpled it in her hand.  

‘Jason came in, furious. He checked on Alex and then grabbed me, pulling me 

down the hallway and into our bedroom.  

He stared at me. Bad mum. Lost cause.  

‘I said, ‘Now you care? Now you give a shit about your son?’  

‘I shouldn’t have said it. I could have pulled back, but I think I wanted it to hit 

hard; to see him feel something. I apologised. Said, please, we’ll talk it out. Put the 

kids to bed, have some wine, and just talk.’ 

‘What did he say?’ asked Steven.  

‘Nothing,’ said Jen. ‘He walked out of the room.’ 

 ‘He hugged Emily and Jay, both of them scared, and more than a little 

confused, and then went into Alex’s room. I heard murmurs but couldn’t make out the 

words. I stood leaning against the wall, and all I could think was tomorrow. Sitting 

them down, saying, ‘Dad’s not here anymore. He won’t be here again’. 

Jen sat silent, came back to the room: the light cast diagonally across the 

carpet, the solid support of the chair. To Steven, whose expression had shifted from 

stoicism to quiet contemplation.  

‘Some things,’ said Steven, ‘they don’t make sense at the time. It’s only now 

that you see things…chances.’ 

He lifted his hands from the hand rest, leaning forward. ‘What’s happening 

with your kids, it’s not your fault, Jen, or if it is, it’s your fault in the same way it is 
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every parent’s fault. We want to take care of our kids, save them from our pain, our 

mistakes, but it doesn’t always work out that way.’ 

    ‘I miss him. We were meant to do this together.’  

    ‘I know,’ said Steven. ‘Your kids love you. They’re not perfect, though... and 

neither are you. It’s ok to make mistakes. You know that, don’t you?’  

    ‘I don’t know anything,’ said Jen, rubbing her eyes with the palms of her hands. ‘I 

know that Alex likes ham and pickle on his sandwiches, and Jay likes thick-pan pizza. 

Emily won’t eat carrots, not unless you shred them really fine. Jay’s favourite colour is 

red, and Emily loves purple.’ 

‘What about you?’ said Steven. ‘What’s your favourite colour?  

‘It’s blue,’ said Jen. ‘The same as Alex.’ 

 

*** 

July 8th, 1999 

2.30pm 

5th session: Jen Slater 

Today Jen’s thoughts seemed particularly scattered. She said little of consequence 

until pushed, which was not until thirty minutes into the session. 

 I encouraged her to reflect on the divorce. We discussed the significance of 

their last Christmas together, the growing gap between them. After this, she went 

quiet. Bit her bottom lip. I thought she might excuse herself but she stayed, and after a 

minute or two, began to talk: 

 ‘Alex always loved his He-Man figures. There was something about the world 

in which they lived, Eternia. It’s an alternate universe; the laws that govern magic and 

science work together. Nothing that happens is irreversible.  

 ‘Eternia is split into two hemispheres, light and dark. The former is the home 

of the noble and good. The latter, best avoided. 

 ‘But not everyone can live in the light,’ said Jen. ‘And sometimes, you don’t get 

to choose.’ 
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The Knife 

 

Mum says I have the memory of an elephant. That Jay got the brains, Emily, the 

beauty, and me? I never forget. 

I remember Di’s deli. I remember lunch bins, which were these big, plastic 

bins, maybe once they’d had sand, or cement in them. You picked up everybody’s 

lunches, pies, pasties, sausage rolls, choc milk, OJ cartons. Heavy as shit, those bins, 

but boy were you popular when you showed up back at school.  

Today it is all I can do not to prise open the lid, just look at all that food. 

Hungry most days, hours, minutes. God knows why. 

Don’t even think about it, mister. 

But I did more than think about it. Didn’t even throw away the empty bags. 

Left the bin at the door, and walked on up to the headmaster’s office. 

And there’s a reason for this, but it’s hard to explain, like balancing the edge of 

a knife at the tip of your skin.  

We ride home that afternoon, Walker and me, discipline cases with broken 

brains and second-hand bikes, in search of something to see. Cruise Fourth Avenue, 

and they’re developing another block. Skid into stop, thinking, we don’t need more 

houses. Not when our city’s already overcrowded with empties, papered storefronts 

dotting the outskirts of town. 

Thinking, Perth is such a fucking liar. Always saying one thing, doing another. 

The grass is dying. The city, dying, and there’s nothing to be done, or changed, just 

another cheating town with an inferiority complex. 

I ask Walker if he gets it like I do. If we have a shot at changing things as long 

as we stick together. Walker goes quiet, hair falling down in front of his face. Says his 

family’s moving back to Adelaide in November. They need to be closer to his gran, he 

says. She’s near the end of her innings. 

‘Let’s go, Alex,’ he says, pushing back his fringe. Kickstand folds and we’re 

flying down Fourth. I push on the pedals to pick up speed. Sometimes I want to push 

them through my shoes, so they cut into my feet. Sometimes I get a knife and push the 

point into my arm. It leaves a mark but no one ever seems to notice.  

Walker skids, turns, and waits. I swerve to get past him. He pushes his front 

wheel into mine, and I bounce him off with a twist of my handlebars. We ride down to 

Central, dodging a bus as we reach the corner.  
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*** 

 

‘You’ll be the death of me,’ says Mum. She edges the blade as she opens the vacuum 

pack, the ham steaks sliding onto the chopping board. Our counter is pocked with 

misjudged attempts at efficiency, most from Mum, swearing as the knife bounces out 

of her hand and clatters to the floor. 

     ‘Are you listening? The death of me.’  

     ‘Bit harsh,’ I say, scoffing peanuts straight from the bag. ‘I thought I was your 

pride and joy.’ 

     ‘Your tutorial teacher said you called her a bitch.’  

     ‘I called her a witch. When’s Dad coming home?’  

     ‘He’s not,’ she says. ‘Can we please not do this? You’re fifteen years old. 

Nearly an adult. Start acting like it.’ 

     ‘Maybe he’s running late,’ I say. I pull back the curtains and pretend to look 

down the driveway. 

     ‘He’s not running late,’ says Mum, as she pulls the steaks apart. 

     ‘Is he mad? At you?’ 

     ‘Al—’ 

     ‘God. Mrs Melodrama. I was just kidding.’ 

     Mum asks me to peel the spuds. I ask why Emily can’t do it. She says, ‘She’s 

at piano. You know that, too.’  

In my dream, I live in the country. Walker comes over, and we kick a footy, 

back and forth in an overgrown paddock. I work the land. Up early, finish by three, 

and it’s hard work, but Dad’s real proud of his hard-working son.  

     In my dream he comes over. We watch the football and the Eagles win game 

after game as he drinks his beer and I drink my Coke. I say ‘I love you Dad,’ whenever 

Sumich kicks a goal, but he can’t hear me over the roar of the television. 

‘Mum?’ 

‘Mm?’ 

‘When’s Emily getting home?’ 

‘You miss your sister?’  

‘I’ll have her ice cream if she’s not coming back.’ 

‘She’ll be back later. Finish the spuds.’ 

‘I like this.’ 
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‘What do you mean?’  

‘Jay’s at camp. It’s like you’re here. Really here.’ 

‘I’m always here,’ she says, furrowing her brow. 

Mum dribbles oil on the steaks, shifts them to the baking tray. When they’re 

brown as old leather, she’ll pull out the pineapple, drain the slices and put them on top. 

She’ll dish the yellow mash—half-cheese, half-potato—onto the plates and Emily will 

come in just as it’s being served.  

Emily’s my sister. Dad loves her. Mum loves her, too, more than me. It’s not 

that she doesn’t love us, she explains, but she always wanted a daughter. Auntie 

Sophie says she was like me when she was young, and really it’s a strength, I mean, 

who wants to be like everybody else? 

We used to have family dinners around the table, wood stained caramel and my 

knees pushed up against the underside. The TV had to be off, and we were absolutely, 

positively not allowed to go eat dinner on the couch, which wasn’t really a couch, just 

a single bed with a cover Mum made from some old beige fabric. 

 The idea was you got to eat with your family. Mum, Dad, and kids… only Dad 

left for the second and last time when I was ten. That’s justice; Mum and Emily mess 

up and now somehow I’m the bad guy. 

Emily walks into the dining room. 

I bow. ‘Princess.’ 

‘Good one. Genius stuff,’ she says. 

‘Kids,’ says Mum, plonking the ham steaks down at the centre of the table. 

‘She started it,’ I say, throwing a glob of mash, which lands in Emily’s hair. 

‘God!’ Emily kicks me, takes her plate, and leaves the room. It’s Mum and me, 

and I smile but she looks angry or sad or something, so we sit there eating in silence, 

and then I go to my room and put on Faith No More really loud. 

 

*** 

 

Walker says he sees adults smoking and drinking, and we’re grown up, so why can’t 

we? I say I can’t smoke because, well, it tastes like smoke, and he says his dad was a 

real chimney, probably smoking up in heaven as we speak, and we laugh, though it’s 

not that funny.  
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Out back at mine it’s quiet; we talk there most afternoons. Seek shade in the 

peppermint tree, play out cricket classics on our sloped back lawn. The weeds by the 

garden shed is six and out; the back fence is four, and though there’s no bonus for 

hitting the cat, we both try to do that as often as possible. 

We practice footy bumps, bracing for each hit. I get Walker good, and he grabs 

my finger, squeezes it in on itself and it hurts like hell. I reach back for his neck, 

pulling him in. He lets go of my finger. I let go of his neck. Then we start laughing. 

We head over to the tree, me sat centre, Walker with a head full of leaves, in the shade 

of the branches. 

‘I can’t believe I’m going back to Adelaide.’  

‘It’s not so bad.’  

‘You reckon?’ 

‘No, not really. But we can ring, right?’ I lift my hand to my ear. ‘Uh, hello, 

I’m calling long distance for a Mr Walker. Yes, I’ll hold.’ 

Walker knocks down my imaginary phone with his arm. ‘Dickhead.’  

We sit for a while. I pick a flake of bark from off the tree. ‘Why’d you come to 

Perth? You said your Dad, right? A job?’  

Walker pauses. He looks away. 

‘You okay?’ 

‘Something happened,’ said Walker.  

‘Well obviously.’  

‘No,’ says Walker. ‘Not like that… I don’t want to go back.’  

 ‘You don’t have to.’ 

‘Yeah I do,’ says Walker. Then he’s quiet. 

‘I could come see you. You know, on holidays.’ 

‘Yeah, good one. You don’t get it at all, do you?’ 

‘I get it, fuckwit. I’m trying to cheer you up.’ 

‘Well don’t, alright?’ 

‘Alright,’ I say and thump his arm twice. ‘We playing cricket or are you going 

to go cry to your Mum?’ 

‘You’re fucking dead,’ says Walker. 

I grab my bat from under the back stairs, a Grey Nicholls Dynadrive with 

cherries down the meat, and we head out to the lawn. He bowls a ball, really hard, an 

in-swinging Yorker that cracks me on the toe.  
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I swear and lift the bat above me. At first he’s smiling but as he sees me come 

at him, his smile disappears. He starts running. I catch up and hit him hard, once across 

his shoulder blades, then again across the side of his knee.  

He falls to the ground, kind of slow motion, and he’s down. He starts blubbing, 

real loud, and holds his leg, rocking back and forth.  I drop the bat and stare at his 

kneecap; the purplish stain that’s already surfacing around a white, raised lump.  

It looks like it really hurts. 

‘I’m sorry,’ I say. At least I think I say it but it sounds quiet, far away. Walker 

starts swearing and crying, and the leg, it’s buckled, kind of bent. I try to help him 

stretch, but it won’t straighten.  

    ‘It’s okay,’ I say. ‘You’re going to be okay.’  

 

*** 

 

Mum drives me back to the psych’s office that Wednesday. We park down a side street 

and wander up Fitzgerald. We stop when we get to 215, the brick shithouse. 

     ‘You behave, Alex,’ says Mum. 

     ‘As opposed to?’ 

     ‘I’ll be back in an hour,’ she says. ‘This is serious.’ 

     ‘Bye,’ I say. I turn away. Open the screen door and intentionally let it bang shut 

once I’m in. 

Mrs Oliver’s a nice lady. Well, she’s a lady anyway. Her office smells of musk 

and stale cigarettes, and she leaves a teddy bear on my chair for each session, which I 

promptly toss aside. 

It’s ten minutes in before she makes any sense. She asks if Mum’s looking after 

me and I say yes. She asks me to talk to a chair. I tell her I’m not saying bugger all, 

‘cause only loonies talk to chairs.  

Mrs Oliver leans forward. ‘Why are you here, Alex?’ 

‘I don’t know.’ 

‘Are you angry?’ 

I stare at her. ‘I don’t know.’  

‘Are you sad?’ 

‘No.’ I shift in my chair. 

‘Why are you sad?’ 
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‘I want to go home.’ 

‘Not for another forty five minutes,’ she says. 

‘You got any video games?’ 

‘No,’ she says, resting her finger on her jawbone. ‘Why did you hit your 

friend?’ 

‘Walker doesn’t mind. He knows he fucked up.’ 

‘Language, Alex. What did he do?’ 

I try to speak but see only Walker’s face; his eyes scrunched up and a string of 

saliva stretching from the top of his mouth as he cries. I look out the window, but a 

dusty white shawl hangs over the glass, blocking my vision. 

‘He didn’t have to bowl the ball so hard.’ 

‘Is that why you hit him?’ 

‘No.’ 

‘Have you talked to your father lately?’  

‘His number’s changed, I think.’   

‘You think?’ 

‘It’s cold in here. Can we turn the heater on?’ 

‘Why do you think the number’s changed?’ 

‘The old one’s disconnected.’ 

‘You miss your dad?’ 

‘Sometimes,’ I say, and push my fingernail deep into my thumb. 

 

*** 

 

If I push the knife in deep it will break the skin, and the wound will pulse. My heart 

will beat, and blood will gush onto the floor. Dad will have to come back. He’ll take 

me on a drive. He’ll close his eyes as we take the turns and I’ll yell at him, laughing, to 

watch where he’s going.  

Emily walks into my room. She sees me with the knife, the point at my wrist. I 

say, ‘Don’t tell Mum, you’ll make her cry,’ and I know I’m safe because when Dad 

left he gave Emily a letter, but not Mum, so I won’t tell if she won’t.  

‘What’s wrong with you?’ 

‘You. You screwed everything.’  

‘Shut up, that was ages ago.’  
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‘I’ll never shut up. I want you to think about it every day.’ 

‘Dad hates you, you know,’ say Emily. ‘He told me.’ 

‘What did you say?’ 

She runs out, fast. 

*** 

 

I see Walker the following Saturday at the Fourth Ave. deli. He’s playing Street 

Fighter II. God knows he needs the practice; I could beat that bitch with Zangieff. 

     His knee is strapped-up, and he’s had a haircut, bowl style. He looks like a total 

knob. 

‘Hey Ringo,’ I say.  

‘Shut up, Mum made me. Hey, guess what?’ 

‘What?’ 

‘We sold the house.’ Walker moves Ryu into an uppercut but Guile sonic 

booms his ass something chronic, and he falls back onto the ground.  

‘Rubbish.’ 

‘Shut up. Guile’s hard.’ 

‘I know,’ I say. ‘Particularly in the first round.’ I push the coin refund, but 

nothing comes. ‘Ah, that sucks. What the hell is wrong with your Mum?’ 

‘She says we’ll get to be a family again.’ 

‘But you don’t want to go.’ 

‘No,’ says Walker. ‘But she won’t listen.’ 

     We head outside, him limping, and me walking like a normal person. I lift my 

bike up from off the front verge. 

     ‘You want a dink back to yours?’  

     ‘Mum’s coming to pick me up,’ says Walker.  

     ‘There anything you can do?’ 

     ‘Nup. It’s all go,’ he says. He limps over to the bin and props himself up with 

one hand.  

 ‘I’m sorry about your leg.’ 

 ‘It’s cool.’ 

 ‘You’re not mad?’ 

 ‘Didn’t even hurt,’ says Walker. ‘I think Adelaide’s going to be all right.’ He 

pauses. ‘Not really though, hey.’ 
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     ‘I don’t want you to go.’ 

     ‘Hey,’ says Walker. ‘You start crying on me, I’ll kick your arse. Shake.’ 

     We shake hands; palms switch to grip, hold, and release. 

     ‘It’s going to be alright,’ I say. ‘We just—’  

‘Mum’s here.’ 

A red Datsun 180B pulls up. She leans over, and pushes open the passenger 

door. 

 ‘Get in.’ 

‘I’m coming,’ says Walker. He slides in as best he can, wincing as he jams his 

leg under the dashboard. He closes the door and rolls the window down halfway. 

‘See you, Alex.’  

They drive off, me staring at the back of my best friend’s head. I shout ‘See 

you tomorrow!’ but their car’s already climbing the hill. 

I ride up Coode, up the hill on Fourth, footpath dodge into kerb jump, over 

Beaufort Street with a double honk from a dented-up Corolla, faster, faster, and into a 

back wheel skid near the edge of Inglewood Oval.  

I stay out for an hour until the sun goes down, and the midges swirl around the 

park lights. Walker says you can waste your life watching things, but for me it’s 

safety; it stops me thinking about all the other stuff. 

In my dream, Emily is on a boat in the middle of the ocean. I’m shooting bombs 

at her. If I hit her then the boat will sink and I’ll get bonus points.  

I’m out late that night. The houses light up like signal boards, on and off, and I 

wonder which home is the happiest.  

I get back near nine and leave my shoes at the door. Mum’s on the couch, a 

glass of wine half-empty on the table. She grabs me tight, hugs me till my back starts 

to crack.  

‘Alex, sit down.’ 

‘Why?’  

‘Just do it,’ she says. I fall back into Dad’s old chair. 

She says, ‘Walker, he’s—’ and then starts crying.  

‘You okay? What, what’s happened?’ I say, and she hugs me, hard. She’s 

shaking her head, her cheeks all wet. 

‘It’ll be alright, Mum. Promise.’  



86	  
	  

She pats me once on the back, and we let go of each other. Mum takes a sip of 

her wine and swallows, quickly. ‘There’s been an accident, Alex.’  

‘Like a car accident?’ 

‘No, it’s…give me a sec.’ 

She looks as if she’s about to speak but she doesn’t. She starts crying again, her 

body rocked by grief, and I want to shake her ‘til she starts making sense. 

‘Mum.’ 

‘He’s gone, baby,’ whispers Mum.  

‘What do you mean?’ 

‘The estate agent found him. Saw the light on and found him out back, chair 

spilled sideways. His mum’s in pretty bad shape…I’m so sorry.’  

When she says it, I barely hear her. I feel something like butterflies in my 

stomach, only they’re bigger.  

‘Love? Are you okay?’ 

In my dream, Dad’s holding me. He’s taken time off work. He ruffles my hair 

and says I’m not going back until you’re okay. And I love you mate, it’s going to be 

alright.  

Mum holds me tight, and my vision’s blurred, and there’s this noise, like a 

yelp, again and again. I breathe, breathe, and then it’s quiet. 

 ‘Can I see him?’ 

Mum pulls back. ‘Sorry?’  

‘Walker. I want to see him.’  

‘He’s dead, love.’ 

I get up out of the chair. ‘I know he’s dead, Mum. I’m not retarded.’  

That shuts her up.  

‘Sorry, Mum.’  

‘It’s alright.’ 

‘No, really, I—’  

‘I’m going to find your Dad,’ says Mum.  ‘I think he’ll come home if you need 

him.’ 

‘If I need him? Like as a father, you mean?’ 

‘It might help. For a day or two.’  

‘An hour or so should do it.’  

‘Alex, I—’ 
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‘He’s not coming back, Mum. Don’t you get that?’ 

She calls but I’m already on my way out back, pulling so hard on the sliding 

door that it bucks when it reaches the edge of the track. Hop on barefoot, pushing my 

feet into the pedals, out the side driveway and down the hill.  

I think of Mum crying, Emily’s fingers scaling the piano keys and Walker’s 

face; laughter lines around his mouth, locks of his hair in piles around the barber’s 

chair. I want my bike to buckle; to feel the road up against me; I want to lie there like a 

speed bump, wheels cracking bones and my body past broken.  

We used to run this town. We used to ride the streets. Now I’m chalking 

circles, the rims flat on the road, thinking, Ride, Alex. Keep riding until the pedals 

break through the skin. 
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Twenty-eight Steps 

 

1. I get it, Alex: we’re brothers, and you’ll always have my back. But why do we 

always have to play a drinking game? 

2. I often get lost in puzzles of my own concoction. I remember when you were 

seventeen. You in your room, The Downward Spiral on repeat. You weren’t 

drunk then, just sad.  

3. The logical part of my brain wants to tell you that people die, just as sure as 

football players retire, and bands make terrible second albums. I loved Marvin: 

The Album by Frente. I traded in Shape for that album by the guys who sang 

‘Sweat (A La La La La Long).'  

4. Say ‘You’.  

5. Come over. Bring a pizza. I don’t even care if it’s frozen, such is my desire to 

shoot the shit with you. Make me laugh. Stay longer than you had planned.  

6. I have listened to The Downward Spiral twice but am unsure of its message. 

Do you have a back-up album that might better explain the issues at hand? 

7. Three men walk into a bar: a drunk, a critic, and a depressive. The bartender 

says, ‘Hi, Alex.’ 

8. Sometimes it’s better to focus on the steps as opposed to the end result. Things 

always seem far away, unless they’re right in front of you. 

9. This is not an assignment. It’s a creative way to work around a problem.  

10. There are twenty-eight steps because I will most likely have not made my point 

by twenty-five. I have the tendency to get distracted … or to skate around the 

issue.  

11. There are twenty-eight steps for another reason. I’m counting steps as I go. 

Being extra careful not to miss a step along the way. 

12. Nine Inch Nails are a depressing band. Apparently, Trent Reznor moved into 

the house of the Manson Family murders to record The Downward Spiral. 

What, was Auschwitz already booked?  

I am now on my third listen and I want to smash my stereo with a pickaxe. 

What exactly do you like about this album? 

13. Thirteen is considered unlucky in many cultures. Strangely, twenty-seven is the 

age when most musicians die. Lionel Richie is still alive. That’s either a win or 

loss, depending on how you look at it. 
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14. Emily told us she was pregnant on the fourteenth. We found out we were going 

to be uncles. I rang, and you talked to me, for ages it seemed. Some days are 

lucky, some days not. 

15. I once wrote about our family on two sides of a cassette. Compact discs do not 

have sides. They have tracks. If you follow the tracks, you will see where this 

is headed.  

16. Can you believe it gets better with time? I promise that it does, but this is not 

an easy list, like say, ‘Grocery List, April 25th’, or ‘5 things you will love 

about your smartphone’. 

17. Sometimes I talk to a more generalised ‘reader’ because I know you will read 

this as though it’s a personal attack on your God-given right to ruin your life. 

18. I left the ‘bag of laughs' at your door because I have never been good at 

confrontation. In ‘The Tears of a Clown', Smokey Robinson leaves tracks. It's 

almost as if he's saying, ‘Hey, check in on me now and then. I'm not doing all 

that well.’ 

19. I started painting, at first real dark stuff, but then a mix of light and dark. It's 

hard to say if my art is any good. In the end, I destroyed it. It felt logical to get 

rid of the evidence. 

20. The most popular question in the English language is, ‘What are you doing?’ 

The second most popular question is, ‘Why’? 

21. In every maze, there is the quickest route, and the slowest route, but there is no 

‘right' route. Most of the time you have to muddle your way through.  

22. At the height of his addiction, Trent Reznor turned to David Bowie. David 

Bowie is not all that easy to reach. Is there someone else you can turn to? A 

friend perhaps, or a brother?  

23. Is it social if you’re doing it alone, with the lights out, listening to The 

Downward Spiral? 

24. This step is a dead-end. Take it and I will never forgive you.   

25. You’re joking about this album, aren’t you? They’re sampling screams on ‘The 

Becoming’, and it’s nowhere near as catchy as ‘Closer’, which is like a love 

song, were it written by a Minotaur with a screaming headache. 

26. The Downward Spiral is not just depressing; it’s fucking long too, like the 

night that Dad left, or the day of Walker’s funeral. Maybe it felt true at some 

point. Does it still?   
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27.  There are twenty-seven steps from my gate to my front door. I count them 

when I go out, and when I come back in. Count the steps. We’ll get there, I 

promise. 

28. There is a track on The Downward Spiral called ‘a warm place’. It’s too short 

by half but long enough for its purpose, and it got us past twenty-seven. Come 

in. Press PLAY. Tell me what you like about the song. Shout out your dreams, 

cravings and obsessions from when the track starts, right through to the end, 

and I will shout too, you, me, together, louder, until we are a wall of sound. We 

are trying to find things, people, places that we’ve loved, and everything counts 

– songs, films, biscuits, books, fathers, friends, and brothers. 

 

I’ll go first: I love you, and I’m worried about you.  
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Skin I’m In 

 

I care a great deal about Jay. I know: I’m his big brother and all, so of course I’m 

going to care about him. But it’s more than that. We carry it in us, this dream – 

that, with love and a whole lot of patience, we can upend our family’s tradition of 

indifference.   

     A week ago, he made the perfect omelette. So damn good I almost shed a 

tear: chives, cherry toms, Spanish onion and a melting cheddar orgasm right in the 

middle. I left him and Penny to it in the kitchen, but could hear them from my 

room. I say them; really, just Penny making ‘mmm’ sounds as Jay sat silent, their 

hands entwined. I watched for a bit, from behind the kitchen door.  

     They had a fight that day, but he kept the omelette. There’s no way it will 

make it to the funeral. Jay holding on to Penny: a lick of her lips and an accidental 

smile; the clatter of cutlery, and an inevitable retreat to the back patio couch.  

Today, the omelette is on the kitchen counter, gone grey and resting on a 

pile of veggie scraps. I pretend I am cleaning the fridge, reach in as far as I can get 

without touching the fan.  

     ‘You’re cleaning?’  

     ‘Yep,’ I say. It’s ‘Manic Monday.’ 

     ‘You mean, like the song?’  

     ‘Mm.’ 

     ‘I don’t get the reference.’ 

     I rub at my eye with the heel of my palm, exhausted from the conversation. 

‘What do you want, Jay?’ 

     ‘You can’t throw away the omelette.’  

     ‘It’s done,’ I say. 

     ‘You know what your problem is?’ 

     I raise my eyebrows. ‘You?’ 

     ‘You have no faith. It doesn’t matter whether an omelette goes off. It’s still 

proof.’ 

     ‘Of what?’ 

     ‘A higher power.’  

     ‘You’re an atheist.’ 
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     ‘I don’t believe in God, Alex, but I do believe in wonder. This omelette is a 

gift. You’ve read the Ten Commandments, yeah?’  

     ‘What?’  

     ‘Herod. He broke the tablets.’ 

     ‘Moses.’ 

     ‘Whatever. It was a long time ago.’  

     Last month, Jay was released from four weeks at Bells Lake Psychiatric. 

Emily wouldn’t have him back, not after their bust-up, so now he is with me, our 

rent paid by Mother Dearest in fortnightly instalments. I’ll look after him the next 

two years, excepting any meltdowns that would lead to assisted care. Mum trusts 

me. She knows I won’t take him back to Bells unless it’s absolutely necessary. 

     Jay runs his right thumb over his index and middle fingers, over and over, 

as if rolling a ball bearing. 

     ‘Jay.’ 

     ‘Mm?’ 

     ‘You taking your meds?’ 

     He doesn’t respond.  

     ‘Fuckwit, are you taking your meds?’  

     ‘Most of the time.’   

 

*** 

 

Our kitchen floor is a carpet of crumbs. I walk in barefoot, the bottom of my 

pyjama pants sweeping pips, seeds and half-cashews across the dusty floorboards. 

It’s Jay’s turn to sweep up. He says there’s no point; it will just get dirty again.  

      ‘The thing about the omelette,’ says Jay, continuing the conversation I’ve long 

left behind, ‘is the dukkah. In the Middle East they think dukkah is an aphrodisiac, 

like rhino horn or tiger balls.’   

     ‘Yet strangely, I’m not aroused.’ 

     Jay scoffs. ‘I don’t need your approval, Alex.’ 

     ‘That’s a pity, you might learn something.’ 

     ‘We’ve got something special, me and Penny.’ 

 ‘Really?’ 
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 ‘Really.’ He opens the fridge, his face bathed in white light. He almost 

closes the door, but reopens it so that the light comes on, and then leaves it half-

open.   

     ‘Have you talked to her? Told her how you feel?’  

     ‘Who?’ 

     ‘Penny.’ 

     Jay closes the fridge. ‘No.’ 

     ‘It’s for the best.’  

     ‘What do you mean?’  

     ‘Just, you know, it’s Penny.’ 

     He smiles. ‘She’s amazing, hey?’ 

     I look away, brushing crumbs off the counter. ‘If it’s meant to be—’ 

     ‘We’re cool, right? I mean, you’re not weirded out or anything?’ 

     ‘What? What do you mean?’  

     ‘You guys were friends for, like, forever.’ 

     ‘We all were. Same school.’ 

     ‘It’s just, she’s more your friend than mine,’ says Jay. ‘So you’re good?’ 

     ‘Great.’ 

     ‘So long as it’s okay.’ 

     ‘Absolutely. So what are you going to do, baby bro?’ 

     ‘I don’t know,’ says Jay. ‘What would you do, if you were in love with 

her?’ 

     ‘I don’t know. That’s not something I have to worry about.’ 

That afternoon, I think of Penny. I come quickly but feel sick afterward. I 

take a letter she wrote when we were together – we hooked up while Jay was in 

Bells, and it lasted a couple of weeks – and burn it. I go to a payphone, call her 

number, and hang up when she answers. 

      There’s a knock on the door at around five. It’s Penny.      

 ‘Why are you here?’ 

     ‘Me and Jay need to talk,’ she says. They got together only a week or so 

after her and I went south. The first time she walked in with Jay I almost put my 

fist through the wall.  

     ‘He’s at Freshies,’ I say. ‘He’ll be back soon.’ I turn to walk into my room.  

     ‘Alex.’ 
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     I turn back halfway, and wait. 

     ‘I’m sorry. Me and Jay—’ 

     ‘Forget it.’ 

     ‘I didn’t mean for that to happen. It’s just, I went and saw him a couple of 

times.’ 

     I turn to face her. ‘You went to Bells?’ 

     ‘I was worried,’ she says, ‘about both of you. Thought maybe I could help. 

I tried to tell you, Alex. Did you check your messages?’ 

     ‘No.’ 

     ‘Why didn’t you check them?’  

     ‘I don’t know.’ 

     ‘I wanted to help.’ 

     ‘This is help? You and Jay?’  

     ‘I didn’t plan that,’ she says, holding my gaze. ‘I saw him at Ash’s twenty-

first, after he left Bells. You were supposed to be there, too.’ 

     ‘Your point?’ 

      ‘You stopped talking to me, Alex. Jay’s in hospital, you and I are supposed 

to be together, and you cut me off.’  

      ‘Can we not do this?’ I run my fingers through my hair. ‘Stay if you want. 

Just leave me alone,’ I say and head back to the kitchen.  

 

*** 

 

We watch Buffy that night. I don’t look at Penny. Detach yourself from the 

situation and you’ve won half the battle.  

 I read that in one of Jay’s Dr Phil books, Life Strategies.  

     Buffy and Spike are arguing on the screen. It’s as if they are verbally 

fucking, the two of them back and forth. I glance across; Penny kicks Jay’s calf 

with the point of her boot.  

Jay shifts to the edge of the couch. ‘How come you never do the pesto pizza 

anymore?’  

     ‘I moved on.’ 

     ‘I’d beg him to make it,’ says Jay, turning to Penny. ‘It was something else, as 

if he’d poured in love and kneaded it down. The base, hand-stretched, almost fluffy, 
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you know? Pestle swirls around the mortar, shredded basil, slick with extra virgin and 

cashews, the whole lot smoothed to a paste, with a sprinkling of mozzarella. From 

dough to delicious: Alex morphing from oaf to mastermelt, in a moment of 

transcendence.’ 

     ‘That’s big brother to you. Glad you liked it.’ 

     We share a moment, two grins meeting in the middle of the room.  

     Later that night, Penny’s making all kinds of noise – deep, guttural moans 

like she’s speaking in tongues. I am head under blankets, pillow wrapped around 

my ears. I know I can’t leave my room. It will crush me to see the light leak out. 

Penny moans, first slow and then fast, and I hit the wall twice with a closed fist. 

     I leave the house in the end, in pyjama pants and a faded blue singlet, with 

no idea where I’m headed. A cat crosses the road when it sees me, ducks down into 

the gap beneath a broken fence picket. 

 

*** 

 

Penny and me were friends for years, or more, but we never worked out what.  

Pizza nights, once or twice, stayed over. All a bit fucked up, to tell the truth – in 

each other’s business and closer than we should have been.  

      I called her up after Jay went into hospital. I had planned to call a few 

friends that night, to fill them in, pass on his room number in case they had thought 

of visiting. Penny hadn’t known Jay all that well; I just needed to talk to her. We 

went out to Dome the next night, and she came back to mine. All these stories 

spilled out, of Jay and me: what we were like as kids. How, when I’d driven him to 

Bells Lake, I had wanted to shake the crazy out of him.   

     She held my hand, stroked her thumb gently across my palm, and then we 

kissed, knocking teeth, tremble in my hands at the touch of her face. 

      I woke the next day. Reached for the alarm, and found Penny. I stroked a 

stray curl of hers back into place, waited, watched. I was half-in, half-out of my 

chef’s whites when she stirred. Again, I watched her: hair, bed messy, and toes 

poking out from beneath the doona.  

     When I got back, she had taken the spare key, a hand-scrawled note slid 

under a vase. By the end of the week, she had moved her tampons into the 

bathroom. 
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      I sometimes remember things: coffee-stain birthmark on her left calf, the 

hair around it that little bit more coarse; her hips tilting in when she knows she is 

about to fuck; the words she whispers afterwards.   

     Jay got worse. Went right off, pounding walls and swearing at the guards.  

Penny came over. Suggested solitary, at least until he settled. I thought the same, 

but on hearing the words out loud, I felt hollow, despicable.  

      I went to Bells the next day to meet the doctors. We arranged a visitation 

plan. Each morning, thirty-five minute drive down to Bells, and back again down 

Stirling Highway to work for the split shift. I kept going, day after day. Nearly 

nodded off a few times. But for the grace of God, I might have ended up a cross on 

the side of the road.    

     I stopped answering when Penny called. I couldn’t manage her and Jay, not 

the way he was at the time. She dropped off some things– a couple of books, a T-

shirt and a DVD. I stood inside. Watched her as she put them on the porch, saw her 

walk away, her thighs silhouetted in a semi-transparent dress.  

     I kept up my visits. I didn’t want to see Jay most days, and some days I 

wanted to punch him in his fucking face. He talked crazy stuff, all about Dad. How 

after he and Mum broke up, Dad went into the shed and cut up the wedding photos, 

shards of Mum scattered amongst rusty screws and wood shavings. Talked about 

Mum’s birthday, spitting curse words, calling Emily all kinds of names, but never 

elaborating. 

      It scared me, losing him like that. I ran most nights, twisted my ankle and 

limped harder. Taped it up, the flesh swollen up around the bandage, and ran again, 

hobbling by the second lap. Anything to forget the swipe cards and hallways; 

windows barred, squares of light on the peppermint tiles, an eerie silence, chemical 

smell, and the gentle hum of the visitors’ room. I’d get home, my phone lit up with 

four, five voicemails. I didn’t even check them.   

      My plan, as stupid as it now seems, was to find the old Jay, and then find 

Penny. Soon enough, I found them both, at home, in Jay’s room.  

 

*** 

 

I sleep in late, wrap the doona around tight, shielding myself from the light. Hear 

Jay and Penny giggling. The bedroom door opens; Jay slides his slippers up the 
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polished floorboards with a light whoosh, pops his head around the door. He’s off 

to the doc’s. He needs more meds – or should I say, he needs more of one 

particular med, the one he takes to get a buzz. 

      I get up later, and Penny’s in the bathroom, popping out a double-shot of 

Nurofen. She’s wearing Jay’s faded Mr Messy shirt, and nothing else, as far as I 

can tell.  

     ‘Hey.’ 

     ‘Hey,’ says Penny. She throws the pills into her mouth, bends down to get a 

burst of water. She straightens up, gulps and smiles. 

     ‘What are you doing?’ 

     ‘What do you mean?’  

     ‘Do you love Jay?’  

     ‘I love you,’ says Penny. ‘You know that.’ 

     ‘You could have waited,’ I say, unable to look at her. 

     ‘For what? What do you mean?’ 

     ‘Doesn’t matter.’ 

     Penny rests against the sink, crossing one leg against the other. ‘Alex, do 

you…do you love me?’ 

     ‘Don’t flatter yourself.’ 

     ‘Why would you break up with me then? Unless…you didn’t break with 

me? Is that what you’re saying? But then why would you stop answering? God, 

you’re strange.’ 

     ‘Just go.’  

 She brushes past, is almost out the door when she turns.  ‘Alex—’ 

     ‘I had to take care of him. No one was going to take care of him.’  

     ‘We could have done it together.’ 

     ‘I would have fucked it,’ I say. ‘Do you believe me, though? I didn’t want it 

to end up this way?’ 

     ‘I’m not sure,’ says Penny. ‘I will have to think about that.’ 

     She waits, her breath warming my cheek, and then turns away, closing the 

door behind her.  

  

*** 
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Jay comes back mid-afternoon. He switches on the television, the computer, and 

the radio to create a sea of sound. It’s the noise, he tells me. You have to shut it out.  

‘You get your pills?’  

     ‘Thirty milligrams,’ he says. He fishes a small box out of his pocket and 

waves it in the air. He throws it to the couch. It bounces once and settles on the 

thick, torn cushion. 

     ‘You taking the other meds?’ 

     ‘No.’ 

     ‘Then you’re going back.’ 

     ‘You promised. You said I wouldn’t have to go back.’ 

     ‘They have people there, Jay. They can help you.’  

     ‘They’re nuts. If that’s your definition of help then I’ll take door number 

two. I’m not going back, bro. Do what you like.’ 

     I drop the subject. ‘You seeing Penny tonight?’ 

     ‘She called this afternoon. Said she wants to slow things down.’  

     ‘Ah, well.’ 

 ‘What do you mean?’  

  ‘Well, you’re always fighting,’ I say.  

 ‘So what?’  

 ‘You deserve better.’ 

     ‘What do you care?’ 

 I sigh. ‘I’m trying to help. Do what you want.’ 

 ‘Fine.’ 

  ‘Funeral’s tomorrow. Don’t forget.’ As I leave the room, I think about my 

promise to look after Jay. About him, Penny, and me. 

 

*** 

 

My phone rings at nine-thirty that night. I take the call and head out back. 

     ‘Hey.’  

     ‘I didn’t know if you’d answer,’ says Penny. 

     ‘What do you want?’ 

     ‘You’re scared, aren’t you? About us?’ 

     ‘Penny—’ 
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     ‘It’s okay. I’m scared, too.’ 

     I feel a knot in my gut turning, tightening. ‘Don’t—’  

     ‘What’s wrong? Do you want me to go?’ 

     I know there are reasons why I should hang up the phone. That if I want, I 

can end this. ‘We can’t. Just—’ 

     ‘Come around,’ she says. ‘After the funeral.’ 

      I stay on the line. For a second, imagine her on top of me, my fingers 

running up and onto her breasts.  

 

*** 

 

Jay’s perched on the couch in his pyjamas the next day, a strung-out skeleton. He 

holds his phone in his palm, texting frantically. 

     ‘You cool?’ 

     He doesn’t respond.  

     ‘Jay.’  

     He looks up. ‘Why would she do that?’  

     ‘Penny? What did she do?’ 

     ‘I sent her a bunch of messages. She’s not replying.’  

     ‘How many?’  

     ‘It’s not the number that matters,’ says Jay, clenching his right hand over 

and over, as if he’s squeezing a stress ball. ‘It’s about looking after each other.’   

     ‘Give me the phone.’  

     ‘But Alex—’ 

     ‘Give me the phone.’  

     He hands it over, and I find twenty-six sent texts, all saying Call me now, 

repeated three times in each message. 

‘Shit, Jay.’ 

     ‘Why didn’t she call? Why doesn’t she say something, like Hi, or Hey Jay, 

or Baby, I’m sleeping, or—’ 

     ‘Leave it.’ 

     ‘Could you talk to her? For me?’  

     ‘No.’ 
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     ‘When a man loves a woman, they take their relationship to the next level. 

When they love each other, they—’ 

    ‘I swear to God, if you’re quoting Dr Phil at me, I’m going to shove his book up 

your arse.’  

     ‘But Penny, she’s—’ 

     ‘She’s not coming, Jay. Please, forget her. Delete her number. Take your 

Risperidone. Then shower, get dressed, okay?’ 

     He showers first, leaves water on the tiles. I mop up his mess, switch on the 

fan and step into the shower.  

     The water cleanses: body wash foams up in my armpits, drifting down my 

body and onto the tiles. Stray chest hairs, sweat, and thoughts of Penny’s scent, all 

wash away. 

     I get out and dry myself, wrap a towel around my waist and walk down the hall, 

leaning around the living room doorway.  

     ‘You ready?’  

     ‘Yep.’  

     I head to my bedroom. 

     ‘Alex.’ 

     ‘Mm?’ 

     ‘I love you.’ 

     I poke my head back around the corner. ‘Love you too,’ I say, feeling like 

the worst brother on earth. ‘Won’t be a sec.’  

 I get dressed, pack some things into the boot and start the car. Back up 

slowly onto Heytesbury, turn right, and head towards Subiaco. 

     My dash has a dent from the first trip to Bells Lake. Jay lashed out the 

moment I parked the car, Mum screaming in back. I held him down, his fist nearly 

smashing the window. 

 Jay opens up a CD case and lifts out the disc, balancing it between thumb 

and middle finger. ‘Badloves?’ 

     ‘If you have to.’ 

     Jay slots Get on Board into the stereo. He likes ‘Green Limousine’ and 

‘Lost’, and I hate every song because I’ve heard them since I was sixteen.  

 ‘What happened with Grandpa?’ says Jay. ‘How did he die?’  

 ‘The doctor said liver cancer,’ I say, ‘but I think he died of a broken heart.’ 
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 ‘What’s that from?’ 

 ‘I can’t remember. Cheesy, huh?’ 

 ‘I like it,’ says Jay.  

      ‘You okay with this?’  

      ‘I feel like crying,’ he says, ‘but I don’t know why. Is that normal?’   

     ‘Course.’   

      Jay skips the CD to track seven and ‘Lost’ echoes out from tinny speakers. 

Up near Irwin Barracks, the day half cloudy, half fine. Jay sings, half song, half 

prayer.   

     ‘You sure you’re alright?’  

     ‘Yeah. I’m sad, but I have you, you know?’ 

  ‘I’ve made mistakes.’  

     ‘You do your best.’   

     ‘You’re always so quick to forgive,’ I say, turning right and a quick left 

onto Stubbs. 

     ‘You took the wrong street.’  

     ‘I know.’  

     ‘Why are we going this way?’ 

     ‘We’re not going to the funeral.’  

     ‘Where are we going?’ asks Jay, but I don’t answer. ‘Alex, where are we 

going?’ 

     Onto Quintilian and up Brockway.  Jay has stopped singing. His hands are 

shaking.  

     ‘Don’t do this,’ he says, tapping his fingers on the dash. ‘I promise I’ll take 

the meds. I’ll do anything… just turn the car around. Turn the car around now.’  

      ‘It’s going to be all right,’ I say, as we turn into the car park.   
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When You Find Me 

 

Most of the pubs on Beaufort Street filled fast for the Sunday sessions. It wasn’t 

the vibe, necessarily, more respite from Perth’s incessant heat. Dead grass, tarmac 

hot to the touch, and lights that stayed red for what seemed like an eternity. 

     Jen could have done without the crowd, having spent the afternoon saying 

goodbye to her father-in-law at Karrakatta Cemetery. The Queens maintained a 

dull hum of conversation, upstairs and down. Cricket clowns from the Sheffield 

Shield final elbowed-out canoodling couples; a propped up old bugger stared at the 

dregs of his empty glass.  

She followed Sophie out of the bar, and eventually they found a seat 

outside, on a half-height brick fence. She rested her glass within reach and sat 

down, the stone warming her legs through a thin layer of fabric. 

     Cars slowed, stopped, and, once the lights finally changed, drove on up the 

hill. A younger mum fed mashed banana into her baby son’s mouth. Jen watched it 

dribble out. Marvelled at how quickly the mum wiped it, shook the muck from her 

finger, and licked it clean.   

     She had not wanted to come, but didn’t know where else to go. She wasn’t 

ready to be home on her own. Emily would be out, and Alex and Jay never 

answered their phones. 

     Sophie took a swig of her drink. ‘This place is mental. You OK?’ 

     ‘I guess so,’ said Jen. ‘Thanks for coming to the funeral.’ 

 ‘That’s what we do.’ 

 ‘Dead man’s fifteen minutes,’ said Jen. ‘Good man, though, or so we 

heard.’  

‘You’d want that?’  

Jen had no idea of what she wanted anymore. Wanted Jay most of all. 

Didn’t know what she’d do if she lost him again. How she’d cope, the guilt of 

having let him down. 

‘I’d want a funeral,’ she said. 

‘To say what?’  

‘That I was loved. That people cared.’  

     Sophie took a sip of her wine, paused.  ‘You don’t already know that?’ 
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      Jen wondered if anyone knew. If those that did were simply kidding 

themselves, softening mirrors until they got the reflection they’d been looking for.  

 ‘You think Jay loves himself?’  

 ‘I wouldn’t think so,’ said Sophie. 

 ‘Great.’  

 ‘No, I don’t mean it like that. I mean…who really likes themselves?’ 

 Jason, she thought, certain he loved his quiet, uncluttered space; content in 

the knowledge that he had escaped, and could live away from the carnage. 

 A man caught Jen’s eyes across the courtyard. She smiled and looked 

down. Sophie scoffed.  

     ‘You didn’t.’ 

     ‘What?’ 

     ‘I saw you,’ said Sophie. ‘That guy?’ 

     ‘He seems nice.’  

     ‘He has a pulse.’ 

     ‘It has been a while.’ 

     Sophie blew a raspberry. ‘I never thought you would be one to settle, Jen.’ 

     ‘What about love? Companionship?’ 

     ‘All very romantic,’ said Sophie. ‘Is that why you dragged me here?’ 

     ‘No, it’s just I haven’t seen you in a bit. Wanted to catch-up.’ 

     ‘You’re such a liar.’  

     The leaves of overhanging trees grew transparent in the afternoon sun, as 

maples quivered in the wind. The sky was faded blue, a single grey cloud floating 

over the horizon.  Jen had chosen a summer frock, blue on white. When the wind 

caught, it brushed softly around her legs. She had not thought twice about a little 

mascara, a touch of rouge. She had sprayed a light mist of Opium on either side of 

her neck.  Alex would have thought she looked ridiculous, tarted up, and for what? 

She checked her phone, but no one had called.  

‘So what happened? With Bell’s, I mean.’  

‘They tell us stuff. Trigger events, aspects of his condition.’  

‘What’s his condition?’  

‘Does it matter?’  

‘No, I just thought it might help.’  

‘Well it doesn’t,’ said Jen. ‘He’s my son, not a lifetime documentary.’ 
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     ‘Sorry.’  

‘It’s ok, I just—’ She stopped herself. ‘I’m going to get a drink.’ 

     She sidestepped around the throngs of people, occasionally slapping up 

against a sweat-covered arm, or bumping backs with a stranger. She swayed to 

avoid someone, but knocked an empty glass from a wobbly bar stool. It fell to the 

floor, smashing on impact.  

     ‘Taxi!’ cried a voice at the bar. Half the pub turned, clapped and cheered, 

and Jen went bright red.  

     ‘I hate when that happens,’ said a man to her right.     

     She turned to see a familiar face. The guy from outside, a mop of curly 

brown hair held back by a band and a tight, toned chest beneath a short sleeve 

button-up.  

     ‘You mean when some creep from the P&C hits on you?’ 

     ‘What makes you think I’m a creep?’  

     ‘That’s where we met, right? At the school?’ 

     ‘Guilty. But maybe I’m a P&C sweetheart?’ 

     ‘You’re in a bar.’ 

     ‘So are you.’ 

     ‘What’s your point?’ 

     ‘You seem nice,’ said the man. ‘I’m with my friend. He and his girlfriend 

are fighting.’ 

     ‘About what?’ 

     ‘The bathroom tiles,’ said the man. ‘She wants white, he wants grey. I’m 

Trevor, by the way.’   

     ‘Jen,’ she said, holding out her hand.  

     ‘I have to keep my friend’s marriage together, but maybe I can come see 

you a bit later on?’ 

     ‘Are you asking my permission?’ 

     ‘No, it’s just, well your friend’s a little scary.’ 

     ‘Sophie? She’s a pussycat,’ said Jen.  

     Trevor waved a twenty-dollar note at a barmaid. She rushed straight past. 

‘All the same.’  

     ‘Come find me. In a bit.’ 
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     ‘Really?’ 

     ‘Really,’ said Jen. ‘Now bugger off before I change my mind.’ 

 ‘I have to get my drinks.’ 

 ‘You do,’ said Jen, blushing. ‘See you soon.’ 

     She turned away and wandered back through the crowd; tried desperately 

not to turn back, see if he was staring. She made it out, sat back down on the wall, 

and grinned to herself. 

     ‘Um, drinks?’ said Sophie. 

     ‘Sorry,’ said Jen. ‘I saw that guy.’ 

     ‘What guy?’  

     ‘Trevor. From the P&C’ 

     ‘Well, whoop de doo.’ 

     ‘He’s really sweet.’  

     ‘Oh, God…I’ll go get the drinks, hey?’ 

     Jen watched Trevor from a distance. She liked the look of him, taut, and 

strong in his black button-up. She imagined running a finger up the back of his 

neck, pulling him in for a kiss. 

 Video night: My Best Friend’s Wedding, bottle of red and a bowl of 

popcorn. Kids out, or asleep, so they snuggle in close, his arms wrapped around 

her, and she closes her eyes, warm and content. 

     Her mind wandered. Sunsets on the balcony. Matching deck chairs, 

footrests, and ‘I love you, Jen,’ and ‘I love you, too,’ and just as they’re about to 

kiss he— 

     ‘Hi.’  

     ‘Hi,’ said Jen.’  

     He pointed back at his friends and mimed a slit throat. 

     ‘That bad?’ 

     ‘Worse. She has taken the car. He’s catching a cab home.’ 

     Her phone rang. ‘Hold that thought,’ she said, fishing into her handbag.  

     ‘Hello? Hello?’ She winced, putting her hand to the phone. ‘I have to take 

this.’ 

     Sophie appeared with a glass of red and a pint. Looked at Trevor, and then 

to Jen, resting the glasses on the wall. ‘Is that a real call, or you looking for an 

out?’ 
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     ‘It’s Jason.’ 

     ‘Oh.’ She held a hand out in greeting. ‘Hi. I’m Sophie.’ 

     ‘Trevor.’ 

     ‘You have kids?’ 

     ‘A daughter.’ 

     ‘She alright on her own?’ 

     ‘I would hope so. She’s twenty-one,’ he said. 

     ‘Of course,’ said Sophie. ‘Have to excuse me, I’m slightly pissed.’  

     Jen shushed them both and went back to her call. ‘What’s going on?’ 

     ‘It’s Jay,’ said Jason. ‘He is back at Bell’s Lake.’ 

     ‘What do you mean?’’ 

     ‘Alex called. I can’t fly out until Friday. Will that be OK?’ 

     ‘Did something happen?’  

     ‘Well, yes, something happened.’ 

     ‘I know, but—’ 

     ‘What’s going on?’ asked Jason. ‘With Jay, I mean. Why is he with Alex?’ 

 ‘You haven’t spoken to Emily?’  

 ‘Well yes, but she didn’t mention anything about Jay.’ 

 ‘You ring the hospital? Check in?’  

 ‘No. I mean, I’ve been meaning to.’   

     ‘Are you OK?’ said Jen. ‘You weren’t at the funeral.’  

     ‘I saw him a year ago,’ said Jason. ‘It was not as if we were close.’  

     ‘I can handle things with Jay,’ said Jen. ‘Unless—’ 

     ‘It’s fine. I’ll call in a couple of days.’ 

     The phone clicked. Jen felt a familiar sense of confusion. She turned to 

Trevor. ‘You’re not going to believe this.’ 

     ‘Family dramas?’ 

     ‘You have no idea.’ 

     ‘It’s alright. I can wait.’ 

     She raised an eyebrow. ‘What, here?’ 

     Trevor laughed, shaking his head. ‘You know how long I’ve been wanting 

to ask you out?’ He extended his fingers, one by one, switched to his other hand, 

and eventually gave up at seven. ‘A very long time. Came close once, but 

chickened out. It’s nice, seeing you. Just magic.’ 



108	  
	  

     He took out a pen, scrawled his number on the back of her hand.  

 ‘See you soon, Jen.’ 

 ‘Really soon?’  

 ‘Maybe.’ 

 He kissed her once on the cheek, his calloused hand resting on her jaw, and 

walked on, and out of the bar. 

 ‘So what’s going on?’ said Sophie. 

 Jen sighed, sat down. ‘Alright,’ she said. ‘I’m ready to talk about Jay.’  
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Once 

 

Jason had not planned on seeing Jen again. 

 He had flown in late, waited for a taxi. Before he left, had burned some old 

photos of her, those he had kept since the divorce. Why, he wasn’t sure. It was as if she 

might one day come back, and he’d want to have them there, as proof he had not 

forgotten as quickly as her.  

  He drank a bottle of Penfold's Shiraz the night previous, and wished now that 

he hadn’t. Considered wetting a towel to numb his head, but that involved movement. 

His phone buzzed on the bedside table. He grabbed it, almost killed the call by 

accident, and then pressed accept.   

    ‘Hello?’ 

     ‘It’s Jen.’  

     ‘Hi.’  

     ‘You didn’t ring.’  

     ‘Sorry, I got in late.’  

     ‘Are we still going to see Jay?’ 

     ‘You trying to back out?’  

     ‘I’m waiting for you. Where are you staying?’ 

     ‘Serviced apartments down Scarborough. Work has a deal going.’ 

     ‘How’s Scarborough? Getting its act together?’ 

     ‘Not exactly,’ said Jason. ‘See you in a bit.’ 

     

*** 

 

His temples had started to throb by the time he reached Jen’s place. He considered 

turning around, but pulled into the driveway. Knocked twice on the screen door. It 

banged against the doorframe; the screen wire was frayed at the bottom. Ran his 

fingers through his hair, hearing footsteps inside. Jen opened the door, smiled. Their 

hug was awkward, stilted.  

‘Are you eating?’ He could feel her ribs beneath her jumper. 

‘Yes.’  

‘Are you lying?’ 

‘You tell me.’ 
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‘You sleeping?’ 

‘Fits and starts,’ said Jen. ‘Come in, you’re like a bloody Jehovah’s Witness.’ 

They walked through to the kitchen. A typical mess, he thought: knives on the 

chopping board and a half-tomato facedown, seeds scattered across the length of the 

wood.  

She took an empty champagne bottle from the counter and dropped it into the 

bin.   

‘Celebrating?’ said Jason. 

She shrugged her shoulders. 

‘Who is it this time?’  

She rolled her eyes. ‘What on earth are you wearing?’  

‘What? They’re manpris.’ 

‘They’re Capris,’ said Jen. ‘As in, you’re wearing ladies’ pants.’ 

‘You’ve always been behind the curve when it comes to fashion, Jen.’ 

‘Goes great with the Reefs and a short-sleeve button up. You do know where 

we’re going, don’t you?’ 

‘They’re comfortable. You look nice, by the way. Bit hippy with the long-

flowing, goddess of the earth stuff. When did that start?’  

‘It’s called middle age, Jason. Happens to everyone.’ 

They wandered through to the living room. Jen adjusted the blinds to let in 

some sunlight. He looked over at the mantelpiece. A row of photos, frames covered in 

a thick, furry coat of dust: Jen and friends, a sea of new faces. 

‘You went to Bora Bora?’  

‘Me and the girls from therapeutics, we… well, it wasn’t as if I was doing 

much. Felt like their mum, to be honest. Beautiful place.’  

‘Free massages from the pool boys?’ 

Jen raised an eyebrow. ‘How is that any of your business?’ 

He looked down, embarrassed. She has painted her toenails red. He remembered her 

things in the bathroom cabinet: polish, cotton buds, and an emery board.  

Did he really miss her emery board? 

‘You know—’  

‘It’s OK, Jen. I get it.’ 

‘It’s just, I want you to know—’ 

‘What’s done is done. No need to rehash.’ 
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Jen sighed. ‘Are we always going to be like this?’ 

‘I think so.’  

She pouted.  

‘It’s all right.’  

‘Is it?’ 

‘Sure,’ said Jason. ‘Shall we go?’ 

 ‘OK,’ said Jen. ‘I’ll get the keys.’ 

 

*** 

 

Jason tapped the dash of his white Camry rental. They cruised down the Mitchell 

Freeway, on through scrub and under faded footbridges, as they edged towards the 

city.  

 Jen traced a line along the rim of the passenger door. ‘How’s Toni?’ 

‘We broke up.’ 

‘Oh. You or her?’ 

‘Mutual.’  

‘Nothing’s ever mutual,’ said Jen, picking at her fingernail. ‘I rang Alex.’ 

‘Uh-huh.’ 

‘A girl answered.’ 

‘Do I sense some disapproval?’  

‘I knew you would be fine with it.’ 

‘He’s twenty-one years old. What do you expect him to do, collect stamps?’ 

‘Her name’s Penny. A right little miss, too.’ 

‘Bit harsh.’  

‘They were laughing at me,’ said Jen. ‘As she hung up the phone, I heard them 

laughing.’ 

‘They were probably having sex when you rang,’ said Jason, flicking on the 

indicator.  

*** 

      

They reached Bell’s Lake at around one and parked the car, lifting presents out of the 

boot.  

‘You want to go get a coffee instead?’ 
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‘He needs us, Jen. We have to check in.’ 

They waited at reception. A mother berated her daughter for waiting until now 

to want to go to the toilet.   

‘Who are you seeing?’ said the attendant. 

‘Jay Slater,’ said Jason. 

He scanned the sheet. ‘And your relationship to the patient?’ 

‘We’re his parents.’ 

They took an ID badge each, and were given a locker in which to store their 

belongings.  

‘Come back at two,’ said the attendant. ‘There’s a vending machine under the 

alcove.’ 

They found shade beneath a nest of trees, and sat down, each scoping out a 

suitable distance from the other. Jen folded her knees up in front of her, a makeshift 

barrier of sorts, while Jason sat side on, legs stretched out towards the hospital. 

 He pulled apart a quiche, rested her half on the paper bag. Squirted half the 

ketchup sachet onto his bit, and tossed it over.  

 ‘How’s Jay doing?’  

‘Good,’ said Jason. ‘I’ve only spoken to him on the phone. Late flight.’  

‘I’m sorry about before,’ said Jen. ‘Thanks for coming.’ She plucked a blade of 

grass, rubbed it till it stained. ‘I didn’t know if you’d come, things being the way they 

were.’ 

They sat for a while. Jen spoke as if every word were an apology. Jason 

listened for the most part, occasionally adding a thought, or question. He loved hearing 

her voice. The way she weighed up words, spoke slowly, softly, as if she let words go, 

as opposed to pushing them out.  

A voice he remembered from countless calls, late nights, well past one, and a 

few too many wines. For ten years, constant as a heartbeat.  

Who knew that one day it would be only an occasional pleasure? 

 

*** 

 

They headed in at two. A balding guard led them and the other visitors down a dark 

green hallway, the same card swiped to unlock each successive door. They sat in a 
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cold, sparsely furnished lounge room, waiting for movement on the other side of the 

door. 

‘What on earth is Jay doing here?’ Jen asked plaintively. 

‘You want me to remind you?’ 

     ‘I know, it’s just—’   

‘He needed help. What were we supposed to do?’ 

At which point Jay emerged, grinning, from behind the reinforced door.  He 

strolled over to the table. An orderly watched on, moved closer. 

‘They think you’re going to slip me something. You want a cup of tea?’ 

‘I’ll get it,’ said Jen. 

‘I have to,’ said Jay. ‘Won’t be a sec.’ 

He went to the urn and poured three cups. The tea bags were black and gold, 

the milk a two-litre UHT bottle, half-empty, a black Texta ‘Bells’ scrawled across the 

label.  

Around them couples talked; brothers laughed; a daughter wiped muck from 

the mouth of her elderly father.  

‘You look thin. More than usual,’ said Jen. 

‘I’m not warming to the food. At least, not yet.’ 

‘Lucky for you, cause I smuggled in a Swiss roll.’ 

‘Really?’  

‘No, not really. Where would I have put it?’ 

 ‘It’s good to see you. Getting here’s not all that easy. The airport give you 

leave, Dad? Planes crashing as we speak?’  

‘Replacement on board. So far, all good.’  

‘You missed us, right? I mean, it’s been a while.’ 

‘Jay.’ 

‘Where’s Emily?’ 

‘Couldn’t make it. She said to say happy birthday.’  

Jay nodded. 

‘She wanted to come,’ said Jen. 

‘Sure she did.’ 

The orderly circled the room. He stared at Jason before moving to the next 

table, and the next. Jason fidgeted, felt the reinforced bolts in the chair through the 

bottom of his trousers. Moment by moment, slowly going mad from a series of small 
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inconveniences; tiny head fucks, one after the other, from envelope-sized lockers to 

hobbled chairs and scratched tables. 

‘Dr Phillips said he spoke to you on the phone.’ 

Jason nodded. 

‘What did he say?’  

‘That you need to take your meds,’ said Jason.  

‘Well, obviously.’  

‘Cut the crap, Jay. Work with us, hey?’  

‘Are you coming back? For good?  

‘What do you mean?’ 

‘Any sparks?’  

‘No, love,’ said Jen. 

‘Why did you guys break up in the first place? Every time I ask Alex, he 

changes the subject.’  

‘Well, your mother cheated on me,’ said Jason.  

‘And you played no part in that,’ said Jen. 

‘For God’s sake,’ said Jay, ‘I already know about that, but that’s not why you 

broke up.’ 

‘I don’t know. I don’t know why.’ 

 ‘We’ve done this,’ said Jen. 

‘But you never told me,’ said Jay.  ‘So come on. It’s my eighteenth birthday, 

and I’m in loony land, counting cards with the schizos. Humour me. Tell me the truth.’ 

Jason put his head in his hands, rubbed at his eyes. Looked up at his son, 

sighing. ‘You mess things up,’ said Jason. ‘You don’t mean to, but you do.’ 

‘That’s not fair,’ said Jen. 

‘It’s the truth. Please, can we talk about something else?’ 

‘Sorry, Dad,’ mumbled Jay. 

‘We broke up. It doesn’t matter why.’ 

Jay furrowed his brow, as if searching for an appropriate response. ‘You need 

another drink?’  

They shook their heads in unison. 

‘They say I’m getting better.’ 

‘Yeah?’ 

Jay nodded. ‘But then I get worse.’  
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A man screamed in the far corner. Scream turned to sobs, fists hitting the top of 

the table. Two orderlies appeared and removed him from the room. 

‘You need a girlfriend,’ said Jason. 

‘What do you mean?’   

‘You know: bit of crumpet. A girlfriend.’  

‘I’ve got one,’ says Jay. ‘Not here. Outside.’ 

‘Really?’ said Jen. ‘What’s her name?’  

‘Penny,’ said Jay. 

‘Penny?  

‘Uh-huh. Why?’ 

‘No, it’s just that Alex… not that Penny?’  

‘What do you mean?’ 

‘Nothing,’ said Jen. 

‘Your mother has her wires crossed,’ said Jason. ‘Honestly, it’s nothing.’ 

A voice blared out over the intercom, announcing the end of visiting hours. It 

cut in and out of static, punctuated by a loud beep.  

‘I have to go,’ said Jay. ‘Mum, what did Alex do?’ 

‘Leave it,’ said Jen. ‘You know me. Can’t remember my own name.’  

Jay hugged his father first, and then his mother.  ‘Love you guys. Not long 

now.’ 

‘I know.’ Jay kissed her on the cheek and nodded at Jason. He smiled back. 

‘See you mate.’  

Jay waved, took a breath, and turned towards the door. The patients filed into 

line, short and tall, disappearing until the room had emptied of patients and the door 

clanged shut.  

The family members sat, spread out unevenly amongst scratched tables. Some 

eventually left, but Jen did not move.    

‘Same time next week?' said Jason. She stared out the window. He thought her 

distracted, but on standing, she turned away and began to shake.  

He stood close, but not too close, and for a moment, did not know what to do. 

What was right, proper, protocol? He finally reached out, resting his hand on the 

shoulder. ‘We need to go.’ 

Jen turned, smiled, and lifted his hand off of her shoulder. ‘Then we should 

go,’ she said and walked out of the room.   
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I Got You 

 

Jay stood at the King's Park lookout with his girlfriend Anna, pulling his sleeves up 

over his hands, as a sea of shifting clouds cast shadows on the cityscape. He’d never 

before been so obsessed with open space. Since getting out of Bells, he spent most 

weekends surrounded by air. 

  From up high, Perth seemed serene: water patterns rippling, turning on the 

Swan River, freeways snaking in and out of the city. Perth was forever a city of 

sandpits and concrete foundations, apartment blocks reaching ever higher for the 

clouds. Ripples from the city ferry and sailboats scattered closer to the Narrows cut 

lines, waves arcing up, and out to the shore. 

 To Jay’s right, the King’s Park war memorial jutted into the sky, its nearby 

flame forever lit. Kids perched themselves at either end of the whispering wall, sharing 

swear words and secrets, their voices tunnelled from end to end. 

     The rule, Jay remembered as he stared down at the city, is that each car is a 

person. Each window is somebody’s office, a person’s home away from home. Work 

there long enough, and you get to know the names, the faces, birthdays marked up on 

the office calendar. Gifts, cards; conversations stretched out to breaking point, 

prolonging the eventual retreat to the cubicle.  

     His enrolment at UWA had been cancelled, a foregone conclusion given all the 

time he’d spent at Bell’s Lake. His mother, disappointed. Not his fault. Who made him 

the saviour of his family?   

     ‘What are you thinking about?’ 

     He remained silent. 

     ‘Earth to Jay,’ said Anna. ‘What’s up?’ 

     He went to touch her hair, but then thought better of it. A tousled blonde bob 

that sat perfectly, regardless of wind, weather or exertion, it was one of Anna’s many 

masterpieces.  

 ‘Just thinking about Alex.’ 

     She frowned. ‘I’m sure he’s sorry.’ 

     ‘I’m sure he’s not.’ 

 ‘Did he go to your granddad’s funeral?’  

 ‘How would I know that?’  

 ‘I don’t know,’ said Anna. ‘I thought your Mum might have said.’ 
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     As boys, he and Alex had devised a game called Carousel. Alex grabbed Jay by 

his hands and feet, swung him around and around, increased velocity until the house 

was a blur. Jay could feel himself rise and fall, the gravitational pull on his skin.  

     They stopped playing Carousel when Alex swung his brother into a chest of 

drawers, cracking his head on the edge. An accident. But then, it always was.  

     ‘You bored?’ said Anna. 

     ‘You want to go?’  

     ‘No. We can stay.’ 

     ‘We can go if you want,’  

     ‘Do you want to go?’ 

     ‘Arrgh,’ said Jay. ‘Why do you do this?’ 

     They had another game where Jay lay on the side of the road, smeared in ketchup. 

A car waved down. Alex saying, ‘Help, my brother has been hit by a car,’ A driver, 

distraught, and the two boys bursting into laughter.  

     ‘Anna.’ 

     She turned back towards him, hands grasping the rails. ‘Yeah?’ 

     ‘You like your sister?’  

     ‘I love my sister.’  

     ‘Right.’  

     ‘It’s like chords, Jay. You know the keys on a piano?’ 

     ‘Yes. Well, sort of.’  

     ‘Keys equal Family. But you have to factor in the variations,’ said Anna. 

‘Heavy, light, slow, fast, dependent on the beat. You think you have it down. You 

think you have the tune …but family, they’re rubato.’ 

     ‘Whereas you’re just pretentious.’  

     ‘Rubato,’ said Anna, ‘is a deviation from the rhythm.’ She tinkled her fingers 

back and forth, across the rail, slowing to a stop.  

     ‘Thanks, Beethoven.’ 

     ‘Shut up.’ 

     ‘So family’s music.’  

     ‘Yes. Is that OK with you?’ 

     Jay furrowed his brow. Went to speak, and stopped himself. Breathed out. ‘Do 

you like me?’ 

     ‘I love you, Jay.’ 
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     ‘Do you like me?’  

     ‘Who likes anyone?’ said Anna. She took his hand in hers, slender fingers 

clenched around his wrist. ‘You should call your brother.’’ 

     ‘I know,’ said Jay. ‘I don’t want to talk about him anymore.’ 

     ‘Leave it with you,’ said Anna. ‘In your own time.’ She walked further down 

the lookout.  

     ‘You have a stunning bum,’ said Jay. 

     She turned back. ‘I’m sorry?’  

     ‘Your bum. It’s pretty much the best thing in the world.’ 

     ‘You like a skinny arse?’ 

     ‘You know, that’s the first time you’ve cursed.’ 

     ‘We should go somewhere,’ said Anna. ‘Curse some more.’ 

 Jay liked it when she smiled. He smiled back, hoping she might stick around, 

but guessing that she wouldn’t. 

 

*** 

June 6th, 1997 

 

Dr Adam Phillips 

Bell’s Lake Psychiatric Hospital 

283 Brockway Road 

Mount Claremont 

Western Australia 6010 

 

My name is Jennifer Slater and I am writing in response to your letter dated May 25th.  

     It is of my opinion that Jay needs regular and sustained psychiatric help. While 

Jay has remained functional for much of his life, he shows a tendency to wallow in 

both his and other people’s mistakes. He is overly sensitive to his surroundings and 

over the past twelve months, has struggled in his ability to cope with the outside world. 

     Growing up, I shielded him from things I thought he wouldn’t be able to 

understand. At times, he sensed he wasn’t getting the whole story.  

     While I have not been able to visit Jay as much as I would have liked to, I love 

my son, and only want what’s best for him. With that in mind, I trust your expert 
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judgment and will support your call for long-term residency. If I can offer further 

assistance, then please, let me know.  

 

*** 

 

‘You,’ said Anna, ‘are a fucking nightmare.’ 

 They had agreed to go on a weekend retreat, Friday, Saturday, and back on the 

Sunday. Busselton, mini-golf and a jetty, stretching out, wood gone grey from the sun, 

and unfettered ocean.  

 Now they were at a roadhouse on the way to Bunbury, playing Russian roulette 

with the Bain Marie.  

 ‘Go the toastie. No meat.’ 

 ‘But it’s two pm,’ said Jay. ‘That toastie would have been there since seven.’  

 ‘You don’t know that.’ 

 ‘And you do?’ 

 ‘Jay, sort it out.’ 

 And he wanted to. Really he did.  

They reached their accommodation in Busselton, originally lured in by 

Photoshopped panoramas on the front signage, but soon seeing something closer to an 

average house, in an average resort. They pulled the curtains almost immediately and 

had quick, loud sex on the double bed. Anna flushed red up in her cheeks, Jay 

sweating.  

 ‘Sorry about the toastie.’ 

 ‘You taking your meds?’  

 ‘I’m not a kid.’  

 ‘Are you taking your meds?’  

 ‘Yes, dear. Want to go again?’  

 ‘Really?’  

 ‘I’m up,’ he said, looking down. 

 ‘Ooh…maybe.’ 

Jay traced his finger along her silhouette, pausing at her hip, looping around to her left 

breast, and resting on the nipple. 

 ‘I am totally fucked,’ said Anna. 
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 Jay smiled. For once he felt unfucked, free of flaw or imperfection. Not that it 

didn’t come and go, the feeling. You are not your story, he thought, a mantra picked up 

from Tuesday mornings psych-outs with Steven. 

 ‘Ella’s moving out.’ 

 ‘She is?’  

 She leaned up onto one arm. ‘Room’s free. Has study written all over it, don’t 

you think?’  

 It wasn’t the worst idea she’d come up with. His place in Rivervale was poky. 

It smelled strange too, a combination of fabric burn and damp, and he’d just found 

another nest of wasps in the ceiling cavity.  

 ‘Maybe we should wait,’ said Jay.  

 ‘You do want this, don’t you?’  

 And he did. He always had. He wanted to ask if there was some kind of 

guarantee, a way they could be, and never change.  

‘You’ll just leave. That’s what people do.’  

‘I will if you keep up this crap. I love you, you idiot. Think about it, hey? What you 

really want…and what keeps stopping you.’  

 

*** 

June 8th, 1997 

 

Dr Adam Phillips 

Bell’s Lake Psychiatric Hospital 

283 Brockway Road 

Mount Claremont 

WA 6010 

 

My name is Jason Slater and I write in support of my ex-wife, Jennifer, in regard to 

your letter dated May 25th.  

     Over time, I have come to realise that Jay struggled in the wake of Jennifer’s 

and my divorce. I would like to say I’ve been there to guide him through, but it’s hard 

when you work on the other side of the country.  

 I appreciate your candour in what’s a difficult situation. I ask only that you 

keep me informed as to best courses of action as they come to light. I also want to give 
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you the space to do your job. In that respect, I’ll contact only if, in the course of my 

research, I discover something particularly pertinent. 

While I was initially hesitant to commit to Jay’s treatment, knowing little about 

the circumstances regarding his admission, I see now that we’ve done what’s best. As 

his father and primary carer, I’ve often wondered how best to raise him, love him, and 

protect him. If we have at times lost touch, it has been with his best interests at heart, 

and more recently, his express permission.  

 

*** 

Jay’s shopping cart had a wonky wheel. He tried a range of approaches to steady its 

shake. First, he pushed hard, hoping that with speed the wobble would go away. Next, 

he tried to drive it at a slight angle, but the other three wheels caught their surrounding 

brackets.  

     Eventually he discarded the trolley, abandoning some baby spinach, a bag of 

Ruby Lou potatoes, and a tub of Yogo.  

 He picked up a hand basket, fished out a stray receipt and stuffed it in his jeans 

pocket. Grabbed a packet of Maltesers off a display rack and tossed it into the basket.  

 Shopping for one, again. I don’t want to give up on you, Jay, but what do you 

want me to do?  

     As he turned the aisle, he veered to the frozen foods section. He reached in for 

a stir-fry mix, his hand closing around the bag when he heard his name.  

     It was Penny: her hair a fingertip longer, and touching her shoulders. Her nails 

cut short, chewed down to the skin. 

     ‘Hi,’ said Jay, dropping the bag. 

     ‘Hey. What are you doing here?’ 

     ‘Oh, you know.’  

     ‘No,’ said Penny, ‘I don’t.’  

     ‘Well, there’s the shopping. It’s pretty much impossible without a supermarket. 

You working?’  

     ‘No, at uni.’ 

     ‘Still?’  

     ‘Shut up. It’s a PhD. It takes a long time.’ 

     ‘I guess. Well, I should go,’ he mumbled, turning away. 

 ‘Jay?’ She grabbed his arm. 
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 ‘Yeah?’ 

      ‘I’m sorry.’  

     ‘Bit late for that.’  

     ‘You’re upset.’ 

     ‘What do you want me to say?’ 

     ‘Your brother, he broke it off. Once you went inside…we just couldn’t.’         

     ‘I don’t need to know this.’ 

     ‘Do you believe me? That he’s sorry? That he messed up?’ 

      ‘That has nothing to do with you.’ 

     ‘Okay but—’ 

     ‘You ever wanted somebody to be there, to watch out for you? Someone you 

could trust?’ 

     ‘What do you think?’ said Penny, laughing despite herself.  

     ‘I think we fucked this up.’  

     ‘So what do we do?’  

     ‘Nothing,’ said Jay. ‘It’s been done.’ 

 ‘But—’ 

 ‘It’s okay, really.’ 

     He held out his hands. She took the hug. He closed his eyes. Could tell that 

she’d kept hers open.  

     ‘See you, Penny.’ 

     She kissed his cheek and then pulled away. ‘Bye.’ 

      Walked down the line of freezers, her fingers tracing the top. She slowed, as if 

expecting to be called back. Lifted her fingers to her mouth. She rubbed out the cold 

with her thumb, blew the fingers warm, and kept walking.  

 He picked up his phone, called up Anna’s number on the screen, and took a 

deep breath, unsure of what or whom it was that he wanted. 

 

*** 

June 1st, 1997 

 

Dr Adam Phillips 

Bell’s Lake Psychiatric Hospital 

283 Brockway Road 
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Mount Claremont 

WA 6010 

 

My name is Alex Slater, and I am writing to support the release of my brother, Jay, 

into my care.   

     Jay has spent the last three months at Bells Lake Psychiatric Hospital. During 

this time, I have seen his condition deteriorate. I have visited every week, ensuring he 

has his music, his movies, and some sense of his family. At first he pushed me away, 

but eventually came to accept I would be around for as long as it takes.  

     Mum and Dad love him very much. I know they do. But they’re yet to visit Jay. Dad 

lives interstate. He has a very important position in Sydney, I’m told, although I’ve 

been unable to track him down, either now, or at any other stage in my life.  

     Jay sometimes gets upset. If the reasons are unclear to any of you, I’ll do my 

best to explain. My brother loves pretty much everything and everyone in the world. 

Sometimes people let him down. You’d think he hates us for it, but for some reason he 

keeps on forgiving. 

     I do not have a sound medical reason as to why my brother should be entered 

into my care. I know that since Dad left, I’ve looked out for him.  I hated him some 

days; since he went in, though, I feel sick. It’s killing me to feel this helpless. 

     I would like to meet with you to discuss my brother’s release. If I need special 

training, I’ll take it. If I need to cut back on work hours, I’ll do that too. I want to do 

something good. Just once, for our family to help each other. 
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View to a Kill 

 

Emily could not stop dancing. 

 She had been like this for days. A gift from her mother, Slippery When Wet, by 

Bon Jovi, her first cassette on her brand new ghetto blaster.  

 She didn’t have another tape to play. She didn’t care. It was an amazing album. 

If it wasn’t enough to know that ‘Livin’ on a Prayer’ was on the album, it was heaven 

when it hit, track three, and this must be what it’s like to kiss Eamon, she thought. 

What it’s like to love, and be loved back.  

 At night, when everyone was asleep, she would close her eyes. See Eamon 

smiling back at her; face so close she could feel his breath, noses nearly touching. Soft, 

sweet lips, strong hands clasped around the small of her back and he says, ‘Pretty girl. 

I love you so much.’ 

 It was Emily’s fourteenth birthday on Sunday. Jen had decided on a Pretty in 

Pink party on the urgings of Emily, who had watched it again the previous weekend, 

and ‘Oh my God, Mum, there’s the guy, his name’s Blaine, and I love him, and can we 

get St. Elmo’s Fire too, Mum? Can we?’ 

 Emily decided on a pink, full-length strapless corset dress. They had sold out of 

pink fabric at Textile Traders, so Jen bought blue instead. 

 When Emily eventually came out of her room, she told her mother the party 

was off, there was no way she was going to wear a blue dress, and that was that.  Her 

mother protested, as mothers do, but it was only when Emily began to cry, running 

back to her room, that she let it lie. 

 In the end, Jen rang Sophie, and she came over quick, saved the day. Dinner at 

the burger box, just Sophie and Emily. Letting off steam, some laughs, and a shared 

sundae, long drive down to the river, talking it out, and if anyone could understand 

Emily, it was Sophie, who had always wanted a daughter, and would have had one, 

had things turned out different.  

  Emily hugged her Mum at the front door, asked ‘Please, could she still have the 

Pretty in Pink party?' and it was all Jen could do not to cry.  

 Jen sewed the dress from the pattern the next day, Sophie pouring drinks and 

reassuring Emily in equal measure, her arm around Emily on the couch, watching on 

as scissors slashed through the fabric. At times, Jen wanted to pat her daughter on the 
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ankle, but she knew not what she was trying to acknowledge, or how, despite her best 

intentions, she so often got it wrong.  

 It was not an easy dress to sew. Four different shades of blue taffeta had to be 

entwined, leading up to a wrap-like corset of a different fabric, itself bordered by a 

sequinned trim.  

Jen kept at it. Tried again, made two subsequent trips to find the right match, 

and, three days later, had finished. Emily wouldn’t come out at first, and Jen and 

Sophie, who’d been halfway through watching The Mission, had turned the tape off, 

went to her door, and worked together at getting her to come out. 

When Emily appeared, Jen gasped. Emily smiled a shy smile, and then they 

hugged, and for a moment were still, almost symmetrical, but for the couple of 

centimetres the daughter had on her mother. Emily twirled, curtsied, and laughed.  

The dress was perfect.  

The phone rang. Jen answered, smiled, put the phone to her chest, and 

whispered: ‘It’s Eamon. He wants to know about the party.’  

Emily ran into her room to take the call. Sophie wiped her brow in mock-relief. 

Jen grabbed her friend, wrapped her up, saying, ‘thank you, thank you,’ as if it were a 

prayer, or mantra. Sophie welled up. She said it was her allergies, made her excuses, 

and promised, if possible, that she would make it to the party. 

 

*** 

 

By the day of the party, Emily had gone off Bon Jovi. She was onto ‘Kiss Me, Kiss 

Me, Kiss Me' by The Cure, which to Jen sounded like the ramblings of a mental 

patient. She persevered, spending nights with Graceland to wash away a day's worth 

of ‘Why Can't I Be You?'  

By the party, Alex was on a football trip, and Jay was at Sophie’s house for the 

afternoon, delivered with some books, his Sega Megadrive, and the ‘popcorn pumper’, 

a popcorn machine with a broken butter cup, which, after years at the back of a 

cupboard, was about to get its first workout.  

 Emily rang her Dad, shoving a blanket under the door, so her Mum wouldn’t 

hear. He said he loved her, and missed her, and that next year they would get to share 

her birthday together. 
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Jen had not planned on doing the cake on her own, or the mocktails either, but 

there was no one else to do it, and in a way, she enjoyed the solitude. Living in Perth, 

you had to be self-sufficient. It was not a city in which to rely on, or stand out, and so, 

her fingers stained by food colouring, she set to create liquid heaven, shot after shot of 

non-alcoholic bliss.  

By three pm, the kitchen was covered in chocolate shavings, strawberry slices 

and puddles of colouring, each a different shade of the rainbow. By four, Emily was in 

her dress, and sat cross-legged in her bedroom, watching Pretty in Pink. By five, she 

was surrounded by four other Andies, all swooning over Blane’s dreamy eyes, squeals 

and giggles echoing up into the hallway.  

Sophie called at around six. Jay had eaten some old lemon crèmes in a 

Tupperware, way up the back of the cupboard. Alright, just a bit of bellyache. As she 

talked, he kept her up to date with a running commentary on his toilet activities.   

She called Emily away from her friends to let her know.  

‘But she said she would come, right?’  

‘Jay’s not well.’  

‘Well, der.’  

‘No, not like that. He ate some biscuits.’  

‘Your point being?’  

‘I’m sorry, love.’  

‘It’s ok,’ said Emily. ‘It’s not your fault,’ and ran back to the group. As they 

danced, Jen thought of ‘Ring Around the Rosie’. Watched her girl, not taking the 

limelight, but sharing it so beautifully.  

Emily looked back, smiled. A boy took her hand, and together, they danced. 

Chestnut curls, swaying. Glitter on her shoulders.  

It’s all happening so quickly, thought Jen, and it was all she could do not to 

burst into tears. 

Back in the kitchen, Jen opened up the back door to dry out the freshly mopped 

linoleum. She heard the girls; their laughter carried up and into the house, and smiled. 

Having just iced the last of the cupcakes, she’d decided to leave the kitchen be. She 

scrawled a sign on pink paper, pointing the guests towards the back of the house. Slid 

on her shoes, which fit almost perfect, worn, as they were, from years of being a 

mother. 
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*** 

They headed out to the garden, while Jen lit candles, hanging fairy lights from one side 

of the marquee to the other. On the table she had arranged the plates, name cards too, 

boy girl boy, in the hope it might encourage interaction. Sophie had not been as sure, 

but Jen knew something Sophie didn't, that Eamon was going to be at the party, and 

that, if at all possible, they'd be able to sit together.  

  Emily had asked her mother earlier if she should invite Eamon. She said she 

might be nervous. She’d loved him ever since he’d walked into class. 

 ‘What’s he like?’   

 ‘Skinny,’ she said. ‘Bit like Blaine, if he were smarter. And his voice. Kind of 

deep, husky. He lisps on certain words.’  

 ‘Ooh.’  

 ‘I really like him, Mum.’  

 ‘I get that. Maybe you’ll get some time, tonight, you and him.’  

 ‘I feel all funny.’  

 ‘Aw love,’ said Jen. ‘He sounds really special.’  

 They hugged a proper hug, which happened now and then, though often Jen 

didn’t know what to say, or even how to say it.  

 

*** 

 

Boys and girls filed into the marquee at around seven, most shyly looking at the grass, 

waiting patiently for food or drink with which to occupy their hands.  Emily sat first, 

and waited, boy, girl, boy walking in until finally, Eamon entered. She had watched 

him, for the most part. Smiled a couple of times, but he seemed distracted, off in 

thought.  

He smiled nervously, seeing the last remaining seat next to Emily. He sat down 

quietly. A friend, her mouth gaping, looked across at Emily. She mouthed ‘I know!' 

and then ‘ssh,' the two of them giggling into their hands.   

 They didn’t need music at that point, buoyed as they were by a mix of 

giddiness, excitement and red cordial. The girls told Emily that hers was the most 

beautiful dress they had ever seen, while the boys tried their best to appear 

sophisticated.  
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  The girls laughed. The boys blushed. They ate slowly, as if considering the 

pizza as they brought it to their mouths. Eamon took a metallic rose he had seen lying 

on the table and gave it to Emily, amidst ‘ooh's' from the rest of the party. She blushed 

but smiled. Jen tried to catch her eye, but left the marquee in the end, content to sit on 

the step, in anticipation of when she would again be needed.   

 

*** 

 

After dinner Jen had scheduled party games. As she ferried them out of the marquee, 

Emily gestured towards Eamon, about to leave his seat.  

 ‘We’ll come get you in a bit, hey?’ said Jen. ‘Eamon, you want to help Emily 

tidy up?’  

 Eamon nodded, confused. 

 As she left, Jen pulled across the door flap. A place, she thought, just for the 

two of them.  

They came out eventually, all smiles, and holding hands, a rug clasped by 

Emily’s side. Eamon gave a guilty grin when he saw Jen marshalling up the next game 

of truth, dare, or torture, but he needn’t have worried. She gave them two plates, a slice 

of cake each, and they found their way to the back of the garden.  

 Emily lay a rug over the grass, freshly mown and slightly damp from the 

sprinklers in the afternoon. She sat so her dress pooled around her, legs bent 

underneath. She reached over.  

‘So what do you like?’ she said. 

 ‘I liked before. When you sang that song from the movie. ‘If you leave’: “I 

touch you once. I touch you twice.”  

 She blushed. He leaned forward. They hugged, slowly. Kissed her, an awkward 

peck.  

 A car pulled into the driveway, casting light up the back of the garden, barely 

missing them huddled together. A man hopped out, and Jen walked across. Voices, 

softly back and forth, Jen, laughing, happy, hopeful, and then ‘Emily! Eamon’s father. 

It’s time for him to go.’ Laughter again, and then a patient wait at the back verandah.  

 ‘You have to go.’  

 ‘I don’t want to.’  
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 ‘I’ll call you, tomorrow,’ said Emily. She kissed him on the cheek. ‘Thank 

you.’  

 ‘What do you mean?’  

 ‘This is the best birthday ever,’ she said, and holding his hand with both of 

hers.  

A last kiss, and he was up, and on to the verandah.  

 Emily could not stop dancing that night. Her legs were like lightning rods, her 

hair, back and forth, shaking away the blades of grass that had snuck onto her dress up 

the back of the house. The girls held hands, the boys now long gone, songs melting 

into each other, 1987 Hits Out, into Summer ’87. Finished, seated and exhausted, 

laughter, cake, and confessions. Cars. Parents. Begging, pleading, just five minutes 

more. By the end, just Jen and Emily again, the latter intent on sleeping in her dress, 

on touching her cheek, over and over, and on telling her mum all about Eamon, a 

dream, a prince, a beautiful boy.  

 

*** 

 

In time, they took to skipping this part of the story. It was lovely in its own way; it’s 

just that other things happened. The day after, Emily rang, as promised, to organise a 

date. Eamon seemed sad, distant. Said he couldn’t go out with her. That they had to 

break up, and wouldn’t say why. Emily ran into her room that afternoon, and wouldn’t 

stop crying.  

 Stayed friends with her through school and after, too. Went out with girls not 

as emotionally laboured as Emily. Got mad if she even looked at another guy, though 

he wouldn’t say it straight out. Got handsy, often inappropriately so: arm around her, 

school ball, and ‘Look at us, Em. What a couple we’d make.’  

 Emily would get confused. Long, sharing letters. Two hour phone 

conversations. Movie days, just the two of them. Jen would find them, cuddled 

together, same couch, thinking maybe I’ve got it all wrong, and they’re going to get 

together.  

 He complained when she got herself a guy, said they never caught up anymore, 

and he wanted more quality time with her. Went out with dipshit girls, and bitched 

when they didn’t work out.  
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 One day she decided to see the world. Six months in Europe. He wouldn’t 

leave her side at the going away party. Stared deeply into her eyes. Face so close she 

could feel his breath, noses nearly touching.  

 He called the next day, as Emily was packing her bags. 

‘Hey.’ His voice was low, muted. 

‘Hey.’  

‘What time’s your flight?’  

‘11.30.’ 

‘Right.’  

‘Big adventure,’ said Emily.  

He breathed deep. ‘I don’t want you to go.’  

‘Right.’  

And they talked, and he cried, and at the time, it was as if he really loved her. 

 By the time Emily boarded the plane, she no longer wanted to dance. Felt 

heavy in her stomach, as to why her, now, over and over. 

 And that’s it, thought Emily. You could have got me to stay. But that’s never 

what you wanted.  

You wanted someone, anyone, to pine over you.  
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One and Only 

 

Me. Emily. A party, few months back. Kegs on tap, eight to late, with The Bends on 

repeat. High school crew, and a bunch of gate crashers. Passed out in the spare room. 

Woke up to a guy with his tongue in my mouth, his hand down my pants. Told him to 

stop, but he kept going until Alex came in and threw him against the wall. 

     Jay was in the next room, alphabetising the CDs.   

 Ladies and gentlemen, may I present, my amazing, confounding, and 

profoundly annoying brothers. 

 Alex is out of favour. He has no one to blame but himself. Maybe if he opened 

up more we’d be less inclined to think the worst, ‘cause what are we meant to think 

when he misses birthdays? What are we to assume when he never answers the phone? 

     Jay is the favourite. Mum loves him. Dad loves him, or did until he up and 

moved to New South Wales. And we love you, Jay. Don’t ever forget that. 

  He’s the work-in-progress. I’m the director’s commentary, and ‘it’s ok, that 

weirdness, it’s part of his uni degree, first-year prodigy with a HECS debt and a 

growing reputation. One day he will be such a big shot, and we’ll have to book 

appointments and everything.’ 

     Mum has been flaky since me and Jay moved out. She’s worried; it’s his first 

time living out of home. She thinks we’ll band together… That the more we grow to 

love each other, the less we’ll rely on her.  

 Today she calls early, just to say ‘hi.’ That’s the official reason. We talk for a 

minute, and then she skips to the same track. 

 ‘Do you ever hear from your father?’  

 ‘You want to get back together?’ 

 ‘No, it’s just, with Jay’s eighteenth coming up…I thought maybe we could 

surprise him, get your dad back…If you’re in touch.’ 

 ‘Let it go, Mum.’ 

 ‘You’d tell me though. I mean, if you were in contact.’ 

 ‘How,’ I ask, ‘Is this any of your business?’ 

 And yes, he writes to me, and no, it’s none of her business. 

      

*** 
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Monday to Friday I work one to five, the dependent people of the world queued at my 

counter. On days off work, I miss that. I like the look of someone who needs me. It 

means I can help. That I make a difference. 

 They come in, and speak clearly when asking for their medication, as if it’s a 

packet of biscuits. When it’s a prescription, they hand over the script in silence, but 

hold up, free and easy; you’re not done yet, not by a long shot. Which brand do you 

prefer? Have you used this before? And why won’t you look me in the eye? 

 Many look sad, most afraid. I smile. I like to think I make a difference. 

     Who’s to say we don’t help them just by being here? Who says we need to go 

through life alone? It’s important, I think, to know that somewhere, someone will let 

you in. 

*** 

 

Some nights I have sex dreams. Tongues licking lips, moans, cries, flesh that turns to 

clay. My feet are stuck. They’re all around, grasping at me.  

    Let’s pretend I do something about it. Meet a guy. He takes me home. When I 

wake the next morning, I’m happy. Choose a mug, wash it out, and wait for the kettle 

to boil. 

     Let’s pretend our bodies melt when we fuck. That I can leave if I want to. That 

when he says, ‘I have to go to work,’ there’s freedom in knowing that I’ll never see 

him again. 

     I know I’m stalling. But let’s pretend, for a moment, that there’s reason to the 

things I do.  

*** 

 

When I walk into a room, I get looks. 

     I’m OK, I guess. Worth a second look. Blonde dyed brown, slim, but with 

bumps to keep the boys looking. 

     Cross the room at Dan or Toby’s 21st: half-smile, shake of the head, and out to 

the garden. 

     Eyes deep blue; the colour of the sea, as Dad once said, before he moved to the 

land of the lost. 

     I looked up the trip. Three days on the train. Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, 

and then you arrive.  
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 Like I said, Dad writes me letters. No need to write to Alex, he’s already been 

over, but he still writes letters to Jay, although as yet, Jay has never written back. 

  Some nights I drift up, and away from the family tree. I’m alone, and it doesn’t 

matter what they do, if they care, or whether or not I’m adhering to their standards.  

 I walk into a room. If I like a guy, I’m going to have him, sooner or later. 

 

*** 

 

Saturday morning I’m hunched at the table, half-hung over and nursing a coffee. Jay is 

fully dressed, with me in my pyjamas. I wouldn’t mind, but he’s staring.  

 ‘What?’  

     ‘Who is it today?’  

     ‘What do you mean?’  

     ‘Are you trying to be alternative?’ He squints. ‘What’s that on your hand?’ 

 ‘It’s a barcode.’ 

 ‘Are you ‘on special’? 

 I raise an eyebrow. ‘It’s a statement, Jay. About the world.’ 

 ‘It’s a bit sad.’  

     ‘Yes, Jay. That is what’s sad.’ 

 He dips a Tim-Tam into his coffee, watches it melt, chocolate slick spreading out to 

the edge of the cup. He drops the Tim-Tam, licks his fingers clean and sculls his 

coffee.    

     ‘Where’s Dom?’  

     ‘He had to work.’  

  Jay smiles. ‘You’re a great couple.’ 

 ‘We’re not a couple. I mean, it’s not as if we’re mutually exclusive.’ 

  He takes another Tim-Tam.  

     ‘Jay.’ 

 He points a finger at me, like he’s a game show host. 

 ‘You got this week’s rent?’  

 ‘Kind of,’ says Jay.  

 ‘I can’t keep covering you, you know.’ 

 ‘Isn’t that what big sisters are for?’ 

 ‘No.’ 
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 ‘You say that, yet here we are.’ 

  ‘Jay—’ 

     ‘It’s cool, I’ll pay you back.’ 

 He empties the remaining Tim-Tams onto his plate, puts one into his mouth, 

and wanders away to his bedroom. 

 

*** 

 

Mum says my room is different. I say, ‘I know. I’m different.’  

  It’s darker now. I like the way that PJ stares back from the poster, naked, her 

head tilted, hair arched up, perpetually airborne. She gets it. We should go out 

together; we would tear this town apart.   

 I pull the blinds. Write a poem. Words stick in my throat. I scratch the paper; 

lick the pen marks off my hand.   

     Lie on my back. Close my eyes.  

  Remember Dom at the foot of my bed, naked, proud. Like he’s done anything 

other than been given a Y chromosome.  

     Comes closer. Standing. Waiting. 

      I shake my head. ‘Not gonna happen.’  

     ‘Maybe you’re a lesbian.’  

     ‘Maybe you’re a moron.’  

 Open my eyes. Go to ring Dom, then see the time on the phone. 

 And I find myself a job. If I’m lucky, I’ll hold on to it. 

I’m on Fairfield. Blue rinse crew, roses pruned and watching me from behind 

the curtains. Occasional scowls from the old bitches. Poor thing, did you see the holes 

in her tights? Can’t she go and buy some new ones? 

     I’m on Scarborough Beach Road, strays streaming into the Alehouse. Man 

boys, football jumpers tight over tees, already half-pissed, saying, ‘What do you 

reckon, boys? One for the rotisserie?’ 

     I want to knee them in the nuts: to see if they think with anything other than 

their dicks.    

      Jay says he’s embarrassed to be a man. That gender roles are so often based on 

a series of ideas that were dated from day dot. He says we are locked in an ideal 
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perpetuated by movies and music, and then laughs as if amazed by the intricacies of 

his mind.   

     I tell him that he doesn’t have to live in our ideal. If he did he’d walk into 

Myer, switchblade through the chiffon, tear apart the tulle and walk out.  

 He might appreciate what we go through. He will never have to understand. 

 

*** 

 

Being a pharmacy assistant is not the same as being a pharmacist. Irate octogenarians, 

bothered mums and men with mysterious rashes often explain this to me while 

repeating their need for fungal powder, bum cream, or oil of Olay.  

     I get it: they need relief. Twenty milligrams of attention, three times a day.  

     So many problems. So many products. 

     Jay does not agree with medication. He writes about it in his diary. I know, not 

cool, but here’s an extract: 

     ‘Medicines, I believe, are for the hollow-eyed serfs that surrender to the work-a-day 

existence. Medication is symptom shorthand, a global Band-Aid to a world that’s 

losing touch with reality.’ 

     He needs a girlfriend. 

     I need to finish my shift. To get to the florist, Coles and Target, because Jay, in 

his infinite wisdom, bought Mum a tree shaped jewellery holder for her birthday. 

     I finish my shift. A junkie, who can’t get what she wants, tells me I’m a stuck-

up bitch, and ugly, too. Outside, a parking officer prints a ticket. He looks before 

sliding it under the wiper as if he’s the guilty party.   

 

*** 

 

Jay gets in at six, as I smooth the icing around Mum’s cake. Carrot’s her favourite, 

crushed walnuts capsized in thick vanilla icing, and yes, it is a family recipe, but it’s 

nice to have something we do that’s not based on fear, or a sense of obligation.   

     I would normally have lemon wedges on top for decoration, but mung bean Jay 

put them in his Coke. He says it’s science, whatever that means.  

     I slide the cake into the fridge. Before I close the door, he’s there.  

     ‘Don’t touch it.’ 
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     ‘A little bit? Just a piece?’ 

     ‘I have to get drinks,’ I say. ‘What do you want?’ 

     ‘Ginger beer. Oh, and some wrapping paper. Don’t forget the wrapping paper.’  

     ‘We’ve got some, it’s in my room. Not that you would notice, you drip.’  

     I head out. Buy some drinks, some extra wrapping paper, and then head over to 

Dom’s. He’s not there, so I sit on the verandah, thinking, please come home. I won’t be 

mad if you just come home. 

 

*** 

 

It’s dark when I get back. The door’s wide open.   

     I think about going to the cops, but what would I say? That my house is eerily 

quiet? That I get panic attacks when the power’s out? 

     I walk in, flick on the hallway lamp. Mum’s scarf is draped over the table. Her 

gloves, too.  

 ‘Hello?’ 

     The fridge is open. Broken glass near the dining room table. A plate on the 

floor, the cake mushed underneath. Icing on the wall, up high, as if the cake has been 

hurled across the room.   

     The phone rings. I let the machine take it. It’s Mum.  

      ‘Em, are you home? It’s Jay. Something’s happened. I’ll call in a bit.’ 

      My door’s open; he pulled the throw rug down.  

 I ring Dom. It goes to message bank. I tell him I need him, and what’s the point 

of being with somebody if they’re not there when you need them? 

     Mum calls again. I pick up on the second ring.  

     ‘Where are you?’  

     ‘Jay’s at Bells Lake. He’s in a bad way.’ 

 ‘Where’s Alex? You want me to call him?’  

 ‘He’s here.’  

     ‘Oh.’ 

     ‘What have you done, Em?’ 

 ‘I didn’t, honest.’  

 ‘Yeah, you did,’ she says. ‘I have to go. We’ll talk later on.’ 
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     She hangs up. I walk back to the kitchen, pick up bits of cake with a half-

broken plate. Slide shards, crumbs and icing into the bin. Close the lid. Wash the muck 

off my hands. 

     Feel the pain in my gut but it’s stuck. Punch myself in the stomach, but my fist 

bounces back. It hurts, but not enough. 

     The wrapping paper. He went into my room for the wrapping paper. 

      My nail polish is tipped over. It’s dripping onto the floor. All the drawers are 

open. My bed is covered in letters, all from Dad. The letters to Jay are mostly on top, 

some unopened.  

 Maybe he didn’t find it. 

 I pick up the paper, sorting it into a pile with shaky hands, checking dates, 

beginnings. Go through again, no luck. Maybe I threw it out? 

     Turn right, and the mirror’s tilted back. My PJ poster’s been torn down the middle. 

     See the letter, scrunched by the bed. Pick it up and open it. I already know what 

it says. 

     I’m sorry Jay no longer wants to talk to me. Tell him that I love him, and would 

love to see him, whenever he’s ready. 

     

*** 

 

Dad writes me letters from wherever he is, however he feels on any given day. I could 

tell you what he says, but that doesn’t matter. What matters is that he sends them to 

me.  

      I’m his favourite, Jay. Don’t ever forget that. 
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Give or Take 

 

It took three texts for Emily to end up naked. 

 The first was subtle, Emily to Dom, New Year’s Eve, r u lonely, on a Nokia 

8210 at around seven pm, typed while grabbing a takeaway from Oriel, thinking stay 

casual. Guys like casual. Second text she was driving. Eyes flicked from the screen to 

the road, and back to the screen. A simple suggestion: meet at yours, thinking this 

could be bad, but she likes it when he kisses her neck. There is something familiar in 

the way that he wants her. 

She texted again, I'm here, as she pulled into the driveway. The rain pooled to 

tears on the windscreen, washed away with a swish of the wiper blade.  

Dom pulled her in before she had rung the doorbell. For a second, they held 

hands, and then he shoved her against the wall. He guided her to the edge of the 

countertop, rode up against her. When he undid the top button of her jeans, she pushed 

him away. 

‘What are you doing?’ 

‘I missed you.’ 

‘Not here.’ 

‘Problem?’ 

‘It’s not comfortable, or hygienic. Can’t we go to the bedroom?’ 

Dom smiled and went in for a kiss. She pushed him off. 

‘Come on then,’ he said, leading her down the hallway. 

He kicked his bedroom door closed, fumbled at her belt buckle. Emily’s fingers 

slipped buttons out, traced the line of hair from his chest to his navel. She nearly 

tripped on her half-removed jeans, wobbling for a moment before shrugging them off. 

     She fell back onto the bed. She went to get up, but he pushed her down. His 

hands were at her breasts, first cupped within her brassiere, but pulled out soon 

enough. He turned her onto her side, undid the clasp of her bra.  

He licked her breasts, her stomach, lapping circles with his tongue. She lost 

herself in the lapping, the licking. He worked at her underpants, caterpillar shrug, 

fabric taut and bunched into a rope, his hands gripping tightly. He kissed her hip and 

then rose up into position. She met his gaze, but only for a moment. With one arm he 

reached for the bedhead and then thrust forward, muscles taut, and eyes shut.  
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Emily felt a lump in her throat from the moment he entered. He had been so 

quick to get inside, fucking double-time in search of a climax. Emily wondered 

whether she was simply a hole: somewhere warm, welcome. As he slid in and out, she 

remembered to clench, occasionally grinding her hips into him. She bit her lip to stop 

the tears from coming. As he came, he rolled onto the bed, panting, his body rising and 

falling with each breath. When he got up and walked to the shower, she closed her 

eyes. As she sat up, she felt a thick, sticky fluid squelch, so she lay back down and 

pressed her legs together.  

Dom appeared five minutes later, steam drifting out of the bathroom. He threw 

his towel to the floor. Emily grinned.  

‘You want to go again?’  

‘You have to leave,’ said Dom.  

‘I’m sorry?’  

‘Seriously—’ 

‘Um—’  

‘She just texted,’ he said, slipping on a pair of underpants. ‘Couldn’t wait.’ 

 Emily raised an eyebrow. ‘You’re kidding, right?’  

‘She’ll be here in ten. You have to go.’  

‘I’m sorry. Did us fucking get in the way of you fucking somebody else?’  

‘You have to get dressed.’ 

‘You said you wanted to see me. In your text.’  

‘Your point being?’ 

‘Forget it.’ She walked over to the clothes, lifted his jeans and wiped the mess 

away, rubbing vigorously between her legs before throwing them back onto the pile.  

‘So childish.’  

‘You’d know,’ said Emily, pulling on her clothes as quickly as possible.  

‘I didn’t ask you to come.’  

‘Don’t worry… I never do.’ 

On her way through the kitchen, she knocked down Dom’s dish rack, taking 

solace in the sound of crashing plates. She slammed the front door and hurried to her 

car, reversed quickly before shifting back into first and driving away. Another car 

approached. A girl with lacquered blonde hair and blood-red lips looked up. For a 

second, it seemed as if the girl knew of her, him, and them. That somehow she could 
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tell, and she seemed to smile back.  Emily drove on, distracted, and almost missed her 

turn off. 

She stayed on Walcott, rain soaking the streets, and the traffic lights switched 

from red to green. She could barely see by the time she reached the Hungry Spot.  

She walked inside, grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge and headed to the 

counter. The counter hand, an older man, wore a faded nametag that said ‘Suresh’. She 

strummed one of the steel cords that separated them, watching with interest as it 

pulsed, wobbled within a particular radius before settling back to the point of stasis.  

‘Hello,’ he said.  

‘Hey.’ 

‘Two-fifty.’ 

She dropped a handful of change. He scanned the bottle of water and swept the 

coins off the counter.  

‘You okay?’  

Emily nodded, sniffling slightly. 

‘No shame in sadness,’ said Suresh, closing the till.  

‘Then I guess I’m not sad,’ said Emily, looking away. She grabbed her water 

bottle by the neck and left. 

Outside, clouds shifted across the night sky. To her right, a boy in a hoodie 

chugged from a litre bottle of chocolate milk, swallowed what he could and spat the 

rest into the soil. Across the road, strangers laughed as they turned the corner, bottles 

clinking. A boy pushed his girlfriend towards the road. She swore loudly, at first in 

shock, then in anger. He kept walking. She shouted, and then eventually ran to catch 

up.  

 Emily opened her driver’s door and slid inside. She closed her eyes, breathing 

in, out, thinking, Sleep is the elimination of all thought, she whispered. Sleep is the 

elimination of all thought. And as she drifted out of consciousness, she almost believed 

it.  

 

*** 

 

She woke to a knock on the glass. She turned, startled, to see Suresh at her driver’s 

side window. She hit central locking, put her hand up to motion him away. He kept 

knocking. 
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‘What?’  

Suresh motioned her to put down the window. She rolled it down halfway. 

 ‘Can I help you?’ 

‘You need to move your car,’ said Suresh. ‘We have to keep these spots free on 

Saturday nights.’  

‘Oh. Sorry.’  

‘It’s okay. Tough run?’  

‘Pardon?’  

‘You know,’ he said, ‘tough run? Shit happens?’ 

‘I have had better days.’  

‘Want to talk about it?’ 

‘Not tonight.’ 

‘Some food? It’s my break. I usually sit in the storeroom. It would be good to 

do something different.’ 

Emily traced the outline of the steering wheel and then tapped it twice with her 

hand. ‘You want to eat something?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘With me? In the Hungry Spot car park?’ 

He looked up to the sky. ‘It has stopped raining. Just an idea.’ 

‘What are we eating?’ 

‘Pies out the front?’ 

She raised an eyebrow in suspicion. ‘You going to kidnap me?’ 

‘No. It’s just… you look a little down.’ 

Emily bit her lip. ‘Okay. Give me a minute.’ 

She grabbed a blanket from the boot and laid it on the bonnet of her beaten-up 

Barina. Suresh came back, holding two pies by their wrappers in one hand. In his other 

hand were two ketchups. Emily noticed, to her surprise, that she was salivating.  

Suresh jumped up onto the bonnet. The front of the car bounced as it adjusted 

to the extra weight. He handed a pie to Emily, careful to open the bag before passing it 

on to her. She took a sniff and smiled.  

‘It’s good?’ said Suresh. 

‘Smells great.’ 

‘So, what’s happening?’  

‘What do you mean?’ 
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‘You seem sad. A guy, perhaps?’ 

‘You’re good,’ said Emily. 

 ‘I work all-nighters,’ said Suresh. ‘You wouldn’t believe the things I see. 

Happy people. Sad people. Sometimes angry. Sometimes happy, angry, sad, depending 

on who won the football!’ He laughed. ‘People. They do not see their own theatrics.’ 

‘They’re just feeling things.’ 

‘I mean no disrespect. People mess things up. They don’t even know that 

they’re doing it.’ 

‘What do you feel?’ asked Emily, sipping her water. 

‘Hungry.’ 

‘No, really? You do feel, right?’  

‘Tired,’ said Suresh. ‘I work eight hours, finish by six in the morning. I drive 

home, read the paper and then I think of my wife. I miss her very much.’ 

‘She’s dead?’  

‘No, she’s in Mumbai. I am saving up to get her over.’ 

Emily squirted a line of ketchup onto her pie. ‘When’s she coming?’  

‘A while,’ he said. ‘These things take time. How about you?’ 

‘I used to love a guy,’ said Emily. ‘It didn’t work out.’  

‘Sorry to hear it.’ 

‘It’s okay. He was a dick. It’s just—’  

‘He hurt you.’ 

‘It’s nothing,’ she said, looking away to hide her tears. 

Suresh took the pie from her hands and rested it on the bonnet. He held out his 

handkerchief, and Emily dabbed at her cheeks. 

‘Sorry.’ 

‘It’s okay,’ said Suresh. ‘You have to be careful holding in your tears. Makes 

you bitter, like lemons.’ 

   She laughed, wiping gently at her eyes. 

   ‘Come on. Eat your pie,’ said Suresh. ‘Before it gets cold.’  

   ‘He’s an arsehole,’ said Emily.  

   ‘I knew a girl once, he said. ‘Asha.’  

  ‘How did you meet her?’  
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‘She was a friend of my sister’s. I had only ever seen her in photographs. The 

one photo, she’s smiling coyly. I discovered later that my sister’s boyfriend had taken 

the photograph. Her smile, it wasn’t for me.’ 

‘Like with Dom,’ she said. ‘I thought that he liked me. But being with Dom, 

you’re never really with him. Meet a stranger on the street, and you’ll probably get a 

better conversation.’  

 ‘Some hearts, they’re barely beating. Always needing something, someone. I 

stayed. She strayed. Tried to win her back. Then one day she was gone. Sometimes, 

think I see her at a café. In a park, holding a baby. She’s there, and then not.’ 

Across the road, the lights came on in a nearby house. Suresh went to speak, 

but again held his tongue. 

‘I didn’t mean that,’ Emily said, ‘it’s just…aren’t you meant to be old? To 

know stuff?’  

 ‘What?’  

‘I thought that’s what happens,’ said Emily. ‘If it doesn’t, why get older? What 

is the point?’ 

He laughed. ‘I guess I’m not so much of a grown-up,’ he said. ‘Where would 

you start?’ 

‘I don’t know.’ Emily took a sip of her lemonade, bit her lip, deep in thought. 

‘You sit with people, I guess. Let them come to you.’ 

‘Philosophy.’ 

‘I’m sorry?’  

‘No offence,’ said Suresh, scratching at greying sideburns, ‘But you’ll excuse 

me for tuning out while you tell me what’s what.’ 

‘Don’t do that,’ she said. ‘I didn’t mean it like that.’ 

‘You’re trying to diagnose. Poor Suresh.’ 

‘No, I’m not. What about you?’ said Emily. ‘Why did you come out? What’s 

your ‘agenda’?’ 

 He sat still, his eyes closed, and fists clenched.  

 ‘I’m sorry.’  

 ‘It’s my fault,’ said Suresh. ‘I shouldn’t have bothered you,’ he said. He 

brushed crumbs from his blue polo shirt, and gathered up his rubbish. 

‘Wait,’ said Emily. ‘Stay for a second. I didn’t mean that, it’s just—’  
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Suresh hopped off the bonnet and headed for the store. She called his name, but 

he kept walking. The doors parted, and then closed behind him with a quiet clunk. 

Emily slid off the bonnet, scrunched the pie wrapper in a clenched fist, felt the 

plastic curled up, her fingers catching on the perforations.  

She walked to the front doors, kicked them hard twice as they slid open, and, 

when Suresh turned back, walked away, and back to the car. 

She had wanted to hear more about Priya. Had hoped, if not for closure, then at 

least an illusory ending. 

She wanted to know what the story meant. Why he had brought it up, and to 

her, of all people? Where he lost Priya, why they had drifted apart. If, on their last day 

together, they had paused for a second, saying, ‘I love you’, not knowing what it 

meant, or why they still had to say goodbye.    
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I Love You, But You’re Bringing Me Down 

 

Emily picked at a scab on her knee, shifting up her chiffon dress, white, with 

blackbirds scattered over the fabric. Blew a hair from her face. It rose and fell, landing 

in the same spot.  

Traffic was never too bad going into the city past peak hour on a weekday. The 

personal licence plates, from ‘Exetermin8’ through to ‘Shazza83’ remained; boys 

placed sexed-up silhouettes of pneumatically enhanced bods on the tinted rear 

windows of customised utes, and Playboy bunnies had begun to propagate on the rear 

windows of raunchy, saucy and otherwise clueless clubber chicks of Perth.  

     The light turned green. She looked at Alex. He wore a black Bonds tee, and 

blue jeans, and was flexing his biceps in time with the indicator. A hideous pop-song, 

bass heavy as a sledgehammer, blared through the stereo. 

     ‘It's green, Vin Diesel.’ 

     His gaze drifted to the other side of the intersection. ‘Mm?’ 

     ‘Go.’ 

     Alex floored it, veering right and onto the freeway. 

     ‘Sorry,’ said Alex. ‘I was somewhere else.’ 

     He turned up the music, and sang along: 

 Give me STEAM….and how you feel can make it real, real as any place you’ve 

been…getting high, with the dreamer’s dream! 

 ‘What the hell is this?’  

 ‘Peter Gabriel.’  

 ‘Bit soft for you, tough guy.’ 

     ‘You alright? In the head, I mean.’  

     ‘No,’ she said, flicking it away. ‘I'm not.’ 

 ‘See, Jay—’ 

‘I wanted you to take me.’  

‘Really?’  

‘Mum was working,’ she replied.  

‘Is she excited?’  

‘Bit worried,’ said Emily.   

‘What’s happening with Jay?’ 

‘Next question.’ 
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‘Dad?’ 

     ‘Yeah, good one, doofus. I haven’t seen him, not after Jay.’ She punched his 

arm. ‘Have you?’ 

     Alex looked away, caught by the blur of sand and trees. 

‘I called him a couple of times. We talked a bit.’ 

‘What did he say?’ 

‘You know when you talk to an answering machine?’ 

‘Yeah.’ 

‘Bit like that. Anyway, I’m honoured that you would call me.’ 

Emily raised her eyebrow. 

‘Where was I on the list?’ 

‘Alex.’ 

‘Fifth, six? After Sophie, I bet.’ 

‘How is this important?’ 

‘I would have hoped—’ 

‘Christ, just be my big brother. Can you do that? We’ll work the rest out as we 

go.’ 

 The wiper blades shuddered from right to left, to right to left. He went to speak, 

stopped himself, and then spoke anyway. ‘You look crook.’ 

Emily’s jaw dropped. ‘I’m sorry?’ 

‘Aren’t you meant to put on weight?’  

‘Don’t start. I’m fine.’ 

Alex huffed. ‘But you said—’ 

‘Forget it. It’s too hard.’ 

     They drove on, in silence. Alex drummed on the steering wheel, in and out of 

time. Emily examined her fingernails. 

 Eucalypts surfaced on either side of the freeway for a stretch, a blur of chalky 

brown, and deep green. 

     ‘How fast are you going?’   

     ‘A hundred.’ 

     ‘People keep passing you.’  

     ‘You want me to break the law?’ 

     ‘All right, Grandad.’ She sighed. ‘A bird just overtook you.’ 

 ‘Shut up.’ 
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 ‘It had a broken wing.’ She rapped the dash with her fingers. ‘We could go, 

you know. Get up and leave.’  

Alex frowned. ‘We need to know where you’re at with the bub.’ 

‘I know,’ said Emily, ‘I just—’  

‘We’re almost there, princess.’ 

‘If you’re going to start this, you may as well stop the car. Seriously. I’ll walk 

if I have to.’ 

‘Sorry, really. I don’t know what I’m doing. What are you going to do?’ 

‘I don’t know, Alex.’ She scratched at her knee, the scabbed-up flakes that had 

stayed behind.  

Emily had never seen anything worth mention on this freeway. A few signs, 

perhaps, scrawled on sheets and hanging down from footbridges. If she could only 

remember one, a single moment of spontaneity, it would be worth it. A declaration of 

love, a cry for community, or a dog, lost but loved. Even an ‘Oy’ or ‘Get Fucked’ 

would have shaken things up. 

The city came into view: the mix of skyscrapers and cranes, the Rio Tinto 

monolith half-built but growing at breakneck speed, puffed-up clouds drifting past, at 

times slowed almost to a standstill. 

‘It’s Vincent Street. You need to change lanes.’ 

‘I know,’ said Alex. ‘I’m not retarded.’ 

 ‘Can we just get there?’ 

He veered left, and onto the exit. Rubbish lined the fence: chip packets, papers, 

and plastic bottles. A sleeping bag and dirty pillow pushed under a gap, the opening 

flapping in the wind. 

Emily chewed at her hair. ‘You talked to Mum yet?’ 

Alex looked over and stifled a giggle. ‘You still chew your hair?’ 

‘Shut up.’ 

‘Hey, whatever floats your boat.’  

‘You’re a prick.’ 

‘Christ,’ said Alex. ‘I pick you up, drive you here—’ 

‘What was I supposed to do?’ 

‘Call Mum? Make her do it?’ 

‘She doesn’t know,’ said Emily. ‘Not yet.’ 



149	  
	  

A train passed, three cars speeding through the gap between lanes. Alex 

drummed on the steering wheel with renewed vigour. ‘What are you going to do?’ 

‘Jay says keep it. Said it might help the family.’ 

‘How is Jay?’ asked Alex. 

‘We had a fight.’ 

‘What do you mean?’ 

‘I messed up.’ 

‘You messed up?’ 

‘You’re not the only one in the world who lets people down, you know.’  

‘We’re here,’ said Alex.  

The reception room in the medical centre was a dull green. Poorly painted 

daffodils adorned the walls. A pile of well-thumbed Reader’s Digests were splayed 

across the table, and once-white chairs were stained camel brown from years of sweat.  

They checked in and sat down. 

In her mind, Emily imagined something cold, metallic sliding up between her 

legs. Felt the chilled leather through her shirt, watched the fan go around and around, 

and started to cry. 

Alex put his arm around her, rocking her back and forth. The nurse looked up, 

squinted as if locating the source of her irritation then turned back to the computer, the 

rattle of the keys filling the silence. 

     ‘Maybe you’re not ready to have a baby.’ 

    ‘Why are you here?’ said Emily. 

     He looked across at her. ‘What?’ 

     ‘Really.’ 

     ‘I don’t know,’ shrugged Alex. ‘You needed me.’ 

     ‘Do you want to do this?’ 

     ‘Well, I’m hungover like a bitch. I mean, it’s not on my must-see destinations, 

if that’s what you’re asking.’  

     ‘You could have said no.’ 

     ‘I’m pumped about being an uncle,’ said Alex, getting up out of his chair.  ‘Or 

I would be, but it’s like you’re blaming me.’ 

 ‘Blaming you?’ 

 ‘Forget it, Em, I’m gone.’ 
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     The door clattered shut. Emily clenched both fists and breathed deep, slow 

breaths. After a minute, she stopped and called Alex's mobile. It went straight to 

message bank.  

     ‘Alex. Come back. Please… I don’t know what I’m doing.’ 

     She expected him to cut in, but then remembered it wasn’t a home phone. She 

missed him even more, thinking how often he had come onto the line as she had been 

about to hang up the phone.   

     She had stopped crying by the time her name was called, but had bitten a nail 

down to the skin. The doctor, a woman in her mid-thirties with a sensible air, ushered 

Emily to the office. Emily fished her phone from out of her handbag, tracking through 

her texts. At a point, Jay's texts – long double-text diatribes – had stopped. The last one 

was Alex. I’ll be there. It will be OK. No worries. 

     She heard a knock in the hallway, a muttered apology, and then a final knock, 

on the other side of the door. 

     ‘Hello?’  

     The door opened slowly. ‘Em!’ 

     ‘Hey.’  

     ‘Found you,’ said Alex, out of breath.  

     ‘Sit down,’ said Emily. 

     ‘You hate me, don’t you?’ 

     ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Sit down.’ 

     ‘Where’s the doctor?’  

     ‘Just sit down,’ said Emily. ‘She’s coming.’ 

     He sat down on the second chair, moving it forward to be in line with her. He 

noticed a book on conception among numerous medical manuals, on the doctor’s shelf.  

‘You think she wants a baby?’ 

‘How do I know?’ 

‘All right, chill. You cool?’ 

‘Why are you talking like that?’ 

‘I’m nervous. Last time I was in a doctor’s office, he checked my nuts for 

lumps.’ 

Emily laughed despite herself. ‘You’re such a dickhead.’ 

‘A dickhead with a driver’s license,’ said Alex, pointing at her. ‘And I came 

back. Not all bad, hey?’  
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Emily knew he was fishing for a compliment but withheld it. Soon enough, the 

doctor entered the room.  

‘Hello,’ she said, raising a hand in greeting.  

‘Hi,’ said Alex, and waved back. 

‘He’s the brother,’ said Emily. ‘At least, he tries to be.’ 

‘He doesn’t want to wait outside?’ 

‘I do,’ said Alex, ‘but I’m staying… for Em.’ 

‘Okay,’ said the doctor, a brief smile surfacing. She turned to Emily. ‘What can 

I do for you?’ 

 ‘I—’ She furrowed her brow. ‘Alex, I don’t know what to say.’ 

‘Just tell her. Tell her.’ 

‘I'm having a baby, and I can't, I don't know what to do.’ Her voice trailed 

away.  

The doctor jotted something on her notepad, looking up at Emily, and kept 

writing until she’d filled half the page. 

‘Do you know who the father is?’  

She nodded. ‘He isn’t around.’  

‘Have you told him?’  

‘He’s not around,’ said Emily. ‘OK?’  

‘OK, and you’ve had tests?’  

Emily nodded.  

‘Doctor’s tests?’ 

Emily closed her eyes. Slowed her breathing. 

‘Emily.’ 

She stayed silent. 

‘Emily,’ said the doctor. ‘I need to talk to you. If we are going to get help then 

I need to talk to you.’ 

‘Em,’ said Alex. 

‘Mm.’ 

‘We need you here.’ 

Her face went pale, her skin dappled in sweat. ‘I know.’  

Alex turned to her. ‘Come back.’ 

Emily shook her head. 

 ‘It’s OK,’ said the doctor. 
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‘It’s not OK,’ said Alex. ‘Emily, come on.’  

‘It’s all right,’ said the doctor, and reached for Emily’s hand. 

Emily heard murmurs, whispers, and then slowly fell forward, hitting the 

ground with a thud.  

 

*** 

She woke, felt the linoleum under her fingertips. Her head thumped, her heart a steady, 

mad beat in her chest. She felt her forehead, wincing as she touched a large lump. She 

lay still longer than was necessary, taking in the doctor’s face, no more than a hand 

span away, the lightest of crow’s feet crowding her eyes.  

‘I’m sorry.’  

‘Ssh,’ said the doctor, getting to her feet. ‘You had a fall.’ 

‘Where’s—’ 

‘I’m here.’ 

‘Alex?’ 

He leaned over, his face filling her vision.  

‘It’s OK. I know what I want to do.’ 

‘OK. Just rest.’ 

‘I—’ 

‘Rest,’ said Alex. ‘ You can tell me later.’  

‘Bro,’ said Emily, and again he appeared. 

‘Mm?’ 

‘You did good.’  

‘Imagine that,’ said Alex. He smiled an upside-down smile, and was gone. 
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Arrival 

 

Jay watched the airport arrivals board, distracted. Airports, thought Jay, were like life. 

A future, unfolding, then slowing, then changing, and all the while you’re stood at a 

distance, thinking When is my flight? And where am I supposed to go?  

    He picked at a stray thread on his sleeve. 

     ‘Don’t do that,’ said Emily, sliding a tray onto the table.  

     ‘Sorry Mum.’ 

     She tossed him a pre-wrapped slice of banana bread, cradling an iced coffee 

and carrot cake for herself. 

     ‘When did you start drinking iced coffee?’ 

     ‘You’re an idiot.’  

     ‘You hate iced coffee...and I'm not all that keen on banana bread.’  

     ‘I love iced coffee. When I'm old, I’ll bathe in it.’ 

     ‘You will be so awake,’ said Jay, breaking off a chunk of banana bread. He 

pushed it down with his finger, and it sprung back slowly, as if waking up. ‘This is old 

banana bread. I mean really old. I think it was made for the bicentenary. What time’s 

the flight?’ 

     ‘4.15. You nervous?’  

     He shrugged. ‘You?’ 

     ‘A bit,’ said Emily. ‘I don’t know what I’ll do once he’s there. Not sure 

whether to hug him or punch him.’  

     ‘I’d go the hug.’  

     ‘I know, but–’ 

     ‘Imagine that. ‘Hi, Dad.’ Thwack!’ 

     ‘Jay, don’t be–’ 

     ‘Push him against the wall. Tell him if he ever, ever, does that again you’ll call 

the cops.’  

     ‘What’s wrong with you?’  

     ‘I’m a Slater. We push, we pull. We screw things up.’  

     ‘Not always.’  

 They walked on through the airport, dodging sunburnt tourists with wonky-

wheeled suitcases; men wearing fluorescent yellow work shirts and socks encrusted 

with dust, all beards, boots and beer-bellies, waiting for the next plane up the mines.  
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     A light flashed, and the baggage belt started to shift. Bag after bag toppled out, 

loping down the slide before settling. 

     ‘Black’s popular,’ said Jay. ‘I’d go green… a nice beige.’  

     ‘Just tie a ribbon ‘round the handle,’ said Emily.  

     ‘Remember Mum’s suitcase? Bright blue.’ 

     ‘Shocker,’ said Emily. ‘And that fucking handle.’ 

     ‘I don’t think coffee agrees with you. Em. You get all worked up.’ 

     ‘And you don’t, Mr Bell’s Lake?’  

     Jay stared. 

     ‘Sorry.’   

     ‘Should we go home?’ 

     ‘What?’ 

    ‘Keep it up, we’ll just piss it off, hey?’  

 ‘Jay.’ 

     ‘Maybe you can think before you speak, hey? And as for Bells, you’re lucky I 

still speak to you.’ He shook his head, and walked away, leaving Emily waiting, and 

wishing she could have stopped herself.  

 

*** 

 

Emily tried Jay's phone, but he didn't answer. He'd gone before she'd had a chance to 

apologise. She wandered aimlessly around the food court, bought an overpriced 

sandwich and waited in the café, resting her hands on her belly, feeling for a kick. 

Jay’s voice resonated: ‘You ever think Dad would make it back? That he would get to 

meet his granddaughter?’  

  Emily was not sure how she felt. Some days anxious, some excited. Maybe the 

phone would ring. It might be him, or just a telemarketer. 

  Staying home. Jay at Bell’s Lake. She’d wanted to go. She had needed to 

explain. But really, what was there to say? 

     He’s so much better. I was scared he would never get better. 

     ‘Hey,’ said a voice. It was Jay.  

     ‘I’m sorry,’ said Emily. ‘I get a little crazy sometimes.’  

     ‘Me too.’ 

     ‘What do we do? Plot each other’s violent death?’ 
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     ‘We could. What did you have in mind?’ 

     ‘Hole concert. You?’  

     ‘Back-to-back Look Who’s Talking marathon.’ 

     Emily checked her watch. ‘We should go.’  

     ‘Lucky. You dodged a bullet with that one. No one survives an Alley/Travolta 

triple-play.’ 

 

*** 

 

People filed out from behind the sliding doors. Passengers carried trolleys weighed 

down with suitcases. They looked as if they’d barely slept, their hair mussed up.  

     ‘That’s not Dad,’ said Jay. ‘That’s not him. And that’s not—’ 

     ‘Hey, Jay?’  

     ‘You rang?'  

     ‘Don’t do that.’ 

  Emily felt another kick. She put her palm on her belly, circling softly until the 

kicks subsided.  

     ‘Jay.’ 

     ‘Yeah?’  

     ‘I’m glad.’  

     ‘Nice work, Pollyanna.’  

     ‘No,’ she said. ‘I’m glad you’re okay. I didn’t know if you were going to be 

okay.’  

   More people emerged from behind the exit doors. Men in suits. Three teenaged 

girls with plaited strands, one twirling hers as the others laughed at a private joke.  

  Emily began to sweat. Her legs felt tense. In her belly, moths took flight. 

     ‘I have to go.’  

     ‘Um, Emily?’ said Jay, but she had already left, and was headed for the exit. 

 

*** 

 

Jason stood at the back of a long line. Wanting quiet, he’d got Gary, a personal 

development guru. During the flight, he covered the art of war, the power of habit, the 

secret and the personal credibility factor. He had quizzed Jason on his legacy, his 
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beatific vision and the colour of his parachute.  

    ‘I’ve come to see my kids,’ he had replied, to avoid further conversation.  

    ‘We’re God. We create our universe. You’ll see it when you believe it, and 

then, POW! You get what you want, over and over.’ 

    ‘You believe that?’  

     ‘Yes I do.’ 

     ‘I’ve made mistakes.’ 

     ‘Who hasn’t?’ says Gary, shrugging his shoulders. ‘You think Einstein didn’t 

make mistakes? You think Branson thought, “I’ve messed up, time to disband my 

planned airline empire?” Be it, Jason. Dream it.’ 

  ‘I am going this way,’ said Jason, pointing to the furthest line. 

   ‘Have a good time with your kids. You said you had kids, right?’ 

 

*** 

 

Emily stood in front of the exit doors. Grumpy passengers glared back at her, their 

mumbled protestations lost in the general bustle of the crowd.  

     Jay stepped off the escalators, dodging stray trolleys and standstill passengers 

before finally reaching his sister.  

     ‘Hey.’ 

     ‘Hey.’ 

     ‘We can go if you want.’  

     ‘I don’t know what I want,’ said Emily. ‘I’ve never felt like this.’ 

     ‘Really?’ 

     ‘I missed Dad,’ said Emily. ‘ I missed him so much.’ 

     ‘I know,’ says Jay. ‘But he's here now. He wants to see you. He wants to be 

part of this.’ 

     ‘We’re really going to do this?’ said Emily.  

     ‘We’re doing it,’ says Jay. ‘How’s the Bub-a-jub? You need to go the loo?’ 

  

Jason arranged his presents within the trolley’s top compartment. He’d had no idea 

what to buy them. He considered scarves, beanies and socks. Comfort gifts. In the end, 

he had bought chocolates from the Lindt shop.   
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  Jason scanned the crowd but saw no sign of Jay or Emily. He couldn’t say he 

blamed them, but he’d never stopped loving them, not for a moment. Wherever he 

went, they were with him. In his thoughts, photos pinned on corkboards, cassettes 

bundled together in carry cases, the last remnants of their childhood voices.  

 

*** 

 

Jay and Emily turned back from the sliding doors. 

‘Ava,’ she said, pointing down to her belly. ‘Feel it,’ 

 Jay felt the kick. ‘Oh my god!’ 

     ‘Jay, about the letter, I—’ 

     ‘I forgive you.’ 

 ‘Really?’  

 ‘Let’s just forget it. For the bub, if no one else.’ 

  ‘You should hate me.’ 

     ‘You’re a Slater, Em. You do a good enough job of that all by yourself.’ 

     They sidestepped mothers and daughters, boyfriends and girlfriends, locked in 

embraces. Behind them, a raucous laugh erupted, as two older women headed out into 

the day.  

     Jay nudged his sister. She looked up, and they stood silent, waiting.  

  Emily struggled to walk. Her muscles tensed. Jay let go of her hand, wrapping 

his right arm around her shoulder.  

     Jason smiled softly and lifted his hand in greeting.  

   Two metres, thought Emily. You have two metres before he gets here.  

     Emily’s chest tightened.  

     ‘Dad,’ said Emily, pulling him close. 

     ‘My girl,’ said Jason, holding her awkwardly, gradually pulling her closer. 

  He turned to Jay. ‘You doing all right?’  

     ‘Great,’ he said.  ‘Em was being a bit of a weird—’ 

 ‘Jay—’ 

 ‘No, it’s just that—’ 

 ‘I don’t need to know,’ said Jason.  

     ‘Let’s go home,’ said Jay. ‘Well, my place.’ 

     ‘I can’t,’ said Emily. ‘It’s a work day tomorrow and—’ 
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     ‘You’re coming,’ said Jay. ‘Come on, please? For once, let’s be a family.’  

    Emily nodded, and turned to her Dad. She talked about the baby, her voice 

softening. Jay stayed a step behind, taking it in. 

 ‘Howdy stranger,’ said Jen, appearing from the crowd. 

 ‘Mum!’ said Jay. 

 ‘You ok?’ 

 ‘I’m great. You want to say hey to Dad?’ 

 ‘In a bit,’ said Jen. ‘He only just got home.’ 

 They walked on and out of the airport amidst the hum of gentle conversation. 

As they talked, Jay heard not grief, or regret, but the soft, murmured sounds of a 

family coming together. 
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The World According to Ava 

 

My Mum is such a dork sometimes. She thinks she’s all indie and cool, but really she’s 

a dork. 

 It’s my thirteenth birthday, and the whole family is coming over to celebrate. 

Nan, Pop, Uncle Jay. Mum. Dad and Lila. Almost everyone. I have an uncle Alex. 

Only met him a couple of times. Big and scary, at least when compared to Uncle Jay. 

 He lives in Sydney. Harbour bridges, hawker’s stalls, and Luna Park. Mum 

says uncle Alex has always been the odd one out. That’s strange, because he always 

comes up in their conversations. 

 I asked Pop about Alex. He paused, as if considering the question. ‘He’s 

alright, I think,’ he said, slowly. ‘Although you never know with Alex.’  

 Mum thinks alright is good, as far as things go. Says she misses the drama 

sometimes, busts heads with Dad instead, and whoever his girlfriend might be at any 

given time. Never brings it home to me, though. Or if she does, seems humble, grateful 

that they found a way to make it work.  

 There are some really hot boys at school, and I was going to invite Aaron, but 

Mum says I’m not old enough to have a boyfriend yet…and besides, there’s plenty of 

time to break your heart, so why be in a rush?  

 When she says things like this and Jay’s around, he makes a face, like, ‘Whoa, 

the drama!’ I start to laugh. He raises a finger to his lips. She turns around, certain she 

has caught us, but we’re too quick, too good, too similarly tuned to ever fall for that. 

 Jay and his wife Anna renewed their vows a year or two back. I was maid-of-

honour. Sang ‘It Must Be Love’. Got really nervous. Stopped completely in the first 

verse. Thought I would die, and then, Mum’s voice up from the table, ‘It must be love, 

love, love,’ echoing across the hall. Jay and Anna, Dad and Lila joined in, and we sang 

it out to the end. 

   I want to be like Jay and Anna. They fight sometimes, but it always ends with 

her in his arms. You want to cheer. It feels like the end of a great movie. 

 Dad says Lila could be the one. I would like to believe him, but there have been 

a lot of ‘ones’ so far.  

 I asked uncle Alex to come, but he’s still working it out, apparently, whatever 

‘it’ is. I called his phone, told him to come anyway, but he said, ‘It’s not that simple,’ 

as if that answered anything. 
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 Mum made a cake with my favourite line from Anna’s song, ‘You Belong 

Here’:  

 ‘Some will come, some will go 

 But you I love, have always known 

 You belong here, 

 You belong here.’ 

 

*** 

 

Mum promised she would do it, icing and all, but I didn’t really think she would. Mum 

says mothers do things that others avoid, occasionally reluctantly, but always with 

love. 

 Dad will come with an armful of presents, always does, and yeah, I like things 

(who doesn’t?) but I wouldn’t mind if he just showed up, arms unburdened, ready for 

the hug. Mum says Dad (full name Dominic) does his best ‘with a limited emotional 

vocabulary’, whatever that means.  

 On birthdays, all that disappears. Only for the day, but when you’re used to the 

drama, you take what you can get.  

 Gran says raising a child is hard, and raising three even harder, particularly 

when they’re both adults and kids, all at once. She says she still feels young even 

today, and pretty and silly, and the hearing is going but her brain is sharp as a saw, and 

mark my words, that boy Jay wasn’t always as hilarious as he is now. 

 Adults can be a bit weird. Always so obsessed with problems, as if it proves 

that they have grown up.  

 

*** 

 

I get my favourite meal on my birthday, which is great because it’s Mum’s favourite 

too, and apparently Gran’s, as well.  

 Have to pick it up around 5.30 before the rush. Well I don’t have to pick it up, 

Mum will, because that’s what good Mums do (insert list item on ever expanding 

scroll here, and, ‘I get it Mum. You do heaps.’) 

 Two, two-thirty, Gran is crying at the dining table. Can’t tell if she’s happy or 

sad. I sit opposite, the table half-dressed with chip bowls, dips and pink m and m s. 
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 ‘What’s wrong?’ She’s holding an old picture of the family. Faded. Never saw 

it before, I don’t think. ‘Is that you?’   

 She nodded. ‘Goes so fast. Almost a dream,’ she said. 

 ‘I love you.’ 

 ‘I love you too, sweetheart,’ said Gran. ‘So silly, honestly.’  

 ‘You miss Alex?’  

 She nodded.  

 ‘Did you do something?’  

 ‘I don’t know,’ she said.  

 ‘But you still talk, right?’  

 ‘Yes,’ said ‘Gran. ‘Now and then.’ 

 I hugged Gran and felt the soft hair on her cheek, smelled the overpowering 

dose of Shalimar I’d always find between the folds of her neck. Strange bottle. Strange 

Gran, truth be told. But then, I’m kind of weird, too. Gifted, says Mrs Simmons, but I 

reckon she just wants to palm me off to PEAC, academic extension until I graduate, 

and am no longer hers to worry about. 

 Dad says Mum’s side of the family are a bunch of weirdos. I guess I’m a 

weirdo too.  

 ‘You ok?’  

 Gran nods. ‘My little girl,’ she says, and holds my hand. 

 

*** 

 

Mum leaves to get dinner at around four o’clock, says she has to pick some things up 

on the way. Gran, me, Anna and uncle Jay have a four way on the Wii in the 

meantime. Start with Wii Sports, but they’re bad, and I mean really bad. Wii 

nunchakus leap out of hands, barely held back by wristbands, and after an hour of that, 

I feel like I’ve had too much Red Bull. We move onto Just Dance, and man, they are 

terrible. Well, not Anna. She’s some sort of musical genius, which is strange, because 

Jay’s a kind-of genius too, but only when he feels like it. Any other time, he’s lucky to 

find his socks. 

 We play Just Dance to ‘That’s the way I like it’. Anna’s finger pointing, up 

down, perfect synch. Gran wobbling left, right, like she needs to go to the loo, and 

Jay’s not even looking at the screen. He breaks into a knee spin, knocks me, Gran and 
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Anna over, and we fall down, tumbling onto each other like a too tough game of 

twister. 

 It’s at that point that the door opens: the thick, salty scent of fish and chips 

drifts down the hall. Footsteps: loads of them, one after the other, scrape of boots and 

Uggies on the front mat. Step, step, up the hallway. Slowly. Carefully. 

 Jay pushes himself up off Anna, stretching up in his chest off his knees, hands 

on Anna’s ribs. Mum pushes Anna’s stray leg back to the floor, careens her neck 

around the couch. I push off Anna’s other leg, and soon enough, I’m lying alone on the 

rug, looking up at a half-exposed doorway.  

 Mum comes in first, the hugest grin on her face. Pop is next. His face lights up 

the moment he sees me. Rushes to my side, tickles me like I’m still twelve, or ten, or 

seven.  

 Then a pause. Two slow steps, and into the doorway, arms filled with three 

paper packets. Smiles, nervously. Looks at Jay. 

 ‘You.’ 

 ‘Me,’ says Jay.  

 ‘You.’ Louder. 

 ‘Me,’ says Jay, giggling. 

 The man throws the paper packets on the couch, tackles Jay, and they’re 

wrestling on the floor. 

 ‘Wait, wait!’ says Jay, laughing, but it’s on, a hand repeatedly mussing his hair. 

He stops, turns and looks at me.  

 ‘Now, Ava, I heard it was somebody’s birthday, but I can’t see anyone who’s 

having a birthday. No!’ he says, in mock surprise. ‘Is it yours?’  

 I nod. ‘Well, happy birthday, special girl,’ he says, and takes a bent card out of 

his back pocket. ‘Got a little damaged in travel,’ he says. Thought we could see a 

movie. Me, you and your Mum. So long as it’s ok with her.’  

 Emily looks down, all serious. ‘We’ll have to wait and see,’ she says, and God, 

she’s such a Mum sometimes.  

 Alex hugs me, freezes a little halfway through. I pull back. Look at Alex, look 

at Gran. She looks as if she is about to cry. 

 ‘Hello, Mum,’ he says. 

 ‘Hello, darling,’ she says. ‘I missed you.’  

 ‘I know,’ he says. 



164	  
	  

 ‘I was worried.’  

 ‘I’m bigger now. All grown up,’ he says.  

 ‘I know,’ says Gran, meeting his gaze. 

 

*** 

 

Dad comes in late (he always does), but only five minutes or so, and then we’re up at 

the tables, outdoor, indoor, pushed together for the crowd. Mum unwraps the packs, 

fritters, fillets tumbling out onto the paper. Gran across the table, ‘Get off, Jay, that 

one’s mine,’ shaking sauce, blobs of red streaked across the pile of chips.  

 Mum makes me a special plate, me being birthday girl and all. Dad nods as if 

things finally make sense. They look at me with love; if I were out of this picture, you 

would think they were besotted with each other. Perhaps they are. Perhaps, in all that 

mess, they found something good to take out of it. 

 Mum grabs the salt, gobbles a chip straight from the paper, teeth bite down and 

crunch, crunch; the clink of plates, oil-covered fingers and salted lips. 

 ‘Are you having a good time?’ says Mum, wrapping her arm around Jay’s 

shoulder. He pats it with his hand, not looking away from his plate. 

 ‘Yeah.’ 

 ‘You like your surprise?’  

 I nod. ‘Thanks, Mum.’  

 ‘You’re welcome. Don’t just thank me. Your Dad was involved, too. I couldn’t 

have done it without him.’  

 ‘Is Anna going to sing for us?’  

 ‘You need to ask her,’ says Mum, and motions up the table. 

 ‘Anna, will you sing for my birthday?’  

 ‘You don’t want to hear that.’  

 ‘I do,’ says Alex. ‘Think Jay’s making it up. He’s always been flat.’  

 ‘And what about you, Ricky Martin?’  

 ‘Is that a challenge?’ 

 ‘Oy, Neanderthals,’ says Anna. ‘It’s alright, I’ll sing.’  

  I don’t remember the words much, though I know them by heart. I didn’t 

watch Anna, either. Closed my eyes. Saw a family, seated, smiling. Fathers, mothers, 

brothers, sisters, daughters and sons.  
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Introduction 

 

This exegesis will consider, as a starting point, stylistic and narrative techniques such 

as voice, archetypes, and setting used by Tim Winton in his story collection The 

Turning, and Kim Scott in his novel Benang: from the heart. In doing so, I wish to 

classify the masculinity that emerges in these particular texts as a catalyst for my 

depiction of masculinity in ‘You Belong Here’.  

I chose to research Winton and Scott because each presents an emotionally 

progressive approach to their male characters, and indeed humanity in general. Scott’s 

masculinity seems anchored to a past both restrictive and liberating. In Benang, Harley 

already has a blueprint on how to be a man, but it’s only in revisiting this blueprint that 

he’s able to acknowledge the need to develop masculinity on his own terms. Winton’s 

sense of masculinity is thematically progressive; his strong male characters are often 

vulnerable, dependent, and in touch (if not particularly comfortable) with their 

feelings. His earlier works foreshadowed the growth of an emotionally literate 

generation X, many of whom grew up in the late 1980s and early 1990s, while The 

Turning seems to embrace both the pros and cons of being emotionally literate in the 

early 21st century.  

‘You Belong Here’ hopes to update alternative frameworks for Australian 

identity and masculinity, encompassing those explored in fictional works such as 

Patrick Cullen’s What Came Between and Steven Amsterdam’s What the Family 

Needed. In this respect, I hope to join Scott’s dialogue on Australian studies, and to 

bring inclusive, dynamic, and fresh styles and structures to non-Indigenous 

storytelling. 

My exegesis will consider structural approaches to story collections with 

particular emphasis on the ‘interlinked’ collection or novel-in-stories, wherein the 

thematic concerns of single stories combine to form greater meaning throughout the 

text. Australian literary fiction has excelled historically with such collections, 

including but not limited to Frank Moorhouse’s The Americans, Baby and Michael 

Wilding’s 1972 collection Aspects of the Dying Process, through to Archie Weller’s 

Going Home (1986) and Peter Goldsworthy’s 1993 collection Little Deaths. More 

recently, Australian authors Steven Amsterdam and Patrick Cullen have ignited 

interest in the ‘interlinked’ collection with their respective works What the Family 

Needed and What Came Between, while others such as Laura Jean McKay and Ryan 
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O’Neill have straddled literature, meta-fiction and reportage with respective 

collections Holiday in Cambodia and The Weight of a Human Heart. 

My exegesis charts ‘You Belong Here’ as the fictional interpretation of my 

autobiographical life experiences. As context, it discusses The Turning and Benang: 

From the Heart as starting points for exploring both masculinity and autobiography in 

contemporary Western Australian literary fiction, and then moves onto the 

establishment of my own style and voice for ‘You Belong Here’. In this voice, I hope 

to encourage empathy, compassion and a greater cultural understanding of the links 

between emotional and literal truth, and the evolving definitions of masculinity in 

contemporary society. 

 

1. Basically, we talked about stories: The beginnings of ‘You Belong Here’  

 

In October 2009, I began my third web blog. Distressed by a lack of reader interest in 

earlier attempts, I chose this time to tie in person and profession. The end result was 

The Gum Wall, on which I discussed a short story each week, taking in its strengths, 

themes and preoccupations. In turn, I considered the stylistic and structural choices 

that had created an authentic and emotionally engaging narrative.   

 While novels are often celebrated in today’s Australian literary culture, it 

seems that short fiction has been less celebrated. I revelled in this contradiction, 

discovering stories, writers and movements that had previously slipped my purview, 

from the 1960s Oulipo movement featuring Raymond Queneau, Francois Le Lionnais, 

Italo Calvino and Georges Perec, through to the American 1970s trend towards ‘dirty 

realism’ that included Raymond Carver, Richard Ford and Tobias Wolff. In the former 

I found the benefits of literary experimentation, and subsequently, the limitations of 

such an approach. The dirty realism of Ford, Wolff and Carver spoke more to my 

preference for lean, spare prose, but, as a means of self-expression, felt cold and 

clinical. While influence was well and good, it would not guide me to my own 

individual style. To do this, I would need to delve deeper; to mix and match those 

means and modes of expression that spoke particularly to me.  

 My blog grew a steady readership, with visitors split between writers, readers, 

and publishers. This immediate growth in audience set me aback. Perhaps more 

surprising was the inclusive manner in which we discussed stories that differed in so 

many ways, from the characters within to their historical and social context.   
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 In the duration of the project, I came to an epiphany about connection, captured 

in this declaration by Joyce Carol Oates: 

Through the local or regional, through our individual voices, we work to 

create art that will speak to others who know nothing of us. In our very 

obliqueness to one another, an unexpected intimacy is born. 

The individual voice is the communal voice. 

The regional voice is the universal voice.1 

  

In compiling a number of voices on the blog, I had unwittingly harnessed a common 

dialogue, outside of my readers’ age, gender, or geography. In point, I discovered that 

great fiction comes from the differences in each writer’s life, as opposed to their 

similarities. As an example, there are many writers who have written about divorce 

and separation; not least William Trevor’s in his 1996 collection After Rain, Lorrie 

Moore’s most recent collection Bark, and, locally, Eleanor Limprecht’s 2013 novel 

What Was Left. In my case, I would only be able to write an original take by 

embracing my worldview, and that of my characters, as shaped by a particularly 

tumultuous divorce.  

 When tackling what was to be my next creative project (ultimately the PhD 

Creative Component), I had learned a valuable lesson. To craft memorable, distinctive 

short fiction, I would need to write the story only I could write, using time, place, and 

characters from my understanding. In sculpting an emotional truth, I had to own it, and 

then shape it into an authentic, compelling fictional narrative.  

 In the case of what I knew, I had at times preferred not to have known the truth. 

Growing up, it seemed my heightened sensitivity to emotional suffering often led to 

my soothing, placating, or simply sitting with the more damaged, afraid, or lonely 

people of the world. It seemed a strange affliction, this openness. I often wondered 

what, if anything, I could offer these people. Humour helped in such situations, and 

sometimes, so did simply listening and acknowledging their concerns. Afterward, I 

would pledge to be more grateful, kinder, and, along the way, feel better about my own 

predicament. Often, I would fail, and, having soothed another, I would remain restless, 

irritable, and afraid. 

 Whether I actually know about suffering is another question. In life, and in 

literature, it is easier to suffer than it is to rise above whatever wounds we carry into 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Joyce Carol Oates, The Faith of a Writer, New York:  Harper Collins, 2003, p. 1. 
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adulthood. Eventually I discovered the story I had to write at this time, and told it in 

the best way that I possibly could. It involved loss, suffering and redemption. Perhaps 

unsurprisingly, it was as much about other people’s fears and desires as it was about 

my own. 

   

*** 

 

While many individual stories inspired me leading up to my PhD, certain collections 

were pivotal. Patrick Cullen’s What Came Between, released in 2009, was the 

culmination of Cullen’s post-graduate studies at the University of Newcastle. It tackled 

the lives of predominantly suburban characters, using time jumps and multiple points 

of view to explore the inhabitants of a street in Newcastle. It could potentially be 

described as a short story collection, an interlinked collection, or a novel in stories. 

Many critics were unable to make the distinction. Cullen encouraged them not to. If a 

reader could allow a book to transcend demarcations, he argued then they would be 

better able to appreciate the complexity of his work.2  

 Cullen’s book was not perfect. I agree with Dianne Becker’s assertion that the 

dialogue at times lacked ‘the spark essential to a short story’3. Whether ‘spark’ was 

Cullen’s intention is perhaps best left for another discussion. Regardless of his 

intentions, what remains, is, at the very least, a smouldering tension, and a thoughtful 

and considered exploration of a place and time. 

 Equally integral was Miranda July’s No One Belongs Here More Than You, 

which takes an unusually compassionate approach to its cast of ‘sad, lonely, isolated 

people’. 4 July’s achievement was to show these people both outside of their 

community and still intrinsically linked to it. They are struck dumb by desire, 

regretting mistakes, and desperately wanting to be whole.  

 While July’s work spoke to the outsider in me, it was at times unnecessarily 

bleak. Although this was arguably a fair dissection of such people’s lives, it also spoke 

to the grittiness so often enamoured in literary circles. By the end of her collection I 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 Jo Case, ‘Interview: Patrick Cullen’, at http://www.readings.com.au/interview/patrick-cullen, 2009, 
(accessed March 12, 2014). 
3 Dianne Becker, ‘Patrick Cullen: What Came Between’ at The Short Review, 
http://www.theshortreview.com/reviews/PatrickCullenWhatCameBetween.htm, accessed March 13th, 
2014. 
4 Josh Lacey, ‘In an Ideal World’, 
www.guardian.co.uk/books/2007/jun/30/features/reviews.guardianreview19, 2007, (accessed October 
24, 2012). 
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felt lost in the similarly maudlin tone that had permeated the sixteen stories, and would 

have welcomed some variance in the narrative voice.5   

 In No One Belongs Here More than You, I saw potential to ground similar but 

more diverse characters within a family for my project. From there, it was a small leap 

to flesh out their backstories and to track, as accurately as possible, the factors that 

create outsiders within society. In ‘You Belong Here’, these factors were divorce, 

geographical isolation, and absent parental figures. This led me to further research into 

the nature of loneliness and particular correlations between it and isolation. This 

tension played an integral part in revision: to consider similar questions to the ones 

posed by Murakami in his 2001 novel Sputnik Sweetheart:  

 

Why do people have to be this lonely? What's the point of it all? Millions 

of people in this world, all of them yearning, looking to others to satisfy 

them, yet isolating themselves. Why? Was the earth put here just to 

nourish human loneliness?6    

  

Structurally, Jennifer Egan’s A Visit from the Goon Squad, Russell Banks’ The Sweet 

Hereafter and Elizabeth Strout’s Olive Kitteridge all influenced my approach to ‘You 

Belong Here’. The Sweet Hereafter explores lives in a small American town in the 

aftermath of a local tragedy, with each character’s story told in separate sections, via 

first-person point-of-view.  This served as a fine departure point for ‘You Belong 

Here’, in which multiple characters experience their own tragedy, resulting from a 

particularly painful divorce and their father’s subsequent departure. In my text, it 

seemed too challenging to have every character present wholly in first person, and so, 

with the exception of one story in each section, their stories, and particularly those 

including multiple family members, were presented in the third person.  

 Olive Kitteridge explores the life of the title character, as seen by a number of 

people in her community. This technique ideally allows for interpretation and 

subsequent reinterpretation of her character.  It works well, and by novel’s end, one 

has a fully developed portrait of Olive, as well as those close to her. Having been 

impressed by this technique, I applied the same principle to each character in ‘You 

Belong Here’. Unlike Olive Kitteridge, which had a central focal point, the structure of 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5 Ibid. 
6	  Haruki Murakami, Sputnik Sweetheart, New York: Random House, p179.	  	  
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‘You Belong Here’ meant many stories would include more than one main character at 

a time, with roles shifted dependent on the context. This made it easier to create a 

kaleidoscopic, circular flow of perspectives, but one that featured a point/counterpoint 

approach to character development. Thus, in a story featuring the mother, Jen, such as 

‘The Knife’, Alex would seem selfish, and out of control, whereas later, in ‘Skin I’m 

In,’ we see a kinder side as he looks after his brother, Jay, recently released from a 

psychiatric hospital.   

 While I am by no means an ardent experimentalist, my time curating The Gum 

Wall introduced me to all manner of experimental styles of short fiction, many of 

which dealt with both the compression of time and the use of non-traditional formats 

to tell an otherwise standard story. Chapter 12 of Jennifer Egan’s A Visit From the 

Goon Squad, ‘Great Rock ‘n Roll Pauses’, is told entirely in PowerPoint. Or, to be 

precise, it is told as a print layout of a PowerPoint presentation. I wrote a similarly 

experimental story in ‘You Belong Here’, ‘Just Hits ’85’, which is split into two 

‘sides’ of a cassette. This technique allowed memory to be reinterpreted and events to 

be relayed as driven by their emotional impact. The focus of time was maintained to 

give a sense of a temporal moment (1985), but also to encompass Jay’s emotional 

reality. In this case, instead of attributing parental blame for the break-up, the story 

charts the emotional and physical effects on the youngest son, who until that point has 

not had a voice within his fast unravelling family. 

 As my novel in stories progressed, more ‘typical’ stories were abandoned in 

favour of those that took risks in regards to plot and style. I still enjoyed my research 

into shorter, more traditional narratives, and believe subsequent experimentation 

would not have been possible without strong grounding in the techniques and 

traditions of contemporary short fiction. It is conceivable and indeed probable that it 

was this process of researching the short form that lead me to often take the third 

option in my narratives, unravelling plot threads and re-evaluating for the best and 

most surprising development or denouement.7  

 Paolo Bacigalupi once described short stories as ‘hand grenades of ideas’8. Any 

aspiring writer would do well to keep this metaphor in mind, as essentially short 

fiction captures conflicts, epiphanies, and indeed moments of change in a character’s 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7 A theory widely circulated, but best articulated by Zoetrope: All Story workshop facilitator Sean Ennis 
in the Zoetrope: All Story ‘Advanced Fiction’ online course, in which I studied during 2013.  
8 Gillian Engberg, ‘The Booklist Interview: Paolo Bacigalupi, 
http://booklistonline.com/ProductInfo.aspx?pid=4656069&AspxAutoDetectCookieSupport=1, 2011, 
(accessed March 4, 2014). 
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life. At the same time, Haruki Murakami’s images of short stories as ‘soft shadows’ 

and ‘faint footprints’9 are equally valid. Between these two extremes, the writer of a 

novel in stories must find a balance, and within that balance, a willingness to know 

when and where to apply each extreme, and in turn create a rich and varied experience 

for their reader. 

 
 
2. Winton and Scott: Masculinity and notions of the Unconditional Narrative 

 

Perth is not the most vibrant location for a young writer and bibliophile to develop 

their craft.  

 I studied mostly in solitude, searching for inspiration on the shelves of New 

Edition Bookshop, nestled at the time towards the market end of South Terrace, and 

sprawling into two rooms. I found many younger writers worth reading, and 

particularly those published by Fremantle Press, including Craig Silvey’s Rhubarb and 

Nathan Hobby’s underrated debut novel, The Fur. There were also elder writers 

creating compelling, at times melancholy stories of loss, memory and redemption. In 

this respect, While not internationally acclaimed, Chris McLeod's Man of Water, 

Deborah Robertson’s Proudflesh, and Bruce Russell’s Jacob’s Air, respective winners 

of the 1998 Steele Rudd Award and The 1995 TAG Hungerford Award, helped sustain 

a young writer who hoped one day to also be immortalised in print..  

 I cite these texts as formative to my literary understanding but in truth none 

explored my emotional generation. We were loosely termed as Generation X, a term 

popularised by Douglas Coupland in his book, Generation X: Tales of an Accelerated 

Culture. It felt a much angrier, more nihilistic generation than that of my literary 

forefathers and mothers. 10. 

I was alone in my Perth based literary life, or so it felt. ‘You Belong Here’ 

hoped to take my experiences as a young boy growing up in 1980s Western Australia, 

and craft compelling, emotionally resonant fiction from them. And so it was that I 

sought these voices, men willing to speak of vulnerability. Eventually, I found 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9 Haruki Murakami, Blind Willow, Sleeping Woman, New York: Random House, 2006, p. xi. 
10	  From Douglas Coupland’s Generation X: Tales for an Accelerated Culture: “Give parents the tiniest 
of confidences and they'll use them as crowbars to jimmy you open and rearrange your life with no 
perspective. Sometimes I'd just like to mace them. I want to tell them that I envy their upbringings that 
were so clean, so free of futurelessness. And I want to throttle them for blindly handing over the world 
to us like so much skid-marked underwear.” New York: St. Martins Press, 1991, p86.	  	  
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something approximate: two Western Australian writers who shunned the spotlight, for 

the most part, but were dedicated to soulful, spiritual fiction.  

 I read my first Tim Winton novel early; or should I say I heard it, as it was the 

audiobook of That Eye, The Sky. Following Ort's journey, I felt a kinship. I knew that 

his literal journey was nothing like mine; it was his emotional path, that strange 

combination of curiosity and anxiety that entranced me. On rereading, I found 

interesting parallels to my own emotional life: Sahlia Ben Messael cites young Morton 

Flack as having to ‘live in a divided and disconnected family unit’, adding that ‘the 

imaginary space he invades and inhabits provides the solace that is needed to survive 

in times of unbearable pain’11.  

It was not the first time I’d felt a direct kinship with a fictional protagonist12, 

but it was at the time, the most memorable. His faith, or fear of faith, so closely 

mirrored mine that even now I feel strangely indebted to that strange small boy 

imagined (reimagined?) by Winton, so closely does he mirror the boy I once was, or 

indeed, had to be to survive.  

 Though I did not know it at the time, Winton had been influenced by 

University of Iowa graduate Michael Henderson, whose style he describes as ‘Really 

austere, very stripped back, like Hemingway through the lens of Beckett’.13  

Henderson also introduced Winton to writers he had previously not read, such as 

Marquez, Juan Rulfo and Borges. At school, I read Orwell, Hemingway and Cormier, 

so was familiar with sparse, austere works dealing with the darker side of humanity. In 

Winton I discovered a melding of stripped-back prose with a deeper, more spiritual 

view of the world. Winton’s spirituality, coupled with Ort's adolescent journey through 

familial trauma, helped me find a point from which to develop my own voice.  

 Nathaniel O’Reilly also argues that ‘Winton presents non-traditional fathers 

and complex father-son relationships in order to question and challenge Australian 

cultural norms regarding fatherhood and masculinity14.’ In hindsight, this explains a 

great deal. While ‘searching’ for my father in real life, it’s natural that, in reading, I’d 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
11	  Salhia Ben Messael, Mind the Country: Tim Winton’s Fiction, Perth: UWA Press, 2006 p 65.	  	  
12	  That particular honour goes to Charlie Bucket, the boy protagonist of Roald Dahl’s Charlie and the 
Chocolate Factory, who also grows up without a father figure, like Morton from That Eye, The Sky, and 
myself. 	  	  
13 Tim Winton, cited in Richard Rossiter, ‘The Writer and the Community: An Interview with Tim 
Winton’ in Westerly Volume 49, 2004, p. 29. 
14	  Nathanael O’Reilly, cited in Nathaniel O’Reilly and Lyn McCredden (eds.), Tim Winton: Critical 
Essays (eBook), Perth: UWA Publishing, 2014, p 162.	  	  
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also search for meaningful, resonant father-son relationships to help best flesh out my 

own understanding of a loving but at times distant father.  

 As with all literary influences, Winton’s work has aged alongside my own 

development as a writer. The stories that captivated me as a teen now seem indebted to 

other, older writers, the ghosts of Carver, Hemingway and Hungerford permeating 

Winton’s earlier collections Scission and Minimum of Two. In The Turning, I saw a 

shift in Winton’s influences, his authorial voice, and his structure, and again found his 

work both liberating and invigorating.  

 I first encountered Kim Scott when he read at the 2006 Perth Writers Festival. 

He was there to promote his book Kayang and Me, in collaboration with his father’s 

cousin, Hazel Brown, the ‘Kayang’ of the title. Joan Thompson described the book as 

‘a meditation on the spirit of a people and a place, told by two individuals not afraid to 

ask hard questions’; for me, it was a soulful, spiritual journey through a land I had long 

stopped questioning.15 I recall, immediately after I had read it, feeling distressed by 

how little history I had as a New Zealand born, Australian raised white man, seemingly 

devoid of any connection to the land that, for the most part, had been destroyed by my 

people.  

  In time, I developed an insight into Perth, and my relationship to it. Growing 

up here from the age of nine, I had left fingerprints all over the landscape. Indeed, it 

was steeped in personal history: in a jetty post, mine and my girlfriend's initials 

scratched into its surface; on the short, dying blades of the Esplanade, having spent an 

afternoon with a girl who would eventually become my wife; on the corner of Coode 

Street and Fourth Avenue, watching a police car turn, only to stop outside my house, 

my brother escorted to the front door. 

 I read Benang: From the Heart soon after and found a different interpretation 

of masculinity. The placid soul exploring Western Australia’s South Western corridor 

had been replaced by an angry young man, intent on finding his place within his self, 

family, and country. This particular passage resonated:  

Together, we listen to the creak and rustle of various plants in various 

winds, the countless beatings of different wings, the many strange and 

musical calls of animals who have come from this place right here. And 

deep in the chill night, ending the song, the curlew’s cry.  

 Death bird, my people say.  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
15 Joan Thompson,‘Kayang and Me’ in Antipodes Volume 19, Issue 2, 2005, p. 230. 
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 Obviously, however, I am alive. Am bringing life.  

 People smile at me, say:  

 ‘You can always tell.’  

 ‘You can’t hide who you are.’ 

 ‘You feel it, here?’ 

 And, tapping their fists on my chest,  

 ‘Speak it from the heart.’”16 

Such resonance spoke more about my emotional state than the literal truth of Scott’s 

prose. As a non-Indigenous person, I had no right to choke up from a world I barely 

understood. Instead, it was the simplicity of his thought, to ‘speak it from the heart’, 

that seemed so alien. It was emotional guidance, the communal ownership of spiritual 

growth that upset me, living as I did with one tiny part of a much larger extended 

family, the majority of whom still lived in the United Kingdom.    

 Not Noongar or otherwise identified, I knew I was part of a greater majority, 

but as time passed, knew only where I did not belong, as opposed to grasping that 

which best articulated my experience as a lost, white man whose country preached 

tolerance and compassion but practiced anything but. 

 Almost ten years later, I see that my kinship with these authors was as much to 

do with their spiritual approach to life, as it was about shared cultural similarities. In 

truth, you could not find three more different people, let alone writers from such varied 

backgrounds. Stylistically, we are also different, although I share Winton's 

preoccupation with ‘the past' as a catalyst to present day reality, and Scott's propensity 

for a rhythmic, almost cyclical approach to family legacy, as showcased in Benang.  

 In conclusion, I see Winton and Scott as literary benchmarks, markers of a time 

and place that has passed, of strong, silent men belying a resistance to traditional 

archetypes. And yet, in ‘You Belong Here’, I discovered another type of man, and 

perhaps two or three. Exploring these selves as they surface, it often feels as though I 

am presenting a relic: a faded symbol of the man I once was. Having now finished the 

novel, I feel strangely nostalgic, knowing all too well that there are places, people, and 

emotional states I may never return to. I am not sure if Winton or Scott felt similarly 

shattered by this passing of time. Whether, upon completing their work, they noted 

how much the world, or more poignantly, their world had irrevocably changed.  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
16 Kim Scott, Benang, Fremantle: Fremantle Arts Centre Press, 1999, p. 8.	  
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 ‘You Belong Here’ is the product of first embracing Winton and Scott as a 

reader, and then letting them go as a writer. I’m grateful to have had such literary 

forefathers. That said it is important to find one’s own creative path, to chase one’s 

truth, and be willing to step outside one’s comfort zone. Having now completed my 

novel, I hope I will continue to find similarly inspiring authors as I develop a deeper 

understanding of my craft. 

 

3. The Role of Personal History in Compelling Fiction 

‘The story of my family…changes with the teller.’17  

― Jennifer Haigh 

 

Author and creativity theorist Stephen Pressfield equated the act of writing as closer to 

invocation than personal reflection in his 2002 book The War of Art. While it’s 

reasonable to endorse his view that certain ‘Artists have invoked the muse since time 

immemorial’, his categorical claim that ‘There is great wisdom to this’, and ‘magic to 

effacing our human arrogance and humbly entreating help from a source we cannot 

hear, touch, or smell,’18 is perhaps more contentious.   

 The mythology of invocation is one usually accepted by both writers and 

readers, being mutually beneficial for both parties. Certain genres seem better suited to 

such mysticism. Literary fiction has long shown its hand, if not in the author’s 

biographical information, than at least, in the texts they leave behind.  

 ‘You Belong Here’ is both invocation and reflection, as are most works of 

fiction. The balance between the two is perhaps best left to the reader’s imagination.  

 And still, I write. Still, I live. Somewhere there is tension between what has 

been lived, and what was written. That which was true, and those things forged from 

the ashes. Again, I refer such evaluation to the reader, in the hope they might be able to 

ascertain my themes, motivations, and willingness to be exposed on the page. 

 I feel there is no greater sin for a writer than to assume that the stuff of their life 

is inherently fascinating. In time, I realised that my life, and particularly my childhood, 

was more interesting than most, but saw little benefit in overwrought confession or 

self-flagellation. I was more interested in others’ perceptions and experiences of my 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
17 Jennifer Haigh, Faith, New York: Harper Collins, 2011, p. 22. 
18 Steven Pressfield, The War of Art: Break Through the Blocks and Win Your Inner Creative Battles, 
New York: Black Irish Entertainment LLC, p. 119. 
 



177	  
	  

childhood, knowing how I have a comprehensive but selective bank of memories, and 

thus would recall only one of many stories from that time. This realisation was the 

genesis for ‘You Belong Here’, a creative reimagining of my family’s formative years.  

 Stories from this time began to surface as soon as I started the project in 

earnest. Most were less than flattering. Some were downright depressing. What 

survived was my family, comically flawed, as they tried, as best as they could, to love 

each other.  

 The ‘truth’ of these times was often difficult to define. Depending on the 

source, I was greeted with a variety of recollections, ranging from tragic to darkly 

comic. In no way did I encounter a universal truth, other than the statement that things 

were hard, ridiculous, and challenging in equal measure. To some extent such polarity 

in specifics could be expected. I had long been the butt of family jokes for my inability 

to forget the tiniest detail; my siblings had found ways to change their scripts, or 

favourably blur the image. I had long cherished my memory as indisputable. I had not 

considered the relief inherent in exploring another person’s perspective, as opposed to 

my own. In writing ‘You Belong Here’, I found compassion for my family, and in 

particular my mother and father. What had once been a case of blame and culpability 

became instead a familial ‘accident’ of sorts with I the interested observer.  

Writing ‘You Belong Here’, then, became more a selective re-

enactment of my childhood years. Certain events were intentionally left alone; 

thankfully those events that might have unnecessarily shamed or embarrassed 

my parents often eventuated as irrelevant to my greater narrative. This only 

further condoned my decision to write ‘You Belong Here’ as fiction. Had I 

written it as memoir, I’d find only greater dissatisfaction in the telling; an 

aching inability to faithfully recreate my parents’ real life relationship, torn 

apart not only by circumstance but also by any number of other familial 

‘accidents’ before my time.  

 In ‘You Belong Here’, I hoped to fictionalise selected events from our family’s 

narrative, if only to find order in the chaos. The use of multiple perspectives seemed 

mandatory, as did the reinterpretation of certain events from multiple points of view.  

 In shaping my novel, I felt guided only by a need to tell an emotional ‘truth’ 

about a certain time. The form resulted out of this need, taking in, for example, a call 

and response effect in stories such as ‘Once’ and ‘I Love You But You’re Bringing Me 

Down’. This use of conflicting realities, as they pertained to each specific character 
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helped articulate both the truth, as best I knew it, and indeed, the difficulties in 

cementing any notion of one all-defining reality. 

  In writing ‘You Belong Here’, I hoped to celebrate those, who, in the words of 

Wendy Mass (although the original quote is usually attributed back to eighteenth 

century Scottish author Ian McLaren), are ‘fighting a battle you know nothing about’19. 

At the time I was unaware of whom and how much of the population this might cover: 

if I was charting the lives of a desolate few or the greater majority of the population. 

Even now, I am unsure as to how, if at all, this book will resonate with the reader. 

Indeed, it is with some irony that I purport to have found a target audience at all, given 

much of popular entertainment’s emphasis on the trivial and transient, and my book’s 

obsession with the flawed and the frightened, those I have met, loved and lost while 

trying, and at times failing, to be a better human being. 

 

*** 

 

I faced a couple of problems with family members when discussing my PhD, some of 

whom had a great deal invested in their own notions of loss, regret and personal 

culpability. I realised this early on in the PhD, when I showed my mother the memoir 

piece ‘Control Alt Delete’, a precursor to the stories that eventually made up the 

creative component.20 Initially, she consented to it being published, but then a week 

later rescinded that consent, asking that I publish it as fiction21.  

 I had previously been asked why I would write ‘You Belong Here’ as fiction 

rather than memoir. I imagine it difficult for any writer wishing to write another's 

story, regardless of context. To this extent, I was moved by author Amy Espeseth’s 

afterword in her 2012 novel Sufficient Grace that she had written only the story she 

was given to write22. Espeseth chose fiction as the best format for family exploration; I 

chose to do the same. In ‘You Belong Here’, I planned not so much to chart the 

specifics of events, but their emotional reality. I also chose fiction because although I 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
19 Wendy Mass, The Candymakers, New York: Little Brown, 2011, p. 76. 
20 To me, it seemed natural to write memoir in the lead up to beginning the creative component. I 
wanted to clear out any harbouring literal ‘truth' or truths of my own, as I believed them detrimental to 
the greater family history. 
21 ‘Control Alt Delete’ was published in Etchings 9 in November 2013 as a work of fiction. The journal 
has since folded so it’s unlikely many read of my mother’s flaws, however contentious they might have 
been. 
22 Amy Espeseth, Sufficient Grace, Carlton North, Vic.: Scribe Publications, acknowledgements.	  	  
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struggle with each and every one of my siblings, I also love these people very much, 

and would not want to cause unnecessary shame or heartache. 

 As a protective mechanism, I created characters that were aesthetically unlike 

my family, resulting in a strange amalgam: a group of people that had traces of my 

family DNA, but were otherwise unfamiliar. Some characters switched gender; others 

did not exist in my family unit, but I had often wished they had. To find a creative 

sweet spot, maintaining detachment while retaining an overarching empathy, I had to 

balance creation and recollection, and, where tension occurred, choose the option that 

best reflected my emotional truth. In this respect, if any one member of my family 

eventually filtered down to the characters it was most likely yours truly, as, despite my 

best intentions, I was never able to fully extricate myself from the novel.  

 Certain real-life events were fictionalised in the narrative to enable a workable 

plot structure. ‘The Knife’ fictionalises the death of a friend who took his own life, as 

also explored in the aforementioned non-fiction piece ‘Control Alt Delete’23. In fact, 

the events depicted in ‘The Knife’ more closely mirror the life of my brother, whose 

best friend committed suicide at the age of fifteen.  

 ‘Wallpaper’ fictionalises what, in real life, was a drawn out process, the 

dissolution of my parents’ marriage. The fictional version allowed me to explore 

contributing factors to Jen’s defection; an undermining husband, Jen’s conflict at being 

the disciplinarian, and in particular, the loss of her husband’s job and impending 

financial concerns. 

 At times, I took an emotional reality and chose a fictional world to reflect it. 

The aim, with ‘Skin I’m In’ was to examine how divorce could shape the beliefs of 

children regarding love and intimacy. In broader terms, I also wanted to examine how, 

when accustomed to scarcity, a character would choose a high-risk, high pay-off 

decision to change their lot in life. In Penny, Alex sees a way out of his life, and by 

extension, his family of origin.   

 ‘The Middle of Somewhere’ fulfilled a similar role to ‘Skin I’m In’, only this 

time the key emotion was love, Jen and Jason planning their life together. I was not 

alive when my mother and father courted. I imagine that at some point they were 

deeply in love, and although afraid of their next big step (they moved to New Zealand 

from the United Kingdom in 1976, with two young children in tow), were very much 

committed to their marriage. In ‘The Middle of Somewhere’, I wanted to illuminate 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
23 Laurie Steed, ‘Autobiography and Masculinity in “You Belong Here”’, Appendices, p. 209. 
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their strengths as a couple, but also hint at their downfall. The story finds Jason forever 

distracted, even when in King’s Park with his love. Jen is distant and afraid to trust 

him, having seen her father depart when she was a girl. In reality, my mother’s parents 

are still together, or were until my grandfather died. In ‘You Belong Here’, I felt it 

integral to flesh out Jen’s fear of intimacy, particularly in regard to adult relationships, 

and thus her father needed to abandon Jen, and thus create Jen as an adult, forever 

seeking closeness and yet terrified of becoming dependent.24 When Jason later loses 

his job, she feels this abandonment all over again. 

 ‘Eternians’ presented the opportunity to chart Jen’s struggles through an 

interested outsider. In this case, I chose her psychiatrist, Steven. I wanted more than 

just his perspective, however, and so chose to use their sessions to both illustrate and 

contrast with the more stripped back, prescriptive notes of a psychiatrist. 

‘What do you want me to say? That it's a load of shit? It's hard, Steven. I 

never thought I would be raising kids on my own. And now, Emily…it's 

all coming back. It doesn't matter when it happened…it always comes 

back.'25 

I wondered how much an overly familial worldview would affect someone: to, in 

effect, be locked to one’s family as a source of personal reflection. This raised the 

related question of whether it would be better to have no family at all, rather than 

being tied to a dysfunctional one. My conclusion surprised me, as in my own life I had 

lived in a different continent from my family, and greatly enjoyed the solitude. I later 

became grateful for them, despite their flaws, thanks to a particularly fateful trip across 

Australia, and the subsequent events (and support) that followed. Jen’s realisation 

comes late, but it is hinted at in ‘Arrival’ that as a group, they have moved into a more 

workable family dynamic.  

  ‘Arrival’, along with ‘The World According to Ava’, hoped to provide closure 

to an essentially unending story. Alex, as the lost child, could not be present at the 

reunion in ‘Arrival’ because he holds together the old family dynamic, and by 

extension, the grief from his parents' divorce. That said I had always planned to end 

‘You Belong Here’ on an uplifting note, given many of the stories explore emotionally 

dark territory. I needed to find a balance. To say, ‘This is a family. Messy, ugly, funny, 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
24 One may note in ‘You Belong Here’ that Jen bonds almost exclusively with her child Jay, particularly 
in his early years. As he seeks independence, they grown distant, and Jen again retreats, at least 
emotionally, for fear of being hurt.  
25Laurie Steed, ‘You Belong Here’, p. 71.	  	  
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sad and beautiful.’ Alex returns instead in the final story, ‘The World According to 

Ava,’ thereby completing the narrative.  

In all of this, my challenge was to explore how love could initially breed 

animosity, and how, when turning to each other more than twenty years later, one 

could say, ‘We are here… we’re okay, or, at least, as close to it as we are ever going to 

get.’ Sometimes, such a lesson is not learned within a generation. And yet, it seems, it 

remains, ready to be discovered in the face of compassion and forgiveness. 

 

*** 

 

Personal history is intrinsically linked to compelling literary fiction, however well-

disguised that history might be within the text. Many great books have survived on this 

delineation of fact from fiction. I believe there is merit in examining one’s craft with 

candour and a willingness to elucidate these tensions, and where possible, to stay with 

them, however uncomfortably they sometimes sit. One’s work should always stand on 

its own as fiction, and yet, a literary novel is often an exercise in creative reimagining 

of personal history. As such, different rules apply as to the depiction of a believable, 

fictional world. It’s often difficult to ascertain the lie or lies within fiction, such is 

fiction’s ability to reinterpret the past with vigour and, of course, a necessary blurring 

of the boundaries.  

 

4. Beyond Black: Acknowledging the Whole in Depictions of Grief and Isolation  

‘There are these two young fish swimming along, and they happen to 

meet an older fish swimming the other way, who nods at them and says, 

"Morning, boys, how's the water?" And the two young fish swim on for a 

bit, and then eventually one of them looks over at the other and goes, 

"What the hell is water?"’26 

- David Foster Wallace 

 

On September 12th, 2008, author David Foster Wallace took his life, leaving behind his 

final manuscript, eventually published as The Pale King. Subsequent writing about 

Foster Wallace has ranged from the celebratory to the myopic. Having become 

something of a literary celebrity upon the release of Infinite Jest in 1996, his latter 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
26 David Foster Wallace, This is Water: Some Thoughts, Delivered on a Significant Occasion, about 
Living a Compassionate Life, New York: Little Brown, 2009, pp. 3-4. 
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works were less successful, at least until his death, at which point his work was again 

revered.   

 Wallace’s suicide overshadowed his importance as a writer, and particularly 

one willing to dwell in the darker recesses of humanity, in addition to his own fears 

and insecurities. It is arguable whether such willingness was bravery or a masochistic 

streak. In my own writing, I have chosen distance, if only in the hope of a greater 

chance of redemption. It is easy, I have found, to get lost in one’s mind, one’s life, and 

one’s memories. In the creation of characters, a writer enables a gentler letting go, and, 

in the process, opens up the possibility of a uniquely open emotional transfer between 

writer and reader. The difference, put simply, is similar to the difference between 

saying, ‘This is my pain’, and “This is pain.” Without the writer’s literal self in the 

equation, the reader can relate to the universal, and thus, enable healing and 

compassion on both sides of the communication.  

 At times Foster Wallace achieved this. At times it was all he could do not to 

pick at his wounds, dissecting his pain. Wallace often lost his readers in a miasma of 

competing thoughts, and fragments of experience scattered onto the page, as if trying 

to capture life’s inherent complexity. I do not purport to know the ins and outs of his 

mental state leading up to his death. Having read the majority of his work, a fair 

amount feels ominous, but by no means conclusive. It is a sad consequence for the 

writer who takes his own life. Having made his decision to die, he no longer gets the 

final word.   

 The death of David Foster Wallace haunted me not as a writer, but as a person, 

for if he achieved anything in his relatively short life, it was connecting with readers as 

a fellow human being. In Catcher in The Rye, Holden Caulfield talks of a book that, 

‘When you're all done reading it, you wish the author that wrote it was a terrific friend 

of yours and you could call him up on the phone whenever you felt like it.’27 For 

many, and indeed myself, Foster Wallace was that friend. That he took his own life 

shocked most, if only because he had taught so many readers how to better live in an at 

times frustrating, frightening, and lonely world. 

Which is not to say that his writing was anything less than uncomfortable, for 

the most part. This became particularly evident in his latter short story collections Brief 

Interviews with Hideous Men and Oblivion. The latter collection particularly, is darker 

in pitch and tone than anything I could write in good conscience.  The surgically 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
27 J.D. Salinger, The Catcher in the Rye, New York: Little, Brown, 1991, p. 25. 
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scarred mother in ‘Philosophy and The Mirror of Nature’ follows the scalded baby of 

‘Incarnations of Burned Children’. The language remains breathtaking; the stories fail 

to move the reader in this instance because they ‘strangely reproduce the extreme 

coldness that they abhor’28. 

  Not one to fully succumb to the more self-destructive characteristics of the 

writing fraternity, I have nonetheless battled similar doubts, fears and insecurities. As 

writers, we often clothe such demons, crafting stories, worlds in which they can be 

acted out. And yet, as writers, we sometimes seek only to understand. To say, ‘I know 

how you feel. You are not alone.’ 

 Fellow writers Valerie Shay and Cheyenne Richards29 once compared my work 

to that of Foster Wallace, something I am both flattered and mildly embarrassed by, 

given all he achieved in his life, and all I have yet to achieve. As to why someone 

would make the comparison, there are certain correlations. Wallace went on record as 

saying that his 1996 novel Infinite Jest was designed to ‘force you to work hard to 

access its pleasures, the same way that in real life true pleasure is usually a by-product 

of hard work and discomfort’30. While ‘You Belong Here’ does not have the scope of 

Wallace’s Magnum opus, I’m equally interested making the reader work, via analysis 

or reflection, in a complex and emotionally compassionate space: a space where 

meaning is as much generated through the reader/writer relationship, rather than 

dictated by an all-knowing author. As Wallace himself put it in 1993, half of fiction’s 

job is to ‘dramatize what it is that it makes it tough (to be a real human being). The 

other half is to dramatize the fact that we still “are” human beings, now. Or can be.’31  

 It is possible that I merely want to be seen as effective as David Foster Wallace 

was in his pursuit of literary excellence. Here, George Saunders puts it better than I 

ever could, in his informal remarks from the David Foster Wallace memorial service in 

2008: 

 

That was his work, as I see it, both on the page and off it: he went around 

waking people up. He was, if this is even a word, a celebrationist, who 

gave us new respect for the world through his reverence for it, a 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
28	  James Wood, ‘The Digressionist’, in The New Republic, August 9th, 2004. Accessed online at 
http://www.newrepublic.com/article/the-digressionist on April 14th, 2015.	  	  
29	  University of Iowa Writers’ Workshop Feedback, May 18th, 2012. 
30	  David Foster Wallace, cited in Marshall Boswell, Understanding David Foster Wallace p119, 
Columbia: 2009.  
31 David Foster Wallace, cited in David Hering (ed.), Consider David Foster Wallace: Critical Essays 
p12, Los Angeles, 2012.	  
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reverence that manifested as attention, an attention that produced that 

electrifying, all-chips-in, aware-in-all-directions prose of his.32 

 

I try to approach my writing as I do my life; to, wherever possible, acknowledge both 

an individual’s uniqueness, and our innate similarities. I could no more fully 

disassociate from my writing than ignore a stranger on the street. My writing is now so 

embedded in my sense of self, and vice-versa, that there is no longer room for ‘selves’ 

outside of the one from which I operate on a day-to-day basis. My aim, if not always 

my achieved goal, is for a similar reverence for the people, dreams and fears that 

populate my stories. 

I’m lucky enough that my particular brand of reverence is less rooted in 

brutality, at least literally. In that respect, I’m less a wake-up call and more of a gentle 

nudge towards understanding and compassion: the dramatisation of the fact that ‘we 

still “are” human beings, now.’33  

 I have always found solace in the complexity of human experience, as I have 

seen it. While the words and worlds of my fiction have at times felt inadequate, they 

are, and have always been, the closest I have come to full and frank expression, when 

relating to a strangely fragile sense of reality. 

 

*** 

Much of writing involves seating one’s self at the desk. Much of living involves the 

opposite. Thanks mostly to the assistance and/or intervention of medical practitioners I 

have slowly embraced physical activity, a healthy diet, and active communication with 

friends and colleagues. Despite their best intentions, my oldest friends do not fully 

understand the life of the writer. As insurance against the degradation of my mood, or 

indeed, the tendency for a writer to self-isolate, I have established a network of friends, 

both locally and online, to share stories, friendships, and occasionally vent with. As 

time has passed, these once occasional catch-ups have become regular fixtures. Indeed, 

it is these friendships that have helped me the most, for although writing is a choice, it 

can often feel like an addiction.  

 The structure of a PhD allowed me discipline I had not always found while 

pursuing my writing career. It also encouraged greater self-realisation of my talent, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
32	  George Saunders in Samuel Cohen and Lee Konstantinou (eds.), The Legacy of David Foster 
Wallace, p54, Iowa City: 2012. 	  
33	  Op cit, p 12.	  
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such is the energy one gets once backed by another’s approval. At first, I felt carried, 

and, in 2013, felt particularly untouchable, having, in addition to winning the 2012 

Patricia Hackett Prize, having also been selected for Best Australian Stories 2013. As 

the PhD wore on, the inevitable occurred. Having generated much momentum from a 

new sense of purpose, I found it difficult to slow down, and this, matched with a 

number of real-life events, including but not limited to the birth of my son and my 

father’s falling from a ladder and subsequent coma, lead me down to a familiar sense 

of dread. 

 I found solace in the words of writers who had conquered similar hurdles: 

William Styron’s Darkness Visible: A Memoir of Madness was more insightful than its 

melodramatic title might suggest. I was similarly buoyed by work from the 

aforementioned Wallace, and, in particular, This is Water and David Lipsky’s excellent 

Although of Course You End Up Becoming Yourself, a recollection of a road trip he 

and Wallace took in 1996. Anne Lamott’s Bird by Bird and Salinger’s Franny and 

Zooey reminded me to breathe, and a fortunate trip to Europe allowed Yves Klein, 

Gerhard Richter, and Christian Marclay to again infiltrate my consciousness. Kate 

Cole Adam’s Walking to the Moon was one of the more poignant fictional takes on 

depression, a hopeful, insightful tome on how one copes, survives, and eventually 

thrives in the face of mental illness.  

 As previously mentioned, I saw no merits in exploring fear or depression in a 

non-fiction context, be it my own or that of the people I loved. It eventuated that many 

of the great writers sewed similarly lost, lonely or identifiably existential characters in 

their work, from Slaughterhouse Five’s Billy Pilgrim (and indeed the unnamed 

narrator, who bears so close a resemblance to Vonnegut) through to the children of 

Salinger’s Glass family, each of which wrestle with greater notions of guilt, 

compassion and responsibility.  

 

*** 

 

‘You Belong Here’ was not intended to be a diatribe on the lost or the lonely. Instead, I 

wish to echo Foster Wallace’s own quote that fiction is, for better or worse, ‘about 

what it is to be a fucking human being’.34 Not all fiction can reach that level of insight; 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
34 Larry McCaffrey, ‘An Conversation with David Foster Wallace’, The Review of Contemporary 
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I have no idea if my stories achieve it or, indeed, anything approximate. There have 

been worse goals for a writer, however, than to accurately illustrate their struggle, or 

the struggle of those around them.  

 I would hope I am not alone in my willingness to embrace such difficult 

characters. In addition to Cole-Adams, Australian authors Charlotte Wood, Paddy 

O’Reilly and Kalinda Ashton have also explored marginalised characters in their 

respective works. In terms of Australian publishers, Sleepers Publishing has shown 

they are more than willing to back similarly insightful and honest depictions of 

outsiders, and I was lucky enough to have PhD story ‘Skin I’m In’ for their Sleepers 

Almanac No. 8 in 2012.  

 Reflecting on ‘You Belong Here’, it is easy to see the threads of my life 

spiralling out, not unlike the image of the DNA double helix that seemed embedded in 

my mind from early on in my PhD studies. No one person is instantly recognisable in 

‘You Belong Here’, and yet it is hard not to read the novel as indicative of a writer 

who has, not necessarily by choice, been privy to the darker recesses of the mind. 

Here, author Jessica Stern describes that, which, until the time of writing had eluded 

my conscious mind, that is, the effect of trauma on memory and experience. 

Unwittingly, her thoughts also echo my tendency to find meaning and order not in the 

whole, but in fragments:  

 

‘Some people's lives seem to flow in a narrative; mine had many stops 

and starts. That's what trauma does. It interrupts the plot. You can't 

process it because it doesn't fit with what came before or what comes 

afterwards.’35	    

 

5. Dreams and Detail: Extrapolation of the Everyday in ‘You Belong Here’ 

 

Until this point, much of my discussion regarding ‘You Belong Here’ has been 

theoretical. This was intentional, as practical discussion about the ins and outs of 

writing is to me about as interesting as discussing a boiled egg. Such discussion 

becomes relevant if anchored to thematic preoccupations, so I will continue, discussing 

practicality as it relates to detail within literary fiction. 
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 My major concern was how to meld the ‘real’ world of the novel with the 

characters desires and dreams, both spoken and unspoken. The switch from real to 

hyper real was challenging: it meant occasionally slowing events to a crawl to enable 

the minutiae of movement, the shifting of facial expressions and the use of a 

character’s physical space to reflect emotional shifts. At other times, it meant 

accelerating action to reflect a character’s fear of emotional intimacy. Take, for 

example, this scene from ‘The Knife’: ‘Let’s go, Alex,’ he says, pushing back his 

fringe. Kickstand folds and we’re flying down Fourth. I push on the pedals to pick up 

speed.’36 While comparatively short, the scene needs to convey a number of things. 

Given the preceding paragraph showed Alex trying to connect with Walker, it needed 

to show Walker’s reluctance to respond. He instead mumbles a dismissive, ‘Let’s go,’ 

and physically distances himself such is his fear of getting close to his friend. The 

kickstand folds and time accelerates to illustrate how quickly Walker escapes, and 

how, reluctantly, Alex follows him, leaving behind his sentimentality. Later in the 

story, Jen makes the family dinner: 

Mum dribbles oil on the steaks, shifts them to the baking tray. When 

they’re brown as old leather, she’ll pull out the pineapple, drain the slices 

and put them on top. She’ll dish the yellow mash—half-cheese, half-

potato—onto the plates and Emily will come in just as it’s being served.37  

I wanted Jen’s domestic duties to take prominence because they are the only way Alex 

can meaningfully relate to her given how often he puts his foot in his mouth. The food 

presented is basic, but for Alex, that is part of the charm. With so much isolation in 

their family home, I wanted dinner to act as a point of connection. The tragedy is that, 

even at dinner, they fight, fuss and miscommunicate. 

The title of ‘Give or Take’ encouraged literal identification with this conflict, 

but with a key reveal at the end of the story. I chose to write this particular story to 

look at sex as disassociation and distraction within casual relationships, as opposed to 

the committed relationship explored in ‘The Middle of Somewhere’.  

 Given that ‘You Belong Here’ is primarily about the dissolution of a family, it 

is not surprising that there are any number of domestic settings in the novel. While this 

was simply done in a story such as ‘The Knife’, it is worth noting that both ‘The 

Knife’ and ‘The World According to Ava’ relied on a stereotypical view of said 

domesticity: in the former, Mum cooks dinner, while, in the latter, it’s brought home. 
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There's no such option for Alex and Jay in ‘Skin I’m In,’ and thus by the time it’s 

Alex’s turn, he’s warped a once proud, table-bound family institution to an act of 

manipulation, or at the very least a selective gift to those most deserving: 

Jay shifts to the edge of the couch. ‘How come you never do the pesto 

pizza anymore?’  

     ‘I moved on.’ 

     ‘I’d beg him to make it,’ says Jay, turning to Penny. ‘It was 

something else, as if he’d poured in love and kneaded it down. The base, 

hand-stretched, almost fluffy, you know? Pestle swirls around the mortar, 

shredded basil, slick with extra virgin and cashews, the whole lot 

smoothed to a paste, with a sprinkling of mozzarella. From dough to 

delicious: Alex morphing from oaf to mastermelt, in a moment of 

transcendence.’38 

Alex struggles to bond with those he loves. He was my attempt at a dissociative male, 

although not one clinically afflicted. If Alex can indeed be classified as dissociative, 

then he’s certainly not alone in a primarily dissociative family. Alex’s strategies are 

comparatively harmless, and yet, it’s only a precious few that get close to him. As the 

story progresses, it is clear that Alex is happy to offer love only in ways he deems 

appropriate. This often makes food his buffer for real emotional connection. It takes a 

huge amount for Alex to crack, but he eventually does, in this exchange between Alex 

and Jay towards the end:  

I get out and dry myself, wrap a towel around my waist and walk down 

the hall, leaning around the living room doorway.  

     ‘You ready?’  

     ‘Yep.’  

     I head to my bedroom. 

     ‘Alex.’ 

     ‘Mm?’ 

     ‘I love you.’ 

     I poke my head back around the corner. ‘Love you too,’ I say, 

feeling like the worst brother on earth. ‘Won’t be a sec.’39  

Early stories, such as ‘The Middle of Somewhere’, and later stories like ‘The Family 

DNA’ and ‘Give and Take’, took a microscopic approach to detail and where possible, 
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contrasted the minutiae of the characters’ lives with lofty aspirations. Each character 

within the family unit, when faced with questions of faith, struggles with the concept. 

In ‘The Middle of Somewhere,’ Jen asks Jason about becoming a Dad. She’s trying, 

despite her inhibitions, to open a dialogue: 

Jason reached for Jen’s belly bump. ‘I love you.’ 

‘I know.’ 

 He moved closer. Rested his palm on her stomach. Drew a heart 

with his index finger. She laughed, gently caressing his hand. 

 ‘How are you feeling?’ 

‘About Perth?’  

‘About this.’ She patted her belly.  

‘Great,’ said Jason, smoothing the rug. ‘You?’ 

‘Great.’ 

     She looked away. Jason coughed. Patted her hand. Brushed his 

trousers, and then stood up, kicking at the grass.40  

Though they have the same ‘problem’, we see different coping strategies. For Jen, their 

move interstate needs contemplation. For Jason, it’s a subject to be changed. Part of 

this flippancy when dealing when something as serious as parenthood can be attributed 

to their age, but each still faces a greater question of faith.  

 ‘The Family DNA’ aimed to raise similar questions, but ones more directly 

linked to notions of God and his proximity to familial catastrophe. For one raised on 

such doctrines, the adoption of a higher power would be simple. For Jason, living as he 

does with a stroke-afflicted father, things are more complicated: 

My father’s a burnt-out star, although it is hard to know what type: white 

dwarf, black dwarf, neutron star or black hole. I call him Sirius B, as he’s 

closer to white than dark. Collapsed to a point, but prevented from further 

damage. By hope, perhaps. Or faith. Or fear.  

The gravitational pull, magnetic attraction, draws us in, so I study 

hard. I read until my vision blurs. Mum says “wear your glasses”, but I’m 

worried about distortion. I think that maybe if I fix the blur, I will one 

day lose momentum, sinking into the couch. That’s fine for some, but not 
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for me. All I need is Mum, Abby, me. Old man dad and his Yahtzee 

brain.41 

‘The Family DNA’ implies that if God exists, and is omnipresent, then why does he 

not do more about injustice in the world, or indeed the seemingly unjust events that 

dictate the lives of so many people? In the case of Jason, he is unable to find an 

answer, but he struggles, as best he can, to impart order in the chaos.  

 Jason’s lack of faith manifests as dedication to excel, as if this drive might 

spare him from his father’s fate, and by extension, the fate of his family: 

 

My sister cries in her room.  

She closes the door, but I can still hear her. She plays records. 

Music to slash your wrists to, Mum says. Our father’s not gone, just 

absent. He is almost a chair, gathering dust by the window. Mum talks 

with him, at him, but he’s been shot since the stroke. I watch him from 

the couch while he watches TV, searching for a flicker, fade, or static pop 

from under the surface. 42 

 

Jason can intellectually acknowledge his family’s conflict, and yet is unable to feel the 

necessary discomfort. As a writer, I wanted to parallel the intellectualism of the 1960s 

in Australia43 with the burgeoning feminist movement. An interloper in both, Jason is 

the first witness to these women, their emotions, fears and inner lives. He is aware of 

their discomfort, and does his best to sit with his mother and sister, as much as they 

will let him. It is with some irony, however, that he continues to excel, unaware of 

how, rather than removing his need to ‘fix’ his family, he has simply moved such 

perfectionist tendencies to a different aspect of his life.  

 Jason’s ideas of faith are pivotal to ‘The Family DNA’, and indeed the novel as 

a whole. By the novel’s end, he reunites with his family, and in doing so must revisit a 

previously pervasive and dismissive approach to faith.  I decided not to articulate this 

transformation directly, instead showing him returning home to the closest thing he has 

found to a higher power.  
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 As a writer, it is difficult to articulate such spiritual doubt in fiction, other than, 

as I often do, making Jason mute, indirect, or strangely temperamental in matters of 

the heart. A case in point, Jason’s thoughts are mostly articulated by others in the final 

story. The intention is to use Jason’s silence to symbolise a return to family, and by 

extension, a mutual and evolving shared consciousness: 

 ‘Howdy stranger,’ said Jen, appearing from the crowd. 

 ‘Mum!’ said Jay. 

 ‘You ok?’ 

 ‘I’m great. You want to say hey to Dad?’ 

 ‘In a bit,’ said Jen. ‘He only just got home.’ 

 They walked on and out of the airport amidst the hum of gentle 

conversation. As they talked, Jay heard not grief, or regret, but the soft, 

murmured sounds of a family coming together.44 

Literary fiction relies on ordinary detail rendered extraordinarily. The mechanics of 

this will depend on the writer’s motivation. In the case of ‘You Belong Here’, both the 

details and dreams aimed to humanise my characters. Said characters are, for lack of a 

better phrase, real and identifiable people, and as such, I needed to treat their dreams 

and subjective realities with due care and attention to detail. 

   ‘You Belong Here’ grounds emotionally unavailable characters in ordinary 

scenarios – family dinners, birthdays, and trips to the airport – with the express 

purpose of extrapolating their experience. In such a context, details matter, and so do 

the dreams and spiritual longings, in that they connect the reader to an otherwise 

unreachable place; the inner recesses of an outsider, fully fleshed out, and keen to be 

interpreted.  

  

6. Stylistic and Structural Techniques to Encourage Compassion and Reader 

Identification 

 

In ‘You Belong Here’, I chose to narrate selected stories in first person perspective to 

encourage reader identification. This worked well in theory, but in practice presented a 

number of difficulties. How exactly to frame a number of individual narratives within 

a central one? How to fairly present a number of competing realities while maintaining 

compassion for each? Jen seemed the most active participant out of all the characters 
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through the entirety of the collection; the heart, for better or worse, of a broken family. 

From there first person point of view stories went to the children in their respective 

sections before returning to Jason for the end of the novel, belonging, as he does, both 

in and out of the family.45  

 Where possible, first person stories revolved around key inciting incidents, 

such as ‘The Knife’ and ‘Skin I’m In’ for Alex, and ‘One and Only’ for Emily. The 

one exception to this rule is ‘Wallpaper’: given it involves the entire family, it seemed 

impossible to frame the story from one point of view, so I instead chose third person 

limited, from Jen’s point of view.  

  I also employed a point/counterpoint approach when structuring the flow of 

the stories. Thus, ‘Skin I'm In' presented Alex as an uncaring towards his brother, but 

the following story ‘I Got You’ called such a judgment into question, fleshing out the 

back story of Jen, Emily and Alex as they each plead their case leading up to the 

events portrayed in ‘Skin I’m In’. These counterpoints intended to encourage greater 

compassion and identification, as a character’s role was redefined.  

 For the most part, the stories in ‘You Belong Here’ veered stylistically to 

sparse, clipped prose, particularly in the earlier sections of the novel. Rhythm, rather 

than lyricism, aimed to evoke the masculine voice, particularly in ‘The Knife’, where 

sport is emotional expression, Alex’s bike only as strong as the tasks it can complete:  

I ride up Coode, up the hill on fourth, footpath dodge into kerb jump, 

over Beaufort Street with a double honk from a dented-up Corolla, faster, 

faster, and into a back wheel skid near the edge of Inglewood Oval.46  

The bike rides are explored in detail because they are the only tangible part of Alex 

and Walker’s world, and, by extension, the only aspect of their lives where they feel 

remotely in control. Hence, the rhythm of the sentences flow better here than the rest 

of the story, each turn and shift reflected in Alex’s voice, more confident when 

handling his bike, and in constant motion.   

 Action is sped up in Alex’s literal world, in contrast to his emotional world, 

populated, for the most part, by dreams. I italicised these dreams with the hope of 

contrasting such dreams as unattainable within his current reality. In his dreams, Alex 

has control, but there is no hurry to enact it; he would much rather stay with the 
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fantasy. I tried to evoke naturalism within these passages, but also kept them painfully 

brief: they are micro-moments of flow in an otherwise disjointed reality. Alex’s 

fantasy world is lyrical, if only in its simplicity of thought. It's a world where living ‘in 

the country’ takes on special significance, his stolen moments with his father all the 

more powerful for having once been part of his reality. They come as quickly as they 

go; worlds captured within paragraphs. Indeed, by the end of the story, all Alex wants 

is his father, and such fantasies are included only as an escape valve for Alex’s 

overpowering emotions. Thus, it is only a small step, upon hearing of Walker's death, 

for Alex to disassociate into a dream state.  

 Alex’s sister Emily uses sex to disassociate. Thus, in ‘Give or Take,’ the sexual 

scenes intend to carry an almost unbridled velocity and indeed inevitability of 

catastrophe, even before the consenting parties have even met. Flow-on phrases 

permeate the story, their sexual congress reading more like a to-do list than a romantic 

interlude: 

Second text she was driving. Eyes flicked from the screen to the road, 

and back to the screen. A simple suggestion: meet at yours, thinking this 

could be bad, but she likes it when he kisses her neck. There is something 

familiar in the way that he wants her.47 

Emily is older in this story than Alex was in ‘The Knife’ and thus reflects more on the 

action unfolding. While there is inevitability to her choices, she does at least reflect on 

them even as they occur.  Thus: 

He kicked his bedroom door closed, fumbled at her belt buckle. Emily’s 

fingers slipped buttons out, traced the line of hair from his chest to his 

navel. She nearly tripped on her half-removed jeans, wobbling for a 

moment before shrugging them off.48 

In ‘Give or Take’, disassociation cannot provide the escape it once did for Emily. No 

longer sedated by drink or drugs as she was growing up, she’s finally seeing sex for 

the first time. The sentence ‘for all Dom’s energy, she may have been making love to a 

wraith, or memory’ intends to encourage the assumption that, once, sex provided a 

more immersive state for Emily. She is now, for all intensive purposes, making love to 

a ghost. The identity of said ghost is up for conjecture. It might be Dom, a fantasy, or a 

man she once slept with, and now no longer remembers.   
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 Certain phrasing in this story aimed to suggest that while Emily is present, she 

is detached from the outcome. Emily wants a certain fantasy to unfold; her needs met, 

a means of letting go. Unfortunately, she has chosen the wrong man. Linguistically, 

there is a micro-hint of this in the below par:  

She fell back onto the bed. She went to get up, but he pushed her down. 

His hands were at her breasts, first cupped within her brassiere, but 

pulled out soon enough. He turned her onto her side, undid the clasp of 

her bra.49  

It is here that fantasy and reality meet head on: when trying to kiss Dom she is pushed 

down. The ‘but’ here is important, signifying to the reader that whatever Emily’s 

intentions, Dom is not there to fulfil them. Getting back to the micro-hint, it is not the 

push, but rather the phrase ‘but pulled out soon enough’ that signals a dangerous 

disconnection from the events to follow.  

 The characters in ‘You Belong Here’ each tread their own version of 

dissociation, from Jay’s omelette in ‘Skin I’m In’ to Jen’s psychologist session in 

‘Eternians.’ Setting then, provides an important function for each character, albeit a 

dissociated one.  

It is rare in ‘You Belong Here’ for a character to exist within the landscape. 

The few times a character is fully immersed in their surroundings, it is through its own 

dissociative experience, and often said landscape acts as a catalyst to inspiration that 

would otherwise not be found within their suburban homes. Indeed, as Jay grows 

older, he is rarely shown at home; he has always taken more solace in transit, surviving 

in an interchangeable landscape and thus avoiding the more uncomfortable emotions 

that surface when he sits still.  

 In ‘I Got You’ I placed Jay in three different locations through the course of the 

story. None of these are his home. Jay is mildly agitated by each of them. The aim here 

was to illustrate Jay’s tendency to echo his internal state in a surrounding environment, 

be that people or places. He is, in effect, unable to exist around external stimulus 

without taking on key characteristics of the person or place. In ‘I Got You’, I aimed to 

show Jay playing at being the cold, distant Alex, knowing already that it is not within 

his capabilities. By the story’s end, the brothers’ seemingly disparate journeys are 

linked by one single intention: to look after each other as best they can, and the 

eventual disappointment that comes when those intentions fall short.  
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 Jen’s journey was most difficult to foreshadow, develop and extricate. In point, 

Jen is not a sympathetic character (she cheats on her husband, she clearly has 

preferences when it comes to her children, and is not supportive of Jason’s new job in 

Perth). As the novel progresses, she seems destined to be a whipping girl of sorts, all 

the more reason for the final section to introduce new information about Jason, 

information that may, in fact, cast all of Jen’s actions in a different light.  

 In ‘Two into three’ I had Jason betray Jen, first by inviting his mother to stay 

so soon after the birth of their first child, and then by suggesting he had lost love for 

Jen, but not told her of his change of heart. Throughout the story, I aimed to suggest 

that really, theirs was a marriage of misunderstandings, compounded by their move to 

the west coast of Australia, and deemed irreparable by the trauma of childbirth. That 

they continued to try is admirable, or not, depending on your point of view: 

Jason promised not to mess it up, but it takes two to keep things on track, 

and then there are three, and one is a kid. As an adult, you’re supposed to 

know what to do. First kid, no knowledge. Maybe you will get it right, 

and maybe, despite all you do, regardless of the bibs you buy, and the 

cribs you assemble, there will come a time when you'll know you're in 

over your head, and drowning, fast.50 

In ‘Two into three’ I aimed to develop the reader’s understanding of Jason and Jen, 

and how their marriage dissolved, not by Jen’s infidelity, but by a number of small 

choices, that added up, led to extreme dissatisfaction. Thus, earlier details, such as the 

unspoken tension in ‘The Middle of Somewhere’, take on extra weight:  

He picked up his wife from the rug, straining for a second. They shoved 

their things back into a bag and walked on, the city shifting slowly in 

their view. They walked down to the war memorial, feeling naked in the 

throng of others, groups of five, ten tourists with cameras, framing and 

reframing the cityscape. They looked out for a moment, Jen wrapped in 

Jason’s arms, but felt shadowed by the giant monument, the clouds that 

drifted down, as if preparing for a storm.51 

 With a fragmented, interlinked narrative such as ‘You Belong Here’ one is 

unable to flesh out character development uniformly, particularly in relation to the 

children, who all age at least twenty years from the beginning of the novel to the end.  
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One technique employed throughout was the use of each child as a mirror, or 

contrast to the other, and indeed for the children to reflect both flaws and strengths, as 

inherited from their parents. My overall hope was to create a diverse enough range of 

characters, so that any reader could find their ‘place’ within the narrative, identifying 

certain emotional types and behavioural traits.  

 More broadly, ‘You Belong Here’ was so structured to enable a number of 

entry points for the reader, and, to focus in on specific characters for a short but intense 

period. In this respect, the stories are perhaps best seen as memories. While not all of 

these are pleasant, the aim, in charting them was to encourage both empathy and 

compassion in the reader, and hopefully some gentle reflection on their own lives and 

family as well.   

 

7.  Process and Practice: The Writing of ‘You Belong Here’  

‘Every love story is also [a] ghost story.’52 

-David Foster Wallace 

 

At no point in my younger days, did I think I’d later explore the emotional territory 

charted in ‘You Belong Here’.  

 My previous manuscript, ‘Twenty-three’, told a family story, albeit one 

featuring an only child, and a precocious one at that. I felt I had written a strong 

manuscript (a feeling confirmed by encouraging feedback from publishers), but I knew 

that ‘Twenty-three’ was an anomaly: a family story that, for reasons unknown, had not 

captured a family, but the outskirts of one. 

 On reflection, I am grateful that ‘Twenty-three’ was not picked up, for there 

was something strangely adolescent about it, despite its strengths. I can attribute this 

only to a self-centred view of the world, perhaps natural when one lives, as I did, 

without a partner or children. As my life changed to first becoming a husband, and 

then a family man, my world has subsequently expanded. Indeed, I cannot imagine an 

existence without my wife or my son, a scenario that, at the age of twenty-three, I 

would never have imagined.  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
52 David Foster Wallace, Brief Interviews with Hideous Men, New York: Little, Brown, 1996, p. 245. 
Originally ascribed to Foster Wallace, who had ascribed it to Virginia Woolf, the phrase is more likely 
traced to a 1975 letter by Christina Stead, who, in private correspondence talked of ‘the ghost story 
(“every love story is a ghost story”) of May First 1975,’ she wrote, ‘which for a time made me think I 
was coming back to life.’ 
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 Having developed out of the literary spotlight, barring the odd publication, 

award or residency, I have been able to fail at my own pace, and occasionally succeed. 

I would not wish differently for any writer, knowing what I do about others’ 

publication experiences of their first full-length manuscript, and how it in no way 

prepares one for the harsher realities of publishing. While it’s not pertinent to discuss 

specific examples, or indeed certain cases where writers were mismatched to 

publishers, I have, in my extended tenure as an emerging writer, been lucky enough to 

learn patience, and indeed, the value of my words. 

 In ‘You Belong Here’, I threw caution to the wind. In creating fiction rather 

than memoir, I was able to write of deeper emotional truths without getting caught in 

the semantics of which version was the ‘truth’. In short stories, I found the most 

logical format to showcase my grasp of writing. Having been told that a novel was the 

best way to get published, I had subsequently written three full-length novel 

manuscripts. At no point had I considered that my talents would be better employed in 

long form short fiction collections or novels in stories. In hindsight, this seems 

surprising. The first short story I wrote was awarded a high commendation in the 2004 

Hadow/Stuart Short Story Award, and the next two received either commendation or 

high commendation. During the writing of my three full-length novel manuscripts, I 

had continued to write short fiction, and during this time, had been published in a 

number of publications including Meanjin, The Age, The Sleepers Almanac and the 

now defunct Marginata. 

 My time as contributing editor for short story blog ‘The Gum Wall’53 had me 

well equipped to tackle a short story project for the creative component of my PhD 

studies. In the course of two years, I read more than sixty short story collections. In 

addition, I reviewed short story collections for Readings Monthly and The Big Issue in 

2008, and by 2009 was also reviewing for Australian Book Review and Bookseller and 

Publisher. 

 I considered myself both a short story reader and writer, and had moments 

worthy of celebration along the way. Between 2009 and 2011, I wrote story after story, 

hoping to capture the consistency of practice and indeed, the mastery that, if one is 

lucky, may grow to accompany it. 

 

*** 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
53 Laurie Steed, ‘The Gum Wall’, http://www.lauriesteedonline.com/, 2009, accessed October 24th, 
2012.  
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By 2011, more of my stories had been published. I had been appointed as 

programming advisor to the Emerging Writers Festival, and had been invited to assess 

short fiction for Writers Victoria, the state’s peak body for writing. Structurally and 

technically, I was more than capable of writing a collection that encompassed love, 

loss and forgiveness. Emotionally, I had been insufficiently equipped to write the 

stories that would comprise ‘You Belong Here’.  

 Part of my research into dysfunctional families involved attending twelve-step 

programs. Each shared a strange similarity in their approach to reality and subjectivity, 

in that the past was not your fault, but the present and future were your responsibility.  

 Not one to blindly follow doctrines at the best of times, I had nonetheless 

entered these programs as my familial relationships were at breaking point. I had no 

desire to see my brothers or sisters, and found it difficult to spend time around my 

parents, such was, I felt, the subjugation of my needs in their company.  

 Through the programs I learned much about my family of origin. I learned that 

in familial relationships, things might get worse or at best, stay the same, before they 

would get better.  

 Faced with people that I struggled to love (and I include myself in that 

assessment), I chose to write about the unlovable, both of my generation and those 

previous. If my research had taught me anything, it was that one’s personal legacy 

would most likely be the legacy of the previous generation. I learned much from my 

research, and yet even as I attended the meetings, I knew they would not help me truly 

let go of the past. 

 To write openly and honestly about a flawed fictional family, I had to dispel 

any lingering wishes for my real family to be different. In the first year of my PhD, I 

wrote ‘Control Alt Delete’ and ‘The Lost Podcast’54, one memoir, the other a piece of 

semi-autobiographical short fiction. In doing this, I hoped to eradicate any ‘grudge’ 

pieces from the collection. While I knew the novel would, to some extent, be about 

dysfunction and alienation, I did not want it to be about my alienation, or my 

dysfunction to the point that it alienated readers, or impeded the writing of quality 

fiction.   

 While understandably anxious about my as yet untitled ‘family’ novel, my 

family were supportive of my project, if a little indifferent to the process. Having been 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
54 Both stories appear in full as appendices to the exegesis.  
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the family’s designated writer for more than ten years, I could understand their 

anxiety. While I have always felt the need to fairly present emotional truths in my 

writing, this project tied-in more to their truth, and so emotions were bound to run 

high. 

 Amy Tan once stated the importance of an author retaining an ambiguous state 

of mind when approaching their fictional characters. 55 With Jen, Jason, Alex, Emily 

and Jay, I was aware of a similar need: to observe and chart these people’s lives 

without passing judgement.  

 I would like to say this was easy to achieve, but there were unforseen hurdles. 

Even as an experienced writer, I had not realised how much delicacy I would need to 

employ to convey the necessary sensory, behavioural and emotional data of a scene 

without telegraphing action or character behaviour. In some stories, character was 

easier to convey than in others. Any time I wrote in first person point-of-view I was 

able to let voice carry much of the information. In third person point-of-view I let 

dialogue and action carry much of dramatic developments. 

 My recourse as a writer was to stick to facts: to avoid monumental, didactic, or 

overarching statements. I had no chance to capture absolute truths and so instead 

presented subjective character recollections and literary appropriations, some veering 

closer to the truth than others. 

 The aforementioned quote by David Foster Wallace, his declaration of love 

stories as ghost stories, stayed with me throughout the project. In writing ‘You Belong 

Here’, I realised I had lost not the members of my family, who, although they had 

changed, were alive as ever, but an ideal of what my family would be like. My ghosts 

were the ghosts of roles I had never found: the wise, older brother; the caring, 

compassionate sister; a content mother and a present father, who even in fiction, still 

chose to leave the family.   

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
55 From Tan’s TED Talk, April 2008: “And I think it is by questioning, and saying to myself that there 
are no absolute truths. I believe in specifics, the specifics of story, and the past, the specifics of that past, 
and what is happening in the story at that point. I also believe that in thinking about things -- my 
thinking about luck, and fate, and coincidences and accidents, God's will, and the synchrony of 
mysterious forces -- I will come to some notion of what that is, how we create. I have to think of my 
role. Where I am in the universe, and did somebody intend for me to be that way, or is it just something 
I came up with? And I also can find that by imagining fully, and becoming what is imagined -- and yet 
is in that real world, the fictional world. And that is how I find particles of truth, not the absolute truth, 
or the whole truth. And they have to be in all possibilities, including those I never considered before.” 
Available online at http://www.ted.com/talks/amy_tan_on_creativity/transcript?language=en, accessed 
March 30th, 2015.  
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 In writing ‘You Belong Here’ with fictional characters, I found the same 

potential pitfalls, the same betrayals, and beneath it all, quite similar people to those I 

had grown up with. It seems that in fiction and life, one finds a kaleidoscope of 

competing emotions, seeking solace but instead finding hope, despair, disappointment, 

love, loss and forgiveness. 

 The practicalities of writing the PhD for my creative project were no less 

interesting. Having initially envisioned the completion of my project at home, I found 

Perth summers to be longer than I had hoped, my study hot enough to have posters 

peeling from the walls.  

 Defeated by an indefatigable summer, I booked a carrel at the University of 

Western Australia and nabbed the last remaining desk in a room without windows. 

While the symbolism was powerful (what better place for a creative person to explore 

their mind than a windowless room?), the reality was less than ideal, and while I used 

the carrel from time to time, my work was not so Kafkaesque as to enjoy imposed 

darkness, or indeed the baffling conversation I would occasionally have with students 

about the air conditioning, or the latest witch-hunt to discover who ate the last of the 

rice crackers. 

 I later moved to the café at UWA’s Reid Library before realising that I was 

much older than I had previously imagined, and at thirty-four looked more like a 

maintenance man than a student. I also spent many days at the UWA Club, enjoying 

the coffee, breakfast and light bustle immensely, but again, felt in between days, tasks 

and identities. As a professional space, the club excelled, and indeed I made great 

inroads into the exegesis there. A suitable space for creativity proved more elusive, 

and indeed, I often trudged from library in search a suitably large, quiet, and lonely 

place from which to write.  

 Were it not enough for me to be struggling with a literary Achilles heel (a 

writer mid-novel is nothing if not hobbled by the possibilities in front of them), I soon 

discovered I had a literal ankle injury, a remnant from my teenaged days of Australian 

rules football. The ligaments had perished years earlier. Having been instructed to play 

through pain by our then coach, I had done so, compartmentalising my own 

impediment as undesirably inconvenient, for one playing at an elite level. 

 I bring this up as a fascinating parallel to the emotional resolve in one 

unnecessarily geared towards denial. My writing has always opened doors of 

perception, including but not limited to those revelations that might prove distressing 
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or life altering. Having written a technically sound but fairly depressing early draft, I 

had discovered a physical weakness to mirror the particular weakness in the novel, as 

it related to full spectrum of human emotion, from joy to sadness, denial to acceptance.  

 With my ankle injury belatedly diagnosed, my characters showed surprising 

resolve on subsequent drafts. Gone was their self-pity; as protagonists, they still did 

dumb, crazy or mean things. And yet, as I too found strength in physiotherapy and 

eventual surgery, my characters began to heal, as best they knew how  

 As the novel-in-stories progressed, I found stranger parallels in any number of 

encounters. In June 2013 my father fell from a ladder and was in a coma for three 

days. We all converged on ICU, thus acting out those familial roles I was exploring in 

fiction. In 2012, I attended the University of Iowa’s Graduate Fiction Workshop, as 

facilitated by Pulitzer Prize winning author ZZ Packer, and learned more about the 

dedication and commitment required to write compelling, memorable short fiction. Of 

equal interest were the tensions in class, presenting my story ‘The Knife’, about a boy 

dealing with his parents’ divorce to Ms Packer, a woman who had two young boys and 

was in the process of divorcing her current husband.  

 I wish that these parallels between fiction and real life provided answers in 

regards to parenting, marriage, and the stuff of relationships. Instead, they echoed only 

my original questions: How does one live on in the face of trauma? Can a number of 

realities exist concurrently within a familial structure? And perhaps, most poignantly, 

how does one let go loss and live a meaningful, compassionate life? 

 In writing ‘You Belong Here’, my most pertinent task was to be at one with the 

characters. To inhabit their realities, live out their conundrums, and empathically 

explore their hopes, dreams and desires. Strangely, I felt most present shifting from 

place to place, meeting friends in foreign countries, feeling comparatively lost at east 

coast Writers’ Festivals.  

 By the end of the novel, I found that I was welcome in Perth, and yet still an 

outsider, as I had often been, in years and families past. 

 

Conclusion 

 

While writing is a solitary activity, life is not. By extension, one’s creative work is 

peppered with the people, places and ideas from one’s life.  While ‘You Belong Here’ 

is a piece of fiction, its beginnings were sewn in my formative years. When 
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commencing work on the novel, I was unaware of my intentions. It is now clear that at 

least part of my motivation for writing ‘You Belong Here’ was to heal from the pain I 

had stifled as a child.  

 While at The Writers’ Workshop in Iowa, workshop facilitator ZZ Packer 

asked why I had written ‘You Belong Here’ as fiction rather than memoir. She did not 

realise that I could in no way write my life as memoir in good faith, given so many 

conflicting recollections. I chose instead to convey a greater emotional truth in a 

fictional universe, changing places, settings, and events as I deemed fit. 

 ‘You Belong Here’ was a difficult novel to write. In addition to the extensive 

rewrites, I eventually came to certain realisations about the members of my family: 

realisations that, for the most part, complicated already conflicted perceptions of their 

motives and intentions.  

 I eventually found that the only way forward was to embrace the present in all 

its complexity. Having now written the work, I am content with what has been 

achieved. While my family dynamic remains the same, I am not. Having killed my 

adaptive self, I feel free to usher in an authentic self in all its emotional complexity. I 

hope that in reading this work my parents will appreciate both what has been and 

what’s now possible within our family structure, but their response is not within my 

control.  

 In life, my pain was then what it is still. In writing ‘You Belong Here’, I choose 

to leave it in the past; to move on, embrace love and live the best life that I possibly 

can.  
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CONTROL ALT DELETE 

PLAYER 1 

My father bought me my first computer when I was nine years old. It was a win-win 

situation:  he wanted to make up for leaving us and I’d decided to watch a screen until 

my family went back to normal. 

My very own Commodore 64 played off-key music, eight bar headaches. My 

mother fragmented; my brother keyed cars and my sister shouted four letter words. I'd 

play video games until her words were bleeps, sound files that echoed off the walls and 

out into the garden.  

 Mum was lagging. Did she need a reboot? Scheduled system maintenance? 

Was she simply too far gone? 

 

PLAYER 2 

I met Mike that year. For twelve months we played cricket, football and video games 

on a TV the size of a building block.  I had a friend and brother in Mike. He wasn’t sad 

or drunk or stoned. He liked football, cricket and being my friend. 

We talked about books and movies. We ate our way through vacuum packs of 

ham and sliced wedges of cheese off the family block; we kicked and threw and caught 

and dived, and when Mum came home she’d drink wine in her living room as we 

played Green Beret in ours. 

 I decided Mike was my best friend in the world. I know, kind of weird, but 

sometimes people like you, and sometimes people are like you. We’d talk, laugh, and 

sometimes sit in silence. We seemed to know some things were better switched off or 

saved in the memory. 

On the day I got my first computer we played and played until it was time for 

him go home. I saw him in the screen's reflection, walking out the back door, and he 

was gone, just like that.  

Consoles came along when I was twelve years old. The games were better, the 

colours, brighter, and you didn’t have to press play and wait as the computer squeaked 

and squealed.   

The games worked for the most part, only occasionally they skipped, froze, or 

shuddered. Sometimes they’d celebrate my achievements. They’d congratulate me, 

saying, ‘You’re a winner,’ and for once I felt like one. In real life, success was a 
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mistake; with every ‘A’ I got, I’d be told not to trumpet, as if being successful were 

some sort of character flaw. 

Cords coiled around my wrists. Mum squeezed out the last drops of Banrock 

Station, my sister disappearing for hours at a time. Whenever I got a high score I wrote 

my name on the screen. Soon all the scores were mine. I was king, a three-initialed 

king with a sandwich and a bunk bed. 

 

PLAYERS 3 AND 4 

At fifteen, a boy called Luke made my sister do a thing she didn’t want to do. She 

came home different that night, as if she’d been hacked. She’d close her bedroom door 

but if I leaned in close I could hear her crying. 

She drank and drank, more than Mum most nights. It didn’t matter what, she 

just needed to be drunk. Sometimes she’d want to hug me but her breath smelled like 

tequila. Mum said she couldn’t get through to her, not anymore. I said she needed a 

strategy. ‘If you want to win,’ I said, ‘you’ve got to have a strategy.’ 

The police would knock on the front door and ask Mum if she had seen her 

son. He’d been breaking into homes, they said. He never took anything; he just wanted 

somewhere quiet to sleep.  

I played my games day and night, Sonic The Hedgehog and Splatterhouse 3. I 

watched the sprites jump and kill and win and win. I played the same game over again, 

and everything was fine so long as Sonic jumped over the hole and got to the next 

level. 

I started smoking pot. It made the pixels brighter, my family quieter, and 

everything else was funny. Mum searched day and night for my father’s replacement. I 

watched loud, ludicrous men in 1970’s sports cars and paint-spattered shorts act half 

their age, their ice coffee cartons and cassettes scattered around the stereo.   

At fifteen years of age, I stuck a cricket stump in the groove behind the door. I 

was sick of everyone getting in the way of the TV. 

 

KILL SCREEN 

I was nineteen when Mike died. That year they released a game called Redneck 

Rampage. Brothers Leonard and Bubba had to rescue their prize pig from an alien 

invasion. This meant shooting aliens, but they looked like people, and if you weren’t 

killing them you were killing pigs, cows, or chickens. 
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Mike was gone. We wandered into Karakatta, left him there to be cremated. 

My friends blamed each other, but Mike was responsible for Mike, and the thing is, we 

didn't know; we didn't know that every day in 1997 took us one level closer to his 

death. Had we known we might have put the bong down, killed the volume or asked if 

he was okay.  

If I could play Mike’s life over I’d keep going until the kill screen, switch it 

off, and start again. I would prove that death is just a break between games. 

I stopped smoking pot a week after the funeral. One day Dad found me in his 

living room watching pixels, tears streamed down my face, and the curtains drawn. He 

took me by the arm and held me tight, as if squeezing out the sadness.  

 

GAME OVER 

My life is just characters. Some live, some die, some help, some hinder.  

 Nowhere in the rules did it say I had to stay until the end of the game.  

 It’s cold here without him. It’s hard to believe in my future when his never 

happened. It’s hard to find games that change what he means to me. I shoot and jump, 

log on and off, breathe in and out, but he’s not here. He was supposed to be here. 

 I chose to leave.  

 There are shops full of games. Other places, new characters. Where do you 

want to go?  

 Anywhere but here. 

 I’ve got money. We can be knights, or soldiers, or wizards, or— 

 Anyone. Let’s be someone else. 

 You’ll come back?  

 Was I ever here? 

I don't know. I know that the game starts when I plug in the cartridge. I know 

that when you finish it you get the kill screen. It means you've won, but it also means 

you've lost, and the game is stuck, like I am stuck.   

 Can we just keep playing? 

 I know he’s still alive to me. I know his brow furrows when he’s upset. I know 

he can run crazy fast. That if you put us together on a football field, and I tap the ball 

at the height of my jump, he’ll run past and get it every time. And we’ll win. And win. 

 Let’s keep playing. 
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 I know that I am angry; that if I stop playing games he'll be gone, and I can't bear the 

thought of that. I know that some nights Mum finds me out the back crying, and she 

doesn't know what to do. They don't tell you what to do.    

  Everybody has a choice. 

 Then he’s gone, and it’s dark, and I’m staring at a blank TV screen, thinking 

how empty it looks without his reflection in the glass.  

 

CONTROL ALT DELETE 

I talk to Mike sometimes. I tell him I’m lonely and for a second, I hear him. Maybe I 

just feel him, the space he’s supposed to fill.  

Games are getting better. Faces have texture. Worlds are real, and interactive: 

games are safer than trains, broken glass, and the guy at the station with eyes ablaze. 

The Continue function was introduced into games in the 1980s so that arcade 

owners could earn more money from kids who wanted to keep playing. They kept it in 

home-based systems. It doesn’t cost anything to keep going. It just reminds you that 

whatever happens, you can have another try. 

I scored a bonus life. But maybe I don’t want to play anymore. 
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THE LOST PODCAST 

 

This is The New Yorker's Fiction Podcast. I'm Deborah Treisman, fiction editor. 

Each month we invite a writer to choose a story from the magazine's archives to 

read and discuss. This month, Edgar Bloom, whose fiction has appeared in the 

magazine since 1986, has chosen ‘A.C.A.,' by his son, Jason. The story was 

published in the magazine in 2008.    

 

‘And she's right, or not, depending on whom you talk to. She thinks there 

are three kinds of truth: your truth, their truth, and what really happened.’ 

 

He joins us from Blue Haven, in New South Wales. Hi, Edgar. 

Hi, Deborah.  

 

Edgar, your son wrote two story collections in total. ‘A.C.A.’ was added to his second 

collection, Newcomers, in the latest reprint. When did you first read Jason’s work? 

Not for a while. He often sent it to me. I wanted to read it. What can you say? It’s… 

embarrassing. 

 

His writing, or your failing to read it? 

I was trying to protect him. He seemed obsessed with our past, as if it were a key to a 

lock. He didn’t get it. You never find your past, just a series of reflections. You think 

we’re going to give that up? The way we saw things? 

 

Don’t you owe it to him?  

As a child, I watched my father through his study window, his back hunched over, and 

the tick of the typewriter keys. I grew to love the back of his head. Years later I wrote 

my own stories, thinking just like dad.  

He burned his writing long before he died: letters, stories, even old family photos. I 

stood on the back step, watching smoke fill the backyard until he’d disappeared, a 

shadow dissolving in the grey. I laughed. He’d been devoured by his work. 

 

You’re avoiding the question. 

Which was— 
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Your son’s truth. Did you owe him at least some sense of closure?   

I don’t know that I owed him that. The truth shifts. Look back in time, and you think 

you have it pinned. But talk to someone else, someone who was there. They might 

remember something you’d never even considered. Maybe they’ll have forgotten, or 

were barely there in the first place.  

 

Are you talking about the divorce? 

(Pause). No. Why would I be talking about that?  

 

Do you think it affected him?  

I think there were other factors at play.  

 

Why did you choose this story? 

I always thought Jason showed more potential than his early work suggested. Quite 

explicit, those first few stories.  

Still, he wrote, though I rarely saw the results. He stopped showing me his work for a 

time, until finally he drove up specifically, gave me an early draft of ‘A.C.A..' I told 

him it was probably for the scrapheap.   

 

How did he react?  

He said very little. After he left I found the manuscript in the bin, a thick black line 

drawn diagonally through every page. He’s never been one for constructive criticism. 

 

What do you think of the finished version? 

Not that it matters now, but it’s much better. It’s a shame that he never brought it back. 

I would have been impressed. It would have been hard to read of course, but then, 

maybe that’s the point.  

 

‘A.C.A.’ takes place in Brisbane, Australia. What’s the connection? 

Jason stayed there for a few months in 2007. He headed up the coast afterward. He 

would call me late at night: not to talk about anything specific really, just to chat.  

 

And then? 
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He called one last time. He asked how I do it, carrying on in the face of so much 

heartache. I said it takes patience: that he needed to trust that things would get better.  

He asked if I was proud of him. I said, ‘You know I am. Have I never told you that?’  

He said, ‘No, you’ve never told me.’ 

He needed to get away, but told me not to worry. I said, ‘Wait,’ but he hung up. I 

called back, but he’d switched off his phone. We haven’t spoken since. 

 

‘A.C.A.’ is about a man who thinks he’s met his soul mate, but instead finds a 

woman still struggling with her own parental legacy. Is there anything else listeners 

should know? 

Jason was in a strange place when he wrote this. He'd started to pray, group 

conscience, he said, with people just like him. Quite spiritual, apparently. Like 

reaching out to a higher self, but it always sounded more like confession. He worked 

out some things. Or he knew them all along… by then we knew them too.  

I’d like to see him. Tell him I’m better. That I got help.  

 

Now here’s Edgar Bloom, reading ‘A.C.A.’ 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

Amy curls her hair, applying eyeliner with soft strokes. She zips up knee-high boots, 

fishnets crisscrossing up her legs and under denim cut-offs. Amy’s my girlfriend. 

Sometimes, I love her. 

Always, I love her. You would, too. Such a pretty, fucked-up little thing. 

Hey, she says. 

Hey. You look nice. 

Are you taking the piss? 

No, really, you look nice. 

She flashes an embarrassed smile and for a second, I think we’re going to be all right. 

Let’s stay in. 

I can’t. 

You know – 

No one asked you to come. 

And she's right, or not, depending on whom you're talking to. She thinks there are 

three kinds of truth: your truth, their truth, and what really happened.   
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Amy bites her nails to the skin. She bonds with ‘drinkers’, all of whom, she says, are 

much more fun than me. I tell her it’s easy to be fun, and harder to be sober.  

She rolls her eyes and then necks a Breezer, drinking half the bottle in a single gulp. 

Chokes. Swallows. Drowns.  

She could have been a dancer. One night pulled up late to a park, deserted, with swings 

rattling in the wind. Music, missing, her, so close, hand lost under her hair and cradling 

the back of her neck, with her breath warming my chest, eyes closed, feet shifting, 

forward, back, and she’s crying but happy, and maybe we can just keep dancing. 

I’m going.  

Go.  

Do I get a goodbye kiss?  

Are you coming back? 

Amy sulks, not for the first time this week, or today, or in the last five minutes. She’s 

about to leave when her phone buzzes. She swears under her breath.  

It’s Dad, she says. They’ve moved him to an earlier flight. 

 

*** 

 

By nine they’re both pleasantly drunk, sliding coasters back and forth across the table. 

Amy’s father drinks Shiraz from a cask he calls ‘Chateau de Cardboard’, refilling 

Amy’s glass when it’s still half-full.  

He mentions Sri Nisargadatta Mahara’s I Am That as we sit around the kitchen table, 

and I want to read the book. I hope I’m not that, visiting my daughter once a year, 

slurring words like a drunken Speak & Spell.  

Chin chin!  

I don’t drink.  

Really?  

You ever seen Amy when she’s drunk? 

We’ve been drunk together. Is that the same thing?  

No.  

What’s it like?  

Forget it. 

Come on. Humour me. 
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She blanks out, but by the end of the night she’s back, and she’s a little bit worse the 

next time, and the time after.  

She loves you. 

You think? 

She told me. Still, she says all kinds of things… especially when she’s drunk. 

The two of them carry on, committed to finishing the cask. I go to bed around ten, and 

leave them to reminisce, laughter loud, and echoing up the hallway. I’m woken after 

one by the sound of breaking glass.  

 

*** 

 

I walk into the kitchen. Amy stands in a tiny tee and pyjama bottoms, leans down and 

rises up, tossing back a sea of curls. Smiles when she sees me. 

Dance with me. 

Amy. 

Don’t Amy me. You, fine sir, are my boyfriend. She raises her hand. May I have this  

dance?  

Where’s your Dad?  

Ssh. Dance with me.  

She’d never danced with anyone before me; door slammed shut growing up, towel 

under the door to block in the sound, always, motion, mostly fast, sometimes slower, 

cradling love, missing brother, mother, sister, knowing one day, someday, she would 

have to stop. Only now that she has, she’s dizzy, scared, shaking, and it’s all she can 

do just to be here with me.  

We sway, forward, back, slow and slower. She shushes me over and over. I’m silent, 

but still she shushes. We hold each other up in a Kedron kitchen, dancing in and out of 

the light. 

 

*** 

 

I walk into the kitchen. Amy stands in a tiny tee and pyjama bottoms, leans down and 

rises up, tossing back a sea of curls. Smiles when she sees me. 

She’s playing a game. It’s about trust, and if I can’t dance with her, past one on a 

weeknight, why should she trust me? I’m killing her buzz standing still, so she asks me 
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to dance. I’m stiff, rigid. She shushes me over and over, because she knows. She 

understands, and there’s no point being partners if you can’t be mutually vulnerable. 

She wants me real: for me, for once, to be honest, frightened, strong, weak, gentle and 

alive. 

 

*** 

 

I walk into the kitchen. Amy stands in tee and pyjama bottoms, leans down, and rises 

up, tossing back a sea of curls. Smiles when she sees me, burps, and smiles again. 

She holds out her hand, wavers, and steadies herself. Licks her top lip but her tongue 

stays out a little too long, as if she’s wiping off dust. We dance, kind of sweet, kind of 

sad, and she trips on her shoe. I want to let her fall, thinking maybe she’ll wake up, 

recall, or regret, but instead I catch her as she dips.   

I want to kiss her, but I know she’ll taste sour, her lips too wet, grasping for me. I’m 

half-holding, half-supporting her as she drinks me in, pull her up, hold me, please, 

don’t go, stay, promise, promise. I’m tired, and it’s late, and I have to work tomorrow, 

and she starts to cry; she’s sorry, so inconsolably sorry, and she’s never going to drink 

again. 

 

*** 

 

I wake up next to Amy. Her mouth’s half-open, breath drifting in and out, with a light 

whistle on each inhale. I watch for a moment and stroke a stray strand behind her ear. 

My fingers linger a second too long. She brushes my hand away, settles, and then 

starts to snore, both hands gripping at the sheet. 

I walk to the living room. A wine bladder lies out of its box, inflated next to two 

glasses, the bulbs smudged with fingerprints. The screen door’s open, a nearby 

painting tilted almost diagonally, and a fat, sleeping man splayed over the couch, his 

pants around his ankles. 

Amy calls from the bedroom. I walk back to the doorway, waiting; she opens and 

closes her eyes, as if adjusting to life.  

What happened?  

You don’t remember?  

She shakes her head.  
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We danced.  

Was I good? 

You were great. 

Are you taking the piss? 

No, really. You were great. 

Oh, she says, holding her heart with a sheet clad hand. Come to bed, she says. Just for 

a bit. 

And she’s never there, clouding my mind, on my breath, or wedged deep down in my 

stomach. And yes, we have our moments, meals, take-out containers piled up in the 

kitchen bin, and maybe today she’ll come back, but probably not, and it’s growing, this 

gap, and I don’t know how to close it.  

Take a photo and her face will blur. Miss her call, the machine, just voices in the 

background, thinking is that her? Does she even know that she dialled our number?  

Come to bed. 

I close my eyes, breathe, slow steps, and she’s close, I can tell. Feel her face, hear her 

voice, breaking with emotion, and it’s as if she’s with me, breathing, feeling, 

frightened, weak, gentle and alive.  

_____________________________________________________________________ 

That was Edgar Bloom, reading ‘A.C.A.,' by his son Jason. Edgar, there's a sense of 

resignation throughout this story. Knowing something's changed. Wishing he could 

help her. But she's gone.  

Still he tried. It’s a bit sad. 

 

He chose to be there.  

True, but it’s an old pattern. He didn’t choose his childhood.  

 

It was a long time ago. 

Frame it how you like, Deborah. It still hurts. 

 

Do you think Amy was real? 

As real as any piece of fiction. Did Jason do her justice? That I can’t say. 

To know her well, I guess you’d have to love her, kiss her, hands held past eleven on a 

weeknight; writing words of faith and devotion on butcher paper. Believe for a second 

that you’re meant to be there: that you’re making a difference, and she wants to get 
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better… leaving when you have to. Never look back, or if you do, know there’s 

nothing there, not anymore. 

 

What can we take from ‘A.C.A.,' given it was Jason's last published work? Do you 

know where he is now?  

I get the odd call, strangers mostly. Say they saw him at a hostel, headphones on and 

an open notebook up the back of a bus. 

He’s working through it, I guess. Doesn’t drink. Why would you? Knowing what he 

knows? 

 

What do you mean?  

It’s one day at a time. Hoping. Praying. Not to God, necessarily ’cause only God 

knows if he’s listening.  

You have to believe… but it’s hard. That’s what I mean.   

 

And yet – 

This is a story, Deborah. But what if it wasn’t? What if this were your son? Or your 

father? What if it were you? What would you do? 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 


