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Editor’s Note
It’s been a busy time at Ricochet these last few months. Not only did we move into new 
office space with a group of local literary journals, but we received a record number of 
submissions for this issue, making the selections process tough to say the least. RMIT Link 
were also kind enough to invite us along to a reading event in the city called New Friend 
Request, where one of our contributors, Anthony Myriad (Blue Poles), read a selection of the 
poetry you’ll find in this edition. The rain didn’t deter a group of dedicated Melbourne 
poetry lovers, and we were rewarded with free wine for our efforts. It was good fun. For 
those who would like to watch the full event, there’s a video up on the RMIT Link Facebook 
page. 

Last week we were pleased to award prizes to the authors of our favourite Australian short 
story and poem. The winners were Laura McPhee-Browne for her story ‘Green Bench, Blue 
Church’, and Alexandra Scale for her poem ‘Baby My Baby’. Interestingly, they 
pursued a common thread – the aches and joys associated with parenthood – with a vague 
sense of foreboding. There’s no doubt they complement one another nicely. You can read 
both in our opening pages. 

This edition includes a birthday wish, an experimental poolside riff, a historic ghost story, 
the anguish of a refugee’s plight, a father and daughter communing with nature and a rather 
unconventional dinner menu. For the first time we have also included two book reviews on 
The Faraway Nearby by Rebecca Solnit and Questions of Travel by Michelle de Kretser. We 
would love to include more reviews and non-fiction pieces in our next edition. As 
always, we’re open to pitches, so feel free to shoot something across if you have an idea in 
mind. 

For now, we hope you enjoy our May edition. 

Emily Tatti
Managing Editor
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Book REVIEW

What connects us? This deceptively simple question is at the heart of The Faraway 
Nearby by prolific Californian writer and activist Rebecca Solnit. 
 Solnit’s work can’t be easily defined, and bookshop staff must be in doubt about where 
to shelve this one. Travel? Memoir? Philosophy? Actually it’s all of these and more. The 
Faraway Nearby is made up of 13 closely linked essays, which like much of her work focus 
on two things: place and story. Previously, Solnit has mapped the recovery of post-Katrina 
New Orleans in A Paradise Built in Hell; created an alternative atlas of San Francisco in 
Infinite City; and examined the relationships between physical and personal exploration in 
A Field Guide to Getting Lost. In all of these, the experience of being in a place is 
inseparable from the stories you tell about it. 
 The Faraway Nearby covers a difficult few years in Solnit’s life, and the stories that 
kept her company along the way. Several chapters are devoted to a journey to Iceland – one 
of the “faraways” of the title. Everything in her life seems to be going wrong, so she seizes 
on an invitation from a woman she hardly knows. “When the near capsized like a ship, the 
far swept me up,” she writes, in one of an endless supply of quotable lines. But this book is 
no conventional travel narrative. Solnit is more interested in the allegorical aspects of a place 
than the messy details of daily life there. We learn little about Icelanders except that they 
aren’t good with strangers – few of them speak to her, except for a drunk guy who tells her 
about elves. She goes on boat trips, sees islands and fjords, but the journeys that really matter 
are the ones she makes into books, memory, history, folklore. 
 Early on we learn of Solnit’s “malignant” relationship with her mother, who is 
declining into Alzheimer’s. When she was a girl, Solnit’s mother “often visited her fury at 
others or at life upon me. She took pleasure in not giving me things that she gave to 
others… in finding ways to push me out of the group.” 

By Nick Gadd



Fortunately, the book doesn’t sink into the revenge memoir genre. Though Solnit describes 
her own brush with disease and a painful break-up, she doesn’t keep the focus on herself, and 
is just as likely to embark on a discussion of Buddhism, a Nordic fairy tale, the 
meaning of Frankenstein, or an account of Che Guevara’s journey through South American 
leper colonies. This meandering style is typical Solnit, but for readers who want to hang on 
to a straightforward narrative thread, it can be irritating. I found myself flipping backwards 
and forwards, trying to work out how the stories relate to each other. If you trust her and go 
with it, the experience is worthwhile. As with the journeys she recommends, you don’t know 
the destination: the adventure is the point.  
 While she is trying to cope with her mother’s Alzheimer’s, Solnit receives a mound of 
apricots which her brother has harvested from their mother’s garden. The apricots are the 
central metaphor of the book. “[The pile of apricots] was a riddle and an invitation; it fed 
imagination and enquiry first.” At one moment the fruit – gradually going rotten on her bed-
room floor – is an image of her mother’s mind. Later, it represents the writer’s life, needing 
to be sorted and purged; once the apricots are in jars, she compares them to “stories written 
down; they preserve something that might otherwise vanish.” They seem to be everything 
except apricots. 
 This is the way Solnit thinks and writes. Nothing is fixed; every incident can be 
interpreted many ways, every symbol has multiple meanings. She retells the story of a party 
of Inuit travellers who became stranded in northern Canada. With no food or means of 
escape, they first ate their dogs; as the party died one by one, the last woman survived by 
eating her husband and children. But there are many conflicting versions of the story. Solnit 
points out: “There is always more to tell; one thread is tangled up with all the others.”
 Solnit’s digressive style reflects her philosophy. The self, she maintains, is “as leaky a 
vessel as was ever made.” Not one of us actually embodies the neatly unified self of 
traditional fiction. She observes this in her mother (“My mother became different people, one 
after another”) and herself (“sometimes my own body seems like a house through which 
successive people have passed like tenants.”) That seems an overstatement to me – surely 
there is always something that remains of previous versions of yourself? For Solnit, our 
metamorphosing selves are connected to other people through the medium of stories. A 
random succession of meetings, love affairs and friendships led to an invitation to Iceland, 
which resulted in the writing of this book. “My story intersected with the story of a [dying] 
young man I never met… the consequences of his acts, a stone thrown in others’ waters, 
would ripple out for years, for lifetimes.” Ultimately, she argues, by hearing the stories of 
others, we come to understand and empathise with them. Solnit even achieves a 
reconciliation, of sorts, with her mother.   
 One of her heroines is Virginia Woolf, from whom she borrows the idea that all human 
beings are connected and the earth is a work of art. Woolf’s life, and her stories, came to an 
end when she committed suicide by drowning. Solnit ends her book with a symbolic act that 
recalls Woolf, but more happily. During a river journey along the Grand Canyon, she wakes 
up one hot night and wades into the river. “I walked into the river up to my neck and walked 
out on the other side of the raft, cooler.”    
 The book is beautifully written, and despite its occasionally confusing structure, is a 
fascinating meditation on the ties of narrative that connect us. 
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Book REVIEW

We live in a world where travel has become a religion. Travelling the world unfettered by 
the burden of being settled in one place is high on the wish list of many, while extended trips 
and gap years are increasingly the norm. Questions of Travel taps into that vibe, 
exploring life on the road and wanderlust with deft and jaunty prose. Michelle de Kretser’s 
2012 novel took its straightforward theme and turned it into literary gold, winning the 2013 
Miles Franklin award and a Prime Minister’s Literary Award to boot. 
 Questions of Travel tells the story of two people, Ravi and Laura, who live very 
different lives. Travel is the glistening thread that ties it all together, but de Kretser shies 
away from taking a utopian view of globetrotting. An inheritance during her youth sends 
Australian Laura across the world. Friends and lovers come in and out of her transient life. 
Her journey is peppered by great descriptions of place by de Kretser, in addition to apt 
observations about backpacking and travel culture: “Across the world, the world-weary were 
waiting. Time after time Laura would learn that she had missed the moment; to be a tourist 
was always to arrive too late.” 
 De Kretser has plenty of these little insights stowed up her sleeve. For example, Laura
is surprised when she discovers the path she’s treading is so well-travelled a Pondicherry 
autorickshaw driver knows her accommodation by its number in a Lonely Planet guide. 
 As Laura trips along around the world, Ravi longingly wishes he could step foot out-
side his own country, until the choice is taken out of his hands by the need to seek refuge 
from the Sri Lankan civil war. Where Sri Lanka is a travel destination for Laura, it is a home 
Ravi reluctantly flees. Sri Lankan-born de Kretser takes her knowledge of the conflict to 
bring it alive on the page. Ravi’s travel story comes about distinctly against his will, adding 
another thread of complexity to an already poignant narrative. 
 The characters’ misunderstandings about Ravi’s refugee status, and frequent 
frustration that he doesn’t behave in the way they expect, are striking for their aptness. 

By Victoria Nugent
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The conversations are ones that you might easily overhear in a cafe or on a bus. 
 Normally when there are two key characters in a novel living separate lives, the reader 
is left impatiently waiting for their paths to cross. Ravi and Laura’s lives don’t intersect until 
rather late in the narrative, but de Kretser weaves such a mesmerising tale that it’s not some-
thing you find yourself caring about. When they do finally meet in Sydney, while working at 
a travel guide company, the reader waits for the pivotal moment, a stunning connection that 
must be hidden around the corner. However, De Kretser is too clever an author to play into 
predictable plot twists and manages to avoid a clichéd interaction.
 The hefty novel spans 40 years but does not lag, with plenty of details sown into the 
narrative fabric and ample surprises for the reader. Questions of Travel manages to be 
astounding, heart-wrenching and drily hilarious in turns. The growth of the internet also has 
a key role to play in the story. Laura takes a computing class and hears “the whoosh of the 
technological future as it rushed past” while Ravi, an IT specialist, is enamoured with the 
digital revolution and describes place as having “come undone” in the face of the electronic 
landscape. By making the internet a real part of the story, as opposed to just a peripheral 
change in Ravi and Laura’s world, de Kretser acknowledges the very real change that has 
been wrought over the past 20 years. 
 What’s more, De Kretser uses words in a stunning way, creating beautiful strings of 
prose. Sri Lanka on a classroom map is “a dull green jewel fallen from India’s careless ear” 
while the sky darkens “as if something enormous had spread its wings” and a vase of 
waratahs in a window is “a warning red hand”. Language is carefully selected and while 
there are a few times it seems to stunt the writing, for the most part de Kretser’s poetic tone 
fits with the novel’s pensiveness. 
 It’s a book about the intricacies of life, the complications of love and the scars of 
conflict. De Kretser deftly shows how quickly life can change and unravel. Like the 
characters that are living them, the reader doesn’t get to see the shocks and disasters coming 
until the moment the author lifts the curtain. Questions of Travel is an undeniably complex 
read, but a pleasurable one that is not easily forgotten.  



GREEN BENCH, BLUE CHURCH

The baby was in bed with her now. She had her arms around its impossibly tiny body and 
its warm head close on her belly. The girl, for she was only a girl and not a mother despite 
what the nurse had said, was cold and knew the baby would be too. She’d no heating in this 
flat, just piles of paper and clothes which she sometimes considered throwing into the fire-
place and setting alight for the warmth. Instead she lay still and considered her heart. 
Imagined it inside her chest so still and strange. The baby was ten days old and the girl’s 
heart didn’t pulse for the baby. Though she would hold it close for now. 

The girl had lived a sort of heady life – out of home at fourteen then heroin to show them, 
heroin to please him, heroin to pretend until now. She was so young and had known more 
about the bitumen than herself, how it melted in the Melbourne summer and stuck to her 
shoes as she sat, nodding near the park at midday. The girl’s shoes had electric yellow curly 
laces she had stolen from Big W near closing time on a Saturday night. They made her smile. 
 After two the girl got out from under the covers with a sweaty sheen on her chest. The 
baby was dribbling and felt too hot so she brought it to the sink for a sort of bath. She let the 
cool water drip through her fingers onto the baby’s belly button and fat kicking legs. The girl 
tried not to think about how she had felt before the baby was born, purple and red, from her 
vagina. The appointments at the clinic had begun each time on a ratty chair in the waiting 
room, her hands clasped over her big stomach and a pink smile on her face. Each 
appointment seemed more real than anything else and she loved the way the doctor would 
talk to her, soft and clear and exact, telling her about how her child was faring inside of her 
and what to expect upon birth. The warmth of her body from the baby inside had helped her 
to stop being sad and she thought that perhaps this was what she was going to be; a young 
and capable mother, wheeling her pram and cooing to her babe amongst the throng. 
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Untitled

The girl’s friend from her job at the petrol station called in at 3pm (in the hour between two 
and three she had sat far away from the baby or held it close to her, trying to hear something) 
and said she looked like shit and why did the baby have no clothes on, not even a nappy? 
This had been the least of the girl’s worries and she had planned to dress the baby only if 
they had to leave the house, but now her friend insisted that she shower and then walk, to air 
out the smell of stale baby powder and scalp.  
 She couldn’t tell her friend even the beginning of her thoughts so she asked weak 
questions and nodded for long answers until they got to the chemist and she was free to busy 
herself with the formula tins and bottles. The girl’s breasts were not feeding the baby. Those 
breasts that the boy had savoured; that she cupped in the night for comfort, that sat veined 
and plump behind her singlet. She had already begun to know that her baby was a pretty one. 
The pharmacists could barely keep their hands from plucking the baby from her nest, and as 
she pushed the pram down the street she saw the raising of eyebrows and blooming of smiles 
as people peered in to see the baby, with screams of adoration and breathy sighs. 
 Back at the flat the girl said a mustered-up goodbye to her friend and then sat opposite 
the pram and looked at the baby. The baby looked back blankly and gurgled. The girl rubbed 
her arms and shivered. It had cooled off since the heat of the afternoon and the light was 
disappearing outside. She was not hungry and had fed the baby a bottle, so she thought of 
another walk and rugged the baby up to take her out again. Getting down the stairs was hard, 
and the lift hadn’t worked since the girl had lived there. She decided not to take the pram and 
wrapped the baby against her chest with the sling her work had given her, to feel the love 
that might come with her baby so close. The girl walked quickly down the stairs with her 
chin touching the baby’s downy head. She walked them around the neighbourhood streets in 
a pattern, hoping this might help the baby in some way; that perhaps a sort of rhythm would 
help the baby to feel safe. 
 The girl hadn’t walked past the church on the corner with the baby until that night. It 
was a cracked blue building and stood taller than those around it. The girl remembered back 
to a year ago when a newborn baby had been found outside this church one morning, very 
early. When she had first heard, the girl pictured a baby lying in the grass out the front of the 
church, bundled and wriggling, its face wet with dew. The girl sat herself and the baby down 
on the green slant bench outside of the blue church. She was tired and it was very dark now 
so they could nap a while, their breaths together bubbling like drowning.
 The girl woke later from the baby flapping its little arms and whimpering. She soothed 
it quietly. She could see that there was wetness on the grass of the church front garden. It 
wasn’t too wet though, and the grass was soft. She sat down on the bench to wait a little 
longer. 

*This story originally appeared in Good Good Girl as‘Stethoscope’.
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BABY MY BABY

Bunched up, blighted,
Clutched tight against 
My breastbone.

This, our coveted life-light,
With finger clams,
Apple cheeks and
Glossy moon-eyes.

This, our tiny creation,
Apportioned to you –
Unwitting father.

This, our little
Love spawn.
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Small Claims

We who slap and slop beside the sea
       drown out the wails of a man
       who has stitched his lips shut

His voice is an urgent record     scratched,
       embroidered by speakers
       of tongues close but not his

This voice carries other voices,
       island-hopping voices: strained
       like water forced
       into the cloud of its birth

       prayers hammered into the beach
       with screwdrivers
       and cans of fetid beer

                                        the insatiate       wind

       skin drums beating a jig on the deck of the Titanic

                                                                a hunger artist
       laying hands on the pyre of vague mercies
       dispatched by a mother he never knew

By Kate Robin-White
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TOUR LE MONDE
(DEGUSTATION MENU)

Fillet of wallaby, lightly fracked

***
Fukushima salad

***
Mountain pygmy possum, capers and juniper berries

***
Meatballs syriane in a bloody jus

***
Marron, shale oil vinaigrette and kauri sprouts 

***
Pademelon charcuterie, bleached reef coral and quandong

***
Coode Island lamb, croutons and fenugreek mustard

***
Mangosteen sorbet with crème Kabul

10
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BEFORE SCHOOL
 
The old man picked his teeth and stared at the sky. He leaned against the tray of the truck, 
with his legs crossed at the ankles. Beside him lay the rifle, gleaming in the dry crackle of 
the bush. He brought his gaze downward and stared expectantly up the rough dirt driveway. 
Sophie appeared at the top of the road, walking fast on wiry legs. Her school shirt glowed 
white, the pleats of her skirt pressed to perfection. Her hair was pulled tight off her face and 
he could see her ears sticking out, a feature he loved and one she despised. She approached 
the truck and watched the rifle, waiting for it to coil, hiss and strike. It just lay there, cold and 
hard.
 He nodded, picking up the gun and walking to the front of the car. She swiped the flies 
from her face and climbed into the cabin. It was dusty and smelled of woodchips and grease. 
The cracked sweaty seats were hard and uncomfortable. Sophie had to search for a place to 
put her feet among the collection of wire, rope and dismembered tools. She traced a finger 
over the dash as the old man started the engine. The truck was her favourite place on earth. 
 They bounced down the road with the gun resting between them. Outside the bush 
rose up, echoing with its enormity and spilling its secrets to anyone with the ear to listen. The 
wetness of the morning dew hung in the air, feeding the thirsty leaves.
 Inside the cabin Sophie watched her father. His old worn hands gripped the steering 
wheel as he peered down the lengths of the road. His dark hair was full of dust and lay flat 
against his head. The deep furrows on his face whispered with the ghosts of experience and 
stories. He was a man who understood things. When people got close to him the air around 
seemed to hum and glow with a honey colour of good. Sophie knew there was a part of his 
heart wedged inside of hers that would die and blacken the day she’d leave home, and yet 
she could feel, like a cord pulling around her abdomen, the outside already drawing her 
away. She tried to fight the feeling with everything she had. But all it did was make her cry 

By Amber Dique-Bellette



and shake and stamp her feet like a child. It left her with nothing but fear. She sighed and 
looked out the window, watching the eucalypts groan and stretch in the morning sun.
 He parked the truck outside the paddock. He lifted the gun and nodded to her. Together 
they slipped through the steel gate and followed the path through grass that crunched beneath 
their feet. She walked in front and the old man placed his feet in the impressions left by her 
feet. Sophie stopped and inhaled with a sharpness that burned her throat. 
 Ahead lay a hairy mound of skin draped on bone; a caricature of grief against the raw 
and brutal landscape.
 She bit her lip as they approached. To her it seemed so wrong that this bundle of 
dismantled animal could still be breathing. But as they got closer it was clear the cow was 
alive. Her belly rose and fell, and occasionally, her tail would twitch as if she were trying to 
will it to have the strength to swat at the flies gathering in the corners of her eyes, nose and 
mouth.
 Sophie spoke to her. The cow’s ears twitched and she let out a scream that bounced off 
the sky and reverberated with nature’s cruelty.
 She looked at her father, then turned her back and stared out at the open field. The old 
man placed the barrel of the rifle in the middle of the cow’s forehead and wiped the sweat 
from his brow. He glanced up at his daughter and saw her staring into the sky. Then every-
thing got blanketed with silence so complete he could swear they had turned up in a dream.
He tried to speak but the words came out as silent puffs of air.
 Sophie felt it deep in her bones. The silence was thick and rich, like being hydrated 
after days of endless thirst; healing and wonderful. She turned to look at her father who was 
staring around in confusion and she motioned to him to finish what they came for. He looked 
at her for a moment then nodded and moved back to the crippled cow. 
 When the shot was fired it was the only sound that could be heard in that instant. Then, 
as quickly as it came, the sound faded into the wind, birds and the wondrous garble of the 
bush.
 Sophie wiped the tears from her face and walked over to join her father. Together they 
moved back down the path.
 “That was just the country paying its respects,” she said.
 He watched his daughter and his face crumpled into a smile. She was a girl that 
understood things, he thought. And she would go, sometime soon, but he would stay, 
growing older with the land, a touchstone for home. She would come back and visit. And 
then one day he would disintegrate into the air, and the land would pay its respects.
 “Remind me to get milk when I drop you at school.”
 “Sure thing Dad.”

12



The Least Spiritual Animal

Two planets were left, swinging 
to and fro, bouncing off each other and each end 
of the galaxy and back again.

The clacking noise they made
was enough to drive the least spiritual animal
upon its clumsy hind legs.
The markings upon paper
would seem confusing, would seem uncomfortable
upon the tongue at first. 

Then, one morning, 
no longer would there be discomfort,
there would only be 
half-truths.

13
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Unusual Shapes

the buffalo
are curious.
fall victim
to their own curiosity.
come to shadow
of tree.
see unusual shapes.
see you tied there,
in shade,
waiting for dark.
you are safe
from sun,
safe from elements
under heavy canopy.

safe until
carnivores
start sniffing around
this evening.

14
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TaKE mE sWIMMING 

You shave your sweat moustache with your tongue and stand in silhouette.

Conversation [kon-ver-sey-shuh  n], noun, Informal talk or exchange of ideas, opinions, etc 
between people. Verbal-fencing with oneself.  

“Look. I’m not a Banana Lounge Liz-ard; I need to be watered occasionally or I’ll wither.”        

“Well. Then take me swimming. With you. In the... poo-ew-whoo-l... pooh-oool... ah...”
 
“You want to go swimming with me in the pool?”

Sometimes it only takes a nod to spin the globe.

You, in your one-piece and David Attenborough voice: “Although they have a penchant for 
pursuing various pastimes to showcase their wide array of skills, Banana Lounge Liz-ards often 
struggle with basic tasks such as swimming and speaking because of their low-kilojoule diet of 
lemonised water and –”

“This one could,” I say, as though I dodged your sarcasm while sitting up, “This one can. This 
one’s not a Banana Lounge Liz-ard; this one’s an adventurous omnivore.” I pause to shake my 
lemonised water bottle at where I think your face is, “Lemonised water with crushed ice.”

“There’s only one Banana Lounge Liz-ard in the world, though, despite what she’s convinced 
herself of,” you retort with a smile.

Smile [smahyl], verb, to express amusement, friendship, pleasure, etc, by a slight turning up of 
the corners of the mouth. A horizontal tightening of the lips you use to straighten me out. 15

By Natalie Harman



See also: A lure into security. 

“Through you it is, then,” I mumble, re-closing my eyes. 

When I open them again, you’re already at the water’s edge, but unlike any other day, you 
haven’t dived yet. From my side of the diving block your body could be the outline of a 
halved, unseeded avocado. The sun on your skin. A slice of lemon through an ice-clouded 
water bottle, bobbing from unfocused, rhythmic sips.

If I knew you, I’d think you were trying to remember how to swim. If I knew me, I’d think I 
jinxed you.

Just as I start to wonder when it’ll start, your belated biological routine begins:

 1. Nipples turn to braille.

 2. Eyes dart dare-like from me to the pool tiles rubberised by water as though the 
 person behind them is trying to remember something.

 3. Hours of anticipation finally released in a second through a dive.
 
 4. Your body becoming just that; another body in a genderless body of bodies.

Unity [you-ni-tee], noun, Oneness; harmony; concord. The sound of alternating 
hand-splashes. See also: ‘the only thing about you I can feel, but only with my ears’, 
reproduced below from my journal:

      plish  plish  plish  plish  plish  plish 

            plish  plish  plish  plish  plish  plish 

      plish  plish  plish  plish  plish  plish 

            plish  plish  plish  plish  plish  plish 

      plish  plish  plish  plish  plish  plish 

           plish  plish  plish  plish  plish  plish 

      plish  plish  plish  plish  plish  plish 

           plish  plish  plish  plish  plish  plish 
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Figure 737b: ‘the only thing about you I can feel, but only with my ears (2.0)’; light strokes of a pencil against 
skin-thin recycled paper transformed into orderly pixels on a virtual piece of paper, 15.5 x 8cms approx; a 
reconstruction of a reconstruction of a cerebral reconstruction of reality. See also: Metafog; Take me swimming.



I watch you swim. 

More simply—a complicated form of specificity—when I watch you swim is the only time I 
ever see you openly pick at your scabs: dip, peel, flake, and reassemble; dip, peel, flake, and 
reassemble; dip, peel, flake, and reassemble; dip, peel, flake, and reassemble; dip, peel, flake, 
and reassemble; dip, peel, flake, and reassemble; dip, peel, flake, and reassemble; dip, peel, 
flake, and reassemble; dip, peel, flake, and reassemble; dip, peel, flake, and reassemble; dip, 
peel, flake, and reassem—

Wall.

Relapse [ree-laps], verb, To fall back into a worse state after improvement; to return to a 
former vice; noun, the reoccurrence of illness after apparent recovery. The inevitable 
possibility that you’ll stop swimming. See also: Phobia.

Your legs fan out of the water like a dog’s tongue, showing me what a coma is so I can 
feetend it into words; to be a water droplet caught in air, splitting infinitely, nanosecondly. 

Then you

 e 

  l

 b

  m

 u

  t

… and slip-kick into another lap.

Remission [re-mish-uh n], noun, The lessening of the symptoms of a disease. 
See also: Integration (psychology).
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Blue Poles 

After Jackson Pollock

The walk was tepid and there were blue
Poles on the sides of the sanded path

This is supposed to be meaningful
And honest, truthful and sensitive, 
A quiet force. The wind is blowing, 
Isn’t it?

The poles went red and bent when 
The wind blew. Summer children 
Ran through, though this is
Probably a memory 
From some other day, probably 
A Sunday we didn’t want to go to

Some dance meant to celebrate 
Some man to the left and a city 
Centre to my right, went down
Grey stairs and up faux marble tiles –
This time a body was there, moving,
Arms like long-standing branches

         They may have been gold
         They may have been green
         The quickest set of arms
                   I ever did see

Then, the train blew its whistle
And forgot where we had been.
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A GOOD dEED hAS iTS OWN rEWARD  

She was known as Miss Margaret in the sparsely populated village. Few could remember 
her family name, and even fewer cared, for she possessed the sharpest tongue and the coldest 
heart in the district. In conjunction with her long skinny fingers and frizzled white hair, some 
even went so far as to proclaim her a witch. 
 Miss Margaret had lived in the two room stone cottage near the cliffs for most of her 
adult life, and like other pieces of gratuitous gossip, it was claimed that she was of noble 
stock, but that she had been, ‘born on the wrong side of the blanket’. She had no friends or 
companions to speak of, and her only known relative was a grandniece, Lily, whom she had 
not spoken to in years.
 Her nearest neighbours were Elizabeth and Jack Barnet, who owned a small but 
thriving dairy farm. One day, as the first autumn chill nipped the air, Elizabeth was 
passing the cottage on her way to market when she saw the old woman standing in the yard. 
She looked even more bent and feeble than usual. 
 “Good morning, Miss Margaret,” said Elizabeth, rubbing her hands. “Rather cold 
today. The weather is changing and not for the better. You ought to have a lass to look after 
you. I don’t know what we’d do without our little maid, Sally.”
 “I don’t need anyone, thank you very much.”
 Elizabeth Barnet was a kind hearted woman, even though she could be shrewish at 
times. She had a soft spot for the elderly and often gave them eggs, milk and fresh meat 
when it was available. 
 “Suppose you took a tumble, or when the really bad weather sets in, you fell ill and 
couldn’t get out of bed. Who would fetch and carry for you? Surely it would be wise to have 
a serving girl stay with you, at least until the spring.”
 “And pay her for the privilege, no doubt.” 
 “Come now, Miss Margaret. You know you’re not getting any younger.” 

By Annette Siketa



Elizabeth Barnet was not adverse to a spot of mischief. “How about Mary, Lily’s eldest girl? 
She’s a good worker, knows her place, and is pleasant in manner.”
 Miss Margaret looked at her contemptuously. “I will not have that hussy nor any of her 
spawn in my house. As far as I’m concerned, she does not exist. Good day to you!” 
 Elizabeth grinned as she walked away, the sound of the slamming cottage door rever-
berating in her ears. 
 A few days later however, she began to wonder if her spot of mischief had not in some 
way backfired, for she had not seen Miss Margaret in her yard when passing. Moreover, there 
had been no smoke emanating from the chimney. She waited until her husband returned from 
tending a suppurating pig before raising the subject.
 “Jack, I am rather worried about Miss Margaret.”
 “Well if you are,” he grunted as he sat on a little bench outside the front door, “you’re 
the only one who is.”
 “Be serious. I think there’s something wrong. I haven’t seen her for days, and the 
cottage looks deserted. Perhaps we should go over there.”
 Jack sighed, removing his gore-flecked boots. “Oh, all right then. Just let me change 
my clothes. I might keep pigs, but I’ll not have her accuse me of being one. I doubt she’s 
ever done a hard days work in her life. Her kind never do. Miserable old…”
 “Jack!” 
 Half an hour later, he was knocking on the cottage door. There was no answer. He tried 
again. “Miss Margaret! Miss Margaret!” Silence. He tried the handle. It was unlocked. He 
looked at his wife, and by silent consent, they entered.
 The interior was typical of most cottages in the area – a large kitchen with a bedroom 
to the side. Elizabeth was surprised by its shabbiness. Having never been invited inside, she 
had always imagined it to be prim and proper, just like its owner. She went across and 
inspected the hearth. Although there were ashes in the grate, they were stone cold.
 “I reckon she’s in there,” said Jack, pointing to the closed bedroom door. “And judging 
by the smell…” 
 Elizabeth clamped a hand over her mouth. She had seen plenty of dead cows in her 
time, the grotesque remains of a lamb that had been mauled by wild dogs, and a chicken that 
had been attacked and pecked to death by its brethren, but never a dead body.
 “Oh, Jack,” she whispered as he opened the bedroom door. One look was enough. 
 “Yep, dead as a dried sardine.”
 “What do we do now?” asked Elizabeth, staring in fascinated horror at the putrefying 
corpse on the bed.
 “I think we’d better look for any important documents or letters. We should also make 
an inventory of what’s here. Once the news gets out that she’s dead, the cottage will be prey 
to any chancer.”
 “Do you think we ought? She won’t like us poking around in her things.”
 “For goodness sake, Elizabeth, she’s dead. Besides, unlike her, I have a conscience. 
Who else is going to take care of things?”
 “Yes, but what about her…” Elizabeth lowered her voice, “…her ghost?”
 “Stuff and nonsense. See if you can find the candles, it’ll be dark soon.”
 Elizabeth went into the kitchen and began searching in the obvious places. “Look at 
this,” she said, returning to the bedroom and holding out three stumps of candle. 
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They were so tiny that the wick had almost burnt through. “And yet I found two boxes of 
brand new ones at the back of a cupboard.”
 “If you think that’s odd, take a look in there.” He pointed to an old oak chest in the 
corner, its lid propped against the wall.
 Elizabeth lit a new candle and peered inside the chest. Instantly, the feeble light was 
reflected in glittering silver. There was a tea service, a salver, and six exquisitely engraved 
spoons. Slowly, almost reverently, she touched a spoon.
 “Jack,” she said in an awestruck whisper, “this is real silver. It must be worth a 
fortune. And look underneath, the sheets and the pillow cases. Why, they look like they’ve 
never been used.” 
 She turned her head and scrutinised the bed, averting her gaze from the dead woman’s 
eyes, which were not only open, but seemed to be staring at her accusingly. What linen could 
be seen was grey with age, and bore evidence of multiple repairs.
 Jack looked around the dingy room. “Best find pen and ink and then…” His speech 
was halted by Elizabeth’s gasp. She was still squatting in front of the trunk, the lid of the 
teapot now in her hand.
 “It’s full of money…lots of money, and all silver coins.”
 “Let me see,” he said, and lifted out the pot. As he ran the coins through his hands, 
several fell to the floor. “I could re-stock the farm with this,” he said, his tone a mixture of 
bitterness and envy. “I suppose it’ll all go to Lily, but I can’t help wishing it were mine.”
 “That poor girl. Orphaned when she was no more than a babe, and then to be thrown 
out because she attended a village dance. Fancy thinking that music and dancing were the 
devil’s work.”
 “You can’t deny her piety,” said Jack, glancing at the dead woman and her glassy-eyed 
stare. “Still, it did cause her to have some queer notions.” 
 “She never cared tuppence for Lily. Worked her day and night, filling her head with 
all that religious rubbish, and then turning on her when the poor lass wanted a bit of fun, and 
what 16 year old doesn’t? If it hadn’t been for Tom Smiggins doing the honourable thing by 
Lily, goodness knows what would have happened to her.”
 “Yes, it did turn out to be a good match. I like Tom, he’s a good man and a mighty fine 
carpenter.”
 Elizabeth jerked a thumb in the direction of the bed. “She would never have said so. 
She didn’t even attend the wedding.” Her vein of shrewishness now rose to the fore. “And 
I’ll tell you something else, Jack Barnet, she’s not getting wrapped in one of those new 
sheets. The one on the bed will do.”
 “But they belong to Lily now. Surely it’s her decision.”
 “No it isn’t. The last thing Miss Margaret said to me was, ‘As far as I’m concerned, 
she does not exist’.” 
 Jack frowned. “Are you sure?” Elizabeth nodded. “In that case,” he continued, 
clutching the teapot just that little bit tighter, “we have little choice but to abide by her 
wishes.”
 “We will have to pay for the funeral,” said Elizabeth, noticing her husband’s 
proprietorial grasp of the pot. Her voice was full of self-justification as she added, “And I 
think we’re entitled to recompense for all the eggs and milk we’ve given her. All those years 
and I thought she couldn’t afford it, when all the time she was hoarding money.”
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The funeral was duly held, followed by a small wake at the farm, where the Barnets were 
lauded for their Christian charity. There was, however, an awkward moment in the 
proceedings, when Lily inquired as to her great aunt’s belongings. 
 “I’ve tried several times to patch things up over the years,” she said to Elizabeth. “I 
had hoped that maturity of age would cause her to relent a little, at least enough to see the 
children.”
 “I’m sorry, dear. I know how painful this must be, but her final words were most 
explicit. You were not to inherit anything. We have, of course, ordered a decent headstone in 
accordance with our means… No, please don’t offer to defray the cost, we wouldn’t hear of 
it.”
 Lily left the funeral several shillings lighter. The alleged ‘decent’ headstone, was a 
piece of white marble with an all but invisible crack through it. Miss Margaret’s particulars 
and two lines from a poem – a very short poem – were to be engraved at two pence a letter.
 At length, the mourners took their departure, and the Barnets were left alone. “It was a 
nice service,” said Jack, sipping a glass of neat gin.
 “Ay,” said Elizabeth. “We couldn’t have done much better by her.”
 Jack shook a trouser pocket, where several coins jingled. “A good deed brings its own 
reward.”
 Being farming folk, the Barnets and their maid Sally were wont to retire early, and the 
night of the funeral was no exception. The moon was high when Elizabeth suddenly woke 
up. She tugged at Jack’s arm but he was already awake. They listened intensely, not daring to 
breathe. Somebody was moving around in the kitchen.
 “Go and take a look, Jack.”
 “Perhaps it’s Sally.”
 “Don’t be daft. Her room is over there. She can’t get to the kitchen without passing 
through here.” The Barnet farmhouse was one of the few residential dwellings in the district 
with an upper storey, and the disturbing noises had come from directly below.
 The sound of a crashing drawer settled the issue. Elizabeth threw a shawl around her 
shoulders, and walking on tip-toe, avoiding the boards they knew to creak, they descended 
the stairs together. Reaching the open doorway at the bottom, they peered timorously into the 
kitchen.
 Moonlight poured in through the broad, low window. A ghostly figure wrapped in 
what appeared to be a dirty shroud, was rifling through the cupboards and drawers. There 
was no mistaking the glassy-eyes or the pursed lips. It was Miss Margaret.
 Paralysed with terror, the Barnets watched as she went to a cupboard, opened it, 
retrieved the teapot and spoons, and then stood at the kitchen table. With her lips moving 
silently, she counted the spoons, then one by one, she removed the coins from the teapot and 
rolled them across the table. They stopped at the edge, as though held in place by some 
invisible barrier, and then just as inexplicably, fell flat.
 Suddenly, a cloud passed in front of the moon and the kitchen was plunged into dark-
ness. The Barnets turned and fled up the stairs, bolted the door and jumped into bed. 
Clutching each other as though their lives depended on it, neither slept til dawn, kept awake 
by abject fear and the constant rolling of the coins.
 With barely an hour’s sleep, they were roused by Sally as she passed through the 
room, but Jack would not allow her to descend first. As before, he crept downstairs and 
peered around the door. All was as it should be. Nothing was out of place.
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Only by day was terror relieved, and after three nights of relentless rolling and 
clicking, what with their pallid faces and the dark circles around their eyes, Jack and Eliza-
beth looked near to corpses themselves.
 “Jack, we can’t go on like this. She might take it into her head to come upstairs and 
pull the sheets off us while we sleep. As we took hers, she may think it fair to take ours.”
 “I think,” said Jack sorrowfully, “we’ll have to dispose of ‘em, along with everything 
else.”
 “How? We can’t give them to Lily without telling her the truth.”
 “True. Seems to me it’s Miss Margaret who wants them back. So, we’ll go to the 
churchyard late tonight, and put them on her grave.”
 “And what if someone steals them?”
 Jack shrugged. “Not our problem. We have returned them, and that’s that.”
 The night was dark and stormy, with scudding clouds intermittently blocking the 
quarter moon. Jack and Elizabeth placed the items on Miss Margaret’s grave, which was 
already covered in weeds, and then retreated to the church porch.
 “I reckon that we’ll watch and wait for a while,” said Jack.
 Elizabeth could clearly see the shining silver in the diffused light. “And to think, we 
actually paid for her grave. Ungrateful wretch. What was the final cost?”
 “Including the wake, three pounds seven shillings and sixpence.”
 Jack reached into his jacket and produced the last of the good gin. He was about to 
take a swig when a strong gust of wind caught the sheets. One rose up, unfurled in the air, 
and flapped like the sail of a ghost ship. He thrust the bottle into Elizabeth’s now trembling 
hands, ran forward, and snatched at the sheets, rolling them into untidy balls. The next grave 
along was bordered with white-washed stones. Jack said a quick prayer of forgiveness, 
muttered an apology to the occupant, and used the stones to weigh down the sheets. 
 The night was cold, but when Jack returned to Elizabeth, his face was dotted with 
sweat. 
 “I… I thought it was her,” she stammered, holding out the bottle.
 “So did I,” he panted, taking a stiff drink.
 Elizabeth suddenly gripped his arm.
 A lean hand had come out of the grave. It reached for a sheet, tossed the restraining 
stone aside as if it were a pebble, and then pulled it underground. The sheet disappeared as 
though it had been sucked down by a whirlpool.
 The last Jack and Elizabeth saw of Miss Margaret was not one hand, but two. She 
stuffed the remaining articles into the pillow cases, then with consummate ease, threw them 
into the yard of the carpenter, Tom Smiggins.
 “She wants Lily to have them,” said Elizabeth in terrified amazement.
 “We’ve done our duty,” said Jack, pulling her to her feet. “Let’s get out of here.”
 But the night was not quite over. Upon reaching home, they lit a candle, stoked the fire 
and put the kettle to boil. The light was dim but it was just enough to see the four neat stacks 
of silver coins, and one sixpence, sitting on the table.
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Disaster Song

Tornadoes, nonchalant, the way a foot 
snaps a twig. Infernos striving for five 
alarms. The raft in red water, the setting 
ship. Every frame floored after landscape’s
convulsive fit. The hurricane that fixes 
you with its great hollow eye:

it blinks, you’re missed. All ruin, 
all wreck, entropy on fast forward,
Shiva in a silent reel of slapstick.
Destroyed, the world is sharp as a 
thumbtack left upright on your seat:
a minor cataclysm in the grand

scheme, a yelp as Big as the Bang.
Sunlight cheerfully fills the heart 
as if it was whole. As if it was whole.
Mad with grief, standing, still, up-
right, inside a splintered hearth.
Eyes: shielded. Horizon: bound.

By Gregory Crosby
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Fast Song

For James

Spinout these days, strange face
in the rearview. Screeching: sound of 
black marks on a blacktop page, across 
the line that divides thought & act, 
that skidding shadow beneath
a once-drenching sun. Whirling,

into Mojave wind, boiling. Before
that moment, when control asserts or
dissolves, fate’s fiat suspended, the crash
& red crush of Spyder’s web too fast
to live too young to die or shocked, idling
relief – before that, what?

Speed of life, convertible. Slowed 
only to Vespa pace, trailing that flash
of leg, laughter, round the Trevi. To this, 
the fish-tailing terror is nothing. Eyes, wider 
than the mirror. You, the driver. You, 
the wheel, the brake & clutch, shifting,
surviving.

By Gregory Crosby
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[SHE] 

She wakes far too early for a birthday and remains tangled in his limbs, blissful in the still-
ness of the house. She makes a pact with the ceiling. Today she’s going to be spontaneous. 
Not just a little spontaneous, like eating spaghetti for breakfast and cereal for dinner, but 
buy-a-plane-ticket-to-Singapore spontaneous.
 She tells him her plan when he yawns lion-like into the pillow.
 “Can I be spontaneous too?” 
 “No,” she says.
 He looks hurt.
 “This is just for me. It’s my day.” When his expression doesn’t change, she kisses him 
on the mouth and tastes his vile breath. He responds – springs to his knees, straddling her 
with childlike joy. The doona falls away from his shoulders and the cold August air rushes 
her skin. His nakedness fills the room.
 “One word…” he says.
 She reaches for the doona, panic filling her stomach. Spontaneity is better when it’s 
just her and the ceiling.
 “Tattoo,” he says.
 “What?”
 “You heard me.”
 She grins, in that ‘smile in the face of death’ kind of way. The idea of a tattoo amuses 
her and she can imagine the parlour for just a second. Then her sensible self steps in. Tattoos 
are expensive. They’re supposed to mean something. They take time to choose. Or at least, 
they should. Most importantly, they’re for life.
 “That’s not the kind of thing I had in mind,” she says even though it is.
  He’s shaking his head.

By Hannah Forrest
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Later as she dresses in front of the open bedroom window, she sees the woman from the 
house behind theirs leaving for the day. Her hands and forearms appear first; white and oddly 
separate from the rest of her body, they dance like mime arms through the black mesh of the 
flyscreen. As though there is nothing to her existence outside of pale flesh.
 There’s a problem with Forearm’s front door – the lock is broken. She clicks it 
forwards and back several times to get it to work. Actually, now that she’s counting, it’s five 
times. Five clicks open, five closed. 
 She will count again when Forearms returns tonight to see if it’s the same, writes this 
in a note to herself. Trips over a jumper on the floor as she reaches for a pen.
 His clothes take up the entire floor and she has to pile them on the bed to open her 
drawers. If she had to choose between being alone and being with someone, she knows 
which she’d rather have. That’s not to say in one month when he dumps her it won’t feel as 
though every inch of skin has been ripped from her flesh, it’s just that she’s happiest when 
she’s single. Which is why, as he’s in the shower humming the melody of a song by his (but 
never her) favourite band, and she’s sitting on the end of her bed thinking over the 
possibilities of her spontaneous day, she decides on the first act.
 Another note.  This one is ripped from the diary and positioned perfectly in the centre 
of her bed that he can’t miss it when he re-enters minutes later, naked again, and dripping 
over her carpet.
 “One word,” it says. “See you at the restaurant.”
 She places her phone beside the creamy paper, which lifts and drops like a breath as 
she leaves the room.
 The surprise pancake breakfast he’s planning remains undiscovered in the fridge as she 
slips out the front door.  In a cafe on the other side of the underpass she buys a black coffee 
instead of her usual flat white, then runs for the train. She’s on fire. Her spontaneity knows 
no bounds.

On the train she leans against the metal doors with her back to the busy end of the carriage. 
She stares fixedly through the glass partition. The seats facing her are empty but the 
reflection from the ones behind gives the impression of a train full of ghosts.
 Her heart skips when she first sees the ghosts, but only until she realises the trick. 
There’s comfort in being alone on train. Alone but not lonely. 
 When she was thirteen she fell in love with a boy on a bus. And she loved him for five 
years. It began on the first day of year seven and lasted until her final year twelve exam. He 
was from the local public high school and she the private Catholic college. He had a blond 
undercut, because it was the ‘90s, and a skateboard that he’d covered in ‘viol8’ tags using 
permanent marker. Like her, he was reliably quiet. She never heard his voice. Not once in 
five years.
 She does this sort of thing often – makes up the lives of strangers, gives them stronger 
features, gives them hopes and desires and then, deliciously, pitfalls and despair too. She 
often falls for these characters instead of the real people they are. 
 And she fantasises about helping them just by being a smiling face on a train or a bus. 
A friendly girl with determined eyes who makes contact first. In these fantasies she’s saving 
them from these despairs and all she has to do is stand in their line of sight and ask, “are you 
okay?”
 The sentence itself isn’t much, but the question is like a skeleton key. 
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She’d use it on herself if she could, but even she knows that you can’t be both the lock and 
the key.

She gets off at Macaulay Station. It’s too grey a day not to walk with her nose to the air, 
hungrily inhaling winter’s aromas. There’s a track that runs along the narrowing river. It’s 
one of those ‘shared pathways’ but really only bikes use it – cutting out traffic for those 
commuting to the suburbs, protected from the elements by the belly of a highway.
 She’s always drawn to water, because unlike her water is allowed to run its course. 
Cities are built around rivers, not the other way around.
 “Cigarette?” a voice from nowhere asks.
 She pulls her coat tighter. Quickens her pace.
 “Spare change?” the voice adds. This time it’s closer.
 To her left, where the river bank meets the industrial estate, there’s a square of wire 
fencing encasing an electrical box of some kind. The wire’s been cut and pulled back in such 
a way that it looks a little like a flower. Some poor homeless bum has put up cardboard walls 
and scraps of soiled clothes to make a nest because no other place in the city would have 
him. Or maybe he’s just drawn to the water too.
 She catches his eye and shakes her head. He withdraws back into the nest.
 This is where people go to be forgotten. 

The words “I love you” had swum about her head in those sleepy moments before her eyes 
opened this morning. She’d wished she was brave enough to say it out loud, but the truth was 
he didn’t love her back.
 It really was far too early for a birthday.
 “Tattoos fade,” she’d said instead. “They get stretched, they look old.”
 He looked at her with disappointment. She always shot down his suggestions.
 So she stops talking, shimmies further underneath his naked body, knowing how to 
wipe away that expression.
 She works hard to look like she’s enjoying herself as the bed starts to knock against 
the wall. Concentrating hard to follow his rhythm. It’s how she spends the next thirteen 
minutes of her birthday; gripping his hips, eyes closed and eyebrows furrow.

It’s nearly lunchtime when she jumps on the tram and it’s so packed she’s forced to take 
an aisle seat. Her usual route, the 57, is a lot quieter at this time of day, but this tram cuts 
straight across the city along Collins Street, which means there’s always a race for seats. 
Especially on wet days. 
 She won’t go to dinner tonight, she’s decided. She won’t see her boyfriend, won’t have 
all her friends sing while a cake is produced. Or maybe she will, just so she can show every-
one her tattoo. Or maybe… 
 An oily, elderly Italian man with crinkled olive skin and a bulging gut stands in the 
aisle beside her – clinging onto the green pole as though they’re all going down with the 
ship. His gut presses into her shoulder every time the tram bears right. She inches towards 
the window – too polite to meet his eye, but the man is not polite and after she shimmies 
away, he leans in closer.  This time, so his hips point directly at her face. She doesn’t want to, 
but she imagines she can see his wrinkled penis and low hanging balls through the thin fabric 
of his trousers.
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The tram lurches again and this time his groin touches her ear. She can feel his soft squishy 
flesh roll over onto her cheek. She panics and stands, her bag falling from her lap and 
clunking onto the wet tram floor. He’s not a tall man and she’s not a tall woman. Their eyes 
meet at the same height; his gleam with pleasure, hers with alarm. 
 There are at least four other women in nearby seats that he could have chosen to stand 
near. Why hers? Why did he have to see her?
 “It’s my birthday,” she says, though she has no idea why these are the words her lips 
chose. Why not ‘fuck off?’ Or, ‘touch me again and I’ll scream,’ or any number of threats 
she’s heard other woman say in books and films.
 The gleam in his eyes disappears. “Eh?” he grunts.
 “It’s my birthday,” she says a little louder.
 He takes a step back allowing her room to bend over and retrieve the fallen bag. The 
tram jerks as it nears the next stop. It’s not the one she wants but she needs to get out of this 
sardine tin right now.
 “It’s polite to wish people a happy birthday,” she says in a low voice.
 He looks at her like she’s crazy, like she could be dangerous. “Happy birthday,” he 
says finally.
 The tram stops and she pushes past him and his penis, pushes hard against all the other 
bodies blocking exit mumbling “excuse me, excuse me” over and over until finally she’s out 
on the street and can breathe again. 
 A light rain is falling. She tilts her head back and opens her mouth. Water runs its 
course down the back of her throat.

The sun cuts too brightly through the open window of the tattoo parlour. She gets up to move 
away from it and decides that since she’s already out of her seat she may as well go to the 
counter and grab another display book.
 “Busy day?” the heavily inked receptionist eyes ask over the tall desk. Her black 
hair is wrapped up in over-sized bunches, which paired with her comic-like eyes, make this 
whole scene look like something out of an anime.
 She nods out of habit.
 The receptionist hands back her ID. “Birthday, huh? Anything special planned?”
 Tossing the display book onto the leather couch she says yes and walks out of the 
shop.

Later, at home as she changes into her clothes for dinner, Forearms returns home. There are 
a few minutes where she fumbles with keys but eventually, the front door is unlocked and 
locked five times.
 Heavy disappointment resonates inside her chest like a sigh. She must have caught it 
from her boyfriend. Poor woman, she thinks. If only she wasn’t so bound by her habits.
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Sanctuary

I wish everything was like
walking in the blue room
6 o’clock sunlight
skin texture
diamond waves
rectangles and spheres in
bowls on your eyelashes;
wish it all was
rain-wet air
cooled and the top down
swan mates in green grass
a single fountain
puncturing gravity and love spaces

By Sarah Marchant
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TWO OAKS

I could show you the resting place we all know is there, 
where two oaks grow parallel, up and outwards
on either side of a roadside tombstone
of a man who died sleeping,
was born waking, lived without listening
tracing the natural curves of his youthful hopes
up and along to their splitting ends,
until he had the strength and power
to say what he thought and do what he said,
though never avoiding all hypocrisies,
being glad that as he aged thoughts became simpler 
and actions more complex, some days
becoming bored by complexity,
some days forgetting there were any complexities at all,
then one day he requested that oaks guide him to his afterlife,
and a patient mourner set two to grow 
thinking they would catch the eye of passers-by 
who were looking for their expectations to be fulfilled.

By Jocelyn Richardson
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The Snow

Winter again, and the 
Birds have already fled.
Apple trees cry in puddles
So their daughters can know 
Wet lips, the ground 
Shakes lightly, or so
Mother says.  Beat, beat.
Would know the sound 
Anywhere.  
Beat, beat, second, none.  
The sound of snow, 
Same as centuries ago
Strum, tap, tap, drum.  
A drumming,
Crashing, avalanche
Swallowing, I scatter
Beat, beat, second, none,
Strum, tap, tap, drum.

Can you hear it?

By Tyler Tsay
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A Practical Bone

They were all lying flat on the lino, with wing-spread arms and legs flopped outwards. This 
was what you did when it was forty-six degrees and the air wobbled and shook beyond the 
screen door. Glenn had suggested they throw towels into the bath so they could place the 
wet, cooling sheets over their bodies. Now they were down again with the towels 
clinging and Marjorie could feel her body shivering and stiffening, not knowing what to do 
with the coolness it had craved. Fans were ornaments in this heat but she kept them running. 
The whirring was distracting.
 This was a squat she supposed. It was a squat because they didn’t own the house and 
yet they had lived here for four crackling months; her daily walks turning up chook carcasses 
and tired tractors that were as red as the dust. The leftovers of whoever had lived here and 
maybe loved here didn’t really bother her. She had grown up on a farm and assumed they 
had left because it was no longer feasible to be out here, squeezing out the land when the 
land wasn’t wet anymore. 
 Marjorie could see her daughter’s freckled arm and her thin little body from where she 
lay. Caley was twelve and had downy hair and a bog-soft heart. Marjorie found it harder to 
get at that heart these days. Since Glenn had started hanging around five months back, the 
mother and daughter barely touched or spoke. Caley’s once astounding openness had gone; 
she wouldn’t ask questions or talk of hopes. She stayed in the sheds or way out by the dam 
most days. Marjorie hadn’t enrolled her in the local school, didn’t even know where it was. It 
wouldn’t do to have all those mums and dads asking where they were living. 
 Marjorie reached over and traced the freckles on her daughter’s arm into a starfish. 
Caley groaned. “Mum, it’s so hot. Don’t touch me.” She slid away a little across the floor 
and dragged the heavy towel up and over her face. Marjorie’s insides felt sloppy. She wanted 
to tell Caley that she understood her distance and not to worry and that they would love each 
other again. Instead she bent her knees, lifted the weight of the towel up in her arms and 
heaved onto her feet. 

By Laura McPhee-Browne
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She would make ham and mustard pickle sandwiches with the white bread that stuck to the 
gums. 
 “I’ll make us some white bread sandwiches like Nanna used to, Caley, okay?” 
 Her daughter under the towel gave no answer. Marjorie breathed in a hot bit of air 
and slowly blew it out in order to not bark at Caley for a response. She thought of her own 
mum and the meals she would make over and over for her children and her husband and the 
farmhands they hired each year. Her mother had never shouted, though Marjorie had pushed 
and pulled at her as a wiry teenager. Her father yelled all the time – at his girls, at the help, at 
the dogs – but her mother would just smile her wry smile, a smile Caley sometimes echoed, 
with no time for hurried words or bloated tempers. Eventually her father had died in a ruddy-
faced rage at a fox at three in the morning, wearing nothing but undies on the front lawn. Her 
mother was patient at the funeral, letting the in-laws lean and sob on her shoulder. She cried 
with Marjorie four weeks later in the laundry, the tears giving her a red nose and a stunned 
look, like someone had slapped her. 
 Marjorie had finished three sandwiches when Glenn came up behind her and wrapped 
his arms around her waist. She nudged his head off her shoulder. “Not now,” she whispered 
but he pushed her head away and blew on her ear. It was wet and brought her straight out of 
the hum of the sandwich making. She was pretty sure she didn’t love this man. She did enjoy 
his calloused hands on her hips late at night and the sighs they shared curled up like leopards 
in the mornings, but when she wasn’t near him she forgot about him always. They had met 
through Marjorie’s friends in the city and he still reminded her a little of that time. She would 
ask him to leave soon but was a bit scared by the thought of just Caley and her in this big 
house. Just Caley and her and the wind. 

It stayed hot and thick all night. As you got further away from the verandah each room was 
darker and more swollen, and Caley had chosen the last one on the left to sleep in. She liked 
to swap rooms every few days so her mum would leave her alone. Caley knew that her mum 
had been sick before they had had to leave the house in Melbourne. It had almost burnt 
down. She didn’t think about it or talk about but it had made her brain black for a while.   
Now she couldn’t be with her mum much. It wasn’t deliberate, the hurt she was 
causing Marjorie, by looking out the window and across the dead grass instead of into her 
eyes. She hoped her mum knew that. Caley rolled onto her back and picked at the rubbery 
blue of her camping mattress to get to sleep. Her feet dipped back and forth upon each other, 
rubbing away the day. She would shut her eyes soon. 
 In the morning Caley was awake at six and pulled on a shirt and boots for a walk. It 
was light outside and so still that she jumped up onto an oil can and yelled out just to change 
something. She was glad she didn’t have to go to school each morning on a bus with other 
kids in a second hand uniform. Marjorie had never really been able to cope long enough for 
Caley to be at school every day. Even when they lived in the city she would forget to wake 
Caley up and would sleep through every kind of alarm until Caley decided she would have to 
do it herself. She kicked at the dirt thinking about it and startled a brown rabbit. 
 Caley loved rabbits. The wild bush ones were the best, and this one was so small and 
real that she stopped and bent down a few metres from its patch, then sat to watch it properly. 
She would sit out here so long sometimes that she turned pink and sore from the sun and the 
taut heat of her arms scared her enough to get up and head slowly back. 
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But today the bunny didn’t stay around long, and Caley felt a kind of foggy restlessness after 
the dense heat of the kind of foggy restlessness after the dense heat of the night. 
 When Caley got to the chook shed at the back of the block she went in to play the egg 
hunting game. There were no intact eggs; even the hens were just dust and scraps. But she 
liked to find old shells and study the bluish, delicate crusts. It was a dangerous game because 
if she broke the shell she would feel broken herself. When she got to the doorway she saw 
Marjorie sitting on the wooden edge of the back wall. Caley stopped and the dust coughed up 
as her boots dug in – her mum hadn’t come into this shed since they had been here. 
 “Hello darling.” Marjorie crossed her legs and placed her hands on her lap. “I missed 
you this morning.”

Sick was the word Marjorie told her, and the school counsellor and a girl at recess as they 
vied on the monkey bars. The counsellor with her ponytail and wide mouth had said that the 
brain played tricks on some people sometimes. The girl at school told her, “you can come 
live with us if your mum is crazy.” But Caley would never do that – their house was full of 
toddlers with snotty noses and they ate schnitzels in silence at teatime with the TV playing in 
the corner. She wanted to hold out for her mum to come back, and saw glimpses of her every 
day.
 To find out for herself Caley typed ‘my mum has schizophrenia’ into the computer and 
learnt that she was not alone at all. 
 This made her cry. That sniffly, loud crying that brings you to the mirror to look at the 
madness of it and tires you out. For weeks after that she felt limp in her arms and neck like 
she wanted to flop under the doona and forget about it. Then they got to the farm and 
Marjorie was getting better but Caley was still hiding and it seemed like Glenn was the only 
one talking in the house, with his rum monologues and the meat he lauded and the heat that 
must have been because of him, if only because he never seemed to sweat. 

“I know it seemed like the things I was worried about weren’t real Caley. People would 
have told you that too, did they?” They were still in the egg shed – Caley on her back on 
the ground like a kelpie in a dust bath, Marjorie above. Caley nodded. “Well, I’m taking the 
meds properly now so I guess we’ll see.” The pills her mum took were tiny and orange but 
they made a big impression. Risperidone. It sounded like a horned creature crawling up a 
bed leg. She studied the box often, trying to find out whether the tablets were what had made 
Marjorie’s hugs fiercer but her body slow and heavy. Caley picked up a long bit of hay from 
the floor and pulled at it, twirling it around her index finger. “Okay mum.” Marjorie reached 
over and nudged Caley’s fringe from her eyes with her thumb. She was always reaching out 
for her.

It had been smoky in the room. Caley could remember that part clearly. She had wondered – 
half wondered from the edge of a dream – where the smoke was coming from and whether 
she should get up to see. Instead she had dozed in the heat for a minute, maybe two, until her 
mum plunged into the room; not her mum somehow but also very much her, with eyes and 
hair seething. “I’ve lit the wall up. The paintings, the rug. I want to burn it down so they can 
get out.” As a well formed deep in her chest Caley got up and left the room to call for a fire 
engine and an ambulance. One for the fire, one for her mum. They waited together outside, 
hand in hand in their nighties, for the trucks to arrive. 
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Later she could see in the mirror that she had been crying. The streaks were clear down her 
blackened face. She didn’t wash them off. She must have been crying for the ash.

By the time they got back, the heat of the day was rising. Caley swung her mum’s arm big 
and wide as they neared the house. Glenn stood on the porch in stubby shorts; one arm up 
shielding from the hoarse Mallee sun, the other hanging down like a butcher sausage. He 
called out to them, perhaps trying to break through the spell of it all: “there’s bacon ready if 
you’re hungry girls,” and no one really understood why they began to laugh so hard they fell 
about until tears formed in their eyes.
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