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Introduction

Each year SPUNC undertakes to draw your attention to the diversity and sheer numbers of books being published by small independent publishing houses. As the peak industry body for the small press sector, representing some 100 publishers, this is a task we embark on with a significant amount of relish. When a handful of publishers first established SPUNC back in 2006, we had very little idea of the size and growth of the sector. But what we see now is not only a proliferation in local publishing  something that I recently discovered is genuinely unique in the world  it is also highly valued and valuable. What small publishers contribute in terms of discovering new writers, providing apprenticeships to future industry masterminds and laying on a smorgasbord of goodies for intrepid readers, cannot and should not be underestimated.

In this book of sample excerpts from forthcoming titles, you will make a genuine discovery. There are authors, books and publishers featured in this book that you may never have heard of before. SPUNC exists to shine the light on these books, because you deserve to know about them. If all we had were the marketing campaigns and review pages to give us our information about what to read, wed have a very limited impression of Australias cultural output when it comes to the written form. In the spirit in which we offer you this free book, we also invite you to engage with Australias small publishers more broadly. No matter how many books we read, statistically, well miss most of them before we die. If we cant get to every book, then we should at least be able to get to any of them.

Zoe Dattner, SPUNC, 2011
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A story of one of the more bizarre murder investigations in Australias history.

Two wives dies in suspicious circumstances: co-incidence, or, as husband Thomas Keir describes it, bad luck?



Seven Bones

Chapter 3: Flames of Concern

Here I was driving down Wilkes Crescent once again. The street was in complete contrast to the last time, no longer quiet, but choked with emergency vehicles. As I inched my way along the road, it was like gridlock during peak hour. On either side, I could see small groups of neighbours, some wildly waved their hands as they talked while others covered their mouths and shook their heads. I parked a short distance away and then ducked and weaved my way through the onlookers to the front gate. As I stepped into the premises my eyes were immediately drawn to Thomas Keir sitting on his veranda with his head in his hands. As I looked at him, I clicked straight into investigation mode, weighing up facts, questions and possibilities as I thought back to the Missing Persons file.

Fact 1: Jean Angela Keir left her husband, and three-year-old son for another bloke.

Fact 2: She called Keir a few months later, but made no contact with any other family member. Surely she would have called them.

Possibility 1: Things havent worked out with the other bloke, and shes come home to try and patch up the marriage. If thats the case, she would have been better off staying away.

Possibility 2: If thats why shes come home, the bloke she ran off with might have decided that if he cant have her, then no-one will.

I started to make my way towards the door, but it was hard going because of all the people, and I prayed that not too many of them had been inside. It was essential that I view the crime scene while it was still fresh, and before some well-meaning person unintentionally contaminated it. It doesnt take much  something moved or brushed aside and the focus is completely altered. I just hoped everything had been left exactly as it was.

Peter, I heard a womans voice say. I scanned the area to my right, but couldnt see anyone.

Peter, the voice called again. This time I turned to the left, and saw a female constable motioning to me. Peter, she repeated, Mick Lyons is over there. He told me to tell you he wanted to speak to you as soon as you got here.

Thanks, I said, my eyes moving to where she was pointing, halfway along the path between the house and the front gate. Mick, was a gentle giant, over six foot two inches tall and well built. Wed been mates since 1984 and had worked together since 1986, when wed both been transferred to Penrith then subsequently to Mt Druitt. He had short black hair and, like our boss Mick OConnell, loved a laugh, except there was one thing different about Mick Lyons; he loved telling jokes. The only problem was, sometimes they were absolutely terrible, and hed be the only one laughing. I dont remember seeing him without a tie too often, except in summer, and he always wore short-sleeved shirts. Mick took a lot of pride in his appearance, and was always immaculately presented, even when wearing something a bit more casual. He knew we were the public face of the police force, and he knew the importance of first impressions.

Mick hated criminals as much as I did, and was just as relentless in his pursuit of the truth. He rarely got angry, but boy, when he went, he went. One time wed locked up this young bloke from Cranebrook. We knew he was guilty as hell, but we didnt have enough evidence to charge him. The bloke wasnt going to make any admissions, despite the fact that we knew he was lying through his teeth, so Mick went absolutely ballistic playing bad cop, while I just sat back and played good cop. Sure enough, the bloke caved in under Micks verbal barrage and told us everything.

Gday, Mick. What have we got? I said as I joined him.

Weve got a female body on the bed in the main bedroom. She was badly burnt in the fire, pretty much unrecognisable. It looks like shes been strangled with the cord from the bedside lamp.

Have we got any idea who she is, and what happened? I knew it was Jean Keir, but I still had to ask.

Yeah, mate. Looks like its the wife of that bloke over there.

Horrible end to a Missing Persons file, I thought. It was sad, but not really that surprising. Ninety per cent of Missing Persons cases are resolved in the first forty-eight hours. If they drag on for months and years, we always fear the worst.

Mick nodded towards Keir on the veranda. I looked over to see him now sitting with his arms around a small boy. Poor little fella, I thought to myself. I really did hate seeing kids in pain.

So, the body belongs to Jean Keir? I said to Mick.

Mick shot me a What the hell are you talking about? look. No, mate, I was told the body belongs to his wife; Rosalina Keir, not Jean Keir. Anyway, he was the last person seen leaving the house before it went up in flames. Weve got some neighbours who saw him leave with his son, and within about ten minutes there was smoke billowing from under the eaves at the front of the house.

Mick, I said, now confused, I did a Missing Persons file on this blokes wife. She disappeared in 1988, and her name was Jean Keir, not Rosalina. Youre not going to believe this, but he was the star witness in that assault on me and Dave by those two footballer idiots.

Mate, Mick said, in a tone that suggested his confusion matched mine, My information is that his wifes name is Rosalina, and they havent been married very long.

Nothing made sense. Mick, I said in utter disbelief, we now have a dead second wife and a missing first wife. Weve got a huge problem here!

Looks that way. If we can find the body of the first wife, assuming shes dead, we might be able to get him for two murders. Thats his van over there if you want to take a look, Mick said as he motioned towards a red Mazda van parked in the street outside the house. I glanced towards the vehicle. I knew Scientific would go over it with a fine-tooth comb, but I still wanted to check it out. I was intrigued, and wondered if it contained the key to solving the puzzle, something to indicate Keirs last movements, something to make this an open-and-shut case. I walked over to the van and peered through the passenger-side window.

Clue 1: Two brand-new T-shirts.

Clue 2: Wrapping paper and birthday cards.

Clue 3: A bottle of Black Douglas with a few swigs missing.

Clue 4: A packet of smokes and a black lighter on the passengers seat.

I went back into the front yard to ask Mick if there were any witnesses. He was standing on his own in front of the Colorbond fence reading through his notebook. Mick, I said, as I pulled up beside him.

Yeah, mate? Mick replied as he looked up at me.

Have we got any witnesses?

Yeah, the next-door neighbour. His name is Max Wormleaton, Mick said as he flipped through his notebook. Finding the page he wanted he continued. He said hes been out the front all morning paving his driveway. He saw Keir and his son drive off earlier, heading towards the Tregear shops. When they came back, he said something seemed a little odd. He reckons Keir parked across the road and left his son in the car while he went into the house. A short time later, he came back out and drove off. At first Wormleaton said he wasnt worried when he saw smoke, because Keir apparently burnt rubbish in his backyard all the time, but he reckons that within ten minutes he could see smoke billowing out from under the eaves. He said he tried to put the fire out with a hose, but it was too well alight by that stage. Then the firies arrived and took over, and he went back to his front yard. Keir turned up after wed all arrived, but I havent had much of a chance to speak to him yet.



A witness was better than nothing but, however helpful, it was still circumstantial. We needed something more concrete; one blokes word wasnt enough to put a potential murderer away. Did he see anyone else go into the house or anyone else hanging around?

Nope.

Did he hear anyone scream?

Nope, he said he didnt hear anything. As if reading my mind, Mick pointed over to Wormleaton. Mate, thats him there if you wanna have a chat.

I didnt really, not yet, anyway. I needed more information. He looked like a decent sort of bloke, a typical knockabout Aussie, and hed probably already told Mick everything he knew.

Mick and I made our way back towards the house, and saw that Keir was talking to an ambulance officer. My immediate reaction was to have a good look at him and check for any visible injuries, perhaps burns or any sign of a struggle with his wife as shed tried to defend herself, but Mick continued to fill me in on the details. The neighbours who live on the other side of the street saw the same thing; Keir driving towards the Tregear shops with his son, and then returning shortly afterwards. They all saw him go into the house, and then come back out and leave.

Dont tell me! I said in mock shock. They didnt see anyone else leave or go into the house either!

Youre not just a pretty face, are you? Mick replied with a wry smile. Multiple witnesses with identical stories; the circumstantial nature of the evidence was rapidly disappearing. They all saw smoke coming from under the eaves, Mick continued. The neighbours across the road were the ones who called the Fire Brigade.

My guts started to churn. The closer I came to the house, the more nauseated I became. The same sensations Id had the first time Id visited Wilkes Crescent had now returned, but this time with far more conviction.

Are you alright, mate? Mick said, seeing the pained expression on my face.

Yeah, I just feel a little crook thinking about all this. Did any of the other witnesses hear screams from the house?

No, mate.

This blokes got some serious questions to answer. Where exactly did he go the last time he left the house?

He says he drove down to Market Town, Mt Druitt, with his son, bought a couple of things and then came home. When he arrived, we were all here.

I looked past Mick at Keir and watched him intently for a few moments. He appeared to be genuinely grieving as he hugged various relatives, but I didnt buy it. Id seen it all before. The best way to try to put the cops off the scent was to overplay your emotions.

Mick saw that I was checking Keir out. I reckon Ive got enough to arrest him, he said. Ill go and have another chat, and then Ill take him back to the station to do a record of interview. You right to do it with me?

Actually, mate, Id prefer to have a look around here. Youve got Clarkey, and hes a bloody good typist. Would it be sweet if he did the interview with you? If theres any dramas, just suspend it and give me a call. There are a few things that just arent sitting right.

Yeah, no worries, Mick said. Scientific are here too, and theyll probably need a bit of a hand. Can you organise the witnesses and get them back to the station?

Yeah, of course, mate.

Mick went to talk to Keir, who was out on the lawn now hugging a middle-aged woman, while his son stood beside him. Keir eventually walked off, back towards the house, and Mick went to talk to the woman. Even though I was standing a few feet away, I could still hear what was being said. Mick started by asking her who she was.

My name is Irene Page. Im Jeans aunty, she replied.

Were terribly sorry for your loss, Mick said.

Thank you, she replied, as she dabbed away her tears with a handkerchief.

Can you tell me what Tom just said to you? Mick continued.

Um, Tom just came over to me with his son and put his arms around me and started crying. After a while I asked him what had happened, and Tom told me they wouldnt let him into the house. I asked him where Rosalie was and he said she was still in there, and that he hated the house and didnt want to live here anymore.

Thank you. Mrs Page. If you need anything else, Detective Seymour will be here to answer your questions, Mick said, pointing at me, before walking over to where I was standing. Pete, I want to chat to the ambulance officer about any injuries Keir may have sustained.

You read my mind, mate.

We walked over to the ambulance officer, who told us that Keir had a few cuts on him and some mild symptoms of shock, but nothing too serious. Mick then walked over to Keir, who was now sitting on the veranda again. Meanwhile, I examined the front of the house and tried to collect my thoughts, but I wanted to hear what Mick was saying to Keir.

Im Detective Lyons and this is Detective Clarke, he began. Can we speak to you in private please?

Yes, over here, Keir replied, motioning to the gate to the Colorbond fence. They came back over to where I was standing and Mick began to question Keir.

Is your name Thomas Keir?

Yes.

Is this your house?

Yes.

Unfortunately, there is a woman deceased in the main bedroom.

Its my wife. What happened?

We are investigating the cause of her death, and we want you to come with us to Mount Druitt Police Station to assist us with our inquiries. Do you understand that?

Yes. What about my son?

Can he stay with your wifes Aunty Irene?

Yes, I think so. Ill speak to her first. With that, Keir went straight over to Irene Page and hugged her, and then began to sob. She was very comforting, assuring him his son would be safe.

Mick then escorted Keir to the car. He could have gone through the whole drama of arresting him and putting the cuffs on him, but he thought it best that, with so many people around, we remove him from the scene with a minimum of fuss. Some of the bystanders noticed Keir being taken away, but most of them just kept on talking among themselves. I watched until the car disappeared from view, and then made my way inside.

The first person I came across was Dave Hurst, the Scientific Officer, dressed in his customary blue overalls. He gave me a quick run-down on the scene.

Weve got the body of a female lying face down on the bed in what appears to be the main bedroom. The body, and the bed, are both severely damaged from the fire, and the woman has the cord from the bedside lamp wrapped around her neck. Come in, mate, and Ill show you around. The detached garage has been damaged by fire as well. There are a couple of containers that appear to have petrol in them; could be our fuel source. Oh and by the way, the firies had to force entry through the front door.

Dave led me inside, first into the lounge room and then down the hallway. The further we went, the more apparent the severity of the fire damage became. On the walls, the plasterboard had been completely burnt away, exposing the timber framework and roof beams. Most of them were blackened with the kind of charring you find on the trunks of trees after a bushfire, and some of the beams were almost burnt right through. It looked like a fireball had ripped through the bedrooms and exploded out into the hallway. I examined along the length of the blackened beams, and felt complete disgust; nobody deserved to die like this. In among the burnt skeleton of the framework, the firies were sifting through the debris searching for the main seat of the fire. Stepping carefully as I made my way further inside the house, I maintained a watchful eye, just in case they unearthed anything unusual, but seeing nothing of note, I made my way to the main bedroom.

The upper half of the door was completely destroyed, and the bottom part had a flash fire scorch. The carpet had also been severely damaged. I took a closer look at the scorch marks, and could see from the patterns that the door must have been open when the fire started.

I stepped into the room, and scanned the scene. I never got used to murder scenes. Each one had a distinct smell and look, and there was always an eerie silence. The sensation that a life had ended was inescapable. Id been to suicides, stabbings, etc., and always found it hard to push the thoughts of the physical and mental suffering the person must have endured before their untimely end from my mind. What were Rosalina Keirs last thoughts before her final moment? What were her last words? Who was the last person she thought of?

Yesterday, shed been a young woman brimming with life, and now she was just a charred corpse lying face down on the bed in front of me.

I walked around to the side of the bed and began to wonder; what were her hopes, her dreams? Love? Family? Friends? What had gone through her mind as her killer pulled the cord tighter and tighter. Was the last thing she saw her husbands furious face?

I moved from one side of the bed to the other, examining Rosalinas body carefully. All her distinguishing features were gone, vaporised. The fire had stolen any semblance of femininity, and she looked like a dark mannequin that, unable to serve any further purpose, had been callously discarded. She was face down, and her arms were crossed at the elbows beneath her chest. Her hands were up near her neck, and it was obvious from the tension in her fingers that shed tried in vain to save herself. The bedside lamp was still lying on its side, to the right of her body. It was slightly burnt, and the cord around her neck was clearly visible.

The bed was a little over six feet long, and her feet were a good foot short of the end. Being so tiny, shed never had a chance. Keir, if he was the killer, was a big fella. He could have easily pinned her down and there would have been nothing she could have done about it. Bile started rising into my throat. The thought sickened me. If Keir had done this, hed defiled the bedroom, the sacred place for a man and his wife. Hed defiled a place of love, compassion and caring. Hed defiled the place belonging solely to him and the woman hed chosen to spend his life with; well, the second one, anyway. Sacredness had given way to anger, shame and horror.

I took a deep breath. The smell of petrol and death hung unmistakeably in the air, like a thick morning fog. Smells like you were right about the petrol, I said to Dave.

Yep. I took a couple of samples from the bedding and carpet too, he replied.

I continued to examine the body. It always paid to take a second, third and fourth look, because even the tiniest detail can often secure a conviction. Engrossed as I was in my grisly task, it was a little while before I took a good look around the room.
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Three siblings from the bush are sent to the big smoke to give their dad some much needed breathing space. Life in Perth has its own challenges and the kids soon flee the suburbs for the shelter of nearby John Forrest National Park, keen to find some elbow room of their own. There, they find ancient things lurking beneath the rocks, stirred up by the relentless heat of summer; things that are jealous of those that walk upon the earth; things that never want to let them leave. This is a story of family, of love and of hope, of ancient spirits and fables brought to life, of three kids who learn to stick together through thick and through thin.



The Dreaming


The desert and the sea


Three wavering shadows slowly make their way across the distant haze of the salt flat. The shortest and tallest of the figures travel side by side, with the third trailing sullenly behind. The trio appear narrow as twigsthree distorted scratches of charcoal dragged upon the white grit, blasted almost to nothing by the force of the raging sun.

Above them, the sky is a cool blue, dotted with fluffy white cloudsas pleasant as lambs skimming across the surface of some magical azure pondbut below, the environment could be no more hostile. The land here feels akin to standing before an open blast furnace. It is harmful to all living things and altogether devoid of anything even slightly resembling moisture. The few examples of life that do inhabit this wilderness keep underground or in the shadows by day, and only dare tread out into the open by the safety of night or in the cool of dawn or dusk.

Kangaroos are the largest creatures to be seen in these parts; hardy beasts evolved over millions of years to deal with the conditionsand right now they are sensibly nestled in the shade of some rocks or lying in the ravines and hollows, scratching their bellies with their tiny forepaws, twitching their ears to be rid of the flies and generally conserving energy by doing as little as possible.

The people that have existed here for time untold have likewise adapted to the conditions, following the traditions of their ancestors; able to subsist and survive from generation to generation, but never truly flourishing in a place where food and shade and water are sparse, invisible to ignorant eyes; where desperate white men would sometimes wander aimlessly to their deaths.

The foremost two wanderers come to the edge of the paper-white plain and march straight up onto the deep red earth at its rim, trudging on bare feet that are calloused and hardened against the temperature and the rough ground. The skin on their bare chests, face and arms is black as a burnt-out stump, perfectly suited to existence beneath such a cruel sun. They are used to travelling the land; everything within view and beyond is little more than their backyard. To the white man this land is hell, but to the native inhabitants it is simply home.

The taller boy marches along, stabbing the earth as he goes with the butt of a long, slender stick, while the younger one trots beside, mimicking his brother with the crooked shaft from a blackboy in his hand, both bearing them like spears. Their sister is never far behind, similarly barefooted but draped in a simple, pale dress, the likes of which were unknown upon the land until the white-skinned colonists introduced them. It dangles on narrow straps from her shoulders, hanging to her knees. It looks alien on her, opposing her every movement, as blatantly foreign to her manner as if she had been fitted with a straitjacket. Her hair resembles an explosion of dark smoke, locked stiffly into place around her head, ragged scraps and lengths poking in all directions. She follows her brothers with resilience, neither worried nor upset, simply keeping pace behind them and determined not to let them creep too far ahead.

They are now far from where they actually live, but they call this whole place their home. Their people have roamed here since before some of the hills and ranges in the distance had even been formedwhen the world was a vastly different place. This landscape is always changing, undulating and reinventing itself in a timescale beyond human recognition, but the people have remained almost unchanged all the while.

Long ago, they trod across the bridges of land where oceans now sit and became custodians of this place. They inhabited the continent unopposed, overseeing the dust and the dirt and the flies without interruption, living their way of survival and coexistence with nature.

Indeed, for a long time very little did change and times passing meant little upon the great continent; but the coming of the white man signalled an end to all that and then many things happenedalmost overnight. The people changed; they had to, to survive. Just as the land is transformed by the wind and the running of water, the people adapted their lifestyle to suit the new ways thrust upon themwhite mans ways. Into houses they have been put and the laws of ownership they have been given. Tobacco and money and alcohol have befallen them, and their land has been taken away.

But the land is eternal and stubborn. Its changes are only superficial, for underneath the feet of white man and black, the rocks run deep and cold. The earth does not care who strides upon it. It merely waits, passing the aeons in restless slumber, dreaming of the old times and awaiting its time to reawaken.

The older brother stopped and surveyed the horizon in front of him intently, with eyes that could spot the tiniest of details with ease. Saltbush and scrub had sprung up around them the nearer they came to the coast. He could make out a few taller features in the distance quite clearly, but nothing held his attention for more than an instant. When he looked down to the boy by his legs, he found wide, questioning eyes staring back up at him.

How far is it, big brother? the little one asked. It was not the English that the white school teachers had tried to impress upon them, but their own traditional tongue, passed down from father and mother to child. That spoken language had carried all the stories and history of their people with it, uttered from the time of their ancestors until today.

Just a bit further, the older boy said in their bouncing, nasal lilt. When he did speak English, few of the colonists could understand him, so most of the time he just preferred to say nothing to them at all. Cant you smell the sea?

The little brother looked about and sniffed loudly several times, flaring his nostrils. I can smell it, he said, quite factually.

The tall boy checked over his shoulder, looking back at the footprints that trailed away behind them, faint but recognisable across the flat like the ghost of some ancient, primordial serpent curling away behind them. When he turned back and found his brother still staring up at him, he scolded the boy angrily. Stop looking at me like that! You shouldnt stare at people. It gives me the creeps!

The little one turned his gaze down and immediately began poking his stick into the hard red earth at his feet. Why not, big brother? he asked timidly.

Its bad luck. You know that. And its disrespectful. Dont you remember what Grandma always says? If you ever meet a bad spirit and you look at them like that, youll be in big troubleand it will serve you right. So youd better learn not to do it!

Is that true? the younger brother asked, looking up again and now full of alarm. I thought it was just a story to scare us little kids.

The older boy gave up feigning his annoyance and instead shrugged his shoulders. How would I know? Grandma says it, so I guess I believe her. She knows everything. She still remembers the stories from the old days. No one else cares about that stuff any more. Most people have forgotten the stories already, but Grandma hasnt. Everything started changing once the white fellas came. Perhaps when Grandma is gone all that stuff will be lost and then we wont know where we came from.

The little boy squeezed his brothers leg fearfully as he looked around them, peering into the jet-black slivers of shadow that lurked beneath the angular rocks littering the ground. Im afraid of ghostsespecially the bad ones!

I dont reckon theres anything bad around here, the big brother said, but Grandma says in the old days it was different. Back then, there were good spirits and bad spirits and all sorts of things. People lived with all this stuff around them and they knew how to talk to the ghosts and the land, and the land talked back to them.

Then, something happened and the old ways started fading. The land started sleeping. The spirits all fell into the earth and were buried beneath the rocks. Everything disappeared and only we people and the animals were left behind. The world became quiet. What for, I dunno.

The sky was clear, but a distant noise like thunder had just made itself heard, rumbling towards them from the north, and it was already growing louder by the moment.

She says the rocks remember things in their dreamsall the lives and stories and things that have passed over them. Sometimes, if something disturbs them, the dreams can escape and then they can make trouble for us. Thats why people sometimes go crazy or do bad things. Anyway, I dunno if its true. Its just what Grandma says.

Why? the smaller boy dared to ask, opening his eyes even wider with anxiousness.

The thunder from the north was looming, and the ground had begun to tremble as the rising noise drew near.

When the white fellas arrived they took the land from us and they built camps and homesteads and told us to stay put. They tied us up, put us to work, shot and hanged some of us and a lot just got sick and died. I reckon its because of all that. Maybe the land cant sleep well any more after all that trouble. Or maybe the spirits just dont remember that their time has passed, or maybe because we dont sing their lullabies any more to keep them asleep.

He could see the boy next to him was growing terrified and the poor thing was now clinging to his leg like a mussel to a rock. The big brother showed his best toothy smile to reassure the little one. Dont worry. Grandma knows all the places where the rocks are oldest and can cause trouble. She knows the sacred spots that only some people can travel across, and she knows the places that are the worst. No one goes there at all. She says if youre crossing the bush and you feel a prickle up your spine and everything goes all quiet, then youve probably wandered the wrong way and the land may be unhappy about it. Thats its way of letting you know. Turn around if you can, or just keep on walking and keep your eyes down and youll be all right. Soon enough, the rocks will fall back to sleep if you just leave them alone. Most ghosts cant hurt you if you ignore them. Thats just the way it is.

Really?

Again, the big brother smiled. Of course. Another rattling boom sounded and it made him look towards the north with concern. All around, the sky was still clear, but the ominous sound continued its approach, reverberating up through his legs and into his bones.

Alison wont talk to me about such things, the little brother said, looking over his shoulder to check if the slender girl was still waiting out of earshot. He stood on his tiptoes and cupped his hand to his mouth so only his brother could hear. She tells me never to talk about ghosts, he whispered.

Thats right, the big brother affirmed. She shouldnt talk about such things, either, so dont ask her any more. He then turned about and pointed back towards where the girl was hovering. Go away! he shouted. Stop following us! Weve had enough of you pestering us! He returned his gaze to the west and deliberately put his back to her.

Shes still there, the little boy said, peeping behind.

Just dont look at her, the big brother told the little one. Shes got no business following us. Just ignore her and maybe shell go back by herself.

She wont go, the little boy said. Why dont you tell her again?

Nah, I dont wanna talk to her any more. It just makes her hang around with us even more. She shouldnt stay with us blokes.

All right, came the disheartened reply, but the little boys timid response could barely be heard.

The rumbling had grown to a blustering roar and the tall boy peered into the distance, beyond which the white fellas town would be sprawled out just beside the sea.

Come on, the big brother said, breaking into English. When we get to town Ill buy you a Coke.

Just then, an enormous road train bulleted past them, blasting them with a sheet of noise and roasting hot wind. The great rig dragged its trailers behind it like a calamitous line of juggernauts chained one after another. The boys turned their heads away and shut their eyes until the vehicle had finished thundering past, for it sprayed them with the dust and specks of biting grit that were carried along with it. Turbulent air shook them back and forth, until the wind finally leapt in behind the last trailer and raced away behind it with a howl.

It took a good while for the noise to dissipate and the boys patiently watched the rig as it barrelled down the road and away. They swivelled their heads to the north, for another massive truck had just become visible at the end of the dark strip of highway. It began coursing down the tarmac towards them, cresting the far rise and breaking through the lip of the watery mirage that hovered there as if materialising from the haze to begin its journey. The two boys skipped across the road and were quickly to the other side before the sticky bitumen could even begin to burn their feet.
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Jacob is trapped in a dying village. No hope, no friends, no future. But when Simon the Healer appears everything begins to miraculously transform. The lake, the land and even the villagers themselves blossom into what they should have been all along: beautiful, strong, vital. All Jacobs dreams seem to be wthin his reach. Dreams, however, are powerfulthings and often deliver a future in ways unexpected. For every rise there is a fall, and for every fall the path rises to meet us once again.


The Tree Singer

Usually, the most notable thing about Simon was his moving hands. Two gentle hands, slightly tanned, with long, slender fingers and clean, white nails that shone like polished pearls. I never saw dirt trapped beneath those nails, not until the city, but that is much later in the story. When I first saw Simon, and his hands, it was in the small fishing village by the lake, the small village where I was born and left, then returned and, finally, left again.

Sometimes, when I watched Simons hands, my mind filled with the image of two birds swooping through the air. My ears filled with the whoosh of their wings. It was difficult to hear spoken words because those hands mesmerised me. It didnt matter whether Simon was talking or listening, his hands were always dancing. They were rarely still, their magic always present. I loved watching them. He would sometimes catch my eyes darting about, trying to capture his hands, and he would smile at me.

When Simon smiled, you forgot about his hands. His smile was like a hidden valley. It was a rare and beautiful sight. When he smiled, you forgot to breathe so that often, when he walked away from a crowd of people, you could see them gulping like landed fish.

Whether through a hand-grip, a gentle touch to your shoulder, or a serious laying on to heal an illness, everyone enjoyed coming into contact with Simons hands; those lucky enough to see it, never forgot his smile.

When I first met Simon, the fishing village was struggling to survive. Once upon a time, the village had been prosperous. The salt lake had teemed with fish, the forest abounded with animals and the villagers were strong and healthy, or so we were told.

The lake held few fish anymore. Some people turned to farming, spending precious years removing boulders that littered the pastures, manuring salt-heavy soil and digging irrigation ditches from the freshwater rivers someway distant. Most died before the farm ever produced a livelihood.

The remaining villagers grew lethargic, despairing of a future that promised very little. They were magnets for the sickness, so it came as no surprise when it struck.

Three old men died during the first week of the sickness. The next week, two more old men and six young children died. My friend Brannon was one of those children. Their deaths caused a panic. The village could ill afford to lose children, there were so few of them born at that time. The villagers met in their run-down town square and debated solutions. Sadly, voices never rose above a tired moan.

People, prepared to surrender their histories, wanted to flee the village and seek life in the larger cities to the south or east. They wanted to but could not find the energy necessary for such an action. The action demanded more than they had left. Like nourishment in the surrounding soil, most of the villagers vigour had long since been leeched away.

So they stayed. They sat down in their rickety old chairs on their sinking porches, where once they had sat to watch the boats come in, low in the water under the weight of their haul. They sat down and waited for the unknown sickness to stretch out its cold fingers and pluck them from the tree of life like old, wrinkled apples.

Some villagers built a large bonfire and sat beside the flames, praying feverishly to old gods for redemption. For three days and three nights, they kept the fire and prayers going.

On the fourth day, they ran out of wood, words and energy.

It was three months after that fourth day that Simon came to the village. I saw him before anyone else did. He strolled out of the surrounding scrub as if he had been walking forever, his black, matted hair dangling down his narrow shoulders, his head held straight and his right hand using a large stick to aid in the journey.




He was dressed in a long, loose-fitting garment unlike any I had seen before. I have since, however, seen such garments to the west, in the land of Bannot. The garment was brown, though that might not have been its original colour, such was its state. His feet were bare and as dirty as his garment and hair. His face was clean of hair, except for two thick eyebrows. His ears were long and set back close to his head, unlike mine that are round and have always stuck out.

I sat on the steps outside my mothers house (my father had drowned three years ago  whispers were that he meant to drown but I took no notice of them) and watched as Simon strolled out of nowhere and onto the single dirt track into town.

At first, I assumed he was a mirage, a trick of my bored mind. No strangers came to the fishing village  though some old villagers returned, usually after the outside world had beaten them so badly they would return home in surrender and eke out a few measly years before managing a way of dying.

The stranger was definitely not one of us. His black hair set him apart. All villagers had red hair of various hues. He was tall and slim, whereas we were all squat and thick, like the breel fish that once filled our lake. He was definitely a stranger, the first I had seen in my fifteen years of life.

I lost track of time as I watched the stranger, until a noise disturbed me and I guiltily turned to look behind and see if my mother had appeared. She would not wish me to be friendly to the man. She would want me to chase him off before he had a chance to beg. I wanted to meet this man who had appeared out of thin air, a man from somewhere other than my village.

I watched the stranger approach the front porch. That was when I first noticed his hands. Those hands transfixed my eyes; the way they moved, the sunlight that reflected off their nails, the promise they seemed to cradle in their long, slender fingers. What they promised I couldnt say, but I felt a flutter in my heart, a tiny gambol of hope.

Hello, said the stranger as he stood before me. His voice struggled with the words as if he had not spoken in a long time. His gentle, grey eyes stared down at me as I squinted up at him from the top step.

It was late in the afternoon and the sun sat low in the horizon, its rays bathing his body in a glowing aura, as if he shone of his own accord. Hello, I replied in a hushed voice, lest my mother hear me talking and come out to investigate.

Do you feel sick then? he asked casually, yet with concern apparent in the set of his face.

A fever, I replied, but Mums certain its not the sickness. She says its just a normal fever. Then I felt the fear that had been sitting on my heart all day, sitting there, swinging its legs, quietly waiting. Waiting for events to turn mean and nasty, like when youre walking down a normal street and then you turn and find yourself in a dark, dangerous lane with three or four bullies blocking your way at the other end.

She is right, isnt she, sir? It isnt the sickness thats come to our village this last month is it? How I expected him to know is beyond me. I can only explain that I was young and had never met a stranger before. I guess I gave him the same extraordinary powers afforded strangers in the tales my mother told me sometimes.

He reached out and touched my cheek. That was the first time he touched me. I fell silent as I watched his hand leave my cheek and touch my chest, watched silently as his left hand joined it. I stared down at his two hands as they stretched themselves out across my chest, as if they werent his hands at all, but two creatures he kept on his person, two separate beings with their own minds, their own powers.

I watched, fascinated, while those two hands slowly, carefully, so as not to alarm, slid from my chest across my face and up to cradle my skull between their fingers, their palms pressing against my temples.

They touched and I felt a cool breeze blow through my mind, the wind of change that swept away the fever, the doubts and the lethargy. For the first time in my life, I had a vision of another road.

I saw myself in one of the cities making flutes for rich and famous musicians: flutes that I crafted from the wood of the Baboda trees that grew in a special grove in the city. I had no knowledge of flutes or trees or cities before his hands touched me. Afterwards I knew many things, though I still had much to learn if I was to fulfil the destiny I glimpsed that moment.

He removed his hands but the vision remained, the certainty also. I knew that one day I would craft flutes in the city. I was left in no doubt that this was my calling. Yet only moments before the touch of his hands, I would have struggled to picture any sort of future, not even the obvious one as a fisherman. I had never before considered what might await me from one day to the next. My mothers resignation had taught me that much.

You like music? he asked with a smile.

How did you? I stammered lamely, not really knowing what to say, only aware that the fever had gone and that my heart seemed to be pumping real blood at last.

I dont know how or why, he replied. I do and it seems to be the right thing, so dont waste time asking.

I wont, I said and then closed my mouth before something permanently settled in there.

Good, Im glad thats settled. Can you make flutes yet?

Flutes? I was adrift, oar-less, and sail-less, at the mercy of unknown currents. Was this how my father felt as he drifted towards his drowning?

I saw the flutes in your vision. You will make them one day; can you make them yet? I dont mean to pry, I was just curious.

No, not that I know of. No, I cant. Then I added without thinking, Not yet.




He smiled at that. Then he nodded, as if confirming a choice I had just made. Then best get practising, he said.

It was as he said this that my mother came storming out of the house threatening with a broom, her eyes blazing. What do you want? she demanded of the stranger, fear evident in her voice. Everything scared my mother, though she tried hard never to show it. Everything, that is, since my father drowned. Before then, I have vague memories that she was not always scared, that her eyes sometimes smiled.

Your boy seems to be feeling much better, Madam, said Simon as he bowed towards her, his hands fluttering in the air like two exquisite butterflies. It was the sickness but it is no more, snuffed out like a black flame.

Snuffed out? she quizzed, then she looked down at me and asked in a low voice, Jacob?

Normally I have no idea what my mother wants when she questions me. It was one of my traits that drove her to despair. She would ask all manner of things and I would stare at her blankly not understanding what she was really asking. When my father had been alive he would often laugh at me as he put his strong arm around my shoulder and whispered confidentially, Look beneath the words, boy. Its like fishing. Look beneath the words and youll find what shes really asking you.

This time I knew exactly what she was asking. Im fine, Mother, really fine, I said. The fevers gone. And then I shrugged and smiled at her.

Tears flooded her eyes. One moment there had been fear and anger, the next a flood of tears as relief swept across her face. She squatted down next to me and hugged me fiercely, something she had not done for a long time. I looked up at the stranger from beneath my mothers greying hair, fearing he would think all this very silly. It shocked me to see the two tears sliding down his face like two swans gliding across the lake.

I had seen very few men crying in my life. Never had I seen a man cry who seemed oblivious to the tears, who didnt seem to care in the least who saw him crying. When my father died, I came upon his two brothers hugging each other in the backyard at his funeral. They were both angry and yelled at me to go back inside. I had understood. They were grown men crying, they did not wish to be seen (sadly, Dads brothers both were lost in a storm several months later). Yet here was this stranger crying in the street of a village inhabited by people he did not know and he seemed not to care in the slightest that he should be doing so.
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Praise for Harmonica & Gig

A true testament to the classics of the genre

 Jason E. Rolfe, Bibliomancy

When a territory engineer dies in suspicious circumstances, three qverse experts are brought in to investigate. Initially the three hacks choose to work separately on the case, but as they continue their investigations they discover clues leading to some of the most powerful figures in the qverse. Soon the hacks realise they are more than just investigating the crime, they are part of it, and part of an even greater scheme to unbalance the long established foundations of the qverse itself.




Harmonica & Gig

All night I am running on stiff fleshless legs toward a distantly luminous day. Aware in motion that motion also occurs, concentrically, around me. For each of my strides the land leaps a mile. This primitive world is expanding digitally, casting out ripples of primordial computer code that web and solidify; that seethe into bundles of spitting neon static; that assume clumsy, irregular shapes which splinter too easily on connect.

We call this place the qverseit sounds hipper than virtual reality. Q stands for question and for quorum; also for quartet and queen. And also, perhaps, for quick, quick like electronic evolution. Within a month those flailing, foetal code-bundles will be recognisable as objects. Simple structures at first, such as cubes and spheres; then, domestically, chairs and tables. Later houses, streets, people, cities, worlds. But at this momentthe moment of this memorythere is only the code and me. Me, running. On legs as artificial as the ground they cover.

Q.1 What am I?

My Self is not a single identity but a collection of parts. I am a digital construction that I constructed. I am a computer program designed by my human hand. I am not dead but neither am I living. I have, however, been close to both. I have seen the light (dimly) at the end of the tunnel. But with my arms outstretched I reached beyond myself, forcing through the coarse corporeal pith and away from that dark internal cinema where the squeal/scream of brakes and the Crash repeated, over and over, like the rhythmic percussion (and re-percussion) of a tumultuous sea.

Call me an escapee, then, a physiological refugee. Just another displaced ghost in the virtual reality machine. Running toward a brightness that grows larger with each laboured breath.

Q.2 Where am I?

At this moment-of-memory? Historically, on the cusp of the qverse revolution. Geographically, in GreaterAsia. Specifically, in SouthAsia. The real SouthAsia, not to be mistaken for Thailand, or Cambodia, or even Singapore. As we are always explaining to curious foreigners, our worldour external, Asiatic worldis no longer a fractured thing. Migration and assimilation has made equals of us, has made brothers of us. I am in Brisbane, Queensland, SouthAsia, on a landmass recognised, in previous centuries, as a colony of the British Empire.

Simultaneously (this is where notions of a singular Self begin to degrade) I am also in the qverse, and consequently have the option of being everywhere at once.

Q.3 Why am I?

Why am I? Because I think. Therefore Therefore I avoid existential debate and continue to the practical. Why am I here, why am I running? Simply: because I am lonely. Because I am an electronic ghost who craves company. Who would trade an eternity in this computer-code labyrinth for a mere hour in the outside world, exposed and naked to the onrush of humanity.

A ghost who runs not in space but in time, toward the promise of human contact, toward the day that someonethat first intrepid qverse explorercomes for me.

Comes, and holds me.

And says, You are not alone.

* * * *

Twenty years later

The hack wore a rabbit skina lop-eared caricature with curious bristling whiskers and a perpetually dopey expression. Harry tagged it nosing codemines inside WestAsia Banks southern defences. Twenty-four security fences ringed the WAB, each codeshell specifically designed to fry auspicious hacks. The rabbit had expertly penetrated the first eight in under forty-five minutes without triggering an alarm.

A trace confirmed Harrys suspicions: Gig, or one of his associates. No surprise thereHarry recognised his style. Thorough, quick, brilliant. In the past few years shed lost three secop contracts to the precocious little fuck, and didnt relish the thought of surrendering another.

That hed chosen a rabbit skin disturbed her. In the qverse a rabbitused as a symbol or a skincommonly foreshadowed a virus outbreak. Would he dare infect her systems? No, not Gig, Harry reassured herself; the kid was reckless, but he wasnt stupid. His mind and methods tended to the fantastical, not the piratical. If the rabbit had meaning, it would undoubtedly be a covert jibe at her expense: an in-joke, a mythical reference, a fable

Harry blanched. Of course, Aesops The Hare and the Tortoise. Slow and steady versus fast and narcoleptic.

So thats what you think of me, is it? Harry mused. A belligerent, predictable, old lizard?

More fool you, then, for sneaking under my shell.

Thumbing the loudspeaker option on her secop control menu, Harry cranked the volume to its limit and then deep-breathed into the microphone. Amplified, the noise resonated through the fences like a localised thundercrack. The rabbit jumped a foot.

When the echoes had died away, Harry calmly readjusted the volume. Hi there, she sneered. This is Harmonica, your friendly qverse hall monitor. Your unauthorised breach of security has been noted, and the compromised sector will be put into virtual stasis. Business will resume in five minutes or so, depending on how long it takes me to read my mail. Thank you for your time.

Without waiting for a reply, Harry snapped the area into stasis, effectively immobilising the rabbit between reams of intractable plaincode. A recent survey of qverse clientele had revealed that four users, out of the sixty million polled, could read plaincode, the complex cipher sequences that formed the building blocks of the qverses virtual reality.

Regina Harmonica Carter was one of them.

The whizkid hack Gig was not.

While Gig stewed in a morass of indecipherable cryptograms, Harry coolly browsed her evenings correspondence. An eclectic jumble clogged her mailbox: pay slips, in-house memos, complaints from disgruntled secop underlings, a mysterious job invitation from INTROMET couched in obtuse platitudes, and a sickeningly cute letter from twelve-year-old Lucas:


Hi Mum! I hope you are well! I would really like to catch up some time. I miss you. If you want I can come and see you, so you dont have to argue with Dad. I have a shuttle pass. School is still boring. Dad bought me a puppy. Nicole and Lyn are doing fine. Looking forward to seeing you. Love you a lot, Lucas. XOXOXOX



Lucas Carter-Soo was a lingering memento of an ill-fated extra-marital affair with a twenty-something Swedish masseuse. Harry haemorrhaged cash to her ex-husband to ensure the boys keep. Real guilt moneyin an uncharacteristic bout of self-disgust shed offered an inordinately high alimony, twice what she bled for the two girls. Unlike Nicole and Lyn, who returned their mothers bitter antipathy in kind, Lucas aroused a worrisome sentimentality in Harrys stony heart.

Not love, but its close cousin, shame.

She dictated an abortive attempt at maternal affection into her mail program and sent it before she had time to regret it. The effort left her emotionally exhausted. She was tempted to log out of the qverse altogether and prepare herself a nice, hot bath, but the persistent flickering of lights in her secop control panel reminded her of her duties.

Oh, yes. Gig.

The work of a security operative was never done. Flipping back to WestAsia Bank, Harry found the rabbit patiently waiting in a sarcophagus of frozen code. Any other hack would have logged out the moment he was detected, but over the years Gig and Harry had developed a certain antagonistic repertoire. Was it Aesop you wanted, my lad? Harry thought, combing through her vast wardrobe of skin files. Then Aesop is what you will get.

It wasnt a tortoise skin that she eventually settled on, but the skin of a tortoises very distant ancestor: the scaled body of a prehistoric colossus modified to greatest effect. Its blunt muzzle clashed with an array of sharp, rabbit-mincing teeth; eyes like coals glowed red beneath heavy, squamous brows; the swoop of its long neck mirrored the swing of its prehensile tail.

Harry struggled a moment to grasp the basic controlspiloting a dinosaur was far harder than anything human-shaped, and required many manual manipulations. The things I do to make a point, she thought, mildly amused by her own pigheadedness. Cant stand to let anyone else have the last word.

Once she felt comfortable with the dinosaur skin, Harry closed the stasis-bubble surrounding the rabbit into a tight cocoon and ported in next to it. The rabbit made no outward sign it registered her presence. Harry rolled her long neck down to fix it with a red eyed glare.

Oh my tail and whiskers, said the rabbit nervously.

Harry leaned closer, until the thick musk of her dinosaur breath began to fog the stasis cocoon. Gig, isnt it?

Yes sir, came the pert, respectful reply. In her presence Gig often adopted the role of overzealous student to her overbearing teacher, a habit that Harry had to admit flattered her no end. Are you impressed?

Are you?

Gig was silent.

You should have run when you had the chance, Harry told him.

Running isnt my style, sir. If I log out of the qverse I lose everything I used to get here. I cant rig up a storage room in virtual stasis. I could escape and lose my tools or stay and lose my dignity; I chose the latter.

Thats terribly optimistic of you. What makes you think you cant lose both? Harry shook her head. Mind if I run a strip search?

Im in no position to stop you, sir.

The search revealed a miscellaneous bundle of goodies, including a unique corkscrew-shaped arrangement of doctored freecode that explained, in part, the strangely shaped breach lights her fences were belatedly displaying. Harry copied it all for her hack trophy room. The corkscrew in particular would look great stuffed and mounted on virtual wood.

You still havent run, she observed.

The corkscrew cost me six thousand; the modifications are brand new. Im not letting them go. Youll release me anyway. Its basic secop policy. Like a pirate code of conduct. If a hack cracks you successfully, you let them go. I can tell you where the flaws in your system are

There are no flaws in my system.

The exchange had begun to bore her by this stage; Gig wasnt his customarily entertaining self this evening, falling too quickly into the pathetic bargaining routine common to the other hacks she caught. He hadnt bothered to complement her dinosaur skin, either. The whole thing was a farce. She should have fried him right at the beginning and taken her damn bath.

Harry discarded the dinosaur skin and slipped into a more comfortable, human default skin. Stifling a yawn, she reached into her files for her favourite gunan impressive, streamlined laser which offered, as far as she had found, the very best electrical conduit for burning out someones hardware. Her qverse handle, HARMONICA, was etched into the barrel in crisp silver lettering. In the rabbits plain view, Harry clicked the laser on and began to charge it.

Thats a Benny Soo laser! Gig said, with a breathless, boyish excitement, as if shed permitted him a glimpse of a much-desired toy. Which, she reflected uncharitably, she probably had. Those things go for millions, he nattered on. I didnt think even you could afford one of them. How did you manage it?

The lasers little red light flashed: charged and ready for action.

Are you sure we cant talk about this? Gig tried, the rabbit eyes bulging. Look, youve already copied my gear, you dont need

Harry fried hima hard, clean eyeball shot with enough surge behind it to shatter the delicate metal circuitry of his neurocap. The rabbit skin trembled and promptly vanished. Harry imagined Gig emerging rapidly from the qverse in a rush of halcyon colour, coughing and spluttering into a painful reality. She guessed hed be picking pieces of plastic out of his hair for the next week.

Served him right, too.

That was Thursday afternoon. Business as usual in the qverse, the same old virtual reality code-grind.
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Developments Underbelly:



Sex Work and Womens Rights in Iraqi Kurdistan

The guards of Sulaimaniya Prison womens wing wear high heels.

Its a small wing, homier in appearance than its adjacent counterpart for male prisoners. Glimpses of men, slumped and crowded, sneak past me on the way in. Its reminiscent of that public transport feeling. No-ones sure of what to do with their eyes.

Hana Baradost is the chief of the female inmates wing of what is officially known as Sulaimaniya Directory of Arrest, Iraqi Kurdistan. She is spread-eagled contentedly across the armchair flanking the large desk in her private office. The plastic palm fronds in the corner, her blue camouflage suit and the communist-era military cap perched atop her piled black locks form a composition of years gone by.

I am the flat-soled, notebook-wielding visitor today: that alone makes me a Z-grade celebrity, calling in the hopes of penning something on the women in her charge. I feel my privilege press uncomfortably against the walls of the room; Im trying to get comfortable in my seat.

The womens wing of the prison was established following the 1991 Kurdish uprisings against the national government of Saddam Hussein. Now with Iraq torn between violence and upheaval in the south and frenzied, potholed development here in the north, this prison represents not only the tragedies, but also the strange and often conflicting social changes that have gripped Iraq. Baradost pauses as she tries to recall what was done with female prisoners before 1991. Women werent criminals back then, she says simply. Society was different, we were confined to traditional roles. Nobody would have allowed for it.

The capacity for criminal activity increases with personal liberty, and these women have been brought here by their transcendence of domesticity.

We climb the stairs from Baradosts office to the second floor. They can request books or newspapers if they want, Rewan Rozaki, the visiting social worker from Khanzad Womens Centre, tells me. It is because of her that I am here. However, many of the women who come here are illiterate. The unmistakeable pitter-patter of childrens feet resonates on the landing as three small, curious faces appear above me. Mum! Its visiting time! they call out in Kurdish.

Prisoners are divided according to crime. Cell 446  theft, or Charge 446 under Iraqi law  is filled with the eyes of two women who stare back at this new intruder. Rozaki tells me that one was caught stealing from the markets, the other from the government. Theres no time to find out whos who, it seems, and Im too shy to ask. We follow the kids into Cell 406  murder  and the young ones dart between the legs of four women adorned in velvet floor-length gowns. The father is dead, and all the family are suspects. They have been here for five months.

Three women are currently held in Cell 407 for prostitution. Shokhan is twenty-seven and from Dukan, a Kurdish city in Sulaimaniya governorate. She stands a head taller than I and has the kind of jaw that says dont fuck with me. Shes happy to talk; Im grateful. Orphaned at a young age, she says she has lived on the streets and been in and out of detention as long as she can remember. This is her first time being charged for leshfrosh  literally sell body in Kurdish.

I was arrested at a bus station, she says. When asked where she will go when she is released from prison, she answers that she doesnt know. I cant go back to my family. There is a special kind of stigma of this crime. It means I can hold no place in society.

It is not hard to imagine that women arrested for prostitution in Iraq have very few options available to them once released, with even the few womens shelters that have opened in Kurdistan since 1991 offering only limited assistance. Usually we cant admit prostitutes to the program at our centre, says Rozaki. No shelter does. There have been too many cases of women trying to recruit others to their ring.

Prison itself also serves as a recruiting ground. Young girls imprisoned for the first time may often meet women intermediaries who are detained for pimping. Once aided in bail funds, the girl is trapped into working for the Arab or Kurdish madam to pay off the debt. The prostitution rings operate out of homes or shanty towns run by the madam, whose women in turn recruit others. The madams are not ultimately in charge of the operation, requiring the protection and backing of a male pimp, without whom the madam could not even rent an apartment in her name.

Madams are inevitably prostitutes themselves who have managed to transcend standard roles by becoming recruiters for the industry. Many operate out of beauty parlours and bus stations, on the lookout for young girls that may be orphaned or on the run from their husband or family. Satellite TV porn channels are used to groom new recruits, also playing a powerful role in shaping the male demand for sex. Clients come from different backgrounds, including government officials, businessmen and tribal men. There are intellectuals and farmers, students and labourers. Many are married and go to brothels during the day.

Feminists taking an abolitionist position on prostitution have contributed to forging a synonymity in our minds between prostitution and exploitation  which overlooks a vast number of people in the sex industry around the world who have based their participation in it on informed choices. This outlook also propagates what is denounced by advocates of sex workers rights as the good girl/bad girl duality of female identity as constructed by the patriarchy. I am not from this camp of feminists and am not here to judge those I meet.

A distinction remains to be made however between prostitution in general and forced prostitution, an issue addressed by Kurdish activist Khandan Hama Jaza, author of the 2007 study of prostitution in Iraqi Kurdistan, An Ocean of Crime. Jaza states, I have interviewed a lot of prostitutes in Europe. I can say that 90 per cent of them are doing it willingly. But 98 per cent of Kurdish women involved are victims. During fifteen years of investigation, I have interviewed more than 1300 prostitutes and only three women have said to be sex workers of their own accord. Jaza was forced to flee to Germany last year when severe social backlash against the book led to the kidnapping of her husband and attempted kidnapping of her daughter.

But the meaning of these numbers is not clear. How does one measure the statistics of victimhood? How did Jaza draw such black and white conclusions from her subjects, and who exactly did she interview beyond Kurdistans undrawn borders? In Europe, where a far more extensive body of research on sex work exists, an average of 4750 per cent of workers are migrants, according to a 2009 report on sex work in Europe by TAMPEP, the European Network for HIV/STI Prevention and Health Promotion among Migrant Sex Workers. The correlation between migrant sex work and exploitation is illustrated in the same report, which documents higher rates of HIV risk and violence, discrimination and social exclusion of migrant workers in comparison to nationals.

Twenty-three-year-old Jamila from Baghdad joined Kurdistans bottom rung last year, working in Sulaimaniya for six months before her incarceration. I came because there was no work in Baghdad, says Jamila. My friend encouraged me to come to Kurdistan to work with her, and when I arrived I discovered what she was involved in here. I couldnt escape. Ive been in this cell for four and a half months.

While the stigma of prostitution is global, in countries such as Iraq actions that are viewed widely as immoral may put women at risk of death for the violation of religious codes and family honour. It is this absence of a support network that leads many of those convicted of such crimes to remain in prison after serving their sentence, lest they be thrown back into the world that landed them there or  possibly worse yet  found by their families. Try to stay in here for as long as you can, says Rozaki to Jamila simply. Stay in prison past your sentence  we can arrange for this. We cannot take you at the shelter  but we can arrange for you to stay in here until something has been worked out. Rozakis tone with the women of Cell 407 is motherly but firm. Jamila and I exchange glances. We are the same age.



Many of them go straight back to their pimps, says Rozaki. Its very hard to find alternative work, and many of them cannot face their families, its not an option. They get far more mental support here in prison than they do outside. She states that while Khanzad has submitted a proposal to the Kurdish government to establish a shelter specifically for those women escaping prostitution, their official stance on the issue holds little promise for the projects future and for women such as Jamila.

Jamila feels that as an Arab Iraqi woman, she has even fewer options available to her than the Kurdish inmates have. Ive seen many Kurdish girls come and go during my time here  their family does everything they can to push their cases through court, to avoid the family shame of a daughter in prison. I dont have that. I have to wait.

Acute awareness of my arbitrarily received, paleface privileges struck home again as I left Cell 407.

Prison Director Hiwa Ali Nuri ushers me into his office. Prostitution is an Arab phenomenon, he resolutely informs me  and one that didnt exist in Kurdistan before 2003. The sentiment echoes government discourse, which widely rejects the existence of prostitution in the Kurdish territory to this day, despite a 2007 Norwegian Church Aid study of female inmates in Sulaimaniya Prison finding 39 per cent held on charges of prostitution. Prostitution is not a phenomenon in Kurdistan, said Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP) lawmaker Dilshad Shehab when addressing the Kurdish Parliament in January this year. If we said it was, it would be an injustice against Kurdistan.

Injustices have been swept deftly under rugs since time immemorial. Kurdistan is no different.

Kurdistans social and physical panoramas have assumed new forms since the beginning of the war. The autonomous zone enjoys relative security and 17 per cent of Iraqi national oil profits. A budding government-sponsored tourism industry promotes the region not only as a safe haven from the violence and upheaval of central and southern Iraq, but as a prosperous and liberal democracy, boasting a plethora of tourist attractions, business investment opportunities and a strong sense of social equality. Today more cranes appear to dot the skylines of Sulaimaniya than minarets, a testament to what some have dubbed Dubai II aspirations  a trend clearly evidenced by the Kurdish juggernauts darker underbelly of development.

In the midst of the myriad horrors Iraq has weathered during these past eight years, the exploitation ramping up in new sectors of an unregulated sex industry and a foreign workers subclass is, for many, beyond comprehension.

In a similar pattern to various Gulf states damning track records of forced labour and commercial sex exploitation, an increasing number of women from outside Iraq pass through Iraqi Kurdistan, many of them trafficked in from other countries such as Iran, China and the Philippines. Ethiopian and Eritrean women trafficked initially for domestic servitude often end up being sexually exploited as well. Rozaki tells me she sees many Indonesian women pass through Cell 407 too. Not today, though.

One of the primary justifications the Bush administration peddled for the 2003 invasion was the notion of bringing democratic rights to the people of Iraq  including, of course, women. Postcolonialist feminist Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak has summarised such rhetoric as white men saving brown women from brown men. This classic manifestation of dashing white knight bravado resulted not only in a backlash against local activists now cast in popular opinion as propagating the American agenda, but a statistical resurgence of violence against women. Under Saddam, gendercidal campaigns had been launched against accused prostitutes, female intellectuals, gynaecologists and even midwives in a perverted interpretation of religious doctrine, while behind closed doors others were held in bondage for the exclusive enjoyment of government officials. The violence took on new dimensions after 2003, however, as women have become targets not just of the government, but also of popular persecution.

Since the beginning of the war, women and young girls have been arrested or killed throughout Iraq on suspicion of prostitution. Honour crimes are on the rise, as is polygamy, as more and more women who have lost their husbands, fathers and brothers to the Iraq-Iran war, the Gulf war, the ongoing American-led occupation and the resultant insurgency seek out the financial protection of a man who may already be married. As the financial fall-outs of war sink their teeth in, some fathers have resorted to selling their daughters on vague, pseudo-marriage terms and women are increasingly used as bargaining chips between families in tribal regions. The socio-economic patterns dictating an Iraqi womans fate are clear: the majority of those trafficked, sold or recruited to the sex trade are from poor backgrounds, with little or no education and few options available to them.

The range of scenarios in which an Iraqi woman may be exploited sexually is ever-widening, with several Iraqi womens rights groups reporting that even doctors exploit patients unable to pay for an abortion or virginity-recovering hymen surgery by providing them in return for sexual services. A seemingly infinite number of businesses ranging from goldsmiths to fruit vendors exist as fronts for prostitution rings. Prostitutes are often forced to offer free services to policemen in order to keep them quiet.

The commodification and simultaneous criminalisation of women in Iraq wreaks damage beyond the countrys borders. Women and girls fleeing the violence, poverty and upheaval of the war may be trafficked or lured under false pretences to neighbouring countries, or simply turn to desperate means to survive once they have escaped. Of the approximately one million Iraqi refugees living in Syria, some 50,000 of the women have turned to prostitution to support themselves and their families, according to estimates by human rights groups such as Iraqi womens organisation Womens Will. This promotes Syria as a new hub for sex tourism.

Directly underneath Cell 407, guards sit around their room chatting. Rozaki and I are handed the ubiquitous glasses of chai as one of the women from Cell 446 joins us. A camera is produced by Rozaki, and a stout young, beaming guard whips off her hijab, pulls me in and poses for a photo.

The women assembled commiserate with what the rise of the womens wing means and what the future may hold. Kurdistans economic development, Iraqs de-development and the creeping number of inmates in their charge seem intertwined. Women in the north have certainly been granted more economic liberties than twenty years ago, but the path to liberalisation feels as potholed as the road leading out here.

It remains unclear whether the women from Cell 407 will one day have the opportunity to write about their experiences, as I have here. Perhaps they will be typecast solely in the role of the object, the subject of victimhood, Spivaks voiceless subaltern. Tuning in to official discourse, one could think that the Kurdish government has taken care of this before Western academics need bother. Kurdish women appear to have been silenced already for fear of the realities of the sex industry and its criminals, highlighting the inevitable shortcomings of a national dreams reality.
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Take Me Higher: New and Collected Stories




Sociophobia

Sociophobia

How does it feel?

To be on your own

Like a complete unknown

Like a rolling stone?*

Just fine thanks Bob. A young man sang this rather spiteful taunt. He knew, with a certainty beyond his years, that this is what we will come to wish on old enemies, and what we dread for ourselves. It is where I find myself, and where I have been most of my life, but is it necessarily so bad? Would I swap with Bob Dylan? No. Though Bob is rich and I am poor.

Bob is 68 and I will be 69 this year. Not sixty something, thank you. Someone asks your age, you give accurate information, and they reply, Ah, sixty something? There is a certain snideness here, as if you have hazed your age. More than that there is the need to use an expression that has become ubiquitousto show you are up with the lingo and, more importantly, that you belong. That you are not on your own. I am not averse to a clich, but I prefer to use old ones that have been worn smooth by time. They no longer function as credentials, as signifiers of belonging. Vladimir Nabokov said that you should write for an ideal reader. I rarely think of that, but if I write for a reader it is one of no particular age, belonging to no particular class or crowd. A something something reader. In our sardonic age we might class the ideal reader as an invisible friend. This perverse aversion to prose peppered with the lingo is part of what has got me to where I am. On my own. A complete unknown. It is what JBS. Haldane called monstrous individualism, though he was referring to Beethoven as the archetype of the Romantic artist rather than to obscure folks like me.

Youll be a lonely old man! shouted one girlfriend on her way out. It was a variation on a familiar theme. Having spent 12 years trying to be a family man, I had given myself up to the anti-social tendencies I seem to have been born with. I had always declared from the start that I would never marry again or live with anyone, or even spend quite as much time with anyone as they would like, and while they had agreed to this at the beginning, I surely knew that they would find the situation unsatisfactory in the end. Sex was my weakness in those days, a deep euphoric pleasure, and a contact with humanity I suppose. It is easy to condemn my old self, now that sex is a temptation easily ignored.

I may be a guilty old man, but not a lonely one. Of course there is no one who has not been lonely at some time. In exile, Machiavelli constantly replayed the lost days of pomp and influence. His real present scarcely existed. The most popular and famous can fall. Close ups of their thickening thighs and even pin-point shots of cellulite still grace magazine covers. The thought that the famous ones might be laughing stocks, or even ostracised, is obviously gratifying for some. But are those fallen celebrities all as miserable as we would like to think? Perhaps those magazines are not the most reliable gauge. When Garbo said I want to be alone in a film, this was never referred to without sarcasm. Everyone who said it attempted a Swedish accent. In real life Garbo had already manifested publicity shyness. Is it possible that she was not being dramatic: that she really did desire some solitude? A woman I knew ran into Garbo while walking in the mountains in Europe. The ex-star realised she had been recognized, but seemed to appreciate that there was no attempt to approach her. She smiled kindly and looked very content. It comes back to me now that Garbo actually invited her home, or to a cafe, and spoke with her at length. The womans name is Karen Hughes, who did a long interview with Bob Dylan at a time when he was not giving them and it was published, as I dimly recall, in Playboy.




Is solitude a malaise? Or are the people who need people ailing a little in their way? Or is the whole spectrum not necessarily unnatural, from the madly sociable to the hermit. I am not a hermit, but even as a boy I would feel a deep need to ride or walk away from my family, and even from the much-loved gang who were my closest friends. There he goes! they would jeer as I suddenly left some game on French Street, to wander or lose myself in a book. My children and most of my surviving adult relatives (including my ex-wife, with whom I am on excellent long distance terms), are scattered through Melbourne, Brisbane and Thailand, while I live in Sydney. It is hard to see them often. Nor do I have friends here whom I see frequently. I am aware that many are irritated to see me, with my silly jokes, but somehow I dont really care. Yet I love to see families and groups of friends together.

I enjoy them vicariously, and of course this is related to the phenomenon of the invisible friend.

Even in this sardonic age we can feel a connection with people we may never meet. Why, it could even be Bob Dylan. If you are really keen on Bob, he will be one of the people who populate your life, though you may never be physically near him.

Dylan wrote of an orphan with his gun, crying like a fire in the sun. Like many people, I dont know exactly what this arresting simile means. I used to ride my bike past the plume of burning waste on an oil refinery and the associations are probably very different to those intended. The flame was transparent and eerie in sunlight, and often fringed by a sinister black fume. I am also reminded of Salvador Dals Burning Giraffe. There is an army of meaning there, and out on the edge of it, yes, I can see what Dylan meant, as I can see what TS Eliot meant when he described the evening laid out against the sky like a patient etherised upon a table. Sometimes it is the ambiguous metaphor or similethe one that does not present a literal parallelthat triggers the very feeling that may elude a very literal writer like myself.

Yesterday I saw a baby laughing in the sun. It went past in one of those papoose slings, which its grandmother wore in front. The baby faced the world and its legs and arms were brandishing and pumping radially like sparks from a Catherine wheel. It had reached the age of extreme Renaissance plumpness. It was so plump and soft it seemed to be clothed not in flesh but some ethereal substance. Its whiteness was also extreme, and because of its manifold dimples its ecstatic face was dappled in more complex patterns than you would usually see on a sunlit countenance. This baby seemed very happy to see me. In fact it was happy to see everything that came its way, but that did not spoil the effect.

When I slow down and balance at the lights on my racing bike, a baby or toddling infant might gaze in amazement at this half-man half-machine, and I will say bip bip bip bip in a high voice, and wave. If the infant smiles my joy is deep and lasting. Or if it points with a finger scarcely bigger than a match, it points out of my own infancy. Marcel Proust wrote, Alone at times, I felt surging from the depths of my being one or other of those impressions which gave me a delicious feeling of well-being.

In Genesis we are told that it is not good for a man to be alone. Unless, it seems, you are a wandering saint. I am certainly not that. While God could well be watching me and judging, I have no sense of a listening or a watching God waiting vainly for adoration, but in old age I have certainly begun talking to myself. Mostly I make jokes about things on TV. When the phone sex ads come on I bark at an imaginary secretary, Take down that number! Wild Russian babes? Get that number! I tried that once on a girlfriend while we were watching TV and she was not amused. Disgusted actually. When I am alone it is funny. Sometimes I talk through what I am trying to achieve in a particular story. There is no fear that I am going mad or becoming senile. It is simply that as there is no one there to raise an eyebrow I sometimes have the discussion aloud that I would more often have in silence. To say The Lords Prayer silently is calming, like a mantra. To say it aloud is inspiring. It suits the resonance of my voice and it makes the place vibrate. It makes the ensuing silence fecund. It activates the space. But Shakespeare works as well and so do Eliot, Hart Crane, Blake, Alfred Lord Tennyson and many others.

St Benedict insisted that community was absolutely essential for the spiritual life, but there are other monastic orders in which the monks are virtually hermits, with food shuttled through to the cells in which they study and pray alone. I wouldnt like that, but a few weeks in a Benedictine Monastery would pose no problems (in fact it would be the smugness of the monks I have to see that would be the problem). Whether my solitary experiences are spiritual is moot, but they are sweet and deep.

The American poet Hart Crane wrote some lines about loners that seem as contemptuous as Bob Dylans, yet are perhaps more sympathetic.


 Behind

My fathers cannery works I used to see

Rail-squatters ranged in nomad raillery.

The ancient men  wifeless or runaway

Hobo-trekkers that forever search

An empire wilderness of freight and rails.

Each seemed a child, like me, on a loose perch,

Holding to childhood like some termless play.

John, Jake, or Charley, hopping the slow freight

 Memphis to Tallahassee  riding the rods,

Blind fists of nothing, humpty-dumpty clods.**


Like Bob Dylans, these lines are written from outside the experience. Dylan always found company with ease, while Crane desperately needed peopleand alcohol and random sexual encounters.

When I spent a year in North Queenslandon a two man fishing boat out of Cairns, working in the sugar mill at Tully, or lounging about and spearing the occasional fish in the mouth of the Endeavour RiverI met a number of solitary men. Jack Lewis and Snowy Aberkov were bushmen, and legends from Innisfail to Cooktown. I got to know them quite well. They spent much time alone, but they were not hermits. Cedar Bay Bill was a hermit. Sometimes a few bushmen would visit Bill, and they always tried to sneak up on his shack, approaching from different directions through the bush. When these men decided to move quietly you couldnt hear them walking worth a damn, to quote Raymond Chandler (The Lady in the Lake), yet Bill was always waiting with billy boiling and the right number of mugs on the table.

Some of these menall solitary in differing degreeshad a certain melancholy about them. Some were as happy and fulfilled as the monks or nuns you see in monastic retreats. They observed no vows of silence but were averse to garrulous talk. I never heard any of them profess religious faith, but they had strong beliefs about discipline and saw the life of towns as unbecoming to a man. Much of the time they were celibate.

In those days small groups of Aborigines still roamed inland on Cape York. They were not the broken communities of which we despair today. Jack and Snowy, who were routinely racist in their attitude to town Aborigines, held them in the highest regard. Sometimes they would take some sugar or flour from the camp while Snowy and Jack were away, but they always stamped their big footprints everywhere to show that it was them, and they always left a dead pig or a wallaby in exchangeusually a day or so later, also when Jack and Snowy were away. Perhaps they assumed a lot, but the bushmen viewed it as honesty. The two parties rarely saw each other.

Snowy and Jack sometimes went bush alone, but often they went off to hunt and fish together (or periodically to work a tin mine they owned in the Daintree Ranges!). They were companions. I have had such companions, but they are rare for me. I do not have the self reliance of the bushmen. What I have is a heightened awareness of things around me, such as enabled Cedar Bay Bill to detect the most expert incursions on his territory. This can leave when things go wrong: if I feel for some reason that one of my children might be crying like a fire in the sun (then I have to ring until I know they are all right) or when I am very short of money. But motion quickly revives itsetting the world in motion with long dives under the swell, riding at high cruising speed. When I leave the water and it begins to rain and everything turns silver, a numinous feeling fills me to the brim.

In lieu of friends I have regular jokes with shopkeepersalways remembering to avoid the pallid disdain of bookshops. A Chinese woman runs the mini market down the street. Her husband has some other business interest and appears rarely. The son works there after school, often doing his homework on the counter. She is an engineer, but her qualifications are not accepted in this country. She and her husband have chosen to live in Australia and educate their son here, where he will make his life and fulfil theirs. They are heroes to me.

She screws up her face, but also laughs when I tell her that she must learn to like Vegemite if she is to be a real Australian. In fact I have told her that they will lock her up in Fort Dennison and feed her nothing but Vegemite and toast until she likes it. Anyone who laughs at my simple-minded jokes is fine by me. When a motorist acknowledges my skilful and courteous manoeuvre to allow him through I feel warmly that I belong, though I may never meet that motorist or see his face clearly. I feel that I am a legitimate part of the traffic (many cyclists are not, in my opinion).

An old Chinese lady lives upstairs and I help her in many ways. She rings me often to come up and read her letters to her among other things. I take down her garbage, change her light bulbs, fix her radio. She calls me her good labour, which can seem like a Freudian slip. She means good neighbour. There are many things I do, even though religious people tell me that my good deeds will not in themselves save me from hell. I still do them. This is my contribution to community. My participation in community is often somewhat vicarious, or anonymous. I do not advocate being on your own, a complete unknown. People who need people very likely are the happiest people in the world. But I feel fine.

____________

* from the song Rolling Stone by Bob Dylan

** from The River in Harold (Hart) Cranes The Bridge
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Mole Hunt

Someone was going to die. And it wasnt going to be Maximus Black.

It was cold, blustery and overcast  what would have been an ordinary winters day on Earth. But this was not Earth. The planet Zetalon Six had few redeeming features; it was depressing at best and deadly at its worst.

Zetalon was generally a well-behaved world, in a circular orbit around a steady, reliable star, and should have been prime real estate. However, orbiting that star at the same distance, but in a highly inclined trajectory, was an asteroid belt. Twice a year Zetalon Six ploughed through a cosmic shooting gallery, and endured an artillery barrage greater than the entire history of a civilisations wars could manage. The surface wore craters, rubble, and very little else. All plants and animals reproduced on a six-month cycle, creating a vast number of seeds and offspring so that a few would survive the next rocky onslaught.

The air was always murky with smoke and dust from the biannual meteorite barrages. There were four seasons: murky and clearing, twice a year. Murky came after an asteroid storm. Clearing was before the next bombardment commenced. The murky seasons were depressing, but were preferable to the clearing seasons, which became increasingly terrifying as the end of the third month neared.

No interstellar traveller ever saw more than one clearing season; those lucky enough to survive would never be back.

The terrain lost its shadows as darkness came down like a fire blanket. None of the moons had risen yet and the toxic evening wind off the acid ocean had not yet begun to bite. But the stillness did not fool Special Agent Maximus Black, who seemed too young to be suspicious when things were going exceedingly well. But he knew that it was not how much you experience but how you experience it.

Maximus came from a long line of madmen, murderers and megalomaniacs, but the Regis Imperium Mentatis the galactic law enforcement agency known as RIM seemed not to care about his ancestry. It was possible that all Rimmers had the genes of psychopathic ancestors, and that they were recruited for that reason. Black was not worried by this thought. He was sure that he had more psychos in his family tree than any of his colleagues. After all, they were a bunch of well-meaning heroes, out to fix up the universe after 10,000 years of war, darkness and imperial slavery.

Black was the exception. He was no boy scout. And he was about to prove it.

He darted from boulder to boulder, keeping low, and then plunged through a wall of shadow so thick he could barely see his own hand before him. Still, he did not need to see his hand to aim his needle gun, a horror weapon of the last millennium. It had been banned for over a century. What made it truly horrible was the way it tore into flesh and started a chain reaction, ripping along nerve pathways like molecular acid till it reached the victims brain and unscrambled it piece by piece. They said a person hit by a needler saw their life flashing before their eyes, only it flashed backwards  dissolving into oblivion as they died. It tortured its victims to death, rather than just killing them.

A real crowd stopper, thought Black. Ones opponents generally fled without fighting, which was good. Those few that did not, fought back with desperate and suicidal ferocity, but then no weapon was perfect.

Maximus sniffed the wind. He had a sense of smell as sharp as his guns ammunition, another genetic asset, designed to keep predators like him ahead of the game. Like any good predator he was downwind of his prey. Despite his nasal filters, he could smell Special Agent Luton, and Luton smelled of fear. By now, he would know that someone who knew he was a mole planted by the Quesadan Corporation had lured him here.



Maximus licked his lips as he moved forward through the shadows, and what he tasted was a warning. The death-wind was picking up. He closed his faceplate. There was little time left. Soon the acid on the air would start to eat away at his eyes, his ears, the soft membranes of his nose and throat. Enough exposure would leave him blind, deaf, and in agony. Enough wind would reduce him to a puddle of melting human flesh on the shattered rocks and sand.

Zetalon Six was, however, a useful place for obliterating evidence of a Class A Violation  the kind of weapons violation that could draw annoying attention, especially from the Sentinels. The faceless, inhuman and untouchable enforcers of the law were unbribable and, rumour had it, invulnerable. Maximus wanted to put them to the test one day, but was not in a hurry.

Luton was his immediate concern, and his window of opportunity was closing fast.

Maximus broke into a smooth, silent sprint, his legs seemingly spring-loaded. It was a risky move, but the bold stroke was the decisive one. He reached rock shelter alive, stopped, flattened himself against a boulder, and sniffed. Luton was close.

Hope you like surprises, thought Maximus. He had been astounded to learn Special Agent Luton was a Quesadan spy. Maximus himself detested surprises, and eradicated people who caused them as ruthlessly as he squashed irritating bugs. Thus Quesada had to be taught not to meddle in his affairs.

He touched a button on his utility belt. A sticky attractor field extruded from his gloves and boots. He swarmed up the embankments jumble of rocks, moved quietly over the ridge to the other side, and then slipped down into a defile. From there he could see Luton, crouched in a shallow crater. Luton had a clear field of fire, but he was obviously nervous. He moved his weapon continually, not just his eyes, evidence of fear and insecurity. Movement betrayed a warrior to target sensors. Tsk tsk, thought Black. The Academy must be scraping the bottom of the barrel these days.

Maximus glided out from his cover, and Lutons motion sensors picked up his movement. Warned too late by the device, Luton began to turn. Good for you, thought Maximus. Go on, take your best shot, try to kill me, give me my excuse.

Luton spun, bringing his weapon around in a flashing arc, saw the figure of Maximus as the image of Death. Even as he pulled the trigger it was too late. A needle fired by Maximus was already in his throat.

Maximus watched with clinical detachment. Lutons body convulsed with a surge of muscle reflex, his sinews and tendons ripping as his body reacted against itself as everything was blotted out by mind-sawing pain. These reactions spoiled the aim of his shot, as Maximus knew it would. Pain like acid would be force-pumping into every pore of Lutons skin.

No thought of defending yourself, now, Luton, Maximus mused. Then his eye monitor warned of increased acidic concentration in the air. Time to go. Durable though his equipment was, it was being pushed to its limits. And down in the crater, Luton had stopped writhing.

No bonus for you, Luton, Maximus said to his body. To get a bonus for killing me, you actually have to kill me.

Only then did he punch the key to fetch his cloaked ship. By the time it reached him his boots were starting to smoke.

Maximus kept a low profile for the next few months. Dead agents caused investigations, and even Sentinels had become involved in this one. A needle had been found in the smear of Lutons acid-ravaged flesh, and foul play was suspected. How stupid. All play was foul. The jockeying for power among the Great Players, the Clans, the Companies, and the secretive and bureaucratic RIM  everything was ruthless and brutal. Even when regulated by the Septum Misora, the rules of engagement that were mercilessly enforced by the mysterious Sentinels, galactic politics subverted the regulations at every opportunity. And where it could not subvert, it bent, twisted and eroded. Subtle Machiavellian gamesmanship was admired and rewarded. Markets and mercantilism were equated with warfare, and trade was conducted with military precision and ruthlessness.

Six months to the day after he had fired milliseconds faster than Luton on Zetalon Six, Maximus was in the main mess hall of RIM headquarters on Lykis Integer. He was finishing dinner and was about to head off to his meeting with Dr Rodik when he paused at the great-view window. Beyond was the sprawling honeycomb metropolis that covered most of the planetoid. An orbital tube-ocean split the sky, pale blue in the sunlight. RIM was the centre of a vast web of power and information. Indeed, he felt like a dark spider at the centre of its web, sensing each tingle from a far off sector of the galaxy, weighing its implications in the great chess game in which he was just a pawn. A pawn that wanted to be king.

As his gaze moved up to the great splash of stars, the edge-on view of the spiral galaxy, he marvelled he had come so far so fast. He was the youngest recruit ever in RIM to have aced all the tests and training. The only blemish on his assessment record was his psych evaluation.

Doctor Rodik had called him that morning to tell him he couldnt recommend Maximus for advanced training just yet. Maximus had almost stopped breathing. He wasnt the most popular person in class, but he always finished dux. Now a dumpy little psychologist with a carefully developed tone of sincerity was telling him he might be held back.

No way. That wasnt going to happen. Horrible things happened to people who gave Maximus an excuse  any excuse  to defend himself.

He arrived for his meeting with the psychologist precisely one minute early. He stepped into the room looking and feeling relaxed, eyed himself in the wall-length mirror opposite, and took the seat Rodik offered him. Maximus looked innocent: slim, medium height, with dark close-cropped hair and a long sharp nose that gave him a faintly fox-like expression. His cool grey eyes were constantly moving, observant and full of curiosity. His eyes belied his youthfulness. They were old eyes, but Rodik had never learned to watch for people with old eyes. Rodik did not realise it could be a survival skill.

Maximus remained relaxed and listened politely as Rodik explained that he had a borderline sociopathic personality. While the doctor felt that Maximus would work in the best interests of RIM, he wanted to be sure. There was a possibility that something might nudge Maximus over the edge, and that would not be in the interest of RIM.

Psychobabble for I want to hold you down because I dont like people with too much talent, Maximus thought.

Maximus played his part well. He smiled bravely, showing just a trace of disappointment. The doctor was attacking him, after all. And attack meant that Maximus was allowed to defend himself.

Sorry it has to be like this, Dr Rodik said as they stood up at the end of the meeting.

Me, too, said Maximus, shaking the doctors hand.

The doctor collapsed. The metsine on Maximuss hand was a very fast-acting poison. Were it not for the artificial skin on his own hand, Maximus would have been dead before he walked into the room. The doctors eyes were still open. They looked puzzled.

Maximus spared him a glance, then sat down at his computer.

Now what did you say about me, Doctor? Your jealousy disguised as concern? I get a lot of that sort of thing.

Maximus found his record on the doctors computer, located his evaluation and changed it to slightly above average. No need to be pretentious. He then searched for the raw data from which the doctor had compiled his evaluation. He discovered that his responses had been too careful, that he had overcompensated. Maximus guessed that he had sociopathic tendencies and had done a good job of disguising them, but the doctors sophisticated profiling had sought out such responses.

It was not jealousy! The doctor was just an honest man, and very good at his work.

I owe you an apology, Doctor. Still, you are not the first man I have killed in error.

Maximus went through the data from his tests and muted the results, drawing them in line with his new evaluation. He then altered the result modification dates so there was no link between his record and the doctors unfortunate death. He checked that the doctor hadnt updated the main medical records held on the RIMs rod logic data storage super computer. He hadnt. Being a good and virtuous man he had waited to speak to the patient first and hear his side. Maximus had guessed as much, but for the wrong reasons. Now he updated the RIM database.

The moment his own evaluation was uploaded to the mainframe, Maximus knew he had to obliterate the doctors own records. He connected to an obscure erotic net site he had infected with a virus just an hour earlier. He downloaded a RealLife wireframe image file, knowing the virus would insinuate itself into the download. Within minutes the virus would trash the doctors hard drive and turn his medical records into data noise. And a sex site? Maximus chastised. Tut-tut, Doctor. So much for your impeccable reputation.

Maximus stood up. Well, thats that, Doctor Rodik. Im afraid its time for you to explore whatever lies beyond death.

Fear appeared in the doctors eyes. Fear and something else. Disgust? Maximus understood.

Really, Doctor Rodik, you think you did your job, profiling me as a sociopath, but you were wrong. Without people like me, RIM could not function. Perhaps this is an unofficial test. Fooling Your Psychologist 101. I failed, but Killing Your Psychologist 201 makes up for that.

The doctors death had to look innocent. He was already dead, in the sense that the poison was irreversible, so Maximus no longer felt guilt. He felt relief that he had managed to kill the doctor through an innocent mistake.

He pulled out an eyedropper and squeezed one drop into each of the doctors glazed eyes.

In about three minutes, he explained, youre going to have a massive cardiac arrest. The chemical in your eyes will spread through your body and break down the other poison into harmless amino acids. My conscience tells me that I should save you, but there is no known antidote for metsine poisoning. My mistake, my apologies.

He looked around. He had been in this office several times in the past week, taking tests, having chats. The room no doubt contained his fingerprints as well as genetic traces of his hair and skin. But that would be expected. It would also contain traces of half the agents at HQ.

Maximus moved to the door and turned. The doctors body was paralysed  odd how his eyes were still alive. Maximus expected to see pleading there, but it was clear that the doctor despised him. In a way the doctor had won the encounter, but Maximus had dodged the bullet.

He activated the automatic locking mechanism, stepped out into the corridor, and gently shut the door behind him, hearing the digitalised lock click into place. Whistling jauntily, he headed down the corridor. He was always most cheerful when he triumphed by accident. Well, as much as premeditated murder could be classified as accidental.

Back in his office Maximus had barely sat down when he received a priority signal from the field.

He noted that the signal had been routed to him. He was logged in at that moment and it was his task to support active agents. But priority signals were not common.

Maximus activated the holoscreen. It remained blank. He shrugged. That was normal field agent behaviour. Agents were paranoid by nature and did not want their features transmitted digitally. Even to Home Office.

Following standard HQ protocol he identified himself by code only when he answered. The AI computer had already sent back a password, identifying itself so the agent could communicate in confidence.

Once Maximus was cleared, he said, Start message.

He had expected a voice message from the field agent but instead he received a pre-recorded transmission on his holoscreen, in large pulsing letters. He stared at the letters for a long time, feeling a cold chill course down his spine.

PRIORITY. REASON TO BELIEVE RIM HQ PENETRATED BY MOLE. IDENTITY OF MOLE SO FAR UNKNOWN. NEW EVIDENCE EXPECTED SHORTLY. SUGGEST HIGHEST SECURITY RESTRICTIONS BE PUT IN PLACE. CODE/-2435-12.

The transmission ended.

Maximus entered his password and was transferred to the deciphering site. Within moments he had the agents name, then he sat pondering. Somewhere out there in the galaxy a field agent called Anneke Longshadow suspected a mole had infiltrated the organisation. Him, or another?

He had disposed of Luton, and obliterated any evidence of his Quesadan activities. The least he could do! Maximus did so much without RIMs authority that he was hard put to think what she might have on him. He had vaguely heard of her. Genetic citizen of Normansk, heavy G world, from extended human stock. Exemplary RIM rating.

Even now she was trying to gather evidence that would identify him, that would destroy him. Again, there was a vague possibility there was someone else in HQ guiltier than himself, but how many moles with his level of expertise could there be in RIM? Maximus was sure there was only one. Now.

Maximus. Dedicated Special Agent. Dedicated to the other side. His side. If RIM was not on his side, there was going to be trouble.

It had to be Luton. It made sense. If one is at risk of being outed, why not leave a few revenge-bombs in the system? Maximus had had dealings with several dubious companies. Luton undoubtedly mentioned his suspicions to Anneke Longshadow who like any good nosy agent, went looking for proof. He, Maximus, had been set up by Luton, but the set-up would not be as spectacularly successful as Maximuss.

Well, damn her to hell. Where she could join Luton. She was a legitimate threat to Maximus, and therefore she was a valid target. There always had to be a reason. Maximus was an otherwise perfect psychopath. That was his single flaw.

Maximus took a deep breath and sat back in his chair, clearing his mind. He needed to think this through carefully. Every move he made at this point was critical. Timing was especially critical.

Several moments passed before he leaned forward and ran an ID diagnostic on the transmission. A message of this importance could turn RIM HQ into a hotbed of paranoia and accusations. It had to be handled carefully. Whatever he did, it needed to look normal. He must do things expected of an agent of his youth when faced with this kind of message.

So far so good. He allowed for what would later be seen as a moment of shock. Very good. He might be reprimanded for it, but even that would appear normal. A slap on the wrist. No more.

Maximus smiled. He wasnt a cold, calculating sociopath for nothing.
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Le Pain Quotidien: Poems on the pleasures of life



Breads


In Eire the humble soda bread

is roughly sawn with a serrated knife.

The hot slice absorbs the butter

so does not taste

of the pinch of bitter cream of tartar.


In Bavaria the tough wheat is mixed with rye

to make a sour dough,

and yet somehow as a meal

becomes complete.


Parisian baguettes are full of light

and are puffed with yeasty insubstantial leaven

to hint at Lucifers promises.


The Turks wrap spicy pickles in flat grilled discs

that scrape the palate

and excite the senses.


But this simple loaf before us now, cooked

with care and eaten hot and fresh

sustains our wholeness.


No wonder Christ broke off a piece

of bread and said, This is my flesh.





Le Pain Quotidien


The swirl of breeze over wheat fields

and the clean swath when the harvester passes,

the pale moon hanging in the morning sky,

an insect leaving its husk on a trunk,

good men standing straight speaking truth,

cold clear water rushing round pebbles in a shallow stream,

a lizard very still on a rock

licking the air, tasting distant tremors of life.

All of these are beauties that are breathed in.

A blob of honey spilt in a line on a plate,

buttered toast for late Sunday breakfast,

the smile of old friends who greet. Long rehearsed music

that at last flows with simplicity in a concert,

basil and tomato on pasta,

and well laid stone walls in fields.

And the nearness of the Spirit.

All of these dissolve barriers between us

so we really meet.








Extra Virgin


I have sponged spots

off my atavistic summer suit

and I lament that my last silk tie

may soon be soiled.

I know that I am invisible

to skinny-waisted big-breasted girls,

so I will continue to dip slices

of le pain quotidien,

in extra virgin oil.





Salad Afternoons


Ladies-who-lunch like salads.

And I like to sit unseen and watch

Ladies-who-lunch. These women

glow with health and life

and seem so capable of anything.

They look right through me.

My belt is longer than it was.

I am not adroit, or elegant.

I cannot decide between the fish

or thin shaved prosciutto on toasted

soda bread. Perhaps with the concession

of a pickled caper or a shred of horseradish?

Well, maybe I have chosen. I admire

how deftly a woman with a napkin

can remove a fragment of lettuce leaf

from immaculate front teeth,

while they knowledgeably talk

of changes in corporate tax laws,

and chat about their water skis,

then of avenues of cypresses, and Tuscan holidays.



David Wansbrough 2011
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Suitable For a Lampshade

I got the call when I was too far away to do anything about it. There was a pile of marking to get through that I knew I wouldnt get through, but that had been the case even before the call.

Id rented a holiday house from a friend of a friend. And theyd probably bought it and all its contents from the children of an elderly deceased lady, or of one who had recently been moved to an aged care facility, because the bookcases were still crammed with Readers Digest omnibuses and craft books; Advanced Macram, Crocheted Endings. Also the kitchen cupboards were stacked with earthenware plates and mismatched glassware and crockery, and these anodised aluminium cups that reminded me of the photographic version of my childhood, which is really nothing like the childhood I can actually remember.

The rent was only one hundred and twenty-five a week because I was a friend of a friend and because it was the middle of June. The wind came right off the Pacific to whine under the doorsills and through the gaps between the old weatherboards, and to rattle the windows in their poorly made frames.

Id gone there to dry out, from you as much as anything else. Okay, from you and only you, because I was still drinking and I had no intention of drying that out. Straight vodka or watered whiskey out of the little blue anodised cups, which I considered taking with me when I left. It was inherited bric-a-brac, after all, and this friend of a friend hadnt had time to develop any real emotional attachment to any of it. So the cups, and to a lesser extent the books on crochet and macram, and some sixties plastic swizzle sticks Id found in the third kitchen drawer  I was already thinking of those things as mine.

I was trying not to think about you. I had all this work to do and Id bought a pair of glasses with small lenses and thick frames so that only a limited amount of the world was in focus at any one time. I thought they might minimise peripheral distraction, help me keep my attention on what was in front of me. You probably know it didnt work out that way. But the glasses made me look like some one who drank Laphroaig instead of Jameson and worked from a typewriter instead of a laptop, and I liked that.

There was no good place to buy coffee near to the house, so there was no good reason to leave it. I made drink ice in the freezer of the ancient Kelvinator and read most of a book on anaesthesia that was written in the forties, and if those things didnt keep me happy they at least kept me a reasonable and safe distance from unhappy. Id say anaesthetised, but that would be too obvious and not entirely true. I played chess and Scrabble against myself, and the essays on Jeffers and Riding stayed unread and unmarked on the kitchen table.

In the weeks I was there the sky never grew any lighter than the colour of bruised mushrooms, and if I drove to the ocean it was grey and hungry in the James Reeves sort of way. Maybe every second or third day I drove to the ocean and just sat in the drivers seat, watching the container ships crawling after each other so I could tell where the horizon was, though most days the sea was the same colour as the sky and if not for the ships you wouldnt have known any difference between them.

Some afternoons there was a girl on the sand with her dog, a black wolfish mongrel shed throw pieces of driftwood for. He churned the wet grey sand up under his paws, chasing after whatever she threw.





Yeah, I thought. I know how that is. I know exactly how.

And down on the beach the wind pulled at them, made their hair and her loose clothing ripple. Like the two of them were only shapes cut from cloth.

Cloth girl with her cloth dog. My fingers would always creep to the door handle but wouldnt push it down.

Yes, it was because she looked like you. There are worse reasons for wanting to talk to someone. Because they look like they have money, or theyre beautiful or they look like somebody famous  those are worse reasons.

Anyway, it was because she reminded me of you that I finally got out of the car and went down to the beach to ask her about her dog, or whether she lived nearby or something similar. Maybe I asked if she knew a good place to get coffee. I dont remember what I asked because, whatever it was, she didnt answer it. She just pushed her hair off her face and asked if I was the one driving that blue Skyline. All her clothes were shapeless and only the wind whipping the fabric up close to her skin brought any kind of definition.

When I nodded she said, Yeah, I thought so, and threw a stick for the dog. Nobody just watches the ocean. Not in this weather.

Im just watching the ocean, I said. The dog came back with the stick. Why, what are you doing in this weather?

Im just walking my dog, she said. He doesnt give a damn about the weather. Sweet stupid thing, and she threw the stick again. Then she smiled and looked at me from behind her wind-whipped hair. Maybe, she said. Maybe youre just watching the ocean.

And I was still trying not to think about you, or the holiday house Id once rented with you; its own mismatched glassware, or how wed made love against kitchen benches and spat gin into each others mouths. Carrying everything back out to the car on the morning we left, your tired grin above a box of groceries we hadnt managed to get through, or the carton of bottles that we had.

But it was no good and I remembered everything. The arguments, the ugly carpet. The way the sound of the hot water system found its way into our dreams and we dreamed of the same things for six nights. How the firewood had been cut from old railway sleepers, and the bolts glowed red hot amongst the embers. Sleeping in the car at the side of the highway on the way home. The trucks shuddering by and your breath clouding the window, the early light cold, almost blue, and oh god  if I could have kept things just like that. If I could have stopped time at the side of the Hume with you sleeping and your hair across your face and me just watching you sleeping, the trucks shuddering past. Well, you know I would have.

I think maybe the girl knew this. Maybe even knew that she reminded me of you, but she was good about it. Or she didnt have to be good about it, because she didnt care either way. Her dog lay on the wooden decking outside with his legs stretched out ahead of him, and when I said that he could come in she said, No, he cant, and he stayed out there, looking woeful. It seems strange to me now that I never learned the dogs name. It could have been Samson or Solomon, something biblical. The girl shook the rain out of her coat and left it by the door.

Then when the call came through, she was asleep on her stomach, her long legs still slightly parted and the damp sheet pulled up across the backs of her knees. I stumbled naked to the front room with the phone, not wanting to wake her, tripping over a powerboard, a lone shoe. When I answered my voice sounded thin and hostile. I stood looking out the window. The sky had grown dark and the dog had fallen asleep out on the decking. There was the pile of paperwork that had never left its manila folder, and your mother on the line asking why I hadnt answered the home phone or the work phone, why I hadnt returned any of her damn messages.

Three days, she said, and as she kept talking and all I could think about was how I should have gotten out of the car that morning. I should have walked along the highway and thumbed a ride back to Melbourne with one of the truck drivers. Then you would still be asleep in the passenger seat. The light would still be almost blue, your hair just-so across your face, and this little cluttered house with its storm and its sleeping dog and its anodised aluminium cups would be a dream you were having. I would be standing naked at the window of the dream, watching the sky grow dark. There would be a box of groceries on your back seat, and you would be okay. You would be safe.

Your mother said sudden. She said collapse, she said supermarket fucking car park, and I dont remember how I answered any of that. I dont remember what I said before hanging up. Just that after Id hung up, I pulled a book down from the shelf and turned to Chapter Three: Suitable for a lampshade, or a handkerchief. And how I just stood there with the book open at page sixty-two, waiting for those words to mean something.




Ray Tyndale

Salisbury Writers Festival




fossil-hunting

Aberlady, east of Edinburgh


the fossil-hunters

scramble over loose rocks

on the firth beach

calm water lapping gently

sharp mewling of oyster catchers

cormorants standing wings wide


theres a seal sunning itself

on its back on a sandbank

beside eider ducks and banded stilts

hoverflies suck dog daisy nectar


all this lazy beauty

might not be there

the fossil-hunters have eyes

for nothing but ancient corals

trilobite tracks and ferns

things with long latin names

that lived and moved in this place

millions of years ago

for this novice an idea

hard to grasp


the fossil-hunters head home reluctantly

bags bulging with rocks

I carry only my memories



Jacqueline Winn

Banjo Paterson Literary Award




The Dangers of Swimming

Rosie never learned to swim. Though, God knows, she tried. Her father insisted that fear was the key. So, when he threw her over the side of the little rowboat, she fought like crazy against the slimy waters of the inlet, that great mangrove-stained bowl of tea, that muddy brew of fish and weed. She thrashed her arms and kicked her feet, desperate for hold against the sinking. But the water sucked her down until her stomach was bloated from so much swallowing and her chest was begging for just one long dry rush of air. Her fathers angry grip pulled her up from drowning and back into the boat to face his scowl of disappointment.

When her coughing and wailing subsided, Rosie looked up to see her twin brother Robert grinning back at her from the stern. He had managed to get back to the boat under his own strength and their father had helped him back on board with a kinder hand, before slapping his back and shouting his praises. As she pushed her shaking fists into her eyes, squeezing out the tears with the brackish water, Rosie heard her fathers disparaging whisper, Girls.

There was only ever one swimming lesson. That was the limit of her fathers patience. But Rosies failure didnt even nibble at the joy of fishing with Robert the next morning, off the end of the little jetty that struck out into the curve of still water below the holiday shack. Every day of that summer break was another long blue sky burning the skin off their noses and drying their hair to straw as they perched, legs dangling, toes tipping the cool water, fingers flicking at cork-wound lines.

The inlet fish had long been wise to jetty children. Only the puffer-fish fell for the wormy bait and the twins exacted a misplaced revenge by flipping each catch onto the splintery boards and whacking them with a fierce-wielded thong. But not until the fish had filled itself with as much air as it could hold, not until its prickled throat had swelled to twice the size of its body, not until they could almost see its innards through the balloon-thin skin. Robert held his thong high until Rosie judged the moment when the puffer could puff no more. Then she yelled Now! And they greeted the almighty pop with a great circus of leaping and shrieking.

The best yet! Robert declared every single time and Rosie grinned her agreement.

In the afternoons, their mother laid towels on the thin strip of beach, and their father speared the sand with a rainbow-coloured umbrella for shade. At first, the twins played together but, after the swimming lesson, Rosie found herself paddling alone at the foamy fringes while her brother stretched his newfound skills further out. Their father pushed him on by swimming a distance, then standing and waiting for Robert to meet the challenge. Deeper and deeper each time. Until one day they strode out of the water together and the boy announced, Dads taking me fishing. Out in the boat. Out in the channel. Tomorrow.

The disappointed quiver of Rosies lip went unnoticed amongst the torrent of objections from their mother. No, Bill, the boys only eight. I dont mind you taking them out on the calm waters. But not the channel. Hes too young.

Cmon, Emmy, youve seen him. Hes a champion. And Ill be there to watch over him. Its time he learned to catch some real fish.

Any further motherly concerns were smothered by a whirlwind of whooping as Robert tore back into the water and plunged, fingers outstretched, toes disappearing, as neat as a dolphin.

See, their father assured. Swims like a fish.

Rosie ducked her head and wandered along the edge of the water. One chance, that was it, and shed wasted it. She should have tried harder to stay above that sucking water. Tomorrow morning, thered be no fishing from the jetty and shed be the only one missing it. She kicked at the wet sand, refusing to look up at Robert with his splashing and yelling.

Rosie, look at me! Im a fish!

Youre an idiot, she whispered, not meaning a word of it.

Rosie heard them leave before dawn the next morning, hushing and shuffling around in the kitchen, clicking the door softly closed, crunching along the gravel path down to the jetty. Then the slow-fading slap of oars.

She mooched her way around the longest morning. A few pieces placed in the holiday jigsaw, a half-hearted game of snap with her mother, a postcard written to Gran. She sniffed at her mothers suggestion to go down to the beach before lunch, but followed all the same.

While her mother spread towels on the sand, Rosie peered across the inlet. A long smudge of mangroves marked the far side and she could make out a dip in the horizon, a gap in the rim. The channel. She wondered how many fish theyd caught already. Real fish, no puffers. Her father would go again tomorrow. And hed take Robert again, most likely.

It suddenly occurred to Rosie that she had time right now to practice her swimming, away from the critical eyes of her father and the jeering teases of her brother. She waded out just over knee-deep and crouched in the warm, clear water. Then she reached down and pressed her palms onto the spongy sand, before locking her elbows and slowly stretching out her legs. Her chin just dipped the surface, as she kicked up her feet, and, immediately, she felt her body rising to the surface. Floating at last. She started to hand-walk back and forth, and, when she was sure she had this much mastered, she stood and looked back at the beach. Her mother was nodding and miming a round of encouraging applause. Getting there, she was certain of it.

Watch, Mum! she yelled out, before throwing herself into a lunge, fingers outstretched, no hands touching the bottom, this time. For a brief moment, she was gliding over the surface. But the next instant, she was sinking, water surging in her open mouth and rushing up her nose. She flailed with arms and legs until her knees found the sand, and her head pushed through the surface. Then, spluttering, shaking, warm tears welling, she stumbled back to the safety of the beach.

Never mind, honey, her mother cooed, wrapping her in a sun-warmed towel. Give it time. Youll get there.

But not today. Shed had enough of the water and she nodded gratefully at her mothers suggestion that they go back and make some sandwiches ready for when the hungry fishermen returned. The piled-high plate had just made it to the table when gravel-footsteps drew Rosie to the window. There was Robert holding high a silver-glistening fish, big enough for dinner, and she couldnt help conceding a grudging smile of approval.

Over lunch, Rosie suggested the jetty but Robert shook his head. Nah. Just a bunch of puffer-fish. Who wants to catch rubbish?

Rosie put down her half-eaten sandwich, and sat in silence for the remainder of the meal. She sneaked sideways glances at her brother, envying his salt-crusted hair, his wind-red eyes and his easy chatter with their father. Robert had been out in the channel and she didnt count anymore. He was Dads mate, now.

Next morning, her brother and father were already gone when she woke and, by the time shed finished breakfast, shed decided to go to the jetty. Why should she miss out just because Robert wasnt here? And anyway, she could whack puffers with her own thong. Nothing hard about that.

Not in the water, Rosie, her mother insisted. Not by yourself. Stick to fishing off the jetty.

But once she was sitting on the edge of the rough boards, she didnt feel like putting in a line. She peered over the edge and stared at the jetty ladder for a while, and wondered how deep the water might be down there. She might be able to touch bottom.

A second later, she was stripping down to her swimmers and climbing foot-over-foot down into the water, until she was perched on the lowest rung. Cool ripples lapped at her waist as she peered at the shafts of sunlight flickering over the sandy bottom. But it wasnt so easy to tell how deep that might be. Moving her hands down to the last dry rung, she stretched one leg down into the depths. Even with her toes pointed to their limit, she couldnt touch. She shivered at the thought of all that water beneath her and quickly drew herself back up, pressing her cheek against the safety of the ladder.

Her mothers warning suddenly dropped into her head, and she screwed up her nose. It was because she was a girl. Shed heard her father say it. She was the same age as her brother, but Robert could swim, Robert was allowed to go fishing in the channel. She was left behind, alone on the jetty, because she was a girl.

Without another thought, she took one long breath and lowered into a crouch, fingers tightening on the ladder, toes curled around the bottom rung. Then she let both feet slip their hold and kick out. The harder she kicked the more her body rose to the surface, until she was floating there, arms outstretched, fingers clinging to the rung. When her legs began to tire, she stopped kicking and was surprised to find she didnt sink. Then she let go one hand. Gripping tighter with the other, she swept her free arm back and forth until she was facing the beach, parallel with the jetty. She could see the shack from here, and hoped her mother wouldnt look out and see what she was up to.

But it wasnt her mother at the window that suddenly made Rosie kick her legs and thrash her arm, desperately straining for the safety of the ladder. It wasnt the two men shouting and running up the gravel path that made her gulp great mouthfuls of salty water. It wasnt her mother flying through the door, barging past the men and tearing down to the beach that made her feet windmill against the deep, searching for the lifeline of the bottom rung.

It was her mothers screaming, over and over, that made Rosie haul herself up hand-over-hand, until she stood on the jetty, legs trembling in a puddle of her own dripping. She threw up her arms, waving and yelling between splutters, Mum, Im here!

But it didnt stop the screaming, and it was only when Rosie started to run along the jetty towards the beach that she realised her mother wasnt even looking in her direction. She was wailing across the inlet, crying out to the channel gap. And it wasnt Rosies name she was calling, but the names of her brother and her father.

Rosie never learned to swim. Not like her twin brother, clawing at the chilly deep of the channel, kicking against the drag of swirling eddies, filling his lungs with water until he was weighted with the swell, and drifted like a weed along the sandy bottom. Not like her father, diving again and again for his boy, until his arms gave out and he floated facedown on the outrunning tow.

High tide tumbled their bodies onto a surf-scoured beach, days later. Rosie was not allowed to see, but she heard whispered snippets, and she could imagine. They swell up, bodies that have been sucked down, held without breath for too long by the seas selfish grip.

Learning to swim can be dangerous and, after so many long blue summers, its something Rosie still believes. Its something she repeats over and over, as she stares across the inlet and thinks of her brother, burn-peeled nose, sun-strawed hair, stranded on the sand like a puffer fish.
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...Murder, Terror and Treason...

Isabel Diaz is set to be the first woman to win the White House.

But her chances plummet when a Muslim protege is accused of syphoning funds to terrorists and, seemingly unrelated, a young Australian software whizz is tossed off a London skyscraper.

Then, when a TV journalist digs up a dark secret from Isabels past, her presidential hopes shatter.

With the public stunned, and only days before the vote, terrorists use the Australians stolen software to launch a daring attack on New York City.

Isabel Diaz is born to run. But can she ever win?



Born To Run


The Finish Line...

For once, hillary Clinton and Sarah Palin are in synch, privately spitting their venom at the cloying barrage of TV images that show a beaming Isabel Diaz sprinkling her pixie dust. Even their own supporters, in a distressing groundswell these two political foes once craved for themselves, are leaping to their feet across the country, punching the air and chanting Bel... Bel... Isa-bel.

As the race to win the White House hurtles into its final straight, candidate Isabel Diaz streaks lengths ahead. Shes not only smart, personable and visionary, shes got an impressive record of accomplishment, says The New York Times. The nation, and the world, will be well-served if this woman occupies the Oval Office.

Diazs well-chronicled slog to success is tunnelling her deep into the nations psyche, making it very tough for her opponents. Its hardly wise politics to slam a minority woman who crawled out of a rank pit of poverty, alcohol and violence to emerge as the big-hearted owner of an admired family restaurant chain, and an active philanthropist to boot. What little mud her rivals have been able to dig up and toss at her isnt sticking.

Its true that some see her as too good to be true, but for most, in a nation deflated after so many pumped up promises of change, Isabel Diaz offers a credible breath of fresh air.

On policy, not only has she won over the Democratic heartland for her stance on moral issues, offers of relief for the middle class, and her doable list of programs of leg-ups for the underdog, but the Tea Party also loves her for promising low taxes, small government and family values. Her running mate, the more traditionally conservative Hank Clemens who hails from North Carolina, helps her shore up the religious right.

The media are chorusing that Isabel Diaz is a shoo-in, and that her rival Robert (Bobby) J. Foster is outfoxed and outpaced.

Buoyed for weeks with a 70-percent approval rating higher than the rapture for Barack Obama at his peakthe presidency is within Isabels grasp.

And deep behind the scenes, a shadowy circle of zealots is conspiring to guarantee just that.

Chapter 1

Jax mason had heard of Isabel Diaz. Who didnt know about the famous Burger Queen? But the twenty- five-year-old Australian had no clue he was about to sacrifice his life for her.

Bent over tying his laces, his shoe on his skateboard and his fringe flopped over his glasses, he heard the elevator ping and, at 5 AM, he thought it had to be the night guard doing his final rounds. Jax looked up, expecting that at any second the doors would slide open on the old guys barrel stomach and customary can of Pepsi Max.

Though Jax was currently visiting London from New York, where he rented an apartment, he really lived on the internet. He was a prolific contributor to WikiLeaks (though hed never actually met Julian Assange), as well as Anonymous and various conspiracy theory sites. His thick Coke-bottle glasses exaggerated his nerdiness and helped him suit the label of the typical young math genius, though it was called maths where he was born, in Melbourne. His straggly brown hair was so greasy it looked black even in a good light, and his pasty skin was proof he was a night-owl, especially with his skateboarding. Neither travel nor late nights troubled him. Jax was not big on mixing with other people and even dismissed social networking as an ironic misnomer. His computer was his closest companion, closely followed by his skateboard. The only thing neat about him was his beard, a slightly ginger mouse-tail that made him look as thoug an amber exclamation mark was pointing under his lip.





If the Silicon Valley environmental software firm that had flown him to the UK had bothered with a face-to-face interview, they would have had second thoughts. Instead, they hired him on the strength of a single phone call after hearing of his reputation from his PhD work, even though it was unfinished. Hed dumped Princeton University and skipped to New York as a contractor, mainly so he could work on his pet project away from the prying eyes of deceitful supervisors. Like the creep Jax had overheard in the hallway mocking his stutter.

His current employers had installed their patented software for running the environmental features of a new five-star-rated building at Canary Wharf, Londons modern financial district, but due to a serious systems glitch the local authorities were refusing to hand over their completion certificate so none of the tenants could move in. Jax was over here to fix it. Dont leave the building till its done, was his simple brief, but it was one he ignored daily, stealing a few hours here and there to take in the sights since he hadnt been to London before.

He flicked back his hair but, from out here on the terrace across the empty blacked-out floor, all he could make out was the elevators flashing 14. He squinted, and when the doors shushed open, two occupants stepped out, not one. With the light behind them, he couldnt glimpse their faces but neither of their body shapes was anything like the nightwatchmans. Jaxs smile dropped, sending a glint of reflected moonlight from his lenses to the visitors.

Jax Mason, is that you over there?

She was British, Jax decided, hardly surprised. He couldnt make out the badge she seemed to be waving in front ofher, but her confident strides toward him and her stubby companions menacing swagger instantly made Jaxs skin crawl, and his head suddenly squirmed with the thought that 14th floors were usually 13ths.

A frosty wind blew up from the River Thames two hundred feet below, though he wondered if it was nerves.

Jax Mason? she insisted.

Yeah, thats m-me. Y-you? Jax tried to calm the anxiety trembling out of him. He stammered at the best of times, though this didnt seem like one of them. He took her hand, but her sneer suggested he should have gripped it harder, or maybe first wiped the sweat off his own hand on his jeans. She was an eyeful, for sure, but that only increased Jaxs edginess. He wasnt good around women. Or men. But especially women.

Im Diana Hunter, she lied and, tilting her head toward her slightly hunch-backed colleague, continued, And this is Lucky.

Even in this dim light, Jax noted that Luckys face looked like he shaved with a chisel, possibly why he had the chipped front tooth.

Were MI6, Diana explained, brushing back a strand of her blonde hair, but not so far back that Jax could have guessed it was a wig, even in good light.

Chapter 2

MI6 WAS THE UKs secret intelligence service; Jax knew that. When hed goofed off on a River Thames tourist cruise three days earlier, the loudspeaker commentary had specifically pointed out MI6s building. Some secret service, hed smirked at the time.

As Diana kept a grip on Jaxs hand, her piercing brown eyes bored into him so long he noticed that one of her contact lenses was askew. If the lights had been on, he might have detected that her real eye-colour was blue.

He coughed as an excuse to remove his hand from hers. Like, wh-what do you guys want? he stuttered, mainly out of habit and not entirely from fear. Where, Jax sweated, was actor Geoffrey Rush when he needed him, or better than Rush, a real speech therapist?

Mr Mason. Recently you posted a blog about your subway shockwave simulation. Jax had posted several blogs on the web about his intricate computer model, boasting it was mathematical proof that terrorists could build up and hurtle a shockwave through a citys subway system that was so ferocious it could suck down and destroy the entire metropolis above it. All they needed to know was precisely on which platforms to set off a hair-trigger-timed series of relatively small explosions.

6As Jax gripped the terrace railing, the cold metal drew the remaining heat out of him. Months ago, he had contacted the US government about his computer model, a radical step for an anarchist like him. But Homeland Security flicked him straight into crackpot corner. He tried to tell them: if Jax Mason working alone could create something like this, what could more malign parties do? But if the US government wouldnt listen, why was MI6 popping up out of the blue?

As if she could read his mind, Diana answered his question, The Prime Minister is acutely sensitive after the bombings over here. He wants you to help us design baffles for Londons Tube to prevent one of these shockwaves. For a considerable retainer, of course.

They were going to pay him? Working for the government? Normally that would be against his principles, but this wasnt his government, nor even his adopted government... and then there was the money.

He shifted his gaze from Diana to the other spook, but only for a second, chilled by the stare penetrating him from Luckys pencil-points. Lucky usually didnt say much, words not being his preferred tools of persuasion. While Jax didnt know that, he somehow sensed that any hand big enough to crush his skull by itself would do Luckys speaking for him.

Im s-sort of busy. Im here on a j-job, Jax muttered, looking at his shoes and reminding himself he had been about to tie his lace.

Six hours ago, said Diana, shaking her head slowly, we intercepted an encrypted satellite communication and only finished unscrambling it an hour ago. The point, sir, is that you are in immediate dangerfrom a terrorist cell here in London. We are not the only ones seeking your simulation model. We know these other people, Mr Mason, and they are not the types to let anything, or anyone, stand in their way. We need to get you, and your model, to safety. Now.

That she whispered this only made Jax jumpier. How l-long we g-got? he said, not that he had a hectic day of meetings to reschedule.

Without answering, she pulled him inside, off the terrace. Mr Mason. May I call you Jax?

He nodded dumbly.

Jax. Your software program? The simulation? Before we leave here, we must isolate and protect all copies in existence. We have people on standby.

Over th-there, he said.

Her eyes followed his to where his laptop was on the floor, next to his backpack. Show me, she said, guiding him over to it.

Jax sat cross-legged in front of the screen, and she gripped his shoulder. On-screen, he clicked an icon and a menu popped up offering three choices: London, New York City and Washington.

Trash it. He did. How many other copies are there? Jax hesitated, but her grip tightened. Theres o-one in my b-backpack. After ferreting inside the bag, Lucky handed a DVD box

to Jax, who flicked through them and pulled out the relevant disk.

Any others?

Jax slowly shook his head and, as his situation sank in, so did the rest of his body.

Jax! Surely, youve got a backup at home or on a server somewhere?

He shook his head harder.

Why dont I believe you? She held the disk up under his nose, cutting its edge into his septum until Jaxs tongue tasted the sharp copper tang of a drizzle of his own blood.

Mr Mason. Very bad people want this, and theyre on their way here. Right now. Unless you cooperate, immediately, millions could die. Our government cant permit that.

Diana watched Lucky loom up behind Jax. From the broken half-smile on his face she knew hed enjoy this quivering wreck.

Jax, she reasoned, think about it. If we found you, so will they... She shifted her feet and nodded to Lucky whose own paw started to clamp onto Jaxs shoulder. He lent down and curled his left arm around Jax from behind, digging into his solar plexus until Jax bent forward, dry-retching.

Lucky released his grip and Jax, still twisted over, grunted, Ill sh-show you. He quickly located the remote server and pulled up the program.

Diana knelt, her face close to his. She loved this work. Her cheeks were translucent, pearl-like, shimmering with a light tingly sheen, not that Jax noticed. What he did notice, lit up by his screen, were the soft pads covering each of Dianas fingertips and a wisp of red hair creeping out from under her wig.

Trash it, she barked, giving him no time to freak over why someone claiming to be on his side needed to mask her fingerprints or her hair. He did as she demanded, careful not to press the wrong keys.

Now, Jax. Last time Ill ask. The other copies? Where are they? All of them.

He looked at her blankly, but Lucky leant over again and burnt his breath into Jaxs ear.

Theres j-just one, said Jax. In my a-p-partment... in New Y-York. He explained it was taped inside the toilet cistern in his bathroom, in a waterproof Ziploc bag.

Lucky slipped a phone from his pocket and keyed in a number. Jax watched him walk toward the windows, the phone lighting up one side of his unyielding face.

All Jax could make out of Luckys conversation were two words: TriBeCa and john. Feeling like he was swirling in as much shit as a cesspool duck, he didnt focus on the fact that in London toilets werent called johns or that he hadnt yet mentioned his New York address, which was indeed in TriBeCa.
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A humorous operating guide for fathers-to-be, Baby Owners Manual is sure to bring a smile to any new dads face. Written by a man for men, this book likens a new baby to the other love in a mans life: no, not his wife, his car!

This essential handbook covers everything from delivery of baby from Mother Nature Heavy Industries, regular servicing of your baby, standard equipment, the cooling system and liquid waste disposal, warning signs, even optimising economy and getting the most out of your baby. This is a must-have book for any father-to-be.

Written by Steve Bedwell, bestselling author of the 2009 hit book Holden Vs Ford, who loves his cars and could not help but write a witty gift book for fathers and their partners, a humorous laugh-out-loud introduction to the chaotic world of parenting.



Baby Owners Manual

Fathers edition

A word of introduction from Mother Nature Heavy Industries Pty Ltd

Congratulations on your choice of a new baby from Mother Nature Heavy Industries; referred to from here on in as MNHI. This manual contains important information regarding the operation, care and maintenance of your new baby. Though a version of this manual is provided free of charge with all babies, this particular manual has been devised and written with the first-time baby owner in mind.

In order to obtain maximum enjoyment, usage and longevity from your baby, we suggest that you familiarise yourself with the contents of this manual and follow the recommendations outlined within.

As with any major acquisition, taking delivery of a new baby can be a daunting experience with many features, warnings and operating instructions to be taken into consideration. With this in mind MNHI has taken great care and consideration in compiling this manual, to ensure that your every query is met in a way that not only provides peace of mind but also simplicity and clarity of purpose.

As a result this manual has been divided into four easy-to-read and understand sections:



	Section A: Pre-delivery preparations. Preparations, purchases and panic. Section A will guide you through these Three Prenatal Ps.

	Section B: Taking delivery of your new baby. Getting your baby home can leave a new owner feeling anxious, vulnerable and incapable; Section B will give you the confidence to eliminate up to two out of these three emotions.

	Section C: How your baby works. While most of the operating systems of even the tiniest humans remain a scientific mystery, Section C will equip the new owner with the finest available medical knowledge concerning the day-to-day operation of the baby. How your baby works is treated on a strictly need-to-know basis.

	Section D: Taking care of your baby. Feed, empty and wash. While on the surface these may appear fairly simple and mundane operations in taking care of your baby, they are in fact complex and delicate procedures, procedures which Section D will clarify and simplify.








	Note: The information provided in this guide was correct at the time of printing. Evolutionary advances mean that MNHI may change the contents of this manual and specifications of newborns without notice and without incurring obligation.







In addition, MNHI considers it a most important obligation to offer each father of a new baby, regardless of model specification, a recommended maintenance guide, which will relieve him of avoidable anxiety and which, if followed, will ensure that his baby is regularly inspected, maintained and kept in peak operating condition. With this in mind the Father Protection Plan Booklet has been developed and presented by your obstetrician or MNHI-appointed regional representative. This booklet recommends the required maintenance, inspections and lubrication service items for your new baby from day one onwards. These recommendations should be followed as diligently as possible and at the intervals prescribed by the Mother Nature Service Personnel. Remember: it is your responsibility to have your baby checked, inspected, adjusted, inoculated and lubricated at the correct intervals as outlined within the booklet, a copy of which will be delivered to you by post within three days of order

delivery.

If an authorised MNHI service agent carries out the services and inspections at the prescribed intervals then baby wear and tear as well as parental expense and frustration will be kept to a minimum. Additional services may become necessary as the months accrue; however, during the planned regular visits that you make to your Mother Nature dealer, any extra servicing requirements observed by the representative will be pointed out as it potentially becomes necessary.

Your nearest MNHI dealership has the trained personnel and specialised equipment to properly service your baby. From an unexpected cone head to unattractive additional and unwanted fingers and toes, your MNHI dealer can identify the problem and organise a Courtesy Baby for you to take home while the fault is repaired, and have your baby back to you by the end of the day. Its the Mother Nature way and the Mother Nature promise!

We take this opportunity to once again thank you for choosing MNHI for you baby and assure you of our continuing interest and assistance in your parenting pleasure and satisfaction.

We sincerely hope you enjoy your new baby not only now but for many years into the future. This manual and the dedicated MNHI Service Centres will always be there to answer any queries and address any problems you may encounter with your childs operation. However should you seek further advice concerning any issues which may arise, please turn to the Further reading and resources section in the rear of this manual for suggested books, help-lines and websites. We hope you enjoy your new baby. Should any problems arise, please turn to the Further reading and resources section at the end of this book for help-line numbers and relevant website addresses.




	Note: Before you activate your baby, please read this owners manual carefully. As with other infants of this type, failure to operate this baby correctly may result in loss of control in later life. The Mother Nature guarantee does not apply to Export Babies manufactured in left-hand drive.







Section A

Pre-delivery preparations

This first section will arm the new father with the information needed to identify that an order has been successfully placed and will also supply you with the knowledge required to prepare for delivery of the order.

Placing your order

From the time you place your order with MNHI to the completion and delivery of the baby is approximately nine months. Please bare this in mind, as MNHI takes no responsibility for the delivery date clashing with football finals or religious festivals. The customer must take full responsibility for the timing of the delivery and consider all contingencies when initially placing the order; having said this, MNHI concedes that this can be easier said than done especially if the order is placed in what we term an M.O.P. (moment of passion).

Another consideration when placing your order is that occasionally an order will be completed ahead of schedule and delivery of the child may become urgent and time sensitive. Sometimes this may mean that not only must you take delivery early, but that the delivery method may have to take place through less conventional channels. This method is called a Caesarean Section and whilst the effect on the baby will be minimal the co-parent can expect an extended period of discomfort.




Before placing their order, many prospective fathers like to take a test drive. In fact here at MNHI we encourage such practices, as placing an order without first experiencing the full performance capabilities of the co-owner often leads to short-term pleasure tempered by long-term disappointment.

MNHI takes no responsibility for fathers being tricked into placing an order by co-owners who, without informing the father, have ceased precautions that had previously prevented an order being placed

For some people (and at times, for everyone) placing your order may seem a laborious and almost mechanical procedure. These feelings are mainly brought on by the demanding, and sometimes unreasonable, unnecessarily mentally intensive requests made by the prospective co-owner. Once you, as the person placing the order, hear the phrases timing, ovulation or Chinese medicine then you know that, as far as you are concerned, you have been reduced to the man who just signs on the dotted line to complete the formalities.

Receipt and confirmation of your order

With MNHI processing many millions of orders every day right across the planet, how will you know if your order has firstly been accepted and secondly whether or not it will be processed and completed?




	Note: In previous editions of this manual, this particular section referred to unaccepted orders as having blown their deposit. In the interests of minimising confusion and embarrassment this phrase has been deleted from this manual.







As it takes approximately nine months form order placement to delivery, MNHI has built in certain features to the manufacturing process which will alter the mood and appearance of the co-owner as the date of delivery nears. These features act as your confirmation that the order has been accepted. MNHI does not issue invoices.

Your co-owner will have an innate sense of when the order has been accepted: she may start to feel unusually nauseous (particularly in the morning); she may become listless and more irritable than you are used to. You can dismiss these indicators as being part of a bad day or as a result of her having eaten something that didnt agree with her. Of course, while these symptoms are also easily explained away with four simple wordsI missed my cyclethey nevertheless act as the strongest pre-test confirmation that the order is in the factory and assembly has begun.

The tiredness, nausea, shortness of both breath and temper have been established. How next do you confirm that MNHI has received, and work has begun on, your order? The first and most rudimentary method of confirmation is known as the home pregnancy test kit; for this purpose we recommend the MNHI test kit as it is proven to be 75 per cent accurate 40 per cent of the time.

The basic premise and procedure for any home pregnancy test kit involves the potential co-owner urinating on a stick. This may seem a redundant fact, but an ice-cream stick or a twig retrieved from the garden will not suffice for this purpose. The stick then changes colour depending upon whether or not a successful order has been placed. Although this test may seem outdated in this technologically advanced age, it is in fact a method that in one form or another has been used for centuries. The native Americans used a similar method: the potential mother would pee on a twig from a juniper bush. She would then present the twig to a North American brown bear. If the bear attacked her she was not pregnant, and if the bear let her live she was with child. (This was not the most accurate of tests and legend tells us that often the outcome depended upon whether or not the bear was hungry.)

Handle with care

The home pregnancy test kit indicated it and the blood test confirmed it: the order has been placed and you are going to be a father. Now that MNHI has received the order and the highly complex task of assembly and manufacture of your baby has begun, you will begin to notice (or fall victim to) considerable physical and psychological changes in the co-owner.

These are tricky waters for the first-time father to navigate. Like Cook traversing the Great Barrier Reef, the perils will be many but the end result worth the hardships.

Like the sea, the co-owner will be a demanding mistress  when she sleeps poorly, you will sleep even worse, there will be bizarre and unusual food requests at all hours of the day and night. There will also be extreme sensitivity to heat and cold, both imagined and real, and all of these feelings you must respond to without question. Remember, once production commences on your baby the devoted team at MNHI works 24 hours a day, seven days a week. Its the MNHI way.

Your new role as co-owner

When is a slave not a slave? Well, MNHI is here to tell you that its when you are the co-owner of a baby being constructed inside your significant other. As briefly touched on above, the life as you once knew it will disappear into a hormonal maelstrom of unreasonable demands, round-the-clock attention and criticism; and this is just during the first trimester.

You will need to tread very carefully during the construction period. Take nothing for granted; ask permission for everything. From going to the petrol station to having a couple of quiet drinks at a mates place, personal disaster lurks around every corner if you dont ask permission. You must subjugate your position within the householdyou no longer have any power, your life is being controlled by the expert construction and assembly techniques of MNHI.

One more thing the father-to-be must be aware of: during the baby assembly process he will be constantly reminded by the co-owner that he no longer earns enough money.

Scheduled pre-delivery inspections

From the time of order right through until the moment of delivery MNHI takes great pleasure in giving you regular updates on how the assembly of your child is progressing. For this you will need to go to one of 211 conveniently situated authorised MNHI service centres around the country. It may seem a redundant point, but MNHI takes its legal and moral obligations very seriously, and you must remember to take the babys co-owner with you to the service centre as well. It is imperative that you are punctual for these progress meetings. Tardiness in this situation will never be forgotten and will be used against you for the rest of your life.

At the service centre one of our highly trained and experienced maintenance technicians will take a series of diagnostic readings of the co-owner and unborn baby with an instrument called an ultrasound. (Please note that the term ultrasound is in no way meant to imply that the instrument emits the ultimate sound, but rather MNHI has learnt that by putting together two words that imply something extraordinary, fathers will be more inclined to attend. Other potential names for the ultrasound were maxpower, supereye and megascope.)

To the untrained eye it may seem that the images being produced by the ultrasound are little more than electronic trickery and that what you are looking at is in fact an octopus in the throes of death; they are in fact your unborn child in the throes of life.

During the course of the ultrasound the technician will point out different and strange shapes on the screen and inform you that the image he has frozen onscreen is an arm, a heart, an eye, or any number of other body parts. The point to note here is that what is on the screen looks nothing like the body part he tells you it is, so it is your job to support the co-owner unconditionally by saying, Wow, so it isisnt that amazing? This will be the first of a series of white lies you will tell before the baby is delivered. You will quickly learn that these white lies are crucial in the maintenance of domestic harmony pre-birth.

During the course of the pre-delivery services the technician can determine exactly what level of trim has been fitted to your baby. Some owners choose not to find out which model of baby it is that is being delivered to them. This is entirely up to the individual owner but MNHI accepts no responsibility for any gender-based disappointment at the time of delivery.

Preparing to take delivery

During this period when the father has little to do with assembly, MNHI suggests that if he becomes bored he use this time to ensure that the allotted space where the baby is to be ultimately housed is of a suitable condition. This area is called the nursery and is similar to an adults bedroom except for the fact it is smaller, has a different smell and will become the centre of the babys world for the next few months. Nursery or nursing home, baby or elderly person, the description of their accommodation is identical. In the interests of domestic harmony it is important for a new father not to confuse the two (although the smell will often be a clue as to which is which).

Your new baby is best kept in a dust- and pest-proof environment that can be darkened during daylight hours. Excessive damp should also be avoided, as a new baby is susceptible to corrosion. These suggestions are by no means definitive; they merely serve to demonstrate the absolute basic requirements for the babys nursery.

You will be amazed at the sheer number of items that will need to be purchased for a new baby, which on the surface appear to do nothing. An important note here is that you, as the father, should confine your purchasing to items a solid nature. Under no circumstances should you make any other purchases without the express consent of the co-owner. This course of action is recommended as history, as well as extensive MNHI-commissioned university research, tells us that any clothing or decorative items purchased by the father will ultimately be viewed by the mother as inappropriate, wasteful or completely lacking in taste; this same research also reveals that in nine out of ten cases, father-bought soft furnishings are indeed inappropriate, wasteful and in ten out of ten examples completely lacking in taste.




There are several important factors to consider when purchasing furniture for your babys nursery. Always avoid lead-based paint. For some time now the dangers of lead paint and the ingestion thereof have been well documented. A new baby will gum and suck anything it can get its mouth around, including (and definitely not limited to) cot rails. Ingesting lead paint will not only severely hamper your babys development in several key areas, but will also void the Mother Nature New Baby warranty. While lead-based paint has been outlawed in this country for decades, some non-genuine or grey import parts are still available through less scrupulous retailers. A simple way to avoid such traps is not to purchase items of baby furniture from discount shops or goodwill outlets.

One area where many new fathers fall down in is their ability to purchase matching furniture, or in fact matching anything; but to a co-owner who is about to give birth this is of paramount and seemingly unreasonable importance. For the sake of harmony during the life of the baby, and indeed the parental partnership, it is crucial that the cot, change table (see below for a definition of this term) and chest of drawers are by the same manufacturer and of identical design. They should preferably also be store bought and not homemade. MNHI Gold Standard warranty does not cover your baby for splinter damage until one year of age. As a rule, making your babys first nursery furniture tends to give an air of hillbilly cheapness rather than being the loving act of a skilled cabinetmaker.

A new baby will need a place to be changed and upon which regular maintenance tasks can be performed. This nursery inclusion is called a change table. The change table should be at a comfortable height, about waist height (yours not the babys), and have sufficiently tall sides so as to prevent a potentially damaging roll-off. Fathers who are new to baby ownership will soon learn that every small incident or accident which befalls the baby will be their fault regardless of the fathers location at the time of the incident. In the eyes of the co-owner it is far easier for a father to do something wrong than it is to do something right. As such, pre-empting all possible damaging scenarios can save not only significant yelling but is also beneficial to the long-term performance of the child.

Some hard furnishings available today are self-assembly. The purchase of this type of furniture requires careful consideration, taking into account the physical condition of the father after celebrating the news of the order confirmation as well as the level of competence previously displayed by the father whenever home maintenance has been required. It is imperative to make sure you are up to being the self in self-assembly.

These days the father can have a blood test prior to the purchase of furniture to see if he has handyman antibodies present in his blood. MNHI strongly recommends that all first-time fathers take this test.
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Bite Your Tongue


Chapter 86

A friend once said to Glory, Forget those other books. Theres only one you need to read: Fahrenheit 451 by Ray Bradbury. Was it on your mothers list? He gives her a copy and Glory nearly chokes on the pages. How it shakes her up. As if she is a real book being burnt alive, just like all those books Guy Montag burned.

And what about the book refugees? The ones who escape by running into the woods? The ones who store whole literary works in their heads, memorised word for word, because they have to. It keeps them alive. They stick themselves into the pages, name themselves after their favourites: E. M. Forsters A Passage to India, James Joyces Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, Muriel Sparkes Prime of Miss Jean Brodie. These Book People witness terrible goings on. Fahrenheit 451 makes Glory tremble. She imagines all the escapees from her Queensland burning more than thirty years ago, imagines them wandering around as nomads somewhere in the outback scrub. Imagine that: a squadron of Queensland Book People from that time, out in the Simpson Desert, at Lake Eyre, Carnarvon Gorge.

Glory rereads 451 again. Feathers and squawks and hullabaloo; words amok. So how will this story end?

Chapter 87

MotherJoy started it, by laughing of all things. Little Glory couldnt believe her ears. This was no laughing matterthey were burning books, you could smell it everywhere. Her mother might be arrested for harbouring pornography. What if the Courier Mail got a whiff? What if a reporter heard the hilarity now on the breeze? It would be a front-page story, headline in large caps, impossible to miss: BOOKBURNERS LAUGH: CARELESS ABOUT WANTON DESTRUCTION. Glory didnt want to consider possibilities. But MotherJoy was saying: Look at us, will you? Look at what weve done. Its a funny old world isnt it?

For together, still entwined, having plonked themselves on the ground and Glory very nearly asleep on her mothers lap, the two of them exhausted from the exertion, they were laughing, gently at first. Glory could feel it through MotherJoys housecoat, in the tickle of the red ribbon. She could feel the rising jiggle and roll from deep in her mothers intestine, the rocking muscle movement of her mothers stomach. Before long they were sitting side-by-side, almost gasping for breath, holding their stomachs. Such abandonment.

Glory loved to hear her mother let go. Where the laughter flew out of nowhere. Suddenly there. It was free of restraint, made the skin shimmer. All sparkle. They were like Catherine wheels popping off at cracker night. MotherJoys laughter seduced Glory and Glory dared herself to give in.

Chapter 88

My mother liked to laugh tooAngel was very good at it. It was always unexpected, so out of character we thought, but always very welcome when it erupted. And even though shes now quite dead, I can still imagine her way of letting go like the coming of summer rain. Best of all, if I gaze at images of her, I catch her easy self, her uninterrupted self; I sense some joy at living. But it takes some concentrating. And I ask myself: Angel, what went so wrong?




This is the photograph my father took of my mother laughing, his beloved. When my father married Angel as a young woman he was in love and the war was over and they went to Donegal and County Cork for their honeymoon to swim and dive in the sea and kiss the Blarney Stone. They were over the moon, so the story goes, my mother always laughing, so he said. Things looked simple. She looks so happy.

There is another one of her Ive found in an old brown box of photos and slides I keep under my bed, a different box to Royal Tour. I like this brown one because its got my fathers handwriting in notes on the lid, different iterations corresponding with different times of his life and his evolving interests. He must have kept this box behind closed doors in his study; Ive never seen it before. Theres the reference to my grandfather and his writingSome of Fathers note books and sermon notescrossed out. Then there is a note on the narrow edge of the box about autism and genetics that must relate to my fathers research into infantile autism and the importance of early diagnosis. He was a pioneer in the field. And the lovely word keep, in his oh-so-familiar wobbly handwriting.

I wonder what my father was preserving when he labelled it this keeping way.

I pull out the photograph I am keeping of my mother, the one taken in the kitchen in Durham Street.

We brought this gas stove with us from Sheffield when we migrated to Brisbane in 1961, a place my mother only knew by name on a map. It was one of forty-two pieces of luggage that accompanied the family of five children with one on the way across the oceans in the ocean liner the SS Siberia. When my little sister was born a month after arriving in Brisbane, my mother couldnt understand what the nurses were saying to her, it was as though they were speaking a foreign language she said, even though she knew they spoke English. The new migrants settled in the suburb of Norman Park, close to the Brisbane airport, such as it was then, in a house so full of cockroaches my mother said the walls were black when she turned on the light in the middle of the night to feed her new baby. Queensland took some getting used to.

I remember taking this photograph for a school photography project when I was in high school. I like Angels smile and the slant of her head and how she wears her watch skew-whiff up her arm. She does look happy, if a little bit forced for the occasion. See the wild vegetation out the side window in the dark?

Chapter 89

The fire was hot, the books had burnt fast; they were nearly gone. There was nothing more to be done, only to keep watch to the very end and rake the embers into a pile. To fold the rim of the bonfire into the centre like folding flour over yeast to make bread, careful of ricocheting sparks on bare legs. If the Soldiers changed their minds (not that they would) and decided to pull the books back out of the fire, the pages would be impossible to read, a mangle of charcoal meanings. Sentences dislocated. Words disgorged. Imagine after all that burning if all that was left to read were the rude bits? Fire purifies, doesnt it? Thats what the Bible says.

We must beg Gods blessing.

Before Glory realised what she was doing, MotherJoy knelt down and bowed her head and started to pray and Glory quickly squeezed shut her eyes. MotherJoy prayed so earnestly that afternoon her hands wrinkled red. She spoke of Gods judgement, the final days when all the earth would be called to account. She asked for Gods forgiveness too, then committed Glory to His care, forever. Beseechingly. Perhaps after everything, this was the time to believe her mother, to trust her. But all Glory could think about was the crown of jewels nearly on her mothers head, the crown MotherJoy said Glory was helping to make, the sparkly sapphires and emeralds, jasper and amethysts Glory was helping to fashion and glue in place because of her goodness: Be faithful until death and I will give you the crown of life, says the Book of Revelation. Glory was one of her mothers precious stones: MotherJoy promised. All her children were jewels in her crown, MotherJoy said, so she could be like the Holy City itself. While they were praying, Glory imagined a crown on her mothers head; she saw her wringing hands too. Shed look very fancy in a queenly crown. Better to help save her mother with goodness than pluck out the jewels with acts of wilfulness and sin because didnt MotherJoy always say that the sins of the daughters would be visited upon the mother a thousand times? Glory decided on this occasion that she wanted the jewels earned with these particular acts of righteousness to be fashioned in ruby and gold. Then she imagined MotherJoys heavenly crown all joggly, the jewels jiggling up like the flames. MotherJoy dancing and leaping about with it on, all queenly and royal.

Once the fire was almost dead, MotherJoys dying prayer mopped up what was left of the mess. What scraps remained of any lightness or laughter was small enough to tangle in Glorys plaits. They raked the residue into the centre, all those books transformed into a small, ring-a-ring-a-rosy.

Lets go in Glory, have something to eat.

With that, MotherJoy pulled her housecoat tight around her, fastened the buttons across the yoke, and carefully retied the red ribbon into a neat bow. As Glory followed her mother inside, she thought she could hear MotherJoy singing quietlyPraise God from whom all blessing flowas if in benediction after a worship service. Gracie would be home soon from music. Onward too, working late. Eve was away on a church camp.

But it was all over. MotherJoy was spent.

What Glory kept thinking, as she hovered about laying the table for tea, was how MotherJoy had hugged her back as they sat watching the fire. Her mother held on, didnt she? Glory could feel it, body to body, like she felt the realness of her mothers stomach jiggling with laughter, Glorys red ear squashed against those funny tummy rolls. They had hugged a holding-on kind of hug, a hug to last. A hug smelling of Queensland sweat and burning paper, hairspray and 4711 perfume.

They ate leftovers for teaspaghetti mince, cold baked potato, mashed carrotsa very ordinary meal, a family tableau. An unceremonious finish to a momentous day. Any leftover laughter, any trills on Glorys skin were gone. Glory wasnt sure what she would say if anybody asked about what happened, if Gracie wanted to know, for instance. She hoped that the darkness of the night would soak up the evidence. That she could forget different parts of the story existed. The thing was, a smell of smoke hung from the palm trees that night, swung about all fat with the squawking of the flying bats in their tens and hundreds. These mammals seemed louder and hungrier than usual this night.

Youre in charge now, Glory, MotherJoy had said. And dont forget to spread the ash first thing, before the sun gets up.

Chapter 90

Glory loved the way ash went stone cold, like the wicked gone for good. The smell of it in the morning. How it floated up your nose if the direction of the breeze was right. Gobfuls of the stuff, as fine as icing sugar. You could poke it and swear nothing was there. All air. It moved independently at the end of Glorys stick, breathed a life of its own accord, shivered perhaps but as a mirage. But that was itall that life of exotic burning the day before in the backyard, all those words and stories and subplots and characters and voices, sneezes and sweat, were dust today. As thoughand this was the bit that astonishedas though nothing solid had been present in the first place, nothing material, nothing to hold onto. So much so it was almost hard to believeor recallwhat the fuss was about.
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Permission To Lie


Videos you can jerk off to

Kynon was more like a safe cracker than a junkie. In for spraying graffiti, escaping from boys homes, joy-riding and hot wiring. A nineteen-year-old nuisance to society rather than a real crim. After the lunchtime muster, hed passed Wanda leaving Chalkies education office.

Anywhere I wanda, anywhere I room, till Im in the arms of my psy-chol-o-gist, my heart wont have no home. That tune had been stuck in his groove for days. Obsession or just boredom? He was clueless. When he watched Thommo and the other crims walking through the yard staring at her tits, her legs, her arse, he wanted to punch their lights out. When he was locked up in his cell at night, while the porn was broadcast, he tried to remember every detail about her that differed from the day before. He remembered the stockings she wore, whether she had a different watch. He tried to work out why her copper-coloured hair, where it jutted down towards her right eyebrow, had ridges some mornings and not others. After a fortnight of observation and jerking off, he decided it had to be sex. If Wanda was fucking some prick, she washed her hair before they went to bed at night. But if she wasnt getting any, she showered in the morning.

He made himself sick worrying about her infidelity to him but even if she was fucking a grease with black curls and an earring, he was powerless. What she did outside had to be her own business. For now, anyway. All he needed was a few excellent Classification Reports to get Early Release and be on the bus to Bondi Junction before Thommo was out. Kynon pictured how pleased Wanda would be when she opened the door at 5/114 Capri Parade, and saw him standing in the hall in his own jeans and red hoodie. He reckoned shed be untying the laces of a see-through chocolate nightie as she headed for the shower. Shed let him stay, maybe for just one night at a time, until she got to know him and he could move in.

Waiting to be called for his appointment with her, Kynon noticed the dark shapes of the damp seeping through the sandstone walls of the corridor. The officer in charge of industries had this nineteenth-century sandstone wall, this wall chiselled with initials and cryptic marks, on his list: two coats of impermeable membrane tinted different colours and painted in opposite directions so you could see that everything was covered properly, followed by a couple of coats of thick gloss. Along with the other students in the TAFE painting and decorating course, Kynon was expected to obliterate history with pink paint. Desecration. When he talked about heritage nothing happened. No one was interested in how jails used to look.

He appreciated the texture of the sandstone while he waited to see Wanda. Better to wait than be embarrassed by hearing his name and MIN number called over a loudspeaker. He knew the risks of ending up in D Ward as well as any other inmate. No one was going to mess with his mind but he was willing to risk one appointment, just to be alone with her. And the excellent report she would write for the Classification Committee would oil his progression through the system. Maximum. Medium. Mini-mum. Out the gate. Thommo was her inmate clerk. If he wasnt snuffling around inside her office, he was hanging around the corridor, watching for crims to leave.

He stopped in front of Kynon and darted his hand out of his pocket, pointed to the office door. Pongs like brothel pong, dont it?

If Kynon nodded yes, Thommo would demand to know everything he knew about hookers, but if Kynon hesitated, Thommo would accuse him of being a poof. Thommo stretched a few strands of his hair across his mouth and sucked them in. Wanda opened the door.





Prostitutes again, Thommo? Interesting, she said.

Thommo didnt get regular appointments to see her. Lifers were required to get reports for the Serious Offenders Board from a real shrink.

She turned. New glasses with green frames. With you in a sec, Kynon.

She knew his name and pronounced it slowly, caressing it with her lips until it sounded splendid. Three hundred and forty green tee-shirts and green track suit pants werent enough green? Green glasses? She would never wear any- thing green when he got out.

Except on visits, crims didnt get to see many women. Besides Wanda and Chalkie, there was the welfare officer, a few teachers, a handful of custodial officers and one trannie. Most were lezzos; even so, they owed it to the crims to wear bright colours to cheer the place up.

Last week in Budget Cooking theyd had an eighty- year-old nun teaching them how to make festive salad with boiled lentils, tinned pineapple and beetroot. Kynon and Thommo had to wash up. As soon as Thommos long white arms matted with black hairs were immersed in suds, he claimed hed been watching screwesses and visitors for twelve years and had also been lucky enough to observe women in hospital, once and court, twice. Then he boiled over like fermented brew. Breasts! Bosoms! Bust! Boobs! Titties! Tits! Knockers! Jugs! The saucepan lid slipped out of Kynons hands and clattered to the floor. By the time he stood up again, Thommo was describing Wandas lacy black stockings with the arrows shooting up the backs of her legs. The washing up water was frothy with activity.

He raved on about sheer stockings and cursed thick ribbed ones; her stockings, apparently, were codes just for him. Kynon didnt say anything, just reached across into the pink scum to pull the plug before the sink overflowed. Black garters pressed into white fe-lesh. Thommos spit sprayed the clean dishes. With clenched fists he wrung the water from each tea towel. Kynon was relieved Thommo lusted after Wanda, not him.

Thommo claimed to protect her by meeting the crims in the corridor before and after theyd been in to see her. He advised them how to keep their secrets safe from her in exchange for her personal information. He knew her post box number, phone number and address, real estate agent; he knew the license number of her old green Datsun; he knew the names of the Thai veggo curries she ordered at her favourite restaurant on Campbell Parade in Bondi. He knew Opium was her favourite perfume; he knew the names of her sisters daughters, their address and school.

He advised Kynon, Invent a problem or shell claw her way in your head and youll hear about your issues at every class-o.

Saliva sprayed each time Thommo said issues. Kynon hoped it didnt carry HIV. He needed a problem he could overcome easily, one that would guarantee good reports. The topics Oprah and Dr Phil featured seemed way too complicated.

Now Wanda waved Thommo away calling, Theres some filing you can do later. She pointed to the chair by her desk and told Kynon shed be with him as soon as she finished her notes.

Kynon glanced around, searching for something to tell Thommo. Twisted ivy almost strangled her teapot and the pink scarf tied over a lampshade made a rosy glow on the walls and ceiling. Something about the light reminded him of the kero lamps at the shack on the Three Mile at Lightning Ridge where hed grown up  corrugated tin, cement floor, grey fibro, plastic ribbons hanging in the doorway, cartons stacked with empties. Father picked up a second-hand generator to keep his beer cold the week before he called the welfare to come and get the boys. Kynon never tasted ice cream until he lived in a foster home. Wandas rosy light was too much. He was already thinking about childhood shit.

In her office a safe was hidden under a sarong. Kynon could see a bulge in the silk made by the combination lock. Even if someone broke into the office the stories people told her would be safe. Safe in a safe. He chuckled. She swivelled around.

Before she sneaked in an embarrassing question, before she tried to manipulate his mind, he reeled off the goals Chalkie had made him write out in the Education Office, I need to work on improving communication and relationship skills and developing job skills.

Wanda pressed her biro to her lips. Im hearing you say youd prefer to talk to a vocational counsellor or a parole officer. Is that right, Kynon?

I need to talk to a real psychologist, such as yourself, one who understands crims.

Her lips broke into a grin. Hed said the right thing. He knew from the communications group that avoiding eye contact made you look shifty. But what good did knowing that do? Her glasses were such a foul green his eyes kept veering over to the spines of the books on her shelf. Abnormal Psychology. Deviant Behaviour. Warped shit for his lady to be reading. He imagined her taking notes from the piles of books on her bedside table, under a lamp with a crimson scarf slung over the shade. She tucked the sheet up under her arms, covering her sweet tits. She wouldnt read in bed if he was there.

If you want to work with me, we need to start with your earliest memories, mm?

He helped himself to a tissue from the box on the desk, twisted it, untwisted it, smoothed it, smelled it, then blew his nose to get some time. Well they werent about sex, that was for sure.

The first thing you remember?

Fathers dog sprawling over me, trying to bite my stomach. The sweaty smell when Father came home from mining opal.

Your first memories. Do you remember being breastfed?

God, no! Sorry. Am I supposed to...... He should have prepared his answers with Thommo.... Mum...What would show how much care hed taken of his mum?

Im not your Mum, Kynon, however suitable re-parenting might be. She looked pleased and smoothed upwards the stocking on one leg, then the other. If you could wave a magic wand and change one thing about your childhood what would it be?

He needed something weirder than a mum who drank. But if he said something too weird, she might transfer him to the shrink who locked everybody away in D ward. He pushed on the hard-on tucked into the elastic waist of his shorts.

Just one thing?

One thing.

Only one thing?

So whats distracting you, Kynon?

He was relieved when a toilet flushed somewhere behind the wall.

Wed have a flush toilet, indoors, instead of the thunderbox. Thats what Id change. The dunnyd been built of dead marines over an abandoned mine shaft, lit only by stars, on the nights there were stars. He couldnt remember the number of times an old roo had pivoted on the track back to the shack, frightening him but mostly hed been afraid of falling, falling down into the long mine shaft.

As she leaned back, the edge of her silver ballet shoe brushed against his leg.

She frowned. You want to use this time we have together to tell me about an outhouse?

It was too soon to tell her what he was thinking. Her notes looked, from his upside down perspective like, avoidance of ... mothering issues. Was she accusing him of not having looked after his Mum well enough? Her writing was pretty loopy. Anal fix .... Fuck! he thought, Kinky. No one was going to mess with his bum.

Lets move along to masculinity and the fathering relationship.

He wondered if the second button on her satiny smooth blouse had just slipped. Her bra, where the sun tan stopped, was glossy as chocolate icing. He wet his lips. Women liked it when you said their name during sex.

In what ways do you plan to be like your dad, Kynon?

Fuck. Best not mention guns. Like my dad ...?

Kynon, try to stay with me.

He was tangled up, shifting around and she was twisting around too. Or maybe she was mirroring his body language to make him feel comfortable. The group had had a session on that.

Lots of attractive, intelligent young men model themselves on their dads.

Not on mine.

OK, tell me about that. She glanced at her wrist.

In solitary Kynon hadnt been able to stop thinking about him. The sun wont shine out of any dogs ass. Id treat my woman like a goddess. I wouldnt drink myself stupid and bash people. If anyone came to take my kids, Id run em off with a shotgun.

He realised hed said too much. Can I go now?

As soon as youve told me two things you respect him for.

Respect? He bit the skin at the edge of his thumbnail. Her hand, stroking her throat and chest, made her tits jiggle up and down, one after the other. He leaned so far forward he could smell the perfume rising from between them.

He drew faces on his biceps so I could watch them move up and down; he yanked off beer caps with his teeth.

Youre doing so well, Kynon. Her eyelashes bounced double time behind the lenses.

When do I get to see you again?

Now Kynon, what do you want to get from our sessions?

He looked at the floor. Use my time to advantage. Thommo would be waiting in the corridor. The personal stuff he was supposed to find out. His head raced. Favourite team? Show? Food? Song? Position? Magazine? Not a lezzo are you?

I like the glasses. Whered you get em? he asked. These lenses arent prescription ones, just pretend, to make me present as more serious to the officers on the Classo Committee this arvo. Look.

She handed them to him. Thin red lines edged the green plastic. They smelled like shampoo. He peered through them and handed them back.

Can I borrow a book till next time? he pointed toward the bookcase.

This isnt a lending library. Books are like hearts.

Give your heart freely but never lend it, Kynon.

I have an awful lot of problems, Wanda. I need to see you more than once a week. The swishing noise was Wanda uncrossing her legs.
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Life Kills


selection for bomb inspection



i always found the whole selection for bomb inspection rigmarole a bit tiresome and predictable like whenever i showed up looking like a barely clothed pornstar shimmering with pheromone seething body oil i was whisked out the back and frisked repeatedly energetically and scientifically by legions of boneheaded amateur bodybuilders with guns barely holstered being ultra thorough and taking newfound pride in their work yet when i shimmied up dressed in a three-piece high end suit heavily armed with every inch of my body strapped with explosives giving me the outward appearance of a shimmying wealthy german industrialist circa 1923 it was through you go big daddy and no friscola today or ever for that matter just make yourself comfortable cos we wouldnt dream of worrying brad and chad our amaaaaazing pilots about a teensy little concern like this cos theyve got sooooo many things to worry about and soooooooo much to do poor darlings no well just put on our dinky little stewards outfits and keep the bratwurst coming till you have a series of increasingly fatal heart attacks so we can steal your rolex and establish what brand of suit that is cos the suspense has been killing us it really has like sparkles almost had a panic attack during dinner service after shed been tiffing with bubbles out the back about it for ages and ages and ages but im too slick for that kind of ruse and i poke the bratwurst into the progressively bulging magazine pouch in front of me cos ive been half assassinated a few too many times before and it would be an insult to die here in first class from the ploddy machinations of the most clichd and hackneyed method of ridding the world of shimmying wealthy german industrialists circa 1923 in the book the drably titled bratwurst manoeuvre like who do they think theyre dealing with bambis fucking soft toy collection curator well think again motherfuckers cos im the real your worst fucking nightmare deal.

rockstar spotting

it was never too long in first class before you spotted the gaggle of rockstars who couldnt afford their own jets hovering at the bar wolfing down signed limited edition canaps with geysers of je suis un rockstar dom prignon and bitching about all the rockstars who did have jets with a snorty contempt and surly dismissiveness that barely pixilated their blaring neon come and get it boys all nude envy revues and this is no exception so theres about eight of them there all comfied up in their soothing pastel hues of miami terry towelling leisure suits they got in a grammys showbag and its fuck him and fuck her and fuck them all with their joystick tugging avgas sucking bullshit like who fucking needs it like hello not even fucking jesus had his own jet so who the fuck do they think they are some kind of megaselling multiplatinum hall of fame maxi gods of superhyperberjesus like gimme a fucking break man and i shimmy into the middle of all this and right up to the bar noting how deaf they are to the clinking arsenal under my suit and smiling to myself as i order a decuple tiger penis schnapps on distilled rhone winter ice pearls circa 1923 and say in my droopy slouchy loping drawl hey guys havent i seen you all somewhere before?

norbert pike

never seen you in my life man sneers norbert pike the doughy sharkfaced frontman for exponentially irrelevant pesco punk outfit fish fuck fish fuck fish well im not so sure about that norbert old cock cos wasnt it just last week that you were plotting the demise of metal machine muzak cravat dandies gustav hyphen-hyphen und ze hyphenated hyphen-hyphen-hyphen-hyphens and enlisting my services to take the gustav out of gustav just like you didnt in your passionless non charting dirge of the same name or have i had a few too many tiger penis schnapps so many in fact that im hallucinating gustav right there behind you doing that stupid little dance that gets you all homicidal and wakes you up in the middle of each and every scar filled night screaming for sweet sweet release?

gustav hyphen-hyphen

norbert pike may have something in fact that little dance gustav hyphen-hyphen does as he moves towards the gaggle of bitching rockstars is truly abhorrent a teensy side-kick here a micro hip-flick there peppers his bouncy tiny metal machine muzak shuffle as the tick tock tick of his glistening tattooed head caps it all off a mouldy maraschino on a quivering shit but this whole nuke the fucker thing seems a little extreme like thats gonna be a deep deep hole to fill in the metal machine muzak god department and do i really want to encourage more of this kind of shit even if he does dance like a sack of saint vitus stricken ice crazed eels so i have second thoughts about this poorly paying hit as norbert pike reels in horror first at the sight of me and then at gustav the second reel way way huger than the first setting off a cascade of reels that has him ricocheting round the bar like a doughy sharkfaced pinball.

window

theres a middle huddle of bitching rockstars rabbitly sipping at their je suis un rockstar dom prignons while norbert pike hypermoshes his way round the bar and i think maybe its time to stop his heroic reckless appalling suffering once and for all just like we pacted through those long languid summers of 23 our rampantly butch chenile smoking jackets undulating breeze yes those were the days ahhhhhh the heady heady days of pacts and peeks and pockets of sunbeams when you could sell your soul for a daydream in the memory of an echo of a dew sylphs heartbeat but now its time for decision and action of hardness and steel and the pure molten physics of an outstretched brogue for a pesco punk never has been but before i connect norbert pike trips all by himself and takes flight on this flight barely skimming their dos as he zooms across crashing and lodging his window shaped head that sad little dance of hypermosh reeling slowly ever declining a top unwinding as his head freezes solid at thirty-three thousand.

hypersynthetic

are you trying to provoke me sparkles you simpering little piece of tinsel trash like how many times do i have to flay your glistening steroid bloated pecs so i can serve them right back up to you fasciculating sashimi style with a choice of awesome mouthwatering yet lo-cal sides then swipe them from you just as youre about to toss them in perfect parabola formation into your gaping lip gloss dripping maw and sew them back in a frenzied blur cloud of scalpels and catgut only to look even spunkier than before with an alluring hint of wasabi thatll drive those standoffish pilots fucking wild to get it through to you that that is a fucking zegna not i repeat not and watch my grotesquely siliconed lips on this one girlfriend repeat not fucking armani in any shape or form like you saw that fucking trouser cuff when he tried to murder the doughy sharkfaced pesco punk never has been with the window shaped head like i just cant believe youre trying to pull this armani shit after all weve been through like did my hard hitting what do you mean you cant pick a zegna you pack of slobbering gawping fucking retards global lecture series have sub zero impact on your pathetic hairspray addled bouffant strangled brain or what whoooooa hey there bubbles like dont you think you might be getting a little heavy on my perfectly sculpted tastefully shimmering davidesque arse like its not like i was fully coming down on armani i was merely speculating like the scientist ive always been cos premature foreclosures like a totally criminal crime where im coming from baby like you know how i feel about evidence basis its the only only only demand i make in this crazy fucked up world so back off bubble boy dont ever call me bubble boy again you rancid shit bleating torso to die for the name my friend is bubbles and the only person that will ever have the authority to call me bubble boy is brad the lantern jawed kouros for men reeking pilot when he finally comes across whooooa yeah like im soooooo with multiple os sorry baby i forgot that was such a sensitive issue like lets shift this hot n tasty tower of hypersynthetic omelettes onto the gaggle of bitching rockstars like prontissimo get a closer peek at those cuffs and put this all behind us cos all of a sudden im looking at you and im looking at me and im sniffing these omelettes and i gotta level with you baby like all of a sudden im feeling kinda friskaaaaay.

porn dyslexia

hey brad theres something ive been wanting to ask you really do you really have something to ask me chad cos you know theres nothing more amazing for me than the sweet childlike interrogatives that spill and waft like little fairy blossoms from your tracheostomyphone like innocent whimsied honeydew from some monstrous mechanical freakshow yknow like that whole juxtaposition gets me thinking im the luckiest pilot in the world to have a copilot like you like all the other guys are getting grid references and schedules and fucking doom and gloomy drama filled terrorist updates and i get to sit back and drink in the charmingly regressed arcadian musings of a lonely hypersurgeried mutant i really am the luckiest pilot in the world chad gee thanks brad like you know that means a lot to me like as you know i have nothing remotely good in my life other than these little chats we have like theyre the only thing keeping me from going on the random apocalyptic blood maelstrom killing spree ive always dreamt of like not that i could do that anyway without any fucking limbs but you know the kind of vibe im getting at sure do chad and believe me i think youd be very fucking dangerous if you had even one limb or even just a body like theres so much deeply buried rage in there yeah i know brad its so unbelievably lucky that i dont have any limbs or a body and like knowing that you know that i know that makes me feel like really really really understood well thats what im here for chad im here to understand and savour the sun dappled philosophical flummeries that wing like weightless spiralling angel feathers from that hideous xenografted beat box in the side of your hyperkeloidal neck remnant gee whizz brad thats the loveliest thing anyones ever said to me and like i think now i kind of know the answer to the question thats been bugging me all these years hey shoot big fella ive never been more deeply concerned and unfeigned hundred percent empathy ready so spill the devouring you from the inside beans baby gosh thats great brad well im kind of wondering whether its going to affect our perfect working relationship if you know that i suffer from a raging case of incurable porn dyslexia like its been weighing very heavily and i just havent had the courage to tell you like for ages ive feared that you might think less of me aw chaddy chaddy chad chad chaddicums im here for you baby and let me tell you right fucking now that a sporadic case of incurable porn dyslexia could never put a ripple in what weve got never fucking well ever man wow thanks brad youre the best no chad youre the best now lets get some of those hypersynthetic omelettes to celebrate coming right up bestest boss in the world coming right up no allow me bestest little buddy in the world please allow me wow thanks brad you really are the bestest most wondefullest boss in the world.

the woman on the phone thinks im a retard

the woman on the phone thinks im a retard like it says ring in case of an emergency and im thinking that in my neck of the woods a now completely irrelevant pesco punk never has been with his head impaled in a plane window has all the basic hallmarks of a lay-down misre dog balls face slapping capitalled bolded huge imposingly times roman fonted fucking emergency and i say okay okay okay like i fully accept that this incident or this kind of incident or even this general fucking genre of incidents hasnt got a guernsey in your manual like this is really fine print shit were talking here but couldnt we view this under miscellaneous or something and she says well id really love to help you and we value your call but unfortunately due to unforeseen circumstances way beyond my and or our shareholders control deeply painfully achingly regretfully there doesnt seem to be a miscellaneous category in the manual like i actually flipped through it once and everything and its getting kind of busy down on this level of the plane cos its almost happy snax time and i say did you say happy snax like do we get those up here in first class and she says unfortunately due to well you know how it goes we dont offer happy snax to our valued customers in first class and i say i cant fucking believe that like i could really go some happy snax right now like ive just seen the world relieved of norbert fucking pike and i feel like celebrating and a little dish of happy snax would be just perfect for the moment and she says well unfortunately blardy blardy blah blah we dont do dishes either so is there anything else i can help you with today and i say look thanks really i think youve gone way above and beyond and like i really appreciate this and ill see you in hell and she says well thankyou so much for your enquiry have a lovely flight and we hope you fly the happy skies again real soon.

bobo the dancing monkey

i head back to the bar like a jangling pissed off hippo to demand happy snax i mean i really cant see who can possibly gain from this gratuitously discriminatory witholding bullshit like all its going to do is open deep veins of envy between the rockstars up here and the cattle down there and that cant be good for business like you get on a plane and its have some of this and have some of that and drink this award blitzing cocktail and down that michelin nuking hors doeuvre and im like where do my fucking needs come into this its not like im bobo the dancing monkey man like i need to express a wish and have it gratified every now and then so fucking well shoot me and if i dont get my happy snax right fucking now i may just have to get some mid air pyrotechnics happening but i act all casual as i shimmy on up to the bar and flutter ten large saying something like howdya like an out from this godforsaken worse than any ozone divot shithole in the sky big boy and he says what are you suggesting sir and i say got any happy snax back there kiddo and he says coming right up and as a matter of fact sir you can have as many happy goddamn snax as you fucking well like cos im totally and fully fucking out of here and before you know it im in happy snax heaven and toasting the hit that got away but in a very good way before i get down to the real work at hand the master plan for this godforsaken shithole in the sky.
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Shanti Bloody Shanti:

A Indian Odyssey


Christmas in Bollywood

I first flew into India to Mumbai (formerly Bombay) late on Christmas Eve 2005. On the northwest coast of the Arabian Sea, Mumbai is an expansive metropolis of around fourteen million people and represents Indias most populous city. Located at the fat edge of the wedge of the subcontinent, Mumbai sits on a land reclamation of what was once the seven islands of Bombay. Through the planes window I could make out the lights of the endless lattice of city streets shimmering to the dark horizon. Passing through customs and stepping into a humidity so thick you could carve it with a knife, I was shellshocked from culture overload and wasnt sure if I was doing the right thing. Sitting in the back of my first Ambassador taxi, which looked like it was made in the early 60s, I watched as we passed through blocks of slums, destitute shantytowns built from pieces of plastic, scraps of metal and whatever refuse could be salvaged from the streets. Overhead, masses of tangled powerlines were illegally tapped from the city grid. Even with the overwhelming poverty, I was surprised by the number of earthen-floored shacks with nothing inside but a widescreen TV.

Mothers washed children in buckets on the side of the road as my taxi crawled along, bumper to bumper with other cars caught in the endless gridlock. Everybody blasted their horns as rickshaws squeezed through impossibly small gaps. A teenager rode past my window with a block of ice strapped to the back of his bone-shaking pushbike. So this was India. Masses of people everywhere, thin, brown, with eyes wide open  all staring.

As I struggled to breathe, we pulled up at the Green Palace Hotel. It had looked a lot nicer on the internet. The Green Palace was no palace, but it was green in a mildewy way. It was a rat and louse infested brothel with dirty sheets, blood spots on the walls and jaded-looking staff. Worst of all, there was no sign of Frankie who had left for India a couple of weeks before me. In fact, I hadnt heard anything from him since hed left, apart from one email that he was drowning in people and was getting the hell out of town. He was meant to meet me at the hotel. But Frankie never was one for either convention or timeframes.

So I went to bed that night wondering if I was about to venture into the madness of India alone. I downed a handful of valium that my doctor had prescribed for my divorce-fuelled insomnia. Alone in an alien world, I listened to the rats scuttling in the walls and the bustle of Mumbai outside. Already I started to regret leaving Australia. Humming Jingle Bells to myself as I waited for the valium to kick in, I mulled over the conversation with Frankie that had inspired the perhaps rash decision to come to India.

It was at an arty bohemian caf in Sydneys inner city a couple of months before Christmas. Staring into my latte, Id confessed to him that I may have been having a premature midlife crisis  with my divorce, and subsequent disintegration of the great Australian 2.5 children, white picket fence, suburban wet dream, my failed grunge-rock and bit-part acting careers, all topped off with an existential questioning of what I was doing with my life. Raised a strict atheist, dare I say I was seeking God? All I knew for sure was that the only things keeping me sane at that point were my yoga class at the local gym and lattes with Frankie.

Spooning milk foam around my glass I looked up at Frankie, I mean, is this it? Frankie, fuck, theres gotta be more to life. Am I destined to always be a chronic underachiever? Its like Ive been searching for something my whole life, but nothings ever worked out, its no wonder I used to be a drug addict.

Frankie nodded slowly then gazed out the window as rain drizzled down the glass. Its like nobody understands us here. Its even tougher for me dude, trying being Pleiadian in this country. I got called gay the other day. Just because of my fine bone structure, you know, coz the atmosphere on my home planet is much thinner. Frankie sighed, Not that theres anything wrong with being gay, I just havent had a girlfriend for a while  its not easy to meet girls 500 light years from home. Anyway I dont care sex just drains my vitality and meditation powers.

I ran my hands through my hair. Yeah, right, I hear ya Frankie. Look, whats the common denominator here? I stared at him intently, Were both seeking something, right?

Frankies eyes lit up. I know, lets split, lets just leave. Lets like go to India man, meditate, do yoga, escape the distractions of women. You know, like transcend this illusion.

And that was it. We vowed to flee to the subcontinent together. But then I met a girl. Amber, a twenty-two year old Ghanaian girl with an English accent, was drop-dead gorgeous, witty and great fun. Id met her at a nightclub. A party girl, she was the girlfriend of a cocaine dealer. Incidentally the same coke dealer Id stolen Stella away from several years earlier; it felt like old patterns repeating.

Amber and I had hit it off instantly. The chemistry was electric, and she made me feel young and alive again with her carefree spirit. One time wed pretended to be millionaires and had test-driven a new Mercedes convertible, before ordering a burger buck naked at a McDonalds drive-through. Shed tell her boyfriend she was out of town visiting family, and then stay with me for week-long sex marathons that were fuelled by handfuls of zinc tablets, home-delivered pizza and jars of peanut butter. It was just the boost my shattered ego needed after the castration of divorce. But I knew I was playing with fire. What with my shared history with the coke dealer and his predilection for violence. To top it all off I started to fall in love with Amber. She represented the last turnpike before the highway to middle-agedom and all its crises. I was in denial and on the rebound.

Frankie had kept calling, asking when we were going to leave. Hed had all his shots, packed his bag and was waiting with bated breath. He had already sold his only worldly possession, an early 70s VW Kombi van. Id kept stalling him. Id told him the divorce was taking longer than expected. Days had turned into weeks and as Christmas quickly approached Frankie grew increasingly impatient. So wed agreed hed leave a couple of weeks before me, while I pretended to finalise the divorce. Id procrastinated and avoided booking my plane ticket. Frankie pressured me one last time on the phone moments before he boarded his flight. Man, you could stay here with this new girl, but in your heart you know you need this journey. If ya dont go now, youll never face yourself. Dont stay coz of a girl, dude  get out of the country!

It was the phone call from Amber that clinched it, Um, my boyfriend kinda found out about us and he kinda has a contract out on you now. I am so sorry.

I thought she was being metaphorical, So hes pissed then?

Well at first, but now hes calm, now hes paid the guy to do the hit, said it felt like closure.

Running into a travel agency on the last business day before Christmas I announced, I want a ticket to India.

Sir, we close in ten minutes.

I slammed a wad of cash down on her desk. She stared at the money for a moment, then started tapping away on her keyboard. OK, sir, right away.

After a few minutes she stopped. Well, theres only one seat available  it leaves Christmas Eve. Everything else is fully booked till February.

Ill take it.

Look, this tickets going to be expensive. However, for a fraction more you can upgrade to a round-the-world flight. The only problem is you have to book it now, with all the destinations, as were about to close and the system will be locked down for Christmas. You only have five minutes to decide. What do you think?

She was trying to upsell me, super-size my ticket. Feeling reckless, I answered, What the hell. Lets do it.

Typing, not looking up from her keyboard, So where to? You can pick three continents. Youre already in Asia, so thats one. You can squeeze in one more stopover, hows Thailand sound. Remember, the clock is ticking.

Um, OK I guess.

Still typing, Done. Now you can pick Europe or Africa, but we only have three minutes.

At a loss, I looked around the office. There was a client picking up his ticket. Excuse me mate, where are you going?

The guy looked surprised. Err, Greece.

Is it nice there?

Yeah, well, I am Greek.

Yelling over my shoulder, Lock it in.

The travel agent stopped, stretched her fingers and wiped her forehead. One continent to go, North or South America, in less than two minutes. You can choose New York or Brazil.

Ill flip for it. Pulling a coin from my jeans, I threw it into the air and slapped it down on the back of my hand. Heads, Broadway and pretzels. Tails, samba and the Amazon. Lifting my hand, I looked. Brazil it is.

The travel agent finished typing. Its now or never, once I hit Enter its in the system and cant be changed. Any last-minute doubts?

Do it.

In four minutes flat, Id decided my fate for the next year of my life. Then, some twenty-four hours later, in what felt then like the ass end of the world I was uncertain Id done the right thing. On Christmas Eve in the Green Palace Hotel in downtown Mumbai, my last thoughts as the valium swallowed my consciousness were This is not what I expected at all. India looked much nicer in the brochures.
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Memoirs of a Surburban Girl

Chapter Five


One Saturday evening, you cook a special Chinese dinner from the Womens Weekly cookbook, the one with the cover photo of sweet and sour pork resting on a bed of red oriental silk. You make beef and black bean sauce, spring rolls and fried rice, and it takes all afternoon but you want to make it really nice, and you want to try something exotic and what could be more exotic than Chinese, so you put in lots of effort. The recipe says it is better to slice the fillet beef while it is still part frozen so you can get nice thin slices, and this works a treat. You marinate, you chop, you use a variety of spices and herbs which feels very sophisticated and, by seven oclock, you have finished. SB is watching motor racing on TV, which you hate, but he loves, and it seems to keep him happy and occupied so you leave well enough alone. Besides, you are right into the cooking, and it is working out so well.

A momentary air of happiness; the waft of yummy food, carefully planned and prepared; and not a sound but the mosquito-buzz of grand prix motor racing on the television. You feel kind of content and you think back to the very first day you ever spent together. It ends with him kissing you gently and he puts you on the bus home to your parents:

He tells the bus driver to look after you and you giggle as you climb on board and wave until he is out of sight. The soundtrack to this day is Lou Reed singing about a perfect day and earlier on, SB presented himself and his house to you, and danced with you in the lounge room to Marleys lazy Rasta grooves.

There is a white timber cottage by the sea and you walk together out of the gate and down a path to the cliffs edge, and he slips his arm around you and kisses the back of your neck. You are in delirious love so you ignore a few things: the childrens finger paintings on the fridge which SB says belong to his housemates kids; the much bragged about, non-existent sports car which is apparently housed in a storage shed down somewhere; a dress and some underwear hanging on the clothesline which he says belong to his housemates girlfriend; and so on. Also, SB replaces the words to a Bob Marley song Satisfy my Soul with Satisfy my hole and laughs and you cant see the forest for the trees with all that puppy love floating around in your head so you laugh at his toilet humour. You are sucked in by this man  and you think hes much more sophisticated than anyone you have ever been involved with. You are terrified of him and drawn to something bad in him all at once. On this first perfect day, he pushes you onto the bed, and lies on top of you, and your heart is thumping right out of your Golden Breed silky shirt. At this moment, you feel like youre going to have to give in to him, you dont know what else to do, but instead of having his way with you, he kisses the tip of your nose, climbs off, and pulls you to your feet, and he flashes you a cheeky grin as if to let you know that he will be the one to say when.

But you are snapped out of the past and back to now because you sense SB is looking at you, and you smile and (oh no) he sees a satisfied look on your face, and immediately insists that you go for a drive with him. You protest, youve cooked all day, dinners ready now, you say, lets eat first, lets enjoy it and then go for a drive. But he wont be placated, his pupils are large and gaping, his mood menacing. You fiddle around in the kitchen, you dont make eye contact, you try to delay the inevitable - turn off the stove, cover the food - but it only makes things worse. Beef in black bean sauce is now dribbling down the wall, fried rice slumps in a heap on the lino, spring rolls hang precariously out of the swing-top kitchen tidy. He grabs a clump of your hair and pulls you towards the door. You think youre so fuckin good dont you? I said, were going for a drive.

Now youre heading up the freeway in the Ford and hes driving way too fast, changing lanes, turning up the radio, staring straight ahead, and youre white-knuckling the seats and stretching your right leg out as if to brake, and you know theres nothing you can do but sit tight and hope to God you dont crash.

Slow down. You speak softly to begin with.

Stop the car. You scream and he puts his foot down, and now the car is shaking, and its a heap of shit anyway, but you look at the speedo and, fuck, hes going way too fast and you almost wish you would crash so that you could get away from him.

Let me out. Stop the car and let me out. You fuckin idiot. I want to get out. You reach for the door handle and his fist smashes your face.

Shut the fuck up. You had to do it, didnt you?

You feel the cold heaviness of blood dripping past your quivering lips and down your chin. Your mouth smarts and tears spill down your cheeks and mix with the blood.

What are you talking about? Youre crazy.

This is the wrong thing to say of course, and you are very aware that sometimes you cut off your bleeding nose to spite your face, and now hes not going to turn around, now youre heading towards Murray Bridge, to nowhere, for no reason, and with every minute that passes, youre getting further and further away from home. You look out of the passenger window and watch paddocks go by, the light starting to fade, a road sign to Melbourne, a light turns on in a house on a hill, your mouth hurts, youve stopped crying but you wonder how you got here, not just tonight, not just in the last couple of hours from cooking Chinese to a split lip and a crazed driver but how you got here. Youre an idiot, youre never going to get out of this situation, is this going to be life forever? How long can you live like this? He pulls the car over and it dances from side to side in the roadside gravel. Thank God, you think, but before that thought has even finished working its way out of your mixed up head, he has your hair again and hes bashing your head against the window. You fight back, you are so fuckin sick of this shit, you scratch his face, you call him every name under the sun, you try the door handle but its locked, and hes too strong, and if you dont stop fighting back you are going to end up dead.

Just as quickly as he starts, he stops. You sob quietly against the window.

Why do you make me do this to you? He moves closer and you cant move any further away. You know I dont want to hurt you, but you just wont shut up. Why do you always have to make me so mad? Come on now, Im sorry. Dont cry. Sweetheart, dont cry. Come here. Come on, dont pull away. Come here. Yes, yes, its okay. Its all going to be alright. I love you. You know I love you, dont you? You make me so fuckin mad. He laughs as if youre a troublesome child. There, thats better. Youre okay now, arent you?

Later that night, at home sleeping with the enemy, you dream of shadowy monsters and violent executions and, although you are fast asleep, you climb out of your bed in a fit of terror and rip the wall-phone right off the wall.

Chapter Six

One Saturday evening you head out the front door, and over to the carport where your new but second-hand trusty VW is waiting for you and, just a second or two before you climb into the beast, you chuck a momentary look towards the driveway and spy a red-headed girl, it looks like Heaven, is that Heaven? No, you must be imagining it; youve got her on the brain - that would be way too weird. But, sure enough, the girl sees you and, although she is a fair way off, her pop-out eyes are yelling out Shit, whats she doing here? and she turns on a sixpence and runs. You are stunned to say the least, you are heading off to work for your Saturday night shift and its pretty obvious that the bobsy twins have organised a rendezvous. Your heart is banging away furiously, you have to get to work, but you dash out onto the road just in time to see her orange Datsun Sunny turning left onto OConnell Street. This is no time for a confrontation (there is never a time) you know that, youll let them down at work if you do, and hell fight with you and force you to stay home, and youll have to call in and say that youre sick, and its Saturday night and they need you to pull beers because its the busiest night of the week and thats that. You guess that sooner or later hes going to know that you know about Heaven because now that youve seen her, she knows that you know, and shell tell him. And, as soon as you go to work, hes going to wonder where his little pop-eyed princess is and, as you head up the main road, Kentucky Fried Chicken on the left, Hungry Jacks on the right, you get some small satisfaction that his cosy little Saturday night is up shit creek, in tatters, rooted.

And, when youve finished pulling beers at the pub, you dont want to go home, because people are really nice to you there, and it has become your Saturday night out even though you are working, and everyones pissed as a fart, and theres smoke everywhere, but youve been there for a while now and you know all the regulars, and they wont let you work in the front bar because the bosss wife says youre too nice for that, and youll be better off in the saloon she says, because all sorts of horrible things go on in the front bar and she doesnt want you to see or hear them. And you wonder what could be worse than the shit you put up with at home but youre happy enough to stay in the saloon because the old men and ladies are warm and nanna-like in a pissed kind of way, and the young ones from the nearby suburbs are fun to watch, and you like to see who gets together with who  the too-much makeup girls with their cheap stretchy clothes, and the beefy footy boys pouring piss down their throats like theres no tomorrow.

And SB is out when you get home and theres a note on the kitchen bench saying that he had to go and see his mate about something to do with work, how ridiculous, you live with a pathetic excuse for a man, not to mention his pathetic excuse on the scrawled note to cover up doing the biz with his bit on the side. Good luck to him, and good luck to the pop-eyed princess, you think. And the flat is momentarily peaceful so you peel off your smoky clothes and hop into the shower, and youre going to make it hot and long to wash off the evenings work and the bad taste in your mouth. And the new FM station is blasting and every song seems to speak to you and where youre at right now, so you sing loud and proud to Dire Straits and you dream about being like Romeo and Juliet in the song because he says when they made love she used to cry and that he loves her like the stars above and that hell love her until he dies; and Gary Numan is thinking about leaving because nothing seems right in cars; and good old John is apologising to Yoko because he never meant to cause her sorrow and pain.

And by this time youre towelling yourself down and, because youre home alone, you indulge yourself, and wipe the fog off the bathroom mirror and watch the tears roll down your very young face which only makes you cry more because if theres one thing you cant stand, its watching people cry.

And for some reason the steamed-up bathroom takes you back to a day when a forty-ish woman at your work asked you if SB would service her car, and you both drove over to her red brick colonial style home unit near the city on a Saturday morning in SBs yellow Ford, and she showed him the hatchback as she called it, parked under the gabled carport, and he opened the bonnet to have a look at the radiator, and she leant over him to point something out and you saw her press her chest firmly against his arm. He said hed have to go out and get some parts and she said lets have coffee first and next thing you were all sitting together on a three-seater in a floral lounge room with lace curtains, and she was offering you a Monte Carlo biscuit, and you put your white and two Nescafe down on a nest of tables so that you could eat the biscuit without spilling the coffee, and she started acting weird and she pointed out her Playboy magazine collection which sat in a bookshelf in the corner. You thought: one, this is bizarre to say the least that a middle aged woman from work has a Playboy collection; and, two, she is actually sharing it with you and, three, (annoyingly) SB seems to be loving every minute of it.

She is Poppy with the big tits, thats how they refer to her at work, and she has been having a long-running affair with a married, pretty-old-you-think Supreme Court judge and she doesnt see him that much but shes always dropping his name into the conversation in a posh tone and talking about his kids achievements, and one day hell leave his wife and theyll be together - so you guess she is a bit desperate and up for it. She shows you a double-page spread of a huddle of naked women, hair bleached blonde top and bottom, lazing in the sun by a sparkling turquoise pool enjoying themselves, shall we say. SB is right into it, and you have a pit in your stomach wondering where this is going; you take the coffee cups to the kitchen and say youd better get going but SB says yes to another coffee and suddenly you are both sitting on the end of Poppys bed and she is showing you a photograph of herself and, lordy, she has the biggest knockers you have ever seen. She tells you that her boyfriend took the photo when she was much younger (you think, much, much younger) and asks SB what he thinks. Well, thats enough, your life seems to be peppered with these sorts of weird encounters lately  if its not some red-headed pop-eyed bint that SB decides to trawl into your life for a mnage-a-trois, its some randy old tart who was obviously a looker in the 60s and has tried to maintain that Lulu look ever since, who is trying to hook in you or him (or both of you) by showing you Playboy magazines, and naked-from-the-waist-up-photos of herself that some sleazy judge took of his bit on the side when she was a much younger lass. For Gods sake, now SB tells her to unbutton her shirt, he wants to have a look, but she is too shy she says, and you think theres no way she looks like the picture any more so theres no way shes going to show him what shes got under that shirt  thank heavens. But SB persists, and Poppy with the big tits titters like an old slag at his perseverance, feigning shock, no, pleeease, stop it, teasing him by pretending to undo the first button, and suddenly he is undoing her buttons and she is letting him and what are you supposed to do in a situation like that, nobody actually ever tells you or prepares you for it because it is fucked and weird and it probably doesnt happen to normal people. Luckily, Poppy decides enough is enough and, although she has quite willingly led him to this moment, she doesnt want to show him her tits and thats that. Yay, you think, good sense prevails, but no, she decides to compromise, she will take off her shirt so that he can see her down to her bra and thats all hes seeing - as if she somehow maintains her dignity that way. Man, they are whoppers, held up in the biggest over-shoulder-boulder-holder  not your delicate little piece of lingerie that girls with tiny ones wear  but an enormous piece of well-designed lacy engineering (you think) made to control the uncontrollable.

Thankfully, now Poppy is buttoning up her shirt, and nervously stroking her beehive hairstyle, and flattening down the front of her shirt, and she obviously wants you to exit stage left, and you wish you could tinkle tinkle your nose like Samantha in Bewitched and transport yourself to another place.

And, as you climb into the front passenger seat after another completely odd situation that you will never speak of again, you think great, whats it going to be like at work on Monday? And Poppys car doesnt get serviced, but youre pretty sure she was looking for a service of a different kind, and when you see her at work on Monday she doesnt say anything, and you dont say anything, and life goes on, and you suppose that someone else is servicing her car now.
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In a galaxy of cutthroat companies, shadowy clans
and a million agendas, spy agency RIM barely
wields enough control to keep order.

Maximus Black is RIM’s star cadet. But he has

a problem. One of RV’ best agents, Anneke
Longshadow, knows there’s a mole in the
organisation.

And Maximus has a lot to hide ...

Available at all good bookshops and libraries
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www.fordstreetpublishing.com
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An Australian independent press publishing
weird, imaginative, and speculative poetry.

With works of Australian and international origin, authors
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. S.T. Joshi, George Sterling, and Clark Ashton Smith.

y Compilations are edited by Charles Lovecraft.
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The Land. of Bad Dreams - Kyla Ward |

A firstcollection of contemporary weird and macabre poems

by this accomplished Australian author, poet, actor and artist
of the dark arts (September 2011). i

Classic Australian Poems of Fantasy and Terror
~ Charles Lovecraft, Ed. 5
An anthology of Australias most fascinating weird poems
from European settlement to the mid-20th century, featur-
ing Charles Harpur, Adam Lindsay Gordon, Henry Kendall,
Henry Lawson, Christopher Brennan, and many others.
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Scions of Wizardry: Poems Inspired by George Sterlings

A Wine of Wizardry' and Clark Ashton Smiths “The
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Raising funds for the kids at
Familia Hope Orphanage in East Timor

The Boy and the Crocodile is the legend of East Timor,
a parable about kindness, and a delightful children’s book
illustrated by orphans from East Timor. All proceeds will
0 to the Familia Hope Orphanage, as well as funding and

distributing a Tetum version of the book. (In East Timor,

educational materials are in chronically short supply, and
more than half the adult population is illiterate.)
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What is this thing called love? What colour is it
and what shape? Is it sweet or savoury? s it big or
small? Like a lot of kids, Emma
would really like to know. The
problem is: everyone Emma @.
asks—Mum, Dad, Grandma and (5
Grandad—seems to have a
different idea of what love is.

‘What is ths thing called love?
by Davide Cali & Anna Lavra Cantone
1SBN 9780980607079 , 524.99 HB. 19

WILKINSfarago
insfarago.com.au
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3 wishes
for Pugman

At last! The antidote to all those fairy books!
The day hasn't started well for Pugman.
He's overslept, there’s nothing for

breakfast and the rain has made his
newspaper soggy. You'd be grumpy too. '

Then, out of nowhere, a ‘@
magical and unnecessarily cheerful -
fairy appears ...

3 wishes for Pugman
by Scbastion Meschenmoser
ISBN 9780980607093, §24.99 HB

www.wilkinsfarago.com.au
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Sam’s dad is an artist, and Sam’s life is full of
creativity, exploration and adventure. Serge Bloch’s
semi-autobiographical picture book shows us

life through Sam’s eyes, as he plays with his ~ *7
little brother, goes to the park, visits a farm, >
goes on holiday—all in the company of
the long-suffering but affectionate
Dad he loves so much.

Sam ond his Dad
by Serge Bloch
ISBN 9780980607086, $27.99 HB

WILKINSfarago
www.wilkinsfarago.com.au
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Big Porn Inc: Exposing the Harms of the
Global Pornography Industry

Melinda Tankard Reist and Abigail Bray (Eds)

“Woman or man, ignore this book at
your peril. A remarkable international
collection of insightful essays on the
growing, poisonous role Big Porn
plays in global culture, economics,
mores, and violence against women
and children. Brava to Spinifex Press
for publishing this gift to thoughcful
readers”—Robin Morgan, author and
activist

With contributions from leading world experts and activists,
Big Porn Inc exposes the hidden realities of a multi-billion
dollar industry that promotes itself as a fashionable lifestyle
choice. This fearless book will change the way you think
about pornography forever.

RRP: $36.95
ISBN: 9781876756895
Review, extract or interview:
publicity@spinifexpress.com.au
tel 03 9329 6088

spinifexpress.com.au
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LONG STORY SHORTS

Celebrating New Australian Fiction

“If there’s a renaissance on the cards, it ion like
this which is going to kick-start it Cate Kennedy

I don’t knotw where Affrm Press is finding its new ficion
writers but L've been amazed by the quality of a debut
short-story collection fiom it by a previously unknorwn writer”
Kerryn Goldsworthy, Syduey Moruing Herald
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Fresh, Insightful, Substantial.

Discor

the best writers and thinkers in Australia and the region

as they tease out the complexities of the issues through essays,

memoir and fiction.

Edition 33: Such Is Life
showcases the stories of real
people facing impossible odds,
or looking deeply into the flux
of domestic lfe, and features

personal narratives that provide
extraordinary insight into our
multicultural, technology-
enabled, mobile lives.

@

text publishing

GriffithREVIEWS4 THE
i ANNDAL

4 FICTION
EBITION

Edition 34: Thind Annual
New Fiction Edition features
an assortment of new fiction
from the best emerging and
established writers from Aus
and the region exploring the
concept of islands. This highly-
anticipated edition promiscs a
unique summer journey into
Tocalities of exclusivity, escape
and enchantment.

wwwgriffithreview.com

“Each essay and memoir is like a great meal. It flls the reader with thoughts
and leaves them decply satisfied. ~ Sydney Morning Herald
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With over 2,300 comprehensive
listings of every contact, course
and event you will need to succeed,
and inside information and tips
from industry professionals, The
Australian Writer’s Marketplace is
an essential resource for any writer.

Available in all good bookstores.
Inquiries contact Queensland Writers Centre 07 3842 9922.

www.AWMonline.com.au

First, buy a pen. Second, a dictionary. Then, The Australian Writer’s
Marketplace. That's the hard work done. Now, just write your book!

JOHN MARSDEN
Best-sclling and award-winning author.
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THREE NEW RELEASES FROM GIRAMONDO
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