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    1. The first day of the rest of their lives …

  


  
    LIGHT AT THE END OF THE TUNNEL IN GRAHAM’S LEFT INNER EAR


    What seemed like an endless past played in his mind as he tried to determine whether he was a good enough man. A clutter of memories like a rainbow of marbles rolling on cement. Spilled suitcases on the floor, crumpled clothes from six decades and warped-bristled toothbrushes. Collages of photos snipped of any superfluous space – some only close-ups of eyes. He decided it was the persistent memories – both the good and the bad, at times complete with sensory detail and crisply recorded dialogue – that must have been the pivotal moments in his life. ‘The grandness of it all,’ he said to himself, staring at the full moon’s suggestion on his ceiling. ‘The pithiness,’ he mumbled, then tried to close his eyes.


    It’s not as if he was dying or even contemplating suicide, it’s just that the illness was making him think about his mortality. Clearly he was at a crossroads and about to choose acceptance (acceptance does that for people: allows them to think deeper). So perhaps it was accepting life in an unsuitable way that made him think about death. Could he have been a better man? Certainly he had been the best that he could be but was that good enough? Good enough for whom? Was he the best judge of ‘good enough’? Who the hell is the best judge of ‘good enough’?


    Did his children like him? Not love him; like him. His eyes sprang open as if desperate to see. But why had he never thought of asking the question before? Images of Luna and Ginsberg when they were small, something like six and four, worked their way to Velma, their mother. Could he have saved his marriage? Should he have got married in the first place? The six years he was with Velma were the most passionate years of his life. They were obsessive, full of lust and anger, full of life. Velma, she had to have been his destiny if only for a short time. She was a comet that he hadn’t seen coming and she left an enormous imprint, charred black and still smoking. And a girl, and a boy who had his chin.


    These questions, these revisitings of old wounds and happy days, these wide-eyed, early-hours reflections had made him uneasy the past four nights. He had lain in his bed, dizzy and exhausted from the Meniere’s disease, contemplating death, reflecting on life, and he was fidgety, anxious, morbidly alert, gripped by the prospect of his next task. It was so obvious: he had to write his own obituary.


    If there was one thing he’d been sure about in his life it was that he could write a damn good obituary. For twenty-five years he’d worked as a biographer and, when that had finally run its course, he joined what could be considered the who’s who of Australian obituarists. It is a rare skill indeed to not only render the facts of a person’s life in a matter of so many columns, but to capture the essence of that person for the reader; and, while he found it challenging, he was confident in his ability. The research rarely failed to inspire him too. Occasionally, it haunted him. Delving into someone’s past, someone who had slipped or maybe been thrown to the Other Side (or, even more bizarre, someone who hadn’t even died yet), could feel intrusive. The whole process was very personal and sometimes Graham got shivers. It was only now, as the clock chimed two thirty and stressed the silence of the rest of the house, mocking the vigilance of this man most often described by friends and colleagues as ‘laid back’ and ‘in control’, it was only now that he realised that this would be the most difficult piece of writing he had ever done.


    The more he thought about it, the more rational he became about his declining quality of life. He reasoned with himself that writing the synopsis of Mr Graham Smith in fewer than eight hundred words would be just what the doctor had ordered (if his doctor had stopped consulting books and stats and instead consulted him). It would be cathartic. It would devour his time and reignite a fever in him that hadn’t been felt since the illness hit five months before. It would give him a new perspective on his life. Give him a new perspective on life in general. Perhaps it would help him live with the disease rather than fight so hard to deny its existence. He wanted to throw the covers off and jump out of bed that instant, fire up his computer and fill the blank screen with the tap tap of tapped-out letters defining his enormous life. Would he prove its significance in a single column or would he allow himself a two-page spread? Was he worth the extra space? Was his life significant enough? But he had to sleep. He knew if he let himself get run down, it was highly likely he’d have a full-blown attack.


    The wedding was in five days (or four, depending on your concept of morning and night). He was sure he could get it done before then. And that was motivation too. Perhaps this scrutiny of the self would give him the confidence to face his children, Velma and his brother, none of whom knew about his illness. Because he’d have to tell them. He couldn’t hide something so consuming. Unless they were consumed with themselves, of course, which seemed natural given the circumstances – Luna and her wedding; Ginsberg and that young wife of his; Velma, always so self-absorbed, part of her charm; and Darren, good old Smitty and his hermit-like subsistence. I’ll tell Smitty first.


    That night Graham Smith came to the decision to begin writing his obituary directly after a good night’s sleep and a breakfast of egg and Vegemite on sourdough rye. He’d top it with mushrooms, onion and chopped garlic sautéed in Worcester sauce, crumbled feta from the market and sprigs of parsley from his own garden. And for the first time in five months, he didn’t fall asleep to the sound of the whooshing in his left ear; he fell asleep to the ticking of his brain.

  


  
    AND TOGETHER THEY SHOWER AWAY HER FEARS


    Luna watched Mark as he slept. But it wasn’t one of those gazes of amazement because she’d finally found her one true love; in fact it was not even a gaze at all. It was a quizzical look, because she could not make heads or tails of the man who’d been sharing her bed for seven hundred and fifty days. An anniversary of sorts and, truth be told, Luna knew it. The morning after their first night together, as she’d watched him sleeping, gazing in amazement, she wrote herself a note – He’s the one – and she dated it, drew a little tiny heart. She’d placed it in a bright round box she had bought in Peru, which sat on top of her dressing table.


    And so began the falling in love. The fluttering obsession with two lips melting together, two bodies morphing into one. The intrigue of it all. Learning about Mark had been intoxicating: his family, his memories, the big, the small, the quirky, the dirty, the hilarious. Then the planning. The amalgamating of the CD collection. The travels, the fights, the expectations and disappointments, the tolerance, the dreams, the proposal and the ring. Now here she was, watching him sleep, asking: Who are you?


    It was early. The alarm wasn’t due to sound for another thirty-four minutes so Luna moved softly, careful not to wake Mark. She wanted some time to herself, to look at that piece of paper.


    The page had softened over time. She thought about time, looked at Mark. He was forty-nine now and she was thirty-seven – in eleven years he would be sixty and she would still be in her forties. Was that significant? Did thinking about her age in relation to his highlight her everlasting youth? But wasn’t she getting old? Wasn’t she old and this was it, all or nothing, the wedding, the babies, the years until death (and surely he would die first)? Had he suddenly aged before her eyes?


    He’s the one.


    When she wrote it she’d only known him for ten hours. It was an intuitive moment and an impulsive action because she liked the way he made her feel: passionate, intelligent, sexy, worthy, normal, extraordinary, tingly. She’d felt safe next to him, watching him sleep. Now, again in her bed, this time not aflutter with an unfamiliar heat, but rather with a quiet panic, Luna wondered if she had written her destiny in haste.


    The wedding was happening. In four days she would be his wife. Whose wife? she thought.


    Her parents had split when she was only little. Surely they’d thought they had a chance. Of course they got married because they had thought they could do it as well as any two people could. So what happened?


    She thought about calling her dad, seven minutes to six am. She rarely rang him, and certainly not for life-changing or -affirming advice, but this time she thought she could ask him how things had got so bad between her mother and him. Was it because they hadn’t known each other well enough to make an informed, bias-free decision? Was it because people grow and they grow individually and eventually they grow apart? Was it having children together? He would never tell her if it was. His life was private. Luna momentarily envied her father his right to privacy. She hadn’t yet earned the right to demand to be alone. She had to pay her dues first. Is that what partnering entailed? Hard yards and morning dishes and craving momentary solitude? Was she getting completely ahead of herself?


    She thought about picking up the phone and speed-dialling her mother’s number, waking her, asking her what had gone wrong? How could she walk out on a marriage? But she couldn’t ring. It would be emotional – because it always was with Velma – and her life was already hectic enough. Things weren’t totally sorted with the wedding. They were, actually, but Luna felt that something was amiss. Something had been forgotten or was out of place or was probably set to explode.


    She folded her paper back into fours and placed it in the Peruvian box then grabbed the writing pad and felt-tipped pen from her bedside table drawer and she began once again:


    
      	licence


      	celebrant


      	dress


      	flowers


      	music


      	
        bridesmaid

        – dress


        – gift


        – etc?

      


      	seating


      	food


      	bar


      	punch


      	cake


      	Wild Horses


      	the honeymoon suite

    


    At ten past six, the alarm sounded. Mark had been dreaming about climbing trees, jumping from them, landing on his feet and then moving on to the next; anxiety was not a major issue, if it was an issue at all. He opened his eyes. His bottom lip was drooping and askew. His arms were spread in different directions. He looked frankly at his bride-to-be, smiled crookedly, drowsily, happily, said, ‘Hello, darlin’,’ in a sleepy-sounding Big Bopper way.


    Shit, he’s such a morning person. And it wasn’t annoying because she wasn’t; it was annoying because she was. They would have to have breakfast together because they’d both be up, every day of their lives. They’d chat and plan shared free time before kissing each other goodbye. What if she wanted some Luna-time in her mornings? Wasn’t a full-time working mum allowed at least that? God she wanted to get pregnant.


    ‘Shower?’ he asked.


    ‘Sure,’ she said, as if it had already become routine and lost the excitement and thrill. But wait, stop, it was routine. They showered together at least three days out of the week. Luna suddenly realised that the drama queen who entirely possessed her mother, the same one she, Luna, had tried to suppress her entire life and (she was certain) been utterly successful at doing so, was trying to come out. It was peeking its little crown out from under Luna’s hair, ready to take over. Get back, she subconsciously thought, then thoroughly affirmed that having a shower together isn’t about sex. It’s about getting clean; starting your day, and with that confirmation strong in her mind and her morning’s anxiety pushed out of her way, washing down the drain with Mark’s morning urine, she kissed him hard and turned that goddamn shower into sex. She’d decided she knew him and she loved him so she blew him and loved him that little bit more. Mrs Luna Highland. And she smiled, feeling herself quiver as Mark reached his peak.

  


  
    ALWAYS BLOODY VELMA


    For days there had been clouds. Piles of them for miles, varying in shades of white and grey. They surrounded his domestic space and he felt that somehow he had a handle on them for the very first time in his magnificent existence. Did it matter that he’d just smoked a joint? Can’t a man connect with nature without the assumption it’s just the drugs?


    Drugs made him feel less dizzy. Perhaps because they made normal people feel a little bit dizzy. So if he was a little bit dizzy to begin with, then smoking a joint made him feel like a normal person who was a little bit dizzy because he was high, not because he had Meniere’s disease.


    So on this day, bathrobe tied tightly round his skin-and-flab stomach, little or no sleep having the counterintuitive effect of stimulation to the nerves, the clouds made sense to him. The sound in his ear was hurrying fast but as he looked at the promise of a long and steady downpour, he imagined that the sound belonged to the skies, not to his ear. The muffle was the clouds soaking in the roar; the rush was the clouds’ containment of the water. The dizziness was the sheer enormity of focusing on the assurance of rain.


    The garden drooped and the rainwater tank whimpered, fearful of its nearing emptiness. The month of heat had been oppressive; his brittle grass could tell you as much. He had dripped sweat on the upholstery of his fairly new couch and had sworn because, these days, the most inconsequential things made him swear. He had discoloured the armpits of some of his shirts and, rather than spritzing them with stain remover and washing them in cold, he had simply thrown them away. He had taken to going without jocks and realised it was about bloody time. Finally, three weeks into autumn and still with thirty-plus temperatures, in came the clouds. Loud sounded the angels of global-warming reprieve. Clear was his mind for this momentous morning. He had promised himself that he would not cry.


    Throughout this journey, he promised himself he would not cry. And what but nature in all of its long-awaited glory makes a man fearful he’ll spill forth salt-seasoned tears onto his dry and cracked and age-old skin? Don’t even think it was the drugs.


    The smell was stale but the wind carried with it a faintly ubiquitous eucalyptus green so it made him want to breathe in deeply. And that is why he was standing in his backyard at seven thirty in the morning. He wanted to breathe. Writing his obituary wouldn’t be easy. He could not just sit down and type away, taking breaks only for his savoured morning coffee and possible top-up puffs from his pipe. He could not begin at the place of his birth and end in a far-too-big four-bedroom cottage sixty-two years later. He needed to soak something in and he wasn’t quite sure how it would feel floating around in his blood. He only knew he needed to breathe.


    Graham Smith sat down to write. The stream of steam from his coffee mug was like his personal secretary: ‘Hello, Mr Smith, is there something I can dictate for you?’ He wrote this dialogue, or rather it wrote itself, as the bitter taste dog-paddled down his throat and waited its turn in his bladder:


    
      Him: Your eyes are like the plumpest cut of lamb, roasting so slowly in the oven, and I cannot turn off the oven light because I want to watch you cook.


      Her: Your eyes are like green fire. Like something from a B-grade movie. They’re dangerous. They make me want to die.


      Him: Your lips are like two jelly babies placed on top of white icing, only I cannot finish decorating my cake. I must eat the jelly babies.


      Her: Your lips are sugarcoated as well, only I am a diabetic.

    


    He stopped typing and took a drink, one that made him cough. One that made the heat and the smell come out of his nose. It was crap. Every word. This was not supposed to be about her. It was supposed to be about him. But could he write about himself without writing about Velma? He laughed to himself through his nose, at the same time clearing it of any residual coffee stings, and said to the impatient cursor on his computer, ‘Could I write about Velma without writing about food?’


    He decided to go with it, crap and all.


    
      Something about the flow of her scarves seemed planned in a thrown-together way. Tailored in tatters, layered in the sheerness of what-you-will; garments from yesterday, crumpled-in-drawers or draped-over-hat-racks … She was highly visual and shared a secret language with our hallway mirror; it must have told her things I could not. As I was telling her that her eyes were like lamb roasting in an oven, she probably heard the mirror whisper ‘gold’.

    


    He had a vision of his gold wedding band, which for years had rested in a small jade dish atop the second shelf of his three-shelf bedside table. Why was he still hanging onto it? Could he ever let it go and still consider himself an emotional man? Maybe he needed it by his side. A talisman.


    The morning wasn’t going well. He suddenly needed to throw up. Then it passed. He drank his coffee, letting it do its thing, believing it grounded him in some irrational way. He hadn’t got involved in the cuppa-culture until the children had moved out with Velma. Coffee had become more about me-time than caffeine-time, yet these days it seemed to be about survival. He looked at what he had written. He needed a top-up puff.

  


  
    THE TRAIN STATION LONELY WITH PURPLE PAINT AND A MAN NEARING SERIOUS CRISIS


    How far must one man go to distance himself from the world? It mustn’t be a question of geography because then Darren would be at a lookout station atop a snowy mountain somewhere in the Nordic regions. Instead he was sitting on, unbeknownst to him, wet purple paint at the Port Adelaide train station, awaiting his ride to Largs Bay. His plan was to walk the shore on the first rainy day in months.


    In his left hand Darren held a hardbound copy of A Confederacy of Dunces. He had found it at a second-hand bookshop in Alberton, and was unaware of how the novel would change his life.


    He had chosen the book because it was orange. He had felt the shop owner’s eyes upon him and grabbed the first book that visually grabbed him. She was a middle-aged woman, frumpy, with that long, straight, parted-down-the-middle hair from the seventies, and she’d collected so many books she even had shelves on the verandah facing Port Road. It was presumably her house as well as her shop. He assumed that, much like him, she had very little life beyond her books. Darren visited her store once a week, on varying days, and pretended not to notice her noticing him.


    What does she want? I’m going to buy a book; she knows that. I always do. What does she want?


    Darren had considered his options. He could buy a book and go about his business, assuming she always watched him because he was grotesque and inappropriate, or he could talk to her because maybe, maybe, she found him intriguing. But would that then entail an awkward silence? Would he have to ask her on a date because he wouldn’t know what to do with that silence? Weren’t dates reserved for boys and girls who enjoyed cheap beer and cheaper sex? He was too old for both. He liked his beer brewed in his home and his sex … well, he was just too old.


    The man at the Port Adelaide train station who sat next to Darren smelled of cigarettes and mould. Most probably he had Tourette’s syndrome. Kept spitting out ‘bitch’ and ‘cat woman’ and ‘OKOKOK’. He must’ve been in his seventies and had probably come to terms with the fact that he scared people. Darren was sixty-five and had definitely come to terms with it.


    It was clear to him that people feared the morbidly obese, and none more so than the morbidly obese person who looked at himself in the mirror. For that reason Darren had always avoided full-length mirrors. Other things he avoided: swim trunks, aeroplanes, sniffy dogs out for walks, early mornings, late nights, parks, pubs, compact cars, crowds, heat and people. What he liked were books, quick dinners that entailed programming his microwave or calling up a delivery person, brewing the perfect beer, his unadorned flat, words, the sound of cars and buses driving past. Somehow traffic noise made him feel he had that distance from the rest of the world. People were busy with their lives. And in his own unique way, so was he.


    When the train stopped in front of him and Darren stood to board, his pants peeled themselves reluctantly off the bench. When he looked back to see what the problem was, a huge bum-shaped imprint with rippled patterns greeted him.


    ‘Inspired,’ he said.


    The man looked at the imprint then at Darren’s pants and said, ‘You win some, you lose some,’ and gave a quarter-toothless chuckle.


    Darren kept repeating in his head, you win some, you lose some … you win some, you lose some, imagining what it would be like with Tourette’s syndrome. Once he was seated on the train, one single seat to himself (always happy his girth denied him seating companions), he decided to say it out loud – ‘You win some, you lose some’ – just to see people’s reactions. The younger under-forties had earphones or mobiles and so ignored him, while the older ones simply stared out the window. Didn’t they hear me? Normally Darren feared any sort of reaction, preferring anonymity, but this time the oblivion angered him. He felt supreme indignation and thought of Ignatius, the hero of the book he was reading. Four pages into the book and it was clear that everyone around Ignatius was ignorant.


    ‘You win some, you lose some,’ he said to himself. And that was that.


    The beach was deserted. The sky was thick grey and the ocean reflected it so well it was hard to tell where the horizon formed its perfect straight line. Darren trudged through the soft sand, knowing this was an opportunity to give his body some exercise. But when he had walked about a hundred metres and the rain had started in with solid thin sheets driven by fresh wind from the south, he turned back and walked to the jetty. ‘Bugger this apocalyptic crap,’ he said to himself, cumbersomely sat where he would be dry under the jetty and opened A Confederacy of Dunces. As the rain settled in to ease the drought and the wind drifted off, Darren read on. And as the rain stalled and the seagulls squawked and his stomach began to grumble for the hot chips the seagulls wanted too, Darren read on and on. And as the rain began again, laughing because it had won, it had beat out the cynics who had been caught out saying ‘I told you it wouldn’t last’, Darren read on and on and on. It was only when the rain had stopped for the second time in two and three-quarter hours that he decided to appease his stomach and head for home with a greasy parcel of chips and a greasier bag of two fried fish.


    He thought of Ignatius during his walk to the train and on the train ride home. He thought of Ignatius during his walk from the station to his own front door. Once home, he sat in his father’s old reclining chair and ate his fish and chips, thinking about Ignatius J Reilly.

  


  
    MOON-WALKING ACROSS THE KITCHEN FLOOR


    Op-shopping on Smith Street in Collingwood earlier that morning had been a success. Not only did the faux denim pants and jacket fit comfortably snug to his tightly slender frame, casual yet sexy, but the maroon shirt matched the boots almost perfectly.


    ‘How ya like me now?’ he asked.


    ‘I like you, I like you!’ she sang, standing on the bed.


    The Scissor Sisters filled their two-bedroom flat. It was good dress-up music and they danced as they dressed. Ginsberg struck a pose and growled.


    ‘Wait! You need a hat.’ Kate ran from the bedroom to the kitchen like a child running to get a toy, then ran even faster back and delivered a hat upon his head. It had two yellow feathers.


    ‘Nice one,’ he said, puckering to the mirror, Kate’s thighs framed in the upper left corner behind him as she bounced in rhythm, the springs keeping perfect beat.


    ‘Look look look!’ she said, reaching for the hat. Ginsberg gave it to her. Couldn’t resist. After putting it on and pulling the dress out of her bag and holding it up to her body, Kate said, ‘How do you like me now?’


    Ginsberg put two fingers to his lips and whistled, almost shaking the blinds on the window. ‘I like it, I like it. Try it on.’


    As Kate undressed and dressed herself, Ginsberg sauntered to the kitchen. This called for cocktails and he had the perfect concoction: peach schnapps, orange juice and rosé spritzers. One small carafe for him, one large glass of just juice for her. Tuesday arvo was soon to be atingle.


    Kate, in the doorway, from some other era, some other country: ‘So glad we’re not at work.’ She smiled, because this was simply too much fun.


    Ginsberg handed her the orange juice. ‘Here’s to one classy chick.’ The clink of the glass signalled a change of CDs. Kate did a little dance to Barry White.


    ‘Classy and sassy,’ she corrected, swaying her hips and raising her arms.


    ‘My my, woman.’


    ‘I got you something else.’


    ‘Did you now?’


    ‘I did.’ Kate widened her eyes and raised her shoulders, unable to contain her excitement, then turned and walked briskly down the hall.


    True, it was good to be home from work, the two of them ridding themselves of anxiety. So much energy in the build-up and all that. It was good to be on holiday before the holiday began. To have one day to themselves before the shit hit the wedding-white fan. Ginsberg predicted insanity. Someone in the family would lose their mind and for all he knew it might be him.


    Kate came back holding a black sequined party gown. ‘For you,’ she said, bowing as she handed him the frock.


    Ginsberg looked longingly at the dress before he’d connected it was his. Gratitude for Kate’s acceptance and praise for her appreciation. He touched his hand to his face, acting the part of Golda, his alter ego. ‘Why, Kate darling, whatever do you mean by giving me such a gift? Are we going out?’


    Kate bit her tongue to stop the laughter. ‘Not a chance.’ She took a drink then rolled her eyes in total approval of the orange juice. It was the simple things they appreciated and all the more now, just as things were about to get complicated.

  


  
    TRANCE-LIKE STATES OF RECOGNITION AND RELATING THROUGH A WRITING PAD


    At home Darren sat in his chair. It was his reading chair, his writing chair, his eating chair and his TV chair. Along with the television, two metal shelves from the old shed and some dishes from his childhood, Darren had got the chair from his father’s place after his father went into the nursing home. Of all those things, he liked the chair the best. It was big and warped in the right places. It reminded him of family.


    Confederacy sat on the side table next to him and, after three minutes had passed, he realised he’d been staring at it. What in Christ’s name have I been thinking of? He couldn’t decide if he had blanked out or if he had been thinking about so many things at once that he went into a state of Zen. He looked incredulously at the book. After having read three hundred and sixty-three pages, Darren knew it was the book he had always needed to write, only someone else had beaten him to it.


    Though he’d never say it to Graham, Darren was convinced he was the real writer in the family. He was the serious novelist. The fact that he’d never had anything published was beside the point. He was honing his craft in his quiet manner and someday, when he’d written the book, he expected all the world would envy him his genius.


    There were nineteen unfinished manuscripts on the fourth and fifth shelves of one of his father’s workshop storage units. They were eye level. Darren looked at them every day. He dreamed of writing the beginnings, middles and ends but never got around to all three of the one story. He thought about them, though, and he didn’t think that pointed to failure; Darren thought thinking was eighty-five per cent of a serious novelist’s work.


    He wondered if he could adapt one of them into something like Confederacy. No, he’d have to start from scratch. He’d have to create a whole new character. Could this character live in a parallel universe or in the very distant future? No. He’d have to change genres. He couldn’t write sci-fi or fantasy this time. He’d have to write something literary. He’d have to use metaphors and maybe make his sentences longer than usual. He’d need a setting. Something real. Something he could see. Port Adelaide? Yes, a novel set in the Port about an unlikeable hero. It had to be sad. And funny. Satirical. He wanted the world to cry with his character while laughing at his character. He needed a journal. He probably needed two. John Kennedy Toole had written Confederacy on paper and that’s how he would write his novel.


    Though his mind was working quickly, his body worked slowly. He was determined to buy his journals at once, as soon as he got up from the chair. The chair held him down, warmed him, hugged him, pleaded with him not to leave. Darren often succumbed to its pleas and ended up sleeping the night in it but this time he was resolute. He had to get started on his novel.


    The phone rang. He didn’t want anything to break his train of thought so he let the answering machine pick up. It was his brother.


    ‘Smitty, it’s me. Listen, just thinking about driving to the wedding. Can’t do it. I’m feeling sort of … hazy, I don’t know. I’m just going to make my own way up there. Hope this doesn’t put you out.’ The beep beep beep of the hang-up.


    So his concentration was broken. The wedding. The inevitability of it hovered over him like a cold, black cloud about to piss down hail, not unlike the rain that had soaked him so thoroughly at the beach that morning. The idea of him being at a celebration after all these years made him anxious. Aside from his brother Smitty, he’d been able to avoid contact with people for some time now – pretty much since his retirement from the postal service three years back. The thought of all those people, the dancing, the speeches and the schmaltz, the people watching him get his food from the buffet, the stares, the people who talked to him because they felt sorry for him, those who ignored him (and he knew there was no way they could just miss him), the church pews – No, it’s in a town hall, yes – the heat and him in a dark-coloured suit. His suit. Could he still fit into it? The thought of the detested place card on the table, the dinner-table crapping on, the clink clink clink of the spoon on the glass and the coquettish kisses – Spare me, please – his having to kiss Luna as a sign of best wishes, his having to kiss Velma, the way she did the cheek kiss twice, the thought of the people drunk and laughing. He gagged three consecutive times with two fingers entering the space of his open mouth, put his hand on his belly and swallowed the urge to purge the fish and chips he’d devoured two hours earlier. Funny how some food stays with you long after the consumption.


    So he’d lost his momentum for the procurement of the journals. What once was frantic had become simply another job that would take him out of his warm place, and he tried to keep those to a minimum at all costs.


    But never mind. He gradually made it to the computer shop just around the corner and bought himself ten legal writing pads. They carried no journals (had he heard the sales clerk correctly? Did he really say ‘you win some, you lose some’?) and though this initially jolted him, he’d remembered that his literary hero, Ignatius J Reilly, wrote his many manifestos on writing tablets. The legal pads would not only do, they’d do nicely.


    Back at his flat and five pieces of pizza later, the sun had disappeared. Darren had switched on his reading light next to his reading chair and powered through page after page of A Confederacy of Dunces. If he was going to write – and he was going to write – he had to finish the book first.

  


  
    AND THIS IS HOW GRAHAM BECAME HER MAN


    Graham was doing kitchen yoga. With both knees bent and back long, shoulders pushed down, head growing tall from the spine, Graham slowly drained the black beans from the stout in which they were cooking. Their texture was enviable: neither soft nor crunchy, but slightly springy. He bent over to check the oven, lifting one leg and focusing on his core. The tray he retrieved held one very large zucchini, sliced in half down the middle, then sliced in half again, cross-wise, the centre seeds scooped out. The vegetable came from his garden and was the size of his forearm. Graham mixed the beans with the spring onion and diced ham, legs now straight and back still straight but bent from the hips to a forty-five-degree angle. He then added the mixture to the boat of his zucchini and breathed deeply, caught his balance, and went down to open the oven again. This time, as he placed his tray on the top shelf, he lifted his other leg and straightened it. There had to be balance in kitchen yoga. When it was time to slice the feta for the final topping of his creation, he sucked his navel into his back, clenched his pelvic floor muscles and simply concentrated on his breathing.


    Kitchen yoga had become his routine since he’d discovered chronic dizziness. Because cooking was his favourite hobby, because he loved to create and nourish his body, he wanted to have some control over his balance so that the Meniere’s wouldn’t ruin his most treasured moments of the day. Of course balancing was difficult and sometimes he tipped over and threw his ingredients at the wall, but for the most part he was finding that it worked. The more he practised it, the easier it was becoming to focus on the food and not on the inner-ear imbalance disorder, inappropriately named a disease. Would he have followed this seemingly silly spiritual routine in front of an audience if his family were still living with him? Of course not. He knew the absurdity of such a performance. He was a grown man contorting his body around white goods and blenders and there was no how-to video playing for him on the bench, no yoga master demonstrating for him on the kitchen table. It was nothing more than a man and his domain, a limited body and its possibilities.


    With his dinner made, he rolled his shoulders and stretched to the ceiling and, with this final act of letting go, he fell to his right and found the bench. ‘Well that was worth it,’ he said out loud.


    In his backyard, enjoying the cool relief from the morning’s rain and the feel of his belly eight-tenths full from his Stuffed Zucchini a lá Luna, Graham thought again of Velma, how she had rung him the weekend after he’d first served Luna and Ginsberg the same extravagant meal and declared he had poisoned their daughter. ‘She’s got welts all over her face. She’ll have to miss school for at least two days.’ Turned out Luna was allergic to spring onions, along with a slew of other home-grown vegetables, which Graham came to find funny, in an ironic sort of way, because now Luna dealt with those same vegetables day in, day out at her eclectic little eatery.


    He wanted to stop hearing Velma’s voice in his ear, focus on his own moral fibre, but she just kept coming back. Must have been because of the obituary. Maybe it was a form of anxiety over their impending reunion. Maybe he just needed to get it straight in his head – their love – so he could move on.


    As the clouds, so thin they were almost transparent, travelled the sky at a noticeable speed, Graham asked the infinite space above him what it had been about their first meeting. What had made the whole thing happen? The sky held no answers for him and, though he knew he could not stare it down until it broke and spilled the beans, he was willing to try. So he stared beyond the horizon and he stared into the deep, deep opening between two small clouds and the best he could come up with was that there had been a feeling of all-too-much-in-far-too-little-time: that’s what had intoxicated him.


    ‘I’m going to tell you about my father.’ Velma’s face was lit by the grey impression of the streetlight outside his bedroom window. Perhaps because it was a shoddy part of suburban Adelaide with the sound of domestics two doors down and the occasional drag racing after midnight, or maybe because he was used to young women with bubbly personalities who had no intention of staying longer than the mid-morning train, but Graham felt she was a dangerous presence in his bed.


    ‘He simply ached for knowledge.’ She looked at Graham intensely, hoping he’d understand what she was about to say. He prepared.


    ‘We accept what we see as what we know. We know that today is yesterday’s tomorrow. My father went deeper.’ She settled back into the bed. ‘Much deeper.’


    It was only their second meeting and already she was telling stories of her family while tangled in his legs. He felt it hard to breathe yet he could hear his breath echoing over the wooden floorboards.


    ‘He dug into layers. He dirtied his hands with options. I truly believe he could have ignited lightning simply because acquiescence is a calm blue sky.’ The loquaciousness of her speech stung him so that he swelled. He felt both drawn to and trapped by her words. Her eyes were on the ceiling, her hand running through her wildly frizzy after-sex hair.


    ‘He was by far the smartest man I’d ever known, though most of my life I never knew it.’


    Already Graham knew Velma to be a storyteller of mesmeric talents. He would later find that if they had mixed the right amount of marijuana with the appropriate amount of cask red wine, maybe even hypnotic. Sometimes he could not follow her, yet still she had found a way to make him want to hold her face or stroke her cheek, kiss her eyelids, fall hopelessly and helplessly in love.


    ‘I was seven,’ she sighed. ‘I was in my pink pyjamas with the frills at the neck when I read to him a poem about the clouds and the sky and the birds singing in the trees. What if the sky was green and the clouds were yellow and there were monkeys in the trees? What would you write then, Velma?’


    Graham waited for her natural voice to return to the tones he felt he’d known all his life.


    ‘I tucked away my childish dreams of applause and embraces from this giant of a man and repeated silently that it wasn’t fair.’ Her tears began to fall then. ‘I cried like a seven-year-old in the quietest sort of way.’


    He held her body, curled like a baby. In this contained moment in time, he thought her brilliant.


    Graham had first known an affair was brewing between them when he met her at a gallery. It was a small exhibition put on by one of his university friends. They talked about postmodernism and the decline of organic aesthetics. Later, at a café, she had told him she was ready for something to kick her one way or the other, then proceeded to kick him under the table. He smelled the air around her curly brown hair and the air smelled of something sultry. It smelled of a short-lived, high-intensity, hot and steamy affair.


    Two days later she rang him up for a night of Schubert and the Symphony. She was twenty-one. He was twenty-three. What was the likelihood of them sharing an interest in classical music? He’d love to go. He loved Schubert. He played him often on his flute.


    Ave Maria. She reached for his hand because there was this moment they were sharing, floating atop violins and cellos, the sounds rushing gently over their skin: beautiful, nothing more than beautiful. They were both in black. They were single and unfettered, highly impressionable. They both smelled it.


    She kissed him at his car. Later that night, before they made love, she claimed she had just felt it in the moon. That she had understood then, there, that night, she was about to reach higher altitudes and it would be easier to breathe, and so she kissed him.


    Had they? Breathed? Since that very first kiss?


    Velma. A hint of an English accent, though she had never been to the UK. An Aries, a sign of fire. Hair unruly in fist-sized curls. She touched his face when they kissed. She blossomed nightly in his arms. She held him as he played Rosamunde on his flute.


    ‘My mother took to having affairs with the boy-man who mowed our lawn, then later with the uni student who tutored me in maths.’


    Graham felt this was leading somewhere. She was going to give something away that would explain the mystery that was Velma.


    ‘They both lasted for years.’ Her fingers stroked his penis and he was amazed at his longevity, of his not needing to fuck.


    ‘For years my father questioned truth and trust. Religion and reality. He began to pray to the deepest part of himself and talk to me as if I knew. Don’t you? Don’t you? His fingers left white streaks that turned to red on my wrists. The veins in my arms, shit, how they popped out. The veins in his eyes were even worse.’


    ‘Double shit,’ he laughed, though he immediately regretted interrupting and breaking the tension.


    ‘Don’t you, Velma? That was when I stopped understanding him. He was no more himself than I am you.’


    But now, after only two dates, Velma Frankson was becoming a part of Graham Smith and, somehow, he was becoming her man.


    ‘But that was when his eyes loved me the most.’


    Here they silenced all of the words while they made love. Slowly. And when it was over, before he had even slipped out of her, she began again.


    ‘When he locked himself away somewhere I couldn’t go and I couldn’t penetrate his pain because it was his alone …’ She trailed off, as if remembering an image and trying to make sense of it. ‘When he lost himself in losing his mind and would not let go of his grip, that’s when he needed me the most. I couldn’t carry his weight.’


    Graham didn’t know whether to feel sorry for this woman because she obviously hadn’t been able to open up to anyone like this before, or feel sorry for her because she didn’t know when to stop. But he didn’t want her to stop; he knew this. He had already worked out an excuse for his boss for the Monday morning, which was more than thirty-two hours away.


    A week and a half in and it felt as natural as being naked under water. He played the flute and she smiled. She wanted to get out of the family house and he lived alone, had a bookshelf full of psychology, theology, mythology. To Velma, he was round as the moon that she’d kissed him under that night at his car. She told him he was steady. A real man. He was strong. Fixed. To Graham, she was everything he feared. Everything he never dreamed of because he didn’t know dreams could reach that far and still not be considered nightmares. She moved in.


    Of course they had oil baths and poured them steaming while she picked out records of string quartets and threw towels over the bar heater so they would never know a moment of discomfort. Of course he cooked omelettes with vegetables from his meagre garden because of course he loved to cook and of course the sex was something neither of them could put into words.


    
      You make me sing in your sacred place more sweetly than a rose’s wing

    


    That’s as far as she ever got. She wrote it several times and showed it to him on their one-month anniversary.


    Of course he was bewitched.


    ‘Yesterday was yesterday. We sat with two slack fishing lines and the sun just level with my eyes. I was eight years old.’ They were having a picnic along the Torrens. Graham wondered what it was that made Velma think, once again, about her crazy father. With a father-complex like this, he thought, I might have a rough time of it. ‘He read William Blake to me before he turned off my bedroom light. They embraced and Mother said, not in front of the child, laughing.’ She grabbed both of his cheeks with her one hand, tightened into a listen-to-me grip. ‘You must know there was a yesterday. Before my father became unfathomable and before my mother became unfaithful and fed him pills crushed in teaspoons of sugar. Before all of that.’


    This was the first of many times he considered Velma, herself, might be crazy. This was the first of many times he questioned his love, then knew he was in a love so deep he might never surface.


    ‘If yesterday was there, Velma, because I can remember her just as she was smelling like that, her face a fiction I believed in, just as she was, then how today? How today? How today, Velma? My goddamn wrists.’ She lit a cigarette. ‘His goddamn eyes.’ As she blew smoke in perfect lines above them, she was superb. She was an ageing actress at twenty-one. When she looked off into the distance that space seemed to belong to her alone. ‘He committed suicide that same year.’


    It happened one night after they made love, and, of course, there were candles. He said to her that Schubert was very emotional. That was why his music is so touching. That he lived to a mirthful excess and to an extreme despair. He told her that Franz Schubert was deeply in love with a very young pupil of his, Countess Caroline, and that she, playing the perfect coquette, asked him why he hadn’t dedicated anything to her. He answered, ‘What would be the good of it? Everything I have ever done has been dedicated to you.’


    Velma, taking this anecdote for a promise of his love, said, ‘Let’s get married.’


    Their wedding consisted of only Graham’s father, who was descending into Alzheimer’s and wouldn’t remember the occasion two years later, and his elder brother, Darren. No family from Velma’s side and no friends, mutual or otherwise. ‘It’s about us,’ she affirmed. It was at a registry office in Adelaide.


    On their honeymoon, at a cottage in the Barossa Valley, as they lazed in the bathtub, bubbles to their necks, her toes to his ears, he was as silent as the lavender sprig which floated on suds from her to him. He was content. What did he need to say? She did all of their talking.


    ‘I gave them the chance but I knew my parents wouldn’t come to the wedding. My father was probably too busy with his million-dollar fish and my mother would never have left his side.’


    ‘Your father?’ he questioned. ‘You never told me your mum remarried.’


    ‘Remarried?’ She looked quizzically shocked. ‘She and my father have always been together. As together as they can be, I suppose, which is not very together at all.’ She was holding handfuls of bubbles, staring at them until she nonchalantly blew them into the air, as if she had never mentioned ‘suicide’ and never spoke of madness, and lies were games that only true geniuses played.


    The clouds had disappeared, leaving no vapour trails, only blue memory. Graham shook his head at the stoic sky. Bloody Velma.

  


  
    SO MUCH ENERGY IN THE BUILD-UP


    Velma looked out the small, round window of the plane. The rain that had refreshed all of Adelaide’s many open parks was now moving towards Australia’s eastern coast, and she was watching the show below. The clouds were thick and layered, many in the shape of giant anvils, and her skin went goose-pimply while looking at them in the dying evening sun. So much energy in the build-up, she thought.


    She was quietly frantic. With all of her thoughts moving this way and that, from Luna and the wedding to Ginsberg and his enigmatic wife, then all of it culminating in Graham (as usual) and still Stef, her lover; Velma felt herself experiencing hot flushes. Will this menopause never end? But she had to be thankful that, for the last eight years, she’d been able to blame her erratic emotional outbursts on hormones, if only to herself.


    She laid her head back on the seat’s headrest and closed her eyes. Inhale. Exhale. Everything’s fine, she thought. ‘Everything’s fine,’ she whispered, as if to confirm.


    Luna, her daughter, in a strapless white dress shaped like a bell: the image was persistent. And though she wanted everything for her daughter, she somehow didn’t want this.


    It had to be Graham, the bastard. His unrelenting ability to stick around. He’d branded his face onto her dreams, particularly during the crossroads of any new affair. For almost thirty years, if she was contemplating love with a man sleeping next to her, she would inevitably dream of Graham. The last occurrence had been not even a month earlier. Beautiful Stef asleep in his van, lying naked next to her. He had driven her back to her house in Fitzroy after a night of spoken word in Northcote and when they pulled into her driveway, he kissed her good night. She kissed him back. They could not stop kissing. This was their fifth official date and the third time they’d made love but this was their first sex in a semi-public place, certainly in a vehicle. They simply could not help themselves; like two teenagers swelling with raised chests in lust, they were impatient enough to do it on the front seat. Of course it was awkward, what with knobs and humps and a ceiling too low, but wasn’t the impetuosity delicious?


    Rather than dress themselves and slide open the door of Stef’s van, the two lovers simply climbed into the back and slept the night away in his makeshift bed. For Velma, far from a teenage girl swelling with raised chest in lust, the bed in the van was charming in a reckless sort of way. It made her feel young. He made her feel young. He was seventeen years her junior and a new-age hippie and though he began as a ‘project’ for her (Velma became his patron, spending a small portion of the old-money inheritance she lived on on the promise of his art), she had become unreservedly enchanted with him. She knew this sort of thing happened only once in a lifetime. Could I be falling in love?


    That night she had dreamed of Graham showing up at her doorstep and Stef answering the door in nothing but a sarong. When Velma peeked her head over Stef’s shoulder and saw her ex-husband, she was shocked. There was always that love-so-bad-it-hurts shock in her dreams (and often when she saw Graham in person).


    ‘What are you doing here?’


    ‘I thought we could talk.’


    And so as she lay in the arms of a man young enough to be her son, she dreamed of Graham and the spilling of his tears. She dreamed of sorrys and hand-holding and an understanding so touching that her sleeping heart began to ache. Eventually there was a coming together of body and soul. This was the common denominator in all of her Graham-dreams. And their reunion was passionate.


    The two planned to spend the rest of their lives tangled together in a bed with five too many pillows because they were destined to do so. And the distance they’d put between them for all of those years after Velma had left, two children in tow, only made it more romantic.


    And where was Stef in this dream? He was in the kitchen making a couscous salad, which he would present to them with fresh parsley sprigs (from Graham’s garden? Dreams do work in funny ways), as the reunited lovers lay in their afterglow.


    ‘It’s fine, babe. I always knew it would end this way,’ he told her as he dished up two small bowls and placed them on StableTables so they could eat away the hunger their love-making had caused. As he leaned over Velma she admired his arms, the hair on his chest, his earthy smell.


    Velma woke up from that dream wrapped in Stef’s arms, nuzzling the hair on his bare chest, inhaling his earthy smell, initially feeling deliriously happy. And uncertain. And afraid. And entirely distrustful. She cursed her dream self for not putting Stef above her ex, with whom she’d been there done that. She knew she and Graham would always be connected but that didn’t excuse his presence when all she wanted was to awaken to a stuffy heat and Stef’s morning breath and, possibly, another round of van sex as the day began around them.


    You are allowed to want Graham, she told herself, but only in your dreams. She looked at Stef, so peaceful and wild and new to her. She wanted to love him. Always bloody Graham, she cursed.


    And so it was now. Graham was the reason Velma couldn’t be happy for Luna. If it couldn’t work for Velma, why should it work for her daughter? Selfish! she chastised herself.


    ‘May I have a water, please?’ Velma looked at the flight attendant desperately. She was so thirsty and so, so tired, and if she was feeling this way, how would poor Luna be feeling? She’d be hiding it from the world, she thought. She is her father’s daughter. She reached into her bag and pulled from it a delicate lilac fan. It was one of three she had brought with her on this journey. She was expecting excessive heat and inopportune flushes and she would be right. She snapped it open and began the rapid back and forth action.


    Velma wanted to believe that Luna needed her now like never before. That Luna wasn’t happy and needed her mother to be real and to tell her it would be OK if she called the wedding off. That the guests wouldn’t be upset: that they’d be delighted with such high-quality gossip. That she had to do what was right for her because sometimes two people grew together side by side but too many times they parted. And that if it was real love, then it would be a bad parting, and that it was OK. That there would be tears, words, claws. Serious considerations of ropes and knives.


    But she couldn’t tell her daughter these things because she truly did try her hardest not to be the kind of mother who forced her own failures and disappointments onto her children. The question was could she forgive herself for not having said something when the marriage eventually fell in a heap on the kitchen floor? And Luna wouldn’t be any good at cleaning up her own mess as she’d never been handy with dust pans or mops.


    It was always back to Graham. Because of Graham, Velma feared Luna’s interpretation of love. She was sure it had to be misguided and mistaken. How could it be any other way with Velma and Graham as role models?


    ‘She cannot make this work,’ she said to the clouds below her. They were small and intermittent now that she was getting closer to the clearing Adelaide sky. But what if she does?


    Another flush. The aeroplane had become stifling, even with the vent blowing on her hair. What if Luna’s marriage turned out to be harmonious and she and Mark actually succeeded? What if they had babies and raised their children together? Could Velma handle that? Oh, how jealous she’d be!


    At least she knew Ginsberg’s marriage wouldn’t be successful. She calmed, finding a twisted sense of security in the thought.


    He will break that girl’s heart, she thought. And so Velma planned to make it her mission at the wedding to become Kate’s new best friend, knowing that the motherless child would need support when the relationship was ending. He will hurt her horribly and that will infuriate her for the rest of her life because she had loved him and he hadn’t been able to love her as she needed him to and she will be obsessed with him because he hurt her and because he infuriates her and she will always, always dream of him. Yet Velma was feeling proud of her son for his future heeding of his own natural instinct. In fact she could not wait to see the newlyweds. To embrace them and welcome them, to show them her support. She found that by accepting their inevitable separation, she could much more readily accept their present union. Besides, it would show Graham how well she could handle herself in such a hopeless situation; he always thought her so melodramatic and doomsdayish. She stopped herself from thinking such thoughts. ‘Always bloody Graham,’ she muttered and the plane began its descent.

  


  
    2. Missed conversations

  


  
    BECAUSE LIFE TAKES US ON THESE JOURNEYS AND SOMETIMES, ON PURPOSE, WE MAKE A WRONG TURN


    He’d driven the Melbourne to Adelaide highways so many times before he knew when to anticipate the signs of nearing towns – Ararat, Dimboola, Tintinara – and always with him his trusty companion: his golden Ford, Marge.


    At thirty-one years of age, Marge the Barge was four years younger than Ginsberg and so they related on a temporal level. They’d met when he was twenty, through the classified ads. She was cheap and reliable: two things he was looking for in a car. Theirs was a love affair of the open road. Adelaide to Darwin; to Byron Bay; to the Tamworth Country Music Festival; to the Sydney Gay and Lesbian Mardi Gras; to Uluru and Kata Tjuta; to Ararat, Dimboola and Tintinara.


    They were swingers for a year; somebody named Barb drove Marge around Australia while Ginsberg drove Barb’s car (nicknamed Fanny May the Gender Fender Bender) around British Columbia. That was the year he did a teacher’s exchange in a forested town called Vanderhoof, nestled at the bottom of a hill between the great Canadian Rockies and the vast Coastal Mountains. A river was his own backyard and men invited him to lakes for ice fishing. He joined a fledgling curling team and a women’s book club. He hiked a lot and saw moose and bears. He began using the word ‘neat’. He met Kate, who was now occupying the passenger seat of Large Marge the Rolling Barge.


    Kate had been only seventeen when Ginsberg met her. She was his student and, as students went, she was conscientious and liked to explore ideas. He saw her as exuberant and creative, but quiet, awkward. Utterly seventeen. Ginsberg thought in a nutshell she was serious and dreamy and usually gave her high marks for expressing herself so uniquely in personal essays.


    When Ginsberg was her teacher, she was a Mennonite. Not the kind who wore long dresses and floppy bonnets and flirted with boys who wore fitted trousers and dark shoes. Kate dressed like the non-Mennonite girls, as many young Mennonites did. She wore jeans and sweatshirts in the winter and sandals in the summer. And she dated the Mennonite boys who dressed like non-Mennonites. She went on dates in groups, with other Mennonites, who all dressed like non-Mennonites. But, like the hugely devout Mennonite children who did have their own peculiar dress, she went to Sunday sermons and prayed for peace, showed respect to her parents, fought urges to explore sex. Hers was a fairly strict upbringing, centred on family, church and community aid. On the outside she was a good Mennonite (though she sometimes swore), but on the inside, she struggled.


    When Ginsberg told his students to get out some paper and write down a question, Kate wrote, What’s it all about?


    When Ginsberg told his students they had one minute to answer the question, Kate wrote,


    
      If Menno was so righteous, why are we banished to this frostbitten country? I want to be warm. I want to swim in the ocean and bake in the sun. I want to move south. Very south. I don’t trust Menno. I want to trust something. I think trusting something must be what it’s all about.

    


    Homework that week was to write a personal essay, expanding upon the answer.


    ‘I liked what you wrote, Kate.’


    That Wednesday, students were pushing each other out the door, hurrying for their lockers and lunch. Kate stopped in the bumbling flow and walked back to his desk. The sun shone directly on them. He took note of her warmth.


    ‘You expressed some pretty tricky issues with careful consideration.’ Ginsberg was born to be an English teacher.


    ‘Shouldn’t all spiritual questions be considered carefully?’


    Ginsberg smiled at the mixture of maturity and youthfulness. ‘You’re quite right,’ he said. This girl is going to go places.


    ‘Your mind is very open, you know. You’re a very lucky person to have such an open mind,’ he told her. Like the observant and caring teacher he was, he was excited about her possibilities.


    Marge pulled into the right lane and Ginsberg stepped on her accelerator. She reluctantly revved. Kate yelled, ‘Whewwww!’ and stomped her feet, playfully mocking the gradual pass. Ginsberg said, ‘That’s OK, baby,’ patting the dash. ‘Daddy loves you.’ And they laughed together. Horsham, thirteen Ks.


    When Kate had shown up outside Ginsberg’s school in St Kilda four years later, the guilt she’d borne through her adolescent years, brought on by her father and the Prophet Menno Simons, no longer lingered in her every breath. She was free from a way of life that she’d never understood but she had lost her family because of it.


    ‘It was awful.’ She didn’t cry. She didn’t even seem sad. Seven months after the fact and she was still incredulous. ‘My father was furious. Mom understood, though. She said she sometimes thought of leaving. But you could tell she was nervous when she told me that.’


    They were sitting on his balcony, having pre-barbie cheese and crackers. He had invited her to stay with him a few days so he could introduce her to his favourite bits of Melbourne.


    ‘Then she said she was where she was supposed to be and that was the end. She never talked about it again.’


    ‘What about your sister?’ he asked, completely engulfed in her other world.


    ‘She was mad at me. Initially. Then she was sad. She cried a lot the day I left.’ Kate almost trailed off. ‘She hugged me for the longest time.’


    The springtime sun preparing its descent was warm upon their faces. Cars drove by below and Ginsberg and Kate felt very private among the hustle of traffic. They had etched out their own space in St Kilda’s east.


    ‘But I know I made the right decision,’ she said. ‘You helped me make that decision.’


    Her smile was bold. Her warmth was familiar. Ginsberg smiled back, yet again thinking about the mixture of maturity and youthfulness. She was nearly twenty-two now and Ginsberg thought she was fantastic. He thought perhaps it was a strange situation: a teacher and a former student, sharing secrets and alcohol. But different time, different country, both adults, done.


    Over satay chicken drumsticks and yellow ears of corn, Kate told him all the frustrating things about her family and a few of the things she missed. He told her why his family frustrated him and that it was funny, but he didn’t usually miss them.


    ‘Maybe it’s because Adelaide’s only a nine-hour drive?’ he said. ‘And Velma’s just a few train stops away?’


    ‘And you can see them whenever you want,’ she said.


    When they climbed the stairs to the roof and looked at the neighbouring flats, cosy in the chilled dusk, she told him it was weird being born into a religion and he told her it was weird never having known what religion felt like. Back in his living room, Buena Vista Social Club, cups of tea and bickies, she told him it was hard being different, that when you’re a kid you just want to be like everyone else, that she’d always hated being a Mennonite because having an identity she never felt up to had nearly crushed her. He told her he knew. That sometimes, for those very same reasons, Ginsberg hated being gay.


    Marge pulled over in Nhill; she badly needed a rest. She was becoming increasingly hot and bothered and had started to make herself heard. Ginsberg and Kate had a picnic lunch under the shade of a tall gum. They both ate curry pies.


    ‘Let’s swing,’ she said.


    ‘I was going to suggest we slide,’ he said.


    ‘Even better.’


    And they ran to the slide, working off the road, while Marge hissed alone.


    A few days turned into weeks and later into months. Kate made the spare room her own, staying much longer than either of them had planned. The first school holidays found him showing her the eastern Victorian coast. When the next school holidays rolled around, he showed her the Red Centre. Ginsberg, Kate and Large Marge. They made a handsome threesome. But the two of them – Ginsberg and Kate, Kate and Ginsberg – they made a lovely pair.


    The reformed Mennonite and the inhibited homosexual, as they named themselves one particularly drunken and festive night. They watched old movies, curled up in blankets. They went to the beach at sundown. They met for drinks with numerous friends on Fridays after work. They cooked one another dinner.


    Neither had ever had a closer friend. Neither had ever felt so much at home.


    ‘I want to stop working at the chiropractor,’ she said. ‘I’m sick of answering phones. It does nothing for my mind or my body. It’s no good all around.’


    They were at lunch. It consisted of a patio table and a bowl of wedges. Neither was particularly hungry because they had shared a large popcorn at the cinematheque. There was a Fellini fest on and they’d just seen Satyricon, their third Fellini flick in as many days.


    ‘What will you do?’ Ginsberg asked, washing down a thick potato wedge with a tall glass of Boag’s.


    ‘I don’t know. I just know I want to stay in Melbourne.’


    ‘You don’t want to go back to Canada?’ he asked, surprised. He thought the landscape in Canada was far superior to Australia’s, though she’d argued it wasn’t when they watched the sun rise at Uluru. He thought about leaving a country for good. Then it made sense. What was a country? What was home?


    ‘Definitely not. Too cold. I like it here.’


    ‘How will you stay?’


    ‘Don’t know. Haven’t worked that out yet.’ Kate shaded her eyes and wiped a stray strand of brown hair away from her freckled face.


    Ginsberg watched a few people walk by. A woman with two shopping bags. An overweight man with a shocking sense of fashion. A couple with a dog.


    ‘I’ll marry you,’ he told her.


    Kate laughed. ‘That would be interesting. An inhibited homosexual and a reformed Mennonite. What would the neighbours say?’ She laughed and drank her Coke.


    ‘I’m serious,’ he said.


    She looked at him sideways, Are you crazy? radiating from her eyes.


    ‘I’m serious!’ He playfully slapped her bare arm. ‘It’s just a piece of paper. My parents can even attest to that.’


    And so it was agreed.


    Kaniva, almost to Bordertown. Ginsberg reminded himself that he was not crazy. He looked at Kate looking out her window, feet propped up on the dash. She saw shades of brown, gold and barely green in the landscape and she thought that it was beautiful. That she had to be the luckiest girl in the world. Ginsberg smiled at Kate but to himself. He thought she was beautiful. That he had to be the luckiest man in the world. Speed limit 100.


    After Kate had returned to Canada as part of the deal with her fiancée visa, Ginsberg began feeling flat and despondent. There was suddenly too much space in his life. He missed Kate when he brushed his teeth in the morning. He had trouble reading at night because his mind would wander to memories of her. He felt lonely; sometimes he cried. Was he falling in love? With Kate? With a woman? An ex-student? With Kate? Kate. She was all he could think of.


    Sure enough, when she returned to Australia and he met her at the airport, he felt like he could finally exhale, the relief was so enormous. He did love her. And the hug confirmed it.


    ‘Kate,’ he held her cheeks. She was still beaming, unaware of the gravity of the situation. ‘I’m in love with you.’


    Unreal. The shock was unreal. Then he kissed her. He’d never kissed like that before. His tongue had never been more patient. He was passionate yet calm, as if he knew this was how it would be, forever, after this moment.


    ‘Well good,’ she said, ‘because we’re getting married!’ She was light as ever. The most positive influence in his life.


    That night they made love. It was a first for Ginsberg (with a woman) and it was a first for Kate (with someone she might love). It was occasionally physically unpleasant for Kate, Ginsberg being an unusually well endowed man, which made it entirely awkward for Ginsberg, so it wasn’t that good. But it was highly spiritual. It was as if they had both found their own private religions after all these years: they worshipped each other. Ginsberg assumed the physical side to the sex would get better as Kate adapted to his girth. That with their emotional intuitiveness they would be able to reach simultaneous orgasm, choirs of angels singing their praise. It would take many rehearsals before that would happen.


    Large Marge vibrated gently, purred reliably and smelled like the dirt beneath the thinning grass on the road’s scraggily shoulder. They had just passed the sign for Murray Bridge. They were so close now Ginsberg was already seeing them going down the long hill and exiting the freeway to the city. It had been years since he’d been in Adelaide. Sometime between his return from Canada and Kate’s first arrival in Australia. Probably four years. Yes, four years. And Old Marge had been there then, just as she was here with him now. He tapped her steering wheel, looking for support. He was suddenly very nervous. Kate was sleeping. Mount Barker. He needed a wee. He coughed and fiddled with his penis. His clothes started to feel clingy.


    He thought of his Uncle Smitty. They had never really been that close yet he was the first relative Ginsberg had come out to all those years ago. At the time he was convinced that Uncle Smitty was gay, like him, so maybe he could offer some words of wisdom. But Uncle Smitty wasn’t gay. Ginsberg was now convinced that his uncle was simply (simply?) asexual.


    ‘I’m gay,’ he’d told him with two pints of the oddest coloured yellow beer between them. His Uncle Smitty had no words of wisdom on offer, in fact he had very little words at all. It was a comfort Ginsberg hadn’t prepared for.


    It is silence we need to hear when we’re most frightened of words. It is silence, in the end, that we tend to hear above all other noise. Uncle Smitty’s silence spoke to Ginsberg’s confidence: Go on, say it. Say whatever you want here in this room. It allowed him space to prepare to tell the rest of his family, who would be anything but silent.


    So maybe that’s why his uncle was the first person he’d told that he was in love with Kate, that the marriage was more than an immigration hoax. ‘I really do love her,’ he’d said, over the phone, and he could hear Uncle Smitty drink from his beer, shift his heavy bulk and drink from his beer again, just as he had done all those years ago, when he’d first come out. And it was enough.


    Ginsberg knew there’d be very little silence and far too much talk with his immediate family but what choice had he? Velma first, then his sister and his dad, and so everyone knew that he was a gay man in love with his wife. Of course there were exasperations and exclamations over the phone line in all three conversations but in the end Ginsberg had a feeling his family thought it mere telephone talk, that there couldn’t be much truth to anything he said if they couldn’t see his heart pouring out of his own two eyes. Had they actually laughed at him, as if nothing he said was real? But this, this was real. The tyres of a relentlessly faithful yet overtired Marge rolling over the streets of his childhood was real. Kate asleep in the passenger seat – she was real. Coming out to his family had been one thing; half-arsedly jumping back in to his family over the phone had been another; but seeing them again, with real, living, breathing proof of his love – that was an entirely different matter.

  


  
    IF ONLY THEY’D GET OVER IT


    She longed to see her daughter but was always overly aware of the complexities involved. Nothing had ever been simple with them and certainly during these pre-wedding days her presence wouldn’t lighten Luna’s hefty load. This pained Velma, deeply. There wasn’t a single day that had passed since Velma had taken Luna away from her father that their relationship didn’t pain her, and today was blaringly heightened. A mother should be there for her daughter in the moments leading up to her wedding, but that was hypocritical of Velma and, deep down, she knew it.


    She herself hadn’t told her own mother about her impending wedding to Graham. She’d simply called her mother in Port Lincoln three months after the fact to tell her she was pregnant. By Graham. Her husband. Who neither her mother nor her father had met. But in Velma’s closed and skewed world she assumed her mother wouldn’t have cared. She assumed her mother was tragically numb from living so long with her absent – both emotionally and physically – husband that she didn’t even care if the sky was falling on their house with bay views, let alone want to be reminded of how happy two young newlyweds could be. Velma had got it so wrong.


    Her mother had cried for a good forty minutes after Velma had hung up the phone. And then cried some more after she’d served her husband the Sunday roast lamb and told him the happy news. And then again, even longer, when she had lain down in bed, acutely aware of her husband’s snores and of the ease with which he fell asleep. She stayed up for hours that night listening to his grunts and snuffles, wondering how a mother and daughter could drift so far apart.


    But Velma always felt she’d meant more to Luna than her own mother had to her. It seemed she’d spent most of her teenage years trying to figure out a way to leave her parents, leave Port Lincoln, leave their bourgeois life (a life as bourgeois as any could be in a South Australian country town). Even she understood it was bizarre that she felt it so ridiculously unfair when a teenaged Luna actually did leave and moved back in with Graham. Even after Velma and Ginsberg had moved to Melbourne without Luna and settled into their small Richmond home and Velma had prepared a ‘guest’ room for her daughter’s visits, she still felt she’d meant more to Luna than her own mother had to her. Whatever hold she had on Luna was yet to be determined by either Velma or her daughter because Velma was delusional in thinking that Luna didn’t know her own mind and Luna was holding strong to some pubescent misconstruction that Velma didn’t love her enough. It was a case of two very strong headed women denying what had been there for the taking: love.


    The rains from the day before had certainly cooled the air but the temperature was still in the thirties and this was already autumn. Still, Velma dressed in several long if flimsy layers. She would sweat and her clothes would cling, but the flab on her upper arms would not shake and sway for all to see. She gave herself a half-turn in the mirror, examining the spread of her ample bottom from behind. What is there to do? What she hated most about ageing was losing the firmness of her body. The bum, the flabby arms, the sunken breasts, the skin under her chin. That Stef could find her attractive, sexy even, boggled her to no end. But he will leave, she told herself.


    The Central Market was one of the things about Adelaide she sorely missed. Before there was Melbourne there had been weekly outings to the Central Market. And before she even began to fill her basket with the first weighty slab of blue-vein cheese or bunch of Riverland black grapes, she’d get herself a coffee and watch people of every race shop for their local produce. A fifth of her early poems were about food and the senses, and she owed her first and only collection to the far left table at Zapata’s (and Graham, but then it was always back to him in the end, wasn’t it?).


    Adelaide isn’t such a small place. There are over a million people living within the compact skyline below the hills made of fruit and wine and in sniffing distance on a downwind day from the beach, so why does everyone poke fun at it, call it a ‘big country town’? The people of Adelaide will tell you that it is because, when out and about, one will inevitably run into a friend, a workmate, an acquaintance from somewhere who just can’t be placed, so it was no surprise at all that, as she walked through Chinatown, fanning herself with nothing less than her Chinese fan, Velma saw in one of the windows of a small Chinese restaurant, bringing a dripping dumpling to his mouth, a man she’d almost slept with.


    She knew it was him. More than thirty years later and she’d recognise him anywhere, because how could she forget the man she almost slept with while still married to Graham? She even remembers the fight she and Graham had had the night before she met Clayton. Clayton. The name came back to her as if it had never left. So odd how the memory works.


    In her see-through thin full-length pale pink cotton nightgown, looking as maternal as ever, though scrumptiously so, Velma screamed, ‘I need passion!’ It was the ungodly hour of nearly-midnight. The children were in bed. Graham lay with an open book, The Scarlet Pimpernel somehow more intriguing than his wife’s still-young body.


    Velma shook, a pent-up rage releasing like a broken dam. Graham looked at her, towering above their bed like Medusa, with hair long and significantly frizzed from an intense session of hair brushing, her face gone red. Hadn’t they just had sex the night before? This was the woman he’d fallen in love with so he was not surprised by her behaviour, yet still, there was always the initial shock when she raised her voice.


    ‘Aside from a lactating nappy-changer, I have no idea who I am any more and I damned well don’t like my prospects.’


    And it was not that she didn’t love her children or love the idea of being a wife and a mother, it’s that she could not do the selfless bit. Her imagined life of childrearing never eliminated the passion, the poetry, the symphonies, the travelling – she had imagined she could have every little bit of life that her mother had forsaken to raise her. But reality was a bitter tablet bubbling away in the glass of water on her bedside table next to the love poems of Christina Rossetti and she did not want to become her mother. Even worse, she damn well had better not have married her own father.


    What was Graham to say? What could he possibly say to soothe her in this state?


    ‘Say something!’


    What was he to say? What could he ever say to Velma?


    ‘Do something!’


    Graham placed his bookmark in his book and put the book down. He said nothing. Velma put the fear in him when she acted like this. When once that fear fascinated him, now it had become somewhat tiresome. At the same time he wanted to laugh, and in another way he wanted to comfort her. Smooth down her wild mane and let her curl her body into his while he reminded her that he loved her madly. Rather than let out any sort of sound that would give his conflicting reactions away and cause his wife more distress, he remained silent. It often seemed to be his best option. So she started to blubber. Allout breath catches and indiscreet mucus trails; a toddler falling hard and bleeding profusely; a teenager with her first broken heart.


    ‘Why don’t you let me look after the children tomorrow?’ Graham was always practical. ‘You get away for a while.’


    Velma, however, was always dramatic. So the next morning, having left a large stash of formula for Ginsberg, Velma set out for not just a couple of hours or even half a day – she left at nine-thirty in the morning and wouldn’t return until after seven.


    Velma stared into the window of the Chinese restaurant, which showed her own reflection standing there, staring at Clayton. So many years ago, when her life had only begun its most effective downward swirl, she’d written his name into her journal so she’d never forget it: Clayton Diggs. How could one ever forget such a name?


    She’d met him at an outdoor café on Rundle Street, not far from where Luna’s restaurant now stood. It was a brisk spring morning and they were both drinking coffee. Velma was writing in her journal, though it was not the type of writing she had planned for the day. She wanted poetic escape yet she wrote about the demands of her children. She looked up every now and again in frustration and to sniff away anticipated tears. Clayton was perusing various books and brochures and jotting down notes in a small yellow notebook. There had been two significant eye-lockings by the time he approached her cluttered table.


    ‘Do you live here?’


    ‘If I didn’t live here, I wouldn’t be here.’ She smiled.


    ‘You don’t want to send me bad vibes on my first day in Adelaide, do you?’


    Clayton was very hippie-like, claiming he was Canadian, though Velma would soon discover he was American, a legitimate draft-dodger who feigned shocking eyesight.


    ‘Sorry, no. Please, sit. Join me.’


    They talked about travel and politics and Velma prepared him for a very small literary scene if he was so inclined. After two more coffees Clayton had persuaded her to show him parts of what was about to become his new city. Apparently that day had made an impression because here he still was, decades older yet so much the young man she remembered him to be, still in Adelaide, eating dumplings.


    During their sight-seeing day together he didn’t question Velma’s occasional nips to a toilet or the length of time she spent in there as she manually milked herself half-dry; and she didn’t tell him she had a growing baby boy at home, no doubt missing his mother’s breasts. Though it weighed heavy on her mind, it was inconsequential to her ‘day off’.


    ‘I’d almost forgotten how big Adelaide really is,’ she had said when they finally rested and looked hungrily over two dinner menus. Ginsberg would have been having his last bottle now before Graham put him to bed. She hoped as much, anyway. She had to trust that, just for one day, life in their house could go on without her.


    ‘I dig it. I want to go to the beach tomorrow.’ He offered her a cigarette, which she took, and she savoured the taking – Graham had refused her cigarettes in the house. ‘You want to take me to your favourite swimming spot tomorrow?’


    Velma considered the consequences of an affair. As far as she was concerned, it could be a one-off occurrence, imperative for her survival. She could lose herself in a stranger she’d never have to see again, and wouldn’t it be her lovely little secret. I’ll be better for it, she’d told herself as she perused the menu. But then this was Adelaide. She’d never be able to escape the city streets. When she felt the letdown in her breasts she suddenly ached for Ginsberg’s suck, for his tiny fingers reaching for her eyes then settling on her own finger as she looked lovingly down onto his fragile little face. ‘I’m so sorry, Clayton. I want nothing more than to sleep with you tonight but I have a husband and two small children and really,’ she fumbled for her bag in a perfect panic, ‘I must go now.’


    She walked out of the restaurant in a determined rush, leaving Clayton to wonder just what had happened. Had he mentioned sex? So then no beach tomorrow?


    Clayton looked up from his dumpling, briefly catching her eye as she lifted her hand in a nostalgically romantic way, then looked back down and picked up his next dumpling with two chopsticks. Velma realised he hadn’t recognised her at all. Again, she saw her reflection in the glass. She wasn’t the woman Clayton had met on Rundle Street during the time of war and milk-filled breasts. She was old. And getting older. Eventually she turned back towards the Market and found an empty table at Zapata’s. She wrote a poem about Clayton Diggs, about what their affair could have been, and when she finished her coffee she found her way to the mushroom stall. She was drawn to it as if it had been programmed into her very steps. She loved the consistency of this stall, having frequented it so many times in her long life, and the fact that it still remained in the exact same spot was like a welcome home. Aside from good old Tessa, welcome homes were few and far between.


    And how big were the portabellas?! Oh, what Graham could do with a giant portabella. For a fleeting moment she contemplated buying Graham a paper bag of the mushrooms so he could cook them a lovely roasted snack for an afternoon tea, but then she remembered he’d said he would see her at the wedding. That translated as, ‘None of your surprise visits, thank you very much.’ As if he wanted to see her even less than she imagined Luna did. Come now, she thought. Surely he’s just being stubborn and doesn’t really know his mind. And this is what Velma loved to fall back on: nobody knew what he or she really wanted. If that bastard Clayton Diggs had only recognised her he would’ve realised how much he’d wanted to beckon her inside, how much he’d wanted to pull out a chair next to him and share one of his dumplings and tell her that he still sometimes thought about the time they almost made love. And if Luna had only invited her to the hen’s night, if Graham had only told her he wanted to feed her dinner as soon as she arrived, if Ginsberg had only offered her a place in his car in the front seat while Kate sat in the back for the Melbourne to Adelaide journey (though she would have refused to sit in a vehicle so old and foul anyway), if everyone would only get their shit together and get over it once and for all wouldn’t they see that life could just be so exaggerated, that the grand plan must be for them to live in harmony? But really, how could she submit to that? Velma loved the drama and the strife. She savoured hot tears and words and actions one could never, ever retract.


    She bought three portabellas anyway. She’d donate them to Tessa’s refrigerator and tomorrow she’d cook them with free-range eggs. At least Tess and Tim appreciated her.

  


  
    LIKE A BABY HE WILL WAKE TO FIND HIMSELF ALONE


    Graham curled into himself, foetal-wise, which was highly unusual as he wasn’t a man who commonly sought solace. The noise in his ear was building to impossible and he was sure he was going to have an attack within the next few days. The possibility of it being today made him feel hopeless and frightened the living hell out of him, and so he lingered in his bed long after what one would consider a reasonable time to rise. And though he found the foetal position pathetic, he could not move. Does anyone ever die in this position? He questioned why dying people were always lying prostrate, at least in the movies or on television and in the imaginations of those who read As I Lay Dying, for instance, or The Death of Ivan Ilyich. If he died now, like a baby in his cot, would anyone mention it as odd? Would it leave him eternally etched in the minds of the living as tiny and simple?


    His mother was prostrate when she died. Graham was eleven. She’d had breast cancer. It had spread everywhere, lurking not only in the breasts that had been cut out. It had forced its way into her lungs and into her bones and it had ended with her liver. In the hospital bed, she’d seemed so tired. As if she’d been defeated and had given in to a long and restful sleep at last and, finally, felt no guilt for leaving behind two children and a husband. She was prostrate when she died.


    Death, at eleven, had been all encompassing. It lived with him, helped him to breathe. It took months to shake off death’s insidious grip and even years later he sometimes felt its cool temperature on his shoulder, as if it were a hand trying to offer comfort, unaware that it scared him and brought back nightmares he’d thought he had safely packed away. Times like those, Graham was convinced that once you’ve known death, you’re never far from it.


    Graham floated above his body and saw it coiled in the large bed, then imagined his family on either side. He thought about his eulogy. Who would write it? Maybe he’d have to write that too.


    Everyone seemed a stranger after his mother had died. His father and brother, familiar faces, but it felt as though he didn’t really know them. In fact he had become convinced that the only person he ever really knew, ever really could know, was his mother. And so on the day she died, Graham died a little too.


    ‘How ya goin’, mate?’ Graham’s dad looked off into the distance at the golden grass that moved in the breeze. He squinted his eyes so the shining light did not blind him. Graham didn’t know how to answer ‘how he was goin’’.


    ‘I know it’s rough, mate. We just got to get through this. Together.’ He nodded his head once, definitively.


    Father and son lingered a while, silently, unable to move forward. Graham saw Darren seated in a V-shaped space between the limbs of an old gumtree. He wondered how he had climbed so high. He wondered if he would ever come down.


    ‘OK,’ Graham said, and they lingered a while longer still.


    But it wasn’t OK. They didn’t get through it together. They were now a family of one man and two boys, each pretending to be more ‘man’ than even his father was. They were strangers. Now more than ever before. It was as if his mother was the person who had brought them all together and had made them a family and, now that she was gone, gone was the family. None of them was equipped to deal with nurturing and sharing emotions; that had always been Graham’s mother’s job too. Instead they stole glances at one another, looking away if eyes met for even a second. They began conversations by addressing the person to whom they were talking, and could not continue.


    ‘Dad?’ This memory took place in their backyard, just after sunset on an autumn night. Graham remembered waiting for his father’s acknowledgment and the evening’s late chill.


    ‘Yes, Graham.’ He beckoned, without any real encouragement. His eyes remained on the mauve line drawn from a jet plane. There’d been a lot of staring off into the distance since his mum died. Graham looked at the line as well. He had forgotten what he wanted to say, or wasn’t sure whether he had had anything at all to say. So in the silence there were two men. One still a boy but growing up far too fast; the other longing to return to the time when he had been a boy. They were bundled in their own loss, twisted in their own confusion, unable to come together. They let the words rest.


    In the bedroom he’d shared with his brother, the boys lay reading. Pretending to read. It was how they spent their time together these days – by remaining separate.


    ‘Darren?’ Graham took Darren’s silence as a push to resume so he geared up to ask the biggest question of his life, about Mum and Cancer and Death and Puberty and Books and Religion, but when he opened his mouth, nothing came out. Graham remembered feeling like it wasn’t so important anyway and, by morning, he couldn’t remember what it was he had wanted to ask his brother.


    Years later, both brothers would think it a shame that they failed to help one another through their mother’s death. But they were only boys. At the best of times they were awkward.


    At the funeral, everyone wanted to touch Graham or squat down to his level. Graham tried not to look them in the eye because that would imply they might be important to him and nobody, nobody but his dead mother was of any real importance. His father and his brother were sort of important, but nobody, nobody could match his mum.


    On that day Graham Smith welcomed isolation into his life and, just as the memory of his love for his mother had never strayed, so that feeling of isolation remained until this day. And what favours had it done for him? It drove his wife away, kept his children at arm’s length, denied his brother one solid body to walk beside him in this cruel world and allowed his father to die in a home.


    His father’s death was different. Where he stood alone but beside his mother on the day she died, he stood alone and apart from his father at the hour of his death. So now he asked himself why that had been. What had kept him so detached from his father?


    Darren was there, and the brothers stood next to one another. Was it for appearances? Something proper in the etiquette of funerals? Graham wondered if maybe their proximity meant they were attempting to share their loss, however isolated they felt. That by standing next to one another they were acknowledging their love for their father, their memory of their mother’s funeral fifteen years earlier, and the eerie notion that this was it: their family had dwindled down to two grown men, two grown brothers, two grown orphans, and which one would be next?


    Can anyone ever really know a man? The question was perplexing and, thinking of his children, painful. Graham didn’t want to die like his father. He wanted to die knowing he had passed his knowledge on so that not only would his son and daughter know how to live a happier life, they would know too that their father had wanted that for them above all else and that he had tried to live the best life he could. In this vulnerable position, rounded at the back and knees, Graham feared he had failed.


    He wasn’t prone to bouts of tears but the thought of the oncoming attack had made him defenceless and this self-examination was bringing out all sorts of emotions he hadn’t quite prepared himself for. Luna. Luna loved him. She’d chosen him; didn’t that prove something? And Ginsberg, he knew, loved him because Ginsberg was that kind of person. He loved everyone he’d ever come in contact with. But like …?


    The phone rang and he let the answering machine sound off in the distant hallway. He heard a faint voice. Someone female. He let the female voice talk. It seemed like she talked for a very long time. He heard the beep beep beep and then the silence of his surroundings. He curled tighter into himself.


    Perhaps it had been Luna, and he shut his eyes tightly and began to sob aloud. This was not something he was proud of and he hated the sound of his sorrow, but how does a single man stop the flooding of a great dam? His daughter was grown, had been for a while, and soon she’d have a family of her own. The superfluousness of a father never seemed greater to him than now that his daughter was taking a husband.


    The bed felt forever on a lean and Graham clung to the sheets, afraid that if he lost his grip he would fall to the floor. Eventually he fell back to sleep and began to dream that he was on a boat and it was going to sink and there was Velma telling him to grab her hand (she was always in his dreams, had been since the day she left), but he couldn’t grab it, he couldn’t let go of the post he was holding onto because he couldn’t trust that she could hold him, she was only a woman trying to appear large but she was only a woman and Graham was so much bigger, he would take her down with him if he let himself hold onto her and he’d already done something like that a long, long time ago, how much could one person stand? And then he fell, into the ocean, and it was a hard fall, the slap of the cold sea and the finality of death. He wanted to see Velma one more time; his children, what were their dreams? And then he woke, still on his bed and clutching the sheets, his knuckles as white as his sweating and tear-streaked face. Velma was gone – she’d left long ago and there would not be any turning back for those faraway lovers. Too much water under the bridge, the boat, the bed on which he rocked, just simply too much water. But their children.


    They don’t know what my dreams are. I don’t know theirs. This confounded him. Stressed him out to new levels and made him feel shaky. And so he thought the seemingly unthinkable: It mightn’t be too late …


    With the thought hanging like its ellipsis, Graham said it definitively, ‘It’s not too late,’ and rose to greet the afternoon.


    ‘Milk,’ he said aloud like some army sergeant searching for a shopping bag. And eggs for an apricot cake, he affirmed with a nod of his head. Shit, because the nod made him dizzy. He pulled on the first pair of shorts he took out of his drawer and some random collared shirt hanging in the wardrobe. He found the sandals that waited for him at the front door and put them on with great effort, leaning against the wall. Too impatient to feel the sun on his skin and get out of this existential funk, he skipped breakfast (or brunch, even lunch?) and did not think about brushing his teeth. He bolted out the door, a tenner in his pocket.


    His neighbour, Sharon, was hand-watering her flowers.


    ‘How are those websites going?’


    ‘Just taking a break from a new one I started on yesterday. I thought if I left it for a bit, it just might build itself.’


    ‘One can only hope. Corporate webpage?’


    ‘It’s for a writer, actually.’


    ‘Bloody writers. Tough clients.’


    ‘Oh, they’re pussycats, for the most part. Some have pretty sharp claws though.’


    Graham checked his fingernails and Sharon laughed. ‘Not you, Graham. I’d never in a million years believe you’d even scratch.’


    Graham thought Sharon’s features were as fresh as the pansies she was watering. And her personality, always so welcoming, like a sun shower or the sighting of a rosella in the branches of a tree. They had a good relationship. They were good neighbours, even friends. They’d shared the odd cup of tea, the odd cake; he knew some of the plotlines that had developed in her life. He kept his own more guarded.


    ‘Trying to keep the old yard healthy, are you?’


    ‘Shower water.’ She smiled.


    ‘I’m the same. We’re such adaptable beings.’ He smiled back, stopping to rest his hand on her low fence. ‘I imagine our flora will adapt to the drought as well. We’ll be eating carrots and broccoli that have thrived on soapy water and our bodies will adjust and thrive as well.’ He looked around her small but vibrant front yard. Lavender bushes lined the side adjacent to his place while a small patch of pansies and forget-me-nots worked as a centrepiece. ‘It’s certainly the dawn of a new era.’


    ‘At least we’ll be clean.’ She laughed and Graham laughed back. The laughing, the sunshine, the human contact – it was enough to bring him back to life.

  


  
    AT LEAST THERE IS ORDER IN THE BUILDING SHE LEASES


    Mel had stopped by the restaurant to see Luna, and over chai lattes and carrot cake, they talked intensely about life. Luna confessed her sins to Mel, saying she’d had a few serious moments of self-questioning and doubt and that it was a crossroads, the entire wedding day.


    ‘You’ll cross it, Lu. And you’ll have great sex for a couple of weeks, then you’ll fall pregnant and that will be the end of that. You’ll never want to see a penis again.’ Mel smiled, jostling her three-month-old daughter, Hannah, on her shoulder and patted her padded bum in rhythm. ‘Don’t laugh,’ she said, laughing.


    ‘I’m not.’ Luna wasn’t.


    Luna had met Mel thirteen months back at a book launch in a groovy salon-type setting somewhere in the middle of Hindley Street. While drinking freely from the wine on offer and picking at olives and dolmades, the two had discussed the artwork on the wall.


    ‘I love this artist,’ said Mel, pointing at the blue-faced woman pixelated in comic-book dots. ‘She’s so staunchly female. A total vixen.’


    ‘I’ve seen some of her work before,’ said Luna, ready to strike up a conversation with someone at the event. She only knew Mark, and he was busy networking with book critics and writers and other publishers. ‘Annette Bezor, right? I agree. I love her audacity. I want to see a mural of hers on the corner of some busy intersection. Something huge. She should be huge.’


    Mel was the wife of Stan, the man who’d written the book, Three Sheets to the Wind, which was being published by Mark and launched at this event. Luna often went to the launches. She appreciated Adelaide’s cultural scene and always took something of these occasions back to her own restaurant. Displaying local artwork on her walls, holding exhibitions and poetry readings, having themed nights with live music and a corresponding special menu. Mel was more a hands-on patron of the art scene: she worked as an organiser for festivals in the city. She had, in fact, organised her husband’s launch.


    ‘This is a great venue. You’ve done well for Stan.’ Luna looked around. There was style and Friday-night sophistication, and the venue was the perfect size to appear crowded, accentuating the celebratory weight of such an occasion.


    ‘My first instinct was the Tin Cat Café. Do you know it?’


    ‘I love that place.’


    ‘Me too. We should meet there sometime for a coffee. I love the artwork they have up.’


    And they did. They met for lunches, they met for plays, they met for drinks, dinners, art exhibitions, movies – everything they could make time for. They talked endlessly about the meaning of life in very roundabout ways and with varying degrees of urbanity. Their dialogue spawned creative energy; they fed off one another.


    Mel moved her baby to a cradling position and began unbuttoning her shirt. ‘It’s not all that bad,’ she said, working her detachable bra with practised efficiency. ‘There’s something to be said about words like “security” and “purpose” and “partnership”. They’re not so glamorous but they run deep as hell.’


    Mel looked down at her daughter as she grunted and made suction noises, and Luna could tell that her friend had momentarily forgotten their conversation about the impending wedding. She seemed enchanted while Luna felt unnecessary.


    Luna looked at the silver sun clock on the wall. ‘My entire family is somewhere in Adelaide as we speak.’


    ‘You didn’t meet them at the airport?’


    ‘Mum was supposed to text me her arrival time once she knew it but I never heard. I suppose Tessa picked her up last night. An old friend from way back when. She’s staying with her, so …’ Luna split the last bite of cake with her fork, leaving the bit with most of the frosting for Mel.


    ‘What about your brother?’


    ‘Ginsberg and Kate drove. Probably just checking in now.’


    ‘Kate, Kate, the infamous Kate!’


    ‘Poor girl.’


    Mel’s nipple was stuck to the baby’s open mouth. Hannah had fallen asleep so Mel poked her kindly. She, in return, opened her eyes then sank back into a lid-closing heaviness, heavenly and serene.


    ‘I guess she’s done.’ Mel moved her daughter back to her shoulder and rubbed her tiny back.


    ‘She’s gorgeous, Mel.’


    ‘Yes, I am having the most intense love affair of my life.’


    That’s what Luna wanted.


    An hour later Luna sat in a very air-conditioned and cluttered back room where she went over the staff’s schedule for the following week. Strands of hair were blowing straight into her right eye, vacillating between a persistent tickle and a torturous situation. Perusing the names of the kitchen staff led her to thoughts of her wedding. Caterers. The heavily spritzed passionfruit punch for after the open bar had closed. God, the parties her friends and she had had and the punch they had drunk, experimenting with whole watermelons and bottles of gin and the neighbours’ fallen apricots and cheap white tequila. Luna flashed back to that time, when she didn’t own a house and a business and have to close her ears to a time bomb in her womb.


    Perhaps what she really needed was a donor. Not a husband or a boyfriend or even a real penis; hadn’t Mel just said the male organ became superfluous after the fact anyway? All she needed was the sperm, right? And so the question she had to ask was: Is Mark here because he’s here or is it because I want him here? She pictured scheduled-in romance dates and kissing with an open mouth when she just wasn’t interested, and then she thought her ultimate anxiety: Oh god, I hope we don’t become that couple with the television in the bedroom.


    Luna poured herself a glass of Shiraz and thankfully it was a generous glass, fitting almost half the bottle in its amorous egg-shaped grace. ‘I need a drink,’ she told herself, knowing what it entailed. It was only eleven-thirty in the morning. Nothing civil about it. She lit a cigarette, knowing that it would be her only cigarette that day, her emergency cigarette – they only came around once, maybe twice a month. She’d smoke and it would calm her, then she’d put the pack back into its safe, enclosed place, secure in the knowledge she wasn’t addicted to nicotine.


    If she made the rounds and checked on the preparation for the lunch rush, it might distract her from her disquiet; but all she could do was stare at the phone. I could ask Dad to dinner right now. Ask him if he knew it wasn’t going to work before they even got married. Returning to yesterday’s dilemma of to call or not to call, and obsessing over the reasons behind her parents’ failure, she rolled the thought around in her head and it made her feel uptight. If her father sat across the table from her, healthy glass of half a bottle of wine in front of him as well, what would they say? More than likely they would stare at one another, throwing in small titbits about the life around them rather than digging in, guts and all, and analysing the lives they led. No, an in-person encounter wouldn’t work and she couldn’t let this sit. She had to discuss this over the phone. She knew they had to avoid eye contact.


    ‘Dad –’ But it was the answering machine. His message was short and to the point. If you listened carefully, you could hear Billie Holiday in the background.


    ‘Hi, Dad. I’m just sitting here at my desk and freaking out a bit. Well not freaking out really, just … Do you have your speech worked out? Promise me it won’t be too dry. Although I suppose that would counter the gush we’re all expecting from Velma … yeah, dry could be OK. So all right, I’m babbling. I’ll just … Maybe you could ring me. Or not. If you’re busy. I’ll see you soon anyway. At the dinner party tomorrow. Ciao.’


    Luna hung up the phone with a clunk. Her hand felt listless. Her head fell with a thud onto the Huon pine desk in front of her. It was a most melodic thud and it gave her forehead the beginnings of a beautiful blue sheen.


    She saw her mobile phone and the reflection of it on the desk. The duality of its image made her dizzy. She had a strong compulsion to ring Velma, ask her if a marriage stood for ownership and if that was what had scared her away. Ownership. Ownership. She was having one of those moments when words sounded strange.


    She grabbed her mobile phone, face still planted to the desk. Message bank. Velma’s voice sounding exasperated, as if she couldn’t answer the phone because she was in the middle of running from one place to the other.


    ‘Hi, Velma. I’m guessing you got a lift to Tessa’s? Presumably from Tessa? So I’m just at the restaurant.’ A pause, as if she were waiting for her mum to interrupt. ‘Making sure you’ve settled in OK.’ A pause. Will she even get this? ‘I guess I’ll just see you tomorrow. Give my love to Tessa and Tim. See you.’


    Feeling defeated and fleetingly unloved and knowing that was exactly how she had allowed herself to sound, Luna topped up her glass. A quarter-bottle was left. She looked at the black-and-white photo on her wall that she’d had blown up and framed. It was a waterfall. She couldn’t remember the name of it but she knew it was in southern Utah, somehow descending on the desert’s dirt. She thought about that time in her life. Climbing mountains in Peru. Attempting to snowboard in the Rockies. She’d travelled alone, made friends along the way, visited her brother in Canada. She’d felt like she would always be young. She thought about how she had once planned on visiting a monastery in Laos. About BASE jumping from a cliff. Wait, where did that come from? I would never strap on a parachute and trust my life to it. She felt as if she was losing control of her thoughts so she lit another cigarette, deciding this was truly an emergency.


    ‘What have they done to me?’ she yelled aloud, leaning back into her chair, because she blamed her parents’ divorce thirty-two years ago for her uncontrolled thoughts, for wishing Mark was only a donor, for smoking a second cigarette. Twelve-thirteen pm and Luna stubbed the stump of her cigarette out, thinking it was disgusting, however required. She squirted some scent into the air and let it fall on her hair. With determination, she rose.


    As she made her way into the restaurant, her head was slightly heavy. She turned the dinner lights to dim and, because it was so early and the sun so bright, there was no change of atmosphere. She turned on the tiny spotlights, sparse and scattered. When the sun went down, those lights would bedeck the hot flamingo walls, illuminating photos of body art and paintings of iconic caricatures eating various fruits, but at twelve-fourteen in the afternoon, the effect was minimal. Luna saw the questioning look of the waitress clearing table seven. She turned away and surveyed the set-up of the floor. She envisaged diners sitting in pairs, ordering expensive wine from the Barossa, Clare Valley, McLaren Vale and the Coonawarra. Two waitresses would move as if skating on ice, smiles coming and going in waves. Aren’t they just so calm and utterly oblivious? she thought, even though they had not yet arrived for their shifts. What are they, twenty-four? Then she caught herself, nearing a feeling like jealousy towards two phantom images.


    Luna stood, overseeing, as only an owner of a restaurant can. Things were in order. Things were good.

  


  
    WISTFUL WANDERING LONG-WAYS ROUND


    She hadn’t expected to be out for so long but Adelaide was like an old friend and as soon as you say, ‘I really must be going,’ one or the other begins a new conversation and the old friends talk for another twenty minutes. There was no need to rush back to Tessa and Tim’s place and sit among her suitcases, as Tim was at work and Tessa was spending the day with her elderly mother in an awful home. She was so good to care for her mother. Who would one day care for her? God, I’d rather they shoot me. But she settled on Ginsberg. Her son was nothing if not sensitive and that hadn’t a thing to do with his sexuality; it was due to his upbringing.


    Velma had smothered the boy with love; what choice had she? From the time he was twelve and it was only the two of them – Luna and Graham existing in what she imagined to be near-silence in a house far too big for only a family of two – she showered all of her tenderness on the boy (and all of her maniacal moods as well), and he was a good boy, so he would give back. One day, after the thing with Kate had failed, he would give back.


    Her own mother was still alive and faring pretty well. Her father too. She’d seen them only a few years back, being drawn home by the news of the death of a family friend. It had been her first visit home in more than five years.


    Nothing had changed in the old house, though the expensive bric-a-brac now took on the austere appearance of antique collectables. Her parents still co-existed; the house still echoed. And though Velma desperately wanted to view them as untouching and absently burdened with the footsteps of the other, in order that her long-term assessment of them as inappropriate role models for a loving couple could be asserted, she noticed how her father thanked her mother, without words, for a simple cup of tea. How her mother barely but sweetly smiled at her father when he stoked the fire. How they went to bed at the same time, even helped one another up the stairs with hand-held grace. Velma wondered if she’d been wrong all those years. If maybe her parents had been happy, even with her father gone so much of the time at sea, overseas, keeping his dead father’s abalone trade alive. Had she misinterpreted them as lonely, even side by side, simply because they were quiet people? She wondered if she would one day long for that sort of silence as she got closer and closer to death.


    Why wasn’t she like her mother and father? Like either of them? Who in her own family was she like? Her mother had often told her she reminded her of Papa Frankson, the man who made millions from his love of the sea. But Velma always fought that. Papa Frankson had scared her when she was little. He always seemed so large and loud. ‘He’s the most hot-blooded man I’ve ever met,’ her mother once told her, ‘but I love him as if he were my own father.’ Velma’s mother grew up without a father and Velma took that as reason enough for her mother and her Papa Frankson to have such a close relationship. But Velma equated business with him, not culture, so ‘hot-blooded’ translated to ‘angry’: he’d seemed a man always on the verge of a heart attack. To be sure, that is how Velma thought he would eventually die; never would she have dreamed he would be thrown from a boat during an early evening lightning storm.


    According to Velma’s memories Papa Frankson showed no grandfatherly affection for her beyond a welcoming lift off the ground when she was small. When she became too big for the lifts his welcomes became, ‘Sit with me and tell me the news,’ though she feared him too much to say more than a sentence or two. Much in the same way her own children had reacted to her father when they would spend long weekends in Port Lincoln. That was before Velma and Ginsberg had left for Melbourne. But her father was nothing like Papa Frankson. Her father was quiet and reserved. Maybe it was only a common reaction to grandfathers.


    Velma wondered what type of grandfather Graham would make to Mark and Luna’s future babies. She cringed at the thought of becoming a grandmother. What would Stef say when she told him during pillow talk she was going to be a grandmother? He will leave me, she thought. He will leave me long before that conversation will ever take place.


    Velma walked a very long way towards Tessa and Tim’s house. She walked through parklands and smiled at the young mothers with their young children. She tore a chunk off her thick loaf of sourdough bread and scattered small pieces for the twenty or so birds that sang from the branches of the old gumtrees above her. She looked too long at two lovers on a bench, then looked away when they noticed her. Her feet hurt. Her hips were aching. She could smell the sweat that was dampening the underarms of her navy blue, loose-fitting shirt. She felt she was lugging herself along with heavy effort and she was getting very hungry. If she fell right here, in the park, and someone found her unconscious, they’d pick up her phone and dial the last person she rang. Stef – how embarrassing. How far down the list were Luna and Ginsberg? She would call Luna when she was settled at Tessa’s, before she let the day slip into night. She would tuck Luna into bed the only way she knew.

  


  
    THE LIVES OF OTHERS DREAMED NO MORE FOR THIS IS DARREN AS GULLIVER


    Every character Darren had ever created came from his imagining the lives of others. Sorting through letters at the post office gave him names: Stanley Wittenhaal, Corey Mann, Hedley ‘Trigger’ Maloney. The handwriting on the envelopes gave his names character and postscripts on envelopes occasionally gave him ideas for plot: the handsome scientist who travelled the universe searching for a life-saving antidote for his one true love (the postscript was Hope this finds you in good health!); the stern captain whose aim was to save the planet while suppressing various spaceship mutinies and somehow find the time to play digital Scrabble in his quarters (I used the word, ‘galactic’ in Scrabble last night – beat that!); the little boy who went to Uranus to find his lost rabbit (Do not bend, photos of new  rabbit!). But these characters never took him anywhere. They never lived with him. They sat on the page, one-dimensionally, waiting to see what would happen next. Darren’s problem was that he usually didn’t know what would happen next, preventing him from ever finishing a manuscript.


    This time it would be different.


    He had been writing frantically about himself, in a roundabout way, and he was dangerously stimulated. He’d had a rare case of psychic energy; it felt as though he was breathing faster. His hand, when he wrote, seemed to move more quickly, as if it kept pace with his rapidly flowing mind.


    There was a man. He had no special abilities. His goal was to deliver mail. The timeframe was one day. One farcical, forty-degree Port Adelaide day. The man’s name was Gulliver. Gulliver P Morris.


    So far Darren had written fifty-two pages and Gulliver still hadn’t been able to get his enormous body onto the little yellow scooter. Small adventures afflicted him whenever he took breaks from his task at hand. Like getting a Ned Kelly pie at the bakery on the corner and running into a woman who had a complaint with the postal service and wanted to vent her hormonal anger (she had a baby on her gargantuan left breast, which Gulliver could not ignore). Or going to the second-hand bookshop, where Gulliver’s secret love lived and worked. They spoke literature and felt uncomfortable; that was how they flirted. Of course his readers will never know if the two star-crossed lovers get it together because the novel will not look to the future. One day, one man, one job to get done. The True and Amazing Adventures of Gulliver P Morris, Postman Extraordinaire.


    As he set aside his writing pad to eat his microwaved beef schnitzel with melted cheddar cheese on top, Darren made a plan. If he lost his drive suddenly and slowed down the writing, he’d have to miss the wedding. Luna probably wouldn’t mind much – being so much like her mother (why was he the only one in the family who thought this?), her thoughts would be frantic, and they’d never been close – but Smitty would be disappointed in him. He knew how his younger brother worked to do right by his family and, therefore, Darren tried to put some effort towards doing right by him. It was probably due to the fact that both of their parents were dead. They had only each other. They had to keep being brothers, even when it was a pain in the arse. But there was simply no foreseeable way he could possibly imagine devoting any time or any energy to anything but Gulliver until Gulliver had delivered his mail and the story, the novel, had been written. Of course he didn’t dwell upon this scenario long because, ideally, if he could maintain his sense of purpose and keep whipping through pages with the same intensity and the same intuitive delivery, he’d still make it to the wedding. If there was one person he truly cared about in this world, it was his brother. The last living member of his immediate family. He didn’t want to disappoint Smitty.


    Being three years older than Graham, Darren had always felt a strong pull to protect his younger brother. On the way home from school, when children had picked on Graham for being slight, smart, shy, not so good in sports, not so clever with crude jokes, it was Darren who would approach the offender-of-the-day and let out a deep-throated grunt. The only other thing he needed to do was bump the tormenter with his chest and look down on him, menacingly. The bully – always much smaller than Darren, who had been large as long as he could remember – would run away. ‘Apologise!’ Darren would yell after him. ‘Apologise, you nincompoop!’ ‘Thanks, Smitty,’ Graham would say, unable to look his brother in the eye because he was ashamed he had caused yet another scene in what was becoming a very long and steady list. ‘No worries, Smitty,’ Darren would say.


    Those were the days when Darren would put his arm around his brother’s shoulders and say, ‘Let’s go get some chips,’ and the two boys would walk together to the shops, making up fantastic stories about what kind of powers they would demonstrate to all the kids at school when, finally, their identity as superheroes was revealed.


    Later, boys knew better than to pick on Graham, and it hadn’t a thing to do with his elder brother. Mount Barker wasn’t very big and everyone at school knew that the Smith boys’ mother had died. No matter how cruel a kid you were, mothers were sacred.


    Darren used to climb the old gumtree in his yard and sit and sit for hours. He’d think about his mum, look for her in the garden and walking through the fields, because he was sure she had not left him; she’d just taken on the form of a ghost. From the vantage point of that old gum he could see beyond their property. He could see the kangaroos that owned the land, and their neighbour, Mr O’Hara, scratching his neck at another dead chook. He could see the sun setting just that little bit longer than everyone else who walked the plain earth. From the old gumtree he could spy on his dad and on his brother, though it wasn’t very satisfying. He saw them alone in their sadness; their father not appearing to be as strong as Darren thought him to be, and Graham appearing exactly as weak as he looked.


    ‘The old man is grown,’ he had told the ghost of his mother from his tree, under the brightest moon Darren had seen before or since. ‘He will be OK. But the boy is young. He needs me.’ Darren spoke as if he were an American Indian in an old movie and his mother’s ghost was a prettier version of John Wayne, though one who didn’t kill other American Indians. A John Wayne, like his mother when she was alive, who loved all people equally – black, yellow, red or white, young or old, skinny or fat. The leaves rustled in the wind. Darren knew his mother agreed.


    And so Darren forever looked after his little brother, if mostly from a gumtree, until one day Graham was older, wiser and he left Mount Barker to Darren and their father while he pursued his own life in the big smoke of Adelaide. It would appear as though Graham might do all right without Darren’s watchful eye. And so he did. He’d gone to uni, started a family, lost a family but got through it just fine, written some books, won some awards, lived in a very large house. But through it all Darren still dreamed about that night, heard in his dreams the sound of the leaves moving in that late-night autumn breeze, under the watchful gaze of his mother’s knowing eye and the moon, who knows everything, and he still had that feeling that Graham needed him. So no, he did not want to disappoint Smitty and he wouldn’t miss the wedding. The wedding dinner, however, that was different. He had to give it a miss. He’d send his apologies via Ginsberg. He couldn’t ring Luna and tell her directly because he couldn’t bear making an excuse. Same with Smitty. If he rang Ginsberg, there would be no excuses. He’d say he wasn’t coming and that, more than likely, would be that.


    Dinner finished, plate and glass cleaned, a finely poured stout in a mug more like a jug, and Darren was sitting back in his father’s chair, allowing it to embrace his massive load slowly, patiently, as a faithful old chair should. He picked up Confederacy and reread the foreword. He had read it four times already. The story behind the story was amazing.


    Toole had not lived to see Confederacy in print. He was awarded a posthumous Pulitzer after his mother took the manuscript to a man who knew the publishing business. Because, before he became a celebrated success, John Kennedy Toole had committed suicide.


    So how was it that the book was so convincingly hilarious if the author was so morosely tragic? How to find the balance in Gulliver?


    Darren had fallen asleep in his chair, but a tricky crick in his neck woke him at half past seven. There was still plenty of time to write before he fell asleep for the night. Hours and hours, if need be. But his stomach felt vacant – it always did after a nap – and he needed energy to write. So he fried himself up a quarter of a kilo of bacon and two runny eggs and grabbed a can of vanilla Coke to revive his tired eyes and took his plate to his dad’s old chair. He reread the scene where Gulliver finally got the scooter going yet hadn’t figured out how to smoothly stop in front of the mailboxes. Either he stopped a half-metre too far away or slammed on the brakes and got it in the balls.


    He found himself laughing out loud at poor Gulliver. ‘Such a charming character,’ he said admiringly. Darren was enjoying Gulliver with such genuine joy that he began to worry he wouldn’t be able to fit in the tragedy. He truly wanted Gulliver to succeed.


    Could the tragedy simply be in his foibles? Perhaps that was the easy way of mixing the two. But that’s what Confederacy did. I’ve got to make this one BIGGER.


    ‘Gulliver, my friend, you need to feel pain,’ Darren said to his third writing pad. ‘If I don’t allow you to bleed, what kind of man am I?’


    He wondered whether it needed the woman from the bookshop. Could some sexual mishap lead to his tragic downfall? But what did Darren know about sexual mishaps? He’d never been with a woman before. He’d spent so much of his life hiding himself away and getting bigger and bigger that he’d missed out on one of life’s greatest joys; and now he was too old to care. He didn’t know what sex felt like so how could Gulliver? But he was a writer! A serious writer! He could do this. Yes, sex could be Gulliver’s tragic downfall.


    ‘Gulliver, you tramp.’ Darren laughed at the idea, and his pen seemed to move on its own accord, bringing Gulliver closer to the woman at the bookshop.


    But once he got there, he was stumped. He needed to talk to someone about sex. The only time he’d talked about sex in all his life was with Ginsberg, the day Ginsberg had come out. But then that wasn’t sex, was it? That was sexuality. And he didn’t talk much, did he? So in fact, not only had he not had sex, but he’d never even talked about sex. How can that be? he asked the corner of the ceiling, as if this knowledge of his own character had come as a complete surprise to him.


    When Ginsberg had come out to him, Darren questioned his own sexuality for the first time since he was in his early twenties. There he was sitting next to his nephew, giving the boy beer because he didn’t know what else to do with him, himself in his late forties and still a virgin, wondering what ‘gay’ really meant; what ‘straight’ really meant. The same answer came to him now, in his sixties, as had come to him then: he was not a homosexual. He was just an uncomfortable man. He hated his body. He didn’t trust anyone with it, so afraid was he that it would be rejected, and conversely he didn’t know if he trusted it with anyone anyway. He thought his body disgusting, so imagining it during sex was dreadful to him. It made him feel like a polluter of good taste and decency. To be sure he masturbated, frequently, but even that made him feel foul and accountable.


    There had been times in his life when women had struck up conversations with him and he never quite knew what to do. At work, for instance, or at some horrid social gathering. Darren would become tongue-tied and self-conscious of his perspiration. Once, after a woman sitting near to him at a KFC asked him what he was reading, Darren choked on his Original Recipe drumstick. When it was over and he’d forced the chicken from his throat, his face crimson and appalling, he bundled up his food and hurried out the door. He’d never been good with small talk. Large talk was even worse.


    One night, at a screening of some horror flick at the Semaphore Odeon, a small, elfish-looking woman sat one seat away from Darren, even though there were only nine or ten people in the whole theatre. Why is she so close? He became nervous and, during slasher scenes, he became acutely aware of the woman’s fear. It made him physically excited. That night, for the first time, Darren wrote a character who was completely sexual. She was a prostitute who sold herself to the evil race of Narmins because they paid her with highly sought-after neon-green gems called driams. She had a dog (it was at this time that Darren contemplated getting a dog, then gave the idea away because he would have to walk it every day) and a Narminian pimp who scared her when she became too sassy. The project seemed improbable. Never having had a dog or experienced the act of sex, Darren discarded the book less than an hour and a half into it. He’d never again written about a sensuous person, and certainly had never attempted to write a sex scene. So how was Gulliver going to get a root if Darren, himself, had never had one?


    The dilemma was intriguing.

  


  
    SPIRITUAL POSITIONS AND INDECISIONS


    Graham Smith: kitchen Zen-master, culinary psychic, idolater of the taste bud. Graham detested recipes, preferring experimentation over measurements. He loved the versatility of celery as a vegetable and tarragon as a herb. His ideal Sunday afternoon involved cooking soups in large pots, a little of this, a little of that, crusty bread ready for slicing. From sowing to reaping to chopping to eating, Graham loved food.


    His greatest dream was to be a food critic but, alas, he had a knack for writing other people’s lives. Proof of this lay in the seven biographies taking up a nice hardcover chunk of space on the bookshelves in the living room. His many obituaries also substantiated his unique ability (unbeknownst to Graham, his daughter had been stockpiling them in a scrapbook). And though Graham still dreamed of having a career filled with the art of food, he was addicted to his current job: the sound of words and the logic of sentences all strung together in the hopes of capturing a single life. He found strangers much easier to cope with than loved ones. With obituaries, he didn’t have to talk.


    Spinach and portabella mushroom sautéed in worshty, garlic and Shiraz, piled on top of a deep-fried falafel patty, set upon a large hummus-smeared and golden-grilled hash brown – the hash brown, he would admit to anyone for the quirk factor of it all, came from the freezer. Who would have thought of such a thing? Graham Irvin Smith. The combination comforted him in his time of need. The goodness, the warmth; the individuality of each ingredient and the harmony of it all.


    He was writing on the back of the grocery list he’d begun the night before. The trip to the corner shop for milk and eggs had inspired him to replenish his fridge and cupboard. At the top of this new list, underlined twice was: Why the marriage failed. This was a tough one.


    Graham contemplated a smoke, rationalised that he hadn’t yet had one today and it was nearly eight pm. He knew the attack was coming, as the noise and the perpetual motion had increased to breaking point and he was nervous, hyperaware of his fear, wanting to forget that this had become his life. A joint would help him to forget and ease the insistence of his symptoms.


    Graham was beginning to worry about his smoking. An addict at sixty-two, he thought. But surely addiction meant abuse and didn’t Graham simply use? What role did illness play in his routine?


    He’d smoked a bit in the early years. In fact with Velma, as they were falling in love. But when that whirlwind had settled in to a pregnant belly and a biography of Errol Flynn, the smoke seemed to drift away. It hadn’t been planned; it was what it was. And almost forty years later he was more than dabbling; it was more than a bit, and Graham, contemplating an evening smoke, found he was contemplating addiction.


    Bullshit, he thought as he looked at his hash brown / falafel creation. The first time he made the dish he was stunned by its beauty, though positive it would never work, much like his marriage. The noise in his ear yelled at him to pay attention to the Meniere’s but he fought back, calmly telling the disease, with a mouth full of goodness, ‘This too shall pass.’


    Graham reached out to the bottle of Shiraz Cab and a wave sloshed around in his head. He let himself feel dizzy. It passed. He poured a second glass of red.


    Marijuana isn’t a drug; it’s medicine, because he’d got it from a doctor-friend after all. And he’d never been addicted to anything in his life. Then, as he looked out towards the shed, where he kept his tin and his little copper pipe: Velma. Of course Velma had been an addiction. If not, then why did he still crave her? Why could he still taste her? Why did he dream of her regularly then wake to tell himself he would never go back there again? Why did he hate her and love her and love to hate her, and hate to love her even more?


    Graham put down his fork and picked up his pen again. Is a man at his weakest entangled in love? Or is he so strong, he is unfathomable? He surprised himself with his candour. Admitting the hold Velma had on him was not something he was used to. He’d always written off thoughts of her as just because she was first or just because we had children together but now he was beginning to realise that his denial of his obsession for her was akin to that of an addict’s. Vain-tapping poison. Tunnel vision. Bile and hallucination. ‘Beast, be gone!’ he felt like screaming to the walls, but instead focused on the back of the grocery list.


    He’d see her in less than twenty-four hours, at the dinner party. Would he be stoned? He’d have to be, otherwise he couldn’t be social. Without the confidence that marijuana gave him he’d be too preoccupied with the fact that he was trying to hear what people were saying and stand without wobbling. That was the problem with keeping this secret. If he could just say it out loud, then he would allow himself a stumble, an explanation, maybe even to laugh it off. But this was Luna’s occasion, not the moment-made-Graham. There would be no revelations on his part because the dinner was to be about her and Mark. He’d already taken so much away from her when he and her mother had split, why take anything away from her on this most notable occasion?


    Will I have to be stoned just to walk my daughter down the aisle? That’s right, Town Hall; they’re not doing the aisle thing, but he still felt awful having to make the decision.


    The hash brown crisp to the end, falafel warm and moist, Graham closed his eyes. Sometimes the mere act of chewing made him dizzy. The up and down reverberating just so. Having the sensation that his forehead was moving in an off-kilter rhythm with his jaw. The look on his face said ‘Grumpy Old Man’ or ‘Constipated’, yet he still found a way to respect the utter brilliance of mastication in this, his final bite. For the crunch of the outer hash brown and falafel and the smoodge of their insides, with the bounce of the mushroom, the squirt of the spinach, the exotic wholeness of the pasty hummus; he could write a radiant review.


    He stared unrelentingly at the scrap sheet of lined paper with the imprints of ‘couscous’, ‘burghul’, ‘yoghurt’ and ‘sultanas’ coming through the other side: Why the marriage failed. ‘Right,’ he said, pounding two fists upon the table in proper determination. ‘I’ll bloody well have a smoke now,’ because Velma, the stress of secrecy, the growing noise and vertigo, it was all too much. There was nothing more to do.

  


  
    COMFORT


    Luna crawled into bed and found a place for herself in the nooks and crannies of Mark’s underarms, his waist, his knees and toes. She would end this day as it had begun: wrapped up inside her man.


    ‘You’re home late,’ he said, a groggy observation. He kissed her hello.


    ‘Did you miss me?’ Luna desperately needed to be missed. Her whole night depended on it.


    ‘Of course, you crazy woman.’


    She kissed him back. The kiss lingered. When it was over, she found that her eyes had adjusted to the dark. She could make out the waves in Mark’s thick black hair.


    ‘So no more work,’ he said, smiling at her good fortune.


    ‘No. And it was shite tonight. Luis nearly chopped off his finger.’ She breathed Mark in. He smelled like soap. ‘And I think Sandra’s going through something. She looked awful.’ Luna stared at the wall in front of her. Its blank canvas gave her the space she needed to clear her mind. She could hear Mark’s heartbeat. ‘How was your day?’


    ‘I told you. I missed you.’


    She gave him a quick and playful jab. ‘Shut up.’


    ‘It was good. But I bloody wish I wasn’t going in tomorrow.’


    ‘Chuck a sickie,’ she said, unsurprised that she wanted his company. Ten fifty-two and things were back on track.


    ‘There was a message on the answering machine from your mum,’ he said, moving on from the impossibility of calling in sick to work. ‘She said she was just thinking about you,’ long-winded yawn, ‘nothing important. Sleep tight, that sort of thing.’


    ‘I could sleep so tightly tonight,’ vocal-chorded yawn, ‘it’ll be twelve noon before I wake up tomorrow.’


    They both had their eyes closed. Silence lay heavy, humming them to sleep.


    I love you, she said, but only in her head.

  


  
    THE TRUE AND AMAZING ADVENTURES OF DARREN H SMITH


    Darren’s penis had returned to the comfort of its normal state, limp and unobtrusive. As he touched his hand to it and felt the warmth of what was moments before wet and now was becoming slightly encrusted with a stickiness still slightly unreal, he knew that there was nothing normal about his penis and never again would there be. Forevermore he would refer to it as the Master Minder.


    The curious creature with him had a name after all. Charlotte Simper. Her legs were unshaven, her underarms too, and Darren thought she had an unruly mound of pubic hair on her vagina. He liked her. He liked how she wasn’t timid with him, as he was with her. He liked that there were even shelves of used books in her bedroom.


    Darren had caught the 151 bus down Port Road at twenty-one minutes after nine. His face wore a look of determination; his bowels turned and gurgled. He tried to talk his anxiety down by rationalising that he wasn’t expecting her to like him. He hoped she would like him, at least a little, but it wasn’t of necessity. What he really wanted was for her to be horny enough to agree to his advances. I’ve never advanced before, he thought, yet he was suddenly ready.


    He pressed the red button at stop 33 and lifted his weight around the aisle and down the bus’s steps. This was to be his grand exit. The next time he rode the 151, he would be a different man.


    The outside light was on. So were some inside lights. Darren’s stride became longer as his confidence grew, or so it would seem. On the inside he had a heart that was beating faster than a crossing signal sounding hurry, cross, and a stomach that felt heavier than usual. He stopped at her door, closed his eyes and thought Gulliver P Morris, inhaling slowly. His exhale popped his eyes open and a small fart escaped. When the lady from the bookshop opened the door (he hadn’t even knocked), Darren badly had to use the toilet.


    ‘Hello. I was just walking and I saw your light on and – can I use your toilet?’ It wasn’t what he had planned.


    Charlotte moved aside, opening the door for Darren. ‘It’s just beyond those shelves,’ she said, pointing up and over, standing on the tips of her toes.


    ‘Ta,’ said Darren sheepishly. You are an idiot, he scolded himself.


    After the business had been taken care of and the toilet door was securely closed behind him, Darren returned to the front room. Charlotte was making a domestic clatter in some other room, presumably the kitchen, so he perused one of her shelves. Australiana.


    ‘I’ve made some tea.’ She walked out with a tray, complete with teacups, saucers, a teapot and some bickies. ‘Would you like some?’ She was shorter than Darren remembered.


    ‘That sounds … pleasant.’


    Darren followed Charlotte down the hall and into another room with more shelves and a TV with an obscene antenna. He sat next to her on the couch. He couldn’t avoid touching her. He prayed she would not fall into him simply because he was so big and she so small and the couch just not firm enough. He ate his biscuit. He could hardly believe he had made it this far. He didn’t know what to say.


    ‘So you must be a reader,’ she said. ‘You’ve been coming here for years.’


    Darren could see his reflection in her tinted glasses.


    ‘Yes. I write too.’


    ‘Oh, you’re a writer!’


    ‘Yes.’


    Charlotte sipped her tea and thought about what to say next. ‘Do I know your name?’


    ‘Have I ever told you my name?’


    ‘No, I mean because of your writing.’


    ‘No, no, nothing like that.’


    Charlotte sipped her tea again, looking at the television’s blank screen. ‘I’m Charlotte,’ and she nodded, hoping Darren would follow suit.


    ‘Oh, I’m Darren,’ and he held out his hand – awkwardly, as they were sitting so closely together.


    ‘Hello, Darren.’


    ‘Hello, Charlotte.’


    After more sipping (Darren was more of a slurper, really) Charlotte asked if he wanted more tea.


    ‘Do you have any beer? Preferably homebrew?’


    ‘No,’ she said tentatively. ‘But there’s the Alberton across the road.’


    ‘A pub?’ Darren nearly went into shock.


    ‘Well yes, a pub.’


    He considered the possibilities in terms of positioning his postman in new settings. ‘I suppose I could go to a pub.’


    ‘All right.’ Charlotte slapped her thighs, got up from the couch and fastened on her bum bag. ‘Let’s go!’


    When they walked in the door of the Alberton Hotel, Darren stopped to take it all in. Sounds of distant pokie machines from the back room, the same muted drama on all of the televisions, barmen wearing black collared shirts with bright teal lettering on the breast, patrons sitting on stools, framed photos from the early 1900s lining the wall, Port Power colours everywhere and Keno screens in 3D. Charlotte waved at a few of the locals and tugged on Darren’s arm.


    ‘Oh, right,’ he said, letting Charlotte guide him to the bar.


    ‘Pint of Coopers, thanks,’ he told the barman and, turning to Charlotte, ‘what can I get you?’ and for the first time in his life, he felt gallant.


    They hit it off, well and truly. Darren never mentioned Gulliver and Charlotte never mentioned the death of her husband, both topics being too personal, but they talked about everything else. Literature, the Port, wine and beer, impending weddings, godchildren having babies, and never was there an uncomfortable silence. Until they got back to Charlotte’s. Both were drunk, both were lonely, both were altogether uneasy.


    Charlotte made the first move. She had to. Though Darren had come to her house with every intention of losing his virginity for the sake of his novel, he didn’t quite know how to go about it. Even after Charlotte had kissed him with her tongue and put his hand on her breast, Darren could not take the next step. So she did things, bold things. Things like squeezing his buttocks, which made him self-conscious, and taking his hand and leading him to her bedroom.


    Oh my god, he said to himself when presented with the queen-sized bed. Oh my god.


    Charlotte was a firecracker, going off in all directions as she sat atop Darren. Her long black hair swung to and fro, sometimes whipping his chest as she leaned forward. Is this all I’m supposed to do? he thought, watching her dance to her own rhythm as he lay still. But then he knew he was doing it right because Charlotte began to make deep animal sounds. ‘Urgh, urgh, urgh,’ like she was going to sneeze through the whole of her body, then ‘Grrrrr’ like a tiger snaring its prey, ‘Gurrr’ like a pussycat crying from the top of a tree, and then it was over – for Charlotte.


    She lay on his chest for only a moment, then disengaged and moved off the bed, slapping Darren on his leg. ‘Your turn.’


    Darren could only assume, since she had her hands on the bed and wiggled her arse in the air, that he was supposed to come at her from behind. So come he did. Had it ever felt so good! Never would masturbation be the ultimate in pleasure now that he had known a woman.


    When it was over, Charlotte told him she felt like a bit of a whore. And that she liked it. That it had been nearly four years since she’d had a man come inside her. That made Darren feel uncomfortable. And good. And somehow young. Uninhibited. A little less overweight.


    Charlotte looked up from Darren’s chest and saw the awe and wonder in his face and he sensed that she was proud of herself. Mighty proud. What she didn’t know was that Darren wasn’t thinking about their sex or about the superb being that Charlotte was; he was thinking about the absurd intercourse that would take place between Gulliver and his ladylove. When he laughed at imagined suctioning sounds, Charlotte laughed back.


    ‘What is it?’ she asked him.


    ‘Nothing,’ he said.


    ‘I’ll take that as a good sign.’


    Darren let Charlotte take it any way it came.


    Later that night (or morning, depending on your perspective), after Charlotte had fallen asleep, Darren rang Ginsberg, thinking he was young and gay and didn’t those types tend to hang on into the night, even if they were married to a heterosexual? So Ginsberg wouldn’t mind the timing of the phone call and, if he was otherwise disposed, his mobile phone would go to message bank. Message bank. ‘Uh, it’s your Uncle Smitty here. Just need you to pass on a message, right? Tell Luna I can’t make the dinner party. Oh, and … it will be good to see you. And … tell Luna sorry. Bye.’


    He walked back to Charlotte’s room and got into bed next to her. He pressed his substantial flesh against hers and closed his eyes to dream.

  


  
    HE WAS NAMED AFTER A POET SO OF COURSE HE CAN HOWL


    At three minutes past eleven on a warm and breezy autumn night, Ginsberg Smith got out of the starched white sheets of the hotel bed. He hadn’t been sleeping so what was the point? He’d had another urge and rather than suppress the urge by staying in bed, not sleeping next to his wife, he gave in to it. He felt it healthy to indulge his urges. Not to the full extent; just enough to feel parts of him awaken.


    Hindley Street, the city’s West End, and at eleven seventeen Ginsberg was walking with impatient speed and a strong sense of purpose, smoking his cigarette in heavy drags, eyes moving towards pubs, ears listening out for music. His hometown on a Thursday night wasn’t as bad as his Melbourne friends liked to think. People drove cars down the street. Drinkers spilled out onto the pavement. Some ate yiros. He went to a place he used to frequent though now it had a different name. Retro décor, dark lighting, artsy atmosphere – there was bound to be a gay man.


    Was the bartender gay?


    ‘How ya goin’?’ and that practised smile that was so natural radiated from Ginsberg’s thirty-five-year-old boyish face.


    ‘Good, mate. What can I get you?’ Very hot, very straight.


    ‘Coopers Dark, thanks.’ If nothing else, being back home gave him the security of Coopers on tap.


    The girls in the corner with their half-empty pints, all booted and skirted and seemingly tanked, possibly gay but certainly not men, so Ginsberg didn’t linger. The mixed foursome on the red couch, maybe. In particular the one with dyed blond hair. Not definitely, especially in these metrosexual-type pubs, but maybe. The couple in the back: straight, dating. Ginsberg? One hundred per cent homosexual, married monogamously to a woman.


    What Ginsberg had with Kate was a transcendent love, one that was founded upon a purity of the heart. The sort of love that lasted beyond a lifetime. He didn’t so much desire her body, nor did he necessarily want to; he desired her soul.


    His decision to be a true husband to her had nothing to do with him returning to the closet or reverting to the other side. He wasn’t suddenly going to turn off the switch that made him glow. He couldn’t if he tried. It was all very complex to him, as well as to Kate, who struggled just as much with Ginsberg’s sexuality as Ginsberg did with Kate’s body. It also made no sense to his friends and family. But in some ways, in the most basic of ways, the relationship was simple. Ginsberg loved Kate. Kate loved Ginsberg.


    ‘So you’re dabbling in your bi-ness!’ his sister Luna had said when he told her he and Kate had slept together, making life so straightforward in her ordered way.


    ‘No, I’m pretty gay,’ he corrected her, stir-frying with one hand and holding the phone with the other.


    ‘Well then, what the fuck, Ginsberg? You can’t have it both ways unless you’re bi.’


    Ginsberg rolled his big eyes and moaned incredulously. ‘Moving on …’ because it absolutely peeved him that his own sister didn’t really know him. But what did he ever really know about Luna?


    He hadn’t talked to Velma as openly about Kate as he had with Luna but Velma wasn’t dumb. She knew something was up. And he knew she knew that something was up when she had said to him that he was being very Lawrencian about the whole ‘marriage’ (and that is how she phrased the word: inside her own finger-quotation marks).


    ‘Don’t you know, Ginsberg, that one will die without the balance of a sexual and a spiritual love? It’s been proven. What makes you think you can beat the odds?’


    His dad didn’t respond with any real thought to the news of his emotional absorption with Kate. Something along the lines of, ‘Hmph,’ and, aside from his father asking how Kate was going, neither had brought up the subject again.


    What his mother and his father and his sister failed to respect was that in almost every way – almost – Kate completed him and he truly, truly loved her. What had gender to do with anything? What is sex anyhow? It didn’t define him as a man. What is a man?


    Back on the street at an outdoor table in front of the good old Worldsend and Ginsberg was looking at everyone, half hoping he’d run into one of two university friends who now lived in Adelaide – his fellow bitches, as they used to call themselves when they were observably elated with their homosexuality. He didn’t want to relive the past; he just wanted to forget the present. He wanted to forget he was married, just for the night. Not forget Kate; just forget he wasn’t free to flirt with someone he once knew. In his imagination this friend and he would talk of their younger years, of exploring their sexuality together and of how monumental everything seemed back then. They would shout each other Coopers and talk of the places they’d seen, the people they’d met (though Ginsberg would fail to mention Kate), where they still wanted to go, who they would rather be stranded with on a snowy mountain, Heath Ledger or Jake Gyllenhaal, and make harmless yet significant innuendos. He half hoped, in his imagination, to spend the next few hours with this old friend dancing at a nightclub where the windows would be blacked out so no one could be guilted by the rising of the sun. He half hoped for a sexual encounter with this old friend, for a head job in an alleyway littered with dark cars. But that was where it had to stop. With his half-hoping, in his imagination. Luckily, it was just enough to awaken hidden and dusty parts of himself.


    His mobile phone sounded off the theme from Kath and Kim. It was a boring song but as a ring tone it made a statement. Ginsberg’s chest tightened. At this time of night, it had to be Kate. She had woken up and found him missing then turned on the light and called out his name and panicked because he wasn’t there. Ginsberg took one last swallow before he picked up his phone and looked to see the name Uncle Smitty appear on his screen. He let it go to message bank, unable to handle family for the moment. What in the dickens does he want at this time? he thought, and after he listened to the message, he was glad he hadn’t answered. No need to jump out of his fantasy world to be catapulted into reality with talk of wedding dinner parties and such. And when he pressed cancel, he felt cheated that the call wasn’t from an old friend who’d heard he was back in town.


    After his fourth beer in two hours and with no old friend, no dyed blond, no one to fill the seat next to him, Ginsberg laid his head on the table and quietly began to howl. A girl with a million clips in her hair sitting behind him turned to look but lost interest quickly, as they were at a pub and either he was incredibly drunk or she was, so what did it matter?


    The howl was quiet and constant. His vocal chords proved weak and he took no time for breath. It was private, half sincere and half a joke. Because of his namesake, it had always been his destiny to howl, according to his mother, so why not now, in the lead-up to the family celebration?


    After finishing his sorry lament, Ginsberg told himself I am so out of here, and began an aimless walk through the streets.


    Things hadn’t changed much while he had been away. His friends in Melbourne were right after all: there was nothing going on in Adelaide. Ginsberg found it easy to smirk at the one drunk couple on North Terrace and the inadequacy of small cities / big towns. He took a roundabout route to the hotel because he wasn’t really ready to go back. He kept returning to the idea of his old friends but he didn’t know any of their numbers and he doubted they still lived in the same places. He could try. But when it all came down to it, reconnecting would be a bad idea, considering. Too much had changed and he couldn’t pretend it hadn’t, no matter how many beers he’d had, no matter how big the urge. He thought about getting a taxi and visiting his dad. It was late but Graham usually did his best thinking in the middle of the night and, besides, there was no way the old man would ever turn him away. Either his father was a very accommodating man or he was always trying to make amends for not being there when Ginsberg was a boy.


    But what would he say, standing in an open doorway well after midnight, facing his dad for the first time in four years, settled, married and drunk? What had he ever had to say to his dad? It was a bad idea and Ginsberg shrugged it off, knowing it to be the beer that even made him consider it in the first place. Velma was at Tessa’s. How rude, Ginsberg smiled, visualising a visit to his flustered mother, so late and not made up. Luna would be up; restaurant workers always were. But this was all so ridiculous. What did he want? A nice chat? Another drink? Some major catastrophe to happen so he wouldn’t have to focus on himself? Perhaps Uncle Smitty? he thought, thinking of catastrophes.


    Not long after two in the morning Ginsberg walked back to his hotel room and sat on an uncomfortably firm chair, calmly smoking his last cigarette of the night. He blew the smoke out the window, careful not to set off any alarm and respectful – to a point – of the hotel’s No Smoking policy. He stared at his sleeping wife.


    Kate in all her splendour. So bold and fresh, so wise and young. So adventurous. So safe. He loved her. He truly, truly did. He wanted her with him for the rest of his life.

  


  
    INSOMNIA BREEDING A PERFECT INSOMNIAC


    Velma had always had bouts of insomnia. If she was lucky, the experience might only last a night. She had rationalised that the one-offs were useful. They forced her to recognise that something in her life was askew, while only losing a few hours’ sleep. Fatigue wasn’t generally the rule the morning after and she usually felt alert enough to tackle whatever issue had kept her awake: frustrated creative energy, problematic friends, guilt, enthusiasm, weight concerns or issues with ageing and too many events penned in her diary.


    Her usual dose of insomnia was three to four nights. These periods weren’t in any way productive. Incessant late-night body-twisting and mind-racing and wide-awake exhaustion made her irritable and quick to emotional behaviour. Common causes of the three-to-four-nighters included falling in love, death and funerals, loss of creativity.


    This night was her eighth consecutive night of insomnia.


    She kept looking at the novel on her bedside table. She could read but that would mean movement and she so enjoyed her foetal position. Perhaps it was the position that would eventually lead her to a five-hour sleep. But now she was thinking about the possibility of sleep and that made sleep impossible. Stop it. She took the same tone with herself that she had taken with her children when they were young and had pushed her only slightly too far. It had an imperative ring to it. A listen-to-me-or-else warning. It worked wonders with the children but it wasn’t working with her psyche.


    She turned over onto her stomach, brought one knee up and out to the side. The bed was enormous and her options were endless.


    The last time she’d seen Graham, his hair was beginning to grey in that distinguished male way. He was dressed nicely, with black pants and a dark-blue collared shirt, top button undone. He was on his way to the University of Adelaide to address a large and diverse audience of lateral thinkers. He had been invited to be on a panel for an interpretive discussion of the afterlife. Velma had just been to the Pioneer Women’s Memorial Gardens to listen to published poets read from their books and speak about the writing process. She couldn’t remember if Writers’ Week was really why she had returned to Adelaide or if it was simply the excuse she had used because, though she would never admit it, Velma loved Adelaide and held herself back from making regular journeys from Melbourne. The quiet beaches, the familiar streets, the parks, the wine, the festivals. She loved the lack of traffic and even the infrequency of public transport; waiting for a bus or train gave her those extra few minutes to write … often about waiting for a bus or train. Plus, her daughter lived in Adelaide. Luna, Luna, Luna. But no matter how much it made her feel that she genuinely belonged, Velma always made a point of complaining that Adelaide wasn’t Melbourne.


    ‘There’s always someone in Adelaide offended by my smoking,’ she’d said to Graham that last time, just over a year ago. The man and woman closest to Velma and Graham made an effort to watch her pull out a cigarette and dig in her purse for a lighter.


    ‘I’m offended by your smoking,’ he’d said in all honesty but concealing the strength of his sentiment. ‘You’ve created smoking monsters too.’


    ‘Not Luna, darling, she’s quit.’


    ‘Hmph.’


    ‘This city is so uncosmopolitan.’


    On a patio, facing the traffic, Velma blew smoke into Graham’s greying hair. She thought he looked better than she had ever remembered him looking. Why men age so well I will never understand, she’d thought.


    Now, curled in Tessa and Tim’s spare bed, Velma was staring at her mobile phone. How easy it would be to call him! It was late but he would talk. He always did. Or let her talk, anyway. Not that she rang him much. Only occasionally, usually around night two or three of an insomniac phase. An old habit. But she would see him tomorrow and calling him now would appear eager. The last thing she wanted was to be misconstrued. Besides, she would probably have more issues to deal with after she hung up, causing her to lose even more sleep.


    Velma turned to lie on her back. The position rarely worked but because it had in a couple of cases, it was worth a try. I would’ve gone to bed with him. She wasn’t thinking of Clayton Diggs any more; she was thinking about her meeting with Graham in the city.


    ‘You’re ageing nicely,’ she had told him, not sure if it was meant to be a compliment or a quiet insult.


    ‘I’m not sure how to take that, coming from you.’ Graham was still feeling her out. No matter how many times they’d seen each other and how much goodwill there was in the planning of their meetings, nothing ever seemed resolved.


    ‘How do you take anything coming from me?’


    ‘With a grain of salt.’


    ‘Ooh, like your hair.’ They smiled and both reached for their drinks at the same time.


    ‘And have you seen your daughter lately?’ she asked him.


    ‘Have you seen your son lately?’ he countered.


    ‘Touché.’


    They clinked glasses.


    ‘Does that mean we’re hopeless as parents?’ Graham had asked.


    Velma lingered on those words, staring at the ceiling of Tessa and Tim’s guest room. They seemed to repeat themselves. Was it the gravity of the situation or was it because her mind was now completely overworked and under-rested? How does one answer such a question?


    The white ceiling shone with the moon. She could close the curtains but she so loved to wake in the early morning to blinding sunlight, only to fall back asleep again, basking in its glow. She loved the indulgence of a sleep-in. Especially during bouts of insomnia; that was when she had her deepest rest. And now her mind imagined her own body snuggled in warmth from the quilt and the sun’s sweet rays. Imagining herself asleep was a sure sign that she was tired, so, so tired, but she wasn’t falling asleep. Velma looked at the clock next to her novel on the bedside table. It read three twenty-six.

  


  
    3. The countdown and the anguished

  


  
    DREAMS COME TRUE AND DREAMS UNDO


    Darren woke up with convulsions in his chest. He had been holding back violent sobs. Light was beginning to shine through the room but it was still dark. Where am I? he thought, feeling momentarily petrified. Then he saw the naked back of the lady from the bookshop, curled like a baby next to him. I’m here, he thought, with Charlotte, and he was immediately relieved. Then he began to cry. There was no thought; just feeling. And it hurt. His body was tense, as though each muscle was holding back, afraid to give in to this physical grief. He howled, not caring that he was going to wake up this urban angel next to him. And eventually he did.


    ‘I need to be alone,’ he said, turning away and crying into the pillow. ‘Please. Don’t look at me. Just leave me for a minute.’


    Charlotte looked confused and ultimately wounded, because of course any woman would think this had to be about the night before. And, considering the magnitude of the situation, it should have been. But Darren wasn’t crying because of some long-overdue release from his negative obsession with the abhorrence of his body or because the world this morning was suddenly beautiful; he’d had a bad dream.


    Darren was washing the dinner dishes, Graham drying all four sets of plates and milk glasses, all four sets of tarnished silverware, and their mother stood at the stove behind them; oddly, she was still cooking. But time isn’t always continuous in dreams and Darren had no need to make sense of it. It had seemed too real to analyse.


    Their father sat at the two-person kitchen table, where the family used to take turns eating. At dinner, Darren and Graham first, Mum and Dad second. At breakfast, first come first served. The scene was so familiar, so everyday and common.


    Darren’s dad, white shirted, greased brown hair, reading glasses, newspaper, slumped over pasta bake. Good god, the adult Darren thought from outside his dream, was he ever that young?


    ‘You still got that pain, Rhonda?’


    Darren stopped washing. He knew, in his dream, that this was somehow pivotal.


    Fair-skinned Graham, all gentle and lithe, everybody’s favourite, nine years old and oblivious to the question asked by their dad, kept drying the dishes. He was humming something. ‘Pomp and Circumstance’. Is this tune significant? Darren slowly turned his head ninety-six degrees to the left and there was his mother. The one safe place. The only given in his life.


    He remembered perfectly the sea-green of the kitchen wall, the large sunflower head in a vase by the window, the white borders around the windows, the cross-stitch in brown lettering: The times when you have seen only one set of footprints in the sand, is when I carried you, an ocean setting and calligraphic writing. He heard the sizzle of the garlic, onion and sausage. He heard the precarious clank of plate upon plate. He heard the turning of a single page of newspaper. He had a heightened sensation of being twelve. A hungry feeling in his stomach. The compulsion to cry, to hold that cry in.


    In his dream, his mother was the age she was when she had died. Her hair was long and dark. She wore a fitted dress. She would have been tired from a very busy day. In his dream, when she looked at Darren, her eyes were big and terror stricken. They were letting him in on the secret: There is pain my sweet, sweet son, and there will be death. And in that dream, Darren knew then that his mother would die. Did this really happen?


    Darren wondered why the ghost of his mother had visited him after he and Charlotte had done the dirty. Was she reminding him that she had once been the only woman in his life? Was she telling him that Charlotte was going to die? That he was going to die? Perhaps she was telling him that she was still there, and that maybe he should do the dishes after Charlotte had fed him some breakfast. Housecleaning was probably the best way to keep a woman happy.


    The smell of sizzling bacon brought Darren back to life. Charlotte. How nice it was to have someone cook bacon for you. He had suddenly become ravenous and wasn’t sure if it was for the food or for the body of the woman he had bared himself to the night before. Having recounted the dream to himself and smelled his next breakfast (there were clearly eggs and toast with that bacon), Darren was now in a different space. The time-to-get-up phase, but this unlike any he had ever known before.


    Thinking of Charlotte cooking him breakfast made his penis rise yet again. ‘Down boy,’ he told it because he’d always wanted to say something so brash. He smelled the grease, heard Charlotte scraping the inside of a jar, most probably Vegemite, and wondered if he’d see her again after they had breakfast. Wondered if he was thick to even think such a thing as a man like him dating a woman on a regular basis. Then, Could I grow old with this woman? But no, how could it be that he would be happy in his old age? Would he even recognise happiness if it came along? Surely I won’t live much longer anyway; what a daft thought. Even now, with his feelings so unquestionably good, he had to question them. He had to turn to thoughts of grief and memories of loss. He rationalised that the timing of his dream proved he feared happiness and accepted death, and so it seemed fitting that he chose to focus on death, rather than life.


    He lay prostrate for close to seven minutes before the smell of his own gas overpowered the smells from the kitchen stove.


    Gulliver.


    Toole.


    ‘Gulliver has to die.’

  


  
    PHOTO FLIPPING


    Early-morning breakfast. Luna sat opposite Mark in the chair under the mirror. It was clearly her chair. It was the chair she always sat in. Opposite Mark and under the mirror.


    ‘So you know what you’re wearing?’ she asked.


    ‘What, right now?’


    ‘Not now, you crazy man. Tonight.’


    ‘I’m working it out.’


    Mark got up to pour his second cup of coffee. Luna knew that after that cup he would brush his teeth, either misplace something or realise that he needed something else, and he would go. He’d been doing it that way most of his mornings for as long as they had been together. Luna considered his predictability and wondered if it was a good thing.


    In one to two years, a baby. Within five years, a second. Travel in a foreign country every few years. Maybe live in a foreign country for a year. Move out of this house in the first year and buy our own home, together. Pay it off in twenty years. Have grandchildren. Be buried next to each other. Luna stared her future in the face. He had dark bags under his eyes and flyaway hair.


    ‘I bet you worked out what you were wearing weeks ago, didn’t you?’ His smile was good-hearted as he sat back down.


    ‘Ages ago.’ She laughed, hoping she appeared equally good-hearted.


    ‘Months?’


    ‘Since the night we first talked about having a dinner for our families.’


    ‘Jesus.’ He sipped his coffee and tightened his lips ever so slightly. His skin looked rough, face unshaven. Unkemptness and age worked well for him. ‘You’re going to look hot, aren’t you?’ he asked.


    ‘I aim to.’


    ‘You know you drive me wild, don’t you?’


    Luna looked straight at him, laughed through her nose and touched his hand because she remembered how much she loved him and was slightly taken aback. He’s the one, she told herself.


    Luna wouldn’t be returning to the restaurant for eight more days. Five of those days were to be spent with Mark on Christmas Island in a bungalow on the Indian Ocean. We will be needing that, she thought, finally understanding why honeymoons existed. One of her days off was reserved for their wedding, and the first two were for general pre-wedding regrouping, for re-checking boxes and running around and for rigidly enforced but well-deserved indulgent moments of relaxation like this, because this was it, really: the end of her me-time. Then the rest, the much-needed honeymoon.


    Later, a magazine with a glass of white wine. There would be an afternoon bubble bath. Random acts of getting cosy on the couch and listening to community radio, crossword in hand. What scared her was that these little moments of me-time she had worked so hard for had the potential to turn into we-time. Living together had done that to an extent but Luna was somehow convinced that marriage and children would guilt her into giving away any sense of me-time she had ever known. (God but she wanted to be a mother.) So before it was gone, she took two days off to herself. To regroup.


    Just now she was looking through a photo album. She wanted to find the one that had all of the photos from when they were first falling in love – she wanted to return to that feeling of absorption – but she’d grabbed the wrong photo album. Her brother’s ultra-lean bare torso was the first thing she saw.


    Luna visited Ginsberg in British Columbia, the year he was on a teacher’s exchange. Met him in Whistler for an attempt at downhill skiing. Neither could ski and both hated the fact that they looked ridiculous, so they spent their time drinking imported Australian red wine and sharing remember-whens.


    ‘Remember when Mum swore off poetry and tried to be a waitress?’ They were eating poutine at a bistro. The mixture of French fries, gravy and cheese curd was disgustingly, finger-licking good; and Ginsberg was doing just that.


    ‘Yeah, gave her the perfect opportunity to play the martyr, didn’t it?’


    ‘Like, every night.’


    ‘And like most of my childhood, brother dear, it’s something I’m trying to forget.’


    At an awful concert in a pub, where the guitarist’s facial expressions were very much laughable: ‘Remember when you were really, really into Duran Duran and you cried when you saw that interview with them?’


    ‘I’d still cry.’ And he would.


    Sleeping in the same room, in two single beds: ‘Remember the day we left Dad?’


    ‘No.’


    ‘Me neither.’ But she did.


    For Luna the day was awful. She was five. She remembered it as if her dad were dying, as if he had died the moment they drove away. As if she would never, ever see him again. Ginsberg was too young, of course, being only just out of nappies, but Luna remembered afterwards trying to comfort him for his loss, though she’d never known if he felt any loss, being only newly three. She also remembers trying to turn her brother against their mother.


    ‘You know she’s evil, don’t you?’


    ‘What.’


    ‘Mummy is an evil witch. She’s not your real mummy. If she was, she would keep us with Daddy but she didn’t, so she’s evil.’


    ‘Mummy’s a witch.’ Everything Ginsberg asked was like a statement. It made it very easy for Luna to convert him to her thinking.


    ‘Yes. Like in the storybooks. When she goes to bed at night her face turns green. But in the day it’s just like normal. Because she’s a witch. And she can change.’


    ‘She can change.’


    ‘Yes, that’s right. She can change. So we should never hug her, because she’s a witch.’


    ‘She’s a witch.’


    ‘Yes, that’s right. Mummy’s a witch.’


    Sister and brother had never been so close as they were in Canada, and never would they feign to be that close again. It felt as if that time together was wrapped in a snow globe, kept on a mantle over the comfort of a winter’s fire and, no matter how they shook that snow globe up, it would always return to a perfect scene. But snow globes don’t really belong in Australia, so when again they reunited in Melbourne, they’d grown older, they’d grown apart. They really didn’t know one another in their familiar territory and felt slightly awkward for the closeness they had shared. As if their time together was a secret they’d wanted badly kept between themselves so they tried to hide it, even from themselves.


    Luna laughed quietly at the photo of Ginsberg, bare-chested, star-framed sunglasses, at the crest of a snowy mountain. That’s how I want to remember him forever, she thought, because she liked the light-heartedness and reckless campiness of the young man in the photo. What the hell are you doing with that poor girl?


    She thought she might know who Kate was. She clearly remembered Ginsberg waving to a young girl outside the skating rink as they walked to the deli in Vanderhoof’s tiny town square to get a Reuben sandwich. Corned beef and sauerkraut with Swiss on toasted rye. Luna would often wonder, even years later, if any sandwich could be more delicious.


    It was the day after they had returned from Whistler. She’d thought almost nothing of the girl then, some student in some paper-mill town, How very cute she’s so enthusiastic about waving to my brother. But when he rang her and told her about Kate – ‘You’d better be sitting down, bella’ – she remembered the girl from Vanderhoof.


    Luna flipped through the pages of the photo album. Ginsberg mocking Munch’s The Scream outside the largest paper mill either could ever have imagined. Thousands of pine trees, destinies soon to be fulfilled; the smell tremendous. Another: Ginsberg paddling on a canoe, mosquito bite on the tip of his nose. And she and Ginsberg, arms hung around one another, at an ice hockey game.


    It took Luna a few minutes to realise she’d been crying. Why am I crying? It’s not like he’s dead. She became annoyed with herself and closed the photo album. Ginsberg. Why hadn’t he rung to tell her he’d arrived safely? Why hadn’t he just stopped by to ask her how she was going? How had they become so distant?


    Luna picked up her mobile and searched for Ginsberg’s number. Now she wondered what she would say.


    The phone rang out. Luna hung up, relieved.

  


  
    TWO HALVES SPLIT DOWN THE MIDDLE AND HOPING THERE’S CREAM FOR THE SCAR


    Kate was in the toilet. Like clockwork, the nine am wee. He heard her steady tinkle then irregular drips. She was doing her pelvic floor exercises. Ginsberg decided to do his. Then the rush of water from behind the closed door, and the door opened: ‘I’m having a bath.’ She was nude as she stood half in front of him. Ginsberg saw her dissected in two by the bathroom’s wall, head to bursting belly to toe, and wondered if she ever felt split before. Was she intact, entirely, within her own body? She was an amazing and complicated creature, even more so since the pregnancy.


    ‘I know, a bath this early in the morning. It’s extravagant.’ She smiled: her chipped front tooth, the freckled moles on her clavicle, neck and upper breasts.


    ‘Pure decadence.’ He forced a smile back. He was feeling less than whole this morning, dissected in a cruder way, and pondered bailing out of the dinner party himself.


    Kate disappeared, one hundred per cent, behind the bathroom’s wall. When she closed the door behind her, husband and wife were separated. She, enjoying the hospitality bath gel and the togetherness of a baby surviving off her body; he, entering a dangerous zone.


    Without Kate I’m only a man whose responsibility is to no one but myself. The thought of Ginsberg left alone scared him. It made him feel like his father.


    Ginsberg saw Graham as a solitary man. He’d never known him to have a partner aside from his own mother, and everyone knew how destructive that relationship had been. When he was a small boy, and even into his pre-teen years, Ginsberg imagined his mother and father would get back together and the family would be reunited. Isn’t it the dream of most children from broken homes that the family live in one single house, at night eat huge dinners together, play board games together, pack themselves tightly in the car together for summer holidays? When, in his teens, he’d come to realise that a reunion between his mother and father was simply not a possibility, Ginsberg blamed his father: it was his solitude.


    Ginsberg had worked out that his father did not want his mother back, didn’t even want Ginsberg back, because he didn’t want the mess of other people crowding him. He never questioned whether this was Velma talking or his own musings, but he remembers thinking that now that his father was enmeshed in his bachelor’s life, why would he go back? Of course Luna had returned to him, but that was out of necessity. It was for her own survival. Everyone in the family knew that Velma and Luna would strangle each other if they had to share the same house during Luna’s ‘difficult adjustment to moving interstate’, so there was no adjustment to moving interstate for Luna. She stayed in Adelaide with their father and Ginsberg moved to Melbourne with their mother. He would never have dreamed of leaving his mother alone. She would have melted into a puddle of tears and slipped away, down the bathroom drain.


    If Ginsberg were to be on his own, separated from Kate, responsible only to himself, he would be sleeping with men. He would be taking hold of his gay identity and running with it at a steady marathon pace, in it for the long haul and splashing cold water on his face when he became overheated. He would be relating to his gay friends in extravagant ways: pubbing with them and attending themed parties, staying out all night and popping pills, enjoying the pleasures of the anal sphincter. But with Kate, he had a responsibility to something more. And with Kate I’m coming into contact with true spirituality.


    It was not that he was ignoring his sexuality – he knew he was gay and so did Kate – but he was turning his back on his sexual inclinations. How long before that part of himself tried to break free and he cracked in two? Straight down the middle, losing all opportunity to ever be whole?


    Ginsberg turned on the telly with the bedside remote control. An awful, cheery morning show. Ginsberg thought cynically that the hosts probably didn’t get on well, socially, the woman thinking the man pretentious and the man thinking the woman a bit of a flake; yet they were a team. Success was in teamwork. Any two people could make anything happen if they only remained a team.


    He and Kate were nothing if not partners. Theirs was an uphill climb, which they walked together, step by step, hand in hand, much encouragement along the way, extended, steady drinks of glucose-laden beverages regulating their body temperatures. And now there would be three.


    Ginsberg wanted this. He thought about it sixty-five per cent of his free-thinking time. He imagined the baby to be a boy, and it wasn’t because he necessarily wanted a boy but because that was simply how his mind’s eye computed the baby concept. And in his imagination the husband / father, the wife / mother and the tiny baby boy are playing on a rug in an outdoor setting, or laughing and frolicking under the blankets of a queen-sized bed on a lazy Sunday winter morning, or staring at the wonder that is pure and unadulterated love perfectly incarnate.


    He also thought about bonds and how a baby would shift existing identities, highlight existing and emerging identities, identify core identities. So who was he, Ginsberg Rowan Smith? He was a man, a gay man, a husband, a soon-to-be-father, a son and a brother. Normally he wouldn’t have included the last two identity markers, since he was grown now and didn’t depend upon his family of origin to assist in any further growth, but lately he’d been focusing on it. With the build-up to the introductions between Kate and his mother, his father, his sister and even Uncle Smitty, Ginsberg was entering one of his moods.


    He’d been losing sleep for three nights and insomnia was often what triggered his moods. Thanks, Velma – for his mother had always struggled with insomnia (and hadn’t the whole family known about it?). Great trait to pass on. If only the issue of Ginsberg and Kate could remain the sole concern of Ginsberg and Kate. Because they were a team. Together, they could handle anything.


    But during a commercial for Devine Homes (that football coach in a plush pink dining room, the masculine mingling with the ultra-feminine; it always seemed so odd to him), Ginsberg reminded himself that it was not so. Their relationship could not be contained in their small St Kilda flat. Got to deal with the family. His jaw tightened and he opened his mouth wide to unlock it. He decided that he could not attend the dinner party. It was too intimate. Only family: Luna’s and Mark’s. There would be too much space for silence and innuendo and that would be uncomfortable. For the both of them. It would be uncomfortable for Ginsberg and for Kate, and surely, in her fragile condition, Kate needed to avoid stress. But the wedding, he reasoned, would be different. Focus placed on the beautiful bride. Luna’s day. He would be able to treat the occasion of introducing his family to Kate, and to Ginsberg-the-husband and Ginsberg-the-soon-to-be-father, with very little disquiet. It would be a party. Everyone would be happy. Ginsberg decided he too would not go to the wedding dinner.


    ‘I’m such a bitch,’ he told himself, but he failed to take it to heart; he was in one of his moods.

  


  
    CALL IT SPONTANEOUS; CALL IT RELEASE


    Outside his kitchen window Graham could hear Nicola, his thirteen-year-old neighbour – Sharon’s daughter. She was yelling to her mother, presumably unable to walk those few steps into Sharon’s earshot. Graham remembered what it was like living with Luna as a teenager; communication in close proximity was scarce. What noise the two generated involved many and varied levels of volume with very little reason to be in the same room. But what was she doing home on a school day? Surely one can’t choose to avoid school because the weather was so brilliant?


    Graham felt the sunshine warm him through the window. He felt something akin to hope, as well as could be felt by a man trying to write his own obituary. He knew he could not own the day but he was pretty bloody sure it was his. It was telling him to grab the thing while it was hot, and his impulse was on fire. He wrapped up the remains of the apricot cake he’d made earlier and walked out his door, leaving two chicken thighs to thaw on the cutting board.


    ‘Hello?’ Graham always thought it strange to stand at the gate of someone’s backyard. It was so close to the brink of familiarity. Though he and Sharon had been neighbours for seven years and were certainly familiar with one another, he still felt ill at ease.


    Nicola greeted him at the gate and yelled out ‘Mum! Graham’s here!’ then opened the gate for him. ‘Hi, Graham.’


    Graham made his way through the gate, wishing the old gate didn’t get so caught on the cement, forcing him to turn his body and squeeze through. ‘Hello, Nicola. You home sick today?’ She looked fine.


    ‘It’s Parent Workday. I’m supposed to go to work with Mum today, and since she works at home, I get to stay home.’ She wore Ugg boots with her shorts.


    ‘Oh! So you’re busy on the computer with her then?’


    ‘No, she’s making me clean the house with her. It’s like some Big Clean today.’


    Sharon rounded the corner and appeared at the gate, wiping her hands on her jeans. ‘G’day, Graham. Cup of tea on this gorgeous morning?’


    ‘Thanks but I don’t want to intrude.’


    ‘Intrude? You’ve got ten minutes, and if you still feel you might be intruding after those ten minutes are up, you can go.’


    ‘Promise?’ he asked, hyperaware of his inadequacies. A sufferer of Meniere’s was never forgetful in the presence of the healthy.


    ‘Promise.’ She laughed. ‘Come in!’ and she led the way around the house and to the table out the back. ‘Sit; I’ll go get us some tea.’


    Nicola sat down in the chair opposite Graham. She stared at him, almost suspiciously. He felt it rather uncomfortable so decided to break the silence. ‘So, how’s school, then?’ Such a common thing to ask.


    From the kitchen Sharon yelled to her daughter, ‘Nicola! Why don’t you finish up in the garage? Get all that recycling in order, love.’


    ‘I’d better go,’ she told Graham.


    ‘Yes, sounds like you’ve got a busy day at the office!’ He smiled as she shuffled off, shoulders dragging, defeated by recycling. Obviously there were other things she’d rather be doing: there was a television show that needed watching, a young adult book that needed reading, some music that needed downloading, friends who needed texting.


    The backyard was a work in progress with large stones piled along the fence and an old wheelbarrow overflowing with gravel; another, though appearing brand new, overflowed with soil. Sharon had told him she was thinking of landscaping. He imagined her doing all the hard work every Saturday and Sunday while Nicola did whatever it was teenaged girls did in their bedrooms on sunny days (the watching, the reading, the downloading, the texting).


    There was also a laundry basket, half full, under the Hills Hoist. Graham wondered if that’s what Sharon had been doing when he’d come to the back gate. He imagined her day consisting of starting and stopping jobs. A vague recollection of something similar when he was working from home as a single father.


    Sharon was in her mid-forties. Nicola’s father had left when she was only a baby. It wasn’t the way Sharon had planned it but life is what it is. Doing it tough, he thought as he waited for her return with two cups of tea.


    Nicola’s father had lived with Sharon throughout the pregnancy and for a couple of months after the birth but ultimately, according to Sharon, couldn’t hack it. Packed it up and moved it out, kissed them goodbye and hit the road. ‘The bastard had tears in his eyes,’ Graham remembered Sharon saying the first time they had broached the subject of Nicola’s absent father. In a way, Graham could relate. Velma had done the exact same thing, kisses and tears on exit and all. Only she didn’t abandon her children; she took his children away from him. Which was worse?


    Graham never liked Sharon’s ex. He popped round every so often for Nicola’s sake and, even though he had no legal relationship with Sharon any more, he made it obvious that he didn’t want Graham getting too close. But Graham and Sharon had been making the shift from neighbours to friends from the moment she’d moved in. They weren’t good friends, but neighbourly friends. It was a comfortable arrangement. He found her attractive and pleasant and respected her as a single mum; and he sometimes wondered what it would be like to take her to dinner, pamper her, treat her like a woman and not a neighbour. How would he go about that? Would he have to flirt with her?


    Flirting. Graham laughed. The very thought of it.


    Sharon returned with a tray stacked with tea bags and lemon wedges on saucers, two mugs of hot water, a ceramic milk holder, a knife and forks and two small plates. ‘I assumed you wanted to share your cake?’ She smiled.


    ‘Oh!’ Graham had forgotten that he was still holding the cellophane-wrapped apricot cake with the cream cheese icing. ‘Please,’ he handed it to her, ‘be my guest.’ He wondered if he could stomach something so sweet since this morning the vertigo had reached some serious lean-to proportions. He thought he was managing it well though. Emotionally, anyway. And so long as he was sitting … Best to stay away from the cake.


    Sharon sat and stretched her long legs, sighed as if happy for the day or perhaps for the chance to relax from the Big Clean. ‘So the wedding’s soon. You must be excited for Luna.’


    Excited for Luna. Now there was a thought. In all of this self-made hoopla with the obituary and his frenzy over his illness it suddenly struck Graham that he hadn’t really thought much about how Luna must be feeling or how he, as the father of the bride, should be feeling for his daughter. What was he feeling?


    ‘I’m not sure “excited” is the word.’ Where was he going with this? What was he about to say?


    ‘I thought you looked a bit apprehensive this morning. What’s wrong, Graham?’


    Graham wondered how she’d sensed it. He thought he’d hidden his awkwardness with masculine grace and dignity. But women could be amazing creatures. Their instincts were often so selfless. The very fact that Graham was looking into Sharon’s eyes, which already mirrored a sympathetic pain, made Graham want to open up to her. He felt impetuosity overtake him. It wasn’t the way he had planned his confession, but life is what it is.


    ‘I’ve been sick lately.’


    Sharon’s face crumpled in a question and a gentle pleading to go on.


    ‘I have Meniere’s disease.’


    ‘Oh my god, what’s that?’ Visions of lepers, people with hair falling out, yellow-skinned men screaming in pain or withering away silently. Graham saw this in her face and had to smile, suddenly feeling stupid.


    ‘Yes, the term “disease” does make it sound rather dramatic, doesn’t it?’ Graham sipped tea then leaned forward on his elbows, feeling a great weight being lifted from his shoulders. A great release from his heavy head. ‘It’s a bloody difficult imbalance disorder is what it is,’ and it all began to feel so natural. ‘My inner ear. I tell you, it’s hard to get through the day. I fall, I vomit, I’ve lost most of my hearing in the left ear only to acquire the noise of the ocean – it’s just … bloody difficult.’


    ‘How long have you had it, Graham?’


    And this is what he needed. The give and take of a conversation. The sound of his own voice making the disease seem common. ‘A couple of years, I suppose. When I look back I can remember hints of it, vertigo while watching a bird fly from a tree, small things. In hindsight. But it’s been bad for the past five months. I don’t know. It’s hard to just walk most days. And driving’s a thing of the past. The flute, too.’


    With an air of profound concern in her voice Sharon asked the obvious: ‘Why haven’t you said anything?’


    Truly this was a question worth asking but how to reply? Because I’m a damaged old man who cannot communicate with people who love me.


    ‘I suppose I denied it for a while. Didn’t know how to begin talking about it.’ Graham absentmindedly took a bite of the cake, the sweetness telling him under no circumstances should he have another bite. He chewed it begrudgingly then swallowed, only to make room for the tea that would put balance into his digestive system. ‘You’re the first person I’ve told.’


    Sharon reached out and touched Graham’s hand. It was exactly what he’d needed. The warmth of skin on skin. The feel of life rushing through two bodies and connecting in a place of comfort. This was the ‘thing’ that was hot; this was the ‘thing’ he was supposed to grab. Graham turned his hand to hold Sharon’s and, without realising the magnitude of his actions, he squeezed it, held on, allowed for the comfort to fill his body. And just as he was about to thank the day for handing itself over to him in that moment of total release, Graham felt the beginnings of an attack.


    Pulling his hand away slowly and rising carefully from the table he said to Sharon that he had to be going. ‘I’ve gone way past my ten minutes.’ He smiled nervously. He had to hide this. He had to hide this. ‘There’s a pot of soup I left simmering on the stove.’ He fumbled with his chair. ‘Thanks so much for the tea but I really must check the soup, give it a stir. I hate the taste of that burnt bottom layer of soup. Infiltrates the whole damn pot.’


    ‘Oh!’ Sharon said, snapping out of the sobriety of their discussion, not knowing quite what to make of his abrupt departure. ‘Well, any time, Graham. Really.’ She rose to somehow assist his exit.


    Graham turned towards the gate, saying ‘Thanks. It’s been such a relief to get that out in the open.’ And he meant it. But he had to get the hell out of her backyard. As he opened the gate and delicately turned to close it behind him, he smiled once more. ‘Thanks for being a friend.’ He felt sick in his stomach.


    Behind his back, as he made his way down the path to her front yard, struggling with gravity with each taxing step, he heard Sharon call out to him: ‘Please remember, we’re just next door!’

  


  
    THE ATHEIST IS CLOSE TO PRAYER


    He had made it to the garden to stand among some tranquillity and make sure he wasn’t imagining it. To make sure he hadn’t misunderstood the signs because the closeness with Sharon had maybe freaked him out. But then he began to wrestle.


    Is this another one / just paranoid / feels like it / shit not the bloody vomiting again cannot do it not now not another fucking attack.


    Though he’d expected it to be coming the last few days, there was just no way to prepare.


    After his assessment of the situation and quick stint at rationalisation – I’ll get through this I can do this / it’s only a few hours maybe five / I’m not going to die – his anger and fear synchronised and created a new emotion entirely. The ground beneath his knees turned left; the air around his head turned right. He fell, tasted earth and vomited, dribbled vomit onto the earth and lay there in his vomit, vomiting, dribbling the vomit, vomiting over and over and over again. As if too much alcohol was in his system and he had the ‘spins’. The ‘spins’; such a light-hearted term. Of course that only lasts until the alcohol has left, either in a toilet or in some bushes or on the dirty floor of a nightclub. For Graham the spinning would continue long after the first vomit and long after the first bile and long after the first dry heave. Possibly for several hours. This was a full-blown Meniere’s attack.


    His mother with her vomit in a plastic bowl by the bedside table, the action so measured, so frightening. ‘Please, Graham, just go, just go, darling, just leave me to myself,’ and there was never any anger, never seemed to be fear, just a calm acceptance of what was happening, what was happening to her body and what would continue to happen to her body while she fought with heroic desperation to live.


    Three hours later and Graham still spun, slightly less than during his attack, slightly more than on a normal day. Finally he had enough strength to leave his garden, where an acid-patch would fight off all growth for the season and he’d be reminded of being alone and helpless, on the ground, every morning when he watered with the buckets he’d collected from his shower.


    His first few steps made him nauseated and, though there was nothing left in his stomach, he managed one last vomit. Stomach bile. It burned his throat and his eyes stung from boiling tears that refused to either fall or subside. He walked to his shed with only the thought of marijuana. It would slow down the spinning and he would be able to sleep.


    The wedding dinner was tonight. He wouldn’t be able to attend. He’d be in recovery mode. Considerable sleeping-time was to be had for at least the next thirty-six hours.


    The wedding was in two days. He had no choice. He was going.


    Before the pipe, the telephone.


    ‘Smitty, it’s me.’ The answering machine. ‘I can’t make the dinner tonight. Tell Luna sorry. Some gastro thing. I need to sleep it off. Tell her I’ll be right for the wedding.’ After a pause, ‘Good luck.’ His brother would handle things. He could not phone Luna for fear he’d have to explain. Even after the morning with Sharon, there was still the fear of explaining.


    Back out to the shed and it all seemed so awful. Each step proved he was regaining his equilibrium (what he’d had of it to begin with) but each step was heavy, his body burdensome yet feeling slight and empty. It was the coming down that brought on the depression. The attack was a high, a hideous high, and the aftermath brought him to new levels of low. This one would be lower than the garden bed, puddled with the half-digested remains of his breakfast.


    As the smoke set in and began to settle his world, What is a man’s worth when he is alone in his vomit? The ever-present obituary.


    The big question asked at obituarist gatherings was ‘Have you written your own yet?’ and the inevitable sheepish laugh, the ‘No’, the momentary private thought: How gruelling! Graham thought that it was, indeed: life was gruelling, the obituary gruelling, especially since he’d yet to write a word. Too many self-interrogations. Too much soul-searching and internal crapping on about the meaning of life. He had to get off the Velma-train. I’ve got to get over this attack.


    Another puff: Doesn’t it all come down to time moving on? Earthquakes in other lands shaking the core of humanity’s foothold, HIV and civil wars, some animals adapting while others become extinct, scientists discovering new ways to breed so we can all prolong the inevitable end? What is a human’s worth? What is a man? He almost felt like returning to his vomit, just to solidify things.


    The smoke was coarse travelling down his throat, which he imagined to be raw and red with acrid-yellow lesions, but it had to travel that ravaged path in order to give him some sort of respite. He deserved sleep, any way it came. His body had just succumbed to an all-out war and, to be sure, there would be nightmares. Falling nightmares. Nauseous nightmares. Dying nightmares. Dreams of Velma.


    He needed someone with him. He thought of Sharon immediately, remembering her plea to call if there was anything she could do, she was only next door. But there was nothing she could do. He just needed to wait it out and he just wanted someone there. It seemed a lot to ask. He could ring Velma’s mobile. She would definitely come. But the thought of depending on her manic nurturing seemed all wrong, given the circumstances of his task. Luna with the wedding and Ginsberg with the wife, Smitty probably nearing serious hyperventilation in preparation for the wedding dinner, and now with the added stress of making an apology. All his colleagues, those he called his friends, who could he burden with his illness? Burdens are only for family. Graham had nowhere to turn.


    As his mother lay dying, prostrate and a pasty yellow from the liver failure that would finally kill her, Graham stood next to her, crying because he could not stop his tears. The tears were a flood. They wet his cheeks and wet her blanket, her hand, which he held to his lips intermittently. They sounded awful, animal, and he wanted to stop so she didn’t have to spend the end of her life listening to his tears.


    Darren cried too. His tears were quieter, made less of an ocean. He was older, a teenager, and he’d always felt uncomfortable with public displays of any emotion, so clearly this was something. Clearly he was sad, like Graham. Afraid, like Graham. Maybe he felt the same strong claim on their mother as Graham and maybe, like Graham, he was angry with God. Maybe, like Graham, he would shun God for the rest of his life, so pained were they both by the death of their mother.


    Then their father. One arm around Graham, the other around Darren. His grip on their shoulders, crushing their shoulders. His face struggling to keep it together. Struggling to not let the tears fall. They fell. They fell on and on.


    Fifteen years later, his dad lay dying, probably prostrate – Graham would never know – there was no one around him but alternating nurses. No one crying at all.

  


  
    WHAT TO DO WITH A GLOOMY MOOD


    ‘Ginsberg, it’s your Uncle Smitty. I had a message from your father this morning. He’s not going to make it to Luna’s show either. He’s crook. Pass on his apologies with mine, would you? So I’ll see you at the wedding.’ Heavy breathing, seemingly contemplative. ‘We’ll all be there, right?’


    Ginsberg pressed the red icon on his mobile phone and released himself from the message Uncle Smitty had just left. He couldn’t bring himself to answer the phone for anyone this morning. Was it still morning? ‘For fuck’s sake,’ he whispered to himself.


    Kate had had her bath, and it had been a long one. For almost two hours she’d left Ginsberg to his mood while she luxuriated in bubbles and felt her seven-month-old foetus swimming inside her. When she emerged, red bodied and naked, she flitted about in her preparations, which were not in any way extreme: clothes, suncream, an elastic for her hair. ‘Are you getting up or not?’


    ‘Not.’ He was there. Right smack dab in the middle of one of his automaton moods.


    ‘Ginsberg, get out of the fucking bed.’ Kate could see it in his face. He was blank. Unaware of how much fun life could be. His wife’s impatience was entirely rational. It was almost eleven thirty and Ginsberg hadn’t made a move to get up. He flipped from one crappy television morning show to the next and, save for a grunt the first time Kate tried to tell him to ‘shake a leg’, and a fart that’d forced her to open the window, he hadn’t made much noise.


    ‘What’s wrong with you?’ She tried to keep her voice calm, though she was itching to raise it to a higher pitch than either of them would have liked. His stare at the television was direct and deeply disturbing. ‘Shit, Ginsberg,’ she said because all he needed to do was look that way. She hated, hated these moods.


    Ginsberg felt the enormity of her exasperation and looked away from the late morning programming. ‘Kate, I’m sorry, but you don’t know my family. I’m freaking out.’ He hated being his mother’s son when something important came along, all the drama and bad temper, but his moods were like coping mechanisms. Really bad coping mechanisms. Not-coping mechanisms. He couldn’t seem to deal with things in any other way than to just turn off. Just tune out.


    ‘You’re right,’ she said, feigning understanding. ‘I don’t know them.’ Then her eyes took on new meaning and her true voice broke through. ‘Because you haven’t introduced them to me!’ It was not understanding. It was Angry Woman about to explode. ‘Don’t you think I’m freaking out too? How stupid am I going to feel, standing next to my gay husband like everything’s normal?’


    ‘It is normal, Kate. We love each other. What’s stupid about that?’


    ‘Everything,’ she said, giving up on the volcanic eruption. It wasn’t really her thing. Kate lay on the pillow next to him and ran her fingers through his bed-hair. ‘Ginsberg, don’t do this to me. Not now.’


    He brushed her hand away, eyes still on the telly, and told her in the most practical way, ‘I’m sorry, Kate,’ but he wasn’t sorry. He was a spoiled teenaged child who knew he didn’t have to budge because his mother (Kate) would always love him and always accept him, even during one of his moods.


    Kate knew that she wouldn’t win today. Would she ever win? She jumped up, not willing to be like Velma, unwilling to accept him and let the lava flow. ‘Don’t say sorry, just get out of the fucking bed and take me to the tram so we can go to the fucking beach and still get back in time to go to the fucking dinner tonight!’


    Don’t worry, son, Ginsberg communicated to his unborn baby, your mother is just tired, she doesn’t mean to say all those bad words. He knew, from years of his mother blaming her menstrual cycle for raging blow-ups, that anger and hormones didn’t mix well and, right now, it was obvious Kate had a gutful of both. In his mind, that’s what the trigger was; not his gloomy mood.


    ‘Kate –’ he said, exasperated.


    ‘Don’t!’


    A woman on the telly was cooking up a lovely quiche for the hosts and one lucky member of the audience. Ginsberg’s eyes momentarily moved to his wife but then settled back on the woman. ‘Just let me skip the dinner and I’ll be right for the wedding. I promise. I’ll make you proud.’ He lacked emotion. He wasn’t even whingeing. He was monotone.


    ‘Ginsberg!’ She was incredulous. His commitment to her had to be questioned each time he backed out of introducing her to important people. It was bad enough when an old friend from his uni days had planned to catch up with him after being away in China for eight years and Ginsberg rang him the night before he was due at their flat to explain that an emergency had happened: ‘My dog’s been hit by a car.’ They didn’t even have a dog.


    ‘Am I so awful you have to lie?’ she had asked, sheepishly making her presence known after Ginsberg had hung up the phone. But she did not cry. It was the sort of thing she had always prepared herself for.


    Ginsberg had looked down at his feet, ashamed of feeling ashamed, and afraid of feeling afraid. How to explain this one?


    ‘It’s not you, Kate. It’s me.’ Ridiculous. That one never worked. ‘Look, you’re beautiful. Everyone would love you. I just can’t be bothered explaining it all. All those questions and answers. All those words. I don’t want to go there. Not yet.’ He walked over to where she stood in the entrance to the living room and hugged her, reassuring them both. ‘How would anybody understand us?’ he asked.


    ‘I don’t even understand us,’ she said, body limp, unable to resist his comfort.


    ‘Don’t say that,’ and he caressed her hair, so soft and addictive; he found he could not stop. The effect was soothing and Kate pulled away to look at him.


    ‘You do still love me?’


    ‘More than I can comprehend.’


    That time she’d put her arms around his neck and hugged back, whispering into his shoulder, ‘Good, ’cause we’re married.’ But this time was different. Could Ginsberg muster up the energy to soothe her fears yet again? Indeed, could he even raise himself to a sitting position to give it a go? Kate waited. It didn’t appear so.


    ‘Well I’m not staying here and holding your hand while you mope and smoke a pack of cigarettes and feel all confused.’ She was a heady mix of sulk and serious antagonism.


    ‘You’re going to the beach?’


    ‘And the fucking dinner! I’ve got an awesome dress and I’m going to wear it!’ She got off the bed. She wanted to walk defiantly from the room just then but there was nowhere to go, except the bathroom, and that didn’t seem right. She could have walked out the hotel door in extraordinary dramatic style, but she didn’t have her shoes or her purse.


    ‘You’re going to have to pass on some messages,’ Ginsberg said, returning to his spaced-out monotone and TV stare. ‘From my dad and Uncle Smitty. They’re not going tonight either.’


    ‘Messages,’ she scoffed. ‘You’re all cowards.’


    And Ginsberg had never thought himself at all similar to either his father or his uncle. Am I like them? His father’s distance and his uncle’s hermit-like existence; more than he cared to analyse.


    With her hand on the doorknob, Kate turned to her husband. ‘Just remember, I’ve already left a family. You’re what I’ve got. You’re my family. Don’t make me leave another one.’


    Ginsberg was too engulfed in his own ethereal disposition to fully comprehend what Kate was implying. He stared at her, trying to work it out. Much in the same way a person who had taken some serious drugs might try to work out what an alien was saying.


    ‘And I’m telling them you’re not coming because you’ve got diarrhoea.’


    With the slam of the door, Ginsberg snuck in a smile: That’s my Kate.

  


  
    EARTHBOUND HALOES


    The city to Glenelg tram had been extended since she’d last been in Adelaide and Velma felt it an affront that Adelaide would change without her knowing it. She used to ride the tram weekly, for a quiet swim at the beach. On this day Tessa sat next to her, swimsuited beneath a wraparound dress and happy to have won their earlier minor debate about where to catch the tram.


    Early that morning her friend had entered her guestroom with a cuppa for Velma. ‘We’ll have a splash then go to the Grand for a glass of white wine. Just us girls,’ she’d told her, determined to spend some one-onone time with her outside of the house before she headed back to Melbourne.


    ‘That sounds lovely, Tessa, really, but I just feel a bit … heavy. In the soul.’ Velma was in her baby-blue satin bathrobe, fanning herself with an IKEA brochure, and though she loved Tessa more than most people she knew, her mind was on family. She anticipated retrospection and introspection and knew that had to mean solitude.


    Tessa looked doubtfully at her friend. ‘Then we’re definitely going.’


    The two friends sat side by side on the tram, which had been modernised significantly over the years. Velma missed the traditional feel of the old version, decided she wasn’t one for change.


    ‘So is there anyone special at the moment?’


    ‘You mean am I sleeping with anyone?’


    The teenaged girl next to them glanced up at the two women who were old enough to be her grandmothers, and quickly returned her eyes to her gossip magazine. Velma winked at Tessa and Tessa snickered, squeezing her friend’s hand with an old and comfortable intimacy.


    Velma continued, pleased with the volume of her voice and her claim to this route – if not the tram – because it was her old territory passing smoothly behind the window. She was unashamed and cheeky. ‘His name is Stef and he’s a forty-two-year-old painter.’


    The two women nearly doubled over in hysterics.


    ‘I think I might have weed my pants,’ Tessa whispered, wiping tears of laughter from her eyes, and this made the women laugh even more.


    ‘He plays the didgeridoo and he has dreadlocks.’


    ‘Velma!’ Tessa still whispered and laughed. ‘Can you believe it?’


    ‘No,’ Velma said, smile fading as she looked out the window of the tram and identified with certain houses that had always been her favourites: quaint cottages that reminded her of the first place she and Graham had shared. ‘And he will leave me very soon.’


    ‘Well, you can’t expect that to be anything more than a fling? A wondrous affair?’


    ‘Yes, I know.’ In Velma’s peripheral vision was her own reflection in the window of the tram and she hardly recognised it. ‘He’ll probably be gone when I get back.’


    ‘Why do you think that? Shall we get off here and walk a bit?’ Tessa was keenly aware of the glorious day and intuitive to her friend’s needs.


    ‘That sounds lovely.’


    The day was perfect, early autumn in Adelaide. The sea breeze stimulated their nostrils and strengthened their lungs. The small sweat on Velma’s brow and below her breasts was invigorating, when usually it was vexing.


    ‘It’s ridiculous, I know, but I’ve fallen in love with him and he says he loves me too and just because of that, I know he’ll leave me and I’ll be devastated.’


    ‘That’s an awful way to look at it.’ On Jetty Road, the footpath was busy with bodies, bicycles chained to poles, chairs and tables, dogs on leads. ‘Oh, I love this boutique. Let’s go in.’


    The shop was crammed with one-offs, from feminine frills to flared linen pants with embroidery down the side. It had Velma written all over it.


    ‘But he’s a boy!’ Tessa was still hysterically aghast.


    ‘Yes, he really is. When did this shop open?’ Velma felt affronted again. Had she been away from Glenelg for so very long?


    ‘Look at this scarf, Velma,’ Tessa said, distracted, fingering the silk material, baby-blue and rose–coloured, with tiny beaded tassels.


    ‘Oh my,’ Velma said, her hand to her heart. ‘This is Luna’s,’ she declared breathlessly. ‘She must have this for her wedding day.’


    The water was cold and they raised their shoulders higher the deeper they got, until finally they dove under and instinctively raced one another, freestyle. This wasn’t an unusual occurrence for the two friends. In fact it had happened regularly for the past twenty-nine years.


    Velma and Tessa had met as swimming instructors at Henley Beach. Velma was thirty-one and a single mother of two, in it for the ease of the summertime hours, the excuse to get away from her own children, to do something for herself. She didn’t need the money, but the extra exercise was something she obsessed over, never having come to terms with a post-baby body. And before she signed up to help children learn how not to drown in ocean waves, she had convinced herself this had nothing to do with either the drowning of her Papa Frankson or with her father’s love of the sea.


    Tessa was twenty-seven. She had recently married Tim and found she was infertile. She was surrounding herself with children in most aspects of her life, for example by becoming a swimming instructor. The two became the best of friends and now they were the oldest of friends.


    The women bobbed and gulped for air with streamlined steadiness. They were out-of-touch professionals, yet swimming was like riding a bike. Tessa was approximately three strokes ahead of Velma when she dropped in the shallows and rested like a seal, her wrists and the buoyancy of salt water supporting her weight. Velma pulled up next to her and did the same. They breathed heavily and sighed multiple that-was-good sighs. Or were they more that-was-crazy? Velma decided it was both and allowed a fine mixture of pleasure and pain to take hold of her face. ‘Whoa!’ she cried out. ‘Remind me not to do that again.’


    ‘I’ll remind you after the next time we do it.’


    ‘Then we’d better make it soon because I’m not so sure how long it will be before I drown in this ocean.’ Inside she winced.


    ‘Rubbish.’


    ‘I know.’


    The beach was relatively quiet for Glenelg. A Thursday, after all. Velma and Tessa lazed in the water, the sun sparkling with life and vim. Matter-of-factly, Velma said to her dear old friend, ‘I’m scared, Tessa.’


    The two women awkwardly plopped onto their blankets and let the sun dry their skin and hair.


    ‘Luna left you ages ago; what are you talking about?’


    How was Velma to explain this to Tessa, who talked on the phone to her twenty-eight-year-old adopted daughter almost daily and was in the habit of babysitting George, her three-year-old grandson, every Wednesday and Thursday?


    ‘But that was only physically. Now she’ll leave me emotionally, even more than she did when she refused to come to Melbourne with us.’ Velma was in a panic. ‘What if Mark doesn’t like me? Will she cut me out of her life completely for once and for all?’


    ‘Velma, I think you’re losing perspective. You are that girl’s mother. That doesn’t change.’


    ‘But what is a mother? Once they can wipe their own bottoms and get their own cereal and begin to make decisions for themselves, is a mother so important?’


    ‘What is a mother? That’s like asking, what is a woman? It’s impossible to answer in generic terms. You know what a mother is. Don’t be so melodramatic, darling. What’s this really about?’


    ‘I knew this day would come,’ and now the tears began to flow, stinging her eyes in the corners, where salt and suncream had collected. ‘It’s like she’s fourteen all over again.’ Velma wiped her face and remained looking towards the horizon. ‘Everybody leaves eventually.’


    She allowed herself a momentary flashback of packing up Ginsberg all those years ago and leaving Luna behind. She’d been only fourteen, too tall for her age, nearly as tall as the father who stood next to her with his arm around her shoulders. She was too young to make the decision to stay behind while Velma re-prioritised her life. But Velma thought allowing Luna to stay would somehow bring them closer. As if treating her as the adult she had so longed to be would force her daughter to rethink Velma and come to the decision that her mother was, after all, her one true best friend.


    Had Luna ever forgiven her mother for sticking to her guns and moving with Ginsberg to Melbourne? But it had to be done. Velma had to be nearer her lover, though he ended up leaving her only seven months later. She’d thought he would be the one to rid her heart of Graham for once and for all. And she needed the distance from Graham in order to make him be the one. The children didn’t like him, thought him ‘wanky’ and ‘pretentious’. She should have heeded their instincts.


    ‘You know, Tessa, for the past thirty years I have been fighting to get back to the woman I thought I was before I married Graham, while still remaining a devoted mother. I wanted to be such a role model for that child. For both of my children. But I failed as a mother. And as a woman.’


    ‘Nonsense. You are a role model, Velma. You raised two beautiful, intelligent children. Your strength under the circumstances is enviable.’


    Velma smiled at her friend as if to say, ‘Aren’t you gorgeous and such a brilliant liar?’


    ‘Look, Luna’s getting married. Ginsberg is married. They’ve grown up. If you ask me, it’s pointing out that you’re getting older, and that’s your problem.’ Tessa sat up straight and wiped the sand from her hands in a very no-nonsense way. ‘That’s it! I know you too well.’


    ‘Don’t say that to my face.’


    ‘So you’re turning sixty next month. Nothing to be ashamed of. In fact you should be celebrating.’


    ‘Says you. You’re still in your mid-fifties; you have no right. Besides, this isn’t about me. It’s about Luna. And Ginsberg.’


    Tessa let her go with this stream, even though she knew it to be dry. She also wondered how much of it had to do with the inevitability of seeing Graham again. She knew her friend extremely well.


    ‘I loved them more than they will ever know and now they don’t need me.’


    ‘Velma, they haven’t needed you for a long time. They’re adults.’


    ‘I protected them and showered them with adoration and enfolded them into my breasts and absorbed them! I did! I absorbed them!’


    Tessa rubbed her friend’s back. ‘There there, kitten. Look, you’re emotional and probably feeling nervous about the whole occasion and you need to get a wine in you before it’s time to go back to the house and prepare yourself for Luna’s dinner party. Come.’ She patted her friend’s knee unwaveringly. ‘To the Grand.’


    Velma sniffled her way to a standing position. ‘I just want to wear the halo for them, Tessa. I want to be their Everything.’


    ‘I know, love.’


    The two women trudged through the sand, past the pregnant woman who wrote in her journal, whispering ‘asshole’ with a North American assurance on the a. Velma’s brightly coloured sarong blew against her body, so womanly and curvy, so motherly and sixty.


    There was a lightning storm outside and the flashes lit the Moreton Bay Fig outside her window. A thirteen-year-old Velma lay, foetal, sure she was going to die from the fire that would burn down her house when the next lightning bolt scared the sky. The thunder nearly shook her in her bed and her mother came to check on her, the hallway light cracking in on her room so comforting.


    ‘You OK, blossom?’


    ‘It’s scary.’


    Her mother moved from the doorway and sat on Velma’s bed. Velma knew she was going to do that. She had hoped.


    When next the lightning struck and lit up the room, Velma noticed a halo around her mother’s head. Is that real?


    ‘I hate these storms too,’ her mother said, looking out the window to the dark of the night, seeing beyond blackness and into the past and imagining her father-inlaw’s body being tossed from the boat, imagining him yelling for help in between mouthfuls of water bitter with salt, his best and longest ally now his worst enemy. Velma knew this too. She always knew when her mother was thinking about Papa Frankson.


    ‘Do you think it hurt?’


    ‘What hurt?’


    ‘Drowning.’


    Her mother’s eyes moved quickly into the present and rested on Velma’s face. At times, Velma still looked like a baby.


    ‘Can I sleep with you tonight?’ Her mother was playing the role of the child and she did it very well. Velma’s father was out selling abalone in some European country and her mother didn’t want to be alone. Like his father, her father started off diving for abalone. Then Papa Frankson died from it. It was Velma’s mother who’d taken the call, Velma’s mother who’d phoned her husband overseas, Velma’s mother who’d made the arrangements for the funeral and Velma’s mother who’d been most hurt by Papa Frankson’s death. He didn’t have to be blood.


    Velma pulled down the bedcovers and made room for her mother in the single bed.


    ‘Thank you, Velma.’ And her mother held her all night long.

  


  
    IGNATIUS VENDED HOTDOGS SO DARREN GREEDILY GOBBLES THEM UP


    Gulliver P Morris was in love as only Gulliver P Morris could be. It was twisted and it was skewed and it was completely unconventional. But it was love.


    His lady didn’t have a name and she didn’t have a background story. Her author had given her a malleable body-type – not too overweight – brown hair and eyes and a sense of fashion from a bygone era, but he had failed to give her a voice. Sometimes Darren heard a muffled cry from behind the blue lines of his writing pad and knew it was Gulliver’s ladylove trying to make herself known to the author. But Darren ignored her, writing faster and more determined than before. There can only be one hero and it is Gulliver P Morris, Postman Extraordinaire. Sorry, little Sunflower.


    He called her Sunflower, a secret nickname, because his female minor character had the most unexpected sunlit patch of the most remarkable sunflowers in her tiny backyard. This was his way of remembering his mother, though Darren himself had failed to make that connection.


    In Gulliver, Darren had created a creature not unlike himself and this made him proud. And horribly ashamed. The reason this book of his was two hundred and eighteen pages and counting was because Darren, for the first time in his literary life, understood his main character. And the more he related to the overweight, underestimated, inner-turmoiled Gulliver, the more he could laugh at his own absurd existence.


    His biggest fear was what would happen when he finished the novel and stopped laughing at Gulliver. But one must soldier on. One must get ahead of future fears if one wants to survive the present and so Darren tried to limit his anxieties to the short term: the wedding. He wanted to skip it all together.


    In homage to Ignatius, the vending, devouring hotdog-man Darren had fallen in love with only two days earlier, he had moved himself to a café that served the best cheese-smothered, bacon dripping, onion fried and thickly grilled hotdogs to write his long-awaited and well-researched sex scene. He had been obsessed with the question of how to kill off Gulliver and knew he needed a change of scenery to get the slaughter out of his mind and focus on the love. But it didn’t really help. Darren simply thought about death. And before he picked up his pen, slobbering hotdog in his right hand (as most geniuses, as he had assured himself since the age of eight, Darren was left-handed), he contemplated life-after-Gulliver and wondered what part death would play in that.


    But I’m alive! he kept telling himself, with unenthused enthusiasm. And if I’m alive I must share this with someone, because he could not keep it to himself. He would have to let it out, as you do a festering burp, because he knew he would need some sort of release from the build-up. And also because he needed advice on publication.


    Darren decided he would tell his brother about the book. And in his telling he would express his pain and the joy in giving birth to Gulliver, the sole heir to his cruel and unworthy world. He hoped Smitty would understand.


    All those years they’d shared in that room together, and the books piled on their respective bedside tables, yet they’d never talked about their love of literature. And it wasn’t because Darren read sci-fi and Graham read biographies, because they both loved the classics. They should have talked about Dostoyevsky; he’d made such an impact on them. But they didn’t. And they didn’t talk about Faulkner or Twain, though he and Luna had tried several times. Why did he only attempt to talk literature with his niece (though he failed horribly; he couldn’t express himself beyond saying he’d finished something)? Why Luna and not Graham? After their father’s funeral, Graham had put a hand on Darren’s shoulder and said, ‘Let’s go get pissed.’ But they didn’t get pissed. They’d had two beers. Graham bumbled about how Alzheimer’s must have made things easier, allowed their dad to forget the pain of living without the one woman he’d loved more than life itself, but the brothers shared too many awkward silences, where both could hear the sound of beer going down the other’s oesophagus.


    Darren had desperately wanted to say to Graham that he, himself, was afraid of Alzheimer’s because it was genetic. And he’d looked so much like their father that he probably carried the dementia gene as well. That it might be fine for Graham to think that having Alzheimer’s was OK for the old man because Graham had a family of his own. He had people to turn to if a doctor were to diagnose him with a hideous disease. But who had he? Who the bloody hell had he?


    Even now, as old men getting older and reaching the age of reflection and regret, the brothers were still divided. If Darren shared Gulliver with his brother, would it make up for some of those lost years? Reconnect them in an idiosyncratic way? Or would it allow them to begin fresh, so that they were meeting one another for the very first time and did not share the unspeakable, private pain of losing a mother and a father? Would they then form a new and more evolved relationship? As brothers and friends? But what, thought Darren, if he thinks I am mental? And what if it didn’t change a thing? Darren finished his second hotdog and picked up his pen, thinking, Am I mental?


    Gulliver and his ladylove had intercourse on pages 98, 136 and 170, but these scenes were only dreams played out in Gulliver’s head. The current scene Darren was writing involved their real sexual encounter, which took place on a pile of books. And unlike the dreams, which were idealistically romantic with Hollywood scores and closeup images of faces (as Darren had imagined sex to be before there was Charlotte and their night of animal association), this sex scene was full of strong, stale odours of dangling private parts in the early-autumn heat, suctioning noises that reminded them of the wonderful workings of the human body, awkward puzzle pieces fitting together and erotic instructions that worked on two levels of meaning: ‘Deliver it baby, deliver it to mama!’, which were, in fact, Sunflower’s only uttered words.


    Gulliver’s emotions involving her were ultimately grounded in lust and that was his great tragedy. It would be his final downfall. Gulliver didn’t understand that there needed to be a spirituality behind the sexuality. Perhaps he and Ginsberg needed to sit down with a hotdog or two.

  


  
    A LITTLE LUBRICATION


    Velma had the house to herself, not that it was a blessing. Tessa and Tim had a pre-dinner function to attend, so they left her with a key and kissed her on the cheek.


    ‘Now don’t stay out too late,’ Tim joked.


    ‘And don’t do anything I wouldn’t do,’ Tessa added.


    Velma laughed and yelled out, ‘Ciao,’ as they closed the door to the garage behind them. She didn’t really want to be alone. She was exhausted and needed the stimulation of conversation to get her through the next few hours until the family dinner.


    She cursed an absent Stef for not escorting her to the wedding.


    ‘Velma, I’m not that much older than Luna,’ he’d said. ‘Don’t you think it would cause a stir if I came with you to her wedding?’ Those words were playing in her head and causing her a headache. At the time of their uttering, Velma and Stef were at one of the many trendy vegetarian eateries she’d discovered, through Stef, and which she liked to frequent because they were for the young and politically aware, the poets, the painters, the revolutionaries. Those who ate tofu.


    ‘You forget that I’m younger than you in many ways.’ She smiled, and in theory she was right. Stef was a major stress-head, though unless one could find a way through the masses of dreadlocks, one would never guess it.


    ‘As much as you might like it, she probably wouldn’t want to be upstaged by her mum on her wedding day. Call me crazy.’


    ‘Oh, poo-poo on you, Stef. You are crazy. Luna is a big girl. She’s used to me, for god’s sake. It would absolutely shock her if I showed up solo.’


    Velma took the evening’s frock out of Tessa and Tim’s guest-room wardrobe. She ran her fingers over the bright green of the Chinese silk and flashed back even further, to a time when Luna was only nine years old, to a time when Velma had decided she needed her then-lover to move in with her diminished family of three. All her life she’d wanted a functional family and just because it hadn’t worked with Graham didn’t mean it couldn’t work with someone else.


    Luna was so young, really, but so old beyond her years. When Velma had told Luna and Ginsberg over a dessert of chocolate ice-cream in their newly painted yellow kitchen that Sven was going to move in with them, Luna had narrowed her eyes, dropped her spoon and told her mother, ‘I hate you.’


    Velma was taken aback. Aside from when she was two and didn’t truly understand the word ‘hate’, Luna never said such things. ‘Luna!’ she scolded.


    ‘I hate you, Velma.’ And from that day on, Luna called her own mother by her given name.


    At times Velma pleaded, at times she raged, but she could not get Luna to call her Mum. It got to be that she hated the sound of her own name and, when Luna said it, hated the sound of her own daughter’s voice. But she loved Luna with a painful ache and she tried to do certain things for her that would encourage her daughter to come around, treats of hot cocoa before bed and bribes of letting her watch American late-night talk shows – anything so she’d stop calling her Velma and accept Sven’s arrival. In the end, Luna won. Velma heard her name in every corner of the house and Sven not only never moved in, but moved to Canberra for a job with the symphony as a conductor.


    Had Luna really expected Velma to deny her own happiness with a man on account of Luna’s inability to move on and away from the notion that Graham and Velma might reunite? Again, for the nth time in her existence as a single mother, even now with two grown children, Velma wondered if she should have reunited with Graham. Not for Luna’s sake, but because maybe her daughter’s desire had also been her own. Yet here she was, still holding her dress for Luna’s dinner party, in Tessa and Tim’s silent house, solo as a grand piano on an empty stage.


    She back-flopped onto the king-sized bed in the guest room, holding the dress to her body, tight and in need of a good oil massage. She thought about Stef with his pony-tailed dreadlocks and paint-smeared pants. He was a boy-toy and she was the sugar-mama with no end to her inheritance, she wouldn’t deny it. But it worked, and she needed him now, while she was at her most vulnerable. Graham would have his eye on her tonight and she would not know where to look.


    The dinner party was scheduled for seven; it was three minutes after four now. Velma had no brilliant ideas of how to fill the time. She thought about writing a poem but she was lacking in confidence and felt that was a bad place to be. Whenever she wrote while her head was in a vague place, the sum total of her words was pathetic. Her style was usually feminine and sensuous, barefooted on shag carpet, painted toenails making a splash, towel fallen on the floor, an ode to her vagina. No, she couldn’t write in the state she was in. It would sound like an apology.


    She wiped away visions of Stef, visions of Graham, and focused on her children. She had to appear elated. How to play the role on so little sleep?


    She had to meet Kate. What was she, a Mormon? No, not a Mormon. Something like the Amish. A runaway from an odd religious sect anyway. Did she once have a horse and buggy? A bonnet popped into Velma’s head. How to play the role of the embracing mother-in-law on so little sleep?


    Velma walked out to the verandah with her cigarettes and phone and rang Stef.


    ‘Hey babe!’ The line was fuzzy but Stef’s voice sounded loudly in Velma’s ear. ‘How’s Adelaide?’


    ‘Dreadful as usual. It’s hot and I can’t sleep and I miss you terribly.’


    ‘Seen Luna yet?’


    ‘No, I’m about to see everyone for dinner.’


    ‘So you’re gunna meet Kate.’


    ‘Poor girl. I’ve waited bloody long enough.’


    ‘Listen babe, I’m driving right now –’


    ‘Where are you going?’ Velma felt her chest tighten, not sure she wanted to know where Stef was really going because, though their relationship was fairly new and she had no hold over the man and what he did when they were apart, she suddenly wanted a commitment of sorts. It would make her feel wanted.


    ‘Meeting some people for a drink.’


    ‘Who?’


    ‘Look,’ he was nipping this one in the bud, ‘I’ll call you later, OK?’


    ‘All right. Have fun tonight, darling.’


    When Stef hung up Velma put her hands over her eyes and mimicked herself, ‘“Have fun tonight, darling!” You silly woman.’ The last thing she wanted was to become Stef’s surrogate mother. A jealous one at that.


    Velma poured herself a bath and took from her toiletries bag a small bottle of ylang ylang oil and from her suitcase a book of poems by Sylvia Plath. Now here is a woman who had failed at being a mother and a wife.


    During fleeting moments of instability, Velma had thought about suicide. But it was always her children who brought her back to earth. Luna and her strength. Ginsberg and his vulnerability. This thing with Kate; it was as if he were on some crooked path to self-enlightenment – or dare she go so far as to suggest something even grander? A plan involving an understanding of the universe in Buddhist proportions? Either way, he was being so Lawrencian about the whole thing. Velma couldn’t help but wonder if it was because she herself had made too large an impact upon Ginsberg as a child. That Ginsberg’s desire for a woman he could not enjoy physically had everything to do with Velma, his very own mother. Perhaps she had breastfed him too long. Maybe not long enough? She lingered over the thought and it worried her, but not half as much as it pleased her.


    Velma needed to lubricate herself. She dipped her toe into the bath then thought, wine, and awkwardly turned to walk to the kitchen. She grabbed a glass and the half-empty bottle from the previous night’s dinner and walked back, the soles of her feet sounding like a steady pounding on the hardwood floors. Once in the bathroom, she could not resist looking at herself in the mirror. The breasts so large and gravity-driven (she blamed her children for their deformity), her pubic hair thinning to surprising levels of barely-there. What did Stef think when he looked at her naked body? Yes, a long, hot bath was in order. And wine. Topping it off with some poetry, Velma would float through the dinner party. What she didn’t expect was that after her bath, as she lay on the bed and closed her eyes in utter appreciation of life’s little things, she would fall asleep and miss the dinner. It would be after eleven o’clock before she would wake.

  


  
    MISSING IN ACTION


    There was one very long trestle table draped with an extra-generous rose-coloured cloth. Wooden white fold-out chairs sat on either side. White dinnerware; silver trays of meats and cheeses. Bottles of wine. This was the centrepiece to the outdoor setting, which was dripping in nature’s green and blue. Yellow Chinese lanterns, mixed with rosy strings of fairy lights, were hung from the gums that lined the River Torrens. A flat boat with seated passengers motored slowly by, the word Popeye painted on its side. The passengers stared at the beauty of the dinner party and the elegance of the guests. The evening was sultry, but not too much so. A gentle breeze floated over Luna’s skin.


    Her hair was slicked back in a thick black bun, her smile showing enormous white teeth and two stunning dimples on her cheeks. Her dress fitted; her curves and length were underscored. Luna oozed sophistication and control. In this state of mind, she was totally unaware of what awaited her.


    When the young woman in the yellow-and-pink vintage maternity dress walked confidently towards the dinner party, Luna smiled brilliantly. She matches the décor perfectly.


    ‘Hello.’ This was a greeting followed by half a question mark. Luna was slightly unsure, though eager to know, who she was and why she was crashing her dinner on the Torrens.


    Kate straightened her back and stood tall. Her eyes squinted in the setting sun. She held out her hand: ‘Hi, I’m Kate.’


    Luna was momentarily caught off-guard. The infamous Kate!


    ‘Kate!’ she said, utterly surprised because Kate wasn’t the girl from the skating rink, waving at her brother those few years back. The woman who stood before her was simple, bright, healthy … pregnant.


    ‘Kate!’ Luna said again, this time smiling as she came in for a cheek kiss, more hearty than usual, and a quick hug and squeeze. ‘It’s so nice to meet you.’


    Mark and his family looked on at the meeting of the two women. They all knew the complicated story of how Kate came to be Luna’s sister-in-law and, because of the peculiarity of the situation, they couldn’t take their eyes off her. Luna was aware of this and felt she needed to step up and be big-sisterly, make Kate feel comfortable. But wait – where was …? She looked up and down the river and over the grassy hill. Then she felt her stomach sink. Ginsberg wasn’t coming.


    ‘Where’s Ginsberg?’


    Suddenly important for all the wrong reasons, Kate responded, matter-of-factly, ‘Ginsberg isn’t coming tonight.’


    ‘He’s not.’ It was more of an affirmation than a question.


    The Highland family looked at one another then waited for Luna to say something more. Luna, however, was momentarily speechless.


    ‘He’s sort of having … a thing right now.’


    ‘A thing.’ Again, not a question.


    ‘Yeah. One of his moods.’ Kate felt the intrusiveness of Luna’s future in-laws. She did not want to go into her husband’s flights of melancholy with strangers. Luna, true, was a stranger, but still …


    ‘He’s depressed.’ Luna said, all no-nonsense, no sympathy, seemingly accustomed to his behaviour. More a statement than a question.


    ‘He said you’d understand,’ and Kate was thankful that at least she didn’t have to explain too much. ‘Not bad, though. He’s just … really nervous.’


    ‘Did you tell him I’m the one getting married?’ and Luna looked at Mark for support because she was soon to go into a laughing fit and nothing was very funny to her.


    ‘Sorry.’ Here was the kicker. ‘And I hate to tell you this but he was supposed to come here with messages from your dad and your uncle.’ The silence in the pause was deafening: a duck quacking in the distance, a toddler’s laughter, the breeze. ‘They can’t come either.’


    ‘You’re serious?’ Luna felt light-headed, knew she’d be getting a migraine. The breeze needed to be ten times stronger to assist her now.


    ‘Your dad’s sick and your uncle didn’t say why. But everyone will be there for the wedding.’ As if this was some sort of consolation. Kate touched her forming belly then became hypersensitive about drawing attention to herself. This, perhaps, was not the time, so she dropped her arm and felt ill at ease. ‘I’m so sorry.’


    Luna was about to cry but resisted, not wanting to appear too emotional, a wedding cliché, her mother. She quietly cleared her throat, then asked the obvious. ‘Well, where’s my mother?’ If she could just let the tears fall, would it be enough to float her away, down the river and to the ocean and off to some foreign land?


    Kate looked around at every face that looked at her in anticipation. ‘Sorry, Luna, I … I don’t know where she is.’


    Luna felt the need to catch her breath then forced herself to remember the occasion. She nodded her head tolerantly, managing a smile. Her plans had fallen apart. This was nothing more than an omen. The wedding was likely to fail. The marriage would never work. She would never be a mother.


    With two sips of wine giving her a minute to catch her thoughts and Mark’s hand finding her waist, Luna imagined a private space under a tree. She could see the smoke from the cigarette she would hold in her fingers and it was snaking upwards into the sky.


    ‘Well, that’s family I suppose,’ she said to everyone, quietly. Then she remembered Mark’s mother, father, two sisters and their broods, still standing in the midst of it all. Smashing, she thought.


    ‘Why don’t we go for a walk?’ Mark suggested. So intuitive. And his uncomplicated family nodding their heads and introducing themselves to Kate. So basic and good: such solid, solid people.


    The water was still and its level far lower than normal for this time of year. They walked to its bank and sat down, Luna nearly hyperventilating.


    ‘You! You sensed something theatrical might happen with my family, didn’t you? Why didn’t we just elope? Jamaica, like we talked about that time? No families, no worries, make love and sleep in resort-style beds and wake to eat fruit and drink rum drinks. I can’t believe I even dreamed we could pull this off.’


    Mark pulled Luna to him, shushed her as if she were a child. ‘I have to admit I felt the stress of this build-up for you in small ways.’


    ‘How?’ and she sounded like the child he comforted.


    ‘I don’t know. Walked more briskly than usual, had to shit a bit more throughout the day.’


    Luna laughed quietly back, felt a bubble escape from a nostril.


    ‘Look, I’m just a country boy, son of a sharecropper, first person in my family to go to university, all that crap. My family doesn’t have – how should I put this? – issues. Your family is all urban sophistication and cultural aesthetics. Your mum comes from old money. You were brought up with literature and classical music. Your dinners didn’t have to involve meat and you didn’t even eat them until after eight. There are fundamental differences between our families. You can’t compare them.’


    ‘So what does that say about us?’ Luna looked up, feeling a moment-of-truth, a now-or-never.


    ‘It means we take from them the best they gave us and we use it, or not, and we make our own family. Do it our own way. The best we can.’


    Luna wiped her eyes with the back of her wrists, unconcerned about make-up malfunctions. She looked at the red peach sunset, the moments of gold on the more-or-less stagnant river. ‘I hate them.’


    ‘No you don’t.’


    ‘Yes, I do.’


    ‘No you don’t.’


    ‘Fine. But stop being right all the time. And calm. This is no time to be calm, Mark.’


    ‘I’ll make sure you’re there the next time I lose it.’


    Luna laid her head on Mark’s shoulder. From somewhere in the dinner party, someone snapped a photo of the two of them, silhouetted in front of the Torrens River.


    Luna was eating tiny bites of smoked salmon in her fine golden frock. Her chef had proven himself worthy of a small but significant bonus. Weather-wise, the evening was perfect. It allowed her to ease herself into the gumtrees and the ripple-streams made by the ever-cruising Popeye.


    ‘So it’s probably twice a month that we do something. More during Fringe, of course. If we didn’t celebrate our arts community on a regular basis, I’d feel like I wasn’t doing my part.’ The fish, so tender; the Semillon, so crisp. ‘Why don’t we meet there for a coffee tomorrow?’ Luna asked Kate. ‘I can’t believe I’d even contemplate stepping foot inside the restaurant on a day off but if I’m just a guest having a coffee with my sister-in-law, then what’s the harm?’ She was tipsy. There was no harm.


    Kate appeared delighted. And she was, Luna thought, a delightful young woman.


    ‘What about Ginsberg?’


    ‘Stuff him.’ Luna flipped her wrist. ‘Let him brood a little more.’


    The two new friends laughed because of, and at, their absent Ginsberg.


    ‘I’d love to.’ Kate smiled.


    Luna lingered on Kate’s eyes, then asked her, ‘Can I?’ nodding to her belly. Kate nodded yes.


    The belly was fairly large and hard, and Luna longed for a kick to confirm that there was life inside it. ‘Is it … his?’


    Kate smiled secretively. She nodded childishly. And Luna immediately understood why Ginsberg might want this: Kate and the monogamous man / woman thing; the baby. Why he’d maybe want to love someone because of what lies beneath. Maybe, after all these years, both brother and sister just might get their ideal families. Stranger things had happened.


    Mark was playing musical chairs, holding nieces on his lap and jabbing nephews in the ribs. His strong smile seemed persistent; Luna appreciated this. And, just as impulse happened, she, staying true to her character, heeded his call. She rose, assessed the table situation and clinked her fork precariously on her glass. Eyes began to drift towards her and Luna stood patient, waiting for them to rest.


    ‘I just wanted to thank everyone for coming. For welcoming me into your family.’ She placed her hand on Mark’s shoulder, as he had snuck up beside her and teasingly stood at attention. She smiled at him, mouthed thank you. ‘It might seem funny, having a dinner party for the families of the bride and groom, and then no one showing up from the bride’s family, but I’ll just say that it’s not – funny – and that it’s not even true. Because Kate’s here.’ Luna smiled at Kate. ‘And she is part of the Smith family. And so will be the child in her beautiful little belly.’


    Everyone ahhhed and clapped.


    ‘And that’s reason enough to celebrate, isn’t it?’ Luna lifted her glass high above her head and smiled at Kate. Kate momentarily blushed, then teared to breaking point. Then broke.


    ‘So, Kate, as you help to welcome Mark into our family, let Mark and me welcome you into ours.’


    ‘Hear hear,’ from a hearty brother-in-law, then hear-hears all around.


    ‘And to the Highlands, to each and every one of you: I’m thrilled to be entering such a functional family.’


    Laughter was not being suppressed as the waitress topped up glasses of wine and bubbly. For the moment, those missing in action were forgotten. And further on into the night, as Luna, Mark and some of the Highlands carried on to Gouger Street for shots of various colours and flavours, no one thought of the absentees at all.

  


  
    SLURRING THE WORDS TO FORM A SENTENCE


    The serendipity of the thing was perfect. Ginsberg needed no better excuse to snap out of his mood than to stop his old friend Sean as they both walked past the sushi joint.


    ‘Holy shit!’ he exclaimed as he held onto the shoulders of a man nearly half his size. He and Sean had shared their first outed act of socialisation in a seedy joint on a Melbourne street so much different from this one: the Piercing of the Nipples.


    ‘Holy shit!’ Sean said, standing on his tip-toes to grab round the back of Ginsberg’s neck. ‘What are you doing in Adelaide? Where are you going?’


    ‘What are you doing in Adelaide? Wait wait wait,’ he shook all over, ‘tell me over a drink.’


    It’d been years – six to be exact – since the two had seen one another, yet in these initial gut moments, nothing seemed to have changed. The pull of history was strong in Ginsberg and so he went with it, could think of no better excuse than to get drunk and reminisce and forget about all the things at the forefront of his mind.


    The Grace Emily was darker than Ginsberg had remembered it. It was seven pm, plenty of places at the bar.


    ‘Coopers Sparkling,’ Sean told the barman. ‘You want a pint?’ he asked his friend.


    The two settled themselves at an outdoor table and prepared to reacquaint. Cigarettes out, lit and inhaled, mobiles on the table.


    ‘You still smoke! Thought you quit!’


    Ginsberg blew a series of Os. ‘I’m the child of a smoker, a born addict; smoking is my destiny.’


    ‘But you did quit, I’m sure of it. I remember being disappointed in you.’ Sean with his good-hearted smile. So much spunk packed into his muscular little body.


    ‘Bastard.’ Ginsberg laughed.


    ‘I know. I was such a bitch.’


    As the bar began to fill with small groups meeting other small groups and forming large informal groups, Ginsberg and Sean went through the whole list.


    ‘Stephen?’


    ‘Works on a cruise ship. Plays the piano.’


    ‘Marty?’


    ‘Lives with a very distinguished older man, a university lecturer in Wollongong. Philosophy, I think.’


    ‘Pete?’


    ‘Don’t know. Left ages ago.’


    ‘Cameron?’


    ‘I think he has a kid.’


    ‘With a woman?’


    ‘You crazy, fool? With a man.’


    Ginsberg skulled the remainder of his second beer.


    ‘Nothery?’


    ‘My shout.’


    Ginsberg’s stomach grumbled as he carried two pints back to the table. He chastised it, Shut up! wanting to get obliterated on nothing but alcohol. Of course, during the fourth pint, it became obvious: Ginsberg was going to get sloppy.


    ‘So, Sean,’ he leaned in and lowered his tone to a familiar, friendly, gossipy sound, ‘remember my twenty-first? I swear I still have dreams about it.’ And he did. In roundabout ways. The dreams weren’t of Sean, necessarily, and the settings weren’t similar, and the positions were all wrong, but they were close enough for the time being and it had felt like a good thing to say.


    ‘That was insane.’ Sean clinked Ginsberg’s glass and they sheepishly drank from their beers, like schoolgirls hidden in trendy men’s clothing.


    Ginsberg’s mobile vibrated on the table and he didn’t dare to answer or even check who it was. The moment was precious and tension had been reached.


    ‘You going to answer that?’


    ‘Not a chance.’ He smiled. ‘I take it you’re not living at home any more?’ Ginsberg was flirting, without a doubt, and it felt dangerous. What were his boundaries during times of stress?


    ‘I’m share-housing. In Norwood. It’s my place, actually. I own it. I’m a bloody landlord to four fairies.’ Sean giggled, high pitched. Ginsberg loved it and giggled back. ‘I came out to Adelaide to clear my head. I was doing too many drugs.’ They shared a common nod, an I know, I know understanding. ‘What about you? You living with anyone?’


    Ginsberg was caught out. He hadn’t prepared himself to tell a lie. He’d thought he could get away with avoidance. ‘Yes.’ He didn’t mean to but he left the word dangling high in the air. The pause that followed was as pregnant as his wife.


    ‘What, is it someone I know?’


    ‘No, no.’


    ‘Well, why all the suspense?’


    ‘No reason.’


    The sexual tension had disappeared and Ginsberg knew it wouldn’t return. He drank his beer with determination as Sean leaned back, staring and smiling.


    ‘What, is it Locky? Are you fucking Locky?’


    ‘No, it’s not Locky. Not even close.’ Ginsberg lit another smoke and steadied himself for the show. ‘I share a flat with my wife.’


    Over another two pints-and-a-bit, Ginsberg relayed the story of him and Kate the best that he could manage. Funny how it felt repeating it out loud at this particular juncture in his life. It was something he’d never done, and never had he needed to do it more.


    ‘Fuck,’ Sean said, rubbing the stubble on top of his head.


    They lit their cigarettes simultaneously and smoked the first half in meditation.


    Ginsberg was the one to break the silence: ‘Someone in this city is having an orgasm and it ain’t me.’ It was after eleven. Ginsberg was beginning to notice that there were two Seans in front of him.


    ‘Someone in this city is shopping for stockings and it ain’t me either.’ Sean snapped his fingers, continuing an old game they used to play when the two would give such testimonials then drop whatever they were doing and dress up: Golda and Sienna. Secure in their house they whipped out the make-up, stuffed the bras, donned the shoes and danced to the Spice Girls. This snazzy reminder of the good old days was their way of avoiding any more deep and meaningfuls. But it hadn’t worked.


    ‘I can’t explain it. Have you ever been totally in love with someone you know would never love you back?’


    ‘Helloooo. Locky?’


    ‘Right, right. Well, that’s where I am, only she loves me back.’


    ‘Are you talking, like obsession? Are you guys obsessed with each other?’


    Ginsberg put his head in his hand and rolled it all around theatrically with a ‘grrr’ as a sound effect. ‘This is what my life will be like. I’ll spend way too much time having conversations like these.’


    ‘What do you want to say, Ginsberg? Have the conversation with me that you want to have. I’m not going to judge you.’


    ‘I don’t know what I want to say. And even if I did, I don’t know if I could have that conversation with anyone but Kate.’


    Sean grabbed Ginsberg’s arm and held it tightly, demanding attention. ‘Ginsberg, what do you want to say?’


    The background noise of the pub was just that – noise in his pounding head’s periphery. The focus for Ginsberg was Sean’s black eyes. They seemed to glisten. Is he an angel?


    ‘What are you doing here with me, Ginsberg? Go find Kate.’ Sean skulled his pint and got up to leave, hoping the effect would get Ginsberg up too. ‘Go take that wild thing in your arms and when you’re done with her, have the conversation.’


    Ginsberg looked up at Sean, his face so light and encouraging. And he was right. He didn’t want to look at Sean any more. It was all wrong. He needed to see Kate.

  


  
    SETTING THINGS RIGHT


    Sleeping through an afternoon and long into the night after a major physical trauma was not as easy as it would seem. There were moments of surprised, eye-opening jolts when Graham would wonder where he was and what in god’s forsaken name had happened, then calm himself with a horrible memory and fall back to sleep. And each time he woke, he recognised that his stomach was empty. Many times he contemplated eating a few crackers or some toast but he could never be bothered to rise from his bed. Eventually, as night had settled in soft shadows on the white walls of his bedroom, Graham realised he had missed an entire day and it bothered him.


    As if moved by indignation, his mind grew alert and his body anxious. He decided to eat a meal. It was nearly the middle of the night. He needed to replenish and rebuild.


    Graham put the two chicken thighs that had been defrosting more than twelve hours earlier into the bin, pulled a plastic container of cabbage soup from the freezer and put it in the microwave.


    If a man is a father, then a man, above all things, should be a good father. Was that right? Graham considered this over his soup, made with the comfort vegetables of carrot and potato, and peppered with unexpected chunks of celery; the dill was earthy and the sage exotic – and both grown in his own backyard where mice were possibly nibbling on his vomit. Graham had made the soup months back and frozen it for a lazy day. It was a lazy day. Or night. His body was sluggish, but his mind was responsive. On the back of a flyer about paving and tiling, Graham scribbled his thoughts.


    
      A man has but one duty: to be the best man that he can be. He comes to this life ill prepared. He looks around and he learns. He hopes he learns well, but he cannot be expected to know everything and, because of that, failure is certain. But if a man has tried his hardest to do his best, then he cannot fail, because that is his only duty to himself. To do his best and be his best. So there can be no failure. THERE IS NO FAILURE.

    


    However repetitive this stream of thought was becoming, it was good to think of something other than the attack that would live with him for days. He knew this time awake, with his thoughts, his soup, his pen and paper, would be short-lived. That soon he would be exhausted and have to go back to sleep, and so he wrote with great intensity and ate with a true sense of purpose.


    The soup warmed him in the pit of his stomach and for that, Graham was grateful. But he was sorry that it had come down to him eating alone, in his own house, while his family was probably still celebrating, stomachs full from feasting and drinking.


    Graham had failed. He hadn’t gone to Luna’s dinner party and he’d left it up to Smitty to tell her he was sorry.


    
      A man has such limited knowledge of right and wrong because everything is relative to everything else, so one man’s right is another man’s wrong. If I am inept at being a good father because I don’t know I’m being a bad father, can I be blamed?

    


    When Velma had stood at the car, those familiar tears falling down her cheeks, saying she still loved him, would always love him, Graham had tried to make her stay. He’d pleaded with her: ‘Velma, don’t do this. Stay, Velma. We belong together, and you know this.’ He was looking up at her, on one knee, holding his hysterical daughter, who was clinging to his neck. Ginsberg stood clasping his mother’s hand, looking as if he thought he should be crying because everyone he knew was crying but not quite sure what everyone was crying about. Velma was not going to let go of that boy’s hand. She’d always needed Ginsberg so much.


    Graham hugged his daughter with all the love that he could give, pleaded ‘Velma,’ pleaded ‘Velma,’ hugged his daughter with all the love he could give.


    ‘Get in the car, Luna,’ she told their daughter, but Luna was hysterical.


    ‘Don’t let her, Daddy! Don’t let her take me!’ She’d thought it was forever. She’d thought she’d never see him again.


    Velma put Ginsberg into the car. Closed the door so all that could be seen of the little boy was his solid pale face, staring at the scene from his window. ‘Luna,’ she said more sternly now, ‘get … in … the car.’ She wiped her tears with the back of her hand, now determined to take charge of her life. She opened the driver’s door, reached in to start the car, came towards the daughter clinging harder now to her husband: ‘Luna,’ now a yell, now a physical struggle, ‘get in the goddamn car!’


    Ginsberg had begun to cry. Now seeing his mother so forceful with his sister, his only emotion was a horrible fear. Graham could hear the little boy’s screams in tune with his daughter’s, felt an awful pain over the terror Ginsberg was too young to be enduring.


    ‘Daddy, no!’ Luna screamed as Velma peeled her away from him. ‘Daddy, no! Don’t let her take me!’


    But he did. He let Velma take his daughter and his son. They were only five and three.


    What the hell had happened that day? He’d lost Velma, that was true, and it was tragic, their separation. But it was nothing compared to letting her take his girl and his boy away from him. That was more than tragic. He had failed his children.


    But it mightn’t be too late. Graham bit into his crusty white and buttered bread with great resolve, then washed it down with full-cream milk and rose to pick up the telephone. This is the right thing to do.


    ‘Dad!’ Luna’s voice sounded eager and concerned. There were a lot of voices in the background. The confusion of noise from the telephone in his right ear conflicted with the post-attack louder-than-normal whoosh in his left and made it difficult to hear.


    ‘Luna? Can you hear me?’


    ‘Are you OK?’


    ‘I’m sorry, Luna. I’m so sorry I’m not there.’


    ‘Are you sick?’ Luna could hear her father perfectly when she stepped aside from the noise of the pub but she still spoke loudly because her father was speaking loudly.


    ‘I vomited all day, Luna, but I’m on the mend. I just wanted to tell you I was sorry.’


    ‘Thanks, Dad. I miss you though.’


    ‘I miss you too.’ He felt the time was right to say good night but then panicked, spitting out, ‘And Luna!’ He had yelled it, his eyebrows lifting, as he’d imagined her to be on the verge of hanging up.


    ‘Yeah, Dad?’


    ‘I’m so excited for you and Mark, Luna. He’s going to make a great husband. Don’t you worry about a thing.’


    ‘Thanks, Dad.’


    ‘And I want to tell you I love you.’


    There was a silence over the line, but it was not awkward. It was a silence of settling.


    ‘I love you too, Dad.’

  


  
    REPENTANCE FOR THE MISSING HALO


    Night. Ninety-eight per cent groggy, Velma’s eyes began to move. It was that where-am-I? feeling that jolts and takes you by surprise and is gone as soon as it hits.


    ‘Shit!’ Velma sat up, looked around the near blackness of Tessa and Tim’s guest room. There were moon shadows, a streetlight atmosphere; the clock read eleven twenty-four.


    ‘Shit.’ She let her body drop back into the bed, its giving bounce and yielding fit all too comfortable. One large teardrop landed on her pillow as the second slid down and over her nose, and then another and another. Velma Downy Frankson Smith, forever sobbing. Though this one was vocal. She even prayed. ‘Please don’t let her hate me,’ because at that precise moment what she wanted most was the love of her children. And Luna’s had always been the most difficult to obtain.


    But in all honesty Velma could have said, ‘Please don’t let him leave me,’ because as soon as she’d evoked Luna, Stef sprang to mind. Indeed Stef had stepped up on the significance scale in the last few days, but she could have also said, ‘Please don’t let him see how lonely I am,’ because Stef hadn’t quite reached the pedestal where Graham stood. It was all wrong. She was all wrong. As a mother, a lover and a person.


    With all of her anxieties coming to the surface, this crying continued a good long while. In fact until the clock read eleven fifty-nine. That’s when Velma heard the car pull into the driveway and the opening of the garage door. It was like a slap in the face. Stop it. That’s enough.


    Velma rose, her body surprisingly rejuvenated from the much-needed sleep and the overdue outburst. She turned on the light and located her phone. As its satellite mind began to work, Velma cut off the connection to Luna. ‘Stop it,’ she this time said aloud. ‘That’s enough,’ for she realised that all a phone call would do was create more drama. She’d cry again, ruin whatever Luna was doing – it wasn’t fair to upset her daughter more than once a night. ‘It was an honest mistake,’ she told her phone, shining in an inviting way. ‘It can wait until morning.’ By the morning she would have thought things through. Now that she had slept for over six hours she would not sleep the rest of the night, so thinking was next on the list. And planning. It was time to get her priorities straight. Velma was going to make a plan.

  


  
    CONVERSING WITH A PEN


    Gulliver must die. Darren knew this and yet, with every new page he wrote, Gulliver lived. Not only that but he insisted on going about his life as if he was going to keep on living, and how was Darren supposed to end his book if his hero resisted death? He threw his pen across the room, for the first time frustrated with the book. ‘Bloody fucking shit of a goddamn …’ He didn’t really need to continue that sentence.


    They’d never talked about death. As Darren was coming to terms with the inevitability of their father’s death, he had assumed that his mother’s would prepare him. It had not. Darren hadn’t a clue. He certainly wasn’t prepared for Gulliver’s demise.


    Even thinking about it involved certain absurdities. Do coffins come in XXXL? Darren reverted to the idea of his own death to help with this issue. He’d considered cremation but could think of nowhere he’d like his ashes spread, as there would be resistance if he stipulated the interior of his father’s chair. And who would gather round his larger-than-all-get-out coffin as it was lifted then dropped into the earth? Indeed, who would – could – lift and drop it?


    Darren was stuck on death and could not rise above it. As with his escapade into the world of sexual fulfilment, he wondered if he needed to experience death firsthand in order to write about it but knew, obviously, that that would be ridiculous, not to mention impossible.


    He got out his dictionary so he could at least try to define it. Death; n. the act of dying; the end of a life. That didn’t clear anything up. The state of being dead. Next. Extinction; destruction. None of it was any good. It didn’t carry any weight with him. He couldn’t relate. It was too impersonal.


    Then, just as the beer in the vat let out three gaseous bubbles, as if indicating that time was moving forward and the emphasis was now, Darren had an epiphany: Death is impersonal. And as though a river rushed through his brain, near to flooding directly onto the paper, he began to understand.


    There can be no ownership in death because everybody endures it. Death is as common as birth and, in that respect, just as ordinary. Dying doesn’t make you special; what is special is the way one goes about dying.


    All heroes die. Maybe not in the books we read and the films we watch, but beyond the pages and after the projector has been switched off, death happens. Our mortality makes it unavoidable so why not present it as it is: a run-of-the-mill certainty? That had to be the key to ending Gulliver’s life: don’t be dramatic about the death; be heroic about the dying


    Darren heaved himself up from his chair, convinced it had been sinking so low these last few days that soon he would be sitting on the floor. He picked up his pen and kissed it, closing his eyes and praying aloud to it: ‘Please forgive me o faithful servant. I have done you great harm.’ And the pen forgave him, intent on finishing what it had started: the life and death of Gulliver P Morris.

  


  
    4. The calm before the storm …

  


  
    AND SO THE ANGELS SANG THEIR SONG


    Ginsberg and Kate shared a king-sized bed. The space allotted to their bodies was vast, yet they still touched in the middle. Some would consider the point where two bums meet to be a sacred place. Like a chakra, if you will. Ginsberg felt it symbolised Kate’s anger and his own guilt, so the meeting of the backsides was nothing more than a reminder of the distance between them.


    It was just after seven in the morning and both bodies were still, save for the eyelids; they blinked in recognition of reality and an inability to face it. Neither Ginsberg nor Kate was ready to wake the other and deal with what had happened, or hadn’t happened, or was happening, and so they feigned sleep while they feared all along the sound of their own desperate heartbeats would too soon wake the other.


    When Ginsberg had returned to the hotel room the previous night, Kate was asleep. Honestly asleep. Her body was exhausted from all of the building and forming of their baby girl in her womb and, if that wasn’t enough, her body was exhausted from trying to control her messy and unpredictable emotions. She hadn’t heard Ginsberg stumble through the door or bang his knee on the dresser or even swear in a heightened whisper, and she wasn’t aware that the lights of the city soft on her body and the curve of her hips as she lay with the foetus nestled inside of her beautiful female, maternal body made Ginsberg stop short of the bed. He ached upon seeing her, sleeping so soundly, as if all the world outside their room had completely ceased movement, ensuring Kate the solid hours of peace she so deserved.


    She’s the one, he told himself, because for the first time since they’d come back to his hometown, he knew this to be certain. Ginsberg sat at the foot of the bed and cried, unable to control his emotions, exhausted because of them.


    Now: morning and the promise of a new day that would deliver the same old shit. Ginsberg, feeling groggy and hungover and ever so embarrassed about the previous morning’s confrontation, stared at the electrical power point in front of him, thinking about the sacred point where their two bottoms were touching. Sexual stirrings can happen at the strangest of times and somehow, amid his overlapping feelings, his penis began to fill with blood, a throbbing of an impatient kind. He rubbed his legs together just as he would had he been a female cricket. He reached his hand back blindly, instinctively, to touch Kate’s hip. It was a gesture meant to say I am here, WE are here, but there was so much more to it than that. He felt her warmth. The pregnant energy flowing inside of her.


    Kate pushed her backside further into his. What’s this? he thought to himself, and he closed his eyes in a moment of pleasure as he imagined the things he would do with his wife. He turned awkwardly in the bed and wrapped his arm around Kate. First her belly: ‘I adore this.’


    ‘Me too.’


    Then between her legs: ‘And this.’


    ‘You do?’


    The kisses on the back of her neck brought forth a very Kate sound somewhere caught between laughter and ecstasy. The pale yellow and the deep purple; the cotton and the velvet; sunrise in the bush and midnight by the sea; perpetual youth and beyond maturity. Ginsberg continued, in the hopes she would make that sound again.


    When Kate reached for Ginsberg to begin her side of the foreplay which she often found so taxing, she found he was already hard, wet at the tip of his penis.


    ‘What’s this?’ she asked, a mixture of playfulness and suggestion; the G movie and the soft porn. The peach fuzz and the juice inside.


    ‘I think someone’s happy to see you.’


    And that was that, end of discussion, together they fit as in it slid and there it stayed until eighteen minutes and forty-three seconds later, when Kate dislodged herself and inelegantly rolled over onto her back. The two then felt the morning’s glory in their lungs and breathed in all of the life – a fresh new day; no shit intended. Their bodies were satiated, ingratiated, ready and willing to walk, to run, to skip double Dutch. Their first simultaneous orgasm.


    Their forming baby girl was swimming in love.

  


  
    PREGNANT BODIES


    She signed the note V. That she couldn’t write Mum made her sink in a place which had been slowly leaking for a very long time. Velma looked around the oddly named restaurant, Fruba, with its two hot mauve walls, blue, yellow and peach to accompany. The bold paintings above every table, the swirling wine rack filled with South Australia’s finest picks, even the jazzy music playing on the speakers at not yet ten am. Everything was intrepidly stylish. I did do some raising of her, whether she admits it or not, Velma thought with a mix of longing and pride, breathing in deeply, knowing that though their relationship had been strained and had often brought her great sadness, she must have done something right. Luna had grown up to be the most responsible woman Velma had ever come across. Could juggle (both literally and metaphorically). Could teach a course on multitasking. Would make an extremely efficient mother.


    A woman worked behind the counter. She had skin the colour of the chai latte Velma was about to order. She smiled at the waitress, who also had an afro and an accent.


    ‘And where do you come from?’


    ‘Malmö. In Sweden.’


    ‘Oh!’ Her smile widened as her eyebrows rose. That’s odd, she thought, having thought the woman would have said somewhere in the southern hemisphere. ‘Well, if you could make sure Luna gets this, I’d be ever so delighted.’


    ‘She won’t be in for a week, I think. She is getting married.’


    And with those words Velma felt distanced from Luna and her new life. ‘I’m her mother,’ she told the waitress, who seemed to manage her duties calmly while keeping up this conversation.


    ‘Oh!’ The woman seemed to beam. ‘I am Frida,’ and she held out her hand.


    ‘I just thought: If I know Luna, she’ll find a reason to pop in here today. She’s always so diligent.’ Velma suddenly felt that she had done the wrong thing, that Luna wouldn’t be popping in today, that sadly she didn’t know Luna at all.


    ‘I will give it to her if I see her.’


    Velma looked around the room again. It was slightly gaudy, really, but that somehow added to its appeal. It was not the sort of restaurant to go unnoticed. Every time Velma visited it, she felt more and more affection for it.


    ‘Can I trouble you for a chai latte, Frida?’


    Velma situated herself at a small table by the window in the hope of writing a poem about perspective. There was Luna and the woman she had become and Velma and the woman she had become and just where did the similarities begin? In their love of colour? In their long necks? That seemed a good place to start.


    
      When you were seven we swung scarves


      around our necks and tacked plastic beads


      to your walls so colour dripped


      in baubles and such.


      We were princesses trapped


      inside a gypsy’s ball, lost


      inside a kaleidoscope –


      what has changed in all these years?

    


    Velma looked up when the bells on the door jingled in minor keys and a fresh and vibrant (though slightly flushed) woman came through the door. She was pregnant. Their eyes touched one another fleetingly and they said a quick hello with two simultaneous smiles.


    When the pregnant woman looked away to carry her burdensome but oh so fruitful body to the front counter, Velma’s eyes lingered on her belly. How she’d loved being pregnant with Luna and Ginsberg! The feeling of creating something real, something greater than anything she could have penned on paper. The quietness and private moments she shared with the forming babies when she allowed herself to sit, just sit, and imagine what the baby might look like when it finally separated from her own body. She believed herself to be sexiest when she was pregnant and she believed herself to be happiest. Of course being pregnant with Luna was easiest, as all she had to focus on was herself: napping, eating, resting, bathing. When she began forming Ginsberg, pregnancy was a little less indulgent: she had to care for a living, breathing child who had yet to turn two. And though Luna had always been incredibly independent she still needed nappy changes, still needed someone to prepare her food and very much needed someone to encourage her to sleep. Velma had known her third pregnancy was going to be tricky. There were two small children at home and she had never been so tired. But she was thrilled by the return of her swollen breasts and her own cravings for milk, and she was eager to see what kind of big brother little Ginsberg would be. But the baby didn’t survive past seven weeks of gestation and with its death came the demise of its parents’ relationship.


    From the moment Velma met Graham, she’d wanted him. When she kicked him under the table at the quaint café, she knew it. Days later, after he’d introduced her to simultaneous tingles at the ends of every nerve, she saw him, physically, as a must-have. And spiritually, he was equally stimulating. The way he mulled things over and his mind refused to click, refused to be definitive, insisted upon endless rumination and open interpretation. And the way he submerged himself in art, classical music, fine wine, food and philosophy – though he was only twenty-three. She’d tried to surround herself with free-thinkers and cultural appreciators of an elite sort all of her life, even though she’d grown up in Port Lincoln and, money or no money, it was a country town. But even in the far reaches of a small South Australian country town she managed to find a few people like her, though she felt them to somehow be overly trained and pompous, as they too were inevitably wealthy.


    Then she met Graham, living alone in his one-bedroom rented home with no insulation and an army of mice. His cultivated mind seemed harder won and therefore more authentic. Once she’d become aware of this, she found him extremely inspiring; and, fancying herself a blooming poet, Velma was hungry for inspiration. He seemed solid to her, secure in his own skin and OK with the man he was becoming, and so he was part father-figure, making her feel safe and fulfilling a hunger her own father had unwittingly placed deep within her gut. But most importantly Graham did things, unexpected things, which made her feel wild and uninhibited.


    They were only children pretending to be adults. They read the Kama Sutra and attempted various positions, sometimes incorporating fruit or chocolate. They drove to isolated places and slept under the stars, naked between two quilts. They crashed formal functions and got drunk on free wine and, on special nights, experimented with soft drugs. With Graham, Velma felt she was on the right path. For the first time in her sheltered existence, she was able to feel herself expanding while holding fast to someone else’s hand. Yes, Velma wanted Graham.


    The promise of Luna thrilled them both but, more than that, it seemed like proof that they were indeed heading down the right path. Velma was going to have her own family and the house would be filled with music and dancing and laughter and touching, so unlike the one in which she was brought up. And they loved the little baby when they first brought her home. Velma would stare at her for hours as she slept, wondering where the day had gone. Graham seemed smitten as well, though he kept strict hours in his office out back where he was practising the art of aspiring writer, researching the life of a dead person while the main house was overflowing with life. And still there was his part-time job at the newspaper. Though Velma desperately wanted him to spend countless hours doing nothing but staring at their child together, and could perhaps have funded such a life, she knew he was doing his part. He would provide for them, and she imagined he thought of them constantly.


    When Ginsberg came into their lives they were twenty-four and twenty-six, still young and full of energy, though Velma felt vexed with her body’s inability to pop back into shape. Ginsberg was a terror, with horrid colic at the outset, and nights were exhausting for Velma. Graham tried to help, waking up at one, two o’clock, to say, ‘Let me have a go,’ but Velma wouldn’t hear of it. ‘He needs his mother,’ she would say, and she would give the baby her breast, which he would often refuse with a terrible fury. But it would pass and Ginsberg would become the most gentle of babies Velma could have ever dreamed of. Luna was a lovely big sister, though selfish with her things at the worst of times, but that is to be expected, and Velma loved interfering, smoothing things over.


    Days were brimming with movement in the main house; the office quiet with contemplation and the lonely sound of Graham composing his first major work. Nights seemed too quiet, especially after the children had gone to bed. Graham seemed to feed off books while Velma found new ways to bring up the subject of them not spending enough time together as a family, as a couple.


    ‘Let’s go on holiday,’ she’d endlessly say, so tired with books and poetry herself. The children were taking her away from these loves but surprisingly she felt no regret. She knew they would be there when she was ready to return. She loved being a mother and felt the children’s growth was her greatest creation. But she missed being a lover. She missed lust. She missed the sound of passionate breathing. Not that they didn’t have sex; it just seemed they didn’t have good sex. Where most mothers might blame the emotional and physical demands of small children for the empty space in the parents’ libido, Velma blamed Graham. If truth be told she blamed her father: all those memories of her mother cleaning alone, singing alone, helping Velma with small tasks alone, dreaming alone. She was becoming her mother and Graham her father. It was not what she had envisaged.


    When Velma discovered she was pregnant for a third time, she cried. She wanted the child so intensely, wanted to wrap herself once more in the smell of a baby – that sweet mix of milk and oil. But she was uncertain about Graham. His first book had been wonderfully reviewed as ‘a competent and rich life story of Percy Grainger’. He was on his way to becoming an important biographer and had seemed consumed by his work. Where a third child would fit into his life, Velma wasn’t sure.


    She kept the secret to herself, though she found it odd that he hadn’t noticed small things, like how hard it was to rise in the mornings, how easy to fall asleep at night. How she cried with joy when Luna or Ginsberg hugged her. She would tell him after he had finished the first draft of his second book. He kept telling her, with an enthusiasm so delicious to him yet so distasteful to her, only this many pages to go, only that many pages to go, probably by the end of the month, maybe by the end of the week.


    Seven weeks into the pregnancy and the clotted blood came, the horrid cramping, the children calling out her name as she writhed on the bathroom floor. The miscarriage was devastating. And all the more because it had remained her secret. Her not telling Graham had nothing to do with a courtesy to him and a respect of his work ethic. By this point she was playing a game. How long would it take him to ask her what was wrong?


    She’d lain in bed for three days, claiming – not falsely – exhaustion and an extreme feeling of weakness. Graham did right by her and the children and took time away from his daytime work to cook, play, even clean that little bit. But the book did not rest. He fulfilled his obsession at night, when everyone was asleep.


    Ginsberg had become her little prince, bringing her small presents he had made, wrapping his thin arms around her as often as he could. As much as she loved his visits to her bed, it was not enough.


    While waiting for Graham to apologise for not seeing the obvious, depression set in.


    He should have asked me what was wrong. Even now, seated at Fruba all these years later, Velma felt the anger fill her chest. How could he not have even known to ask me what was wrong?


    In Graham’s mind, he had asked her. The squeeze of the hand and the intense stare two nights after he had finished his book. Had he even blinked in those moments? Graham saw that silent confrontation as a connection worth more than one hundred words. Velma found it painful. To her, it was the end of a communication that had been nearing a malignant death for years, and what was Velma without words?


    The day after their wordless exchange that would change their worlds forever, with naked toes in a winter ocean, a faux-fur collar at her neck and Luna helping Ginsberg build a multi-tower sandcastle, Velma had decided to leave Graham.


    The young woman wearing a sundress so perfect for a pregnant body picked up a book from a coffee table situated in front of the couch in the exact centre of Fruba’s floor. The coffee table was like the sun: people gravitated to it, took from it all they needed then headed for something shadier.


    Velma envied the woman’s body. How she seemed to radiate health and wellbeing. There was an obvious elatedness in her glow, yet it was also private and touching.


    It came out three nights after their unspoken interaction, over roasted ginger pork and shallots with a steamed rice accompaniment. For all of Graham’s inadequacies as the man in their partnership, he still cooked stupendous dinners. The children were in bed, having eaten hours earlier. The clock Graham and Velma had received from Graham’s father for their wedding chimed nine times: Velma would always remember the time.


    ‘Graham,’ she said, head in her hands, the roots of her hair being stretched to a pull, ‘I’m leaving you.’ So final, now that it was out of her mouth. And with those words she felt confident again, yet she could not bring herself to look at her husband. Her eyes remained on the roasted pork.


    Graham felt like laughing out loud, the whole idea so unexpected. But he knew better than to not take Velma seriously. Indeed, she took herself so very seriously. So he put down his fork, determined to point out the absurdity of the situation, calmly, and remain the rational one. ‘What’s this I’m leaving you? Tell me, Velma, what have I done to you that is so awful? What’s been going on with you lately? Be honest with me.’


    Velma’s eyes still on the pork, dripping with honey and soy and barbecue sauce, so convenient a distraction from the heat of her husband’s eyes. ‘I do not think we’re moving forward.’ The articulation settled her and she raised her eyes to meet his.


    Graham’s fork was halfway between the table and his mouth. His mouth was open. His eyebrows crinkled. Woman, have you lost your mind? restless on the tip of his tongue.


    ‘I can’t go on feeling like the children and I are not your Everything.’


    She wants too much, he thought. ‘Velma,’ he said evenly, again hoping to point out the absurdity of it all, ‘you and the children are everything to me. How can you not know this?’


    ‘How can I know anything if you fail to tell me?’ Odd, coming from the woman who would not tell him she had been gloriously pregnant then sadly emptied of a third child.


    For Graham it was nothing more than another argument about his quiet ways, which he now assumed was the reason for her depression. She had built it up and let it saturate her and now she was exploding. Why couldn’t she accept that he was different from her? ‘But doesn’t every married couple go through dry zones? I mean, you can’t expect it to be like the beginning for the rest of our lives. And what about my work? I can’t just indulge in your family’s money and fail to be a man. I provide for our family through my writing. It inspires me.’


    This would make sense, to the average person, but Velma was anything but. And she had been through too, too much.


    ‘You no longer inspire me.’ So much more she should have said but she left it with, ‘You remind me of my father.’ And Graham knew this to be a blow.


    That night their dinners grew cold and went uneaten. The dishes remained on the table until the morning when, Graham assumed, it would all be over – the conversation and the roasted pork, that is, not the six-year marriage.

  


  
    TEARS, BEERS AND NO ONE TO CHEERS


    As tears wet and blotched his face and snot ran down to his lips and made little bubbles in his nostrils, Darren Smith could not stop writing. Each sentence seemed a crescendo and just when he thought the story would climax, that he could endure the beauty no longer, something else fell into place, turning that beauty in another direction and letting it run even further. This was exquisite. This was surreal. This was perfect. It was as if everything Darren had done in his life culminated in this moment. And with the final phrase, A very sunny patch, Darren laid the legal pad down and blubbered for forty-two minutes.


    Except for the disregarded drone of the refrigerator, the flat was bathed in a single lamp’s light and complete silence. When Darren had composed himself, he felt his solitude pin him down. Was this not a time to celebrate? A pint of stout would be nice. Yes, he should definitely have a beer. ‘To celebrate,’ he said.


    He rose from his father’s chair and trudged to the refrigerator. He hadn’t used his legs since he’d got out of bed and that was at least five hours back. ‘I should have got up for a stretch, at least.’ But why worry now? Prolonged journeys of the pen and the heart would no longer be an issue. After a sleepless night and breakfast of a bag of Smith’s salt and vinegar chips, Darren had completed Gulliver’s story.


    The perfect pour, the creamy head, the strong taste of the chocolate-covered coffee beans he’d added when he brewed it; Darren approved. ‘Nice way to celebrate,’ he said loudly to himself, as a pronouncement of his genius. A smile overtook him.


    As he worked steadily on his stout, Darren looked at his manuscript. He kept looking back at his beer then at the blank television screen, back to his manuscript and the beer again. Realising his madness, Darren asked the small two-bedroom flat, ‘Now what?’ He wondered briefly if he should share this moment with someone. Graham came to mind first, as was usual, but then he thought Charlotte and completed that thought with another thought: sunflowers. In order to celebrate his accomplishment, he had to celebrate Charlotte. He would go to the florist after his beer. Maybe after two.


    He grabbed his remote and turned on the telly, assuming he was now supposed to get back to his old life. But even with the cricket, the SBS news in some bizarre language and then some English drama from the eighties that paid tribute to really bad hair, Darren began to think about his future. The thought of publication made him greedy. He wanted his book to be read by thousands and win major awards. He wanted it to reduce critics to one-word reviews: Brilliant! Amazing! Perfect! He wanted people to appreciate him as a force, as a great asset to the evolution of humanity. He wanted he wanted he wanted! but what set him aside from every other writer desperate for success was that he not only wanted, he knew. He knew it would be published. He knew he’d be giving interviews around the world. He knew he would make an impact. He would become the father of the modern-day novel, for he would, indeed, revolutionise the form.


    Darren switched off the TV, pleased he could now go to his grave knowing he’d left something behind.


    The second stout tasted better. The third was like dessert. The fourth was confirmation that it would be a beer day and he’d sleep a solid twelve hours tonight. He somehow rationalised that he did not need to celebrate with Charlotte. What would he say? What could he ever say about Gulliver? Words would never be enough.


    Just let it all settle down and see her after the wedding. That was what they had planned anyway; they would meet at the Alberton Hotel for a Monday-night pub meal. Stick to the plan. Don’t get ahead of yourself. And he would greet her with one bright sunflower.


    Darren picked up his legal pads, placed them here then there, piled them backwards and forwards, forwards and backwards, but he could not open them. He was curious to read the story of Gulliver P Morris from beginning to end, but it was somehow too precious for a second look. Darren had created Gulliver’s every move, even orchestrated his death, so how could he enter the third-person mode when their relationship was so personal? ‘He is part of me,’ Darren said, finishing off his beer. ‘He is me,’ he affirmed, opening another. And, as the black malted liquid ran down his gullet and rested in his stomach which pressed upon his bladder, Darren Smith decided he would never read The True and Amazing Adventures of Gulliver P Morris, Postman Extraordinaire.


    ‘He is me,’ he said again. ‘He is me.’


    Five pints in under three hours and Darren was feeling unreservedly profound.

  


  
    FOR BETTER OR WORSE


    The trendy restaurant was named after her first dog, Bertha, which Luna had pronounced ‘Burfa’. And since Burfa is an unfortunate name for a restaurant, Luna mixed up the letters and there it was, a sign made from mosaic tiles, reading Fruba. The restaurant squeezed itself into the clutter and the hustle of a Rundle Street afternoon. Luna climbed the narrow flight of stairs, wondering if it would be too much for Kate, then reminded herself that Kate was not a cripple; she was pregnant.


    Luna opened the door and the bright walls greeted her but more with an air of emptiness than a happy hello. Certainly there were better places to meet her sister-in-law than at her place of work on her scheduled day off fewer than twenty-nine hours before her highly anticipated wedding. Whose drunken idea had this been?


    Kate was sitting at a back corner table, flipping through an old issue of Southerly.


    ‘My mum has a poem in that.’ Luna hung her bag from the back of the chair and sat down as if she had jogged to Fruba from her home in Burnside, looking in need of a glass of water and a moment to catch her breath. ‘It was the highlight of her life, being published in that.’


    ‘I just read it. It’s quite a tribute to you and Ginsberg.’


    ‘Yes, I hope she didn’t scare you off. She really knows how to get to the heart of what a burden motherhood can be.’


    Kate was caught in an ambiguous smile.


    ‘Sorry, Kate. I don’t mean to … Yes, the poem is ultimately about how important we are. Though it’s sometimes difficult to work that one out.’


    ‘Have you heard from her?’


    Luna turned to a very tall and thin waitress dressed in something glittery and self-assured. ‘Hello, Frida. Just having a coffee then I’m gone.’ She closed the promise with a wink.


    ‘There’s a note for you. It’s from your mum. I will bring it over with your coffee. Black?’


    ‘Please.’


    Frida looked at Kate.


    ‘Ummm, a mango and banana smoothie?’


    ‘Good choice.’ She smiled and sauntered off on her long, dark legs.


    ‘Well, there you go!’ said Luna, eager to acknowledge her mother’s attempts but then to move quickly away from any discussion involving the woman and her antics.


    ‘I love your restaurant.’ Kate acquiesced. ‘It’s so … vibrant!’


    Kate seemed particularly vibrant to Luna. Odd, considering Ginsberg’s withdrawal the previous night.


    ‘Oh, thanks. And how’s Ginsberg this morning?’


    ‘He’s much better today.’ Kate tapped her feet under the table. Luna thought she might have needed a wee. ‘Like nothing even happened.’


    ‘Little shit.’ Luna could not bring herself to good spirits and she refused to try for the sake of anyone. ‘He’s always been a little shit. But we love him.’


    ‘I know the feeling.’


    ‘So what was his deal anyway?’


    Kate paused and appeared uncomfortable. ‘He’s terrified of the family’s reaction. To me. To the baby.’


    Frida returned with a large mug of coffee and a long glass of blended fruit and placed them on the table, then handed Luna the note, winking at her as she left the two women to themselves.


    ‘You both wink!’ Kate said, out-of-the-blue and delighted. ‘I’m going to start winking.’


    Luna laughed and thought her sister-in-law a splendid addition to the family. It needed something young and energetic.


    
      ‘Dearest Luna,’ she read aloud, ‘Would you believe I slept through your dinner party last night? I feel awful. Exhausted and awful, my pet. You know my insomnia when I’m stressed and would you believe I am absolutely stressed! I am so sorry, darling. I wanted to tell you in person so I didn’t ring but you see now I am resorting to a note so it would appear as though I have failed you again. Forgive me, my eldest and most gorgeous one. I love you I love you I love you! V’

    


    Luna folded up the note into an origami frog and flicked it so it flipped once then rested on the table between herself and Kate. ‘I should save this letter. Put it in a little box to remember the occasion.’ She looked at the paper frog as if it epitomised her relationship with her mother, then snapped out of it and returned to straight posture, hands clasped, breath of fresh air: ‘I love how everyone is so stressed out because of my wedding. How horrible of me to want to be happy!’ Her smile was disarming. Was she being playful or wanting to kill someone? ‘Sorry, Kate, but you might as well be prepared for all of our problems. You’re one of us now, aren’t you?’ She laughed sardonically.


    ‘For better or worse.’ Kate laughed half-heartedly.


    Luna felt her muscles tighten – for better or worse. ‘So how did you know, Kate? How did you know my brother was right for you? You know, to be the father of your baby? I mean it’s really a massive step, isn’t it?’


    Kate shifted uncomfortably in her seat, seemingly ill at ease and unsure of what exactly she should say. To be sure, it was a complicated subject. ‘I suppose “right” isn’t the word really. I don’t know that it can be “right” for a gay man from Australia and a straight woman from Canada, eleven years younger, to raise a child together.’


    Luna felt the room expand: she could now relax in the knowledge that at least Kate knew what was what. Her biggest fear had been that Ginsberg had duped her into believing he had turned straight – for what reason, she hadn’t a clue.


    ‘I only know that there’s no way I could’ve gone back home when my visa ran out without knowing I’d be coming back to him. And then when I came back and knew I had left Canada for good and we fell in love, he became home for me.’ She sipped through her straw and looked up at the ceiling. ‘Does that make sense? I guess I just mean he’s … I don’t know … everything to me.’


    Isn’t this woman lucky, Luna thought, to know this at such a young age? Unless, of course, she was being duped. Could Ginsberg really be in love with her? Surely he was confusing it for some sort of longing. Some sort of desire to be normal. ‘So obviously it’s not a residential thing.’ Luna nodded towards Kate’s pregnant belly.


    ‘Well, it was, initially, but then it turned into something else. We didn’t really understand it. Still don’t, in fact. But here we are!’ Kate held her bump with both hands. Her smile showed she was a mixture of ready and fearful.


    Luna responded in kind but she was not so transparent. Her smile was out of politeness, because she could not pull a face that said, You can’t possibly have that with Ginsberg. And I definitely don’t have that with Mark.


    ‘Do you and Mark want children?’ Kate asked in a way which Luna could only interpret as excitement at the prospect of beginning a Smith-family mummy’s club.


    ‘Yes,’ she said calmly, unsurprised that she was finding it hard to swallow saliva past the stubborn lump in the front of her throat. And then it just happened, as if a camera had zoomed in on her, the meagre four or five restaurant-goers fading out of the frame, Kate but a mere suggestion to the left of the screen: Luna began to cry.


    ‘Luna, did I say something wrong?’ Was Luna unable to bear children? Did Mark not want them? Had there been a recent miscarriage? An abortion?


    ‘No.’ She wiped her eyes, remembering where she was and not wanting the staff to be discussing the many possibilities that tears before a wedding day can mean. ‘I’m just like them, you know. I’m just stressed and overly emotional.’


    Kate reached over and touched her hand. The movement angered Luna. She wanted to tell Kate that she had no right to glow while she herself was a paler shade of gloomy. Just say it! she commanded herself. And then, as if all of the background clanking and cutting and pouring and chatting had been edited out: ‘I think I’m only marrying Mark because I want to be a mother.’


    Now what does one say to that? Kate sat quietly, waiting for Luna to continue. But she didn’t, and the silence was awkward, what with all the background clanking and cutting and pouring and chatting. Life was going on around them. What was to be said?


    ‘You don’t love him?’ Kate asked.


    ‘Yes, I love him,’ the sound of exasperation, ‘but I feel like I could love another man, any man, just as easily.’ Luna looked Kate straight in the eyes, emphasising her point: ‘I could absolutely live without him.’


    Kate wondered if she could live without Ginsberg. ‘I could live without Ginsberg,’ she said, in all honesty. ‘But it would break my heart.’


    ‘It can’t be that easy.’ Luna shook her head, composing herself. ‘What about soulmates and completing one another? Shouldn’t I be feeling that?’


    ‘Would it make anything less complicated?’ Considering Kate’s relationship with Ginsberg, their own unique doubts and their own brand of strange and beautiful love, simplicity was not a priority. ‘I think that sort of intensity causes more problems than it solves. Think of your parents.’


    Luna briefly considered her parents but then erased them. They were an awful image together. ‘But you – what you said about Ginsberg – that neither of you understood it. That sounds like perfect love. Intuitive. The stuff of legends. I don’t feel that with Mark.’


    ‘Well, you said you loved Mark. However you love him, isn’t that good enough?’


    Luna wanted it to be. She really, really did. ‘I don’t know.’ Her eyes drooped. She felt old and tired. ‘Who am I to judge what “good enough” is?’


    ‘Who is anyone to judge “good enough”?’ Kate, so wise beyond her years; the salt and the sugar, the saga and the fable.

  


  
    THE MAILBOX THE MAILBOX THE MAILBOX


    Graham Smith studied his computer and all of the notes pinned to the corkboard. He stopped, then swore in ungrammatical sentences at the ineptitude of his process. He reread the last two sentences. He was clearly stuck, didn’t know where to go, how to end it, whether to scrap it and start from scratch. Truly this was the most difficult piece of writing he’d ever set for himself. It was two steps forward, one step back. Magnificent profundity, stupid generalisations. It was an awakening; it was a pain in the arse. And because it was so complex a beast, Graham decided to take a break.


    He went into his living room and sat on the couch, which was way too big for a thin, lone man, way too new for someone so old. There was sunlight coming through the window and landing directly on his face; a perfect stillness in the room. But it was hardly a treasured moment of peace. The quickening in his ear and a flood-filled stream of rushing was deafening. Will I ever know peace again? It was not a question adding to a growing pile of self-pity; it was a genuine realisation that he may soon forget what silence was.


    He’d been going about his obituary all wrong. There was no intensity of the written word because, aside from incoherent dribble and short lists with half the words scratched out, there was no written word. And as for the research, no inspiration. Where was the humour and pride he’d always imagined would accompany the writing of his own obituary? Wasn’t he the hero of his own story? Hadn’t he always done his own stunts? Where were the stunts? And why wasn’t he conducting the symphonic soundtrack?


    He knew in his gut it was Velma. Bloody Velma. He’d been conscious of his focus the past few days and it was lying heavy on his mind. As the old song went, he was bewitched, bothered and bewildered. Confused, grasping at clarity. All these years, he thought, ebbing and flowing between surprise and concern. There she was.


    He couldn’t make it work with her, the woman he’d loved most in his life. So much depended on his inability to make her stay. Would it have made him a better man? If he could have been a better husband then wouldn’t that have made him a better man? Allowed him to be a better father? The problem with this line of thought was that Velma would always have left. If not then, the question would have been when?


    ‘I’m not meant to get up at six thirty in the morning. I know this. My body was made for lazing about until a suitable hour for brunch.’ Velma lay on the bed, which may as well have been a cross, exasperated by Luna’s hungry cry. She loved her daughter, but she was tired.


    ‘Our life is what it is.’ Graham was shuffling about, dressing himself as if late for work, though it was a Wednesday, and on Wednesdays he worked from home. That he took these ‘home days’ so seriously annoyed Velma to no end. Professionalism had no place in the home. ‘All we can do is accept it and get on with it.’


    ‘We? We must “get on with it”? Since when has having a child affected you? Has our body suffered and become warped? Does that child attach herself to you relentlessly so you never have a moment to yourself?’ She gave him no time to answer. ‘No. You have many moments to yourself. You have the whole day and night to yourself. That baby isn’t crying for you. You’re meaningless to her, you and your book and your newspaper job. We are meaningless to you. I’m not part-time. I don’t get weekends off.’ And on and on she would go and go. Graham knew this argument inside out and was convinced it was only partly Velma, mostly hormones and sleeplessness, because though she was often irrational, she had never really been cruel. But the more he heard it, even after he’d secretly watched her cooing with the baby, heard her telling her friends on the phone how much she adored being a mother to Luna, the more burdensome he began to feel as both husband and father; the more he began to question his role. Perhaps I should stick to what I know. And so that became his strategy.


    Thirty years later, he was questioning that strategy. Wondering if he’d been bullied into feeling inadequate. She pushed me further and further into my office, he comforted himself. She pushed me away.


    It was only three suburbs away. She’d found the new house for herself and the kids; she even paid for it with her own money, though Graham had insisted otherwise. He too would be moving out as soon as their house was sold. Their house – that was the thing. How could either of them live there any longer than they had to? That’s what Graham had thought, though in the end, moving had been just too difficult.


    He’d still see them whenever he wanted so the split, in that sense, was amicable. But it wasn’t entirely about the children. This was about the dissolution of a marriage, the end of a curious and crazy dream which they’d both believed they wanted. Graham could never have predicted then that it was the beginning of a scepticism regarding women and his relationships with them that would last into his old age.


    He thought of Sharon, wondered what she meant to him now.


    It had been unseasonably windy after Velma and the kids left. Like spring, though it was early into winter. Clothes would have come off the line if he had done any laundry. Plastic toys would have been scattered round the yard if Velma hadn’t packed most of them up, leaving very few seeming sad and abandoned. The wind was the perfect prop for his ghost-town life. And he felt cold, too. He’d always been a skinny man, not much meat to keep him warm, and with the temperature down in the upper single digits but the wind speed registering in the upper twenties, Antarctica was calling just as loudly as a screeching freezing crow in their old pear tree. It seemed highly appropriate to Graham.


    ‘I still love you,’ she’d tell him on the phone, and he could hear just when the tears would begin their journey in thick and heavy drops from her eyes. They would journey for an eternity in many shapes and rhythms of flow, but in those early memories, he missed her tears.


    ‘Then come back,’ he’d tell her, meaning it with every muscle that twitched in his face: just below his eye, just above his lip, smack dab in the middle of his chin.


    ‘Jesus, Graham, we’ve been through this –’


    ‘You’ve been through this –’


    ‘You’re not going to change.’


    Change? But why do we have to change? Why can’t we grow together? Rather than ask what should have been asked, he had answered her with exasperation. ‘I have to go,’ and he’d hang up the phone. It was always him hanging up the phone, wound up and exhausted. And with that, Velma had all the response she’d needed. Too much unsaid. So much lost. She felt justified in her position.


    After she left with the children, Graham was lost. He didn’t know what to do, where to stand or how to breathe. He had stopped writing, stopped cooking. His mother had always made him a sandwich when he was blue and that somehow seemed to work, so Graham lived on sandwiches. His heart was tight, unsure of which beat to keep. The slow and sorrowful drumming of a man defeated and left alone or the powerful pounding of a man done wrong? What did I do? he’d ask relentlessly. The only answer he could give himself was that he just wasn’t good enough.


    Graham felt the return of the timpani drumbeat in his heart as he sat on his too-large couch, staring straight ahead. It was powerful. It pounded. He now knew for certain he had been wronged.


    A hundred phrases rushed around his brain, imagining all the things he would say to Velma when he saw her again. The most selfish person I’ve ever met flashed in thick and bold letters; Denied me my happiness shone in neon pink, hot and angry; I want you gone from my dreams, as unwavering as the image of her face engraved in his mind; You are no longer welcome, he asserted.


    Graham lifted himself unsteadily from the couch and made his way to the office but the sound of the postie changed his direction and he’d decided to do this one last job before sitting down to a long and difficult session at his computer. But, standing in his garage, looking out past the driveway and focusing on the brick mailbox, it seemed so far away. Seemed hardly worth the effort.


    Bugger this, he thought, about to turn around and enter his office. But then he stopped short, felt the rage build inside of him. He turned to face his mailbox again.


    ‘You want a fight?’ Graham’s heartbeat rose to a trot, though the spinning from the rotation of his body made him trip over his own bony feet. Had anything in his life ever seemed so onerous as trying to keep his balance?


    The concrete turned to an inflatable canoe and the waters were choppy. His brow had creased to near cracking point from intense concentration – one foot, two, one foot, two. His destination seemed to be getting further and further away as his anger made him hotter than hell. But he felt stronger in mind if not in body. He was rabid.


    ‘I’ll give you a fight! I’ll give you a fight!’ he mumbled to himself. Graham’s heartbeat plateaued at a sprint as his hands made fists so deep he thought his muscles might break the skin in his forearms.


    As if in perfect step with his defiance, slam! went his shoulder into the metal rails of the garage door. ‘Bloody hell,’ he snarled. Now he was dizzy and battered but he would make it to the goddamn mailbox. He was far too focused a man to let the everyday slip away and the mailbox was, after all, only a minor object.


    He straightened himself and shrugged off his imbalance, still a grumbling mess of fuck and shit and the ever-present bloody. He felt each step he took made him appear a monster or at least a human badly deformed. But he was doing quite well. No one would’ve known he was so wobbly. No one would have guessed his rage. How could anybody have ever surmised that he had, perhaps, lost it? No talk on the street would circulate.


    ‘Fuck you,’ he said, under his breath, eyes focused on the mailbox. ‘I’ll bloody fight you.’ It was not about the mailbox and it was not about the Meniere’s – Graham was too old to be such a fool – and as this painfully came to light he protested again, this time loudly enough for Sharon to hear if she hadn’t been at the butcher. ‘You are not welcome!’ And with that, his first outpouring of real anger towards Velma in all the decades since the day she left and took his children away in their car, Graham opened the mailbox, crumpled the no-good flyers in his hand and the ridiculous suggestion from Telstra that he resume their services and he walked back, composed, to his office. He sat down at his desk, deleted all he had written, scrapped every note hanging from his computer. Graham began to write his obituary.

  


  
    FOETAL WAVES


    Thirteen kilometres away from their not-so-shabby hotel in the cultural district of Adelaide, Ginsberg and Kate lazed in the shallows of Semaphore’s water, salted with an Antarctic touch and an inlet’s calming ripple. This was what Kate had wanted and now, Ginsberg wanted it too. It had taken them a couple of days to work it out but the two young sometimes-lovers, so very, very much in love, had finally gelled.


    ‘This is what matters, Kate.’


    Kate squeezed Ginsberg’s hand. She had returned to the land of Safe and Happy, bypassing the town of Normal.


    ‘None of the other stuff matters.’


    ‘Don’t say that, Ginsberg. Of course it matters.’


    ‘But it doesn’t. Like you said, you’re my family now.’


    ‘That’s bullshit,’ she said, turning away from a dog swimming the distance to retrieve a fluoro tennis ball. ‘Your family is your mother and your father and your sister and me. I’m the one with only you.’ The look lingered until Kate bent her neck, which looked as if it had been straining to make a point. She returned to looking at her belly, bare and proud, protruding between her bikini top and surfer shorts. ‘You forget you’re lucky, Ginsberg. The more people you have lifting you up, the higher you will soar.’ She laughed to herself. ‘Those were the words my father used when speaking of community. I used to secretly roll my eyes. Now I’m voluntarily quoting him.’


    ‘I guess some things always stay with you,’ Ginsberg told her, kissing her neck. ‘But whatever my family’s reaction –’


    ‘Ginsberg, they don’t have to accept you just because they’re your family but they probably will accept you because they’re your family. And if they don’t, it matters. It does matter. It will matter and you will have to deal with it.’


    Ginsberg felt his hands sinking into the sand as a wave pushed around his body. It smoothed down Kate’s righteousness, even as she said, ‘If you can learn to accept yourself, you should be able to deal with anything,’ and he thought her level of self-awareness scary. Her introspection would win points with his mother while her level-headedness was worthy of his father’s approval. Ginsberg had a lot to learn from her. If he was with her for a lifetime, he would never stop learning. Deal with it, he laughed. How does one ‘deal with it’? Ginsberg looked down and over at Kate’s belly. ‘How did you deal with it?’


    ‘I ran away.’


    He swore he saw a ripple of movement in her belly. ‘Was that …? Oh my god!’


    She smiled at him. ‘You saw it move?’


    It was the most amazing discovery of his life. He smiled, crouched himself in front of her, squeezed both her hands: ‘I’ll never run, Kate Smith.’

  


  
    THE TINY STUFF


    ‘I’m cooking!’ An African pop song filled the kitchen alongside smells of onion, garlic and game. ‘Kangaroo bangers and mash.’ Mark smiled and kissed Luna hello.


    Luna had been thinking take-away, something easy, nourishment involving no preparation, so walking through her front door and seeing Mark busy at the stove should have pleased her immensely. But not with his declaration of meat and potatoes. So masculine. And there were far too many sausages sizzling to excite her. Are we seriously meant to eat all this? Regardless: ‘You’re a gem, aren’t you?’ She ran her fingers through his hair and kissed him on his nose.


    Luna walked down the hall, calling over her shoulder that she was having a shower, she’d only be a minute.


    ‘Dinner will be on the table when you’re all clean and dressed to kill,’ he sang to her disappearing body.


    Once behind the closed bathroom door, she considered the cliché: girls wanted to marry their fathers. The sight of Mark with many pots and pans on the go had given Luna a start, but not in the way that she would have expected.


    She’d always thought her father’s love for food and passion for presentation was something unique and sublime. So feminine, she said to herself, negating Mark’s actions. With her father being the way he was, it wasn’t a wonder she ended up a restaurateur.


    One of her best – if not the best – memories of her dad was when he’d asked her if she wanted to help him cook dinner. Luna was trying to settle into living with him: she missed Ginsberg and, though she’d never admit it to anyone, and especially to her father, who she pitied with an open-handed tenderness, she missed Velma too.


    Velma had a way with saying good night that her father couldn’t quite master. Before she tucked Luna into bed – since she was a little girl and even as a teenager – she would crawl in next to her, wrap one arm around her waist or use one hand to play with her hair, and ask how tomorrow was going to be better than today.


    There was always some minor discord at home and both females in the house usually had their defences up before going to bed. Velma wanted more for them, was forever insisting tomorrow would be better. So they made up stories about how Velma might find a secret flower, only one of its kind, pick it for Luna and lay it on her pillow so that it was the first thing she saw when she opened her eyes in the morning. Or how Luna might be granted a wish by the moon and ask that Velma sleep through the night, waking in the morning, well rested and strong, to a breakfast of pancakes made with the magical cow’s milk – the one who had jumped over the moon – prepared for her by her only daughter. These were often elaborate stories that made both mother and daughter wipe their previous discord away and focus on their love for each other. Because it was there. It just needed coaxing.


    Luna unbuttoned her black fitted shirt and felt herself inflate. She was ovulating. She could feel it in her cervix. She looked in the mirror at her breasts. Thirty-seven and still perky. What’s the point? she asked the mirror, feeling empty from their friskiness. The mirror had no answers.


    Luna opened the shower door and turned on only the hot. Days were still warm, but nights getting colder. She wanted to heat her body from the outside in so that the warmth would stay with her all through the night. She could hear the sizzle of Mark’s sausages over the sound of water hitting the shower’s floor tiles and she winced at the thought of him overcooking kangaroo. Nothing tasted worse. And she was annoyed that he had diced the onions, rather than slicing them.


    ‘Luna,’ her father had said as he knocked on her bedroom door. It was only a week or two since she’d returned to the old house. Graham was fumbling as a father. They’d both felt it.


    ‘Come in,’ she’d told him, still getting used to someone actually knocking before entering. This was a house of privacy. For the most part, a house of very little noise.


    ‘I was hoping you’d want to help me cook dinner tonight.’


    He wore a pained and expectant face. Luna didn’t want to say yes because she was doing her homework and, unlike most of her friends, she truly loved doing her homework. She was a very diligent student and had big dreams about moving to England to go to university. She set down her pencil and stared at the lamp on her desk. She needed to say yes, and she knew it.


    Graham had given Luna an onion and a chopping board. ‘Here, we’ll do it together.’ He’d shown her the proper way to cut an onion, by leaving the ends still intact so that the onion was easier to manage when slicing.


    As Luna concentrated on not adding the tips of her fingers to the sliced onions, tears began to form in her eyes. ‘It stings!’ she yelled, completely surprised. When she looked at her father, tears had formed in his eyes too.


    ‘I know!’ Graham heard a hearty laugh fill the kitchen. It was his. Checking his daughter’s progress he realised he was happy. This was good. ‘You’re a natural, Luna!’


    Luna felt real joy in the compliment. When she’d finished, her once round and large-as-a-fist onion had been reduced to thick half rings. Her father’s were sliced much thinner, appearing to have more order and structure. Luna wanted hers to look like his and Graham saw her questioning, almost down-hearted face.


    ‘Your onion is first class, my dear.’


    ‘But it’s nothing like yours. It’s awful, really.’


    ‘If you want you can help me every night with the meals and, in no time, you’ll have the onion mastered.’ Graham hoped this offer appealed to Luna. He knew if he could just get her helping him with the food, they might be able to form a bond which would never be duplicated with any other soul.


    As the shower rained down and turned her skin pink, Luna wondered if she could offer to spruce things up without offending Mark. Surely they had a tin of red beans. She could pick a bunch of baby spinach from their backyard. But that was silly. There was nothing wrong with bangers and mash. There was nothing wrong with Mark. In fact this tiny annoyance was just that: tiny. It was only stress. It was only food.


    Luna thought back to her father’s call the night before. She did miss him. Horribly, in fact. She tried to shake off this longing to be young again, to be chopping vegetables next to her father, to be following his instructions about turning the meat, about stirring the broth while adding in the flour, about getting the proportions just right.


    She cooked without thinking these days, sometimes helping in the kitchen of Fruba only to feel the eyes of the chefs on her, amazed at her ease, the way she never broke into a sweat. Cooking never stressed her out, even during a dinner rush. When sizzles were loudest and too many people in the kitchen were asking where some condiment was, Luna felt relaxed. At home. At her father’s home.


    She washed her stomach, wondering whether, if she envisaged a baby hard enough, and if she and Mark had sex tonight, would she be pregnant on her wedding day? And if she and Mark had a baby, would she one day teach the child to cook? Would it love creating wild combinations with fruit and meat, with quinces? Luna closed her eyes and imagined a tiny white sperm cell tunnelling into her egg. What if they created a girl and it turned out to be ‘feisty’, like Velma?


    Luna had always feared she had too much of her mother in her. It seemed she spent the bulk of her younger years and then some trying to hide any similarities. But now, with her wedding occupying the very next day to be crossed off their kitchen calendar, Luna feared her mother’s DNA. How many tiny things would push her to a breaking point?


    She’d never understood her mother’s reasons for leaving her father. ‘Your father couldn’t tell a joke to save his life’, and that was worth all the trouble and pain? ‘Your father lived too frugally, never let me buy expensive sheets.’ She wanted to believe it was more than that, more than ‘He hated going to parties’. But if she was honest with herself, Luna had to admit that she was afraid to believe her father could hurt her mother in any fundamental way. She wanted, more than anything, to believe it was all her mother’s doing and that her mother’s intense need for drama was the cause of their momentous split. That it all came down to tiny things made mammoth by an inexplicable woman.


    Luna turned off the water. The steam rose from her body. Your father cooked very basic meals. Is that what she would tell her own children?


    Luna dried herself, walked out of the bathroom without a stitch of clothing on her body and sat down at the table, where a glorious dinner of bangers and mash awaited her.


    Mark laughed. ‘Aren’t you cold, Lu?’


    Luna took the first bite of her kangaroo sausage. It needed some rosemary. Perhaps a decent sprinkling of sage, even. ‘I’m perfectly fine, thank you. And this dinner,’ she said, looking hard at Mark, not needing to be sexy with her eyes because she knew her body was doing the part, ‘will certainly get you a root tonight.’

  


  
    PLAYGROUNDS ON TOP OF HOTELS


    Tessa and Rachel were cooking a grand dinner. The kitchen was abuzz with a mother–daughter laughter and ease with which Velma and Luna had never been quite comfortable. Of course Velma and Luna had laughed, and not always at the expense of the other, and they’d even been known to cook together on very rare occasions, but it was the ‘ease’ that had Velma confounded. In her experience, the laughter came either before or after some niggling annoyance was brought out in the open, which made for a lingering tension. Nothing was ever easy. Their feelings, while together, always seemed to be ‘managed’.


    Tim and Stan, Rachel’s very chiselled and blokey husband, were watching the Friday night football, beers in hand. Stan occasionally yelled at the television ‘Holding the ball! Holding the ball!’ while they both drank largely from their beers. The pre-feminism functionality of this family was eerie and Velma refused to contribute to it. Rather she played with little George in his own little room that Tessa had organised for him when he was still at his mother’s breast. They built hotels with George’s Duplo. They were surrounded by the coloured bricks, so that it would be difficult to move if Velma had decided to leave.


    ‘And does this ho-tel have a playground?’ George asked. ‘Hotel’ was a new word for George. Velma had explained that it was the best building they could erect because everyone wanted to go to a hotel. That people travelled all around the world just so they could stay in hotels. That was enough to set George’s mind spiralling and the Duplos stacking.


    ‘I think it should have a playground, most definitely,’ she told him. ‘I also think it should have a swimming pool.’


    George looked up at Velma with very large, round eyes, trying to imagine a place where people could play, swim and sleep.


    ‘Here,’ she told him, gathering up some blue pieces and placing them in front of her knees, which were bent like lightning bolts angling out of her body; Velma knew she would pay when she finally straightened them out. ‘Why don’t you find as many of these as you can and we can make a very large pool for the visitors to swim in? Can you find all of the blue pieces, George?’


    Velma watched George gather the blue bricks and then showed him how to begin the pool. As he added more and more pieces Velma watched him with great tenderness. She remembered Ginsberg when he was three – when she had taken him away from his father. Three is too little, she thought. How could he have ever understood?


    The day Velma had taken Luna and Ginsberg to their new home in Kensington Gardens, only a short drive from their father’s house, her emotions were everywhere. She had just said goodbye to the man she had come to know as her greatest love. At the time she had no way of knowing that thirty-two years later she would still think of him that way but, for the moment, she was fairly confident she had done the best thing for herself and for her children. Why should they grow up in a house without love? because Velma was sure that if she had stayed with Graham, the love that had once seemed so endless between them would certainly have come to an end. She was still young, only twenty-seven. There was still time to find a love that could match her imagination and sustain her needs.


    Luna was five. She had always shown a temper when things weren’t going exactly her way but when they entered the house, with boxes in every room and furniture bare of any adornments, it wasn’t about her temper. It was about her anger. When Velma tried to specify when exactly their relationship had become strained, she realised it was when she’d asked Luna how she liked their new home.


    ‘I want to be with Daddy! That’s where my home is!’


    ‘But Luna, sweetie, look at your new room. I thought we could paint it together. Is there a particular colour you’d like to paint your new room?’


    ‘I don’t want to paint my room and I don’t … want … you!’ Her arms had been folded up until these last few words and then she dropped them to her sides and made two strong fists. Her lips were set. Her eyes challenging. She turned on one heel and marched into the new room, slamming her door behind her. No matter how Velma tried to get her to come out, Luna wouldn’t budge. Eventually, when she became hungry and heard the clinking of dishes in the kitchen, she sheepishly joined her diminished family for dinner. But she refused to talk. And when she was done eating she went back to her room.


    Velma felt she had lost her little girl but also that it would pass. Luna was too young to hold a grudge for a lifetime, wasn’t she? Certainly she’d come good; and at least there was Ginsberg, her gorgeous, intuitive little boy. He knew exactly when to cuddle into his teary mother’s lap. Exactly when to make her laugh because she appeared in good spirits. And exactly when to leave her alone – for example when she barked at him to leave her alone. How would she have ever got through that first tumultuous week without her precious Ginsberg?


    Luna lowered her shield of enragement after a while but the anger never truly left. From the very moment when she stormed into her skeletal room, Luna would always be slamming doors. If only Velma could find the words to get them open – or just break through with bodily force.


    And so it was Ginsberg and Mummy. And that’s how it would remain. Even during the turbulence of pubescence Ginsberg had religiously kissed his mother good night. He was always such a darling, Velma thought, handing George two more blue Duplos. ‘Shall we build the playground now?’


    When Ginsberg came out to the family, Velma was anything but surprised. Not only did he exhibit what she thought to be tell-tale signs of misplaced femininity (there were the long discussions about hand cream, his fortunate sense of day versus evening wear, the exaggerated facial expressions – but then who’s to say those didn’t all come from Velma?) but he still gave her kisses good night.


    She was delighted by his coming out. So proud of her boy for exerting his nature and she found homosexuality rather fashionable, really. It added some extra culture and grace to their family.


    She let him frolic, as a young gay man should, and didn’t expect him home at a reasonable hour. In many ways she became more his friend than his mother, but then perhaps it had always been that way between them. Luna had left. Ginsberg was all she had. Not only did she not want to inhibit his growth in this new identity, she didn’t want to push him away either.


    Eventually he left, as all men do. Gay or straight, they leave. And now this Kate. How she was shaking everything up! Everything Ginsberg and Velma had worked so hard to nourish and to protect. Their perfect awareness. Their compassion for authentic feelings.


    ‘Can we put the playground inside the hotel, Velma?’


    ‘Sure, darling, why not?’ It can never work, she thought. It can never work.

  


  
    APPLAUDING ALONE IN APPRECIATION


    One word became a sentence became a paragraph, a complete thought, his fingers moving with agility and his energy level rapidly rising. He was directed. Inspired. He was in the zone. This is it, he smiled to himself, assured of his genius, my goddamn magnum opus! and he was one man summing it up, ignoring the roaring in his ear and not even noticing the swimming of his head. He had answered every question in the world. He understood the definition of ‘human’, saw the preposterousness of ‘good enough’, uncovered the mystery of purpose and meaning, found that the space in his heart reserved for his family was bursting to the point of busting seams and ripping membrane. It was an obituary that wasn’t an obituary, quite possibly the last thing Graham Smith would ever write. What more could he ever say?


    And with his final words, he clicked save and sank back into his chair, hands behind head, whirling in emotion. What now? he asked himself. It was time to cook his tea.


    In the kitchen he hummed Tchaikovsky while chopping red capsicum. He was quick on his feet. Yes, he was dizzy, but did he let it control him? No. Graham felt alive for the first time in five months – wait, years – and he had no need for kitchen yoga. The last time he’d felt this good was when he’d won the Walkley Award. His children and his brother had been there to share in his achievement. (Velma, unbeknownst to him, had been there as well. She’d remained in the foyer, listening at the door, unable to enter and risk the chance of sending Graham the message that she was proud of him and wanted to be a part of his success.)


    But now, who would share in this achievement? Indeed, who would ever read his stunning work of art? Graham stopped his preparations, holding an eggplant in his left hand. If I don’t pass this onto someone, how will it ever be published after I die? because there was no way he was going to let this baby go unnoticed.


    Graham left the vegetables on the bench, the butcher’s knife on the cutting board and the lamb sitting blob-like in the stainless-steel sink. The music followed him out the door, which stayed ajar in the evening’s dusk. He practically ran to Sharon’s house, this time stopping at her front door. He knocked loudly, quickly, looking briefly at the doorbell but needing a more personalised touch. The sound of heel-toe on the hardwood floor. The sound of the doorknob.


    ‘Graham! What a surprise! Are you all right?’


    ‘I don’t know,’ he fumbled hurriedly. ‘Will you and Nicola join me for dinner?’

  


  
    HALF-AWAKE AND HALF-ASLEEP DESTINY AWAITS


    No doubt death had been a recent preoccupation of Darren Smith’s and so the fact that he was dreaming about a funeral should not have come as any big surprise.


    There he was, one hundred and sixty-four kilos of fat, flesh, muscle and bone and surging, living, deep red blood, stuffed into his old black suit (how did he ever manage to button the pants?). There was no organ playing; it was deadly silent. At this point in his dream, the mute button may have been pressed – but then do we dream with sound or are we only imagining sound?


    Darren’s hands were crossed respectfully in front of his groin, head bent down in personal prayer. If feelings from dreams transfer to the unawakened body then the sleeping Darren truly hurt. Was he reliving his mother’s funeral as a sixty-five-year-old man? Could this be his father’s funeral all over again?


    Charlotte stood beside him, holding his arm. She seemed so tiny next to him. She was like a child he wanted to care for, though she was clearly the one supporting him. There was Luna and Ginsberg, their mother in the centre; they were ensuring Velma did not fall. The sound switched on; Velma’s tears were audible. Every funeral needs a presence such as hers. Superfluous others filled the background space: minor characters at a major event. Darren did not attempt to name them, even place their faces. He was more concerned with who might be lying in the impressive black casket.


    ‘What is a man?’ Graham’s voice sounded deeper than in reality. He spoke more slowly than his true self usually would. He was like a reverend, though neither of the Smith boys had ever been much for organised religion, so let us say he was like the family spokesperson. Typical, the dream-figure Darren thought to himself. Maybe not the best time for brotherly jealousy but that sort of thing does not choose a particular moment.


    The venue was more of an ornate shed than a church because dreams do settings in strange and mysterious ways. The two funerals he’d been to had taken place in the same church so why didn’t his dream stick with what he knew? Either it had a will of its own or Darren had orchestrated the setting. And that would make sense, if he had also orchestrated the death.


    It’s Gulliver!


    His heart (if dreams acknowledge such things) skipped a beat in extreme jubilation at the discovery of the mystery. He glanced around him sheepishly, wondering if anyone had noticed his brief but luminous smile.


    As Graham continued with the eulogy – which was becoming more and more frustrating as the dream progressed: Graham always achieving more, even in the death of Darren’s prized character – the Smith family (and Charlotte) began to file past the casket, intending to toss one head each of a giant sunflower onto the body about to be sent into the earth below. As Darren approached he became jittery. He was about to see his character for the first time, not bound by paper and encased in ink, but live (though dead) and real (though dreamed). The anticipation gave him an ache in his stomach and in the privacy of his own bed, where he lay rumbling gas and odour, still unaware that this vision was anything other than true. In fact it was the smell that did it. His own gas brought him to the this is a dream realisation, though it did not wake him from his slumber. Subconsciously he knew that he could not leave this imagined funeral without seeing the face of Gulliver and so he forced himself to stay asleep, just as he might force himself to wake from a nightmare.


    ‘A life is more than a name and two dates, despite what our tombstones might indicate …’


    Luna tossed her sunflower in with a question on her face. She seemed to take this very personally, as if she had played some role in Gulliver’s life. She’s read it! Darren thought, now half aware of his conscious input. It’s been published and she’s read it! But his conscious input did not make sense if this dream was meant to follow a chronological sequence. Gulliver’s funeral must come before the publication of the book. But then who ever questioned the time–space continuum of dreams?


    Velma covered her mouth with her free hand and groaned. Darren felt pleased that his character could kindle such emotions. Yes, Velma was perfect at funerals. When she tossed in her sunflower, she lost her footing for a second. The action made her stand up tall and she raised her chin ever so slightly and carried herself away with grace.


    Ginsberg said, ‘See ya, mate,’ his hair gelled, his smile chiselled. If Darren could lose the equivalent of an average-sized man’s body from his own, he might look something similar to Ginsberg. Perhaps that is why he always had a soft spot for his nephew. But then maybe it was because he was gay. This didn’t matter because now that Darren had lost his virginity, he would never need to analyse any deeper the similarities and differences of their sexual oddities. Ginsberg dropped the flower head into the mysterious casket.


    Darren, in his half-aware state of consciousness, saw this as proof that his family would love Gulliver after they got to know him, and be shocked and saddened by his death. They would cherish their hardcover copies, author’s signature scribbled inside. They would always think of Gulliver when they saw Darren’s face and no longer feel pity over the obesity or the lonely life he’d led, the children he’d never sired, the homebrew he counted as his only friend. They’d be proud that they were linked with a man of such magnitude.


    Charlotte gently nudged Darren to approach. He was thankful for her assertiveness, once again, as it would be so easy to get lost in the ethereal side of a dreamed-up funeral. Darren looked back and smiled softly at his ladylove. Was this proof that she would be by his side once again? Was she more than an experiment gone fantastically right?


    ‘It is to be determined by what we leave behind …’


    Darren braced himself, looked at his brother, so orderly, so refined, always his idol, then looked down into the casket. What he saw was not expected: one hundred and sixty-four kilos of fat, flesh, muscle and bone and dried-up black-red blood.


    Shock. Unlike waking in Charlotte’s bed from the dream of his dead mother Darren felt no sadness, no need to mourn or cry. This time it was a thickening of his muscles and a pounding of his heart in his chest, in his head, in the tips of his fingers. He was not Gulliver; he was Toole. I am Toole, he said. I am Toole.


    And that’s when it hit him: it was not about fame and the boundless desire to prove his genius; it had never been about that. It was about the work. The longevity of the life of his words. And it was more. It was so much more. It was about the legend.


    He shifted his bulk and painstakingly got to his feet – nothing was ever immediate for Darren outside of his epiphanies – and lumbered for the pen. He scratched his head with its cap, confounded by how obvious it had always been. Charlotte, Charlotte. He needed to write her a letter. He had to urge her to read tomorrow’s paper, and the next day’s, and the next, until she saw his name. ‘I’m going to be huge!’ he wrote, feeling no self-pity for the awful pun. ‘Bigger than anyone could ever have dreamed!’

  


  
    5. The storm The wedding …

  


  
    THE MORNING OF THE SMITH FAMILY REUNION: OR (DEPENDING ON WHETHER YOU’RE A DREAMER OR A FATALIST) LUNA AND MARK’S WEDDING


    Luna’s dress was not bell-shaped nor was it white, as her mother had imagined. It was an informal pale yellow with a scooped-out back, slinky and silky and oh so sexy. A whistle of appreciation sounded from behind and Luna turned to face her admirer.


    ‘Ginsberg,’ she said, smiling and reaching out towards her brother.


    ‘You look amazing,’ he told her, squeezing her body perfectly. ‘What are you doing in the car park? Shouldn’t you be primping in private? Making your guests anticipate this fabulous frock?’ He held out her hands and did an upand-down with his eyes.


    Luna and Mark didn’t want traditional. Neither saw any point in the stoic clasped-handed wait at the altar, or in hiding herself away until the famous march down the aisle. They preferred something relaxed, as if they were hosting a party. Thus the choice of venue.


    ‘Everyone will expect something classy from a publisher and a restaurateur,’ Mark had said to her one sunny day on a rug by the river. They were known in various circles for their good taste.


    ‘Then let’s do the opposite!’ She felt cheeky. ‘Let’s get married somewhere daggy.’ It was perfect: their local town hall.


    Luna smiled at her brother and squeezed his hands tightly. ‘I’ve already primped. I’m primped!’ She turned to Kate and gave her a kiss. ‘Hello, Kate; you’re radiant today. Do you ever not look radiant?’ And she was. She did. She radiated. Her pregnancy truly agreed with her but so did Ginsberg. ‘Ginsberg, I’m supposed to be furious with you.’


    ‘But you can’t be!’ he sang.


    ‘No, I can’t. And I won’t. It’s my wedding day and I will not let anything drag me down.’ Luna pouted. She examined her brother’s smile, his ease of stance as he partnered Kate. ‘Oh my god,’ she suddenly said, ‘you two know, don’t you, that when you smile you look exactly alike?’


    Kate seemed pleased. In a getting-to-know-you conversation after she’d only just arrived in Melbourne, she’d told Ginsberg how, as a teenager growing up in Vanderhoof, it had often been said that she looked like her dog, Spidey. ‘I think that when two creatures love each other, they take on each other’s best qualities,’ smiles being the foremost example. And as she turned to Ginsberg to share in the compliment, he noticed that her teeth shone brightly, just like his; her bottom lip was heavy and full, just like his; and both of their top lips spread wide in an almost perfect straight line.


    ‘It’s because we’re just so damned happy for you, sistah!’


    ‘Nice one, brothah.’


    They high-fived.


    Ginsberg’s smile remained as he talked through his teeth, almost under his breath. ‘Here comes Velma.’ Why did he have to say it that way? Did he want to feed into Luna’s trepidation? He knew his sister’s stomach would be churning; maybe he wanted to appear to be on her side? But no, this was truly his trepidation.


    He chastised himself. I should be overjoyed to see her again – it had been months, closer to half a year, since they’d last met for coffee. But as Velma approached, looking quite nervous herself, Ginsberg’s entire body seemed to tighten.


    Through the throngs of guests milling and socialising in the car park of the Burnside Town Hall, Velma, in shades of baby-blue and teal, trimmed with gold and touching the ground, floated towards her children. ‘What are you doing out here?’ she yelled before she reached Luna.


    The siblings shared a smile, giving one another support. Kate winked at Luna.


    ‘Hello, my gorgeous mother.’ The two women kissed cheeks, once on each side.


    ‘Hello, my most gorgeous daughter.’ She touched Luna’s forehead and pouted in disappointment. ‘You have a slight bruise, darling.’ Luna touched her forehead, surprised the make-up had not hidden the marking of her Huon pine desk. ‘And Luna, again, I am dreadfully sorry about the dinner party. Can you ever forgive me? I’m such a horrid mother, but I do love you.’


    ‘Water, Velma, under the bridge. Let’s be happy.’


    Then to Ginsberg, ‘My baby!’ Her arms rose high into the sky before they settled around his neck. ‘Oooh,’ she said, muffled into his shoulders, ‘it’s so good to see you!’


    ‘Mummy.’ He pulled away and followed through with the two-kiss salutation.


    What about my dress? What about me? Luna couldn’t help thinking.


    Then it was Kate’s turn. Velma clapped her hands quickly then held onto them tightly, a brief moment of here-we-go.


    ‘Mum, this is my Kate. I mean my wife. The … woman-who-is-about-to-make-you-a-grandmother.’ Ginsberg ran those final words together as fast as he could, knowing they were not the sort of words his mother would be happy digesting if given too much time.


    ‘Grandmother? Goodness no!’ Velma looked at Kate’s belly then back at her face. The young woman from Fruba, of course. Was this for real, then?


    Ginsberg put his arm around Kate. Luna rubbed Kate’s back quickly in a show of encouragement. Velma’s discomfort at everyone’s comfort with the newly introduced Kate and her situation made her feel somewhat an outsider.


    ‘Well, that’s delightful. Heaven knows I’m old enough,’ and Velma moved in for the two-kiss greeting for Kate, despite the word ‘grandmother’ coming from the mouth of her homosexual baby boy. Had it been a male partner adopting a child with Ginsberg, delicious! Extraordinary! But this? Was it for real? It had become very difficult very quickly for Velma to like Kate.


    ‘It’s so nice to finally meet you,’ Kate said politely. Ginsberg would normally have cringed at the triteness of such a greeting, having wanted her to make a grand impression upon Velma, but he was dizzy with Kate, like a child with his puppy.


    Luna looked around, confident that her guests were doing the right thing by slowly making their way inside. She located Mark, sharing a beer with his best man, laughing heartily with a group of blokes. Determined to adore him and not feel tense, Luna excused herself and joined the man she was soon to wed.


    She sidled up next to her beau and reminded herself that this day belonged to the pair of them, not only to her, so she tried to shake off any negativity. Their eyes locked. Their arms were entwined. Their smiles were theirs and theirs alone. He’s the one.


    Not ten metres away Velma looked on approvingly, dreamily pronouncing that indeed they made a lovely couple. ‘And a publisher! How fetching!’ She had a good feeling that a second collection of poetry, after a twenty-six-year hiatus, could possibly see the light of day.


    As Luna’s hand moved over Mark’s buttocks and he kissed her on her nose, Velma remembered her own wedding day, how very much in love she and Graham had been, how very big their dreams.


    ‘Have you seen your father?’ Velma turned to Ginsberg impatiently, unable to hide her nervous longing. She had interrupted his tickling of little baby Hannah’s chin as her son greeted Luna’s best friend Mel, but that was of little consequence.


    ‘Not yet. We only just got here ourselves.’ He never took his eyes off the child. He was smitten with her smallness.


    ‘I might have a look inside.’ Velma wandered off, dreading the unavoidable meeting, rehearsing what she had planned to say. It hadn’t even been an hour since she’d hung up the phone on Stef, insisting it was over, assuring herself it had to be done, wiping away tears with her handkerchief. She tried to shake off that image. A hanky; it suddenly seemed so grandmotherly.


    ‘You’re dumping me over the phone?’ he’d asked, stupefied and humiliated, sounding so young and fragile.


    Velma had misdiagnosed the situation with Stef. She’d had no idea he felt so strongly for her. ‘For reasons I cannot go into now, it simply has to be today. I am so sorry it couldn’t wait until we saw one another in person – I wish it could be different, darling, I really do, but I’ll explain it to you when I return. I am so sorry, Stefan.’ She’d clicked shut her mobile phone and looked out the window of the taxi. She had thought she would feel empowered, leaving him before he left her, but ultimately she felt awful. She’d broken his heart; that much was obvious. How had she so misconstrued his intentions? Was she really so insecure?


    Velma searched the large open space of the town hall. How dreadful, she thought, because the fifty-plus candles and the many intertwined dried wild flowers somehow weren’t enough for her. It was still a town hall. Velma had dreamed bigger. A garden. A winery. The sea. At any rate, Graham was nowhere to be found.


    The motion of every bump, every crack in the road, each and every slight brake and even the return of foot to gas, the feeling of every nuance of car connected to surface, even the air stream itself made Graham’s head slosh inside his skull. But did he notice? Very minimally. Rather than limiting his concentration to how unfair life can be, Graham was revelling in the exquisiteness of it.


    He looked at Sharon in the driver’s seat, steering him towards a sanity he’d been struggling to find for months. For years. Here was the calm. Here was the steadiness. She was a banister on which he might now lean. A pillow onto which he maybe could clutch. A wave which had the great potential to keep him afloat, and the boat which did not seem to rock.


    Their dinner had been a feast of polenta layered with vegetables and lamb, conversation seasoned extravagantly and seemingly endless as well. Often there were full mouths that spoke despite best etiquette, and fingers raised in advertisement of more words to come just after the wine glass came to the lips and the swallow was greedily manoeuvred.


    Graham had been ravenous; he’d barely had time for breath. He’d talked about his children and how things would be different between them when next they sat and dined together; Darren and the regret he felt for never sharing the death of their parents – ‘We’re going to get drunk together and we’re bloody well going to cry!’; Velma and how he’d finally let her go after the long yet sudden realisation he’d been holding on for half a lifetime. Then, of course, the Meniere’s disease; its nature so incessant and the fact that he needed to, was ready to, accept his beast of burden. And his obituary. His obituary! He’d read it to her aloud over a bar of chilli chocolate Sharon had rescued from her fridge, only a quarter eaten. She’d needed the excuse to check on Nicola, who she’d chosen to not invite for dinner. Had she known then that something was going to happen?


    Not halfway into Graham’s obituary, Sharon had cried. And with his final words, she’d pushed back her chair, risen and circled the dinner table, then cupped his face so gently in her hands and kissed him so softly on the lips. There was a moment of seeing, eyes glistening and, finally, understanding of all that had built over the simple years of cakes and biscuits, coffees and cups of tea. The rest of the night belonged to them and the breeze that blew through the open windows.


    Now, watching Sharon’s intensity as she checked her rearview mirror for cars coming up too quickly, her indicating a movement right, the upright reach of her back in the over-the-shoulder double-check, Graham could not help but feel that after all this time, love could happen. No better time than at my daughter’s wedding!


    But he was getting ahead of himself. The important thing was that maybe love would not blossom with Sharon – though he wouldn’t deny it if that’s where this was heading – but that it could happen, with someone, at sometime, and that he didn’t have to be alone.


    The double doors of the bus closed behind Darren and he walked one block to the Burnside Town Hall. What an odd place for a wedding, he thought as he perused the crowd outside the venue, everyone in jolly circles. So this is my destiny.


    A brief attack of heartburn overtook him, making him momentarily fretful about the smell of his breath. One hand reached for his chest while the other found a Mentos. Just as he had suspected, his old black suit did not fit him and so he’d settled for something less formal, which fit his trusty motto: sometimes it’s better to feel good than to look good. His jeans and button-down collared shirt were both beginning to dampen in certain deep crevices.


    The mass of people standing in huddles and moving about made him woozy. He concentrated on sucking his mint. It calmed him ever so slightly. When he spotted Ginsberg in some outrageous get-up, he waddled over silently.


    ‘Uncle Smitty!’ Ginsberg leaned in for a bear hug, Darren being the perfect bear. Somehow Ginsberg always came in for the warm and fuzzy, unlike anyone else in the family. Darren took it as another indication of Ginsberg’s homosexuality.


    ‘I’d like you to meet Kate. My wife! The soon-to-be-mother-of-my-child.’ Ginsberg strung the words together again because it was fun. His excitement could hardly be contained. This is so easy! he thought.


    Darren smiled and held out his hand. ‘Hello,’ was all he could manage. He was always hypersensitive about the first impression made by his weight so he often stuck to the simplest route.


    ‘I’ve heard so much about you,’ Kate said, smiling (though she hadn’t really. Ginsberg had only told her snippets: his weight problem and his hermit’s life and his enduring love of the homebrew. Is that all that had made up the man before there was Gulliver?).


    Ridiculous, Darren thought, what could she possibly have heard? He continued smiling as he nodded his head.


    After he excused himself uncomfortably and walked into the town hall, Kate said to Ginsberg, ‘I want to get to know him.’ Her eyes lingered even after he had disappeared inside the doors. ‘Who is this Uncle Smitty?’ she asked, under her breath.


    Velma sat in the front row, next to her parents. How they had aged. How small they appeared. She kissed them twice, confusing her father. Clearly he had forgotten her ways. ‘What a wonderful thing marriage is,’ her mother whispered in her ear, then held her hand, would not let go.


    Velma placed her handbag on the empty seat next to her, saving it in expectation of Graham’s arrival. She kept telling herself that it would happen, now was the time, No better time than at our daughter’s wedding.


    He would sit next to her and smile politely, be slightly uncomfortable in his skin, as was usually his way, yet she would ease his discomfort, touch his hand in reassurance, hold it because this was their day, their daughter, and after the wedding, things would be different. All the time they’d spent apart would not have been for nothing. It had allowed them time to grow, separately, so that they could finally grow together.


    For the fifth time in as many minutes Velma looked anxiously over her shoulder. Most of the guests were now inside, still standing and socialising in their semi-formal attire. Ginsberg and Kate made their way to the front row. Why couldn’t they rid themselves of those ridiculous smiles? And behind them, Graham’s brother, Darren. He’d gained possibly another ten kilos since she’d last seen him.


    Velma stood and moved towards the aisle to let Darren through.


    ‘Velma,’ he said.


    ‘Darren,’ she said, moving in for her two-kiss greeting.


    Darren sat himself in the last two seats. Ginsberg and Kate slid past Velma, giving her their near-identical smiles. Velma breathed out heavily and found her fan inside her purse. She was feeling rather hot.


    Before Ginsberg sat down he spotted his father coming through the door. Holding a woman’s hand?

  


  
    EMBRACING


    ‘Luna, I can’t wait to begin our journey together. You are my rock, and I’ve no doubt you’ll keep me sane through all of life’s silly pressures. You are my source of light, and I’ve no doubt you’ll guide me to a brilliant future. I invite you into my life so that I may discard my old selfish ways and make room for a successful and loving partnership. I invite you into my family in the hopes that we will make it grow. With all that I am, I love you, I want you and I stand by you today, tomorrow and forever.’


    Tears filled Mark’s eyes and when he finished his vows he whispered quietly, ‘You’ve never looked so beautiful.’


    Luna was touched to the point of forgetting.


    ‘Luna? Would you please make your vows to Mark?’


    Right, right. Shit! Should have mentioned family.


    Luna was not quite as focused as Mark. She could see their friends and family all too clearly in her peripheral vision: what was her father doing with his neighbour? She looked to Mel in her rose chiffon bridesmaid’s frock (who kept sneaking looks at her breasts, obviously worried they were going to leak onto the glorious dress as she heard the beginnings of a baby’s cry from somewhere among the fold-out chairs). Luna smiled at Mel, covering for her own nerves, then smiled at her mother because she heard, too, the beginnings of her mother’s cry, then rested her smile on Mark.


    ‘Breathe,’ he mouthed to her.


    Nod of head, squeeze of hands, ‘Mark,’ and it all came back to her. ‘From the moment I met you, I knew you were the one. You make me feel strong and gentle, both wise and new. You make me want to be a better person and you make me feel confident that I already am that person. You are everything a man should be: sensitive, powerful, vulnerable, sexy, kind, and you never fail to make me laugh. I’ve loved you since I first laid eyes on you and now I vow to love you forever.’


    Luna breathed out a smile of relief for getting through her vows. A week later she would watch the video of their ceremony and be horrified at how one-sided her words sounded in comparison to Mark’s but, for the moment, she was thrilled with herself for not stuffing up.


    When the couple was able to seal the deal with a kiss, it was the hug that seemed to matter most. With their embrace Luna felt a silent scream of We did it! Now we can get on with living! – because the build-up to the wedding had been the biggest stress she had ever had to overcome – but it also said We did it! Now we can have a baby! because she knew that was next on her list.


    All through the ceremony Velma wanted to get Graham’s attention. Share with him a smile, hold his hand in solidarity, embrace in congratulations. But it wasn’t all about their happiness for Luna; Velma wanted to reunite with Graham on a completely non-parental wave. She had made the decision to get him back. She had come to the realisation that the only way to accept that she was ageing with any sense of grace was to do so with the love of her life. Together they would wrinkle and sag and creak and crack and be blissfully happy to do so.


    The woman next to Graham was a pretty young thing and though he’d held her hand throughout the ceremony and shared special smiles with her – Thank god he had the decency to not embrace her at the end – Velma did not see her as a threat. Inconsequential. Like Stef, this woman was probably a filler. Everyone needed someone to fill the spaces in between and Velma was convinced that she – the only woman he’d ever married, the mother of his only children – was both his alpha and his omega.


    Though he’d acknowledged her presence upon seating himself when Schubert’s Ave Maria had begun (and though he initially blanched at the terrible coincidence of Luna and Mark choosing the same music as had played at his wedding, he then settled back, smiled at the fact that he was passing it on to his daughter and her husband, and a new memory would be born), it was not until after he’d given Luna a congratulatory hug that Graham spoke to Velma.


    ‘She looks so beautiful, our girl,’ his eyes lingering on his daughter as she kissed and hugged Ginsberg, sharing sibling giggles and squeezes, and then he looked at Velma. ‘Just like her mother.’ Graham knew the routine and came in for the double kiss. ‘Hello, Velma.’


    ‘Yes, it is a happy day, isn’t it?’ Velma lifted her chin at Sharon as she noticed the woman was listening to their exchange. ‘For Luna and for us.’ She winked at the younger woman because she simply could not help herself.


    ‘Dad, this is Kate. The woman-who-has-made-me-the-happiest-man-in-the-world.’ Ginsberg was giddy with stringing the words together, and Kate was clearly lapping up his enthusiasm. They were falling in love all over again. What sort of place was this Adelaide anyway? They were both beginning to wonder what they’d ever had to worry about. Good vibes attract good vibes and so of course his family was going to be delighted for them. And if they weren’t, Ginsberg was too ecstatic to care.


    Graham, highly observant and equally happy with his morning-after ruminations, saw this in his son. He, unlike everyone else in the family, didn’t think it monumental that his son was gay. Ginsberg was Ginsberg, and if it made him happy it made Graham happy, for he was such a simple man, really, and he could see the young man’s happiness. It was enough for him. Here was his only son, as alive and bright as the earth’s sun shining on his backyard garden, and here was Kate, nothing less than glowing in a clear and healthy state of pregnancy.


    ‘You’re just as lovely as I’d expected,’ he said, reaching for a strong, supportive and familial embrace. And it was the most welcoming embrace he could give to his daughter-in-law, who felt it flush her inside out.


    After the previous day’s revelations and the previous night’s conclusion, anything and everything seemed possible to Graham. He felt ten years younger, and healthier than he’d been in months. Talking to Ginsberg and Kate, he’d even momentarily forgotten about his illness.


    ‘You know Sharon?’ he asked his son, still hanging onto his silly smile.


    ‘I … don’t think so.’ Ginsberg wondered if he should have.


    ‘Sharon lives next door to me.’


    ‘Oh, right!’


    ‘Hi.’


    ‘Hello.’


    ‘Hi.’


    ‘Hi.’


    It was all very pleasant. Anything and everything was possible.


    Velma had stepped outside for a cigarette, trying to calm herself and remain focused on her task. No longer was her plan to befriend Kate in such a grandiose manner that they would make regular lunch dates in St Kilda’s east so when the inevitable split occurred – and it would, baby or no baby, as Velma well knew – Kate would know where to go for motherly love and words of wisdom. No, that all seemed of little importance now. It was Graham. How would she distract him from his date and tell him she wanted him back?


    Darren had stepped outside to get away from the crowd: their cackling laughter and squeals of joy, their perfumed scents and tanned skin. He needed some space to determine how he would distract Graham from his date so he could hand his brother the manuscript. Better to get it over with as quickly as possible. Then he could focus on the real task at hand.


    He did not want to engage in meaningless conversation, but he’d spotted Velma as soon as he looked up from his feet. She’d grown curvier, and with the way she was baring her pillowy white cleavage, he could not deny it suited her. Trollop. He laughed despite himself.


    And then she saw him. She was right; he had gained at least ten more kilos. Who would’ve thought it possible? Immediately she felt a warmth for the man; it was something she could not deny.


    ‘Velma, I must admit that you are a vision for my old eyes.’


    ‘Please, Darren, we’re not that old.’


    ‘Speak for yourself.’


    A silence rested between them as the breeze caused Velma’s scarf to gently tickle her neck. Darren pocketed his hands, because he did not know what to do with them, and looked off towards the trees at the sound of two birds, singing to one another.


    ‘So Luna’s married,’ she said, stating the obvious but in a reflective way, and took an intense drag on her cigarette.


    ‘Seems like a nice enough bloke.’


    ‘A publisher,’ Velma said, as if it made him an even better bloke.


    ‘Really?’ Darren’s eyes narrowed. He hadn’t been privy to this bit of information and it definitely made Mark more interesting to him. Made the day itself more interesting to him. Perhaps his plan would come off more luminously than expected.


    ‘Do you know who the woman with Graham is?’ Velma now looked directly into Darren’s eyes. Perhaps if she locked the nervous man in her gaze, he could not lie for the sake of not wanting to engage in any real conversation.


    ‘She looks familiar.’


    Velma’s eyes were working, but not in the way she had planned. Darren had no intention of lying to her. He did not see this admission as anything other than fact. But her eyes were suddenly making him doubt the situation. Should he lie?


    ‘I believe she is his neighbour.’


    ‘Oh.’ Velma laughed quickly, dipping her head and staring at her feet. ‘His neighbour.’ She suddenly felt at ease and with that settled, she dropped her cigarette and stubbed it out with her shoes, then returned to Darren’s eyes. She had tears in her own.


    ‘Darren, can I ask you something?’


    Christ. ‘Of course, Velma.’


    ‘Do you think I look terribly old?’


    Darren thought she looked beautiful, more so than when she was married to his brother, but how could he tell her that? That would be engaging. He fidgeted inside his pockets and tried to look back at the tree but the silence between them now was awkward. The woman needed an answer. Darren returned to her eyes, again thought her painfully beautiful with a dire look of loneliness in her eyes that bound her to him, for better or worse. He prayed this was the way he would remember her in the end. Without planning it, without even knowing it, he touched her cheek. It was something he had never done to a woman before. Velma touched his hand. There had never been this closeness between them and they both were protected by it. There was only the sound of two birds singing to one another in the old gumtree.

  


  
    PACKAGES


    Velma’s parents, old and frail, eyes watery and mouths dry, were smiling incessantly, seated at the Smith family table. The trip from Port Lincoln had not been an easy one but they realised this would probably be the last time they would ever see their daughter’s family together. Family was important to them; they did not want to miss it. Luna bent down to talk to them, loudly because of their hearing, gently because of their grace.


    An extra chair had to be found for Sharon. Ginsberg, all eagerness and swiftness, collected one from the spares stacked in an alcove. Once she was seated, and before Luna and Mark flitted off to mingle with their other guests, Graham lifted his glass and cleared his throat for all to stop and pay him notice.


    ‘I’d like to say “To Luna and Mark” but there will be plenty of time for that throughout the evening, and so I’d rather say, “To family”.’


    As this was only meant for those at the table to hear, only those at the table responded, ‘To family.’ Considering their history, it was an oddly comfortable moment and, considering their future, one they’d remember forever.


    ‘Wait, wait. I’ve been thinking a lot about family recently and have decided that, when it’s all done and dusted, it’s what we’ve got. I hereby plan on making the best of it for as long as this old heart is ticking. You will all see a new Graham Smith.’


    ‘Hear hear,’ all the way around, clinks of glasses, person to person, family member to family member to Graham’s neighbour, Sharon.


    ‘So make me a grandfather, Luna dear, and quickly. Ginsberg and Kate’s little one isn’t going to be enough. I’m suddenly feeling like I’ve got a lot to give.’


    The table laughed, some clapped, and Velma thought this a very good sign. She now had a launching pad; if only she could find a private terminal for departure.


    Snippets of conversation took off in all directions as new guests joined the table to say hello and congratulate the parents of the bride, and food was consumed at a delicate pace.


    ‘So Kate, how do you like Australia?’


    ‘How’s the homebrew going?’


    ‘Retired from the dead yet?’


    ‘So a father! Never knew you had it in you.’


    ‘What are you doing these days? Staying out of trouble?’


    ‘What exactly is a Mennonite?’


    And there was laughter, oh was there laughter! For this single moment in time, no one seemed (seemed) hung up.


    Velma shifted uncomfortably in her seat, overly aware of her bottom hanging off the edges and of how slim Sharon appeared in her fitted lavender dress. What is she, fifty? she mused, missing the target by six years. Sharon was laughing with Ginsberg, then complimenting Kate. Even chatting comfortably with Darren. Sharon fitted in, full stop. Velma seethed.


    Standing in line for his second helping of carved turkey, roast beef, stuffed capsicum and eggplant parmesan, Darren felt dispirited. He knew he was on parade even though he was positive he’d done the good and proper thing by making sure everyone had their first helpings in front of them before he got back in line, and he’d even ensured that he wasn’t first in line for seconds, nor second or third either. Protocol and humility – true makings of a fine man.


    The tall and thin goateed man serving the roast beef gave Darren more than he’d expected, smiling at him in a knowing yet good-humoured way: ‘There you go, mate.’


    Darren nodded and moved down the line.


    Graham was waiting for him at the end of the buffet table. ‘Good to see you, Smitty. Thanks for coming.’ He patted his brother’s back in a man-like way. The patriarchal figure of the evening.


    ‘Ah, Smitty, I wanted to be here for Luna. And for you, of course.’


    The two walked back to the now deserted table. Velma’s parents had retired to their hotel room. Enough was enough and they wanted to be alone. They were eighty-three and tired, filled to the brim with love. The women (and Ginsberg) were tearing up the dance floor, mouthing the words to an energetic Irish song about pissing the night away.


    ‘How’ve you been, Smitty?’ the younger asked the older.


    Darren contemplated this. How to put it into words. ‘Well, I suppose I’ve hit a crossroads these last few days.’


    ‘You too!’ Graham clasped his hands while Darren looked suspicious.


    ‘I’ve got something for you, old man.’


    ‘Me too!’ Graham could not get over the synchronicity.


    Out of their father’s brown weathered leather satchel, Darren pulled out his manuscript. ‘I thought I might give it straight to Mark when I found out he was a publisher but that would defeat the purpose. Besides, I’m confident you’ll know what to do when the time comes.’


    Graham flipped through the two stacks of rubberband-bound pages. ‘It’s enormous. Your first completed novel?’ He looked at his brother with eyes caught between serious wonder and anxious anticipation and incredulous brotherly pride.


    ‘Let us say it is much more than that.’


    Graham resisted the urge to hand over his obituary – though the timing couldn’t have been more perfect – simply because he did not want to one-up his brother, who had clearly accomplished the single most important task of his life. The obituary would wait. At least until the party had begun to die down.


    Across the dance floor Velma found her daughter and bounced around to a B-52s song. Though she was a fantastic dancer, she felt awkward in her body as it tried to keep the beat. ‘I thought you’d choose a jazz band or string quartet or something of the sort,’ she yelled.


    ‘We were after the shock-value,’ Luna yelled back, so pleased that it seemed to be working. ‘We’re quite conscious of avoiding the status of “predictable artsy-fartsy couple”.’ The champagne was doing lovely things to her ability to not take her mother’s questions as personal criticism.


    ‘It’s really fun!’ and Velma meant it. ‘Come with me! I have something for you,’ she yelled, hand on her chest.


    Luna bounced off the dance floor, following Velma, leaving behind a show-stopping Ginsberg with his equally vibrant sidekick, Kate.


    ‘May our child have the gift of dance!’ he yelled to Kate, arms open to the heavens.


    ‘Is that your present to your progeny?’ Kate laughed, and Ginsberg spun her in scatty circles.


    ‘Hello, boys,’ Velma said to Graham and Darren, seated at the family table. She had set aside her focus on Graham for the moment and reached inside her oversized pale yellow bag and voila! the baby-blue and rose–coloured scarf. ‘This is for you, darling. It may be insignificant, I don’t know, but it is blue and it is new and so it fits fifty per cent of the criteria.’


    Luna let the silk slide from the tissue paper, its exquisiteness soft against her cheek.


    ‘You look so beautiful today, Luna. It’s not just the dress and the make-up, either. It’s your love for Mark. I’m so happy for you.’ Velma touched the scarf. ‘I hope you like it.’


    ‘It’s beautiful, Mum.’ But to Luna the gift would forever be about more than the scarf. It was an apology, a meeting of two equals, an acquiescence, mother to daughter, woman to woman. ‘Thank you so much.’


    When Velma looked into her daughter’s eyes, they were mirrors of her own: dark brown, almost black, and dependably bold, glistening with both love and regret. ‘Luna, I know I’m awful at showing it but I’ve adored you for thirty-seven years. I don’t know how to let go.’


    Luna reached for her mother’s arms, the comfort of her large breasts, the smell of her pampered skin. ‘Then don’t.’

  


  
    NAKED, BRUTAL, BURNING HONESTY


    Velma was drawn into Graham’s face. Hardened with years and softened by love, it was familiar and new, and it pained her to look at him, though she could not look away. In his face were Ginsberg’s cheekbones and the baggage that Ginsberg was just starting to carry under his eyes. Velma saw Luna’s strong nose and almond-shaped eyes. It was a face engraved in her memory and attached to many major events in her life. Without Graham there could not be a Velma as she was: mother, lover, lover burned. Even her prized poetry collection was mostly due to him in one way or another. How could she not want to look at his face?


    And Graham felt this. When they were near one another and his focus was on somebody else, he felt her intense gaze. There was no denying she was longing, but for what Graham could not work out.


    Something to do with Luna getting married? he thought. Maybe she’s sick too? Then Graham thought of Velma with something hideous like Alzheimer’s. Or worse: cancer. The idea of her death filled him with sudden sorrow.


    During the lull after the cutting of the cake, Graham excused himself from Sharon and approached Velma, person to person, to try to make sense of their relationship now that he’d finally let her go.


    ‘You know I think they’re a fantastic couple. I really wish the best for them.’ Graham could not help but look at Luna and see a longer, leaner, darker version of Velma. Few people ever commented on their similarities because they were few and far between. But looking at his daughter now, as she held her wine glass with so much grace and laughed in that deep, voracious way, he saw Velma.


    ‘I’m only pleased she’s found happiness. Particularly after the hand we dealt her.’ Velma smiled at her ex-husband and held out her glass for him to clink. Which he did, with a smile.


    ‘We were quite messy, weren’t we?’


    ‘Well, it’s only because we loved so hard. Passionate loves like ours either become the stories of legends or spontaneously combust.’


    ‘Yes.’ Graham considered. ‘And then we were no more.’


    They both kept their eyes on Luna and Mark, who were always touching with some part of their bodies. Velma and Graham both had two sips from their wine glasses.


    ‘Graham –’


    Graham was forestalled from telling Velma about his obituary by the sound of his name in a fraught voice, hanging in the air with a loaded pause. He looked at Velma. She appeared ready to crumble. My god, she is sick!


    ‘Graham, I’ve done the most horrendous thing. On the way over, to this wedding, I broke it off with a man I’d been seeing. You see I thought I was in love with him – he’s gorgeous and severely talented – and he loved me. He loved me. But I broke it off with him in the taxi over because I’ve never really been happy with a man who was not you.’ She hadn’t rehearsed it this way but this was what flowed out. ‘I don’t mean to suggest that I’ve been pining away for the last three decades – quite the contrary – but it just struck me that my life has always been lacking, you know? Something’s always been slightly out of my reach, and these last few days I’ve worked it out. It’s you.’


    Graham could not tell if he was breathing or not. It felt as though he needed to exhale but he was uncertain. Then he realised he was supposed to say something.


    ‘Say something,’ Velma said hopefully; she needed to inhale.


    ‘Are you trying to tell me something, Velma? Is everything all right with you? Your health?’


    ‘Graham, I’m trying to tell you that I love you, damn it. I’m fine. I’m perfectly healthy and perfectly sane. I’m just in love with you.’


    Graham looked around the room, needing to break free of Velma’s intensity. He felt the floor move under his feet and took one step back and one step to the side to steady himself then had another sip from his wine. ‘You’re in love with me?’ He practically guffawed. How to be kind when you want to scream about all the indignity, all the injustice, the damage caused in all the years of Velma-inflicted loneliness? He had another sip.


    ‘You think I’m joking,’ she said, as if she should have known the shock would be too much.


    ‘I think you’re mad,’ he said, unable to return his eyes to hers.


    ‘Graham, I’m serious.’ Velma reached out to his hand and squeezed it. ‘I want to spend my old age with the greatest love of my life.’


    When Luna turned and saw that her mother and father were together and alone, she whispered to Mark and over they strode, hand in hand.


    ‘Aren’t you two a welcome sight!’ Luna kissed them both while Mark stood next to her, some part of their bodies always touching.

  


  
    PREPARATION FOR THE ELIMINATION OF THE BASE ROOT OF HIS HERO


    The brown weathered leather satchel was Darren’s prop of the day. Having transported his precious manuscript from his flat in the Port and then into his brother’s practised hands, task one had been completed. And now he pulled from his bag of tricks something else precious to him: a longneck of his homebrew. It was his favourite blend, a nut-brown ale that he brewed with a quarter of a kilo of hazelnuts. It was the last of the batch at twenty-three months, and it seemed highly appropriate he drink it now.


    The satchel held within its depths a very special bottle opener. Darren had many of these in his kitchen drawers but the occasion called for the best: the one with the wooden shaft. It sat comfortably and firmly in his hand, unlike the plethora of plastic and metal ones from which he could have chosen. And so he gripped it lovingly, anticipating its final chore: to open Darren Smith’s final bottle of homebrewed beer.


    The bottle was still chilled but slowly warming; tiny droplets of condensation grew on the outside brown glass.


    Phhhpt: the escape of the secondary fermentation of the homebrewed gas. I am a lucky man. Darren slugged straight from the bottle, no pretences necessary. This was about a man and his beer and no foreign mug had any right to mediate. The taste was perfect to him, highly personal, and he flashed back to the day he brewed the beer. It was his first attempt with nuts. He remembered an excited apprehension and, alone at the Smith family table at the Burnside Town Hall, he nearly relived that feeling again.


    There was only one more thing that the satchel contained: a homemade (such was his nature) mixture of crushed-up apple and mango seeds, as directed by the internet. Was it to be trusted? So many different sources had listed it as definitive. Darren pulled the enormous bag of this homemade (so proud of himself ) cyanide from his father’s brown weathered leather satchel and began pouring it into the bottle. He drank from the bottle, not at all hesitant. The mixture hadn’t added much to the taste of the beer because the beer was that old, that set in its way, that it dominated the fine powder he had created.


    ‘To Gulliver,’ he cheersed to the air and he drank the bottle in his own sweet time. People danced on the dance floor. Luna and Mark smiled relentlessly. His brother and Velma stood talking to their daughter and her new husband and it all seemed so surreal, this concept of family. Graham was his family, but what did that mean? Did that mean they shared things? That they would die for one another if the situation presented itself? Darren considered his life and shook his head slowly from side to side. It meant nothing.


    When he had finished off his longneck he muffled a burp and pounded his sternum. All there was left to do was wait.

  


  
    DIRTY, STINKING, SEXY


    Mark took Luna by the hand and led her to the cloakroom.


    ‘This seems dirty,’ she said in between his kisses, and she was kissing him back, reluctantly, completely aware they could get caught, of people maybe noticing their disappearance. To Luna, it was like some scene from a Hollywood movie: the Sex Scene. She’d always thought those public quickies so unrealistic yet she’d always dreamed one day she would have one, with a near-stranger, in a very strange place. Now it was Mark at their wedding reception. She was taken aback by Mark’s initiative. Unsure of what to think of him and his impetuosity. The power of his actions.


    ‘Lu, we’re on the floor, surrounded by coats, hoping no one will catch us.’ His hand pulled from her dress the prized breast and his mouth found the treasured nipple. ‘It is dirty. And you,’ he breathed, ‘are scrumptious.’


    Luna remembered she had no underwear on (her dress would reveal any knicker lines) and could not risk any wet spots. ‘Wait,’ she said, squirming out from under him. She lifted up her skirt and Mark continued the process over her head.


    ‘Keep your heels on,’ he said, smiling.


    Those words, mixed with her husband’s tongue, were enough to prepare her for the undertaking. Who was this man? She half wanted to put her clothes back on and tell him his plan was ridiculous, but the other half of her wanted to let go, to really let go, to let Mark take control of her body so she could lose her mind completely.


    ‘Keep your clothes on; just pull down your pants.’ Luna began to feel sexy and thought she might feel even sexier being the only one naked.


    ‘Let’s do it, Luna,’ he breathed hot in her ear. ‘Let’s make a baby right now.’


    Luna pulled away to look at his face. ‘What did you say?’


    Mark looked her straight in the eye, put his hand between her thighs. ‘I want a baby with you right now.’


    Luna felt herself swoon, as if she were in a different movie now, this one a silent one, in black and white, and she was the fainting heroine, Mark the hero, a dangerous man. And he was catching her, kissing her, and she was letting him take control.


    In the main room the party continued while five random guests wondered where the bride and groom had disappeared to. Three of them shared their dirty theories.

  


  
    CULMINATION


    ‘You know I can’t do anything fancy,’ Graham told Sharon as she tugged him towards the dance floor. He played reluctant but he was more than willing. He was more than half drunk and feeling high (though he’d left the weed in his tin at home) because of his position as father of the bride.


    ‘I’ll stop you when you get carried away and start to spin in circles.’


    But it wasn’t going to be that sort of dance. That wasn’t what Graham had intended, anyway.


    When they reached the dance floor he pulled her into him and held her tightly. Even though the song was upbeat and festive, they were swaying, barely moving, their eyes telling the other what their mouths hadn’t words for.


    ‘You’d better stop,’ Sharon whispered back while Michael Jackson hiccupped through the speakers. ‘I’d hate for this to be our song.’


    Graham closed his eyes and tilted his head back, thinking how amazing life can be, then lost his balance and was caught by a strong and unwavering Sharon.


    In the centre of the party, Ginsberg was moon-walking across the floor, mouthing the words, ‘I love you’ to his wife. Kate kept shaking, occasionally holding up her belly, feeling a series of flutters, not quite kicks, something to say here I am!, and she yelled back with all her heart, ‘We love you too.’ Ginsberg caught onto her gusto and yelled to everyone in the joint, ‘I’m in love with Kate Smith! To hell with all you homosexuals!’ Those nearby him smiled because they were smiling to begin with, but they thought his statement very odd and crinkled their eyebrows because nobody but Kate understood Ginsberg. Nobody.


    In the corner, with an unlit cigarette in her hand, Velma watched her ex-husband make romantic love, fully clothed, to his next-door neighbour. They whispered, they laughed, they gazed, they swayed. Velma was much too numb, much too hollow to have the cry which would normally accompany a scene such as this, just as she felt much too tired to move her body out the door and smoke her dear old cigarette. Unbelievable, though she actually believed it.


    In the cloakroom, near the exit, Luna and Mark built to the climax, made it audible because sex had never been so sexy and they were completely out of control, and the sound of the music, the random squeals, the bouts of laughter, the ah, ah, ah


    and …


    The sound of the fat man hitting the floor was enough to make those dancing nearest turn to look. They ran towards him, avoiding the empty brown longneck; someone touched the pulse on his neck – ‘He’s got a pulse!’ – and the repeated ‘He’s still alive!’ all around the room; Graham pushing through, ‘Smitty, Smitty?’; ‘He’s alive!’ reverberating through the small crowd that was growing larger by the second as Michael Jackson kept on singing if you wanted to be starting something, you best get going.

  


  
    6. The final chapter

  


  
    


    Darren’s funeral was held in neither a church nor a shed. The double-wide casket, which Graham spared no expense to purchase the day after the suicide, held his brother’s bloated body, scarred from incisions by a curious autopsist, and was lowered into the ground at the same Alberton cemetery where the eulogy was given. It wasn’t next to the plots of his mother and father in the hills; it was near Darren’s home in the Port, where he’d spent the majority of his life.


    Autumn had finally let itself be seen. With a perfect round sun and a perfect blue sky, a cool breeze blew from the south and eucalyptus leaves glittered and twinkled in the trees. This was the best time of year in Adelaide, when days were comfortably warm, not even close to hot, and nights perfect for sleeping. And though there were more important things on their minds, Darren Smith’s family could not help but welcome the splendidness of the season.


    Graham’s fingers fumbled in his coat pocket. He was unable to cease his fidgeting, nervously folding and unfolding the two pieces of paper he’d amended and printed late last night.


    He and Sharon had finished off a bottle of Shiraz from the Coonawarra, vintage 2000, one Graham had saved for a special occasion. They were both still stupefied by the events at the wedding. Never would they hear Michael Jackson and not think of Darren, the way they’d only known about it after they’d heard random calls for an ambulance from the gathered guests. There was a doctor at the wedding who attempted resuscitation after the pulse had slowed to a stop and there was a common hum of relief when it seemed as though it was coming back. Then, for Graham, the pronouncement in the ambulance, ‘Time of death, eight forty-two.’ He had knocked on Sharon’s door the night before the funeral, just minutes after he’d noticed that his clock read 8:42.


    Two hours later, sufficiently drowned in both salted tears and aged red wine, Graham returned home alone, needing to face the most difficult task of his life: writing a eulogy for his brother.


    It all seemed a haze in so many ways. Even at the funeral, the sound in his ear seemed to mesh with the song of autumn and he felt very confused. A gentle hand touched his arm. Graham turned to find Velma and there was comfort. No words needed. Just comfort.


    Luna, on the other hand, had a lot to say. Her emotions varied, changed like the speed of each gust of wind.


    ‘How insensitive can you get? I mean it’s obvious he wasn’t in his right state of mind, but at a wedding? Your niece’s wedding? I will never, ever forgive him.’ While brushing her teeth the morning of the funeral.


    ‘Poor Dad. He has no more links to his childhood.’ On the car ride to the cemetery, staring vacantly out the side window.


    ‘It’s ruined for me now,’ referring to sex in a public place. Just after Mark turned off the engine.


    And on seeing her father, fingers fumbling inside his coat pocket, ‘He must have been so lonely.’


    Luna and Mark had heard nothing of the chaos that had been happening in the town hall; their senses were entangled in a privately shared coital bliss. However, though the beat from the music vibrated in their gut and their nerve endings tingled with total satisfaction, as they caught their breath and adjusted to the surroundings of the empty cloakroom, something felt disharmonious. ‘What’s happened?’


    And it wasn’t fair. That somebody could take their memory and tarnish it in the worst sort of way. ‘What sort of man was he?’ This, as Luna chain-smoked from her newly purchased emergency pack. Tears would not stop. Incredulity could not be controlled. There would be no honeymoon on the night of their wedding, flights cancelled, reservations scrapped.


    ‘I don’t know,’ Mark offered. ‘You never really talked about him.’


    Luna sat with this for a good long time. Then it lay down with her much later that night. Indeed, what sort of man was he?


    Velma hugged her daughter and together they let it all flow. No words were needed.


    When it had happened, Ginsberg tried to shield Kate while Kate protectively held onto her belly. Some would say that there is a balance in life and death, but that somehow sounds too convenient and perspective does not always come that easily.


    The days and nights that followed found Kate contemplating out loud the presence of God. ‘This flipflopping has to stop. Your uncle’s proved that life is too short. I’m just going to say it: I’m an agnostic.’


    Ginsberg thought this a smart thing to say. ‘I suppose that makes sense. Life isn’t black or white, true or false, good or evil.’


    ‘Gay or straight.’ She managed a smile.


    Ginsberg, on the other hand, questioned an afterlife in a completely hypothetical way. Who would be waiting for Uncle Smitty? And when he’d settled on his Nana and Papa Smith, he felt inconsolably sad. The thought of his own parents being the two who greeted him at his hypothetical gates gave the young man shivers. Thank god I have more to my life than my past.


    Ginsberg and Kate left Marge overheating on a side street near the cemetery.


    ‘I think it might be time to sell the old girl.’ It was as if he’d been considering this for weeks, though it was as spontaneous as a longneck rolling on the floor.


    ‘Marge?’ Kate was shocked, understanding the connotations behind the statement.


    They let the subject rest as they walked towards Darren’s plot.


    When Graham saw Ginsberg and reached out to him for comfort, he cried for the first time that day. Nothing really needed to be said.


    When Velma saw Sharon and Ginsberg embrace, she closed her eyes and prayed for acceptance. Everybody needs somebody, she thought, smiling sadly at Kate. And then Mark put his hand on her shoulder, almost intuitively, as if to say ‘We’re here, we’re family,’ and Luna saw this and rested her head against Mark’s shoulder, and Velma looked around her, at her family, and she was lonely, and life was full, and there was love, and there was grief, and there was so much she wanted to say, and there were no words within her reach.


    Magpies warbled happily: such a sombre occasion, but life goes on and thank goodness for that. Graham looked around at those who had gathered: his family, the life that he, Graham, had made for himself, and one small woman with long black hair who looked out of place simply for being alone. This, he thought, does not seem right.


    Velma watched him approach the woman, was amazed by Graham’s sense of duty. But this is what a man does. He makes certain that those around him survive.


    From a distance short enough to make out that the woman’s face carried laugh lines, yet far enough to ensure she could not hear what was being said, Velma saw Graham introduce himself; and his children too looked on and their partners too wondered who the woman was.


    He’s a good man, Velma thought, as he reached out for the woman’s hand and held it, rather than shook it.


    ‘Who’s that?’ Ginsberg asked Luna.


    ‘I wouldn’t have a clue,’ she said.


    ‘Someone who knew Darren, I reckon,’ said Mark.


    The magpies flew off to a different tree, sang to others already buried underground, and when the time was right, Graham knew.


    He took his place on the other side of the coffin and reached into his coat pocket, pulling from it his reading glasses. From his other pocket he took out the folded pieces of paper. After a deep breath, a look at the open casket and his brother, Darren, the man who’d shared his life with him – whether either of them ever knew it – and another, deeper, shakier breath, Graham began the eulogy.


    ‘Darren Smith was a good enough man.’
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