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Abstract 

Cities are synonymous with Western Civilization. Likewise their representation is 

complex and at times elusive. This exegesis establishes a theoretical framework that 

acknowledges this complexity but at the same time can be operationalized at the street 

level. Also, while the framework itself is multidisciplinary and extensive, its analysis 

can activate fiction, particularly the accompanying novel, Psychoclip. 

 

The enquiry of the exegesis is initiated by the following key questions: 

• What are the relations between power and perception? 

• What constitutes a Theory of Flow? 

• What evidence is there, in literature, of the representation of a City of Flow? 

 

The discussion extends to focus on the following works: Seven Poor Men of Sydney 

(Christina Stead), Snowdome (Bernard Cohen), The Unusual Life of Tristan Smith 

(Peter Carey), The Bonfire of the Vanities (Tom Wolfe), Cosmopolis (Don DeLillo), 

Mr Phillips (John Lanchester) and The Arcades Project (Walter Benjamin). 

 

Theorists considered in the discussion include: Michel Foucault, Pierre Bourdieu, 

Michel de Certeau, Deleuze and Guattari, Jean Baudrillard, Gaston Bachelard, David 

Sibley and Rebecca Solnit. In paralleling the dissertation, the novel, Psychoclip, 

explores the relation between power and perception represented as a form of personal 

agency operating within urban environments. The novel’s fictional exploration could 

be summarized as: What are the side-effects of the ‘totalizing eye’ and to what degree 

are memorial and imaginative strategies able to release a City of Borders back into a 

City of Flow?  
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The fundamental characteristic of a City of Flow is freedom of movement. Writing 

that represents this principle is mapped at both a perceptual and strategic level. The 

City of Flow is then reconstituted as a written city where the emphasis is perceptual 

renewal that creates endless means, and that dissolves the erection of borders that 

reside within ends. It is a city of movement where multiple new cities are mapped 

over the old. 

 

In contrast, but as a complementary feature to the one structure, a City of Borders is 

theoretically established and mapped over the City of Flow. This allows a significant 

reading of urban environments. Beside a critique of Sibley’s urban geography, the 

thesis provides the conditions for the coding of urban spaces with its constraints and 

prohibitions and how as a result of such exclusionary practices the less powerful are 

relegated to the less desirable parts of our cities. The psychological and political 

dimensions of boundary erection will be critiqued to show how a politically-

motivated and self-interested strategy is eventually represented, over time, as natural 

and inevitable. Further border erection will be examined in the three ontological 

spaces – memory, experience and imagination.  

 

In parallel, the novel Psychoclip (with its central character, Lee Skulks, a criminal 

whose view of the world has been commandeered by the government) moves in 

fictional terms through authoritarian space and involves the reader in a number of 

excursions and imaginative strategies where urban boundaries are pierced, permeated 

or evaded. As a result the space is reinvigorated and revitalized, causing a new 

fluidity and rich ambiguity to extend through the lives of the characters. 
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Introduction 
 

Cities are synonymous with Western Civilization. Likewise their representation is 

complex and at times elusive. In this exegesis is established a theoretical framework that 

acknowledges this complexity but at the same time can be operationalized at the street 

level. Also, while the framework itself is multidisciplinary and extensive, its analysis can 

activate fiction, particularly the accompanying novel Psychoclip. 

 

The initial enquiry of the exegesis is framed by the following key questions: 

• What are the relations between power and perception? 

• What constitutes a Theory of Flow? 

• To what degree do novels map a City of Flow? 

• What evidence is there in literature of the representation of a City of Flow? 

 

The thesis engages extensively with Michel Foucault’s Discipline and Punishment, a 

historiographical analysis. The resulting conclusions demonstrate that there are parallels 

between Foucault’s Theory of Disciplines and the social organization of modern cities. 

However there are certain reservations, expressed in the dissertation, about the apparent 

lack of agency in Foucault’s Theory. Foucault’s ‘panoptic’ view is also questioned.  

 

In paralleling the dissertation, the novel, Psychoclip, accompanying the thesis, explores 

the relation between power and perception represented as a form of personal agency 

operating within urban environments. The novel’s fictional exploration could be 
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summarized as: What are the side-effects of the ‘totalizing eye’ and to what degree are 

memorial and imaginative strategies able to release a City of Borders back into a City of 

Flow? 

 
Psychoclip’s central character, Lee Skulks, represents much of the effects and operations 

of Foucault’s Theory of Disciplines. For much of his life, Skulks’ body and the 

discourses that represent it – judicial, political, bureaucratic and erotic – are involved in a 

series of divisions and assemblages intent upon securing what is permitted and what is 

forbidden. While Psychoclip fictionalizes the way memory is buried in place, it also 

capitalizes the potential of perceptual residues that reside in spaces. Skulks is assembled 

in opposition to the forces of calculability – in contrast to them, he exploits the forces of 

fortuitousness. In other words, Skulks taps the perceptual flow, and at another higher 

level, severely interrupts the social flow to produce a personal narrative of local strategies 

and flavour.  

 

Beyond Foucault, and seeking an explanation of urban, creative production, the thesis 

critiques Walter Benjamin’s ‘primordial history’ and his explanation of how it inheres in 

the lived moment of urban experiences, as expressed in The Arcades Project. Alongside 

this, the thesis examines Michel de Certeau’s theory of the inverted dispersion of the 

memorable. It is a theory that emphasizes the memorable, a concept of deep 

connectedness with the past that operates upon urban environments as a haunting, as 

stated in The Practice of Everyday Life.  
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By melding the physics of David Ruelle and the critical assertions of Deleuze and 

Guattari, the totalising view is reconstituted in a more dynamic theory that accounts for 

the relation between perception and power, namely The Theory of Flow. This theory can 

explain urban organizations, but in addition, can incorporate those other urban 

experiences – the poetic, the metaphoric and the mythical – that crucially scramble the 

codes and are the transmitters of a decoded flow of desire. 

 

In a practical sense the thesis restates the major features of a Theory of Flow and applies 

it to an analysis of Seven Poor Men of Sydney, Christina Stead’s novel, and to Snowdome, 

a novel by Bernard Cohen. Integral to this explanation is the concept of strobing. 

Strobing is the characteristic of movement to blur the distinction of individual elements 

into an indistinct mesmerising perceptual flow. Such a discussion allows some analysis of 

Jean Baudrillard’s theories with respect to information and communication technology 

and its effects on urban life. 

 

The fundamental characteristic of a City of Flow is freedom of movement. Writing that 

represents this principle is mapped extensively at both a perceptual and strategic level. 

The City of Flow is then reconstituted as a written city where the emphasis is perceptual 

renewal that creates endless means, and that dissolves the erection of borders that reside 

within ends. It is a city of movement where multiple new cities are mapped over the old.  

 

In contrast, but as a complementary feature to the one structure, a City of Borders is 

theoretically established and mapped over the City of Flow. This allows a significant 
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reading of urban environments. Beside a critique of Sibley’s urban geography, the thesis 

provides the conditions for the coding of urban spaces with its constraints and 

prohibitions and how as a result of such exclusionary practices the less powerful are 

relegated to the less desirable parts of our cities. The psychological and political 

dimensions of boundary erection will be critiqued to show how a politically-motivated 

and self-interested strategy is eventually represented, over time, as natural and inevitable. 

Further border erection will be examined in the three ontological spaces – memory, 

experience and imagination.  

 

In parallel, Psychoclip, moves in fictional terms through authoritarian space and involves 

the reader in a number of excursions and imaginative strategies where urban boundaries 

are pierced, permeated or evaded. As a result the space is reinvigorated and revitalized, 

causing a new fluidity and rich ambiguity to extend through the lives of the characters. In 

addition, Psychoclip explores experientially the simultaneous construction in practice of 

internal and external space, complete with its divisions and regulations, and its flows, as 

expressed theoretically by Bourdieu in his concepts of ‘habitus’ and ‘field’.  

 

Chapter Four contrasts calculability and fortuitousness as determining features of urban 

experience and applies these distinctions to two novels by the American author, Don 

DeLillo, namely, Cosmopolis and Underworld. From this analysis two quite distinct 

states of consciousness emerge, each with a striking attitude to the psychological state of 

doubt and the condition for potential as expressed in the incidental. DeLillo’s two 

characters, the Bond-Trader and the Artist, become paradigmatic elements of the Theory 
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of Flow and provide the opportunity for Michel de Certeau’s concept of ‘space’ to be 

reconstituted as analogous to the operations of language itself. 

 

In terms of the Theory of Flow, chapter four introduces three decisive processes critical 

to urban experience. They are daydreaming, sounding and haunting that are applied to an 

analysis of the English novelist, John Lanchester’s Mr Phillips. This analysis 

demonstrates that ironic and erotic exchanges constitute daydreaming and that these 

exchanges provide redemptive and transformative effects. In the process, arriving at this 

conclusion, it is necessary for a sustained critique of Gaston Bachelard’s study, The 

Poetics of Space.   

 

Besides, the dissertation accounts for three specific effects occurring from the 

interruption of flow. There is nonsense (the pleasurable residue of disjunction), 

phantomalization (the mingling of a fading representation and the sounding of a new and 

ambiguous presence) and daydreaming (the expansion of flow towards an horizon that is 

immense). 

 

To that end, the investigation concludes with a critical examination of Walter Benjamin’s 

Metaphorical Materialism as expressed in his study, The Arcades Project. It involves a 

description of the most complex of urban figures, the flaneur who in respect to the 

Theory of Flow, represents a method of doing history and art that is transformative, 

creative, and yet, grounded in the material aspects of the street. It is the point at which in 
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the thesis, history, literature, philosophy and sociology mingle as doctrines and methods 

in a systematic theory: The City of Flow.  
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Chapter One 

‘The Subtlest Connoisseur of His Own Destruction’: Resistance in a City of Flow 

 

 

 

Introduction 

 

In 1934, the Australian writer, Christina Stead, published Seven Poor Men of Sydney, a 

realist novel of great complexity. As the title insinuates, the novel is grounded in 

working-class life in the capital of New South Wales during the 1920’s. The novel’s form 

is sporadic and captures the source and effects of major social and economic changes in 

Australia’s largest city. In 1935, Stead expressed the connection between such changes 

and the ramifications it had for the fiction writer. ‘The disruption of the bourgeois world, 

its disorders and anomalies, the frightful insistence of economic questions leaves the 

writer, whatever his origin, quite at sea’ (Modjeska 1981: 13).  

 

One reading of Seven Poor Men of Sydney suggests that Stead represented a much more 

urgent problem at the heart of our cities than just economic exploitation. Stead presents as 

problematic, perception itself. A multiplicity of forces is at play at any given moment, 

creating what is. Her characters are continually required to shed vital aspects of 

themselves, so as to align their feelings with productive flows: the flow of ideology and 

science, the flow of capital, the flow of employment and transport, and also the flow of 
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natural manifestations such as light, air and water. Stead assembles a narrative that 

derives its politics from the various shades of meaning implied in the contingent.  

 

The speech acts of Stead’s characters in Seven Poor Men of Sydney are embedded with 

contingencies, so that the reader experiences an uncertain city, but one free from 

hierarchical and regimented structures. It is a city that relies heavily on shifting sensory 

data to ground its truth. In Stead’s representation of Sydney uncertainty and chance 

happen along, as do unfathomable causes such as maelstroms, torrents and storms. 

 

‘I see no will or obedience in anything, only the abrupt, spontaneous will and 

generation… When I see order I am amazed, it seems unnatural,’ says Michael 

Baguenault, Stead’s tragic but insightful hero (Stead 1981: 17). Michael continually 

resists the productive flows of the city: employment, wealth, even its politics because his 

perception organizes an ecstatic city. His vision of Sydney is highly imaginative, gothic 

and rapturous, but eventually it is a vision that is overwhelmed by the City of Flow. 

Ostracized, living with the homeless in the Domain, he commits suicide. 

 

In contrast to Stead’s realist novel set in industrial Sydney, the Australian writer, Bernard 

Cohen, in 1998 published Snowdome, a post-modernist novel set in a post-industrial 

Sydney. The central dynamic of Snowdome is the simultaneous telling of two narratives: 

William’s and the museum guide’s. William is a youth who lives in dilapidated squats 

and whose major speech acts involve pop-culture critiques and definitions of a post-

industrial City of Flow. This illusive urban environment is as much a construct of 
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information and communication technologies as it is a construct of individual perception 

or memory. Instead of achieving finer and finer distinctions and overall clarity, each new 

definition of Sydney employed by William, smudges like a palimpsest. So much so that 

William states: ‘It’s only astigmatics who know the world is blurred. Astigmatism, he 

thinks, is probably the human condition’ (Cohen 1998: 17). William’s narrative trajectory 

proceeds from youthful hedonism to dissolution, amnesia and homelessness. 

 
William is a thief of credulity. He steals because he can not remember 
anything; he can’t remember what he already has and what he needs, and 
his stockpile is too small. He lacks experience, he lacks knowledge, he 
lacks the accumulation of invested objects. What once he had he gave up; 
the pain of loss was like nothing, more like nothing than the pain of 
hanging on. (Cohen 1998: 138)  

 

While William confronts the contingencies of poverty, popular culture and urban change, 

the museum guide confronts the contingencies involved in the production of history. It is 

not a personal history, or even one’s perspective on the past. Instead, the museum guide 

assembles commentaries to be played to tourists as they move within the Snowdome of a 

futuristic Sydney. It is a commercial history largely determined by new technologies and 

for the single purpose of commercial gain. The museum guide’s trajectory is from 

compliant employee to one of active subversion. 

 
By now, the museum guide is secretly producing alternative cassettes, but 
has no way of distributing them, no way of remaining anonymous should 
any circulate. Instead he records his rogue commentaries, takes them 
home, listens to them on his own, imagines playing them to a circle of 
sympathetic friends, and tapes over each recording next day. (Cohen 1998: 
92-3)  
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In Cohen’s novel, the characters’ perception is continually mediated by information and 

communication flows. Advertisements, radio commentary and television programs 

superimpose models upon the raw perception of the characters. There is always 

something getting between the perceiver and the perceived. Regularly it is technology 

breaking the self down into productive flows of information erasing their personal 

itineraries and the genealogies of places and legends of local territory. The central 

dynamic of the novel is the resistance of characters who desperately ‘tour’ the spaces of 

Sydney inventing stories and routines in opposition to ‘maps’ that constrain their local 

judgements of territory (cf. Certeau 1984: 115-122). The self becomes a conduit, through 

which the commercial city flows, leaving the self unable to separate the future laden 

‘positive’ elements from the backward ‘negative’ elements (Benjamin 2002: 936). As a 

result, doubts set in. The characters come to doubt their own observations and tentative 

conclusions. For instance, William, who arrives home and collapses in front of the 

television, suddenly feels that the continuity or flow of his most recent memories fails to 

meet the criteria of reality presented by advertising. Technology, instead of assisting 

human perception, acts as some form of obstacle.  

 
Despite the atmospheric stillness, he’s sure this is some kind of obstacle 
course. There are people going round and round a labyrinth of roads and 
pathways. This happens all the time. Every five minutes there are 
advertisements. (Cohen 1998: 22)  

 

In both Stead’s and Cohen’s novels, perception remains problematic. To varying degrees 

characters succeed and fail at arranging the perceptual and affective flows into moments 

of empowerment. It is this single factor that links the novels so dramatically. 
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The key questions to be addressed in this chapter are the following: 

• What are the relations between power and perception? 

• What constitutes a Theory of Flow? 

• To what degree do novels map a City of Flow? 

• What evidence is there in literature of the representation of a City of Flow? 

 

 

Perception and Power  
 

Michel Foucault’s Theory of Disciplines 

What are the relations between perception and power and how do these relations 

contribute to the key components in a theory of flow? 

 

Any consideration of the relation of power to perception must engage to some degree 

with Michel Foucault’s Discipline and Punishment, a historiographical analysis that seeks 

to demonstrate the source of an ‘opaque power that has no possessor, no privileged place, 

no superiors or inferiors, no repressive activity or dogmatism, that is almost 

autonomously effective through its technological ability to distribute, classify, analyse the 

object dealt with’ (Certeau 1984: 46). The historical period, the Enlightenment, the point 

at which Foucault recognizes major changes in the distribution and mechanisms of power 

is also the same period in which the modern city is born. As Richard Lehan states in his 

literary historical study, The City in Literature, there was a complex of changes that 

accord with the heterogeneous systems of discipline and punishment that Foucault 

foregrounds. Lehan states that: 
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The Enlightenment was a revolutionary movement, taking us from an 
agrarian to an urban world, from the realm of the estate to a new-moneyed 
order, from a belief in birthrights to an insistence upon natural rights, from 
the authority of the divine right of kings to parliamentary and democratic 
government, from landed wealth to commercial and later industrial wealth 
processed through new institutions as the national bank and the stock 
exchange. (Lehan 1998: 30-1 my italics) 

 

It would be expected then that there would be parallels between Foucault’s Theory of 

Disciplines and the social organization of modern cities even if the technology of power 

that Foucault refers to exists as a residue in urban structures, procedures, policies and 

practices. It would be expected that the site of Foucault’s ‘opaque power’ would be 

starkly evident in the interactions and accompanying discourse in urban environments or 

at least present as a form of strata in the major urban institutions. In fact there will be 

ample demonstrations of the above. However, certain reservations about the apparent lack 

of agency in Foucault’s Theory of Disciplines will need to be expressed. Also there will 

be some questioning of the privileged position of the panoptic view, ‘an all-seeing power 

or totalizing eye’ (Certeau 1984: 92) claimed by Foucault’s theory. It will provide an 

opportunity to invert Foucault’s model and search for evidence of an entirely different 

ensemble of operations that exist below and beyond major discourses and that operates by 

‘non-textural moves’ at a local level, capitalizing on poetic and mythical experiences 

(Certeau 1984: 47). The result of this inversion will see Foucault’s Theory of Disciplines 

lose its static qualities as a ‘fabric’ of social activity and be submerged into a more 

dynamic theory of flow. 
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Foucault’s first major observation that develops into a fundamental hypothesis is that 

power is determined from a distinction between what is permitted and what is forbidden 

(Foucault 1977: 14). This distinction becomes elaborated in a complex web of relations 

that involves rules, conditions of functioning, techniques, procedures, mechanisms, what 

Foucault refers to as ‘mechanics of power’ and ‘a political anatomy’ and eventually ‘a 

new micro-physics of power’ (Foucault 1977: 138-9). All these relations are predicated 

upon that single distinction: what is permitted and what is forbidden which is ‘worked-

up’ into complex systems of organization. Foucault was clear about its centrality to his 

theory since he attributed it with an ongoing constancy: 

 

… the most important fact: the division between the permitted and the 
forbidden has preserved a certain constancy from one century to another. 
Certainly the “crimes” and “offenses” on which judgement is passed are 
juridical objects defined by the code, but judgement is also passed on the 
passions, instincts, anomalies, infirmities, maladjustments, effects of 
environment or heredity…but at the same time perversions; murders, but 
also drives and desires…and they are punished by the “security measures” 
that accompany the penalty (prohibition of entering certain areas, 
probation, obligatory medical treatment) and which are intended not to 
punish the offence, but to supervise the individual, to neutralize his 
dangerous states of mind, to alter his criminal tendencies, and to continue 
even when this change has been achieved. (Foucault 1977: 17-8) 

 

 

Parallels between the Theory of Disciplines and Urban Organization 

 

There are significant parallels between Foucault’s Theory of Disciplines and modern 

urban organization that will be revealed. The first is the important link between defining 
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what is permitted and forbidden on the one hand and the ‘policing’ of drives and desires 

on the other. Unmediated drives and desires constitute a form of security risk to the 

normative institutions within urban environments. The division between the permitted 

and the forbidden is on one level a judgement of the passions that is translated into 

concrete divisions in city spaces. Zones and regions are set aside for certain functions 

expressed in legislation, policy and procedures that are enforced by police and private 

security firms. Space is analyzed and coded, borders erected and flows created based 

upon policies, procedures, timetables and maps that rarefy perceptual data, manipulate it 

into a single perceptual reality. These policies, procedures, timetables and maps that 

organize the major urban institutions arrive at a certain spatial arrangement through the 

strict partition of time, space and movement. These maps constitute and reinforce a 

certain reality predicated on a particular interruption and interpretation of the perceptual 

stream. In other words what is forbidden and permitted is expressed in spatial terms based 

on a rarefied, arbitrary, historic and self-interested perception of the city.  

 

The security measures put in place to maintain efficient city flows begin by interpreting 

drives and desires in a unilateral and univocal way, incorporating it into an ideology that 

serves both legislative and educational purposes. The next step involves the 

implementation of procedures that translate directly into prohibitions of entering certain 

areas and the efficient passage through and access to other regions. In other words the 

ideology of efficient movement is realized on the ground by prohibitions and privileged 

access. Judgement precedes policy that precedes perception and then actively shapes it. 

The aim between Foucault’s ‘micro-physics of power’ and the social organization of city 

is almost identical, that is, a self-sustaining system of surveillance and control instituted 
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at the level of desires and drives and maintained by a system of enforcement that 

neutralizes dangerous states of mind. What constitutes ‘a dangerous state of mind’ is 

continually contested, and can be unduly challenged by certain types of behaviour, tactics 

and strategies that occur as ‘non-textural’ moves that Certeau describes as ‘delimiting a 

social stratum of practices that have no discourse’, that are ‘beyond’ and ‘below’ those 

forms of behaviour that produce discourse (Certeau 1984: 46). Therefore we shall need to 

take argument with Foucault and modify his Theory of Disciplines into a more dynamic 

Theory of Flow.  

 

Before presenting the reasons why Foucault’s Theory of Disciplines can be subsumed 

into a Theory of Flow it is necessary to represent further the close parallels between 

Foucault’s Theory of Disciplines and the systems of social organization in cities. In fact a 

reconfiguring of Foucault’s Theory of Disciplines in terms of urban environments can 

provide a decisive connection between the concepts of ‘mapping’, perception, power and 

technology in general. 

 

Foucault’s Theory of Disciplines identifies in finer and finer detail the essential 

discrepancies between this new form of power that came into existence at the same time 

as the birth of the modern city, and the older forms of power. No longer does power treat 

the body ‘en masse, “wholesale” as if it were an indissociable unity, but of working it 

“retail”, individually’ (Foucault 1977: 137) that can be taken to indicate a degree of focus 

and comprehension that now targets the individual at the level of desires and drives. No 

longer is the emphasis upon meaning – ‘it was not or was no longer the signifying 

elements of behaviour or the language of the body’ (Foucault 1977: 137) – but something 
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entirely different, it is the flow between these ‘movements, gestures and attitudes’ and the 

force flow implies: ‘the economy, the efficiency of movements, their internal 

organization; constraint bears upon the forces rather than upon the signs; the only truly 

important ceremony is that of exercise’ (Foucault 1977: 137).  

 

‘The efficiency of movements’, as we shall see as the Theory of Flow develops, is the 

underlying principle of a City of Flow. It becomes the goal of all policy, procedures, 

timetables and maps and is the underlying principle of technology that continually 

modifies cities. For the time being technology will be simply defined as the production of 

systems of organization and/or the production of machines and/or the production of 

commodities including food and/or the production of substances and/or the production of 

systems of representation including art, entertainment and news. As you can see, it is a 

definition heavily skewed towards production where structures and features flow out of 

one and into another at times melding together into the one productive flow. Once giving 

emphasis to the economy of efficient movements Foucault then explains the modality of 

this new power that operates upon the efficient partition of the three features ‘time, space 

and movement’ – three features that will be central to our consideration of perception as 

well as power. Foucault states: 

 

Lastly, there is the modality: it implies an uninterrupted, constant 
coercion, supervising the process of the activity rather than its result and it 
is exercised according to a codification that partitions as closely as 
possible time, space and movement. These methods, which made possible 
the meticulous control of the operations of the body, which assured the 
constant subjection of its forces and imposed upon them a relation of 
docility-utility, might be called “disciplines”. (Foucault 1977: 137) 
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An analysis of an urban transport system quickly bears out Foucault’s emphasis upon 

‘constant coercion’ and the ‘meticulous control of the operations of the body’ as 

expressed above. During January 2002 I spent nine days observing and interviewing 

citizens who used a transport island at the intersection of George and Pitt Streets just 

outside Central Station, Sydney. I maintained a daily eighteen-hour vigil over this space 

from a fifth floor hotel room, besides interviewing commuters on the hour and at times 

riding the busses and trains whose routes intersected with this spot. The overwhelming 

expectation from both commuters and those employed by the City Council was an 

efficient flow of passengers and traffic. Commuters expected strict adherence to 

partitions of time, space and movement expressed on timetables, digital information 

boards, signposting, pamphlets and the central nervous system of passengers (for 

example, the shuffling of feet of standing passengers when new commuters entered the 

bus) which was constantly under review by the Transport Department and in turn 

mobilized more policy-orientated maps. Commuters, supervisors and officials within the 

transport department itself were unanimous about their central goal and were highly 

critical of interruptions, delays or attempts to rearrange these spaces. Bus drivers received 

constant coercion from supervisors on the ground and via two-way radio. These 

conversations almost entirely centred upon meeting timetable expectations and whether 

their loads could be increased or had maximum levels been reached. To test the resilience 

of these borders I would request to alight between stops at a designated corner in the 

CBD or try to flag down or catch busses from undesignated bus stops. Nearly all drivers 

considered politely my requests (a supervisor explained that they were trained to assist 

and respond sensitively to tourists); only one driver acceeded to my request thus crossing 
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the designated border and placing himself outside policy guidelines. What was more 

interesting was the reaction of other commuters who had quite obviously internalized the 

system. In lieu of the driver they instructed me in the strict regulations and reinforced the 

strict partitions of time, space and movement expressed in the transport system. They 

didn’t leave it to the drivers to define and defend their control of the space but took it 

upon themselves. Commuters, supervisors and drivers evaluated the service by one 

overwhelming criterion, the efficiency of movement. A bus reaching a stop on time was 

testimony to the existence of the whole system. All qualities and effects such as the 

likelihood of conversation or the view provided by the passage were eroded away to this 

single imperative.  

 

This diffusion of power invested in almost the entire citizenry becomes a powerful 

coercive device against those who don’t share the same perceptual flow. Foucault called 

them, ‘Small acts of cunning endowed with a great power of diffusion, subtle 

arrangements, apparently innocent, but profoundly suspicious, mechanisms that obeyed 

economies too shameful to be acknowledged, or pursued petty forms of coercion’ 

(Foucault 1977: 139). It is important to acknowledge that while partitions of time, space 

and movement create borders that in turn assist urban flows of people, commodities, 

capital, substances and representations, borders can also close down flows. In either case 

power is invested in somebody however diffused or opaque it may be. It is invested in 

somebody first as a potential and second as a form of control over somebody or 

something, even if that somebody is some aspect of one’s self. 
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The utility/docility bind expressed by Foucault that links a diffused power occurring at a 

micro-level to economic and political outcomes at a macro-level will be retained as a 

central imperative of the Theory of Flow, however, it must be emphasized that power is 

possessed by somebody; it is never agent-less, always becoming visible as control by 

somebody over something else and manifested as a force or a concept. While ‘discipline’ 

as Foucault expresses it, may appear opaque, its exercise is always by an agent of power 

over something else, even if it’s the agent’s own body or the language they use.  

 

Discipline increases the forces of the body (in economic terms of utility) 
and diminishes these same forces (in political terms of obedience). In 
short, it dissociates power from the body; on the other hand, it turns it into 
an “aptitude”, a “capacity”, which it seeks to increase; on the other hand, it 
reverses the course of energy, the power that might result from it, and 
turns it into a relation of strict subjection. If economic exploitation 
separates the force and product of labour, let us say that disciplinary 
coercion establishes in the body the constricting link between an increased 
aptitude and an increased domination. (Foucault 1977: 138)  

 

In terms of the social organization of the city, the discipline embodied by citizens actively 

polices zonal borders and gives maps legislative force to dictate functions to regions. This 

‘disciplinary coercion’ leads to further subjection and repression of perceptual streams 

that don’t share the dominant perceptual reality. 

 

Foucault’s method ‘to make a selection from the ensemble of procedures that form the 

fabric of social activity in the eighteenth and nineteenth century’ (Certeau 1984: 47) by 

starting from a ‘proliferating contemporary system – a judicial and scientific technology 

– and tracing it back through history…and explaining its current function by its genesis 

over two preceding centuries’ (Certeau 1984: 47) can give the impression that the 
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panoptic and totalizing view has multiplied through all strata of society. Foucault’s 

analysis demonstrates the decisive role of technological procedures and apparatuses in the 

organization of cities and the exceptional development of a particular category of these 

procedures, namely the panoptic view. However, his explanation doesn’t explain this 

privileged development or what the status might have been of so many other series that 

have ‘not given rise to a discursive configuration or a technological systematization’ 

(Certeau 1984: 47-8) such as aspects of walking and certain types of speech acts. Below 

it will be shown that Christina Stead’s novel Seven Poor Men of Sydney demonstrates a 

number of ways of operating that waft like spirits through the concrete restraints put in 

place by a panoptic view. Stead’s characters often appear as figures walking the city at 

night, ghosts who haunt the city machinery of organization. 

 

 

Towards a Theory of Flow 

 

Foucault’s panoptic view also fails to account for the effects of place itself, the 

memorable effects, how in objects and words there is a hollow where the past sleeps like 

the untapped resource of future revolutions (Certeau 1984: 108). Walter Benjamin in The 

Arcades Project also acknowledges an unforeseen effect of technology that produces an 

unconscious effect, a type of dream city that haunts the present, a wooden horse of Troy 

that can unexpectedly ambush the present in a sudden flow of fashion whose force 

derives from what is forgotten. Benjamin believed this ‘downstream flow’ was ‘so strong 

that only the group can give itself up to it’ (Benjamin 2002: 393). Memories are 
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embedded in place, a perceptual residue that leaves one part in the space itself and the 

other part in the body of the citizen. It is a ‘fragmentary detachment taking place within 

the code that comes to inform the flow’ (Deleuze and Guattari 1983: 40), a tapping of the 

perceptual flow, and at another higher level the interruption of the social flow to produce 

a personal narrative of local flavour that forms the memory. Desire wells up and is held 

as a reserve in the memory that flows again when connected again with place. The 

narration has personal authority and provides the flow of desire required as force to resist 

other forces embedded in urban organizations.  

 

What Benjamin refers to as a primordial history that ‘inheres in the darkness of the lived 

moment’ (Benjamin 2002: 393) and Certeau describes as the dispersion of memorable 

effects (Certeau 1984: 108) are salient aspects of theory that describe the relations 

between urban environments and the memory effects that consequently haunt those that 

while existing as ‘fragmentary strata’ and ‘verbal relics’ also act as some revenge effect 

upon the schema of the Panopticon (Certeau 1984: 108). First Benjamin states,  

 

Just as technology is always revealing nature from a new perspective, so 
also, as it impinges on human beings, it constantly makes for variations in 
their most primordial passions, fears and images of longing… The alluring 
and threatening face of primordial history is clearly manifest to us in the 
beginnings of technology, in the living arrangements of the nineteenth 
century. (Benjamin 2002: 392-3)  

 

For Benjamin the resistance to the Panopticon will come in the form of a revenge effect 

(an unforeseen consequence [Tenner 1996: 3-25]) embedded deeply in desire and 
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erupting in practice. On the other hand Certeau sees resistance in the form of an inverted 

dispersion of the memorable acting in urban practices as an ongoing haunting.  

 

The dispersion of stories points to the dispersion of the memorable as 
well… It is striking here that the places people live in are like the 
presences of diverse absences…it is the very definition of place, in fact, 
that it is composed by these series of displacements and effects among the 
fragmented strata that form it and that it plays on these moving layers… 
“Memories tie us to that place… It’s personal, not interesting to anyone 
else, but after all that’s what gives a neighbourhood its character.” There is 
no place that is not haunted by many different spirits hidden there in 
silence, spirits one can evoke or not. Haunted places are the only ones 
people can live in – and this inverts the schema of the Panopticon. 
(Certeau 1984: 108 my italics)  

 

Lehan’s conclusions after an extensive review of urban literature were similar to 

Benjamin and Certeau. However he attributes the uncanny effects to the opaque nature of 

power and its tendency to become more abstract and unreal. Lehan begins 

 

Urban activity becomes more abstract and “unreal” as power operates 
from hidden sources. Such a city is at once a physical reality and a state of 
mind: to read the city is to read an urbanized self, to know the city from 
within. Once we lose a transcendental signifier, the totalizing process is 
called into question and the city turns into a place of mystery: chance and 
the unexpected dominate, a romantic sense of the uncanny becomes 
exaggerated, and the city takes on the meaning of pure text, to be created 
by each individual and read. (Lehan 1998: 287)  

 

City streets with their architecture and street furniture and their interaction with the flow 

of light, air and precipitation provide an environment for events that are coded 

perceptually and that are worked-up into local stories. As Certeau explains: 
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It is in any case impossible to reduce the functioning of a society to a 
dominant type of procedures. Recent studies have pointed to other 
technological apparatuses… These apparatuses seem to prevail over a 
lengthy period of time, then fall back into the stratified mass of 
procedures, while others replace them in the role of the “informing” 
system… A society is thus composed of certain foregrounded practices 
organizing its normative institutions and of innumerable other practices 
that remain “minor”, always there but not organizing discourses and 
preserving the beginnings or remains of different (institutional, scientific) 
hypotheses for that society or for others. (Certeau 1984: 48) 

 

Besides the criticism above it is important to consider that Foucault’s analysis provides a 

fabric of social activity whose tightness of weave (an indication of the rigor of his 

research and the multiplicity of example he was able to connect) doesn’t allow for gaps 

and elisions that urban practices below and beyond the level of discourse punch into 

organizational borders, gaps through which leak meanings of a local nature that are 

deeply rooted in place, so much so that it could be called a ‘sieve-order’ (Certeau 1984: 

107). In addition, Foucault persuades that a totalizing view is possible by the force of his 

own discourse, laying bare in his prose an undisturbed surface of technological 

development that is both translucent and radiant. However there is a depth to which the 

light of his prose doesn’t reach, for example, those unrecorded local practices that exist as 

ways to read and react to perceptual streams untouched and unexpressed by dominant 

discourses. Ways of walking and talking, for example, that resist power. In fact the 

totalizing view is an ideal that denies our own immersion in the social stream and the fact 

that our writing is in fact a form of turbulence itself. Any analysis is surrounded by a 

further opaque depth that quietly fades to an impenetrable darkness. 
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This is no better shown than by the disjunctive nature of scientific focus that dreams of a 

unifying theory – its own totalizing view – but can only assemble a coherent view at a 

certain depth of complexity. How difficult each step of magnification and focus is, 

leaving as much behind as it gains, as it moves from the level of atomic particles (physics 

and chemistry) to genetic codes (molecular biology), to cells and then to organs 

(medicine), from organs to individual bodies (education, law and the intersection point of 

nearly all the scientific discourses that cross without agreement) that are complicated 

further by the addition of the psyche (psychoanalysis) to groups and social constructs 

(politics, sociology and anthropology) that provide a multiplicity of contexts that drift off 

into the ether. Each level annunciated is a discourse predicated on a level of 

magnification and focus that must deny the concepts of other levels to remain as clear as 

it does. This is science’s strength and weakness: its ability to interrupt flows and 

differentiate the parts and yet remain confounded by its inability to reestablish continuity 

by dissolving its borders. It will be shown in later chapters that there are powerful reasons 

why these borders between the disciplines of science remain, one of which is to maintain 

the habitus of their operations. Yet in practice these divisions of representation slip inside 

each other as neatly as Russian dolls. This will be explained by a hydraulic principle of 

displacement that characterizes the whole stream of human activity.  

 

The totalizing view is an ideal that cannot be even partly achieved without a certain 

amount of violence. The reason belongs to the fact that any viewpoint is submerged 

somewhere in the social stream and that ‘of all the points constituting a viscous fluid in 

the process of flowing… there is an infinite number of positions and velocities to 

consider’ (Ruelle 1991: 28). What is closest always seems more real and natural and any 
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imposition of this view must impact upon the entire system as a force radiating out from 

that point. And yet this local knowledge, the result of spatial strategies with a local 

authority, must deal with ‘the twofold movement of decoding or deterritorializing flows’ 

on the one hand, and ‘their violent and artificial reterritorializing’ on the other: 

 

The more the capitalist machine deterritorializes decoding and 
axiomatizing flows in order to extract surplus value from them, the more 
its ancillary apparatuses, such as government bureaucracies and the forces 
of law and order, do their utmost to reterritorialize, absorbing in the 
process a larger and larger share of surplus value. (Deleuze and Guattari 
1983: 34-5)  

 

In terms of urban organization, the surplus value extracted from the citizens recurs in 

more advanced and sophisticated forms of surveillance and order. Urban borders are 

continually being more clearly redefined and more efficient flows of commodities, capital 

and people established as a result. The social stream is a hydraulic system where certain 

forces and flows suddenly dip, collide and coalesce with other social currents. Due to the 

impossibility of ever achieving a totalizing view, what characterizes any system in an 

initial state is always a representation of a ‘limited view’, an illumination of a certain 

translucent slab of the social stream. Displacements, turbulences and even ripples in the 

opaque depths are exercising influences upon the system despite their absence in the 

representation. In fact, much of Benjamin’s project as expressed in The Arcades, 

including his ‘primordial history’ (Benjamin 2002: 393), can be seen as an attempt to 

collect evidence of, and to illuminate the potential for, social change of the sediment that 

drops out of the social stream in forms of commodities and representations, or currents 

that appear to have lost entropy and linger close to the limits or bottom of the social 
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stream and that can suddenly turn upwards, colouring with its residue entire volumes of 

social activity. The capitalist machine with its powerful ‘deterritorializing, decoding and 

axiomatizing flows’ (that continually ‘rechannel persons who have been defined in terms 

of abstract quantities… (e)verything recurs: states, nations, families’ [Deleuze and 

Guattari 1983: 34]) is the predominant force within the social stream, but at the same 

time there is experience which exists at the limits of the system – the poetic, the 

metaphoric and the mythical – that ‘scrambles all the codes and is the transmitter of the 

decoded flows of desire. The real continues to flow’ (Deleuze and Guattari 1983: 35).  

 

It goes without saying that any historiographical project is a search against the current, an 

attempt to get back upstream, a tracing back that describes the dipping planes of social 

movements, the turbulence, the waves, eddies, backwaters, depths, displacements, even a 

sieving of sediment and a declaration of what was once carried in the body of the stream, 

eventually losing entropy, silted and turned to strata. Strangely enough, in the City of 

Flow the signs of the social stream and its history still exist, evoking the poetic and the 

mythical, experiences that gather to them, or allow to flow through them, commodities, 

stories, conversations, the wind and the rain, sunlight and shadow and the trajectory of 

strangers. The Theory of Flow conceptualizes a City of Flow where perceptional flows 

are foregrounded as the means by which certain experiences, urban strategies and their 

representation critique urban organizations and the exercise of power at all levels of the 

social stream.  
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Michel de Certeau’s Style: Metaphoric Analysis and Spatial Strategies 
 

Michel de Certeau’s analysis of urban practices as expressed in ‘Walking in the City’, a 

chapter of a wider study entitled, The Practice of Everyday Life (Certeau 1984) can be 

summarized as Certeau’s attempt to find a metaphoric equivalent of walking so that his 

ontological and pragmatic definition of style can be operationalized. The metaphor is 

found in the study of rhetoric that allows a number of formal elements pertaining to this 

discipline to be acted-out spatially in the same way speech acts perform the system of 

language. The result is a semantic or symbolic emphasis of a poetic and mythical sort as 

the determining function of spatial practices. Walking achieves the status of art, and the 

value of talking. 

 

The art that Certeau refers to is one that combines styles and uses. Certeau explains that  

 

Style specifies “a linguistic structure that manifests on the symbolic 
level…an individual’s fundamental way of being in the world”, it connotes 
a singular. Use defines the social phenomenon through which a system of 
communication manifests itself in actual fact; it refers to a norm. Style and 
use both have to do with a “way of operating” (of speaking, walking, etc.) 
but style involves a peculiar processing of the symbolic, while use refers 
to elements of a code. They intersect to form a style of use, a way of being 
and a way of operating. (Certeau 1984: 100 my italics)  

 

In Certeau’s theory the practices of space also correspond ‘to manipulations of a 

constructed order… like the tropes in rhetoric, deviations relative to a sort of “literal 

meaning” defined by the urbanistic system’ (Certeau 1984: 100). Such an analogy 

overlays upon spatial elements something akin to ‘foregrounding’ as proposed by the 
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Prague School of linguists to account for literature in terms of language as a system. 

‘Foregrounding depends upon a background of “automatized” components – that is, 

language used in customary and predictable ways so that it does not attract attention’ 

(Lodge 1977: 2). Certeau is keen to attribute to walking the status of the poetic that uses 

‘the geometrical space of the urbanists and architects’ in the same way a poet manipulates 

language, ‘playing’ her metaphors off the ‘literal meanings’ of the code, to create a 

figurative way of operating that is a singular way of being. Certeau states that 

 

The long poem of walking manipulates spatial organizations, no matter 
how panoptic they may be: it is neither foreign to them (it can take place 
only within them) nor in conformity with them (it does not receive its 
identity from them). It creates shadows and ambiguities within them. 
(Certeau 1984: 101)  

 

There are two technical terms borrowed from linguistics that Certeau employs: 

synecdoche and asyndeton. Synecdoche is the process in language when the part is 

substituted and carries the meaning of the whole as in the case ‘the distant roofs’ where 

the ‘roofs’ stand semantically for the entire houses. Many urban spatial practices operate 

meanings by the use of synecdoche no better exemplified by the single basketball hoop 

that denotes the whole court and so deviations of the rules of basketball arise. Or the use 

of the ghetto-blaster substituting for the dance floor band and showing upon the street the 

symbolic light of a dance zone. They are local strategies requiring modified techniques. 

Synecdoche tends to intensify flows, drawing the momentum of the whole to the part, a 

whirlpool of intense meaning containing a hollow at the centre where the future sleeps. 

On the other hand asyndeton is the suppression of linking words such as conjunctions and 

adverbs. ‘Asyndeton, by elision, creates a “less”, opens gaps in the spatial continuum, 
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and retains only selected parts of it that amount almost to relics… Asyndeton cuts out: it 

undoes continuity and undercuts its plausibility. A space treated in this way and shaped 

by practices is transformed into enlarged singularities and separate islands’ (Certeau 

1984: 101).  

 

In terms of the Theory of Flow asyndeton is an elision that cuts up, walls up or erects 

borders in a spatial continuum. It interrupts the flow and creates two spatial identities 

where there was one. Another effect of asyndeton caused by the production of two 

systems that are now separated is that each system is free and most likely to evolve on 

their own divergent path. Therefore asyndeton becomes the departure point for two 

different histories: for example, the separation of the Galapagos Islands from the 

mainland (geo/biological), the carving up of the indigenous population of South America 

along colonial lines (economic/cultural), the separation of East and West Pakistan 

(politico/religious). Asyndeton creates the border or edge of diverging practices.  

 

Generating functions and origins, Certeau takes the linguistic features above and 

attributes to them ‘“a symbolic order of the unconscious” and “certain typical processes 

of subjectivity manifested in discourse”’ (Certeau 1984: 102), allowing a mythical theory 

of discursive practices to proceed that links the stylistic procedures of discourse, dreams 

and walking and enunciates their similarities. The relation between the verbalized, the 

dreamed and the walked are organized as a relation between ‘the place from which it 

proceeds (an origin) and the nowhere it produces (a way of “going by”)’ (Certeau 1984: 

103). This allows ‘linking acts and footsteps, opening meanings and directions’ (Certeau 

1984: 105) that act on the level of the poetic ‘wearing away’ their primary role in the 
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same way a metaphor hollows out the literal meaning but retains its shell so as to attract 

its operational function in the code. As Certeau states  

 

They become liberated spaces that can be occupied. A rich 
indetermination gives them, by means of a semantic rarefaction, the 
function of articulating a second, poetic geography on top of the 
geography of the literal, forbidden or permitted meaning. They insinuate 
other routes into the functionalist and historical order of movement.’ 
(Certeau 1984: 105 my italics) 

 

This ‘second, poetic geography’ is organized by three distinct but connected functions of 

the relations between spatial and signifying practices. They are ‘the believable’ (legend), 

‘the memorable’ (memory) and ‘the primitive’ (dreams) ‘in a way that also eludes 

urbanistic systematicity’ (Certeau 1984: 105). These three symbolic mechanisms connect 

space to style and allow citizens to experience the poetic and the mythical in urban spaces 

whereby  

they recall or suggest phantoms (the dead who are to supposed to have 
disappeared) that still move about, concealed in gestures and in bodies in 
motion; and by naming, that is, by imposing an injunction proceeding 
from the other (a story) and by altering functionalist identity by detaching 
themselves from it, they create in the place itself that erosion of nowhere 
that the law of the other carves out within. (Certeau 1984: 105)  
 

In summary, Foucault’s Theory of Disciplines accounts for a powerful transformation of 

urban organization that began at the same time as the birth of the modern city and whose 

strata still exist today in many urban institutions. While Foucault’s panoptic view 

explains admirably many of the motivations in urban landscapes including the idealism 

expressed in the skyscraper, it fails to represent other operations occurring at street level, 
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based on local authority whose symbolic order is the result of the psychic reality of the 

infant’s separation from the undifferentiated state of the womb. This expression of style 

combines a style of use, a way of being and a way of operating – a singularity that lays 

upon the schematic organization of the city another map, poetic and mythical in impulse, 

a haunting of power that attributes to absences a perceptual value equal if not greater than 

the powers of surveillance and coercion. These operations that remain as undercurrents, 

or below the surface of policy and procedure and that escape the elevation to discourse 

are best accounted for in a dynamic and hydraulic theory that emphasizes productive 

flows and their interruptions and that acknowledges that the panoptic view is an ideal that 

cannot be achieve because of the immersion of any viewpoint in the social stream itself. 

Historiographical studies are admired for their exploration of the social stream, working 

against the current to illuminate the dips, whirlpools, merges, diversions, backwaters and 

central flows of social currents. However, at any one moment certain practices exist 

below the level of discourse. They exist in those depths where the social stream rubs 

against the void, the border between the social stream and the yet-to-be-imagined, and the 

unable-to-be-imagined due to the limitations implied partly from the restrictions placed 

upon matter itself, universal forces, and those structural limitations of the organs of 

perception. It is in these depths that the poetic and the mythical experience occur as a 

friction against the bedrock strata of the past and as a perceptual probing of the void. 

 

Urban social organization denies the complexity of perception manifested in its citizens 

and expressed by their multiple origins and styles, and instead maintains a generalized 

system of adherence and order. The effect of this order is often ‘habitualization’ – the 

great adversary to style that relies on the ‘difficulty and duration of perception’ to 
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counteract aspects of dominant culture by the employment of poetic and mythical 

concepts and practices that form another level of power in opposition to the Panopticon 

(Lodge 1977: 13). The Russian Formalist, Victor Shklovsky, attributed to narrative art the 

power of ‘defamiliarization’, an effect that style also achieves by its problematic 

representation of perception. Shklovsky explains: 

 

Habitualization devours objects, clothes, furniture, one’s wife and the fear 
of war. “If all the complex lives of many people go on unconsciously, then 
such lives are as if they had never been”. Art exists to help us recover the 
sensation of life; it exists to make us feel things, to make the stones, stony. 
The end of art is to give a sensation of the object as seen, not as 
recognized. The technique of art is to make things “unfamiliar”, to make 
forms obscure, so as to increase the difficulty and duration of perception. 
The act of perception in art is an end in itself and must be prolonged. In 
art, it is our experience of the process of construction that counts not the 
finished product. (cited in Lodge 1977: 13 my italics)  

 

It remains to be seen how the representation of Sydney by Christina Stead and Bernard 

Cohen demonstrates aspects of a poetic and mythical mapping over the geography of 

urban organization and to what degree perception is rendered problematic in such a 

representation.  

 

In Stead and Cohen’s novels what remains essential is the consideration of a certain type 

of composition that refuses to reinvest effectss in the usual images and objects that 

maintain social organisation. The example below demonstrates how Stead’s speech flows 

assemble the ‘bits and pieces’ from many different discourses (horticulture, geometry, 

architecture, geography, geology, gothic literature, the military, optics, chemistry and 

astronomy) often laying together a variety of disjunctive phrases in the one monologue. 
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All can be seen, discovered: it is not chaos. He saw a vivid unfolding in 
thousands of series, spathes unfolding into innumerable buds, cubes 
developing infinitesimally, groined arches ricocheting infinitely, leaping 
higher and higher, and the incommensurable perspective of mountainous 
universes building without builder. He saw thousands of concentric cubes, 
kingdoms of crystals ascending from needle-tufts to Dolomites, 
hierarchies and hosts of peaks like the hosts of the empyrean, orderly dis-
solutions and reformations, like armies in battle, polarisations, crystals in 
deposition like forests of leaves, chemical affinities resembling human 
love, the universe in the electron resembling the solar system. (Stead 1981: 
186) 

 

This is not mere description, for category after category is collapsed within each other. 

‘Armies in battle’ become ‘polarisations’ that in turn become ‘crystals’, while ‘the 

universe in the electron’ resembles ‘the solar system’. As a result of these speech flows 

the reader is transported through a type of dream city of heavy science and gothic 

reflection where multiple perspectives create an effect of infinite expansion and 

consequent collapse, the rhythm of a culture breathing. 

 

Stead represents the atomisation of perception and demonstrates how the perception of 

partial objects, and the effects and intensities that arise from this, transform a city. The 

emphasis in Stead’s composition is to represent means over ends, endless process, a city 

in a state of becoming represented at the level of human desire. On the other hand, Cohen 

deals directly with the post-modernist city where the mediation of information and 

communication technologies renders human perception problematic. As a result, the 

perceptual base of ordering movements falters, implying a crisis of disempowerment at 

the heart of our cities.  
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Literary Representation of Industrial and Post-Industrial City Flows 

 

‘It’s the inner life, unexpressed, incoherent, unplanned,’ Stead states from the beginning 

as she assembles Michael Baguenault, her tragic hero in Seven Poor Men of Sydney. ‘like 

most lives then became visible as a close and tangled web to the neighbours and to its 

self, to whom it had for so long remained unknown. Who can tell what minor passions 

running in the undergrowth of poor lives will burst out?’ (Stead 1981: 2). It is this 

bursting forth of desire – a random, unexplained force – that she wishes to foreground in 

the construction of character. Her city emerges through the reading as a ‘tangled web’ of 

perceptions and intensities, effects and flows, trying to maintain the ‘multitudinous 

creeping and exhausting razzle-dazzle’of urban experience (Stead 1981: 12). Lives may 

become visible but the self remains transparent. In the case of Michael Baguenault, the 

self is a confluence of perception that links the human as much to the inhuman as it does 

to any genuine social organisation. 

 

What then constitutes this relation between place and subjectivity? 

 

Two quite contrary views are that of a Freudian idealism – that accounts for the origin of 

a symbolic order which includes the structure of subjectivity and its relation to place – 

and in contrast, that of a Deleuzian materialism – that transposes mechanistic concepts 

upon desire and perception, treating the subjectivity of place as a form of production. The 
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two theories place a contrasting emphasis upon the concepts of origin and absence as a 

structure of experience. 

 

First, the psychoanalytic position of the subjectivity of place owes much of its existence 

to Freud’s observation of his eighteen-month-old grandson whom he watched playing on 

the carpet. The child tossed away a reel declaring as he did so that it was ‘over there’ and 

‘gone’ and reeling it back in on the end of the string with ‘here’ and ‘back again’. Freud 

explained this curious incident as a playing-out of spatial practices predicated on a 

symbolic order created by the infant emerging from the undifferentiated womb. The 

tossing and retrieval of the reel was the repetition and confirmation of the original 

experience of differentiation where the other emerges as oneself. ‘It must ultimately be 

seen as the repetition, in diverse metaphors, of a decisive and originary experience, that 

of the child’s differentiation from the mother’s body’ (Certeau 1984: 109). This ‘law of 

being and law of place’ defines each passage as a process of detachment from 

indifferentiation (localization against a background of absence) and the ‘manipulation of 

the “original spatial structure”’ (Certeau 1984: 109). It is an explanation that would see 

Stead’s character, Michael Baguenault, as wandering Sydney in a spatial monologue, 

producing a semantic trajectory that seeks an ongoing differentiation of himself from the 

source of his perception, the place about him. As Certeau states below, these childhood 

experiences have a way of proliferating private and public spaces: 

 
To practice space is thus to repeat the joyful and silent experience of 
childhood; it is, in a place, to be other and to move towards the other… 
This relationship of oneself to oneself governs the internal alterations of 
place (the relations among its strata) or the pedestrian unfolding of the 
stories accumulated in a place (moving about the city and travelling). The 
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childhood experience that determines spatial practices later develops its 
effects, proliferates, floods private and public spaces, undoes their 
readable surfaces, and creates within the planned city a “metaphorical” or 
mobile city, like the one Kandinsky dreamed of : “a great city built 
according to all the rules of architecture and then suddenly shaken by a 
force that defies all creation”. (Certeau 1984: 110 my italics)  

 

On the other hand, Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari in their seminal work Anti-oedipus 

reject outright any explanations of desire that are predicated on absence or lack and 

instead ask, ‘What is the function of desire… if not one of making connections?’ 

(Deleuze and Guattari 1983: xxii). Their explanation of subjectivity and place is 

predicated on a process of desiring-production that involves two processes. For the first 

process there is a mechanistic emphasis upon connection and accessing the flows of 

place, both human and inhuman: 

 
…if man is connected to the machines of the universe, if he is in tune with 
his desires… If his roots are in the current of life he will float on the 
surface like a lotus and he will blossom and give forth fruit… The life 
that’s in him will manifest itself in growth, and growth is an endless, 
eternal process. The process is everything. (Deleuze and Guattari 1983: 
xxiii) 

 

The second process is the interruption of flows or the breaking down of subjectivity, a 

type of transmission of value by erosion. Madness in this context is seen as a radical 

break or interruption of power in the form of a disconnection (Deleuze and Guattari 1983: 

xxiii). As Deleuze and Guattari state 

 
…the machine transmits value to the product, but only the value the 
machine loses as it wears out. Desiring machines, on the contrary, 
continually break down as they run, and in fact run only when they are not 
functioning properly: the product is always an offshoot of production, 
implanting itself upon it like a graft, and at the same time the parts of the 
machine are the fuel that makes it run… Art often takes advantage of this 
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property of desiring-machines by creating veritable group fantasies in 
which desiring-production is used to short circuit social production. 
(Deleuze and Guattari 1983: 31) 

 

Michael Baguenault – in terms of Deleuze and Guattari’s theory – will exist along the 

continuum of disconnection and connection with a variety of flows, inhuman and human, 

and his madness could be seen as the result of an ongoing resistance to economic and 

political flows that eventually erode the virtual city he had created, and by a process of 

synecdoche, erode himself.   

 

Michael, illegitimate and therefore without origin, is assembled from a particular type of 

childhood perception that conflates the decaying remains of built structures with the 

abundant manifestation of animal life. Neglect and decay become the perfect site for the 

brotherhood of the abject. ‘The fences were down, and the house was inhabited 

fraternally by human, barnyard and vermin tribes… The house attracted Michael and the 

other children with the same charm as a stagnant gutter’. It is here among ‘the dust, 

sunlight, seeds of weeds, and the swallows in the white-washed landings’ that Michael 

kisses Annie Pennergast with ‘indifferent naivety’ between the ‘metallic clatter’ of their 

speech flow about ‘bay, school and personalities’ (Stead 1981: 4-5). 

 

An important feature of Stead’s fiction is illustrated here. There is an almost ecological 

emphasis upon the construction of experience from the remnants of previous times. 

Along with the insects, birds and bats, Michael constructs his environment by first 

perceiving and then arranging the bits and pieces of a decaying urban environment. His 

experience of pubescent love is an atmospheric, animal and human becoming. The rats, 
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mice and cockroaches scurrying about their feet while they kiss, and later a bat entangled 

in his lover’s hair, are gothic in perspective. 

 

For Michael the poetic and mythical coexist as spatial practices that undo the discourse of 

science and capital and as a result free him in an existential sense. However, his freedom 

is curtailed by other forces that are implied in the constraints of social organisation. His 

resistance is a reciprocal force of his madness being both the cause and effect of it. 

 

At twelve Michael contracts diphtheria and while he convalesces – ‘still hours that bred 

light fancies’ – he experiences the full power of self-creation. He suffers out-of-body 

experiences: ‘he found himself in the next town and boasted that he had flown there by 

his own power, across the mountains in a twinkling of an eye’ (Stead 1981: 7). He 

perceives the world of the inhuman: ‘He felt a new crystalline person arise out of him’ 

(Stead 1981: 10). He became virus, plant and ‘saw the sun pouring through translucent 

creatures’ (Stead 1981: 11). On his night vigils he stood at the window watching over his 

street, and felt the suffocating experience of ‘stars rolling on their white flanks’ (Stead 

1981: 11). These connections of perception, thought and effect render the self transparent. 

 

This also demonstrates the distinction Certeau makes in the determination of stories 

between ‘places’ and ‘spaces’. ‘Places’ are determinations in stories that ultimately 

reduce objects to being there, inanimate and frozen, creating ‘an immobile and stone-like 

order’ (Certeau 1984: 118); while ‘spaces’ are determinations in narratives that through 

operations undo the law of the ‘place’ by actions and movements. This flow always 
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seems to ‘condition the production of a space and to associate it with a history’ (Certeau 

1984: 118). The inanimate, stone-like order of ‘places’ are undone in stories by the 

descriptions of flow that transforms ‘place’ into ‘spaces’. ‘Stories thus carry out a labour 

that constantly transforms places into spaces or spaces into places’ (Certeau 1984: 118) 

for flows both ways in stories. As Certeau explains: 

 
Between these two determinations, there are passages back and forth, such 
as the putting to death (or putting into a landscape) of heroes who 
transgress frontiers and who, guilty of offence against the law of the place, 
best provide its restoration with their tombs; or again, on the contrary, the 
awakening of inert objects (a table, a forest, a person that plays a certain 
role in the environment) which emerging from their stability, transform the 
place where they lay motionless into the foreignness of their own space. 
(Certeau 1984: 118)   

 

Stead’s character, Michael Baguenault, can be seen as a hero who transgresses the 

frontiers of scientific discourse and celebrates his ability to awaken inert objects as an 

affront to strict and sterile order of urban constraint. Therefore, in Certeau’s terms, 

Michael’s initial ‘out of body’ experiences could be read as a transgress of scientific law. 

Michael seeks a mythical interpretation of space, a personal poetic movement through the 

landscape – his death being an entombment in an order that ultimately outlasts his own 

personal resources of imagination and strength. 

  

However these environmental signals remain to be translated into some sort of speech 

flow. Michael recognized the power of these perceptions but struggled with the form that 

would give them expression. ‘If he could only force it out, the secret of greatness; that if 

he could always be as he had been at that moment, his mere word would sway vast 
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crowds of men’ (Stead 1981: 11). It appears that Michael’s extensive imagination has 

rendered him speechless. He is overwhelmed by the force of desire itself. 

 
His wits turning topsy-turvy rolled upwards along the eyebeam, and once 
more began wandering and stumbling about among rhythms and numbers 
hideously mixed…he was now a chaos of tottering gulfs and complex 
mazes. His heart went on counting stupidly…but for that one earthly thing, 
he was lost. (Stead 1981: 12) 

 

Stead, in the assemblage of Michael, succeeds in varying degrees at representing the 

contingency of thought and perception. Michael is a conduit for chance effects and new 

intensities.  

 
The wells of nature, love, ambition, understanding, sleep, gush in us as oil 
and water in the world and blood in the heart… I see no will or obedience 
in anything, only the abrupt, spontaneous will and generation…it is abrupt 
and it is mystery… How will we ever refine our eyes to see atoms and our 
ears to hear the messages of ants?… When I see order I am amazed, it 
seems unnatural. (Stead 1981: 17) 

 

However, Stead seems to be in a quandary with what sort of movements can occur 

between an ‘inner life’ that has been constructed so purely from ‘the sensibilities of a 

poet’ and a city environment established in a large part on ‘time, tide and order’. The 

schoolmaster interrogates Michael. ‘“Doctrine, constitution, order, duty, religion, you 

have to find them out by long and droughty explorations in the spirit.”’ But Michael 

remains unrepentant. ‘“I cannot understand; I would go mad; I would rather believe in 

fairies”’ (Stead 1981: 17). 

 

The task, Stead seems to face, is how does a character ‘who would rather believe in 

fairies’ emerge from his adolescence into the world of work and the flows of commerce. 
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Until that stage in the assemblage of Michael, the bushland around Watson’s Bay with its 

animal and vegetable life has dominated the flow of perception. The flow of commerce 

exists firstly as one activity among others that enfold his isolation. 

 
Michael’s two sisters now had scholarships at the University, Kate was put 
in a boarding school, because she had got out of hand, and Michael was 
alone at home. Mr Baguenault speculated in gold and oil shares and made 
money. (Stead 1981: 9) 
 

The metropolis, in Michael’s life at this stage, exists as another sound ‘beneath the wind’ 

connected sequentially ‘with the delicate chipping of the leaves against the stucco wall’ 

and the ‘disturbed sleep of the turpentines on the hill’ (Stead 1981: 12). 

 
In the south he heard faintly the continued droning of the metropolis, and 
beyond the valley at the bottom of the orchard came the ribanded shrieks 
of freight-engines labouring towards the city. (Stead 1981: 12)  

   

From the nocturnal chaos, Michael’s perception connects for the first time the ‘shrieks’ 

and ‘labouring’ of the inner city. However, the transformation of Nature would remain 

dominant in the assemblage of Michael. Late in the novel, shortly before Michael 

commits suicide, he shares with his cousin Catherine the connections and movement his 

perception transformed within the city centre. 

 
For a long time I endeavoured to be human. What is the solitude of a man? 
Not that he is a unit, but that he is a fraction. In my solitude as a boy, I 
migrated people to the sky, peopled the dark spaces with bodies. I talked 
to the stones and the sea, the stones in the house, answered me. I spoke 
familiarly to the furniture in my room and everywhere in nature and in the 
building materials of the city, in cast nails and puddles of lime, and 
underfoot, I saw a movement, a breathing, upwrenching, freeings and 
unhappy motion: I felt the trees had the souls of men prisoned, nature was 
full of gagged voices. (Stead 1981: 266) 
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One reading of Michael’s life is the extraordinary perception and insight of 

schizophrenia, but also its ultimate and tragic isolation from social life. Delusions that 

transform the vagrants who dwell in the sandstone caves of the Inner Domain into ‘bad 

fruit fallen from the tree’ and ‘abortions’ and ‘shadowy emanations’, eventually lead to 

an intolerable suffocation of the spirit where the inner life, like the inner city is inhabited 

with ‘gagged voices’ (Stead 1981: 266). 

 

However, another reading of Michael’s life is one that credits Stead, with pre-empting the 

theories of Gilles Deleuze. Within the assemblage of Michael are flows of varying speeds 

and slowness – ‘varying degrees of habit, memory, promising and desiring – while there 

are also the speeds and flows of non-human becomings (including animals, machines, 

molecules and language’ (Colebrook 2002: 66). This reading distributes less tragic effects 

and capitalises on the inherent contingency in the built environment where movements 

are continually underway ‘upwrenching, freeing…unhappy motion.’ The reader overlays 

Stead’s prose, her voice, her ability to map the force of desire, her articulate freedom, 

upon the ‘prisoned’ and ‘gagged’ conclusions of Michael’s life. In fact it is this map of 

the life-force that remains in this reading as a line of flight. 

 
His desires flourish as their denial is pressed down; what they lack in 
satisfaction, they put forth in the fruit of understanding and sensibility. 
Then when they have fitted him to understand it, they destroy his virtue 
and make him the subtlest connoisseur of his own destruction. I thought 
my heart would burst my body, it so strained at the chain and wished to 
augment itself: I burned inwardly and my life flowed three times as fast. 
(Stead 1981: 272, my italics)  
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‘The subtlest connoisseur of his own destruction’ – while Stead’s words could be taken as 

a nihilistic riposte, it is better to claim them as an acknowledgement of a process of 

endless change, a difference that is productive and plural. And like unicellular life that 

allows the environment that surrounds it to flow through its cell wall, by altering the 

make-up of its nucleus, so Stead’s writing urges the same consumption/production cycle 

of the soul, that by consuming control and order, the spirit ‘augments’itself. It reaches out 

and tries to enfold more of its immediate environment, at the same time increasing the 

flows of imagination, connection, memory and promise. By giving up inner control, we 

experience once again the virtual. 

 

What becomes of the virtual in Stead’s writing is yet to be explored. However, it is time 

to contrast Bernard Cohen’s Snowdome, and its rendering of perception as problematic, 

with that of Stead.  

 

 

The Mediation of Perception 

 

Bernard Cohen’s Snowdome represents Sydney not in the Industrial Age, but in a post-

industrial era where Information and Communication Technologies are the modalities of 

a powerful ideological shift that challenges the former perception of its citizens. Once 

perception is rendered problematic, it significantly alters its citizens’ relations to the past 

and the future. Snowdome is a fundamentally different novel from Stead’s, a type of 

writing that borrows heavily in structure and language from the twinned operations of 
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propaganda and advertising. However, it shares with Stead a procedure of resistance, a 

map of defiance, a critique of the dominant culture of its time. While Stead offers speech 

flow, specifically the monologue, as the major digression to the flow of commerce, and 

walking as the most significant experiential antidote to consumption and social 

organisation, Cohen offers something else. Cohen examines flow itself and questions the 

values of ‘strobing’ by offering along with speech flow, an intensive concept of 

conversation that involves in addition to talk, other responses to the lived city. Cohen is 

concerned with conversations that break the borders of time and where citizens try 

through an act of imagination to get in touch with the lives of those former citizens who 

once shared our same streets and resided in those same rooms. It is a call that wishes to 

invest great emotional power in historical inquiry. And it accords very closely with 

Certeau’s observation that within urban environments ‘[t]here is no place that is not 

haunted by many different spirits hidden there in silence, spirits one can “invoke” or 

not… Haunted places are the only ones people can live in’ (Certeau 1984: 108). 

 

Bernard Cohen’s Snowdome assembles a post-industrial city by exploiting a type of 

writing that seeks a multiplicity of relations, not unlike certain post-modernist theories. 

Cohen’s Sydney is the representation of a post-industrial city by post-modernism. The 

tone is youthful, sedate and ‘cool’. It is a text embedded with environmental ‘noise’ – 

Repeat, Play, No, Uh-Huh, Heiouaa, Phooooooohooooooo and Yaaaahs – that at times 

produces a type of conversational ‘jazz’, an improvisation of the verbal: ‘Give me that 

plate. I told you. I tol’ ya. Gimme that thing. Gimme that cigarette. The cigarette. Gimme 

it. Give me that cigarette, I said’ (Cohen 1998: 35). These improvisations of the verbal 
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can be analysed on a number of levels, a ‘sounding’ of the depths of the city. It is 

environmental noise, conversation, the break-down of talk, TV commentary, animation 

and performance. It is immediate, sometimes media driven, and often the sounds of 

mediation where information and communication technologies enhance or distort the 

perception. 

 

Cohen’s writing exploits the ‘small take’ – that is, small incidents of everyday life told 

simply but arranged so that certain concepts can be tracked throughout the novel. The 

statements are often definitions, a literary device that by arresting the action in a 

summation predicated on ‘is’ produces two effects. The first is a sense of inquiry that 

endeavours to nail down the parts. However, used as a fictional device it creates a type of 

blurring. The fragment becomes an element in a flow. I shall refer to this as strobing. 

 
They live in Sydney a mumbling city. (p 3)  
Sydney is beautiful, a place people look at and think, ‘What’s that 
advertising? Then realise it is advertising everything… It is a television 
city – was it designed for TV? (p 4)  
Sydney is a city of the future, like the covers on old comic books. (p 6) 
William often hated Sydney but always returned. (p 18)  
Outside the museum, the city is not seen. It is not a city. (p 77)  
And he loves the city, what it could have been. What it is. A fixed place 
without future. (p 94)  
Sydney changes its focus every second. It zooms in and out. (p 108) 
(Cohen 1998) 

 

For the text to work, it is not important that the concepts form some system, but instead, 

act as a perceptual factor in the assemblage of the city itself. It is as if the prose ‘zooms in 

and out’ and is a function of both advertising and propaganda. Other intensities may be 

similarly tracked throughout the novel.  
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For example ‘movement’: ‘Mobility is a truly wonderful attribute’; ‘Movement is 

transformation, as the billboard has it’ (Cohen 1998: 12); and so on, short definitions of 

questionable certainty. In addition, certain perceived qualities such as ‘blue’ are 

assembled in the writing in a similar way. The quality ‘blue’ becomes the organising 

device to give the brief history of the main character, William. It begins with the blueness 

of his birth and proceeds to the following connections of blue, starting with his school 

uniform, then the pool he first swam in, the sky, the mist that hangs over the city, the 

blue-lips of the fatty cadavers in his school textbooks, until finally the ‘diesel-blue haze 

of the west’ (Cohen 1998: 18). The reader experiences ‘blue’ not so much as a certain 

frequency of electromagnetic radiation but the means by which a human life can be 

comprehended.  

 

It is a writing that flicks in front of the reader a variety of existential samples from the 

sample folder entitled: Youth In Sydney: Your Future. The prose acts like a series of 

advertisements that might flick past you in an evening of viewing. There is the existential 

significance of collecting the dole, sharing house with a group of your friends, watching 

TV, smoking dope, smoking dope and taking a night ride through the Domain, moving 

house, being evicted from a house, walking, walking in the evening, observing car 

accidents and walking at night. There is a ‘cool’ resourcefulness in William that makes 

the most from the fragmentary nature of his life. It is a novelistic structure allegoric to the 

flick cartoon: narrative animation as a form of strobing.  
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These tours of the city can also be seen as the transformation of ‘place’, a highly bordered 

region, by movement into ‘space’. Certeau explains this distinction. 

 
The law of the “proper” rules in the place: the elements taken into 
consideration are beside one another, each situated in its own “proper” and 
distinct location, a location it defines. A place is thus an instantaneous 
configuration of positions. It implies an indication of stability. A space 
exists when one takes into consideration vectors of direction, velocities 
and time variables. Thus space is composed of intersections of mobile 
elements. Space occurs as the effect produced by the operations that orient 
it…and make it a function of a polyvalent unity of conflictual programs or 
contractual proximities… [S]pace is a practiced place.’ (Certeau 1984: 
117) 

 

A space is situated and temporalized by flows of a local nature that permeate the borders 

of place and that uses the codes of place to express different conventions. 

 

Stead’s characters are also involved in these ‘tours’ of the city that undo place emphasing 

vectors of direction that includes ideological paths, velocities that track political changes 

and time variables that permeate the entire grid of operations. Her characters, Baruch, 

Joseph and Catherine are regular visitors to Trades Hall and the University where they 

seek the latest ideas in science and left-wing politics (Stead 1981: 180-7). These 

excursions detail a ‘congested’ city, surrounded by other workers in ‘bars crowded and 

steaming’. They mingle with the crowds, the streets lit with ‘electric signs’ that turn the 

inner city into a ‘vapoury circus brilliant like a house of smoky glass’ (Stead 1981: 180-

1). And as they mingle with the crowds while they walk or travel by tram they argue and 

debate issues of science and politics. They are immersed in an intellectual environment 

where speech and argument are fundamental values. 
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The conversation all around, rising slowly, more confident since Catherine 
arrived and the Secretary of the Evolution Society had passed, came to 
him in waves… Wyn Bates believed in free love till she got a boy – My 
next book is coming out in a limited edition, de luxe, two guineas the 
copy, few but fit, as they say – Yes Nietzsche is still a draw with the 
submerged intelligentsia – …in the Esperanto Club debate. (Stead 1981: 
183) 

 

On the other hand, Cohen’s characters do not appear to be part of, or necessarily 

interested in, any large-scale intellectual movement. They tend to be victims of 

information as opposed to those who wish to clarify ideology. In the end William cannot 

even identify his wants. ‘He lacks experience, he lacks knowledge, he lacks the 

accumulation of invested objects’ (Cohen 1998: 138). His sporadic attempts to resist the 

commercialisation of his city fail. However, by showing the consequences of such an 

extreme form of capitalism, Cohen is able to raise a number of pertinent questions 

regarding urban environments. They include the following: What will remain of the city 

and the lives of its citizens after the operations of propaganda and advertising have 

colonised every institution? What becomes of history and the future in such a situation? 

What relevance are city buildings if you cannot respond to the contingency of lives and 

the continuity of your own? In raising these questions, Cohen subtly provides a map of 

resistance, a series of procedures by which citizens may continue to perceive their city, 

however difficult that may be due to the mediation of information and communication 

technologies (ICTs).  

 

Jean Baudrillard has written extensively about ICTs and their relation to work, belief, 

perception and desire. ‘Everything has to be sacrificed to the principle that things must 

have an operational genesis,’ Baudrillard states. He is at pains to explain how the flow of 
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capital using ICTs has changed the basis upon which action and perception ‘operate’. 

‘Work is no longer an action, it is an operation. Consumption no longer means the simple 

enjoyment of goods, it means having (someone) enjoy something – an operation 

modelled on, and keyed to, the differential range of sign-objects’ (Baudrillard 1993: 46).  

 

Cohen’s writing in Snowdome isolates these sign-objects that are so decisive to ICTs and 

demonstrates how they mediate perception and provide the models for operations, as 

opposed to actions. 

 
When they’re tired of the city, they go home and watch the television. 
They stare at the city for a while, then run up the stairs and switch on the 
television: it’s like changing the channels. If there’s nothing good on, they 
sometimes make up their own shows, practising voices, gesturing 
absurdly, doing local characters. Otherwise, there’s always the radio. 
(Cohen 1998: 5)  

 

The reader finds it difficult to deny Cohen’s characters their fun arising from farce. One 

reading acknowledges a degree of resistance whereby the characters create their own 

sense of community, however shallow in relation to the dominant ideology. They are 

resourceful treating advertising, TV and radio as the means of surprise. ‘The radio never 

lets you down. It transforms everything in ironic juxtaposition’ (Cohen 1998: 14). An 

alternate reading, simply witnesses the mediation of perception and its diversion to futile, 

‘safe’ and non-productive ends. In either case, a certain transparency remains. 

 
Ours is rather like the situation of the man who has lost his shadow: either 
he has become transparent, and the light passes right through him or, 
alternatively, he is lit from all angles, overexposed and defenceless against 
all sources of light. We are similarly exposed on all sides to the glare of 
technology, images and information, without any way of refracting their 
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rays; and we are doomed in consequence to a whitewashing of all activity. 
(Baudrillard 1993: 44)  

 

In contrast to the ‘whitewashing of all activity’, Stead’s characters fill their ‘souls’ with 

unmediated perceptions of the city. They perceive, feel, imagine and speak in an 

uninterrupted chain of action. If anything, they are overburdened by the flow of 

perception, sometimes coagulated by its diversity. Solid and isolated, they gain flight 

only in their imagination. In the industrial city workers get around with hearts as heavy as 

iron girders. In the post-industrial city their entire body is as light as a hologram. 

 

‘Communication is not a matter of speaking,’ Baudrillard states, ‘but of making people 

speak. Information involves not knowledge but making people know…these are 

operations not actions. The point in advertising and propaganda is not to believe but to 

make people believe’ (Baudrillard 1993: 46, my italics). The continual defining of 

Sydney by Cohen’s characters, demonstrates this crisis of belief. It is a city whose 

participation in it, is not an active or spontaneous social form but something that is 

continually induced by the machinery of advertising and propaganda. 

 

The two central characters, the museum guide and William, represent the two poles of 

this operationized city. The museum guide composes factitious histories of Sydney to 

entertain the flow of tourists that pass through it. He is an author of propaganda, and 

becomes progressively disillusioned by the extent of regulation that he is involved in. In 

one of the most poignant images of Cohen’s novel, the museum guide, travelling to work 

on the train, enters a tunnel whereby he becomes the focus of a surveillance camera. He is 
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the combined focus, victim and regulated player in the process. ‘He becomes quite 

something else’ in this new operational genesis where ICTs enhance perception. 

 
The city swallows the morning’s train, absorbs it in the channels, lines, 
tracks that map the new, readable version of the city on top of itself. The 
sound changes and he’s underground, deep inside the meaning machine, 
encoded into an unfathomable array of 0’s and 1’s inside a tunnelwatch 
video monitor at Central Signal Room. He becomes quite something else 
reconstituted in the city proper, transformed but identical. (Cohen 1998: 
11) 

 

The task Cohen sets himself is to provide some clue to what that ‘something else’ might 

be, once you are ‘reconstituted in the city proper’, integrated entirely into the machinery 

of a technologically advanced power. The imperative to be employed, Cohen indicates, is 

the carrot that dangles in front of the citizenry. To accept employment in the government 

or corporate sector is to be ‘transformed but identical’ as the commercial flow siphons off 

your ‘soul’. You enter the machinery and are disembodied, dehumanised and transported. 

 
Encode. He is at work. The sounds are taken from him at immeasurable 
speed. He lets them go. It’s what a guide does, isn’t it. The being that 
releases information is no longer him. He wonders if the tourists 
(receiving, receiving) miss him, if they notice the high quality difference. 
Sometimes they long to hear him speak to them. They could never touch 
his teleported body. (Cohen 1998: 11) 

 

Communication is not to be confused with ‘speaking’, ‘dialogue’ or even ‘conversation’ 

in such a regulated environment. ‘For the thing that characterises operation,’ Baudrillard 

states, ‘is that operations are necessarily regulated in the way in which they occur – 

otherwise there would be no communication. Communication is operational or it is 

nothing. Information is operational or it is nothing’ (Baudrillard 1993: 46). 
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One reading of Snowdome is that the city Cohen assembles is the consequence of such 

regulation. It is a city where communication has replaced speaking and conversation. 

There are three key features that represent this new state of affairs where conversation 

has no direct relation to the operations of power. The first concerns the language of 

regulation. Embedded within the narrative are a number of texts that possibly parody, but 

at least reveal the salient features of a type of managerial discourse. It is language that 

directs action or interaction by using nominalisations that preclude perception and 

feeling, and therefore limit individual responses. It is the language of the corporation 

whether it be governmental or commercial in origin.  

 

For instance, when William buys a car the reader is directed to a footnote. The footnote 

refers to the secondary effect of his purchase in the Motor Registry Office. 

 
Meanwhile, though they didn’t know it, at the Motor Registry Office 
things had changed. Mr Mitchell had intervened. Mr Mitchell’s paper 
compared three major customer queuing facilities for the office: (a) 
discrete queuing for each servor (b) a common client queue (generally 
effected by roping or other temporary barrier) (c) service by ticket number 
(obtained from a mechanical dispenser). Despite initial client resistance, 
method (b) is the preferred option. While (a) is marginally quicker – 
average 4 percent – there is a higher frustration factor for clients waiting in 
“slow” clues. (Cohen 1981: 12) 

 

The interruption to the narrative of such a footnote is in direct contrast to Cohen’s normal 

prose style. It is a language that imitates the PowerPoint display with its nomalisations 

and careful removal of verbs and participants. It is not the language of events but of 

direction. There is no identifiable ‘doer’, instead it is neatly severed from the text along 
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with any reference to where the direction may have originated. Further it is a language 

without feeling.  

 

The second feature is the necessary link between regulation and surveillance. ‘The 

unsupervised city loses its name in hours,’ the museum guide writes of Sydney, ‘its utility 

in days, its appearance in months’ (Cohen 1981: 54). The city is in fact a manifestation of 

regulation; this is its inherent and sole quality. And if this regulation, in terms of 

supervision is lifted, the city would become something else. Furthermore, what is 

essential is that it is a construction of advertising and propaganda, or in terms of ICTs, an 

image. For the museum guide goes on to say: ‘There is no unsupervised city. This city 

cannot lose its appearance because what remains is pure appearance.’ 

 

The third feature involves strobing: that is, the characteristic of movement to blur the 

distinction of individual elements into an indistinct but mesmerising perceptual flow. 

Strobing requires some explanation. 

 

Strobing is a perceptual consequence of movement. There are two different ways in 

which this can occur. The first is if the perceiver is moving: let’s say in a train and she 

observes a series of verticals such as fence posts or telegraph poles. There is a tendency 

for each distinct pole to merge with its neighbour and blur, thus dissolving its distinct 

quality, its relatively different width or defects. There is no end or beginning to each pole. 

By the fact that nothing ends, nothing new can be started. The space of difference 
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between things disappears in the process of becoming a flow. The minuscule space of 

choice is removed. 

 

The second situation is when the perceiver remains stationary and the frames before the 

viewer move. Cinematography is the most dramatic cultural force to exploit this type of 

strobing. However, in the case of cinematography the simulacrum offers a sequence of 

difference that technologically enhances what the eye might have seen. Seen becomes 

scene. The relative value between each frame becomes the movement that it simulates. In 

the case of cinematography, it is generally recognised that such a process enhances and 

augments our understanding. The process involved in cinematography creates a 

representation that is able to make perceptual distinctions of its own. There is a transfer 

of significance from one frame to the other, consequently producing a flow of meaning. 

What happens however if one frame is identical to the next? 

 

As a personal aside to illustrate the point, in the New Year of 2003 I visited Central 

Station in Sydney. One entry to the station is via escalators that plunge quite rapidly for 

some distance. Beside the escalator, screwed into the wall every metre or so, were small 

plastic billboards advertising a mobile phone company. Each billboard was identical, its 

arrival and departure from your field of vision, mesmerising. One couldn’t help thinking 

what would occur if the escalator could double, treble or increase its speed a hundred 

fold. Would the billboard swell and flatten into the one great totemic presence?  
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On the same visit to Sydney I experienced another example of strobing that also was 

related to advertising. Erected on the street was an electronic billboard. Every five 

seconds another back-lit image proceeded on its ellipsoid orbit. I don’t remember how 

many were in the set but I was willing to wait until a certain one returned. The product 

advertised was white rum. The image involved the tilted neck of a young woman bearing 

the scorching ‘brand’ of a vampire seared into the misty flesh. I prepared my camera, 

waited and aimed as the advertisement threatened to re-enter the world of the ogling 

consumer. At that precise moment, a bus appeared and slowed for the red light, and there 

on its side was the exact same image, but writ larger.  

 

When the frames are identical, our normal expectations for change are neutralised. There 

is no contingency, but instead an inflated contiguity. The virtual that exists between two 

points in time or two places in space is flattened. The value between the two identical 

frames becomes zero. It is surprise without potential. 

 

Cohen’s character, the museum guide, struggles against strobing. On one occasion 

travelling on a train, he moves too quickly through the suburbs ‘to see the dust and the 

potholes’. Mesmerised and lulled by the speed of the train he is caught in one flow that 

suspends his critical judgements, and cocoons his powers of distinction. 

 
He hurtles by, a million miles from alchemy, a million miles from 
production, economy, exchange, his awkward hands rattling on the 
windowsill, rattling against the unopened window, each passing train a 
perfect compression. (Cohen 1998: 9)  
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‘To find the truth from television,’ Cohen’s hero avers, parodying the journalistic three-

sources rule for proof of validity, ‘everything has to be verified with the same 

information from at least two other types of shows’(Cohen 1998: 107). Significantly, 

Cohen describes a closed system where identical frames create the illusion of sequence 

and change. ‘There’s no point in watching all news shows for the news. They’ll only 

accept a so-called fact if they’ve seen a sitcom joke about it, or a home video or a 

sporting allusion or a reference in a first-run movie or mini-series’ (Cohen 1998: 107). 

What makes this satire so poignant is that the self-referencing and self-referral under 

scrutiny structures so much of the ICT industry. For example, a website for a television 

company, publishes viewers’ letters applauding the ex-footballer host whose mid-week 

preview of the coming matches is composed largely of an inquiry into his own 

commentary of the week before, thus providing the opportunity to pass on accolades or 

critical judgements to himself. It is narcissism displacing the virtual.  

 
Then they know the item has been taken into culture and forms part of the 
backdrop of assumptions on which they – and everyone else, too – base 
their lives. They try to avoid beginnings and ends of individual shows 
because they want to watch all of television as one big wonderful show. 
(Cohen 1998: 107) 

 

Or in terms of this thesis, one big wonderful uninterrupted flow. If perception can make 

distinctions, identify the differences between things, be it suburbs, people or even TV 

programs, it creates the potential for a new relation to exist. People and places can be 

connected up in new ways; relations that have the potential to recognise the past and the 

future. The tendency to blur distinctions into an uninterrupted flow of ‘backdrop’ 

assumptions also directs an uninterrupted flow of desire into a social order. This social 
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order then imitates sequences of change by ‘strobing’ identical cultural frames. The 

potential or virtual value in such a practice is reduced to zero.  

 

One would expect strobing to be a more recent phenomenon, a major factor of a more 

visual culture that has developed alongside television and computer technologies. 

However, Stead provides an example arising from Michael’s study of botany. He was 

required to draw thirty diagrams of the stages of union of two cells of the gutter-weed, 

Spirogyra. Alternatively drawing and then observing the thin green weed through the 

microscope, he is overcome with a ‘frenzy’. He could see not only a series but  

 
taken as a series of poses, like a cinematograph, infinite, but that even with 
all his care and preoccupation he could not seize the important moment of 
change, it was not there, it seemed to him mystic. (Stead 1981: 16)  

 

Stead’s writing sanctifies perception and regularly conflates imagination with the 

‘infinitely great’, and sometimes ‘even the impossible’. In this simple example of 

strobing, Stead is at pains to point out the rich potential – what this thesis refers to as the 

virtual – between each frame in a sequence of events. It is a determined attempt to show 

some resistance to what flows ‘naturally’ into the social organisation. Her writing 

operationalizes imagination, values contingency to the state of ecstasy, and provides 

numerous examples of the connections between the human mind and animal, plant and 

mineral becomings. Stead’s characters find the potential to dream and to connect beyond 

the human whenever they perceive and reflect upon ‘the machinery of the world’. 

 
When he saw a person going downstairs and compared the last appearance 
of that one’s head with the empty space when he was no longer there, the 
change seemed to him infinitely great, even impossible, a freak that could 
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not take place in the natural world in which he breathed. In his 
imagination a thing was, and then disappeared, dark remained, and in 
between was a space of dreams, of nonentity. He held up his mind, a 
cracked and yellow mirror to reflect the machinery of the world, and in 
that dark space the world ceased to exist. (Stead 1981: 16)   

 

Events and the language that accompanies them are so compressed and pressured that 

Cohen’s characters never get the breathing space, let alone the dreaming space, to make 

the distinctions that Stead’s characters do. Cohen’s characters only superficially reflect 

upon events as if the machinery of the world has been surgically inserted into their brain 

function. 

 

One reading of Cohen’s Snowdome is that the novel is a map of resistance to post-

modernist culture. The strategies of resistance are not without their dangers though, 

because eventually Cohen’s characters are consumed by the social machine.  

 

There are two major forces at play in Cohen’s city: they are flow and fragmentation. 

Flows are to be resisted by small-scale collective resistance: drugs, night-time excursions, 

humour and ironic application of ICTs. However, at the basis of each defiant act is an 

attempt to recover the loss of meaning, history, place and purpose. Beside this response to 

the fragmentation of purpose is another, deeper response that shadows the former. It is 

the response to human presence in an unmediated way. It is a craving for the personal 

artefact gathered first-hand. It is a response that connects with the lost wallet, the 

abandoned diary, the scorched papers and the ragged-edged notebook. It is an attempt to 

get beyond the ephemeral, the contemporary and the material.  
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Right from the beginning of the novel, William and his friends walk the streets of Sydney 

involved in an activity that combines cultural enquiry with existential play. They are 

collecting ‘things’ and ideas first-hand, to take home and discuss. In these discussions 

they ‘assemble narratives from accumulations of strange events’ (Cohen 1998: 4). On one 

occasion they found a wallet that appeared to have fallen from the pocket of a body being 

loaded into an ambulance. The wallet becomes the source of stories and an unmediated 

response to human contact.  

 
Took it home and put it on the coffee table next to a New Zealand passport 
they had found behind the couch. They much prefer that sort of thing to 
glossy books of North American birds and Paris in Autumn. It’s real life. 
(Cohen 1998: 5) 

 

Around these objects and the human response they stimulate are two threats. The first is a 

silent entropy-leached future. The other is a discontinuous past. The real acts as some 

talisman between. ‘In the silences, sometimes William imagines the future as silent. 

Under gravity, the city’s momentum will falter… In the future, other people will walk 

through the city. Who are these strangers? Governments, tourists, business people, 

unionists’ (Cohen 1998: 7). The museum guide, in contrast to William, is involved in 

stretching history into whatever shape is required by the tourist industry. 

 
This, the museum guide believes, is the structure of history: on the face of 
the future, bubbles stretch the surface, the liquid’s tension allowing them 
to form fully, delaying the moment of explosion, enabling the appearance 
of solidity. His task is to describe these bubbles, to pretend their solidity is 
not illusory. (Cohen 1998: 35) 

 

The reader anticipates the bubble bursting, that moment when the future opens onto 

infinite cynicism and as a result experiences the effect of a semantic free-fall. Against this 
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ultimate threat, William imagines ‘recording every possible sound… He cannot help 

building elaborate maps of possibility from the conversation of others’ (Cohen 1998: 34). 

Similarly, in a desperate search for authentic human contact, the museum guide finally 

produces his secret cassettes. The reader hopes that these commentaries are the first 

stirrings of a vibrant imagination and the beginning of some alternative vision that can 

counter the gross commercialism and control of the museum guide’s city. The first 

operation of resistance is the speech act, if only to an empty room and the witness of a 

magnetic tape. Cohen’s characters don’t experience the ecstatic effects of the imagination 

as do Stead’s characters. Instead they quietly, if not silently, ‘play’ at things.  

 

While Cohen’s characters, display a variety of strategies to construct a future, dabbling in 

political protest, breaking into parliament house, consuming drugs, walking the city both 

day and night, moving from house to house, dreaming, talking, they are being gradually 

stripped of their continuity with the past, and positioned where the future offers nothing 

but loss. William is finally summed up as: 

 
…a thief of credulity. He steals because he cannot remember anything; he 
can’t remember what he already has and what he needs, and his stockpile 
is too small. He lacks experience, he lacks knowledge, he lacks the 
accumulation of invested objects. What once he had he gave up; the pain 
of loss was like nothing, more like nothing than the fatigue of hanging on. 
(Cohen 1998: 138) 

 

‘The social is the disease,’ William tells his girlfriend, ‘and we are its symptoms’ (Cohen 

1998: 88). If that is the case, then it is worth asking what Cohen might have proposed as a 

cure. It is not from wanting or trying that his characters suffer such loss. ‘Determination 

is liberation,’ William declares in one of his happier moments in the novel. But the cure, 
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if Cohen offers one, is there in the text, writ small. It exists in the small responses to the 

former residents of condemned buildings, long gone, but whose presence exists either in 

decayed artefacts or simply as something to exercise the empathetic dimension of the 

imagination. William dreams of a time when the conversations once uttered in a building 

can be drawn ‘like traces in the air’. It is a response to former lives, ones that have been 

mapped over, but exist as a potential connection and the means by which a city’s past 

lives in the present. ‘Other conversations take place within, other ideas form in the heads 

of the new tenants or owners, other expressions have taken over’ (Cohen 1998: 72). 

 

In summary, Cohen’s writing questions the degree to which citizens can participate in an 

over-regulated city whose central purpose is maintained by the strategies of propaganda 

and advertising. He hints at the virtual aspects of ICT flows, but clearly illustrates their 

tendency to blur distinctions and frustrate the role of perception in the construction of 

futures. Cohen is amused by small-scale resistance, the response to the human factor in 

the built environment that acknowledges a mysterious and shared past with a collective 

future. It is this humour, more than anything else in his writing, that directs a light of 

compassion upon the scintillating debris shaken by the forces of tourism and commerce 

in the Snowdome he affectionately calls Sydney. 
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Moved About the City: Monologue and Dialogue 

 

In Stead’s writing monologue is the perfect machine to assemble a diversity of 

perceptions. The inner life of each character is dominated by connections with the 

environment that scan experience for their fantastic value. Certain rational aspects still 

govern their behaviour; however, perceptions are regularly escalated by imagination, 

weakening the character’s ability to act. 

 
His fantasies at our expense. A man goes mad but his wits are still with 
him, he knifes somebody else: he hasn’t forgotten how sharp a knife is. 
However weak-minded an amiable man is, he buys his own groceries first. 
(Stead 1981: 87)  

 

Stead’s characters in Seven Poor Men of Sydney translate their perception into extensive 

speech flows that are uninterrupted by dialogue. The other’s perspective remains silent 

and unable to interrogate the fantasy. Meaning remains in the inner life, as opposed to 

being constructed between two or more people. Stead’s Sydney is trapped to a large 

degree in the heads of her characters. Sydney remains an idiopolis with thick, paranoid 

schizophrenic walls. It is worth commenting on the relative strategic value of monologue 

and dialogue in writing. 

 
“Every attempt to understand monologue as fully valid conversation,” 
Martin Buber wrote, “must run aground on the fact that the ontological 
basic presupposition of conversation is missing from it, the otherness, or 
more concretely, the moment of surprise.” (Gaita 1999: 271) 

 

Monologue is reassuring, static, and fulfilling of fantasy. It repeats itself. ‘The human 

person is not in his own mind unpredictable to himself,’ Buber went on, ‘as he is to any 
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one of his partners: therefore, he cannot be a genuine partner to himself, he can be no real 

questioner and no real answerer’ (quoted in Gaita 1999: 271). Maybe there is a type of 

writing where the character’s own mind becomes unpredictable to him and where the 

character’s mind becomes a genuine partner to itself. However, it doesn’t occur in Stead’s 

monologues. The conversion of perception to speech flow is uninterrupted. It is an inner 

flow that foregrounds perception and fantasy, simultaneously, displacing ‘surprise’ as a 

narrative technique. Her characters, even when in the same proximity, talk ‘at’ each 

other, as opposed to ‘to’ each other. The proximity of another exerts little or no pressure 

on the actions or thoughts of her characters.  

 

There are two observations to make here. The first relates to feeling, the relative degree to 

which monologue and dialogue can ‘move’ a reader. The second is a defence of Stead. 

She knew what she was doing. At the time of writing she had ‘escaped’ the city of her 

birth and viewed it as a city isolated and cut off from the urban flows of Europe and 

America. She constructed a paranoid city, isolated in its own monological speech flows. 

 

The strategic value of monologue and dialogue to writing fiction needs to be related, as 

Buber rightly states, to certain ontological propositions. Do monologue and dialogue 

presuppose different social effects? Do these two fictional strategies assume and produce 

different social relations? Simone Weil would have us believe so. Much of her writing 

was  

 
concerned to reveal how human beings may become “things” to other 
human beings, no longer constituting a distinctive limit to their will, no 
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longer having the power to stop, to diminish, or modify, each movement 
our bodies design. (Gaita 1999: 272)  

 

In other words she was suspicious of writing that showed a disdain for the human body 

and the conditions of human living, and writing that denies how the presence of another 

human being constitutes a challenge to our will. She championed the ‘Other’ as a 

‘humanising’ influence, and ‘described as dehumanising the social and natural conditions 

which cause the extinction or radical attenuation of such responses.’ The presence of 

others should ‘move us’. 

 
A person who crosses our path does not turn aside in the same manner as a 
street sign, no one stands up, or moves about, or sits down again in quite 
the same fashion when he is alone in a room as when he has a visitor. 
(Gaita 1999: 272-4)  

 

You are moved by the presence of others, a refinement of the modalities of perception 

and feeling. It is an unmediated response, a pure connection, that seamless melding 

between content and form, in that same seamless way, you say ‘wisdom’ only comes with 

‘experience’. It is an augmentation of perception to enfold within it the presence of the 

‘Other’. In the same way as unicellular bacteria enfold their environment and take within 

them the ‘outside’, so the presence of others can necessitate a weakening of the ‘self-

wall’, a dissolving of the walls of the idiopolis, so that the city enters us, humanised. 

 

In responding to what moves you, you must first perceive a ‘you’ in relation to ‘I’. In 

response to perceiving the ‘you’ the seamless transformation occurs. The ‘I’ is suddenly 

enabled. The greatest power enabled by our response to the Other is language itself. 
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Dialogue. The idiopolis opening its gates to the tracks that flow towards it. Writing, as an 

act of enabling such powers, can promote the power of surprise in dialogue. 

 
Why is it (the commonness of the conceptual/perceptual space) essential? 
Because the commonness of that space is nurtured by language, which can 
go dead on us. Necessarily, that language is vulnerable to our laziness, our 
sentimentality, our banality and our weariness of spirit. Our sense of what 
it means to wrong someone, to ignore someone’s suffering, is always in 
danger of becoming weak and sometimes of dying, and if it is dead, then 
the modality of moral necessity which most purely expresses moral 
response has nothing to nourish it. (Gaita 1999: 281) 

 

This inability of Stead’s characters to respond subtly, if at all, to the proximity of others, 

goes some distance towards accounting for ‘the banality’ and ‘weariness of spirit’ that 

assembles in her city. For large sections of her novel a maudlin mist hangs over its 

buildings. In addition, monologue that isn’t interrogated, that doesn’t respond to an 

interrogative human presence, runs the risk of what Deleuze calls ‘an extensive 

multiplicity’. 

 
An extensive multiplicity just collects more or less already differentiated 
things. An intensive multiplicity, on the other hand, changes with each 
addition or subtraction; more light gives a different colour. This gives us 
two ways of thinking about identity. (Colebrook 2002: 59) 

 

Dialogue, as opposed to monologue, is more likely to change the identity of the 

participants. On the other hand, and probably an extreme example of monologue, the 

paranoid schizophrenic collects more evidence, the same evidence to prove the same 

assumption: To avoid attack the walls of the idiopolis should be made thicker, and the 

gates locked more securely. 
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I believe Stead was aware of the effects of her monologues. Her characters are fully 

aware of the ecstatic power of the imagination to connect with and assemble mineral, 

animal, plant and celestial becomings. Desire can be an overpowering force though, Stead 

instructs us. Its destruction of order can be violent in the extreme. Her character, Michael, 

eventually suicides, Catherine retreats to a mental asylum, shadowed by mental illness. 

‘A man goes mad but his wits are still with him, he knifes somebody else: he hasn’t 

forgotten how sharp a knife is’ (Stead 1981: 87). If one seeks a reading of effects it is this 

that moves the reader most, the fact that her characters struggle to move each other, 

enlivened by monologue, but rarely, surprised or surprising, by the response inherent in 

dialogue. The meaning of her characters resides within the mind, the inner city, not in a 

collective space. And in the end, her characters know exactly how sharp the knife is, 

whether it is turned towards their own heart, or the heart of others. It is a poor city. A city 

whose heart is constricted by poverty and struggle. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

To conclude chapter one, there are two questions this thesis wishes to address. The first 

is: what sort of map do Stead and Cohen provide? The second is: what principle 

characterises the writing of the City of Flow and what resistance is offered?  

 

Both Stead and Cohen have assembled characters, sites and events that locate the reader 

in poverty. The urban-scape to be traversed is one stricken by material deprivation, decay 
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and social dislocation. In Stead’s case the flow of capital, the flow of ideology and the 

flow of product are powerful currents her characters may throw a bucket in, but they 

cannot be swum against nor with. Stead offers the resistance of speech itself, a relentless 

flow of speech, the talking subject who seeks self-actualisation through words 

themselves. The speech acts of her characters are closely aligned with the act of the 

imagination. In addition to talking, her characters are liberated by walking around the 

harbour, or through the streets of Sydney. These peripatetic activities occur at all hours, 

in all weathers. Unable to dip into the commercial flow they instead reclaim the 

environment by acts of memory and imagination. Walking and talking are the primary 

resistance Stead offers. As Rebecca Solnit so rightly claims, an explanation that applies 

directly to Stead’s fiction under discussion: ‘It is the movement as well as the sights 

going by that seems to make things happen in the mind, and this is what makes walking 

ambiguous and endlessly fertile: it is both means and end, travel and destination’ (Solnit 

2000: 6). Stead writes a map to walk and talk by. 

 

Cohen’s map deals directly with the complications of propaganda and advertising in a 

city of flow where regulation threatens the authenticity of experience, the continuity of 

life and the random, unplanned surprises inherent in public spaces. Cohen also offers a 

walking map of Sydney. It is in the public space, walking, where Cohen’s characters 

derive greatest meaning. However, the meanings constructed by Cohen’s characters lack 

authenticity for they cannot be grounded in a past, nor dare they grasp a vision of the 

future with continuity with the present. Cohen’s map illustrates the temporary nature of 

city interiors and their stifling connection with ICTs – the flat, car, office, even the train. 
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But as Solnit explains, ‘On foot everything stays connected, for while walking one 

occupies the spaces between those interiors in the same way one occupies those interiors. 

One lives in the whole world rather than in interiors built against it’ (Solnit 2000: 9). 

 

This is the inheritance that both Stead and Cohen exemplify in their fiction. They both 

treat public space as a democratic, egalitarian confluence of flows where borders are 

submerged if not dissolved, and where everything becomes accessible to the actions of 

memory and imagination, and to the open conduits of the senses. It is in the public space 

of our cities where the whole world again becomes connected, and human response is 

further heightened and intensified. We suddenly recognise what we didn’t know we were 

looking for.   

 

Finally, the fiction of Stead and Cohen maps the degree to which perception and action, 

but predominantly language, can perforate the structure of social organisation, and allow 

things to again flow into each other. Stead, in particular, represents a city in a state of 

becoming, whereby movement itself is an expression of desire, the potential of the 

relation between all things, human and inhuman. Stead achieves these intensities and 

effects essentially from the speech flows of her characters. They display a variety of 

discourses, exploiting the powers of difference inherent in the language. Her project gives 

primacy to the imagination and the human voice to connect citizens to each other and 

their city with its past and futures.  
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The fundamental characteristic of City of Flow is freedom of movement. Writing that 

tries to represent this principle must continually guard against hierarchical structures 

within the language itself. At a perceptual level, the writing can either parody language 

structures, as Cohen does, or represent a multiplicity of connections, occurring 

simultaneously. Such strategies exploit the temporal conceits available to writing. Time, 

order and freedom remain in such writing always problematic. The text becomes a map of 

a city without borders. Everything is capable, and therefore virtual, to flow into 

something else.   

 

The City of Flow is a written city where the emphasis is perceptual renewal that creates 

endless means, and that dissolves the erection of borders that reside within ends. It is a 

city of movement where multiple new cities are mapped over the old.  
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Chapter Two 

City of Borders 

 

 

 

Introduction: The Curious Practices of the Majority and The Oddness  

of the Ordinary 

 

‘Because power is expressed in the monopolization of space and the relegation of weaker 

groups in society to less desirable environments,’ David Sibley, the English urban 

geographer, declares, enlisting the research of Engels, Raymond Williams and Lewis 

Mumford, ‘any text on the social geography of advanced capitalism should be concerned 

with the question of exclusion’ (Sibley 1995: 2).  

 

According to Sibley, the substantial literature on the capitalist city reveals that at times 

explicit, along with more subtle and opaque exclusionary, processes exercise control over 

urban environments (Sibley 1995: 2). Further, there are powerful assumptions about 

inclusion and exclusion operating ‘which are implicit in the design of spaces and places’ 

(Sibley 1995: 3). Therefore any explanation of the capitalist city would require ‘an 

account of barriers, prohibitions and constraints on activities from the point of view of the 

excluded’ (Sibley 1995: 3). These fundamental conditions, expressed by Sibley, that 

arrange the spaces of so many of our urban environments, should be able to be detected in 
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the assemblages of literature, particularly the novel, with its emphasis upon the social 

world.  

 

The urban novel is complex: with its techniques of dialogue, ubiquitous points of view, 

and open-ended selection of discourse. In addition there is the presentation of rituals and 

the psychological underpinnings of institutions and its depiction of the conflict. Also 

there are the journeys of characters, particularly the private journeys of thought and 

feeling. Therefore it could be expected that the urban novel would confront these subtle, 

and at times opaque exclusionary practices and reveal the impact upon the citizen. In 

some cases, the reader would expect the characters to benefit from these constraints, in 

fact their power being a manifestation of such practices. In contrast, for others it would be 

a source of disempowerment, barriers to be challenged, transcended and demolished. In 

the case of the novelist who wishes to write about power in modern urban settings, the 

reader could expect an assemblage that incorporates the structures, forces and 

motivations underpinning such a segregated city. In summary, exclusion and inclusion 

would be a critical factor in such a construction. 

 

Sibley draws our attention to two aspects of the City of Borders. The first concerns 

ambiguity and the psychological conditions that find it intolerable, or on the other hand 

liberating and enriching. The second aspect involves the role of boundary erection by 

groups in the community, arbitrary strategies with political motivations, and how these 

boundaries disguise themselves over time as natural, inevitable and legitimate. Sibley 

refers to the study by Shils who suggests that ‘authoritarians were distrustful and 
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suspicious, that they had an intolerance of ambiguity, and, thus differentiated clearly 

between those on the outside, the ‘other’, and the relevant in-group’ (Sibley 1995: 6). 

Further, Sibley suggests, citing the research of Rokeach, that  

 
authoritarian individuals protect their inner weaknesses by a ready 
acceptance of the views of higher authorities and by forming unambiguous 
judgements which rigidly separate, into distinct categories, objects of 
approval and disapproval. (Sibley 1995: 6)  

 

The authoritarian individual needs to sort the social world into rigid and distinct 

categories. Authoritarians need to position themselves so that the border is clearly 

demarcated, which in turn assists their judgements of approval and disapproval. This 

process of border erection occurs in three types of space – memory, experience and 

imagination – and requires a sophisticated ideology to protect it from attack, and needless 

to say, change.  

 

The direction of such strategies leads to Sibley’s second distinction with respect to 

ambiguity and the segregation of urban environments. Any study of exclusion is 

fundamentally bound up with the process of inclusion, ‘the credentials required to gain 

entry to the dominant groups in society’ (Sibley 1995: 8). Echoing Nietzsche’s assertion 

that ‘the validity of our truth claims is simply reducible to our historical interests’ (Webb, 

Schirato and Danaher 2002: 14), Sibley indicates that the arbitrary decisions of inclusion 

and exclusion are never presented as such, but represented as inherent, natural and 

universal, and not political, self-interested and historical (Sibley 1995: 8). He suggests 

focusing on the processes of boundary erection by groups in society who consider 

themselves ‘normal and mainstream’. To interrogate these practices he challenges the 
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reader to consider the dominant culture in terms of ‘the curious practices of the majority’ 

as opposed to any claims to the natural or the universal, and ‘the oddness of the ordinary’, 

an appeal to regard certain prohibitions and city borders as irregular, limiting and 

completely arbitrary (Sibley 1995: 8).  

 

Sibley’s observations present a number of challenges to the reader of fiction. What must 

be considered though is that the novel has a different historical trajectory from the fields 

of sociology and geography. The differences include the conditions provided by the 

history of the novel, the reading of poetic imagery that would be totally unsuitable in the 

fields of sociology and geography, metaphorical space and its psychological implications 

and the seamless experience of different features of space that literary language assists to 

conflate.  

 

First, the history of fiction provides a variety of ways to code the experience of space. 

The writer and reader will confront dominant, popular constructions of city. Social and 

economic forces remain relevant in these considerations. It is worth analyzing the City of 

Borders in terms of assemblages of class, wealth and race and to analyse how social 

assemblages co-opt certain literatures to help maintain themselves and resist other flows 

of desire that threaten them.  

 

Second, at times the writer assembles ‘images of a pure, free imagination, a liberating 

imagination that has no connection with organic incitements’ (Bachelard 1994: 225). In 

the case of such images, concepts of ‘inside’ and ‘outside’ may struggle to exist due to a 
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reading of spatiality that mingles the grounding upon which they are predicated. Further, 

writers exploit place, metaphorically as well as literally. Place may represent a contested 

space between characters where each vies for dominance and control. However, space, 

even in a realistic novel, can represent the repressed desires of people. The narrative 

voice constructs a space from the viewpoint of a character in such a way that the space 

itself exists somewhere between the world of solid objects and a psychological state 

(Hodgins 1993: 89).  

 

Finally, space can act as a continual barrier to be penetrated, illuminated and understood. 

In any discussion of city borders in fiction and its relation to a dominant culture, it is 

necessary to acknowledge that a certain ‘mingling’ can occur where experience, 

recollection and imagination form a seamless whole. Rebecca Solnit, attempting to define 

walking, provides an experience of space that, ironically, requires treating fiction 

metaphorically to imply the real. ‘Walking, ideally, is a state in which the mind, the body, 

and the world are aligned, as though they were three characters finally in conversation 

together, three notes suddenly making a chord’ (Solnit 2000: 5). Fiction, like walking, 

can dip in and out of different conditions of space, journey with the flow of time, or 

abruptly expose barriers that confront these travels. 

 

With these reservations in mind, there are some key questions that assist the direction of 

any investigation into the representation in fiction of the City of Borders. Initially these 

questions try to establish the existence in the assemblage of the novel of borders and 

barriers in terms of who is being excluded from certain urban spaces, and how that 
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monopolization of place is being maintained. Concepts of class, race and gender would 

be expected to play a part in this type of analysis.  

 

The second group of questions attempts to establish the degree to which such a 

segregated space is undone. As stated earlier, the prohibitions and constraints required to 

maintain a City of Borders is presented by power as being natural, inevitable and 

universal when in fact the strategies used by power originate in history, are politically 

motivated and self-interested. The key concept established by such questions is the 

concept of ‘mingling’. Mingling represents a group of strategies that is opposed to 

authoritarian control of space mentioned above, and tries to return urban spaces to a state 

of ambiguity where the free play of imagination can revitalize and reinvigorate the 

interactions occurring there. Mingling also has an affective dimension. Mingling assists 

the free-flowing and sometimes ephemeral products of desire in the social world. 

 

The key questions are: 

♦ Who are the places for, whom do they exclude, and how are those prohibitions 

maintained in practice? 

♦ To what degree does the novel explain the practice of exclusion that accounts for 

barriers, prohibitions, rituals, and constraints from the point of view of the 

excluded? 

♦ What spaces are being monopolized by power and which groups are being 

relegated to less desirable environments? 
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♦ What journeys (by vehicle or on foot) are the citizens free to take, and what 

barriers do they confront on these travels? 

♦ What symbolic power do interiors represent in the novel and what borders are 

being erected in this process? 

♦ To what extent are the bordered spaces of the city returned to a state of ambiguity 

where multiple and imaginative interactions can occur and where different groups 

are free to mingle? 

 

The geographer, Richard Walker, defined urbanity as ‘that elusive combination of 

density, public life, cosmopolitan mixing, and free expression’ (Solnit 2000: 255). His 

optimistic definition, which emphasizes both complexity and interaction, will help 

identify the degree to which a City of Borders can be permeated and transformed by 

citizens ‘mingling’.  

 

In 1988, the American writer, Tom Wolfe, published The Bonfire of the Vanities, a 

satirical novel set entirely in New York. As the title indicates, the self-satisfied within the 

dominant culture of the United States could expect to have their values singed if not 

downright burnt by such a novel. Wolfe assembles his characters, sites, rituals, 

institutions and journeys from the powerful fields of finance, law, municipal politics and 

the media. The central conflict of the novel involves what awaits a successful bond 

trader, Sherman McCoy, a resident of Park Avenue, after he and his lover, Maria Ruskin, 

run over an Afro-American youth, drive off and hope to conceal the fact. Through such 

an action, and a subsequent attitude to deceive, the borders that govern the highly 

 76



segregated city begin to merge and dissolve under the internal pressure from within the 

fields themselves. Self-interest within the fields of finance, law, politics and the media 

drives a dynamic that threatens the social maintenance of this heavily-coded city. The 

satire performs at many levels, sophisticated and unrelenting, challenging the self-

satisfied presumptions of those who benefit most from a regulated urban environment. 

The determining codes of race and class are accentuated. However what remains to be 

evaluated at the conclusion of the novel is: To what degree are the spaces in the City of 

Borders returned to a state of ambiguity where citizens can freely mingle together? Such 

an evaluation requires a thorough discussion of the narrative techniques and intentions of 

satire. 

 

In contrast, in 1994 the Australian writer then resident in New York, Peter Carey, 

published The Unusual Life of Tristan Smith, an ironic myth that assembles a City of 

Borders, at times by allegory, from the field of cultural production, specifically the 

theatre. A theatre group resident in the Feu Follet, a small, dirty and uncomfortable 

‘tower’ located in the mythical city of Chemin Rouge, a tropical city not unlike Brisbane, 

attempt through the inspiration of Felicity, Tristan Smith’s mother, an actor, director and 

political activist, to change the destiny of their tiny nation. The overriding conflict of the 

novel stems from how a client state (specifically Australia) competes with a dominant 

culture (symbolically the United States of America) in gaining power and a degree of 

independence over their cultural identity. On one level, this struggle can be read as the 

battle between the maintenance and dissolution of national borders, while on another, it 

can be viewed as a fight for control of, and within the field of, cultural production. In 
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either case, the cities that are represented rely extensively on the erection of borders 

between the field of cultural workers and the wider community, and borders between 

national cultures.  

 

In the acknowledgements to The Unusual Life of Tristan Smith Carey thanks his wife, 

Alison Summers, and says that her thoughtful questions ‘helped [him] to discover, chart 

and report the emotional and geographical territories of this novel’ (Carey 1994: 

Acknowledgements). The writer of novels discovers, charts and then reports on emotional 

and geographical territories. Carey, overtly and from the beginning, positions the novel to 

foreground ‘territory’ as a prominent notion of imaginative space. What remains to be 

evaluated is whether this City of Borders is returned to a state of ambiguity where 

mingling can occur among artists, and between artists and the wider community that 

includes those citizens who exist beyond national borders.  

 

 

King of the Jungle: Erection and Dissolution of Racial Borders 

 

The first chapter of Tom Wolfe’s The Bonfire of the Vanities involves the Jewish Mayor 

of New York, out on the hustings in Harlem, confronting an angry and politically 

organized crowd of Afro-Americans. Hecklers interrupt the Mayor with racist jibes that 

he rationalizes as an increasing form of ‘insolence’ that threatens the city itself, its 

wealth, its history and its social organization. When the audience finally invades the 

stage, they force the Mayor and his minders to retreat via a side-entrance. There is a 
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melee of snarling faces, toppled TV cameras and agitated bodyguards. By the conclusion 

of the chapter many of the themes of the novel are in place. These include the racial 

coding of a City of Borders, the abjection and paranoia that maintains it, the links to the 

financial field, and the role of the media in the maintenance and dissolution of these 

borders.  

 

Wolfe assembles his character, the Mayor of New York, as a construction of racism, and 

the city over which he holds power as a city of racial borders. The dilemma that faces the 

Mayor and also the reader is what might happen if these racial borders are demolished. 

The stiff political opposition the Mayor faces during the meeting and the thoughts and 

feelings Wolfe attributes to him bring these issues to a head. 

 

On the emotional level the dilemma is played out in three parts. First, the Mayor, while 

uncomfortable, assumes an arrogant, almost playful stance in face of the hostility. Then 

he surmises: 

 
They love it. The insolence! The insolence sets off another eruption… He 
can handle it! He can handle hecklers!… He’s the mayor of the greatest 
city on earth – New York! Him! (Wolfe 1988: 4) 

 

The need to reaffirm his position as mayor is the first sign for the reader that some border 

crossing is imminent. The ‘insolence’ the Mayor observes numerous times during the 

scene, arranges in the character of the Mayor a particular style of thinking: that Afro-

Americans have a clearly demarcated place in the political process, a zone that the 

heckler threatens to cross. In other words the heckler is ‘out of place/step’ by saying what 
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he is saying. Certain implicit roles and borders are being established on racial grounds 

that the heckler represents and threatens to invalidate (Wolfe 1988: 4-5).  

 

The second emotional response of the Mayor extends the dilemma further. Once the 

Mayor realizes that the chants from the audience – ‘Goldberg, Goldberg’ – are racial jibes 

targeting the Mayor’s Jewish identity, he suffers a bout of anger that results in a series of 

paradigmatic racist conclusions that allows Wolfe to code New York emphatically with 

racial borders.  

 

‘It stuns him. In this place, in Harlem! Goldberg is the Harlem cognomen for Jew. It’s 

insolence! – outrageous! – that anyone throws this vileness in the face of the Mayor of 

New York City!’ (Wolfe 1988: 5). He is mollified for a second as ‘a wave of the purest 

self-pity rolls over the Mayor’ (Wolfe 1988: 5).The adjective ‘purest’ deserves some 

reflection.  

 

Sibley reminds us, referring to the research of Mary Douglas, that purity and defilement 

are the salient features that determine border erection. ‘At the social level, as at the 

individual level, an awareness of group boundaries can be expressed in the opposition 

between purity and defilement’ (Sibley 1995: 22). The Mayor – confronted by a border-

crossing that in effect challenges his power and literally reduces the distance between 

himself and his black constituency to a crush of heaving bodies – retreats to an internal 

space of ‘purest self-pity’. Sibley, cites Douglas’s comment on the imposition of a 

symbolic order that erects borders to separate and purify.  
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At the social level, as at the individual level, an awareness of group 
boundaries can be expressed in the opposition between purity and 
defilement. In Mary Douglas’s Purity and Danger, she developed this 
thesis… Her key argument is that “Uncleanness or dirt is that which must 
not be included if a pattern is to be maintained… [I]n the primitive culture, 
the role of patterning works with greater force and more total 
comprehensiveness [sic]…[than in modern industrial society]”. By 
patterning, Douglas means the imposition of a symbolic order “whose 
keystone, boundaries, margins and internal lines are held in relation by 
rituals of separation.” Separation is part of the process of purification. 
(Sibley 1995: 23)  

 

How then does the Mayor purify himself? 

 

According to Wolfe, racial separation involves a series of projections and conclusions, 

abject in nature, paranoid in tone, and racist in effect. The thoughts of the Mayor carry 

the social coding that puts in place the primary conditions for a City of Racial Borders. 

 

The first of these thoughts involve the classic abject strategy, used by writers extending 

back to Swift, to confer upon a group of people the insult associated with vermin or 

infection of the body (Sibley 1995: 38). In this case it is the media covering the public 

meeting who receive the invective. From the corner of his eye the Mayor spies ‘the 

television crews squirming around in the haze of light… They’re cowards! Parasites! 

The lice of public life!’ (Wolfe 1988: 5, my italics). Throughout the novel the media 

remains problematic. Their status varies between the manipulator and the manipulated. 

The media is the field that operates on the border between the wealthy and the poor, black 

and white, itself bordered by the fields of law, finance and politics. Wolfe constructs the 

field of the media principally from the character Peter Fallow who is English, and 
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therefore in terms of the racial foregrounding of the text, an alien, financially unstable, 

inconsistent, nocturnal, racist and in the end, the unlikely hero.  

 

The second of the Mayor’s thoughts governs the conditions of racism. It involves Mrs 

Langhorn, somebody he has appointed to a community board, a political moderate who 

introduced him to the crowd.  

 
In the front row, through the haze, he catches the eye of Mrs Langhorn… 
She purses her lips and cocks her head and starts shaking it. This look is 
suppose to say, “I wish I could help you, but what can I do? Behold the 
wrath of the people!” Oh she’s afraid like all the rest! She knows she 
should stand up against this element! They’ll go after black people like her 
next! They’ll be happy to do it! She knows that. But the good people are 
intimidated! (Wolfe 1988: 6, my italics) 
 

The implication is that Mrs Langhorn fears the collapse of racial boundaries as much as 

the Mayor does. It also implies that the conditions of racism rely on an ideology that 

rewards compliance and employs aggressive moral categories against those who 

challenge it. Mrs Langhorn remains ‘good’ while her support can be relied upon.  

 
They don’t dare do a thing! Back to blood! Them and us. (Wolfe 1988: 6, 
my italics) 

 

If we accept that the Mayor is a construction of racism, then Wolfe identifies a decisive 

strategy in the process of racial coding, that is, the moral extension of separating the pure 

and the defiled. ‘She knows that but the good people are intimidated.’ A moral 

perspective conferring ‘good’ is conflated with the dominant political position. In other 

words, ‘good’ becomes an extension of who polices the coding of ‘blood’. ‘Back to 

blood! Them and us.’ By attacking the dominant culture all identities threaten to return to 
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some universal, original state of ‘race’. Further, fear is the critical emotion that is being 

bargained for in this political struggle of racial identity: who gets to intimidate whom.  

 

The Mayor then passes through a number of emotional states, including frustration and 

anger. ‘He wants to spit in their eyes. He wants to tell them he’s not afraid’ (Wolfe 1988: 

6). His inability to be heard increases these intensities. Then begins a process where 

political confrontation by the black militants results in an escalating chain of racial 

coding superimposed upon urban space. 

 

The first in the chain is a historical reference to the racial contingencies of Harlem. 

Harlem was once a prominent Jewish suburb that over time developed a greater and 

greater population of Afro-Americans and Puerto Ricans. Later in the novel it is cause for 

melancholic nostalgia and regret. ‘The Grand Hotel of the Jewish dream was now a 

welfare hotel, and the Bronx, the Promised Land, was 70 percent black and Puerto Rican. 

The poor, sad Jewish Bronx!’ (Wolfe 1988: 38). The Mayor’s accusations from the stage 

disclose the vector of racism as unilateral, autocratic and oratorical. The dominant 

culture, specifically the Mayor, does the ‘calling’ from the stage, and other political 

expressions from the audience ‘call’ into question the whole municipal structure of 

power. 

 
You’re letting a handful of hustlers in this hall make all of Harlem look 
bad! You let a couple of loudmouths call me Goldberg and Hymie, and 
you don’t shout them down – you shout me down. It’s unbelievable! Do 
you – you hardworking, respectable God-fearing people of Harlem, you 
Mrs Langhorns, you civic-minded people – do you really think they are 
your brothers! Who have your friends been all these years? The Jews! 
(Wolfe 1988: 6)  
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According to Wolfe, the erection of racial borders conflates a variety of philosophical 

fields: there is ethics (hardworking), religion (God-fearing), and politics (civic-minded). 

The power to confer such virtue is assumed by the Mayor and challenged by the black 

militants.  

 

The next reaction by the Mayor in this escalating chain of events involves a paranoid 

spiral that finally divides New York into suburbs of race, that in the Mayor’s eyes are as 

significant as national borders. First, there is the narcissistic, political self-interest that 

fears and anticipates a violent rearrangement of city space. 

 
It’ll be on TV. The whole city will see it. They’ll love it. Harlem rises 
up!… All of black New York rises up! He’s only the mayor for some of 
the people! He’s the mayor of white New York! Set fire to the mutt! The 
Italians will watch this on TV, and they’ll love it. And the Irish. Even the 
Wasps…they’ll shiver with the violence of it and enjoy the show. Cattle. 
Birdbrains Rosebuds. Goyim. (Wolfe 1988: 4-5)  

 

Finally, Wolfe presents the Mayor’s concluding evaluations of his city. There is very 

little ambiguity in the Mayor’s conclusions. His city has a worthy past whose greatness 

he acknowledges, but whose future is threatened. However the two aspects of this state of 

affairs share the same dynamic. On the one hand it is the force of capital and the 

principles of class that make it visible. While on the other, it is the movement of race and 

how it might be contained by city borders, or overwhelmed by the divisions of the world. 

He fears the status of New York being reduced to that of the Third World. The Mayor is 

adamant in his anger: racial mingling is impossible to ‘insulate’ against, and it threatens 

to ‘cross a bridge’ of history and challenge the dominant culture.  
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Do you think this is your city any longer? Open your eyes! The greatest 
city of the twentieth century! Do you think money will keep it yours? 
Come down from your swell co-ops, you general partners and merger 
lawyers! It’s the Third World down there! Puerto Ricans, West Indians, 
Haitians, Dominicans, Cubans, Colombians, Hondurans, Koreans… [17 
National groups are listed] and Afro-Americans! Go visit the frontiers, 
you gutless wonders! Morningside Heights, St Nicholas Park, Washington 
Heights…[21 suburbs are mentioned] And Staten Island! Do you Saturday 
do-it-yourselfers really think you are snug in your rug? You don’t think 
the future knows how to cross a bridge? And you German-Jewish 
financiers who have finally made it into the same buildings, the better to 
insulate yourselves from the shtetl hordes, do you really think you are 
insulated from the Third World? (Wolfe 1988: 7) 

 

In summary, Wolfe presents in his first chapter a racially segregated New York whose 

social maintenance requires a decisive racist ideology. Wolfe achieves this assemblage of 

a City with Borders by analyzing power: to personalize it, to show how and what 

politicians react to – the products of their desire whether it be self-pity, wounded pride, 

will to power or self-righteousness. In addition and most importantly, Wolfe makes the 

connection between city borders and the boundaries that delineate thought and 

imagination, however paranoid it might be. The Mayor is as much an assemblage of 

rupturing desire and paranoid thought, as he is a map of racial segregation and border 

conflict.   

 

With respect to the entire novel, Wolfe is unrelenting in his presentation of a segregated 

New York determined upon racial separation that reinforces concepts of the pure and 

defiled. In fact, since racial sorting and demarcation relies so deeply upon appearances, it 

becomes the means by which Wolfe orchestrates his satire. Regularly, he assembles 

characters from their narcissistic self-portraits, with their emphasis upon appearances as 
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social and cultural capital. It is the strategy by which he conflates race and class. It is also 

the central dynamic of the novel that exploits the vanities of these assemblages, the 

kindling by which he fires up the indignation of the reader. The characters’ racist, 

paranoid and self-interested natures are, in fact, the major cause of their dilemma. 

 

Three major characters, other than the Mayor, contribute to the arrangement of a racially 

segregated New York. First there is Maria Ruskin, with her South Carolina view of race 

relations. Irritated by Sherman McCoy’s moral ambivalence that she fears may lead him 

to notifying the police of their hit-and-run of a Negro youth, she tries to square-off in 

very unambiguous and racist terms. 

 
“Sherman, I’m going to tell you what happened. I’m from South Carolina, 
and I’m going to tell you in plain English. Two niggers tried to kill us, and 
we got away. Two niggers tried to kill us in the jungle, and we got outta 
the jungle, and we’re still breathing, and that’s that.” (Wolfe 1988: 93)  

 

Ruskin’s forthright condemnation of the Bronx as a ‘jungle’ inspires McCoy, her co-

conspirator and lover. Racial clarification, metaphor and eroticism are overlaid by Wolfe 

to further compromise his characters. Desire, in Wolfe’s novel, doesn’t flow freely 

connecting unique perceptions, but is ordered and coded into clearly demarcated zones of 

approval and disapproval. Hence the racial vilification ‘niggers’ and use of ‘jungle’ as 

some primordial state of undifferentiated race. Recollection, experience and imagination 

are simultaneously coded. Power, it appears, by organizing memory and thought, is also 

arranging space in relation to itself, monopolizing it, relegating ‘niggers’ to the ‘jungle’ 

on the other side of the border. 
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There is also Peter Fallow, the alcoholic con-man who exploits his English origins to 

extract the cash required for his lavish New York lifestyle from naïve and relatively 

stupid Americans whom Fallow uses and detests. Hence his five criticisms (see them 

numbered in quotation below) of American culture which are shallow, social and 

acquired from the data gathered in the bar and the restaurant. They range from the 

appearances of the athletic, through fashion and class distinctions applied to the 

raconteur, to envy and finally to the rejection of affection. The criticism is the upshot of 

an uncertain and decaying self-image. It begins with a narcissistic self-portrait and 

deteriorates into racism that thinly disguises self-loathing and paranoia.  

 
Head on, he looked a young and handsome thirty-six rather than fortyish 
and gone to seed. Head on, his widow’s peak and the longish wavy blonde 
hair that flowed back from it still looked…well, Byronic…rather than a bit 
lonely on the dome of the skull…[1] It wouldn’t be this pathetic American 
business of jogging, either. It would be something clean, crisp, brisk, 
strenuous…English…[2] The Yanks always wore neckties that leapt out in 
front of their shirts, as if to announce the awkwardness to follow…[3] The 
Yanks had very big eyes for stories of Rakes and Aristocrats. Since then, 
the little shit had already pestered him three times for the money, as if his 
future on this earth turned on a hundred dollars…[4] Like more than one 
Englishman in New York, he looked upon Americans as hopeless children 
whom Providence had perversely provided with the great swollen fat fowl 
of a continent. Any way one chose to relieve them of their riches, short of 
violence, was sporting, if not morally justifiable, since they would only 
squander it in some tasteless and useless fashion, in any event…[5] Pete, 
he said, not very cheerily, either. Pete! The very sound set Fallow’s teeth 
on edge. This…appalling…Yank…familiarity! And cuteness! The Yanks! 
– with their Arnies and Buddies and Hanks and Petes! And this lubberly 
gauche lout with his screaming necktie has the gall to walk into one’s 
office while one is on the telephone, because he is a nervous wreck over 
his pathetic hundred dollars! And call one Pete! (Wolfe 1988: 163-5, my 
numbering of argument) 

 

As Fowler and others have pointed out, satire is the amendment of morals and manners 

by accentuating a certain perspective. Its audience is the self-satisfied, the satire normally 
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served up as an attack upon the dominant culture. Its method or means is accentuation. At 

best, it is an attempt to get the self-satisfied to laugh at themselves and change. At the 

least, to undermine the confidence of the self-interested (Fowler 1952: 241). ‘Satire is 

militant irony: its moral norms are relatively clear, and it assumes standards against 

which the grotesque and absurd are measured’ (Frye 1957: 223).  

 

In the case of Wolfe’s Peter Fallow, there is humor, but where exactly is it located? Is the 

despicable, racist Fallow justified in his attack upon Americans? Why should the reader 

find it funny? Thus Wolfe implicates the reader in the use of racial vilification. Or are 

Fallow’s comments an accentuated attack upon certain grotesque and absurd values that 

maintains an assemblage of prohibitions and rituals? Readers are encouraged to connect 

their own feelings of disempowerment with the fate of Peter Fallow. We consume his 

racism as an example of defiant resistance against the overwhelming forces of the City, a 

resistance that is neither virtuous nor worthy. Fallow’s self-loathing is consuming him in 

debt, drugs and self-deception. Wolfe sharpens his satirical knife, in a passage that 

follows the above. Here, he forebodes the future of capitalism, but maintains the racially 

segregated city as if it is the universal and guiding principle of City. 

 
There were dinners like this all over the East Side of Manhattan every 
night, he had soon discovered, lavish parties that were all English or all 
French or all Italian or all European; no Americans, in any case. One had 
the sense of a very rich and very suave secret legion that had insinuated 
itself into the cooperative apartment houses of Park Avenue, from there to 
pounce at will upon the Yank’s fat fowl, to devour at leisure the last plump 
white meat on the bones of capitalism. (Wolfe 1988: 166) 
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The satire starts to bite. Wolfe has assembled a city based on an economic system that 

segregates and exploits racial difference. However, the principle of wealth now threatens 

the integrity of the system as a whole. Racial groups other than the Americans are taking 

over, as if this is the logical consequence of the developments of capitalism. All values, 

prohibitions and rituals will eventually be coded to capital. That is, all values bar one, 

race.  

 

Yet another layer of satire emerges as Wolfe continues to assemble Fallow. The 

Englishman’s vile and self-serving distinctions between himself and Americans allow 

Wolfe to make a distinction of his own and tie together two of his major themes, namely 

class and race, as the two structural principles that segregate American citizens and the 

spaces they operate in. Fallow doesn’t have the paranoia of crime and blacks that the 

other characters display, but instead he has the abject paranoia of squalor – he is a class 

paranoid. It provides Wolfe’s satire with symmetry between the Americans and the 

English. The Americans fear racial mingling, the English fear the mingling of class.   

 

‘No, what he feared – and it amounted to a true fear – was the squalor’ (Wolfe 1988: 

178). Wolfe has Fallow retreating through lower Manhattan, broke, desperate for a drink, 

approaching delirium, when he employs the metaphor of the Underground to merge three 

factors of urban space. The first is an extension of the symmetry he is trying to achieve 

between English and American culture. He wishes to present the vanity of each. 

According to Wolfe, the Americans are obsessed with appearance, hence their obsession 

with race, first and foremost, and second with class, which is the social surface of wealth. 
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The second factor pertaining to urban space concerns metaphorical space. There is an 

interdependence between internal and external representation of space. Recollection, 

experience and imagination can be embodied in the same urban journey. Wolfe uses the 

Underground to represent an extreme form of exclusion. The subway is described as a 

‘rolling dungeon’, incarceration, madness; as a psychological state; and simultaneously, a 

social space of exclusion, the darkest of interiors Fallow enters. The third factor concerns 

the abject at work, as a process of social coding. The obsessed body tortured by urban 

space. Fallow can’t resolve his fears of the ‘seedy’ – rich with connotations of weed, 

sperm, dirt and strangely enough, rebirth and hope. He is a victim of longing, despair and 

of a psyche whose recollection, experience and imagination are non-aligned. 

 
Heading down the stairs of the City Hall subway station with all its dark 
shabby people was like descending, voluntarily, into a dungeon, a very 
dirty and noisy dungeon…a delirium seen through black bars 
everywhere… Why was it in this gross fat country, with its obscene heaps 
of wealth and its even more obscene obsession with creature comforts, 
they were unable to create an underground as quiet, orderly, presentable, 
and – well – decent as London’s? Because they were childish. So long as it 
was underground, out of sight, it didn’t matter what it was like… Fallow 
could see his own father. A poor little weed who had had a son named 
Peter, a poor little creature who sat there amid his bohemian props in a 
tumbledown house in Canterbury… And what am I, thought Fallow, 
sitting in his rolling dungeon in this insane city in this lunatic country? 
Longing for a drink, longing for a drink… Another swell of despair rolled 
over him… He looked down at his lapels. He could see them shining even 
in this miserable light. He had slid…below bohemian… The dread word 
popped into his head: seedy. (Wolfe 1988: 179) 

 

In contrast to Peter Fallow – racist, cad, whose narcissism and ‘Englishness’ appears 

unable to alter his downward spiral into alcoholism and abject poverty – there is the 

Reverend Bacon. He is astringent, diminutive, loaded with media savvy and 

manipulative. His organization of Afro-Americans and fringe leftist groups provides him 
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with an ascent into municipal politics and the rewards of power and money that come 

with it. His is Wolfe’s most ambiguous construction in the novel but also the nodal point 

through which a political activism is assembled in conflict with an economic system that 

overcodes race upon the entire city. Bacon is the force of change upon which the Mayor’s 

paranoia feeds. Indisputably, Bacon is employed as a weapon against social maintenance.  

 

There is a scene where two white, upper middle-class accountants visit the Reverend 

Bacon to recover $350,000 that they have discovered missing in the audit. It appears that 

the sum of money, instead of being put to the purposes of constructing a child-care 

centre, has been gambled on the bond market. The indignant Reverend takes a particular 

didactic turn with his guests. Wolfe uses this opportunity to compile a brief history of 

American capitalism seen through the Reverend’s eyes. It is a racial history of capitalism 

built upon the distinction that capital is not owning things but controlling people. The 

analogy, used by Bacon, involves an industrial boiler and the control of steam.  

 
Steam control. It’s a capital investment. It’s a very good one. You know 
what capital is? You think it’s something you own, don’t you. You think it 
is factories and machines and buildings and land and things you can sell 
and stocks and money and banks and corporations. You think it is 
something you own, because you always owned it. You owned all this 
land… You owned all the land, and out there and out there in…Kansas 
…and…Oklahoma…everybody just lined up, and they said, “On your 
mark, get set, go!” and a whole lot of white people started running, and 
there was all this land and all they had to do was stand on it, and they 
owned it, and their white skin was their deed of property…see… The red 
man, he was in the way, and he was eliminated. The yellow man, he could 
lay rails across it, but then he was shut up in Chinatown. And the black 
man, he was in chains the whole time anyway. And so you owned it all, 
and you still own it, and you think that capital is owning things. But you 
are mistaken. Capital is controlling things. Controlling things. People own 
the boilers, but that don’t do them a bit of good unless they know how to 
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control the steam…see… If you can’t control the steam, then it’s Powder 
Valley for you and your whole gang. (Wolfe 1988: 150) 

  

The brief history of American capitalism, above, has three implications for the City of 

Borders. The first is the emphasis upon the monopolization of space as the principal 

outcome of owning anything. ‘There was all this land and all they had to do was stand on 

it,’ that was the moment of acquisition, but the conferring of control over it came next in 

the racial coding, ‘and their white skin was the deed of property’. The social sorting could 

begin: the Chinese are relegated to ‘Chinatown’, while the blacks remain incarcerated. 

Wolfe’s focus upon exclusion and inclusion as an outcome of capital and the ownership 

of property finds accord with the earlier quoted ideas of Sibley. Sibley maintains that 

capitalism is in the end about the control of space and the ‘relegation of weaker groups in 

society to less desirable environments’ (Sibley 1995: 2). The capitalist city is a City of 

Borders.  

 

The second implication for the City of Borders carried in Reverend Bacon’s history is the 

continual diligence required for the maintenance of such control, and the implied threat 

that within the structure of capitalism are explosive forces that could blow at any time. In 

fact, Bonfire of the Vanities could be viewed as a novel that derives its fundamental 

dynamic from the fluidity of power in the fields of law, finance, the media and municipal 

politics when racial urban borders are threatened to be crossed.  

 

Unfolding from Reverend Bacon’s brief history of American capitalism is his explanation 

of urban real estate values, and how class, race and property prices are controlled by the 
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same forces. The Reverend’s economic lecture goes like this: The great industrialists and 

retailers at the start of the last century controlled the economy, the racial identity of each 

suburb of New York and in the process built outstanding buildings and lived in 

considerable wealth. However, once the racial groups started to move into new territories 

they lost control, first of the urban space, and as a result property prices plummeted and 

their power evaporated. 

 
‘This house was built in the year nineteen hundred and six by a man 
named Stanley Lightfoot Bowman… He spent almost half a million 
dollars on this house in nineteen hundred and six… I bought this house 
from a – Jewish fellow – in nineteen hundred and seventy-eight for sixty-
two thousand dollars, and that fellow was happy to get that money… Well 
what happened to all those Stanley Lightfoot Bowmans? Did they lose 
their money? No, they lost control…see… They lost control north of 
Ninety-sixth Street, and when they lost control, they lost the capital. You 
understand? All that capital, it vanished off the face of this earth. The 
house was still there, but the capital, it vanished…see.’ (Wolfe 1988: 151) 

 

There is another reading of Reverend Bacon that questions the motive of his black 

militancy. This reading asserts that Bacon is a political manipulator who exploits the 

racial dimensions of a segregated city for political and monetary gain. He is not the 

victim but the facilitator of an economic system that exploits race. This reading insists 

that exploitation is endemic to capitalism and exists as a force regardless of what side of 

the racial border you find yourself on. It is a reading that incorporates racism into the 

more determining force of greed, placing economic considerations as the cause of racial 

ones. As a result Bacon becomes less a victim and more a threat, evoking the nostalgia of 

former, wealthier and more serene times in the life of New York. Bacon’s militancy is 

neutralized, his assertions shaped as cynical. Before Fische and Moody, the two auditors, 

leave Bacon’s office they have one final shot at recovering the $350,000. 
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“You’ve – we’ve just been talking about capital north of the Ninety-sixth 
Street and controlling…uh, the steam, as you mentioned…but this sounds 
like straight capitalism, basic capitalism, if you see what I mean.”  
 
Reverend Bacon looked at him balefully, then chuckled in his throat and 
smiled, not with kindness. (Wolfe 1988: 153)  

 

In that smile and that chuckle, Wolfe dissolves for the reader any possible grounding 

where they might step outside the capitalist system and view the City of Borders. There is 

no transcendence in Bacon’s shrewd political and financial maneuvers. He is the attribute 

of satire that exemplifies our grotesque absurdities. The reader smiles and chuckles too, 

not with redemption, for we are somehow caught in the matrix of tension that subsumes 

the space of our imagination. And what lurks outside the City of Borders, in the most 

scenic areas of the country, may be even more frightening. 

 
The geography of race and gender are different, for a racial group may 
monopolize a whole region, while gender compartmentalizes in local 
ways. Many people of colour find the whiter parts of rural America 
unwelcoming, to say the least, even in the places where a white woman 
might feel safe (white supremacists seem to arise from or flock to some of 
the most scenic parts of the country). (Solnit 2000: 244).  

 

 

‘The Periphery Shouting at the Centre’: National Identity and the City of Borders 

 

In contrast to Tom Wolfe’s The Bonfire of the Vanities, Peter Carey’s The Unusual Life 

of Tristan Smith assembles two cities, Chemin Rouge and Saarlim, that represent two 

distinct positions in the relation of cultural imperialism. Saarlim is the dominant city, 

exemplifying the centre of a dominant culture, Voorstand. There are obvious connections 
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between the descriptions of Voorstand and the United States of America. On the other 

hand Chemin Rouge is the city at the periphery of the cultural empire and representative 

of the client state, Efica. Efica becomes analogous with Australia during the nineteen-

sixties and -seventies. The central dynamic of the novel is how the questions of national, 

artistic and familial identity are constructed and challenged by events. National identity 

and the borders that sustain it are neatly collapsed into issues of artistic integrity and 

family responsibility.  

 

To be ‘fatherless’ in Carey’s assemblage is not only to be abandoned by one’s father but 

also to be dominated by the stronger, national forces of Voorstand. Also it means to be 

denied the opportunity to tell one’s stories and to determine one’s future (Carey 1994: 

292). The condition of ‘abandonment’ requires the major characters to journey from Efica 

to Voorstand, crossing the border via the great maze, the labyrinth that is the 

geographical web of lakes that separate the two nations. This is a journey on four levels: 

familial, artistic, cultural and metaphysical.  

 

The state of revelation achieved by the climax of the novel conflates blood, soul, body 

and art. It is achieved by the systematic development of concepts of identity based upon 

family, historical and cultural experience which are ultimately collapsed within each 

other to create ruptures of desire ‘real, not real, familiar, foreign’ in the characters (Carey 

1994: 284). The factors of the centre and the periphery, internal and external divisions 

and the embodied experiences of each, successfully construct a City of Borders within the 
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memory, experience and imagination of each character. The maintenance of these borders 

is based upon national identity and national antagonism. 

 

In geographical terms, Chemin Rogue, the capital of Efica, is unremarkable. It is 

obviously tropical with its ‘rusting rooftops, trawler hulls beached at the end of concrete 

driveways, the dense shows of bougainvillaea, the wind torn palms and…wide mud flats’ 

(Carey 1994: 21). The city centre is divided by a river, not unlike the city of Brisbane, 

however in Chemin Rogue’s case the river bed is often reduced to a trickle in the dry 

months and gushing with flood in the monsoon season. The port area of the city is 

decorated by ‘flourmills, catalytic convertors as pretty as cruise ships decked with lights, 

oil terminals with their long pipes running out into the night’ (Carey 1994: 41). Also like 

Brisbane, the city has a Mater Hospital in walking distance from the river. And like many 

tropical cities the summer heat intensifies the olfactory attributes: ‘the syrupy air smelled 

of dried fish, sulphur and diesel fuel’ (Carey 1994: 7). However, Chemin Rogue becomes 

more than a geographical construction in the course of Carey’s novel. It is in fact a 

representation of the struggle for national identity. As a small city in a far-flung client 

state whose culture is dominated technologically, politically and culturally by the state of 

Voorstand, it is the site upon which Carey develops a number of conditions that support 

the theory of an embodied expression of place: it is a city of division and vision, a City of 

National Borders. 

 

In contrast to Wolfe’s New York as constructed in The Bonfire of the Vanities where the 

first, second and third worlds are all represented in the one city or even a single suburb – 
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the world in all its division presented as a single entity – Carey assembles the state of 

Efica, an entire but fledgling culture dominated by a single city, the foreign and distant 

Saarlim. If we compare the relation between the fictional city and the world of fiction that 

surrounds it, Wolfe’s New York and Carey’s Efica are inversely proportional to each 

other. If one can imagine some fictional, globalised space where these two cities could be 

seen as exerting influence upon each other then one could imagine a situation where as 

Wolfe’s New York expands its influence in terms of cultural mix and dominance, Carey’s 

Efica is further diminished. If we were to strip away the constructs of the analogy of 

Carey’s novel, and consider this relation between the two cities in raw terms – that is 

New York as the centre of American cultural imperialism and its effect on Australian 

cultural identity – then this could be said. As one feels the imperious splendour and 

brilliance of Wolfe’s New York being assembled in all its dominance, Carey’s myth 

becomes sadder, more juvenile and urgent in its expression.   

 
My maman was a foreigner, but she loved Chemin Rogue with a passion 
barely imaginable to the native born… [Carey’s character Tristan Smith 
declares, describing his Voorstand-born mother, Felicity Smith] She 
believed it was this provincial city in this unimportant country that had 
saved her life… She had no God, no parents…resident for fourteen years. 
She had been a citizen for ten... All these sights – this ultramarine sky, 
these white knobbly river rocks, the six foot tall feathered grasses which 
brushed her shoulder – were unimaginable to anyone in the great foreign 
metropolis of Saarlim, and they were for her, at once exotic but also 
familiar as her own milky Hollandse Maagd skin. (Carey 1994: 8-9)  

 

Without familial origins or religious beliefs, Felicity may love Efica but her ‘foreigner’ 

status remains. She is first and foremost a ‘foreigner’ despite her love for her new nation, 

and her on-going political militancy against the imperialism of her nation of origin. The 

distinction that Carey presents in Felicity Smith – that is, the ability to accept the beliefs 
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of a new nation like one’s own – is predicated on Felicity’s intelligence, sensuality and 

eventual power. Her ‘Voorstandishness’ remains problematic to the end, and remains 

coded in concepts of ‘blood’ and ‘soul’.  

 

So the views of Chemin Rogue the reader receives are framed initially from the point of 

view of the expatriate, Felicity. This point of view is expressed however in the voice of 

Tristan Smith, Felicity’s son. Felicity’s description of Chemin Rogue is assembled from a 

mixture of factors. These include population, smell, locus of family, feelings for her 

compatriots, national characteristics (laconic, belligerent and self-doubting), colonial 

history and its relation to servitude, racial predecessors and their descriptions of their new 

land.  

 
This small, slightly rancid [italics in original] port city was her home. And 
her feelings for the Eficans, those laconic, belligerent, self-doubting 
inhabitants of the abandoned French and English colonies, descendants of 
convicts (and dyers who, being conscripted by Louis Quatorze, were as 
good as convicts), grandchildren of displaced crofters and potato-blighted 
Irish, were protective and critical, admiring and impatient. It was no small 
thing to her that I should be an Efican, and she betrayed her foreign birth 
in the way in which her ambitions for each of us, the country and the child 
were not humble. (Carey 1994: 9, my italics) 

 

There are two elements of identity being advanced simultaneously here. The first 

concerns national identity and a history that lacks confidence. ‘Small’, ‘rancid’, ‘self-

doubting’, ‘abandoned’ are presented as features of a history that contrast with the 

confidence of the ‘foreigner’ from Voorstand. The second is the conflating of family 

identity with that of the nation, ‘the country and the child were not humble’.  
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Australians would recognise an analogy of their own history in Carey’s presentation of 

Efica’s past. Histories presented in such a way, emphasising national characteristics in 

broad and sweeping adjectives in an attempt to advance a certain national identity, 

assume that a nation is homogenous when in fact  

 
any national community is based on division (one social class or other 
group separated from, and identified as different from, another) and 
differentiation (any one nation-state is distinguished from territories and 
social groups beyond its boundaries). (Webb, Schirato and Danaher 2002: 
90)  

 

The history being assembled in Carey’s novel reflects some of the public debates just 

preceding its publication. The tone of such debates can be measured in the words of the 

art critic and historian, Robert Hughes, who first published the essay quoted below in the 

year prior to the publication of The Unusual Life of Tristan Smith. While the multicultural 

debate is somewhat dated now, reference to the ‘cultural cringe’ and ‘cultural strut’ 

demonstrate the perceived impact American cultural imperialism had upon Australians at 

the time. 

 

First Hughes presents a case for cultural mingling as opposed to ‘separatism’: 

 
Multiculturalism asserts that people with different roots can co-exist, that 
they can learn to read the image-banks of others, that they can and should 
look across the frontiers of race, language, gender and age without 
prejudice or illusion, and learn to think against the background of a 
hybridized society…some of the most interesting things in history and 
culture happen at the interfaces between cultures. It wants to study border 
situations…Separatism denies the value, even the possibility, of such a 
dialogue. It rejects exchange. (Hughes 1999: 73, my italics) 
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Hughes, an expatriate Australian living in New York at the time of writing, as was Carey, 

describes the cultural imperative of the expatriate. Hughes doesn’t argue from one side of 

the border. Instead he indicates the cultural and personal benefits that accrue from 

identifying, and interacting with more than one culture. In addition he doesn’t hide the 

fact that certain aspects of one’s culture will be relinquished or transformed by the 

experience. Hughes values humble exchange. Cultural provincialism, on the other hand, 

refuses to entertain any sort of mingling for fear of domination.  

 
The expatriate surrenders some part of his native culture – you can’t take it 
all with you – in exchange for what he will pick up on his travels. To learn 
other languages, to deal with other customs and creeds from direct 
experience of them and with a degree of humility: these are self-evidently 
good, as cultural provincialism is not. (Hughes 1999: 74, my italics) 

 

Hughes furthers his argument and draws attention to the prevalence of the ‘cultural 

cringe’ – the ‘belief that nothing in Australia is worthwhile until it has been certified 

overseas’ – that was so pervasive in his upbringing, and cautions against its ‘brash 

successor’ the ‘cultural strut’ – ‘in which one marches up and down to the tune of 

Waltzing Matilda pretending that nothing outside of Australia is “relevant” to 

Australians’ (Hughes 1999: 79-80). In terms of a fascination with cultural identity, 

Carey’s novel can be seen as some form of reaction to the ‘cultural cringe’.  

 

Hughes’ argument then reaches its vital conclusions whereby he asserts the positive 

aspects of the ‘impure’ and the ‘hybrid’, and how questions of identity lead immediately 

to further claims of bordered space, and how these borders are to some degree permeable. 
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Finally he strongly indicates the positive aspects of difference and how the future relies 

upon these border crossings of race, nation and culture. 

 
So I would say that my own environment, though highly monocultural, 
was not monolithic: it gave me the tools to react against it, which I did by 
leaving, living elsewhere, and getting interested in the hybrid, the impure, 
the sense of eclectic mixture that lies at the heart of so much of twentieth-
century creation. Culture and history are full of borders but they are all to 
some degree permeable. And America is one of their classic sites: the 
place filled with diversity, unsettled histories, images impinging on one 
another and spawning unexpected shapes… This polyphony of voices, this 
constant eddying of claims to identity, is one of the things that make 
America America… Nothing could be less like the tiny homogenous 
Australia of my childhood than this gigantic, riven, hybridizing, 
multiracial republic, which every year receives somewhere between a half 
and two-thirds of the world’s emigration, legal or illegal…the composition 
of those elites is not necessarily static. The future of American ones, 
[elites] in a globalized economy without a Cold War, will lie with people 
who can think and act with informed grace across ethnic, cultural, 
linguistic lines. And the first step in becoming such a person lies in 
acknowledging that we are not one big world family, or ever likely to be: 
that the differences between races, nations, cultures and their various 
histories are at least as profound and durable as their similarities; that 
these differences are not divagations from an European norm, but 
structures eminently worth knowing about for their own sake. In the world 
that is coming, if you can’t navigate difference, you’ve had it. Thus if 
multiculturalism is about learning to see through borders, I’m all in favour 
of it. (Hughes 1999: 83-4, my italics) 

 

The only problem with Hughes’ argument is that words like ‘profound’ and ‘durable’ 

insinuate in some form naturalistic, inherent qualities that are not dynamic, historic and 

self-interested. As David Bohm, so rightly claims,  

 
You can see that nations are established by thought. The boundary of the 
nation is invented by thought. If you go to the edge of the nation, there’s 
nothing to tell you that it is a boundary, unless somebody makes a wall or 
something. It’s the same land; the people may often be not very different. 
(Bohm 1994: 4)  
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The durability of that thought and its profundity can be suddenly challenged by history. 

What on the surface appear ‘real’ and inherent suddenly emerge as arbitrary boundaries 

maintained by a series of beliefs, rituals and practices. 

 
Along with this notion of the real identity of the geographical space is the 
idea that the people who make up the community are an identifiable group, 
one that is homogeneous, coherent and possessed of common marks of 
identity (shared traditions, similar skin colour, identical language and so 
on). But as writers including Bourdieu have argued, and as civil wars 
during the 1990’s in places like the African country of Rwanda or the 
former Yugoslav province of Bosnia showed, a community isn’t natural or 
inevitable. Rather, it is constructed by a series of discourses about 
“society”; its boundaries are established arbitrarily as the result of (often) 
centuries of conflict; and the community (both land and people) emerge as 
“real” only as the result of a series of societal practices…“the nation” 
exists only in the stories and collective beliefs of groups of people. Once 
they cease to believe in it – as happened in the former Yugoslavia – its 
identity melts into the air. (Webb, Schirato and Danaher 2002: 88-90)  

 

According to Carey, cultural imperialism is the repression of the stories and histories of 

the client state and national entities are political entities; nation-states are necessarily 

founded on violence – or rather, on several forms of violence. The first and most obvious 

form of violence that confronts and maintains ‘nationhood’, in Carey’s construction, is 

the repression of overt political opposition to the dominant state. Felicity Smith is 

murdered by the agents of Voorstand. However, Carey is able to demonstrate the history 

of violence that often leads to the nation-state and how this history exists as artefact in the 

landscape, and infuses its meanings into the atmosphere of place. Efica, is surrounded by 

a hinterland in which Carey assembles a spirit of desolation and failure – one that arises 

from the violent failure to transport European culture and enterprise to the indigenous 

lands. 
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The roads themselves were mostly dirt, bordered with century-old cairns 
commemorating famous deaths by starvation, “rot”, spearing, typhoid, 
pig-headedness and folly. [In footnote: The deaths of the IP’s, Indigenous 
Peoples, the eighteen tribes of Efica, remain essentially uncommemorated 
and unresolved.] This was the country that everybody felt was Efica – 
mostly wind, water, sky. There was an emptiness, a refusal to charm, an 
edge of terror in the air which cut us to the bone. The landscape was 
dotted with failed attempts at European enterprise – bauxite claims, 
farmhouses, abandoned rusting windmills. The skies were a huge and 
empty ultramarine. (Carey 1994: 66)  

 

On one level, Carey’s novel is concerned with the effects of a colonial past and how they 

become the paradigmatic conditions for other forms of cultural imperialism; while on 

another level, he assembles the conditions for a more insidious form of violence, that is, 

the symbolic violence of a dominant culture on a client state. Carey chooses to construct 

the forces of cultural imperialism from the following three components. 

 

The first is that all belief comes from a position composed from the particulars of body 

and place and that all belief is political. ‘Sweets, I hate it here, not there,’ Felicity Smith 

asserts, explaining to her lover and father of her child, Bill Millefleur, her attitude to the 

Saarlim Sirkus. The Sirkus is Carey’s symbol for American culture, particularly 

American television. ‘In Saarlim, the Saarlim Sirkus is just the Saarlim Sirkus. I don’t 

hate it in Saarlim’ (Carey 1994: 49). In other words one’s attitude to cultural events and 

experiences are determined by where one is located. The vector of Felicity’s hate has 

both direction and force. It is determined by where she stands in relation to national 

borders. It must be remembered that Felicity is an active cultural worker, establishing a 

national theatre, the Feu Follet that promotes Efican identity. In addition she is a 

committed political activist who wishes to overturn the dominance of Voorstandish 
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culture, despite it being her culture of origin. And that eventually she is murdered by 

Voorstand agents. She gives all her energy and eventually her life to Efican nationalism. 

Carey’s assertion that place and belief are conflated by experience would find favour with 

Rebecca Solnit who also emphasises an embodied view of place.  

 
When you give yourself to places, they give yourself back, the more one 
comes to know them, the more one seeds them with the invisible crop of 
memories and associations that will be waiting for you when you come 
back, while new places offer up new thoughts, new possibilities. Exploring 
the world is one of the best ways of exploring the mind, and walking 
travels both terrains. (Solnit 2000: 13) 

 

Solnit is interested in the relation between internal and external space. She shapes a view 

of place that observes a reciprocal relation between place and mind. In fact the two 

coexist in her concept of memory and imagination. By doing so she emphasises the 

continuity of the experience of place from one time to another. Also Solnit brings place 

under the influence of our imagination and invests it with the power of transformation. 

Our passions are directly linked to the virtual aspects of our mind. Further, the initial 

coding of desire on landscape is stored in memory to be recognised as an attribute of 

space. In evocative space, these two impulses of the mind combine as a type of interior 

space, but more significantly, infuse the exterior space with ‘new possibilities’. Such an 

understanding of experience gives primacy to imagination and individual insight and 

could be used as factors to develop strategies for the dissolution of urban borders. Finally, 

Solnit asserts the embodied location of belief. 

 
Feminism and postmodernism both emphasise that the specifics of one’s 
bodily experience and location shape one’s intellectual perspective. The 
old idea of objectivity as speaking from nowhere – speaking while 
transcending the particulars of body and space – was laid to rest; 
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everything came from a position, and every position was political. (Solnit 
2000: 27)   

 

The second component representing the forces of cultural imperialism that is assembled 

by Carey is the durability of national characteristics that is expressed by the essentialist 

concepts of ‘blood’ and ‘soul’. They appear to contradict the embodied nature of national 

identity asserted above. These concepts have a tendency to internalise borders, 

contributing to them a metaphysical quality that in turn reacts against ‘alien’ 

environments.  

 

The national characteristics of Voorstand are invested in Felicity Smith. Without parents 

and religious belief she arrives in Efica and works tirelessly for Efican self-determination 

in direct conflict with the dominant culture and her place of birth, Voorstand. As director 

of the Feu Follet, she takes on a young actor, Bill Millefleur, as both lover and employee, 

eventually having his baby, Tristan Smith. Bill’s career advances rapidly until he takes a 

job in Voorstand, analogous to an Australian actor moving to Hollywood. Each summer 

he returns to Efica and a touring season with the Feu Follet. On one such tour he is 

attacked in a shopping mall. His face is slashed by teenagers who recognise him from the 

publicity posters (which trade on his expatriate reputation). He approaches Felicity who is 

waiting for him outside. 

 

The upshot from this incident is structured by Carey to demonstrate the durability of 

national characteristics, their alienating nature and the ease by which they can be 

employed to insinuate the complexity of the erotic and the national. 
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She was sitting cross-legged on the fender of the company truck still 
eating the ice-cream from a cone, but when she saw him he thought he saw 
a flash of excitement in her bright green eyes…he thought it was a 
Voorstandish response – the excitement over risk, danger, blood. It was 
the same look you saw in the lines of Saarlim every night. It was what 
made Voorstand Voorstand, kept it alien no matter how long he stayed… 
She was an alien, a foreigner, no matter what passionate speeches she 
made about culture or navigation cable, and he was surprised lying – lying 
beside her that afternoon, naked, squeezed in next to her on the twin bed in 
the Shark Harbour Inn – to recognise the degree of hostility be felt towards 
the woman whom he always thought as his only love. (Carey 1994: 78) 

 

In matters of love, according to the structure Carey has employed, political actions and 

beliefs count for nothing if the person in question is stained by the alienating and foreign 

characteristics of another culture. However, Carey goes further, insinuating aspects of 

power, sex and violence consumed by national antagonism.  

 
In his mind’s eye he could see how she would be in ten year’s time…and 
he knew he would not love her then…because that force he saw there was 
distilling, intensifying, changing from something sexual into something 
cold and controlling… [H]e was thinking – that day long ago when she 
had finally asked him to come in from the lane and eat with the 
collective…[h]e wanted to schtup her, he had such a hard-on – the way 
she carved the leg of lamb, the way she stood, her legs firmly apart…the 
way her small hands grasped the implements, the thick slices of red meat, 
the blood pooled in the bottom of the dish. She scared him. He could not 
take his eyes off her…it was always messed up with blood, from the 
beginning. (Carey 1994: 79)  

 

If we are to claim that The Unusual Life of Tristan Smith is an ironic myth, then Bill 

Millefleur’s reaction represents a City of Borders, based on national identity located 

within the ‘blood’ of the characters. How this might relate, in Carey’s structure, to the 

interpretation of new places is confirmed later in the novel when Tristan Smith enters 

Voorstand for the first time. ‘It was alien. It was in my blood, in my dreams. It appeared 
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and reappeared at every bend and cutting – real, not real, familiar, foreign’ (Carey 1994: 

284). We have travelled some distance from Solnit’s view of a dynamic, inspirational 

relationship between new places, cultures and spaces and the human body. Carey’s 

construction is embodied but essentialist and inflexible. 

 

In fact Bill Millefleur is the vector that carries the twin loads of Efican identity and 

familial disloyalty. On the one hand, after he returns from Saarlim, he feels he has 

outgrown his relationship with his Efican ‘family’. ‘Now he…decided we were hicks, 

cambruces’ (Carey 1994: 96). The confusion that results is, ‘in all its ambiguity, all its 

possible meanings, like one of those barbarous bullets which fragment inside the body’ 

(Carey 1994: 97). One of the possible meanings alive in the text is that ‘ambiguity’ in 

situations of national identity and love are causes of violence. Clearly demarcated roles 

and borders would alleviate the bloodshed. As a parting reflection of Bill Millefleur, 

Carey constructs Saarlim in miniature from the erotic, economic and the gastronomic.  

 
Bill wanted out of there. He could not wait. He thought of women he knew 
in Saarlim, young, sophisticated, very pretty. He thought of shops he 
might visit. Restaurants where he was known. (Carey 1994: 97)  

 

There is another reading of Bill Millefleur of course. It is that he is a shallow, narcissistic 

and irresponsible character who is seduced by the trappings of wealth and celebrity and 

uses national antagonism to rationalise the increasing loss of control and influence he has 

upon Felicity. It is this reading that exploits his disloyalty and assists in the collapsing of 

national identity into familial responsibility. He is somebody who deserts his lover, 

abandons his son and renounces his commitment to his nation’s self-determination. 
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Bill Millefleur becomes a successful actor spending the majority of his working time in 

Saarlim Sirkus – a symbol for American television or Hollywood – but returning each 

summer to visit his lover, his son and his former colleagues. On one of these visits he 

decides never to return, abandoning them and his country in the one decision (Carey 

1994: 96). By collapsing familial responsibility into national identity Carey is able to 

evoke emotions pertaining to family experience and nationalism in the same construction. 

This nexus generalises the former, and intensifies the latter. In addition the concept of 

abandonment is being progressed on another historical level, such that the narrative 

equation can read: Bill is abandoning his family and country in the same way colonial 

powers abandoned their client states. How does that make you feel? 

 
As you yourselves were once subjects of the Dutch you will understand 
my passion to set this right before we move on – it is the periphery 
shouting at the centre, and you will forgive me, I hope, for surmising that 
you know even less about Efica than the British and the French who 
colonized the eighteen islands, murdered its indigenous inhabitants, set up 
dye works and prisons and then abandoned us as being an unsuccessful 
idea. (Carey 1994: 32, my italics) 

 

The impact of colonialism, according to Carey, is a paradigmatic feature of present 

cultural imperialism. In the same way client states looked to colonial masters (like sons to 

fathers) to provide them with the tools for social coding against a hostile environment, so 

client states like Australia today look towards the dominant culture of the United States.  

 
We grow up with your foreignness deep inside our souls, [declares Tristan 
Smith, a new arrival in Saarlim,] knowing the Bruder clowns, the Bruder 
tales, the stories of the Saints, the history (defeating the Dutch, tricking the 
British, humiliating the French, all this gets you big marks in the island of 
Efica). (Carey 1994: 292)  
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The client state attributes a certain proportion of esteem to the dominant culture. Then 

Carey provides the conditions by which such dominance occurs. 

 

The dominant culture is an ambient feature of one’s upbringing. It is there shaping the 

products of our desire; coding, arranging and selecting them. It is there when we dance, 

in ‘our love affairs and wedding feasts’ (Carey 1994: 292). And we let it shape our world 

because we acknowledge ‘the impossible idealism’ upon which it is based (Carey 1994: 

292). Unlike Hughes and his appreciation of ‘unsettled histories’ quoted earlier, Carey 

reduces Hughes’ possible complexity with the ‘official’ history of the United States, one 

that emphasises a liberal democracy (‘Settlers Free’) and fundamental Christianity. As 

argued earlier, nations are not homogenous, and ‘official’ histories – while they go a long 

way towards providing a narrative that unites these divisions, ‘stitched together as effects 

of stories, discourses, practices and authorised values’ – tend to be poorer for the simple 

fact they deny a plurality of origins and the ongoing political disputation of space (Webb, 

Schirato and Danaher 2002: 90). 

 

The predominant cultural effects inculcated by American imperialism, asserts Carey, are 

the tales and stories told primarily through television; the esteem acquired by defeating 

the original colonial master, Britain, and other colonial powers; literature, popular music, 

dance and fashion, coded in our childhood and adolescence, and all based upon the 

idealism of Christian fundamentalism. 
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We recite your epic poems for the same reason we study Molière or 
Shakespeare, listen to your Pow-pow music as we fall in love…we have 
danced to you, cried with you, and even when we write our manifestos 
against you, even when we beg you to leave our lives alone, we admire 
you, not just because we have woven your music into our love affairs and 
wedding feasts, not just for what we imagined you are, but for what you 
once were – for the impossible idealism of your Settlers Free who could 
not eat God’s creatures, who wanted to include mice and sparrows in their 
Christianity. (Carey 1994: 292)  
 

It is an embodied and affective explanation of cultural effects: with popular culture being 

the warp and weft for the further production of desire. And yet once Carey’s character, 

Tristan Smith, reaches Saarlim City reunited with his father, he confronts an embodied 

experience of Saarlim that is inferior to the virtual one he has constructed from popular 

culture and retained in his memory and extended in his imagination. Carey suggests that 

we ‘privately, silently’ construct ‘great cities’ from popular culture that in turn provides 

the departure point for the embodied experience.  

 
The cars around us on the road were not like the ones I had seen with 
starburst reflections on their chrome work in the zines… They were old, 
rusting, crumpled, belching blue smoke, dropping black oil. I had 
imagined my own country was backward, provincial, but we would not 
have tolerated this in Efica. (Carey 1994: 293) 

 

The final test of the truth claims asserted by any dominant group in the culture, required 

Carey’s characters to cross the frontier and drive around the streets weighing up the 

virtual constructions retained in the memory with those of the embodied one, experienced 

at ground level, on human scale in all weathers. In other words, in the City of Borders, 

one can remain trapped as much by the virtual aspects of the city as by the divisions 

within the city itself.  
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Possibly the distinction Carey fails to make is the one that Deleuze and Guattari form 

between ‘coding’ and ‘decoding’ of effects and intensities. According to Deleuze and 

Guattari the very pleasures of life, what we eat, how we move, what we wear, which 

include among many other things, the products of popular culture, are invested with 

effect.  

 
It is the desire for the image and affect itself, and not what it means that is 
political… The politics lie in the relation between image and perceivers, 
the desiring investment in affect. The event produces a group through an 
organisation and coding of intensities. (Colebrook 2002: 46) 

 

It is these styles and affective qualities – whose trajectories are pre-personal and non-

human – that in fact produce the subject and the group. The borders based on inside and 

outside occur spontaneously. The coding occurs with the organisation around the effect. 

The problem with capitalism is that it refers all intensities to a flow of capital. 

 
Intensities are “decoded”. It no longer matters what is felt… What is 
important is not any meaning or particular image so much as that all 
images can be decoded into a flow of capital. There is still a direct 
investment in intensities: the image of Monroe, the effects of 
Americanness that range from soup tins to flags and anthems. But all these 
intensities are organised to produce a “territory” of identity. In capitalism 
there is a direct political investment in images that sustain social coding. 
What is most important is not the imposition of messages or meanings so 
much as the production of desires that pass directly into the social 
organisation. (Colebrook 2002: 47, my italics)  

 

Deleuze and Guattari are critical of the way certain products of desire, events and rituals 

are inscribed as a form of capital. What follows from that is that social boundaries are 

then erected to assist the dispensation of approval and disapproval. For example, the Gay 

Mardi Gras that occurs in Sydney each summer once had an historical origin as a 
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spontaneous expression of gay liberation and celebration, but now has been decoded into 

the social organisation. It is now ‘policed’ by government, co-opted as a source of 

revenue and exploited by various forces of capitalism including international tourism. 

Such events can provide further opportunities for city borders to be permeated by new 

methods and for citizens to mingle in imaginative and spontaneous ways but ‘it no longer 

matters what is felt’ (as Colebrook said) because ‘all these intensities are organised to 

produce a territory of identity’. 

 

It is necessary then that we investigate further how well organised groups, or cultural 

fields, play in the establishment of city boundaries and the organisation of urban space, 

and how such borders are represented in the two novels under discussion. 

 

 

Master of the Universe and the Radical’s Conceit: Habitus and Cultural Fields 

 

One explanation of the City of Borders emphasises the relationship between the habitus 

and the cultural field. According to Pierre Bourdieu, the habitus is that complex network 

of values, rules, laws, structures of perception and practices that  

 
are inscribed on, and in, individuals as if they were “human nature” or 
“civilised behaviour”, and those things outside those rules and structures 
are usually understood, when forced upon us, as amounting to the horrific 
and barbaric, or the absurd or comic. (Webb, Schirato and Danaher 2002: 
39)  
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There are four main points that Bourdieu associates with the habitus. The first is its role 

in the production of meaning. The habitus is the framework by which knowledge is 

constructed ‘rather than being passively recorded’ (Webb, Schirato and Danaher 2002: 

38). The second point Bourdieu attributes to the habitus is its role in determining and 

reinforcing cultural trajectories. ‘We are disposed towards certain attitudes, values or 

ways of behaving because of the influence exerted by our cultural trajectory’ (Webb, 

Schirato and Danaher 2002: 38). To varying degrees we share cultural trajectories with 

others, tending to keep our line of flight aligned to those who have a similar habitus. The 

third point concerns the practical construction and maintenance of the habitus. The 

habitus is always constituted in moments of practice and is ‘of the moment’, brought out 

when ‘a set of dispositions meets a particular problem, choice or context. In other words, 

it can be understood as a “feel for the game” that is everyday life’ (Webb, Schirato and 

Danaher 2002: 38). This aspect of the habitus is very attractive to the study of literature 

with its emphasis upon structures of perception and values as they are revealed in 

contexts of conflict. Finally the habitus operates partly unconsciously.  

 
Systems, rules, laws, structures and categories of meaning and perception 
can only function effectively as a habitus if we do not think about the 
specific sociocultural conditions or contexts of their production and 
existence: or what Bourdieu called “the forgetting of history that history 
produces”. (Webb, Schirato and Danaher 2002: 39)  

 

There is nothing natural or essential about the values we hold, the structures of 

perceptions we connect, the desires we pursue or the practices we engage in. In fact they 

are entirely arbitrary. 
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It is worth noting that satire as a literary form deals directly with the relationship between 

the habitus and the cultural field. The satirist targets those conventions of the cultural 

field that can be selected in certain contexts to appear comic, absurd or grotesque 

depending on the degree of satire. The logic of satire progresses from attacks on the 

unconventional to a second phase ‘in which the sources and values of conventions 

themselves are objects of ridicule’ (Frye 1957: 224). It would be interesting to recast the 

definition of satire in the ingot of the habitus. Thereby, satire would become a literary 

form that chooses sets of disposition, problems, choices and contexts and shows the 

comic, absurd, grotesque and horrific nature of the systems, rules, laws, categories of 

meaning and structures of perception involved in the above, by demonstrating their 

arbitrary, historic, self-interested nature, as opposed to some essentialist, universal 

preconception.  

 

In Wolfe’s satire, The Bonfire of the Vanities, habitus is assembled from the attributes of 

class. According to Wolfe, class involves the acquisition of income and its accompanying 

poles of capital and debt, real estate both residential and commercial, education, 

particularly university qualifications, position in associations and appearances as they are 

manifested by apparel, genetic shape and physical stature. The comic, absurd and 

grotesque nature of these ‘vanities’ are assembled from the set of dispositions, problems 

and choices and their accompanying mental structures that pertain to the cultural fields of 

finance, law, municipal politics and the media. The characters at no time question the 

arbitrary nature of the habitus and assume that some kind of universal system is at play, 

while the reader is struck by their historic and self-interested nature. 

 114



 

In contrast, Carey’s ironic myth, The Unusual Life of Tristan Smith, is assembled from 

the habitus of the cultural worker operating across the cultural field of domestic politics 

and specifically ‘left-wing’ theatre. At times the reader experiences the grotesque in 

Carey’s novel, but to a lesser degree the comic. Carey does reveal though, the types of 

forces that shape a cultural field from within. The habitus presented in both novels 

determines a City of Borders. 

 

In Bourdieu’s definition of the habitus, city boundaries and the rules, laws, perceptions 

and desires that construct them are located simultaneously in the mind and the city itself, 

as in practice. The habitus allows movement across the cultural fields and as a ‘feel for 

the game’. However, these are not static entities. The relation between the habitus and the 

cultural field is a dynamic one. 

 

The dynamic of Wolfe’s novel derives its power from the border skirmishes between 

these sectors, in particular how a wealthy financier, Sherman McCoy, manipulates the 

cultural capital at his disposal to avoid conviction for homicide. His dealings with the 

District Attorney’s Office and his own legal counsel require all the symbolic capital he 

can muster. Wolfe presents a number of features of class to represent this aspect of 

cultural capital that is transportable across cultural fields and acts as a very powerful 

force in the process of approval and disapproval in a modern urban city. In fact, 

according to Wolfe, class as it operates in practice is the critical ingredient in the 
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monopolisation of space and the relegation of the less powerful to the least desirable 

areas of the city.  

 

On the other hand, Carey is concerned with the sector of cultural workers and how they 

compete to establish a national identity. Artists, Carey is quick to demonstrate, are not 

immune from border skirmishes, nor conflicts within their cultural field. As it will be 

shown the cultural field is fluid, dynamic and open to forms of turbulence from within 

and without its borders. 

 
A cultural field can be defined as a series of institutions, rules, rituals, 
conventions, categories, designations, appointments and titles which 
constitute an objective hierarchy, and which produce and authorise certain 
discourses and activities. (Webb, Schirato, and Danaher 2002: 21)  
 

The emphasis in Bourdieu’s theory that Webb et al are asserting is a relation between 

each of these elements of the cultural field that cohere to produce and distribute authority, 

cultural capital and, in terms of our investigation, approval and disapproval.  

 
But it [the cultural field] is also constituted by, or out of, the conflict that 
is involved when groups or individuals attempt to determine what and how 
that capital is to be distributed. constitutes capital within that field, 
Bourdieu understands the concept of cultural field to refer to fluid and 
dynamic, rather then static entities. (Webb, Schirato and Danaher 2002: 
22)  

 

The borders between the different sectors of the cultural field are malleable and 

permeable. Also the different elements of the cultural field – institutions, rules, rituals, 

conventions, categories, designations, appointments and titles – are swirling in varying 

degrees of disputation, dissolution and expansion. It is a fluid system with networks of 
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elements continually experiencing transformation. What constitutes capital in this system 

includes  

 
material things (which can have symbolic value), as well as “untouchable” 
but culturally significant attributes such as prestige, status and authority 
(referred to as symbolic capital), along with cultural capital (defined as 
culturally-valued taste and consumption patterns). (Webb, Schirato and 
Danaher 2002: 22)  

 

With respect to the investigation of literature, the assemblage of city space by writers, 

including building interiors both residential and commercial, are coded with underlying 

degrees of capital. For example Wolfe’s construction of interiors involves powerfully 

coded attributes of class. He audits the building’s size and history, the solidity of its walls 

and ceiling, its mouldings and floor coverings with the intention of establishing the 

conditions for prestige and status. The interior translates almost without alteration into 

‘culturally-valued taste and consumption patterns’. Sherman McCoy’s $2.6 million 

apartment on Park Avenue is presented as the elevated platform, the position at the top of 

the hierarchy, from which his possible dive into social degeneration threatens.   

 
Why, his building was one of the great ones built just before the First 
World War! Back then it was not entirely proper for a good family to live 
in an apartment (instead of a house). So the apartments were built like 
mansions, with eleven-, twelve-, thirteen-foot ceilings, vast entry galleries, 
staircases, servants’ wings, herring-bone parquet floors, interior walls a 
foot thick, exterior walls as thick as a fort’s, and fireplaces, fireplaces, 
fireplaces, even though the buildings were built with central heating. A 
mansion! – except that you arrived at the front door via an elevator 
(opening upon your own private vestibule) instead of the street. (Wolfe 
1988: 138) 

 

The set of dispositions Sherman McCoy uses to evaluate his world is seldom questioned 

by himself. His self-description – ‘Master of the Universe’, taken from the trademark of 
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his daughter’s plastic dolls – emphasises the confident feel he has for the game of class 

and finance. He resides in a fortress immuned from the ‘fluidity’ of the street. 

 

In addition to McCoy there are other players in the game of power and prestige. Some are 

not starting from McCoy’s elevated position in the cultural field. However the canny, 

upward-mobile, political operator Reverend Bacon has also selected his piece of real 

estate carefully. If he is to bring about a redistribution of power, attracting capital to 

himself in the Bronx, he must have an office that confers esteem and authority too. 

 
The room was a vast Beaux Arts salon full of high-grained oak architraves 
and cornices and plaster rosettes and swags with gilt high-lights and fluted 
corner beads and ogeed base boards, all of it carefully restored to the 
original turn-of-the-century style. It was the sort of mansion the dry goods 
barons used to erect in New York before the First World War. But now the 
baron of these premises, seated behind a huge mahogany desk, was a black 
man. (Wolfe 2002: 139) 

 

According to Bourdieu, ‘The amount of power a person has within a field depends on that 

person’s position in the field, and the amount of capital she or he posses’ (Webb, Schirato 

and Danaher 2002: 23). There is a hierarchical arrangement within each sector of the field 

and competition between the cultural fields whereby capital is determined, exchanged 

and distributed. However the cultural field is not a level one. For Bourdieu, it is 

paradoxical ‘that those with the least amount of capital tend to be less ambitious, and 

more “satisfied” by their lot; [and] in Bourdieu’s terms, “the subjective hope of profit 

tends to be adjusted to the objective probability of profit”’ (Webb, Schirato and Danaher 

2002: 23). In other words, the realistic but fatalistic dispositions of the dominated groups 

help to reproduce the conditions of oppression.  
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Wolfe makes exactly the point above, when in his novel he assembles two deeply 

contrasting financial assessments, the first of Larry Kramer, assistant district attorney for 

the Bronx, a public servant lawyer, and second, Sherman McCoy, a bond-trader with 

Pierce and Pierce, a leading finance firm. The two self-assessments of their financial 

positions show starkly the realistic despondency of the first and the overwhelming greed 

of the second. Surprising though, and more significant, is the decisive self-interest of 

both. Their assessments are determined within the context of their immediate field. First, 

there are Larry Kramer’s budgeting woes: 

 
The place was like one of those little ant colonies you can buy, but it cost 
them $888 a month, rent-stabilized… And they had been happy to find 
it… They could barely afford it when they were both working and their 
combined salaries had been $56 000 a year, $41 000 after deductions. The 
plan had been that Rhonda’s mother would give them the money as a sort 
of baby present to hire a baby nurse for four weeks, while Rhonda got 
back on her feet and went back to work…but it was already obvious that 
this au pair girl who was willing to sleep on a convertible couch in the 
living room in an ant colony of the West Side did not exist. Rhonda would 
have to go back to work. They were going to get by with $25 000-after-
taxes, and the yearly rent here in this dump, even with the help of rent 
stabilization, was $10 656. (Wolfe 1988: 30) 

 

Before examining the McCoys’ monetary problems, it is necessary to point out the 

common effects both assessments produce in the reader. The reader feels the struggle in 

Kramer’s circumstances but can’t help wondering how the actual poor are surviving. He 

is a middle-class lawyer with apparent cultural capital at his disposal. By the time we 

reach Sherman McCoy’s balance sheet, with its greed, the reader is struck in quite a 

humorous way by the gap between the two cultural fields and the contrasting cost of the 

two lifestyles. Yet there is a common impulse in both assessments that in narrative terms 
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presents both lifestyles as parallel worlds and not in direct conflict. For the emotion that 

radiates from the text is one of comic irony, as though Sherman like all of us is just 

another victim of debt, his economic woes being proportional to his position on the team. 

One possible way to account for this humour is that the reader empathises with the 

unnerving tension of debt. The fear of debt is a quality that extends across the entire 

cultural field as its characteristic attribute – capital and debt, like two overpowering 

banks of floodlights, illuminate the space in stark relief, the field upon which the game is 

to be played. The selective highlights of McCoy’s reflections are these: 

 
…his spirits plunged even lower. One breath of scandal, and not only 
would the Giscard scheme collapse but his very career would be finished! 
And what would he do then? I’m already going broke on a million a year! 
The appalling figures came popping up into his brain. Last year his income 
had been $980 000. But he had to pay out $21 000 a month for the $1.8 
million loan he had to take out to buy the apartment… Of the $560 000 
remaining of his income last year, $44 400 was required for the 
apartment’s monthly maintenance fee… $18 000 for heat, utilities, 
insurance and repairs, $6 000 for lawn and hedge cutting, $8 000 for taxes. 
Entertaining at home and in restaurants had come to $37 000. This was a 
modest sum compared to what other people spent. (Wolfe 1988: 137) 

 

According to Bourdieu, the cultural field is reproduced by four main modes of operation: 

misrecognition, symbolic violence, illusion and universalisation (Webb, Schirato and 

Danaher 2002: 24). These four concepts are useful for our investigation since they 

establish the way in which city borders are constructed and maintained even by citizens 

who accrue meagre amounts of social capital and appear to receive little benefit from 

their position in the cultural field. They also acknowledge an embodied experience of 

urban space where the prohibitions, rituals, values and practices shift seamlessly from 
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internal representations within the citizen to concrete manifestations in the urban 

environment.  

 
“The agent engaged in the world knows the world…too well,” asserts 
Bourdieu, “without objectifying distance, takes it for granted, precisely 
because he is caught up in it; he inhabits it likes a garment…he feels at 
home in the world because the world is also in him, in the form of the 
habitus.” (Webb, Schirato and Danaher 2002: 25) 

 

The first mode of operation, according to Bourdieu, that explains the maintenance of city 

borders is misrecognition and its relation to the second mode, symbolic violence. In fact 

misrecognition is the key, for Bourdieu, to the function of symbolic violence. Symbolic 

violence is defined as ‘the violence that is exercised upon a social agent with his or her 

complicity’ – in other words, citizens are relegated to less desirable areas of the city, 

denied services and resources, limited in their social mobility and aspirations – ‘but they 

do not perceive it that way; rather, their situation seems to them to be “the natural order 

of things”’ (Webb, Schirato, and Danaher 2002: 25). In summary they misrecognize the 

dynamic, historic and self-interested nature of the field and instead attribute to their 

circumstance a universal and essentialist value.  

 
This more or less unthinking commitment to the logic, values and capital 
of a field corresponds to what Bourdieu calls “illusio”, which is: the fact 
of being caught up in the game, of believing…that playing is worth the 
effort… [I]f the structures of the game are not also in your mind, the 
quarrel will seem ridiculous and futile to you. (Webb, Schirato and 
Danaher 2002: 26)  

 

Inferring from the above, the erection of urban barriers occurs through practice, but the 

structures are well established in our minds, operating upon memory and imagination. 

We get ‘caught up in the game’ and believe it’s the only game in town. The fourth and 
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final mode is the tendency of a cultural field, or a sector of the field to try and 

universalise itself ‘so that its values would become synonymous with the field as a 

whole’ (Webb, Schirato and Danaher 2002: 27) 

 

Both Wolfe and Carey assemble their novels from specific sectors of the cultural field 

and represent ‘this more or less unthinking commitment’ to the ‘logic, values or capital of 

a field’ (Webb, Schirato and Danaher 2002: 26). In Wolfe’s case he is most explicit when 

assembling the practices controlling, and impulses radiating from, the citizens in the 

financial and legal field. On the other hand Carey concentrates almost entirely in his 

novel upon the context of the cultural worker. For the time being anyway, novels tend to 

assemble subjective maps of a culture more so than objective ones that include the 

elements of laws, rules, prohibitions, systems and rituals. Objective maps of a culture 

tend to ‘edit out intentionality and individuality (or what is referred to as “agency”)… 

Objectivism points out that individuality and intentionality are regulated by cultural 

contexts’ (Webb, Schirato and Danaher 2002: 36).  

 

The retention in Bourdieu theory of intuitive factors in the study of culture makes it 

attractive for the study of literature. The trajectory of literature has invested novels with 

the authority to authenticate, sanctify and universalise agency. Novels tend to be 

assembled from characters who demonstrate choice and transcend, if not scramble over, 

the barriers erected in their path. They are essentially constructions of intentionality and 

individuality. However, Bourdieu insists on reading across both subjectivist and 

objectivist approaches simultaneously. For, practice  
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is always informed by a sense of agency (the ability to understand and 
control our actions), but that the possibilities of agency must be 
understood and contextualised in terms of its relation to the objective 
structures of a culture…cultural fields… For Bourdieu this relationship 
between field and habitus does not completely determine people’s actions 
and thoughts, but no practice is explicable without reference to them. 
(Webb, Schirato and Danaher 2002: 36, my italics) 

 

The relationship between the habitus of the bond trader and the cultural field of finance is 

assembled by Wolfe as an ongoing narcissistic commentary that is continually drawn to 

the surface features of class. Sherman McCoy is walking his six-year-old daughter to the 

bus stop when: 

 
As they crossed Park Avenue, he had a mental picture of what an ideal 
pair they made. Campbell, the perfect angel in a private-school uniform; 
himself, with his noble head, his Yale chin, his big frame, and his $1 800 
British suit, the angel’s father, a man of parts; he visualised the admiring 
stares, the envious stares, of the drivers, the pedestrians, of one and all. 
(Wolfe 1988: 51) 

 

The explicit vanity in the assemblage above becomes the central motif in Wolfe’s novel. 

Wolfe appears to be saying that if you live in a society where money is the supreme 

value, and displaying your wealth is essential to acceptance into various cultural fields, 

then the cultivation of a particular recognisable appearance becomes critical and 

eventually must develop into a ‘culture of narcissism’. It is worth examining further how 

in the reflections of McCoy the values ‘ideal’, ‘perfect angel’, ‘noble’, ‘admiring’, 

‘envious’ are conflated with apparel or the spectator. What is being constructed is a 

‘mental picture’, an image of his own habitus in relation to the cultural field. It is as if the 

apparel and body parts are being arranged in his imagination to create the ‘desired’ 

image.  
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‘Mountains, like labyrinths and other built structures,’ declares Rebecca Solnit, ‘function 

as metaphorical and symbolic space’ (Solnit 2000: 136). For example, high-rise holiday 

units not only symbolise the chance ‘to get away from it all’ but also the opportunity ‘to 

be on top of it all’. Wolfe seems to be conscious of this symbolic capital when 

assembling the high-rise office, the eyrie of the bond-trader, and the practices of the 

financial field. Wolfe also exploits how the modern office tower capitalises the aesthetic 

values of the view, the picturesque normally associated with mountains. In the sequence 

that follows, ‘the picture’ – or what I call ‘the desired image’ – is invested with various 

factors of symbolic value: contemporary aesthetic, business strategy and a type of 

superior understanding that comes to those who live at the summit of such an esteemed 

hierarchy. 

 

McCoy has been called to Arnold Parch’s office, Arnold being the head of Pierce and 

Pierce, the bond-trading company McCoy works for, to be admonished for his increasing 

lack of attention to detail brought on by his threatened arrest. 

 
Parch’s office was, naturally, smaller than Lopwitz’s but it had the same 
terrific view to the west, out over the Hudson River and New Jersey. In 
contrast to Lopwitz’s office, with its antiques, Parch’s was done with 
modern furniture and large modern paintings of the sort Maria and her 
husband liked… “Well, golly, Sherman,” who was no longer smiling, 
“can’t you see what was happening? Somebody at Salmon was painting 
you a picture. They were loaded with U Frags, and they knew the S and P 
report was on the way, and so they painted you a picture…he lifted his 
eyebrows and kept them way up on his forehead, as if to say, “You get the 
picture?” (Wolfe 1988: 175, my italics) 
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The accumulation of cultural capital, namely prestige and business acumen, is conflated 

with the aesthetic of the picturesque represented by the view across the Hudson and the 

modern paintings on the wall. Deleuze would recognise this as an illustration of 

capitalism’s central tendency to overcode desire and incorporate it into systems of social 

maintenance. ‘The desired image’ is the most salient feature of Wolfe’s conception of 

class, that ubiquitous principle that arranges and monitors urban space. 

 

This investigation has already examined the symbolic value of real estate, interiors, cash 

flow and assets, and apparel in Wolfe’s assemblage of class. To the constellation of 

factors Wolfe also adds position in associations or the hierarchy, age, stature and 

educational background as borne out by the following: 

 
Browning was the president of the building’s co-op board. He was a New 
York boy who had emerged from his mother’s loins as a fifty-year-old 
partner in Davis Polk and president of the Downtown Association. He was 
forty but he had looked fifty for the past twenty years… He wore an 
immaculate navy blue suit, a white shirt, a shepherd’s check necktie, and 
no raincoat. He faced the elevator door, then turned his head, took another 
look at Sherman, said nothing, and turned back… Sherman had known 
him ever since they were boys at Buckley School. (Wolfe 1988: 14) 

 

In contrast to the confident self-enactment of the financial field, the lot of the 

bureaucratic lawyer in the District Attorney’s Office is characterised partly by self-doubt, 

and at times downright cynicism. The construction of the habitus of the legal worker, by 

Wolfe, maintains its resilience and shape by the illusio pertaining to crime. The 

characters are involved so closely with the legal apparatus that they are literally hemmed 

in by criminals. There is no distance for reflection or room for insight to emerge, let alone 

new strategies that might transform their relation to crime. Unlike the view across the 
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Hudson, very little illumination, apart from the occasional glow of the erotic fantasy, falls 

across these shabby offices. The staff lunches are delivered by fast-food outlets to avoid 

the risks of the street, and the park that their beautiful, old courthouse overlooks is a 

source of fear. It is Wolfe’s most prominent image of a City of Borders. 

 
It was no joke, this precinct, the 44th. On the 158th Street side the 
courthouse overlooked Franz Sigel Park, which from a sixth-floor window 
was a beautiful swath of English-style landscaping, a romance of trees, 
bushes, grass, and rock outcroppings that stretched down the south side of 
the hill. Practically nobody but him knew the name of Franz Sigel Park 
anymore, however, because nobody with half a brain in his head would 
ever go far enough into the park to reach the plaque that bore the name. 
Just last week some poor devil was stabbed to death at 10:00 a.m. on one 
of the concrete benches… Nobody from the District Attorney’s Office 
went out into the park on a sunny day in May to have lunch, not even 
somebody who could bench-press two hundred pounds… They stayed 
inside the building, this island fortress of the Power, of the white people, 
like himself, this Gibraltar in the poor sad Sargasso Sea of the Bronx. 
(Wolfe 1988: 39) 

 

For Wolfe, crime is not the cause of his City of Borders but its most profound effect, a 

feature that is thoroughly institutionalised and socially maintained by the forces of 

capital, class, prestige and status. 

 
The same stupid, dismal, pathetic, horrifying crimes were committed day 
in and day out, all the same. What was accomplished by the assistant 
D.A.s, by any of them, by all this relentless stirring of the muck? The 
Bronx crumbled and decayed a little more, and a little more blood dried in 
the cracks. The Doubts [D.A.s had about the criminal justice system being 
fair and just]? One thing was accomplished for sure. The system was fed, 
and those vans brought in the chow… Christ knew how many criminal 
lawyers, Legal Aid lawyers, court reporters, court clerks, court officers, 
correction officers, probation officers, social workers, bail bondsmen, 
special investigators, case clerks, court psychiatrists – what a vast swarm 
had to be fed! And every morning the chow came in, the chow and the 
Doubts. (Wolfe 1988: 40)  
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In contrast to Wolfe, Carey in The Unusual Life of Tristan Smith assembles the major 

discourses, values and practices that compose the habitus of the cultural worker, 

specifically the workers in the theatre. There is a certain tension, as one would expect in a 

novel, between the principle of ‘disinterestedness’ as a factor in the habitus of the artist, 

and the less spiritual and more worldly aspects of field-specific competition. On the one 

hand the actors of Efica are willing to put up with little remuneration, suffer physically 

and work in relative obscurity to maintain the critical discourse of their project which is 

to invent the culture of their people and help define the national identity of Efica. On the 

other hand, they find it difficult to insulate themselves entirely from the effects of envy 

and domination that result from the field-specific competition with the more powerful 

and imperialist Sirkus of Voorstand.  

 
The things produced in the field of cultural production [according to 
Bourdieu] are in the first instance symbolic rather than material. They are 
primarily designed not to make money, but to make some sort of statement 
about the artist’s vision or social universe. Hence, the argument goes, they 
are made under the principle of “disinterestedness”. (Webb, Schirato and 
Danaher 2002: 149-50)  

 

Carey’s characters are deeply committed to the symbolic function of their work and, in 

fact, hold in contempt the ‘material’ focus of the Voorstand theatre. The characters speak 

of their role in terms of ‘moral and artistic consequences’, realistic enough to realise that 

they are ‘small and unimportant’ in a globalised, technologically-dominated world (Carey 

1994: 50). This doesn’t dampen their spirits, for they see their role in moral and spiritual 

terms. 

 
What this poor theatre saw itself doing was inventing the culture of its 
people. So even while the rain leaked through the ancient roof and ran in a 
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rippling wash down the back wall, the young man who paced back and 
forth on the sawdust stage presented himself as somebody involved in a 
moral judgement which was of the highest consequences. (Carey 1994: 50, 
my italics) 

 

Yet this is never easy for Carey’s actors. To sharpen the narrative, he assembles a number 

of attitudes crucial to the habitus of the cultural workers so as to create a boundary 

between themselves and the Voorstand Sirkus. In fact he positions the other as the 

‘enemy’ due to their individualism and lack of collective spirit, commercial interest, 

acceptance and excitement over the risk to workers that together produce a 

‘heartlessness’.  

 
…the enemy. I do not mean your country, but your Sirkus. In its 
celebration of the individual, in its inequitable rewards of luck, in its 
invitation to have the audience be complicitous in the not infrequent death 
of performers, it ran counter to everything we Eficans held so dear. The 
Saarlim Sirkus was thrilling, spectacular, addictive, but also heartless. 
(Carey 1994: 50)  

 

‘One of the most significant things about Bourdieu’s work on the field of cultural 

production,’ Webb et al draw attention to, ‘is that it breaks with this romantic idea – still 

associated with art’ (Webb, Schirato and Danaher 2002: 150). By analysing the cultural 

field Bourdieu was able to demonstrate the fact that it is organised like other cultural 

fields.  

 
Because of this, according to Bourdieu, the field of cultural production has 
symbolic power, and its products are among the means by which a society 
– including its way of life and its sets of values - is objectified. This 
symbolic function is associated with another important discourse of the 
field, which suggests that culture makes the invisible visible, and brings 
into material form the unexpressed conditions of being. (Webb, Schirato 
and Danaher 2002: 150-1)  
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The above not only accounts for the conflation in Carey’s novel of the artistic with the 

political in terms of national identity, but provides an adequate explanation for how 

previous descriptions of art resorted to concepts of ‘magic’. ‘Bourdieu writes that art is 

“the sacred sphere of culture” and a “religion” dedicated to the question of cultural 

salvation in the language of grace’ (Webb, Schirato and Danaher 2002: 151). The 

combination of imagination and belief in Carey’s assemblage of the artist also carries this 

‘spiritual’ commitment to making the ‘invisible visible’. It involves the construction of 

national identity – ‘you’re an Efican actor. You belong here, with us. We have important 

work to do. We have a whole damn country to invent’ (Carey 1994: 53) – but also an 

embodied expression of agency.  

 
She owned the Feu Follet building. She had spent years persuading 
everyone that, in some fundamental and spiritual way, this was not so. She 
had done a damn good job of it, but the fact remained – it was her name on 
the title. It was hers in her secret heart, and not because it was her money 
that had purchased it, but because she made it, dreamed it, spun it out of 
herself. (Carey 1994: 108-9, my italics) 

 

Yet also among the ‘spiritual’ concerns are more worldly ones, ‘persuading everyone’, 

‘her money’, ‘a damn good job’ that indicates that Carey is aware not only of the borders 

between cultural workers and the rest of the community but that art occurs in contexts 

that are authorised and ‘titled’. There are those within our community who are authorised 

to make judgements and to tell us what art is, what a theatre is, and how art is to be 

appreciated. The goal of Carey’s cultural workers is to become regulators in the field of 

culture production. In practice, the actors of the Feu Follet experience art as a social 

artefact despite their overall commitment to inventing a nation. Such a representation 

finds agreement with Webb et al.  
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[A]rt is not magical or immanent: it does not exist evidently in and of 
itself. Rather, it is a social artefact, the product of a field, and it comes into 
existence through a process of field-specific competition. This, like 
another competition in any field, comes down to a question of power – 
who is authorised to speak for, or attribute value to, various positions in 
the field? The “prize” in this competition is becoming recognised as a 
regulator of the field…and, in addition there is a chance to accrue the true 
award for success in the field of cultural production – symbolic capital. 
(Webb, Schirato and Danaher 2002: 152) 

 

It is no wonder then, that when finally, Tristan Smith possesses the icon of the Voorstand 

Sirkus, the Cyborg Simi, that he should be filled with envy, admiration, but most 

significantly fear of its power. By analogy, the Australian cultural worker confronts the 

authorising power of American artistic imperialism and is left in a state of awe. 

 
How I envied him, and – when he picked up this Cyborg, this Simi, this 
dead rat, and stood there holding it around his neck, tapping his foot, how I 
feared the consequences of his will. (Carey 1994: 294-5) 

 

In Carey’s assemblage the artist creates boundaries between herself and her community, 

and between herself and other competitors in the cultural field so as to become a regulator 

of the field. It is no better demonstrated by Carey then when he coins the phrase ‘the 

radical’s conceit’. The border, so crucial to the habitus of the artist is sealed and delivered 

by this state of consciousness, Carey terms. (Carey 1994: 67). 

 
But the truth was, I was being privately tutored not only in my schoolwork 
but in the radical’s conceit, that I was different but superior… I would sit 
with a crushed velvet shawl around my shoulders and bring my intense 
eyes to stare accusingly at anyone I imagined was the enemy. (Carey 
1994: 67) 
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Conclusion 

 

In summary, the City of Borders as portrayed in fiction discloses the exclusionary 

practices that regulate and maintain the spaces and places within the urban environment. 

It draws attention to how space becomes monopolised by power and how less powerful 

groups are relegated to less desirable areas. In general, fiction, with its emphasis upon 

agency, can provide an embodied expression of the City of Borders from the viewpoint of 

the excluded. Specifically satire, by choosing a set of dispositions, problems, choices and 

contexts, arranges the comic, absurd, grotesque and horrific nature of exclusionary 

systems, rules, laws and categories of meaning. Further, satire has a tendency to 

demonstrate that the City of Borders is arbitrary, historic and self-interested as opposed to 

the assumptions of power that present a City of Borders as essentialist and universal.  

 

Any analysis of the City of Borders shows evidence of the dynamic of cultural fields: the 

ongoing transformation within them and the border skirmishes that occur at their edges. 

This is necessarily a critique of power as groups vie for the right to become regulators of 

city space. The novel remains a powerful cultural form that assembles and makes visible 

the conditions and forces that the excluded often experience as natural or inherent. 

 

What remains to be analysed are the strategies that can return a City of Borders to greater 

states of ambiguity whereby memory, experience and imagination can enact multiple 

interactions and where citizens are able to mingle with greater freedom.  
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Chapter Three 

The City of Mingling: Strategies to Return a City of Borders to a City of Flow 

 

 

 

In way of summary, it is time to re-present certain features of the City of Flow, 

particularly a perception-network definition of power that emphasizes the role of memory 

and imagination, walking and assembling in urban environments, and the value of 

ambiguity, multiple interactions and public space. The strategies assembled will try to 

answer the question: How can the bordered spaces of a city be returned to a state of 

ambiguity where multiple interactions can occur between citizens and where different 

groups are free to mingle? It will also ask which journeys, including those of the mind, 

are citizens free to take. By way of inference, it will provide a possible re-evaluation of 

the habitus of the artist, particularly the writer of fiction, one that is less field-specific, 

and more akin to cross-field incursions, and one that values ‘small doses of melancholy, 

alienation and introspection’ as ‘among life’s more refined pleasures’ (Solnit 2000: 186). 

A critique of the writing of Rebecca Solnit, specifically Wanderlust: A History of 

Walking will be essential to the findings. 

 

As quoted in an earlier chapter, according to Shils, authoritarians were distrustful and 

suspicious and demonstrated an intolerance of ambiguity, and thus ‘differentiated clearly 

between those on the outside, the “other”, and the relevant in-group’ (Sibley 1995: 6). 

This removing of ambiguity from urban environments assists in the dispensation of 
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approval and disapproval. Prohibitions can be put in place, barriers erected, surveillance 

technologies installed and the space policed. The chance for diverse groups to assemble 

and mingle is reduced and the chance for unexpected or multiple interactions to occur are 

eliminated. The upshot of this is that power tends to monopolize the city and relegate less 

powerful groups to the less desirable parts. 

 

Ambiguity is one crucial and essential value deployed by Rebecca Solnit in her theory of 

walking. Walking is the means by which she opposes those powerful economic and 

cultural forces in our cities that relegate the public role of the citizen to a more private, 

isolated and consumer-driven existence (Solnit 2000: 5). The strategy of walking, 

according to Solnit, establishes a productive relationship between the body, the urban 

environment and the mind. However, its products are not of goods and services but of 

something much more imaginative and akin to perceptual networks of power. ‘It is a 

bodily labor that produces nothing but thoughts, experiences, arrivals’ (Solnit 2000: 5). 

And yet it is the means, Solnit would have us believe, of aligning the body, the mind and 

the world.  

 

There are two features of walking she wishes to emphasize. The first is an ongoing 

exchange between internal and external journeys that are stimulated by the rhythms of 

walking.  

 
This creates an odd consonance between internal and external passage, one 
that suggests the mind is also a landscape of sorts and that walking is one 
way to traverse it. A new thought often seems like a feature of the 
landscape that was there all along, as though thinking were traveling rather 
than making. (Solnit 2000: 8)  
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The emphasis is upon movement through the mind and the world, a tidal shift permeating 

the surface of the body, activated by travelling itself.  

 

The second feature is a visual activity that is transformative by effect. It is the means by 

which new understandings can be located in the mind and the city, simultaneously.  

 
Walking can also be imagined as a visual activity…to see and think over 
sights, to assimilate the new into the known… The surprises, liberations, 
and clarifications of travel… It is the movement as well as the sights going 
by that seems to make things happen in the mind, and this is what makes 
walking ambiguous and endlessly fertile: it is both means and end, travel 
and destination. (Solnit 2000: 6, my italics)  

 

Walking is both an epistemological theory and a political strategy that emphasizes the 

critical importance of perceptional flow in personal and urban renewal.  

 

In addition, to write about such journeys provides further opportunity for the imagination 

to act upon and perceptually link urban sites, people and discourses in new productive 

ways. According to Solnit, ‘There is a very practical sense in which to trace even an 

imaginary route is to trace the spirit of thought of what passed there before’ (Solnit 2000: 

76). For our investigation there are implications for both reading and writing fiction. ‘At 

its most casual, this retracing allows unsought memories of events to return as one 

encounters the sites of those events’ (Solnit 2000: 76). The reading of fiction evokes 

similar memories and meanings associated with place. The words map an imaginary route 

and the reader perceives and fills out the spirit of thought. The text is spacialized, given 

depth, atmosphere, weather, movement and emotion from the two-dimensionality of the 
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print. This may account for one effect of reading, the way the reader perceives a whole 

city from partial details. And yet, strangely enough, the writing of fiction, the invention, 

feels sometimes to be akin to following an imaginary route that preexists also. The writer 

tries desperately to follow the spirit of thought and record with acute fidelity an affective 

resonance that exists in the mind as only a trace or a trajectory but one inexplicably tied 

to the existence of a forgotten place.  

 
Memory, like the mind and time, is unimaginable without physical 
dimensions, [insists Solnit.] [T]o imagine it as a physical place is to make 
it into a landscape in which its contents are located, and what has location 
can be approached. That is to say, if memory is imagined as a real 
space…then the act of remembering is imagined as a real act, that is, as a 
physical act: as walking. (Solnit 2000: 77) 

 

Not only in Solnit’s theory of walking is there a seamless correspondence between the 

conditions of the world and the mind, but one between the past, present and the future. 

When we walk, we alternate between plans, recollections and observations melding them 

into the one whole. 

 

This aspect of Solnit’s theory places great value upon the continuity of urban space. 

Retained in the interiors of buildings, in street furniture, in the different moods and 

modes of light and shadow of a particular street in a certain season is perceptual data that 

maybe approached and reworked by the imagination and memory. By living, walking and 

thinking in these spaces, our initial perceptions and later the memory of them, give to the 

space a depth or strata of effects and thoughts. According to Solnit, to walk the same 

route again is to provide an opportunity to think the same thoughts,  
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as though thoughts and ideas were indeed fixed objects in a landscape… 
In this way, walking is reading, even when both the walking and reading 
are imaginary, and the landscape of the memory becomes a text as stable 
as that to be found in the garden, the labyrinth, or the stations. (Solnit 
2000: 77)  

 

According to Solnit, walking, thinking, reading and writing are processes that provide an 

analogy for each other. Language is like a road and unfolds in time whether it is heard or 

read (Solnit 2000: 268). Walking, thinking and observing converse with each other like 

characters in a novel (Solnit 2000: 5). Walking and writing are twin-pursuits, one evokes 

the other (Solnit 2000: 8). So it is not surprising that by examining the habitus of certain 

writers she is able to construct the conditions of a detached, solitary, observant citizen 

who displays their commitment to the democratic nature of their city by silently walking 

its streets. She credits the historic origin of this artistic citizenship with Rousseau in his 

Confessions. ‘If he was a radical, his most profoundly radical act was to revalue the 

personal and the private, for which walking, solitude, and wilderness provided favorable 

conditions’ (Solnit 2000: 22).  

 

The four key elements of her habitus of the artist are walking, solitude, a detached but 

observant relationship with other citizens and the transformation of environments into 

wildernesses whether they be urban or rural. One must be able to lose aspects of oneself 

for a time to reap the full effects. Solnit refers to the socially withdrawn, Soren 

Kierkegaard, and the journeys he took daily around his home city of Copenhagen. Solnit 

extracts from Kierkegaard evidence of a subtle bond between citizens in public venues. 

These bonds are constructed not of meetings necessarily but of perceptional links that 

occur in crowded spaces that go by the contemporary term ‘people watching’. People 
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watching emphasizes warmth, detachment, observation, imagination and curiosity. It is a 

riposte to the claims of alienation in urban environments. It must be asked though, is 

Solnit making a virtue out of necessity, or constructing a product of desire that has 

remained relatively ignored? Nevertheless, she says of Kierkegaard: 

 
It was a way to be among people for a man who could not be with them, a 
way to bask in the faint human warmth of brief encounters, acquaintances, 
greetings, and overheard conversations. A lone walker is both present and 
detached from the world around, more than an audience but less than a 
participant. (Solnit 2000: 24) 

 

For Solnit, the habitus of the artist emerges from an oblique involvement, an empathy and 

awareness that is able to transform the diversion, the brief encounter, the chance 

occurrence into significance. She quotes Kierkegaard to make the point: ‘It is the 

accidental and the insignificant things in life which are significant’ (Solnit 2000: 24). Her 

theory of the artist values contingencies of urban flow. 

 

In Solnit’s theory the political activist and writer are conflated and provide the means by 

which city borders can be permeated, re-evaluated and removed. Walking in the city 

‘compresses all the variety of human life into a jumble of possibilities’ (Solnit 2000: 

171). Each city border, whether it be the cultural diversity of the storefront, or the 

preponderance of a racial group, or the connecting eyes of a stranger, acts only as a 

border if we do not recognize the fact that it is also an invitation. Cities are ‘a spur to the 

imagination’ (Solnit 2000: 171). Anonymity and tangential human contact should not be 

a barrier but a provocation of desire. The glance and the glimpse are also an edge 

between what we want and what we might have. It is also an edge between what we 
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know we can control and what we can’t. City barriers can be razor sharp, enough to make 

us weep with tear-gas, but ultimately they are an invitation for change. 

 
Every building, every storefront, seemed to open onto a different world, 
compressing all the variety of human life into a jumble of possibilities 
made all the richer by conjunctions… Cities have always offered 
anonymity, variety and conjunction, qualities best basked in by 
walking…and a great city always makes the unknown and the possible 
spurs to the imagination. (Solnit 2000: 171) 

 

And yet much of Solnit’s history is an attack upon the present forces transforming 

American cities. Her theory is a challenge to these forces that she sees controlling directly 

the habitus of the artist and the political activist. 

 
…most American cities are becoming more and more like enlarged 
suburbs, scrupulously controlled and segregated, designed for the 
noninteractions of motorists shuttling between private places rather than 
the interactions of pedestrians in public ones…cafes and bars everywhere, 
suggest different priorities for space and time, as does the (gentrification-
threatened) tradition of artists, poets, and social and political radicals 
making lives about other things than getting and spending. (Solnit 2000: 
172) 

 

Solnit is opposed to the priorities given to consumption at the price of access to public 

spaces for all citizens. According to Sibley, power monopolizes space and works actively 

to control the flow of people through urban environments (Sibley 1995: 6). Yet in 

opposition to these trends presented by Solnit, I would like to suggest the concept of 

‘mingling’. Mingling is a physical response to urban space and also a perceptual strategy 

in the habitus of the artist. Mingling acknowledges that the most fertile interactions in an 

urban environment occur at the borders of culture: race, class, nation, geography, 

perception and literary form, and involves combining two phrases of Bourdieu, making 
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the invisible visible in the language of grace. It involves taking satire that one step 

forward where it is impossible to re-erect the barriers after a reading. Gaston Bachelard, 

in his The Poetics of Space, suggests that such barriers can be rendered problematic:  

 
We shall come to realize that the dialectics of inside and outside multiply 
with countless diversified nuances… What strikes us here is that the 
metaphysical aspect originates on the very level of the image which 
disturbs the notions of a spaciality commonly considered to be able to 
reduce these disturbances and restore the mind to a stature of indifference 
to space that does not have to localize dramatic events. (Bachelard 1994: 
219)  

 

I understand that Bachelard is suggesting that certain poetic images disturb our notions of 

spatiality and refuse to allow the mind to settle on one side of the border or the other. If 

Bachelard’s comments are read on a broader cultural level, then it can be said that certain 

images in fiction don’t ‘allow the mind to a stature of indifference’ to urban space. The 

image remains ambiguous, whereby we exist on the inside and the outside 

simultaneously.  

 

Mingling also retains connotations of the ambiguities that occur with border crossing, 

what Hughes refers to ‘as the study of border situations’ (Hughes 1999: 73). Also 

mingling wishes to include the curiosity and joy Solnit derives from urban walking. ‘This 

was the daytime marvel of cities for me: coincidences, the mingling of many kinds of 

people, poetry given way to strangers under the open sky’ (Solnit 2000: 172). 
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To conclude, more importantly, mingling retains fully Solnit’s aqueous analogy that 

speaks for a democratic citizenship involved in multiple interactions of danger, 

excitement and magic. 

 
The street means life in the heady currents of the urban river in which 
everyone and everything can mingle. It is exactly this social mobility, this 
lack of compartments and distinctions, that gives the street its danger and 
its magic, the danger and magic of water in which everything runs 
together. (Solnit 2000: 176) 
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Chapter Four  

The Force of Calculability in the City of Flow and its Arrest by the Apprehension of 

Fortuitousness 

 

 

 

The Artist and The Bond-Trader in the City of Flow  

 

To contrast calculability and fortuitousness as concepts of urban experience, we can look 

at two distinct figures from the fiction of the American novelist, Don DeLillo. The first 

figure is that of the bond-trader who synthesizes the effects of an extreme economic 

rationalist projection. He is the central character in DeLillo’s Cosmopolis. The second 

figure, Klara Sax, is a visual artist spending a summer in New York, preparing in a 

fortuitous sort of way the next direction in her career. She is a character from DeLillo’s 

Underworld, a more historic representation than Cosmopolis, but one that bears out the 

contrast between calculability and fortuitousness. Actually, set side by side, the two 

characters contrast starkly two quite different states of consciousness. The bond-trader 

rapidly assimilates his being with the city’s data and financial flow, while the artist, 

leisurely resists the flow, sounds the depths of her own perception and accumulates a 

variety of distinctions that isolate, not unwontedly, her from her acquaintances.  

 

The bond-trader, in DeLillo’s novel, is in his late twenties, wealthy, insomniac, paranoid, 

gifted and extensively numerate. He patrols the streets of New York in his limousine on 
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the cusp of a foreign exchange assault so large and well organized that it threatens to 

bring him untold wealth and power at the cost of a number of smaller national economies. 

It is a power fantasy of the extreme sort. The hyperbola of calculability is represented in 

Cosmopolis by a numerical poetry that details information, communication and monetary 

flows as a form of global spectacle. The bond-trader absorbs this perceptual flow with 

calculation and increasing instability. As DeLillo narrates: 

 
There were three tiers of data running concurrently and swiftly about a 
hundred feet above the street. Financial news, stock prices, currency 
markets. The action was unflagging. The hell-bent sprint of numbers and 
symbols, the fractions, decimals, stylized dollar signs, the streaming 
release of words, of multinational news, all too fleet to be absorbed. But 
he knew Kinski was absorbing it. [Kinski is his personal 
trainer/philosopher.] … Never mind the speed that makes it hard to follow 
what passes before the eye. The speed is the point. Never mind the urgent 
and endless replenishment, the way data dissolves at one end of the series 
just as it takes shape at the other. This is the point, the thrust, the future. 
We are not witnessing the flow of information so much as pure spectacle, 
or information made sacred, ritually unreadable. The small monitors of the 
office, home and car become a kind of idolatry here, where crowds might 
gather in astonishment. (DeLillo 2003: 80, my italics and brackets) 

 

The anthem of calculability, according to DeLillo, is: ‘To know and not to act is not to 

know’ (DeLillo 2003: 85). The application of mathematics and the analysis of data, 

according to DeLillo’s bond-trader, have built-in system imperatives that make 

immobility, reflection or historical or objective distance impossible. For calculability is a 

process and a force that establishes, maintains and modifies urban flows. Action, 

movement and change are a response and also cause of the flow, a reciprocal force, an 

interaction confined by systematic borders. Knowledge and action are inseparable since 

both represent a cause and an effect simultaneously. Consequently, the foreshortening 

between data and response masks two essential features of the fortuitous. The first are 

 142



distinctions of a reflective nature. The alternatives that might exist beyond the coverage 

of the data are ignored and never sounded, while the possible random nature of much of 

the phenomenon is dismissed. Instead, the process of analyzing discrepancies is replaced 

by another form of analysis characterized by hysteria, convulsion and frenzy. As the 

bond-trader discusses with his personal advisor: 

 
“To pull back now would not be authentic…that wants you to believe in 
plausible realities, okay that can be traced and analyzed.” 
“When in fact what.” 
“That wants you to believe there are foreseeable trends and forces. When 
in fact it’s all random phenomena. You apply mathematics and other 
disciplines, yes. But in the end you’re dealing with a system that’s out of 
control. Hysteria at high speeds, day to day, minute to minute. People in 
free societies don’t have to fear the pathology of the state. We create our 
own frenzy, our own mass convulsions, driven by thinking machines that 
we have no final authority over. The frenzy is barely noticeable most of 
the time. It’s simply how we live.” (DeLillo 2003: 85) 

 

To dismantle an ideological flow of considerable momentum – such the Nazi war-

machine, or a major religious bureaucracy, or capitalist forms of production, or migration 

to urban centres - requires often violent interactions at the borders of the flow. To be 

immersed in such a flow, to have various currents of exchange flowing through the 

respective interactions, jostling our perception, memory and imagination can create a 

feeling of frenzy, buoyancy and an ecstatic reaction to events where one cannot locate the 

cause or exactly where the border is, if one wishes to exit. The calculability invested in 

the flow operates upon us as though we are ‘driven by thinking machines that we have no 

final authority over’ (DeLillo 2003: 85). We are immersed and, until the flow is somehow 

diverted or dammed or split – the point where there is a consciousness of borders and 

adjacent flows - it feels as if ‘It’s simply how we live’ (DeLillo 2003: 85)…when in fact 
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a flow requires great energy, organization and order and is the result of complex 

connections that at any moment can be dissolved.  

 

The desire of calculability is predictability, according to DeLillo. It is control over the 

fortuitous. It is a form of ecstasy that results from organized movement. Without 

movement there can be no confirmation of a predicted change that also in terms of 

increased momentum confirms the likelihood that a greater area of contingency can be 

included inside the borders of calculability, focused upon, predicted and organized into 

the flow. DeLillo’s bond-trader expresses it this way: 

 
“There’s an order at some deep level,” he said. “A pattern that wants to be 
seen.” 
“Then see it.” 
“I always have. But it’s been elusive in this instance. My experts have 
struggled and just about given up. I’ve been working on it, sleeping on it, 
not sleeping on it. There’s a common surface, an affinity between market 
movements and the natural world.” 
“An aesthetics of interaction.” 
“Yes. But in this case I’m beginning to doubt I’ll ever find it.” 
“Doubt. What is doubt? You don’t believe in doubt. You’ve told me this. 
Computer power eliminates doubt. All doubt rises from past experience. 
But the past is disappearing. We used to know the past but not the future. 
This is changing,” she said. “We need a new theory of time.” (DeLillo 
2003: 86) 

 

A lot could be said here of DeLillo’s ability in the use of the novel to conflate romantic 

concepts to do with the order of the natural world and logical positivists’ desire to 

represent those concepts by an ‘aesthetics of interaction’. However, where the scientific 

tradition, represented by people like Karl Popper, presents humility in terms of 

operational statements with respect to the nature of hypothesis, as stated below, DeLillo 

is more interested in the thoughts and feelings that represent a certain power fantasy. 
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DeLillo represents a form of calculability that scorns doubt. Popper, who was also 

troubled by totalitarian tendencies in the community, was careful to provide a central 

place for doubt in his conception of calculability. 

 
Neither observation nor reason is an authority. Intellectual intuition and 
imagination are most important, but they are not reliable: they may show 
us things very clearly, and yet they may mislead us. They are 
indispensable as the main sources of our theories: but most of our theories 
are false anyway. (Popper1991: 28) 

 

DeLillo’s identification of an irritation caused by ‘doubt’ in those who are deeply 

immersed in the money economy, shouldn’t be dismissed as entirely fictional. The past is 

never the focus of calculability, since its attention is entirely involved with predictability 

and so requires continual movement towards something, anything to confirm or deny its 

processes. Hence the way it maintains momentum. There are affective consequences that 

result from the denial of history. While the future always remains open-ended or 

incomplete, it is idealistic if completeness is not comprised within it (Benjamin 2002: 

471).  

 

According to Horkheimer, cited by Benjamin, ‘with regard to incompleteness, there is a 

difference between positive and negative’ effects (Benjamin 2002: 471). Positive effects, 

such as justice, happiness, joys and works ‘have a different relation to time, for their 

positive character is largely negated by the transience of things’ (Benjamin 2002: 471). 

What holds for the individual in this cause holds for the culture at large. For positive 

effects, calculability’s rejection of the past is not such an issue, since positive effects have 

their value partly determined by their transitory nature. It is the negative effects – 
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injustice, horror and suffering – that require to be remembered so that ‘the correction to 

this line of thinking may be found in the consideration that history is not simply a science 

but also and not least a form of remembrance. What science has “determined”, 

remembrance can modify’ (Benjamin 2002: 471). In other words, what calculability has 

put to wrong, remembrance can try to right. However, as DeLillo’s bond-trader states: 

‘“Computer power eliminates doubt. All doubt rises from past experience… We need a 

new theory of time”’ (DeLillo 2003: 86). We could expect also, according to 

Horkheimer, that this new theory of time will play out many of the totalitarian fantasies 

we’ve experienced in the past. Certain negative experiences – injustice, pain, suffering 

and horror – whose remembrance is required as a corrective force to the ‘certainties of 

calculability’. If history, that is only partially remembered anyway, is actively 

suppressed, or worse, totally ignored, those negative effects in turn will lose their 

instructive and redemptive powers, will be left naggingly incomplete and as a 

consequence fail to be the shaping force so important in the future direction of urban life.   

 

As an aside, the role of the creative class, however futuristic their proclamations, remains 

as the critical force in this process of remembrance. Artists are in the unique position due 

to the fact that they have forms of representation at their disposal to assist this significant 

act of redemption. 

 

The pessimistic and violent conclusions attributed to the forces of calculability are 

represented in the figure of DeLillo’s bond-trader. As the novel progresses, the bond-

trader has an inevitable date with self-harm that in a collective sense radiates out with 
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catastrophic effects. The means by which this fact can be comprehended is by an image 

that emerges in a flash that resembles Benjamin’s dialectical image: ‘For while the 

relation of the present to the past is a purely temporal, continuous one, the relation of 

what-has-been to the now is dialectical: not progression but image, suddenly emergent’ 

(Benjamin 2002: 462, my italics). Benjamin proceeds to add that these are the only 

‘genuine’ images. Likewise they are the means by which the symbolic manifestation of 

the collective unconscious awakens in the present representing all our fears and hopes. In 

DeLillo’s representation, this awaking is an image of extreme self-harm: accompanied by 

a type of reasoning that cannot distinguish between murder and suicide. DeLillo writes: 

 
There was an image, a face on the crystal, and it was his. This meant he’d 
activated the electron camera unintentionally, maybe when he shot 
himself. The camera was a device so microscopically refined it was almost 
pure information. It was almost metaphysics… He realized he’d known 
this feeling before, tenuously, not nearly so dense and textured, and the 
image on the screen was a body now, facedown on the floor. (DeLillo 
2003: 205) 

 

DeLillo’s dialectical image in the figure of the bond-trader conflates murder, suicide and 

a rational economic projection. He sees himself dead before he dies. As the bond-trader 

lies bleeding he makes his final calculations: 

 
It is happening now, an evolutionary advance that needed only the 
practical mapping of the nervous system onto digital memory. It would be 
the master thrust of cyber-capital, to extend the human experience towards 
infinity as a medium of corporate growth and investment, for the 
accumulation of profits and vigorous reinvestment. But his pain interfered 
with his immortality. (DeLillo 2003: 207)  

 

That the consciousness of one’s body should interrupt such a power fantasy allows 

DeLillo to present a cautionary note to the excessive tendency of calculability in urban 
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experience. According to DeLillo, the calculating individual who conceives of existence 

as a mathematical problem with events that require the application of numbers makes the 

mistake of turning qualitative distinctions into quantitative ones. Such abstraction widens 

the gap further between objective and subjective culture: qualitative values are reduced to 

quantitative values. It is exactly this weighing, measuring and calculating exactness that 

distinguishes the rapid increase in urban flows that DeLillo contrasts in the figure of 

Klara Sax, a character in his novel, Underworld.  

 

Klara is a visual artist, aged fifty-four, between projects and chilling-out in New York. 

Her experiences are assembled from three major strategies employed to extricate the 

artist from rational economic concerns and to attend more directly to subjective 

experience that for a major part involves submitting to perceptual flows that establish 

new spatial relations between the artist and the city.  

 

The first involves the production of a semantic overlay upon the city that exploits the 

transitory, the poetic and the mythical. The second strategy involves a detailed 

representation of mingling and how artists adopt tactics to extricate themselves from 

rational economic concerns to attend more directly to subjective experiences that, for a 

major part, involve submitting to perceptual flows that establish new spatial relations 

between the artist and the city. The third strategy incorporates acts of remembrance that 

dissolve present borders and allow for unforeseen territories to be united with the artist. It 

is a way of interacting with the architectural features of the city and as a result draws 

momentum of past flows to the artist. 
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It is poignant that DeLillo’s Klara Sax regularly seeks a vantage point above the street – 

either a terrace, a roofline or a balcony – to contemplate the fixed but diverse views of the 

city. It is as if DeLillo himself seeks an understanding of the mystery of apprehension 

that later provides the raw material from which artists make, shape and modify creative 

products. Klara Sax’s perception becomes an extensive semantic overlay embedded with 

perceptual idiosyncrasies. Klara finds ‘a hidden city above the grid of fever streets…the 

street abounds in idiosyncrasy, in the human veer, but you have to go to the roof level to 

see the thing distinct, preserved in masonry and brass’ (DeLillo 1998: 371). 

 

Klara’s attention is heightened – alert to the transitory, the ambiguous, the metaphoric 

and the mysterious – as she sweeps her eyes across the roofline nailing down distinctions 

as she goes in a poetic and mythical way. DeLillo writes: ‘She looked across the crowded 

sky of ventilators and antennas and suddenly there’s a quirk, some unaccountable gesture 

that isolates itself. Angels with butterfly wings tucked under a cornice on Bleecker Street. 

Or the mystery of a clapboard cottage on the roof of an office building’ (DeLillo 1998: 

372, my italics). On another occasion it is ‘all the oddness, the enigmatic figures she 

could not place in particular myth…robed oracles, jutting over the streets or helmeted 

men of unrevealing aspect, lawgivers or warriors, it was hard to tell (DeLillo 1998: 385). 

 

Ms Sax’s way of operating upon the city with its emphasis on the ambiguous and the 

metaphoric, with its ability to transform codes and question borders, is sympathetic to the 

strategies identified by Michel de Certeau and his concept of ‘space’. Certeau states that  
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space is like a word when it is spoken, that is, when it is caught in the 
ambiguity of an actualization, transformed into a term dependent upon 
many different conventions, situated as the act of a present (or of a time), 
and modified by the transformations caused by successive contexts. 
(Certeau 1984: 117): 

 

Accompanying the perceptual strategies, Ms Sax also employs the tactics of mingling. 

‘She walked and talked, how things were real and she was real in ways she’d forgotten 

how to be’ (DeLillo 1998: 374). To walk the street she became ‘humanly invisible’ and 

developed a ‘bracing form of self-awareness, learning to be unseen’ (DeLillo 1998: 374). 

She chose her friends carefully, ‘wary of ego, hero, heights and sizes’, the trappings of 

calculability (DeLillo 1998: 375). The friends she did make were mostly other artists 

who, in the most prominent example, was a character named Miles – someone ‘so free of 

responsibility, engagement with real things, that he struck her as an ever welcome and 

weightless state, someone who happens by, almost always late but it almost never matters 

kind of person’ (DeLillo 1998: 378) – to which we might add, is a representation in stark 

contrast to the punctuality and exactness employed by the forces of calculability.  

 

Richard Florida’s research also identifies this tendency towards ‘loose ties’ as 

characteristic of the social relations of the Creative Class. Florida sees this as a feature 

that penetrates a number of levels of creative behaviour. In addition, Florida believes that 

this aspect of identity is ‘critical to the creative environment of a city or region because 

they allow for rapid entry of new people and rapid absorption of new ideas and are thus 

critical to the creative process’ (Florida 2002: 276). Florida sees no contradiction between 

the rational economic economy and creativity – in fact, he makes a causal link:  
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Other research on social networks has shown that weak ties are the key 
mechanism for mobilizing resources, ideas and information, whether for 
finding a job, solving a problem, launching a new product or establishing a 
new enterprise. (Florida 2003: 276)  

 

The final strategy that could be claimed to be fortuitous in the representation of Klara Sax 

involves a method of interacting with the architectural features of the city and on 

occasions sounding the conversations of others. Klara regularly finds in the stonework of 

old buildings connections ‘as if the lines might tell her something’ (DeLillo 1998: 374). It 

is a type of curiosity that draws from the feature of buildings a connection with the past, a 

rewriting of borders that releases a creative energy. It is a way of drawing the past to the 

artist and connecting the artist to the momentum of other artistic movements. As DeLillo 

writes: 

 
She stood at the parapets and wondered who had worked the stones, 
shaped these details of the suavest nuance, chevrons and rosettes, urns on 
balustrades…and she thought they must have been immigrants, Italian 
stone carvers probably, unremembered, artists anonymous of the early 
century, buried in the sky. (DeLillo 1998: 373) 

 

It is the act of remembrance that provides the ‘constancy and faith’ for the artist. 

Likewise, past artists ‘buried in the sky’ imply continuity dependent upon drawing from 

the space ‘anonymous’ flows of artistic production (DeLillo 1998: 373). Sight, smells, 

music – but also the voice itself – contain a space for history and therefore an invitation 

to step out of this flow into another by dissolving one border and connecting to another. 

Klara discovers this by the form and inflection of her daughter’s voice, ‘as if the young 

woman needed to go one boundary further back, one level deeper into the life of the 

streets to make some point about constancy and faith’ (DeLillo 1998: 376). 
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The ‘constancy and faith’ that DeLillo obviously values as a working condition of the 

artist is not without its threat according to Certeau. He states that 

 
Totalitarianism attacks what it quite correctly calls superstitions: 
supererogatory semantic overlays that insert themselves “over and above” 
and “in excess”, and annex to a past or poetic realm a part of the land the 
promoters of the technical rationalities and financial profitabilities had 
reserved for themselves. (Certeau 1984: 106) 

 

So again, there is the confrontation, the threat to the artist, on this occasion in the guise of 

‘technical rationalities’ and ‘financial profitability’ - namely the forces of calculability in 

a rational economic system. 

 

It is now time to examine more closely, at a phenomenological level, what is going on 

when artists choose to loosen the bonds of social relations and spend time involved in 

creative contemplation. What are the spatial relations of urban tactics such as 

daydreaming and people-watching, and what advantages are there for the creative artist 

who pursues them? 

 

 

Three Strategies of the Fortuitous in a City of Flow: Day-Dreaming, Sounding and 

Haunting 

 

One tactic of achieving Certeau’s semantic overlay that combines remembrance and 

contemplation is daydreaming. It is predominately represented in the linguistic modes 

 152



associated with poetry. However, the example provided for analysis is a work of fiction, 

namely, Mr Phillips, a novel by John Lanchester based on the main character’s ironic, 

urban stroll through the streets of London. Mr Phillips, Lanchester’s character, at forty-

nine is retrenched from Wilkins and Co, an accountancy firm where he has worked for 

many years. To cope with the shock of his sacking, Mr Phillips chooses to dress as 

normally he would, and set off to work, deceiving his family, but otherwise releasing 

himself to a day of urban strolling and mingling.  

 

Lanchester concentrates two forces significantly operating within the assemblage of Mr 

Phillips. The first is the flow of rational analysis, developed and practiced by the 

demands of accountancy that suddenly appears as excessive, now that Mr Phillips is 

sacked, and is distributed throughout the narrative as a form of ironic diligence rupturing 

the flow of city life. He mingles with a pornographer and discusses business acumen: ‘“I 

like to come to the park to get ideas,” says the man, joining Mr Phillips at a strolling 

pace. “Basic research. I come here, look around, look at girls, look at men looking at 

girls, try and cook up some ideas based on what I see.”’(Lanchester 2000: 61-70); and 

among other random acquaintances he happens into, he disrupts an armed hold-up in a 

bank by simply standing up and arguing with the gun-man (Lanchester 2000: 192-212).  

 

Mr Phillips’ calculability is alternatively employed, and hence ironically, in the fortuitous 

moment presented by his redundancy. Mr Phillips’ professional auditing skills are now 

applied to his daydreams that, in turn, are powered by erotic surmise and overtly sexual 

observations. These include rating his sex dreams from one to ten: 
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A one out of ten is quite mild… (4) By three out of ten the sex component 
is quite definite…(5) At seven out of ten the sex component is such that it 
comes hard to meet the eye of the woman in the dream, the next time he 
meets her in real life… (6) It goes without saying that people use offices 
for sex all the time, too… (7) One thing that all the dreams have in 
common is that Mr Phillips never manages to have sex in them… (8) 
(Lanchester 2000: 4-7). 

 

It is this ironic and erotic exchange flowing through Mr Phillips’ daydreams that 

eventually provides the redemptive and transformative effect so important to 

Lanchester’s conclusions.  

 

On the one hand daydreaming is a tactic that transports the daydreamer from the 

immediate world of the senses to one that is dominated by images of immensity. In effect 

this is the dissolution of borders and the dispersion of flows towards an infinite horizon. 

In terms of modes of experience, daydreaming accounts for the imagining consciousness 

and is the constituted state of the imagination.  

 

The French philosopher, Gaston Bachelard, in his study The Poetics of Space considers 

‘immensity’ as ‘a philosophical category of daydreaming’. It is also a process by which 

the dreamer contemplates ‘grandeur’ and ‘is transported out of the immediate world to a 

world that bears the mark of infinity’ (Bachelard 1994: 183). He is keen to explain how 

the ‘real product’ for the artist from daydreaming ‘is consciousness of enlargement’, a 

type of productive urge of expression (Bachelard 1994: 184). Bachelard states that 

 
Daydreaming undoubtedly feeds on all kinds of sights, but through a sort 
of inclination, it contemplates grandeur… Immensity is within ourselves. 
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It is attached to a sort of expansion of being that life curbs and caution 
arrests. (Bachelard 1994: 184) 

 

On the other hand, and at a psychological level, daydreaming can be understood as the 

site of the fortuitous fantasy, whereby the self is transported to a world where boundaries 

dissolve and one has access to all manner of flows. As we shall see there is an antithesis 

between horizons and boundaries, daydreaming being a process that seeks a 

consciousness of enlargement and genuine distance by dissolving borders. 

 

Whereas, Lanchester wishes to balance the ironic displacement of Mr Phillips’ rational 

analysis in his daydreams with a genuine, restorative effect that results from the 

ambiguity and mingling of urban sites. There are erotic impulses, chance meetings and 

his reaction to sudden uncontrollable threats. By being immersed in the rich diversity of 

the city, Mr Phillips’ requires his reason ‘to perform’ for his desire. Thus, the productive 

powers of his mind produce, personal erotic audits as opposed to financial or property 

ones. For example, Mr Phillips while daydreaming enumerates the number of smells that 

emanate from his wife’s body that number ten including: ‘her hair of leaves or 

sometimes, not unpleasantly of London, a smell like distant gun smoke’ (Lanchester 

2000: 11-12). His daydreams are accompanied by more formal surmises, one that ‘If you 

put a penny in a jar for every time you did it during the first year of being married, then 

took a penny out for every time you did it thereafter, the jar would never become 

empty… The accountant in him likes the fact that the size of the jar doesn’t have to be 

specified’ (Lanchester 2000: 20).  
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Lanchester represents Phillips participating in the most elaborate daydreams whose 

rational forces are employed in ‘proving’ that the flow of popular information is in fact ‘a 

lubricious fantasy’ (Lanchester 2000: 21).  

 

The Theory of Flow refers to this rational strategy deployed to divert, split or stem a flow 

as sounding. The fortuitousness is the occurrence that provides the opportunity for a 

sounding to take place. A sounding is the ascertaining of the depths of the part rendered 

immobile by analysis, perception, memory or imagination. Soundings may occur 

internally or externally, for example: the sudden realization that (1) a word has multiple 

meanings and an interior (Bachelard 1960: 49) as you might hear voices in a shell; (2) 

that a room has had previous occupants (historical sounding); (3) that a city district was 

once a field or forest (geographic sounding); or (4) this was the wall against which 

hundreds were executed. Flows tend to blur distinctions and draw various categories, 

forces and resources into them. Soundings begin at the level of the word and may be 

applied to all forms of exchange and contexts of interaction. While unable to extricate 

yourself from the flow, you may explore the reverberations and the re-vibrations 

(reciprocal force) to ascertain the depth of the part that you have chosen to isolate. For 

example, a given word in everyday language once taken ‘out of circulation’ loses its 

‘instantaneous function’ and gains an ambiguity – ‘a strange resistance to function’ that 

in turn increases its connotative potential. In that case it forms a conjunction – a juncture 

of mingling (Bachelard 1960: 48-9). 
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In terms of this analysis, Lanchester’s character, quoted below, is sounding the popular 

representations of the number of sexual encounters people in the UK have per week. His 

daydream has been inspired by the provocation of street flows: 

 
The unreliability of all self-reporting statistics is something which need 
only be mentioned to be seen as decisive. In this particular case, when you 
bear in mind the number of single people, children, grandmothers, 
widows, priests and nuns and incarcerated felons, Highlanders in their 
distant crofts, the impotent, not forgetting the irreparably hideous, the 
proposed national average of twice or twice and a half or even three times 
a week seems to me to be a lubricious fantasy. (Lanchester 2000: 21, my 
italics) 

 

According to Bachelard daydreaming ‘is original contemplation’ and if we could analyze 

these impressions and images of immensity we would identify the process that creates ‘a 

productive flow of images’ and realize ‘within ourselves the pure being of pure 

imagination’ (Bachelard 1994: 184). In other words, daydreaming is a tactic that 

produces a flow of images that dissolves borders, seeks immensity and grandeur, where 

‘works of art are the by-products’ for the ‘real product is consciousness of enlargement’ 

(Bachelard 1994: 184). It is a tactic that allows us to ‘become motionless’ within the flow 

and immediately transform the dynamic to a new array of points refining borders by the 

production of images. As Bachelard states: 

 
As soon as we become motionless, we are elsewhere; we are dreaming in a 
world that is immense. Indeed, immensity is the movement of the 
motionless man. (Bachelard 1994: 184, my italics) 

 

Whereas sounding is a conscious, rational strategy to interrupt or divert or stem flows, 

also there is another experiential category that is more spontaneous and less inclined to 

rational forces. It is a haunting. A haunting is the simultaneous recognition that more than 
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one ontological level exists within the space. For example it might be a memory and a 

being; the contemplation of the past and a sound; or an overheard conversation and the 

vista seen from a bus window. The mingling of two disparate states of consciousness, 

simultaneously, yet disjunctive, suspends something in the flow, a resistance, a digression 

that in terms of sonority is often discordant. You hear or see the ambiguity of your 

existence. 

 

Mr Phillips spends the day walking around his city, London, like a former character of 

James Joyce, Mr Bloom. Like Mr Bloom, he is basically a diurnal flaneur who prospects 

the city flow for flecks of erotic ore. Sexual curiosity, at the level of Lanchester’s text – 

but for this analysis, desire – is the creative force that allows Mr Phillips in his time of 

crisis to disconnect those elements of his life-routine, and for a day, suspend those 

elements in a sustained reverie. While Mr Phillips’ erotic audit provides immense energy, 

it never allows his dreaming to reach the extreme degree of a haunting, where two 

ontological levels coalesce in an instant or period of heightened significance. Haunting 

results directly from the sudden collapse of borders rendering a space overwhelmed by a 

cross-current of flows. 

 

In terms of the Theory of Flow, words are more easily manipulated than objects, and 

likewise are more easily disturbed from their functional flow (the probability of use 

pertaining to convention). The result of this interruption can either be nonsense (the 

pleasurable residue of disjunction), or phantomalization (the mingling of a fading 

representation and the sounding of a new and ambiguous presence), or daydream (an 
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expansion of flow towards an horizon that is immense). It is necessary to add that the 

phantomalization is the expression that mingles memory and perception. Nonsense allows 

imagination to erode memory. Whereas, daydream conflates perception and imagination.  

 

 

Metaphorical Materialism: the Flaneur as Model of the Artist in a City of Flow   

 

The most complex urban figure to be represented as an artist is possibly the flaneur. On 

the one hand the flaneur is a historical figure or social type that flourished from the 

revolution of 1830 in France until the development of the grand boulevards and 

department stores of Paris in the mid-nineteenth century (Frisby 2001: 31). During the 

nineteenth century the flaneur was represented in poetry, particularly the poems of 

Baudelaire, but also the flaneur was represented in philosophical and sociological works. 

The flaneur owes much of its contemporary interest to the writing of Walter Benjamin, 

and his major critical work, The Arcades Project.  

 

It is fitting that the flaneur should be the final urban figure we explore in terms of the 

Theory of Flow because the flaneur transcends its historical proportions and illuminates a 

method of doing both history and art, a method that is transformative, creative and 

grounded in the material aspects of the street. In fact, the flaneur in the theories of 

Benjamin provides us with a detailed analysis of the categories of mingling. It also 

provides us with a production cycle used by many writers and visual artists that involves 

attending to the events and history of the city street. It will be necessary to explore an 
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identified social force belonging to the fortuitous, the potential of the incidental – to 

arrive finally with an exploration of Benjamin’s fundamental identification with the text 

as a search for a mythical and poetic overlay upon the urban. It is an overlay of poetic 

messages, historical connections and enunciated lines of flight that evade social borders 

so that the stranger, the flaneur and the artist arrive at the city centre together.  

 

In Benjamin’s theories, the flaneur, the historical figure, gives rise to a number of 

activities and considerations as flanerie. It is a complex web of methods of representation, 

concepts and ways to observe and read the city. In fact it is crucial to recognize that the 

concept of flanerie penetrates textual and urban space often simultaneously. As David 

Frisby rightly reminds us, when Benjamin declares to the journalist, Siegfried Kracauer, 

that he is in the Paris Arcades, he is, in fact, researching the Arcades in the Bibliotheque 

Nationale (Frisby 2001: 41). 

 

Kracauer was driven by an urge to engage in flanerie and what he called the ‘mastery of 

the immediately experienced social reality of life’ (Frisby 2001: 48). By practicing 

flanerie as his guiding method of journalism, Kracauer first comments that a street is ‘a 

place where the flow of life asserts itself’ (Frisby 2001: 49). The viewer experiences an 

ever-moving crowd that creates ‘sights mingled with unidentifiable shapes and 

fragmentary visual complexes’ at the image level, while at the narrative level ‘the loose 

throng of sketchy, completely indeterminate figures’ propose a story that ‘is not given’ 

but instead enriches the viewer with ‘an incessant flow of possibilities’ (Frisby 2001: 49). 

This incessant flow of possibilities Kracauer described delightfully as ‘a flight into the 
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concrete’ – the metaphor containing the material and temporal aspects of his 

investigations (Frisby 2001: 50). While Kracauer firmly believed that reality is a 

construction, he preferred to see urban life as being a mosaic ‘assembled together from 

out of the individual observations on the basis of knowledge of its content’ (Frisby 2001: 

50). In addition Kracauer saw the role of urban representations as a provocation that 

depends upon the citizen to evolve its properties. 

 
Documents which are not simply agglomerations of facts participate in the 
process of living, and every word in them vibrates with the intentions in 
which they originate and simultaneously foreshadows the indefinite effects 
they may produce…a still fragmentary manifestation of life, which 
depends upon response to evolve its properties. Most communications are 
not so much fixed entities as ambivalent challenges. They challenge the 
reader or the analyst to absorb and react to them. (Frisby 2001: 51, my 
italics) 

 

Benjamin’s multi-layered reading of the city owes as much to textual as it does material 

space. It includes texts, images, spaces, representations and practices, as assembled in the 

flaneur and flanerie, and besides, provides a method and example of how certain 

historical flows can be connected to the Creative Class. Implicit in Benjamin’s textual 

spaces is the assertion that most, if not all texts, have an untapped, yet to be interpreted 

potential that allows the past to flow into the present – what Bettine Menke refers to as 

‘memory spaces that are to be found in the cities…spaces of texts, of allusions and 

intersections, of inscriptions, of the extension and transcription of texts’ (Frisby 2001: 

23). 
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However, at the level of investigation, flanerie is a process of (1) observation, (2) 

reading, (3) producing texts and creative products, and (4) as a specific form of 

remembrance or recall of the past that is associated with the evocation of a dreamworld.  

 

First, flanerie is a form of looking that exploits the city as a rich source of people, social 

types, contexts and that inclusive combination of all of the above that act as a 

constellation of perception. The flaneur is not a passive figure but one where the ‘joy of 

watching is triumphant’ and where what is observed has implications for further 

investigation leading finally to the production of representations of the city and its 

citizens (Frisby 2001: 35). It is observation that on the one hand implies a reading of 

metropolitan life including its people, architecture, it spaces, but in addition a reading of 

its past where the material entities of the street breed textual/textural allusions. This 

reading of the past, so important to flanerie, where texts coalesce with the material in a 

‘second existence’ is intoxicating, anamnestic, and dream-like. 

 
That anamnestic intoxication in which the flaneur goes about the city not 
only feeds on sensory data taking shape before his eyes but often 
possesses itself of abstract knowledge – indeed of dead facts – as 
something experienced and lived through. This felt knowledge travels 
from one person to another, especially by word of mouth. But in the 
course of the nineteenth century, it was also deposited in an immense 
literature… The study of these books constitutes a second existence, 
already wholly predisposed towards dreaming. (Benjamin 2002: 417)  

 

What Benjamin is describing here is the production cycle of the flaneur. It is a cycle 

where: 

1. the walking urban body feeds on sensory data and  
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2. recalls a sort of historical laudanum whereby the raw material of one’s reading, 

the ‘dead facts’ are incorporated with city sites [‘In the course of the flanerie, far-

off times and places interpenetrate the landscape and the present moment’ 

(Benjamin 2002: 419)].  

3. Then this remembrance creates a speech flow, often an internal monologue that 

in turn  

4. is represented and collected as an immense literature,  

5. the study of which predisposes the flaneur to  

6. daydreaming which consequently starts the whole process off again.  

 

It is a ‘double ground’ that the flaneur transverses. On the one hand it is precipitous with 

sensory data, and on the other, it is a development of the past – not a private past 

necessarily but one of reading and nevertheless a product of memory, especially 

childhood. 

 
The street conducts the flaneur into a vanished time. For him every street 
is precipitous. It leads downward – if not to the mythical Mothers, then 
into a past that can be all the more spellbinding because it is not his own, 
not private. Nevertheless, it always remains the time of a childhood… The 
gaslight that streams down on the paving stones throws an equivocal light 
on this double ground. (Benjamin 2002: 416) 

 

This ‘double ground’ lying at the edge of perception in the rational economic city with its 

efficient transport systems, elegant office towers, global communication networks, its 

flow of numbers and control of probability is shared by another historical flow – of other 

people, animals and machines who shared this space previously and have left clues 

(proximity) and auras (distant illuminations) of their existence. This is also the ‘double 

 163



ground’ of reading and perception that provokes the imagination to make the connection 

and overlay one upon the other. The city is a ‘housing’ of the past with its, objects, texts, 

spirits and images. As Frisby cites Benjamin: 

 
The primal image of living, however, is the matrix or the casing 
(Gehause)… Indeed, if one merely recalls that not only human beings and 
animals but also spirits and above all images inhabit, then it is abundantly 
clear with what the flaneur is concerned and what he seeks. Namely 
images wherever they are housed. (Frisby 2001: 40) 

 

The figure of the flaneur serves in Benjamin’s theory as a process that values the 

fortuitous, in contrast to the calculable. The flaneur evokes history and produces concrete 

historical experiences from the small journeys of discovery of the fortuitous. Language 

has a predominant place in this process. ‘Language has unmistakably signified that 

memory is not an instrument from the reconnaissance of what is past but rather its 

medium. It is the medium of that which has been lived’ (Frisby 2001: 42, my italics) – a 

process that Frisby has aptly termed Metaphorical Materialism. 

 

The types of texts the flaneur produces vary and increase as one proceeds through The 

Arcades Project. The following list is not meant to be exhaustive but illustrative of the 

applications of flanerie to the Creative Class: 

• Writing in general with an emphasis upon poetry (lyrical, specifically the poems 

of Baudelaire) and fiction; 

• Journalism; 

• History; 

• Sociology; 
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• Visual arts; 

• Photography; 

• And a type of performance historical art as an analogy to performance poetry. 

 

It is no coincidence that flanerie has strong parallels with lyrical poetry. In a sense The 

Arcades Project can be seen as the preparation for an argument that wishes to synthesize 

the poetic and mythical achievements of Romantic poetry with the Historical Materialism 

of Marx and Engels. The argument was never directly written but there are certain 

directions towards which Benjamin’s thinking tends. The first involves the transcendental 

effects that reside as powers and forces in the objects necessarily discarded by the system 

of production of the capitalist economy. These objects become the cause of a powerful 

haunting in urban-scapes indicative of certain ruptures within the system of production 

itself, but also, more importantly for this analysis, as ontological disjunctions. The second 

involves history’s materialist existence as cause and effect suddenly asserting itself in the 

power of objects, be it street furniture or discarded produce in second-hand stores.  

 

As Harold Bloom points out, ‘Clearly, poetic thinking takes place somewhat apart from 

philosophical thinking’ (Bloom 2004: 9). Yet it is this distance that Benjamin wants to 

reduce so that textual and urban spaces require a certain ‘poetic memory’ to enable them 

to be read and represented. A form of recognition that recognizes the past in the present, 

antiquity in the modern, the real in the mythical and the ever same in the new. As the 

German sociologist observed :  
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For us the essence of aesthetic observation and interpretation lies in the 
fact that the typical is to be found in what is unique, the lawlike in what is 
fortuitous, the essence and the significance of things in the superficial and 
the transitory... Every point conceals the possibility of being released into 
absolute aesthetic significance. To the adequately trained eye, the total 
beauty, the total meaning of the world as a whole radiates from every 
single point. (Frisby 1992: 18) 

 

Likewise, Bloom suggests in relation to reading poetry: 

 
Memory is crucial for all thought, but particularly so for poetic thinking. 
Poetic memory, as Fletcher suggests, allows recognition, which he regards 
as “the central modality of thinking, for literary purposes.” Discovery can 
be synonym for recognition, in this sense. (Bloom 2004: 9) 

 

Benjamin’s analysis of the flaneur also employs that relation between memory, 

recognition and discovery. It is as if Benjamin wishes to expand our consciousness in the 

same way the Romantics added strangeness to beauty (Bloom 2004: 55). Bloom cites 

Owen Barfield who positions ‘strangeness’ and ‘beauty’ in terms of each other as a 

significant ‘connection’ in much the same way that Benjamin’s flaneur dissolves the 

antithesis as the living contact by which we think each other. First, Owen Barfield writes: 

 
The element of strangeness in beauty has the contrary effect. It arises from 
contact with a different kind of consciousness from our own, different, yet 
not so remote that we cannot partly share it, as indeed in such a 
connection, the mere word “contact” implies. Strangeness, in fact, arouses 
wonder when we do not understand: aesthetic imagination when we do. 
(Bloom 2004: 55) 

 

Benjamin also wishes to augment our consciousness by the intoxication of overlap 

whether it is temporal, spatial or philosophical. It is the contact that is paramount and the 
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pursuing desire to ‘displace each other in order to think each other’ (Benjamin 2002: 

418). Benjamin writes: 

 
Under these conditions [intoxication] even a sentence (to say nothing of a 
single word) puts on a face, and this face resembles that of the sentence 
standing opposed to it. In this way every truth points manifestly to its 
opposite, and this state of affairs explains the existence of doubt. Truth 
becomes something living; it lives solely in the rhythm by which statement 
and counterstatement displace each other in order to think each other. 
(Benjamin 2002: 418) 

 

Benjamin’s analysis of flanerie supports the key aspects of mingling, namely, living 

contact, the recognition of strangeness and difference as intoxicating and positive, the 

acceptance of the existence of doubt and the synthesis of various perspectives as we try to 

think each other.   

  

What specifically, though, did Benjamin wish to appropriate from Romanticism, and the 

process of romantic poetry, to assist in a new way of doing history and philosophy that 

still retained those materialist aspects that he knew so well from his experiences of cities 

at the street level? As previously stated, Benjamin never put the argument directly, but 

The Arcades Project, particularly the chapters on The Flaneur and Baudelaire, can be 

seen as an attempt to collect the evidence for such an argument (among other things). The 

key employment in the argument is as follows: 

• The cityscape is the new landscape, and the poetic overlays William Wordsworth 

established for ‘landscape walking’ through his poetry (Solnit 2000: 104-133) 

can be projected on the urban through the poetry of Baudelaire. 
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• Through the urban, particularly street walking, there is an opportunity to 

experience ‘the intoxicated interpenetration’ of street and residence. 

• Streets being the ‘dwelling place of the collective’ are the rightful site to 

experience the interpenetration of times, a historical methodology that exploits 

the relation between reading, street furniture and memory. It evokes the 

coexistence of an accessible ‘dreamworld’ that haunts the material in the same 

way romantic poetry has access to the spheres. 

 

Benjamin cites a number of Marcel Proust’s testimonies to memory. One in particular is 

reminiscent of the approaches exemplified by lyrical poetry. Proust states that, apart from 

literary preoccupations, he ‘enjoy(s) the special pleasure’ when suddenly arrested by ‘a 

gleam of light reflected from a stone, the smell of a road’ because they ‘appeared to be 

concealing…something which they invited me to approach and take from them, but 

which, despite all my efforts, I never managed to discover’ (Benjamin 2002: 420). Proust 

attempts to take up this invitation and to imagine and apply it to the methods of flanerie. 

Benjamin states: 

 
This passage [Proust’s above] shows very clearly how the old Romantic 
sentiment for landscape dissolves and a new Romantic conception of 
landscape emerges – of landscape that seems, rather, to be a cityscape, if it 
is true that the city is the properly sacred ground of flanerie. (Benjamin 
2002: 420-1) 

 

As evidence, Benjamin provides two examples of the metaphoric, both of them 

descriptions of the courtyard of the Tuileries, the first by Paul-Ernest Rattier – ‘immense 

savannah planted with lampposts instead of banana trees’ – and the second by Colbert: 
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‘The gas lamp illuminating it looks like a coconut palm in the middle of the savannah’ 

(cited in Benjamin 2002: 422). Benjamin continually hints, by his ongoing citing of 

works, at the idea confirmed explicitly by Bachelard that by analogy the city is a type of 

forest, or more accurately the city is capable of evoking feelings of ‘vastness’ and 

‘immensity’ that in former times was championed by Romantic poetry (Bachelard 1994: 

186). The synthesis between cityscape and landscape is most profoundly demonstrated in 

the poetry of Baudelaire (Bachelard 1994: 186). Working alongside this synthesis, is 

another that Benjamin is keen to demonstrate. It is the synthesis between street and 

residence, as the site for invention and creation. The street is ‘transformed into one great 

interior’ and as a result, appears with all the implications of vastness and immensity, as a 

landscape (Benjamin 2002: 422). 

 
For if flanerie can transform Paris into one great interior – a house whose 
rooms are the quartiers, no less clearly demarcated by thresholds than real 
rooms – then, on the other hand, the city can appear to someone walking 
through it to be without thresholds [borders]: a landscape in the round. 
(Benjamin 2002: 422, my brackets) 

 

Benjamin’s synthesis retains ‘the entanglement of closed room and airy space’ (Benjamin 

2002: 423). Why? Immensity – ‘it serves in this way to meet the deep human need for 

daydreaming – a propensity that perhaps proves the true efficacy of idleness in human 

affairs’ (Benjamin 2002: 423). It is a thesis that foregrounds the imagination but also 

suggests the productivity that can proceed from the sensuality of boredom. In addition, it 

seems that Benjamin, in step with the arguments of Solnit and Bachelard, believes that 

imagination and memory is a space, and that to walk or journey in one’s mind, replicates 
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to some degree, the spatial arrangement of the city, complete with its thresholds of 

inclusion and exclusion. 

 

In terms of methodology Benjamin wishes to retain certain aspects of the literary image 

and the expansion of human spirit it evokes, but further, he tries to incorporate into his 

methodology the means by which a literary image can train one’s observation and general 

sensitivity to finer and finer impressions (Bachelard 1994: 208). This accounts for 

Benjamin’s ongoing interest in the image but also the critical role he gives the ‘emerging 

image’ in terms of Historical Materialism. Benjamin wants to synthesize the romantic and 

the materialistic, the street and the residence, the new and the past, the landscape and the 

cityscape and he appears to know that the clue to such a method exists in the domination 

of time and space by the image. According to Bachelard, such a method requires the 

manipulation of certain borders, so that the imagination can bring aspects of the vast into 

the concrete. ‘To make inside concrete and outside vast is the first task, the first problem, 

it would seem of an anthropology of the imagination. But between concrete and vast, the 

opposition is not a true one’ (Bachelard 1994: 215). It is a supposition that poetry exploits 

and is the means by which Benjamin intends to transform doing history and social 

practices simultaneously. 

 

Further Benjamin states that ‘Streets are the dwelling place of the collective’. He declares 

outright that the street is a place of invention and creation as much as any room 

(Benjamin 2002: 423). The street is an ‘agitated’ space whose constant turbulence erodes 
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social structure and brings to the surface of the social stream certain feelings and thoughts 

from the depths. 

 
The streets are the dwelling place of the collective. The collective is an 
eternally unquiet, eternally agitated being that – in the space between the 
building fronts – experiences, learns, understands, and invents as much as 
individuals do within the privacy of their own four walls… More than 
anything else, the street reveals itself in the arcade as the furnished and 
familiar interior of the masses. (Benjamin 2002: 423) 

 

It is worth considering as Benjamin’s central motif, his collection of representations of 

the city whereby there is an erosion of the boundaries between the inside and the outside. 

What is usually regarded as intimate intensities (vastness/poetic) are made concrete 

(production of representations/the material presence of the street). The smooth transition 

from the outside to the inside does away with thresholds and boundaries in the same way 

air creates turbulence and links the two spaces in the one flow so that relation and 

interfusion can result in the one indivisible space. 

 

In a similar way, Benjamin – by quoting Marx, Engels and Rattier – provides evidence of 

a border between country and city workers as ‘the crassest expression of subjection of the 

individual to the division of labour’ (Benjamin 2002: 432). By attempting to erode this 

border, Benjamin, by locating country references and metaphors in the city, destroys one 

more impediment to immensity – in fact, the forest comes to town (Benjamin 2002: 440). 

 

In summary, the major categories of mingling that Benjamin identifies are: 

• Ideas (the appearance of superposition and overlap) 

• Temporal (the interpenetration of times)  
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• Spatial (heterogeneous temporal elements of a city) 

• Perspective (images within images) 

• Scapes (Landscape/Cityscape). 

 

The primary method of flanerie is an ideational mingling where people, social contexts, 

street furniture, buildings and texts are searched in a boundless way for similarity, ‘an 

intoxicated assimilation, superposition, equalization’ that lyrical poetry achieves through 

analogy and metaphor (Benjamin 2002: 418). Sometimes Benjamin refers to this dialectic 

as ‘illustrative seeing’ whereby the flaneur composes a reverie to accompany his 

noctambulism. ‘Truth becomes something living; it lives solely in the rhythm by which 

statement and counterstatement displace each other’ (Benjamin 2002: 418). The mingling 

of the ideational in turn and in practice co-mingles with heterogeneous temporal 

elements. 

 

According to quantum physics we don’t travel through time but instead the space/time 

continuum changes. This accords with Ferdinand Lion’s observation which Benjamin 

cites. The ‘most heterogeneous temporal elements thus co-exist in a city’ as a result of 

city surfaces bearing the marks of change: the scars of history, the carved inscriptions of 

practical life that challenge our imagination to fill the gap (Benjamin 2002: 435). The 

various houses of different periods provide surfaces that reflect a flow of light, a unity 

that contrasts the marks of history, emotional units that arrive in our mind from different 

times, that breaks the light into different elements. The tension between flow, unity and 

separation accounts for the tension experienced by the flaneur, and for the excitement, in 
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general, experienced in the streets. ‘The city is a superfine instrument’ that is responsive 

‘to the living and historic vibrations of the air’ (Benjamin 2002: 435). Time as an element 

in the space/time continuum of urban surfaces provides a continual perceptual flow where 

change is experienced as a void to fill and to imagine. 

 
…we tumble down the slopes of time…and once again climbing the 
mountain of time. Whoever sets foot in a city feels caught up in a web of 
dreams, where the most remote past is linked to the events of today. One 
house allies with another, no matter what period they come from, and a 
street is born…from every direction, converge not only numerous streets 
but all the streams of their history. No sooner have they flowed in than 
they are contained… Things that find no expression in political events, or 
find only minimal expression, unfold in cities: they are a superfine 
instrument, responsive as an Aeolian harp – despite their specific gravity – 
to the living, historic vibrations of the air. (Benjamin 2002: 435, my 
italics) 

 

As with Proust’s memory mentioned earlier, as with the figurative use of analogy in 

lyrical poetry, something else is being invited to be apprehended. And like the worn stone 

of the ancient threshold it is an apprehension of the inscription carved by our practices. It 

is the co-mingling of the ideational, temporal and the spatial at the moment of contact 

between the flaneur and the material presence of the street.  

 

According to Benjamin, street furniture designates time and place, but is also a key 

stimulant to the imagination. Silently, apart from the internal monologue of the flaneur, 

street furniture is being blessed and confirmed in the private imagination of the citizen. It 

is through our contact with the material that we access the dreamworld of emerging 

history (Benjamin 2002: 421). 
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The final type of mingling and one that gives primacy to states of consciousness and the 

image is the equivocal perspective. The flaneur is not a passive observer but carries with 

her an immense literature, memories of childhood and a purpose to represent these 

experiences. The flaneur in terms of historical method, according to Benjamin, must 

process the facts through the dream-factory of the memory. To experience the present, 

cannot occur by perception or imagination alone – for Benjamin, it is ‘Awakening as a 

graduated process that goes on in the life of the individual as in the life of generations’ 

(Benjamin 2002: 388).  

 

Awakening is a form of remembrance that mingles perspectives and synthesizes images. 

‘A generation’s experience of youth has much in common with the experience of dreams. 

Its historical configuration is a dream configuration. Every epoch has such a side turned 

towards dreams, the child’s side’ (Benjamin 2002: 388). Proust’s elevation of memory as 

a method assists Benjamin to emphasize memory on the one hand and its dialectical 

reversal on the other. It is a generation theory of historical change whereby the dream 

state of youth suddenly wakes to the facts of the present; the images of both mingling in 

what Benjamin calls the ‘Copernican turn of remembrance’ (Benjamin 2002: 389). This 

Benjamin clearly sets out below: 

 
Proust could emerge as an unprecedented phenomenon only in a 
generation that had lost all bodily and natural aids to remembrance and 
that, poorer than before, was left to itself to take possession of the world of 
childhood in merely an isolated, scattered, and pathological way…what 
has been is to become the dialectic reversal – the flash of awakened 
consciousness… The facts become something that just now first happened 
to us; to establish them is the affair of memory… The new, dialectic 
method of doing history presents itself as the art of experiencing the 
present as waking world, a world to which the dream we name the past 
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refers in truth. To pass through and carry out what has been in 
remembering the dream! – Therefore remembering and awakening are 
most intimately related. Awakening is namely the dialectic, Copernican 
turn of remembrance. (Benjamin 2002: 389) 

 

The casing that carries these understandings is the image, or still further the equivocal 

perspective of the image inside the image. Benjamin cites Odilon Redon who emphasizes 

‘inklings of perspective’ mingling together in the ‘mind of the spectator’ who in 

Benjamin’s thesis is no other than the flaneur. 

 
“The sense of mystery” wrote Odilon Redon, who had learned the secret 
from da Vinci, “comes from remaining always in the equivocal, with 
double and triple perspectives, or inklings of perspective (images within 
images) – forms that take shape and come into being according to the state 
of mind of the spectator.” (Benjamin 2002: 429) 

 

It is also the image that provides the spatial values by which a city is experienced and 

represented. The intimate intensity of the spectator mingles with the immensity of the 

cityscape, mingling inside and outside, in a poetic image. Benjamin’s study of Baudelaire 

provided a number of examples of images by which these spatial values of urban 

experience could be contained. As demonstrated by Bachelard, in Baudelaire’s poetry 

‘the word vast is a metaphysical argument by means of which the vast world and vast 

thoughts are united’ (Bachelard 1994: 193). In fact, Benjamin’s ‘anamnestic intoxication 

in which the flaneur goes about the city’ owes much of its origin to Baudelaire’s poem 

about hashish that Bachelard cites and comments on as follows: 

 
“:The moral world opens up vast perspectives, filled with new clarities.” 
And so it is the “moral” nature, the “moral” temple that conveys grandeur 
in its pristine state… Baudelaire’s meditations, which are very typically 
poetic, find a deep, somber unity in the very power of synthesis through 
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which the different impressions of the senses enter into correspondence. 
(Bachelard 1994: 192) 

 

It is this ‘very power of synthesis’ that Bachelard refers to and that Benjamin seeks by 

which a moment, an individual life, a street, an entire city and possibility an epoch can be 

apprehended in an image, one that emerges with the strangeness of dream, an awakening 

of the facts that has been mediated by memory.  

 

In way of conclusion, it can been seen from the analysis above that when Florida’s 

Creative Class negotiate their three key questions that determine the quality of place for 

creative people – ‘What’s there?’ ‘Who’s there?’ and ‘What’s going on?’ – they do in 

many ways resemble the engagement in urban space of other historical urban figures. The 

urban offers the artist a rich array of sensory data and an endless flow of possibilities to 

exploit the potential of the incidental. Representations of the city often proceed 

simultaneously through the three modes of consciousness: memory, perception and 

imagination. Potentially it is the attraction of mingling in city streets that ignites the 

creative process. As cited by Benjamin, Pierre Larousse’s description of the flaneur 

squarely applies to a range of creative endeavors as demonstrated here: 

 
“A word dropped by chance will reveal to him one of those character traits 
that cannot be invented and that must be drawn directly from life; those 
physiognomies so naively attentive will furnish the painter with the 
expression he was dreaming of; a noise, insignificant to every other ear, 
will strike that of the musician and give him the cue for a harmonic 
combination; even for the thinker, the philosopher lost in his reverie, this 
external agitation is profitable: it stirs up his ideas as the storm stirs the 
waves of the sea.” (Larousse cited in Benjamin 2002: 453) 
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However, it is the persona whom Larousse refers to next who seems to encapsulate the 

crucial relation between the flaneur and the Creative Class, that commonality of intimate 

intensity as it seeks immensity elsewhere:  

 
“Often it is when the artist and the poet seem least occupied with their 
work that they are most profoundly absorbed in it. In the first years of this 
century, a man was seen walking each and every day – regardless of the 
weather, be it sunshine or snow – around the ramparts of the city of 
Vienna. This man was Beethoven, who, in the midst of his wanderings, 
would work out his magnificent symphonies in his head before putting 
them down on paper. For him, the world no longer existed; in vain would 
people greet him respectfully as he passed. He saw nothing; his mind was 
elsewhere.” (Larousse cited in Benjamin 2002: 453-4, my italics) 
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The Psychoclip 

 

The hospital administration had cleared the entire ward and relocated post-ops to 

somewhere else. The patients who normally recuperated on the sixth floor were gone. 

Nobody knew exactly where they went but one morning a directive descended from on 

high and the exodus began. I saw some bound in gauze and bandages hustled away in 

wheel chairs and roller beds, some under their own steam and others on crutches. Their 

final destination was still a subject of conjecture. I thought, maybe they were lying two-a-

bed in one of the closed wings that awaited demolition and that soon would be replaced 

by a green glass and steel structure complete with a helipad.  

 

In fact hospitals and airports were becoming difficult to tell apart. In each case they were 

merging into the same unified architectural style called Fast-track. Check-in and check-

out within the same day, with the same vague, half-remembered period in between, 

simultaneously struggling with the throes of nausea and the consequences of too much 

packaged food. You couldn’t help feeling, even sedated as I was, that the hospital staff 

had rolled over for the Government. They wanted me here; they wanted the publicity, the 

public exposure and the chance that history might remember them as innovators not only 

in surgical practice but as genuine social reformers.  

 

Metaphors abound on morphine or whatever synthetic substitute they fed me. It turned 

the morning light into a type of friend whose outstretched arms tried to reach me. Fingers 

of light spanned across the ward. I tried to meet it the best I could. I laid my hands on the 
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bedclothes, turned my palms up and unfurled my fingers. And yet for all my efforts the 

light was breaking up. It scattered patches on its journey that now lay like pools on the 

walls and ceiling. It splashed itself about and finally, pathetically, drenched the security 

guard just inside the doorway.  

 

He slept appallingly, mouth open, dribble across his cheek, a compulsive and slightly 

protective cupping of his balls as if the salacious bending of the nurses needed now to be 

gathered into a tangible form. The symmetry of his face suffered from the bright contrast 

of the morning light. One strip of rosy dawn erased his nose and another tunneled into his 

cheek. He was seated, frozen but for the slabs of his chest that rose and fell underneath 

his navy work-shirt.  

 

They were a relaxed bunch by now, completely assured by Matron’s advice that I was 

tethered to my drug stand more securely than the chains that restrained Cerberus at the 

entrance to Hades. I was going nowhere for the time being, according to Matron who 

supervised my dosage with the paralyzing accuracy of a spider. I was drug-tied, dope-

shackled to the bed, sedated beyond reasonable doubt and barely able to share in the 

action around me. There was action all right, administrative, judicial and political action. 

The heavies came and went and I under the spell of the gods treated the dignitaries as 

delusions in an artificially-induced landscape of major fantasies.  

 

Only in the hours just before dawn, did something in my dosage run down and I gained a 

type of consciousness strong enough to deal with where I was and why I was there. Only 
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in the orange glow of first light did I consider myself as having attained the full rights of 

a citizen and the entitlements to redemption. I had no understanding of the price I’d paid 

by accepting the insertion of the psychoclip into my body. It was a reprieve from the 

death penalty in a political and social climate that was getting high on the scent of blood. 

 

Within me something had given way or had reached the limits of its effect and started to 

collapse. It was nothing I could tell the nurses about. It was the future creeping towards 

me with a whole lot of expectations that, for all their vagueness, I didn’t feel capable of 

meeting. Or maybe it was simply the drugs preparing my body to accept the psychoclip 

so that it could quickly go about eroding my past.  

 

There’s a perpetual wariness you develop to survive in prison, a tough, spiritual muscle 

you exercise along with your physique. It’s a personality-shield that deflects the threats. It 

stops any shit before it begins. Anybody wishing to upset the balance of power might 

have to think again and so are stopped in their tracks. Sometimes you speak by the 

raucous scrape of a chair or by a fork tossed carelessly across a table. Anyway, whatever 

it is, it now began to decline or relax or slip, and as a result my entire nervous system 

became irritated with the role transition.  

 

Then it happened. Like a slide of blood cells under the eye of a microscope, the walls and 

ceiling around my bed started to fracture into webs of protoplasm. There was head-knock 

and knee-twinge, knuckle-ache and eye-pain. My calf cramped in one leg, a ball of 

suffering I couldn’t reach to alleviate. My temple throbbed and I instinctively laid my 
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fingers on the spot. My middle finger traced the circular edge of the metal jack in my 

temple and rested the finger-pad in the small hole. I closed and opened my eyes, the tiny 

muscles pulling against the scar tissue. I knew what they had done to me and it felt like a 

hollowed-out space, a cavity eroded from the core of my being. I knew what they had 

done to me that could never be concealed or retracted. I was irretrievably violated. 

Punished in lieu of the death penalty, but undeniably punished again. This was not the 

easy option that the redneck lobby likes to trumpet in the press. This was being 

sentenced. Period. 

 

Then I spoke to myself to calm the panic. I gave three simple reports on the progress of 

my health. They were three seismic readings that registered the grumble and shake of my 

heart and soul. They were three measurements that provided the length, width and depth 

of my life. They were predicated on one judgment alone: When the Government fucks 

with you, it fucks to win. 

 

I opened my eyes and noticed that the morning light had climbed beyond my loins, across 

my stomach and was level with my heart and lungs. My words creaked from a dry throat 

and were partly concealed by the phlegmatic wheeze of the aging Hercules sound asleep 

on his chair inside the doorway.  

 

One: I was not to die immediately by a State-administered hypodermic. In other words I 

was off death row. Two: Instead I had been violently and surgically violated. The jack in 
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my temple was proof of that. And three: Miraculously, if the fortnight proved to be as 

good as a judge’s word, I would be free.  

 

‘Free’. It was enough to panic a person into doing something rash. ‘Free—doom. Free—

room. Free—tomb’. The drugs were back on, the bubble had passed along the line and I 

sank back into the vacuity of the bed linen.  

 

It felt as if I was falling through space, maybe through time, through vast landscapes and 

horrific storms. These weathers brewed in the tropical space inside my head, violent 

electrical dramas trying to stabilize the forces of body and antibody. It was a continual 

struggle between machine and flesh, a continual quarrel between the mineral attributes of 

the psychoclip, its colonization, its parasitic intrusion and the million-year evolution of 

the eye that delivered photons to the brain of a mammal.  

 

The psychoclip was an electronic receptor situated behind the eyeball where the optic 

nerve from each eye crosses over like railway tracks. This part of the visual pathway is 

called the optic chiasma. The psychoclip acted like a miniature camcorder and collected 

the radiation rattling along my optic line, recording it and like light passing through a 

pane of glass, it let the visual information proceed to Central Station, so to speak, the 

back of the brain stem under the shelter of the thalamus. 

 

Despite the wonder drug whose chemical messages reassured my body into accepting the 

metal foreigner, there was visceral confusion. Currents of cerebral energy flashed, flared 
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and twitched between the psychoclip and the brain. The eye is really an extension of the 

brain, a protrusion of the thalamus that wants to kiss the light and channel it back inside 

and store it like a newsreel in a library basement. Over time, our experience becomes our 

own business. We see and then we forget. Some rooms in our mind even remain locked 

to ourselves and only in those misty moments when we first awake we recognize who 

moves in the darken recess. We hold the key to our memories. We visit when we wish, 

we lock-up when we are finished. That was the key to my punishment; the State would 

get to see what they liked. Or what they hated for that matter. They had the right to open 

the door every fortnight and download whatever I had experienced. Even lovers refuse to 

share their entire life with somebody else. In the beginning I had no idea what this really 

meant or where it was leading me and what other life I might have abandoned forever. 

And what lives I’d be forced to take up.  

 

Each time I awoke from my woozy sleep there was another suited or black-skirted 

bureaucrat lingering on the edge of my perception. I could feel their presence checking 

my eyes for consciousness. There were papers to sign, edicts to acknowledge, legal 

documents to witness. This was all new for them too: freeing the guilty and punishing 

them in their freedom. Or they simply took the liberty to see first hand the monster 

history had placed in their care. I was a type of freak-show. 

 

The nurses continued their ward rounds following their professional ordinance decreed in 

the time of Florence Nightingale – to wash, monitor and nurture the ailing body back to 

health. And they did it without any fuss and without sensationalizing my particular 
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circumstance or arrogantly distancing themselves from the shameful and menacing truth 

of my past. The nurses came and went following the crests and troughs of their daily 

routine, leaving me comforted, clean and cared for. The saintly touch of their heavily 

starched linen sometimes crackled like a grass fire on the vast plains of my drugged 

sleep. And yet I sometimes woke with a sense of threat as if revenge could not be 

surgically removed from the heart that pardoned. And that the community’s back-down 

from my death sentence, despite the dire consequences of the psychoclip and its 

annihilation of my private world, its on-going surveillance and intrusion, left some 

further punishment to be discretely metered out. 

 

‘Skulks, I hope you’re listening to me. If the government loses the election there is 

nothing stopping the bastards who take over. If they want to revoke the law they can. 

They will round you up for the final solution. There is nothing you can do about it. You 

will become the community backlash.’  

 

He sat on the bed opposite, hidden in the hedge of his superiority. He liked to conceal the 

thug inside him with the tricks he learnt lecturing at the university. It was a certain way 

he liked to hold his body, a particular learned way he liked to cup his hands. Teaching 

political science and doing it were two different things, though. Academic scuffles were 

gym-work compared to the real power-game. For Paul, politics always had that matey 

taint of the change rooms. The half-time talk, when you are behind and somebody has to 

put in and take the ball up the middle. Instead of tackling senior lecturers he preferred the 
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instantaneous conflagration of day-to-day government; the way an issue could blow-up in 

your face. There was the satisfaction that came from hosing things down too. 

 

There were spare beds everywhere. I was the only patient in the ward. He chose to sit on 

the bed closest to me for ease of conversation. His arms folded as if providing astute 

judgment, his black suit buttoned and legs crossed and extended, the soles of his leather 

shoes scored by the tiny imprints of gravel. 

 

‘Do you hear me, Skulks?’  

 

He knew I was listening. It was impossible not to. There was just him and me in the 

eight-bed empty ward. Even the security that normally sat inside the door had been 

removed for the interview. 

 

I went back to staring at the ceiling.  

 

‘Dying didn’t worry me, Paul.’ I lied. The hard-arse truth of being on death row you can’t 

explain to anybody, not even to yourself. You deny yourself to yourself. 

 

‘Are you listening to me, Skulks?’ Paul repeated. He couldn’t conceal the speechwriter in 

his voice. You could imagine it being a professional liability at times, particularly if you 

had more intimate intentions, if you wanted to hide the phony. 

 



 10

The voice came with the job or maybe it was nurtured by the job, rounded-out and 

developed by the abstract ruse of politics. For Paul spent his entire professional life 

finding sidetracks around the intractable and the obstinate. He was a media consultant, 

Premier’s Office. He negotiated with the media outlets, answered their queries and 

provided background information for the stories they wanted to pursue. He was a spin-

doctor. He could hold an issue up to the light and turn it slowly in his mind until he saw a 

future in it. Politics was the art of neutralizing your opposition. Matter and antimatter.  

 

Every potential event was political in one sense or another. If the energy was out there, 

somewhere in the community, it had to be dealt with. It was fundamental to the universe. 

If the right elementary particles interacted they neutralized each other. The issue slipped 

back into history, an alternative reality ghosting the real one. It was a cosmic shadow 

composed of charge and spin. He had stolen them too from the new cosmology. Charge 

and spin: the two physical properties of the spin-doctor. The two that he knew about and 

that he admired most: charge and spin. He had his own idiosyncratic meanings for these 

elementary qualities. Charge was political fallout: the force that moved history forward. 

And spin was entirely what you made of an issue. You analyzed it and then you found a 

perspective in it, a corridor of opportunity that tunneled off into the future between the 

facts.  

 

Paul had a nice little sideline writing political biographies. He concentrated on retired 

leaders with an axe to grind. Old politicians once away from the political machinery 

quickly lost touch. They lived in a data-desert compared to their time in office. They were 
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superannuated to the eyeballs but unable to pump a cup of information from the party 

well. Old leaders smell like bad washing. They knew it themselves, unable to get out as 

much as they liked. It made them restless and eventually resentful. They pined for the 

doorstop interview and the warmth of the spotlights. They missed their secretaries and the 

long nights in foreign rooms. Marooned now in marriages they barely recognized as their 

own, they longed for attention. And Paul provided it.  

 

One morning Paul phones with an offer too good to be true. Paul rings with all that 

charming attention. It’s like being on the hustings again. It is almost enough to make an 

old politician tell the truth, regardless of the consequences. Paul meets you at the door 

with all that youthful energy. You’re out on the town again without your wife. Paul was 

impossible to refuse. He drove them to Park Road for coffee, the South Bank for lunch, 

and finished with a beer in a pub in New Farm. The biographies in the end wrote 

themselves. 

 

Paul was a minor celebrity, Skulks was later to find out. He liked to remain invisible but 

was forced to keep his hand in, in case the government went down, and so he accepted 

the occasional invitation to lecture publicly. There was nothing personal in these ‘talks’, 

as he called them. They were instead theories about public administration and politics in 

general. Rules of thumb for aspiring press secretaries. He had his prattle down pat. He 

was user-friendly and quotable. ‘Conflict is failure,’ he liked to assert. ‘An angry 

politician is a defeated one.’ You often wished you had taken notes. 
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‘Skulks,’ Paul addressed me again. There was something priestly in the way he spoke. 

You felt that some people might confess immediately. ‘Skulks, the Premier needs you, 

the Government needs you, in fact the community needs you also. You must prove once 

and for all that a crime paid for is a crime pardoned.’ 

 

‘Take you shoes off the bed,’ I commanded. 

 

‘What?’  

 

My tone confounded him; my hands placed behind my head and eyes glued to the ceiling.  

 

‘Take your shoes off the bed,’ I repeated. I was surprised with the menace in my soul. 

 

‘They’re on the edge. They’re clean,’ Paul defended.  

 

He was a political adviser to the Premier but sounded like a schoolboy arguing with his 

mother. He quickly recognized that he had the wrong script and changed tact. He 

reluctantly uncrossed his legs, straightened and formed his hands into a temple. He swung 

his legs off the bed and sat up.  

 

I kept looking at the ceiling, pleased that these feelings of anger and disappointment, 

bubbling to the surface, had sounded so convincing. I’d taken a note out of Matron’s 

book. She spoke so calmly and so confidently each morning as she dressed my wound. 
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She was my new role model. Her nimble fingers rasped the tape from its coil, cut strips 

that she stuck to her wrist. She held the padding in place beside my temple and covered 

up the jack as if it were the source of some mutual embarrassment.  

 

‘Better. The nurses don’t like it,’ I said, conciliatory. I had to be. I had no real power and 

was at the complete mercy of a system hell-bent on helping me.  

 

‘You’re intelligent, Skulks. You proved that on the inside. You reformed.’ 

 

‘How do you know? You can’t read my mind, just yet,’ I said. However Paul missed the 

subtlety of the joke, like most serious people do. 

 

‘You’re reformed, all right. The Government took that risk. The Premier and the cabinet 

in the end,’ Paul said.  

 

‘Every day I’ll do time.’ 

 

‘You’ll be free, Skulks. From life imprisonment to free, just like that.’ 

 

‘Free, my arse. Every thing I do, every thing I see, my parole officer sees too. Tell me the 

freedom in that, Reynolds.’ 
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He intended to stretch out again. He placed his hands like a brace behind his head. You 

could imagine him reclined on a couch in some office, fully suited, thinking his way 

through tricky issues. 

 

‘Your boots on the bed,’ I reminded him. ‘Matron doesn’t like it.’ 

 

He frowned. He was irritated and uncomfortable. He sat up. The supported leg kept 

bouncing involuntary until he grasped it below the knee with his two hands. 

 

‘Two submissions went before Cabinet about your trial. The first was to make the needle 

mandatory. It was politically easy, Skulks. The politics had been done a thousand times 

before. You took a case like yours with all its ugly threat and you simply frighten middle 

Australia. They’re spooked by their own shadows. You fill their imaginations with police 

photographs; some shock-jock too happy to do the commentary and you could put 

anybody to death in Australia. You capture the middle and appease the rednecks in the 

one foul swoop. What can the opposition do but look on. There is no place for them to go. 

There is no policy differentiation left if you take a hard line on law and order.’ 

 

‘Don’t preach to me, Paul.’   

 

‘Don’t preach? This is a history lesson, Lee. Your history.’ 

 

‘My life.’ 
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‘Your history, and you better believe it. Nobody thought the second submission would 

ever be considered. But somebody believed in you, Skulks. Some fallen angel was 

willing to harass that cabinet until they accepted that second submission. Hit-files and 

shit-files, you name it, he used it, until they changed their mind.’ 

 

‘What are you getting at, Paul? I owe somebody?’ 

 

‘You owe somebody big-time, Skulks. But he’s bigger than you. And you’ll never know 

exactly why he did it, will you?’  

 

‘I’m not scared of dying, Paul.’ 

 

‘So you tell me. Are you scared of living though, Skulks? Are you scared to step outside 

this ward and make a go of your life? What would happen if you proved the rednecks 

wrong? Life is not about the mistakes, Lee. It’s about how suffering changes us for the 

better. If we want depth it’s there in the reckoning.’ 

 

‘So I’m meant to thank you then, am I, you and your Mystery Man, for putting this 

fucking camera inside my head? Thank you, Premier, thank-you ball boys, thank-you 

linesmen.’ 
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‘You signed the papers, Skulks. The operation wasn’t compulsory. You could have taken 

your chances with the appeal.’ 

 

‘Crown appeal with Stutters. Judge Fucking Stutters. That wasn’t a choice. He gave 

Rooney the needle. Then there was Curtain and Boyd. Everybody inside knew that Boyd 

was innocent. Mad Dog Fucking Stutters.’ 

 

‘We weren’t in power then. We didn’t appoint him nor promote him.’ 

 

‘But he was going to handle my appeal, wasn’t he?’ 

 

‘Let’s get back to the main game, Lee. If you make a go of it, you’ve proved many people 

wrong. Everybody who claims their shit doesn’t stink, the holier than holies and those 

with a bitter heart who forget their own childhood. How would they have fared if bad-

luck came their way? If Dad had left early or Mum had failed to get that job? Then there 

are the evil pricks. They are just evil pricks who like to think of working people who 

occasionally fuck-up as living in the Badlands. It is a superiority wank, every time.’ 

 

‘I was threatened. It was either Stutters or the psychoclip. What choice would you have 

made, Paul?’ 

 

Paul Reynolds stood up, straightened his suit and nodded to Abdul on security who had 

been asked to take a walk down the corridor during our discussion and was now back. 
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Abdul stood in the doorway, mid-twenties, patient, serious and slightly intimidated 

around the suits who demanded too much of his English. He stood at attention in the 

doorway announcing his punctuality. 

 

Reynolds came to the end of my bed and waited until I lowered my eyes. 

 

‘Skulks, I don’t have to answer that question…’ he said.  

 

He waited there. I could see Abdul over his shoulder, smiling into space.  

 

‘…Because there is no way, I would have ever done that horrific thing you did,’ he went 

on. ‘Thank your fucking stars there were people humane enough to argue your case. They 

argued and argued and asked for leniency. And they won because they believed in 

something. So can I ask you just one thing: if you can’t believe in yourself, at least thank 

those who put their careers on the line for you. Thank them by making a go of it.’ 

 

Reynolds was a tall, well-built man, one-twenty-five kilos or more, a second rower with 

an exhaustive work-rate. The dark suit finished him off beautifully, gave power to his 

stature, lifted him into the big league. He gripped the rail at the end of the bed, leaned 

slightly forward as if he was about to stretch his calves. The whole bed moved just a 

fraction, enough to ripple the liquid inside the plastic bladder hooked above me. ‘If we set 

you free and you fuck-up, you’re dead meat, Skulks. The System in the end craves 

integrity.’ 
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In the doorway, Abdul offered his hand as a parting gesture. Reynolds let it hang there, 

not dismissing it but choosing instead to pat Abdul on the shoulder with a roll of A4 

paper he had taken from his coat pocket. He dubbed him, in silence, Sir Abdul, like an 

affectionate older brother. Then disappeared down the corridor, his steps lighter, the 

duration between them longer than the Matron’s. 
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My Last Resort 

 

I woke.  

 

I could hear the radio commentary somewhere along the corridor. It was a one-day 

cricket match drawing to a close. It was the sound of pure excitement. And it made the 

ward seem lonely, quieter and cut-off from the culture outside. I tried to picture what 

might be going on outside the building, in the hospital grounds and the adjacent roads. 

Who might be still up and about? I turned on my hip to stare at the window where the 

milky illumination cast a fluorescent mist. 

 

Then I noticed him.  

 

How long had he been there? In the muted light of the ward he represented something 

forgotten or not quite realized, something I would turn to when the time came. He was 

my last resort. He was the silent, half-lit element in the ward. Maybe he was the source of 

my loneliness, a father-figure quietly waiting for me to address him. He had been there 

insinuating himself without any fuss or bother. Now that I had him in my sights I couldn’t 

look anywhere else. 

 

He sat on the bed and positioned a chair facing him. The Christmas sack of his arse 

needed the biggest base possible. He retrieved his dinner from the attaché case open on 
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the bed beside him. He did all this with a certain big man’s grace, a dexterity of wrist and 

finger that implied a childhood of manners, obligations and adult responsibilities imposed 

just a little too early.  

 

He scooped onto his plate large helpings from the foil containers. The scent soon reached 

me. These were no ordinary take-aways. They had been ordered from some boutique 

kitchen, I imagined, where the chef had garnished them with generous proportions of 

basil, thyme and coriander. There were other herbs wafting through the semi-darkness 

too, curry flavours I could not name. Set out in front of him was a wineglass that he 

immediately filled from a bottle the size you receive on airlines. He wasn’t slumming it; 

he ate with silver cutlery with the help of a gold penlight. Once he was settled he used the 

penlight’s narrow beam to read the newspaper, a scanning process of immense speed. But 

first he had to eat, the white napkin that initially was tucked under his chin like a child 

does, was tugged free to dab his lips after each sip of wine as if the flesh was too rubbery 

to hold the beverage. He nestled around his meal, shoulders curved, his thighs either side 

of the chair-cum-table, his head with its flaccid jowls, a limp out-of-shape basketball bent 

forward as his arms busied themselves constantly, forking and spooning the gruel to his 

mouth. His thatch was thin, disheveled, revealing a dimple, an ice-cream scoop taken to 

the left-side of his cranium.  

 

‘Who are you?’ I asked.  
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He looked up and went on chewing. He took another mouthful, washed it down and 

removed some stringy morsel lodged in his molars.  

 

‘Never you mind who I am. Your job is to recover, Mr Skulks. Get well, so that you can 

walk out of here and start your life again.’  

 

He was kindly, fatherly, and keen to get back to his meal. You sensed the administrative 

power in the ease with which he sat there. Shaping and framing institutions, providing 

them with the vision and the guidance to break away from the past. You felt that in the 

darkness, while he ate, he was calculating astronomical sums, budget outlays, system 

changes, the reallocation of resources, changes of immense complexity, imagining some 

emerging world that he was partly responsible for.   

 

‘Another bloody well-wisher,’ I complained. 

 

I resented these improvised chaperones that came complete with their finely-tuned moral 

perspectives. Yeah, focused not on their own future, but mine.  

 

‘Don’t you know the visiting hours?’ I continued to tease. ‘Is this some sort of diner, is 

it? And the smell of that cooking, what are you eating, crab-pot bait? Is this your home 

away from home, is it?’  
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His Buddhist-like calm soon exhausted me. My insouciance failed to gain traction against 

his overriding tolerance, his sage’s momentum gently tracking time. 

 

He sat there, shoveling away, masticating, sipping and dabbing like some mountain that 

had grown arms. 

 

‘Jesus Christ, what sort of cheese is that?’  

 

The air in the ward was slowly being infused with the cooking steam of evaporating 

sauces, meat juices and stressed vegetables. There was something goaty and cheesy in the 

mixture of aromas that set an empty stomach off at right angles. ‘For God sake, when will 

you be finished?’ 

 

He slipped the foil containers inside each other. The suppleness of his fingers implied the 

finicky and the creative, a man who could mould ceramic faces out of great dubs of clay. 

He wiped his lips and mopped the wine glass, pulled the cutlery once through the napkin 

and returned them all, along with the newspaper and the penlight to the attaché case.  

 

‘Mr Skulks,’ he finally said. ‘You’ve been deprived for too long of quality restaurants. 

Maybe, after you’ve rested up and your initial download is complete, I could treat you to 

an evening meal. What do you say to that?’ 

 

‘I’m fucked,’ I said.  
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It was a tired acknowledgement that everything in front of me was too great a challenge. 

Everybody who owned a suit in Brisbane would soon be at my door to lay their 

expectations at the end of my bed, neatly folded and crisp as towels. ‘My monitor’s 

losing its memory,’ I said off-handedly, noticing a flashing green light.  

 

‘We all are. I’ll tell the duty nurse on my way out,’ he whispered as if he was afraid of 

waking Abdul. As he crossed into the doorway, you noticed a hunching of the shoulders. 

His shadow slid along the wall and fell on Abdul, one Titan falling across the other. 

 

Presently the duty nurse was beside me. ‘Who was that?’ I asked. 

 

She had just started her shift and bustled about with untold energy. ‘The big man?’ 

 

‘Yeah.’ 

 

‘Leonard Grovely, Director-General Protective Services,’ she informed. 

 

‘Is that who he is? What’s he doing here?’ 

 

‘Haven’t you noticed before?’ She stood back from the bed, her knees and calves 

silhouetted by the glow in the corridor. 
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‘Noticed what?’ 

 

‘He visits you every evening. We smell his fantastic take-aways down the corridor. He 

gets them from a place in Toowong.’ 

 

‘Why’s he here?’ 

 

‘They say that he’s the brains behind the Government. Can’t you remember him being on 

TV?’ 

 

‘I didn’t get a look at him, really. Anyway, these fucking drugs … ’ The flow was back 

on again. I felt relieved, loose and falling.  

 



 25

 

Taking A Look 

 

My first excursion out of bed was to the window. Brian, the Orpheus security officer on 

that morning, let me cross the ward unattended.   

 

‘Taking a look?’ he asked. 

 

The sun bridged the corner of the building. A rectangular shadow fell across the carpark 

where late-model sedans and 4WDs mingled together on the freshly-painted grid. There 

were clouds reflected in their windscreens along with Escher-like distortions of the 

hospital façade.  

 

There was change there too. The way things pass you by on the inside: the increments of 

fashion driven by the forces of cultural evolution. It was governed by the sole principle: 

the survival of the richest. The 4WDs, blood-reds and oil-spill greens, had grown bulkier, 

that was for sure, their bull-bars fused with the chassis, wide chrome attachments capable 

of toppling a low-brick wall or crippling an intersection of pedestrians with the grace of a 

scythe. The sedans, on the other hand, had changed their shape almost entirely. They 

looked better-fed, overindulged really. A more rounded car, curved windows, bowed 

doors, a plump metallic reminder that the guzzlers of gasoline were putting on weight. 

Soon they wouldn’t fit into the rectangular pens allotted them on the tarmac. 
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‘Fat cars. How long has this been going on?’ I asked.  

 

Brian was silent for a moment. He seemed to be reassessing me now that I was walking 

about. 

 

‘Shocking,’ Brian responded. He was up for the joke, too. ‘They drive everywhere. You 

never see them walking.’ 

 

I smiled.  

 

There was something timeless about paspalum. Its rank stalks grew freely around the 

drain at the bottom of the embankment. At the top I could clearly see the gantry under 

which the trains ran. It explained something immediately. The whine so full of longing 

that I heard at night, pulling quickly into the distance. I saw the track now in full daylight, 

the curved glint of metal, the oil-stained ballast, and it pulled other aspects of my life into 

alignment. The straight and narrow. It had always been such a challenge. I got in with the 

wrong crowd for a reason. They were never boring. You reached a stage where your own 

emptiness just dissolved in the sunlight. There were no limits, not self-imposed ones 

anyway. And everything burns with the same warmth. You walk the streets bare-footed 

for days, meeting-up, connecting, scoring, chilling-out, beating back the edge of darkness 

until you wonder what exactly will knock you over.  

 

‘It’s better than being inside,’ I said. ‘It looks so bright out there.’ 
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‘I can imagine,’ Brian replied. He was still seated just inside the doorway but there was 

something sober in what he said. It lacked the inflection, his normal gay irony that was 

meant to undo the world. I wondered whether my new-found movement worried him. 

Whether he thought that at some stage he might have to restrain me. And the fun that 

such an act would have killed. 
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The Download: Public Exposure Number One 

 

I sat uncomfortably on the edge of the bed dressed in a black suit that my lawyer, Steve 

Engels, insisted I wear. But Steve wasn’t there to coach me through this awkward 

moment before my release. Evidently he was held up in court and hoped to arrive as soon 

as possible. The room was full of dignitaries, gathered together into professional groups – 

doctors, nursing staff, public servants and journalists – who stood around, chatting and 

laughing. They waited for the technical trial to begin.  

 

I didn’t know exactly how things would proceed but I was led to believe that Margaret 

Bornchef was in charge. Margaret Bornchef, an ex-military psychiatrist and newly-

appointed Protective Services heavyweight. She took over the space around my bed 

without apology. She was dressed in a khaki skirt, taut across her hips above which she 

wore a lemon, semi-transparent blouse that revealed the scalloped lace of her large bra. 

She wore chunky gold jewelry and her wiry hair, streaked with strands of grey, was rolled 

like a struggling snake into a coil and clipped with a dragonfly clasp. She arrived early 

and was waiting for me when I stepped from the shower, a towel wrapped around my 

waist and a toilet bag in my hand. As the ward started to fill with people she busied 

herself, probably feeling nervous as I was, fearful I suppose of some technical failure that 

might cause her undue embarrassment.  

 

‘How are you feeling?’ she asked.  
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She placed the black laptop beside me on the bed. She unclipped it and pushed back the 

hinged screen. She rolled the mouse under her green painted nails that were so thick you 

could drive them into wood. She moved the cursor about and clicked from window to 

window, preparing the program for the thief of my thoughts. She returned to the main 

menu. Psychoclip, it read. The font sat below an icon of a single eye. Who was one-eyed? 

I wondered. Was it Bornchef or myself or something built-in to icons that gave them the 

privilege to drag history into their slipstream?  

 

I was no longer under sedation, my body purged of drugs to ensure the trial was a 

success. The room seemed to buzz with the fidelity of garbled phrases, statements 

severed from their context, the water music of Bornchef’s trinkets as she keyed in the 

preparatory instructions. It was like a reverse hangover, an overpowering clarity that the 

body could barely tolerate. My senses were picking up every sound and movement in the 

room. It was an escalating storage of data that drove my anxiety level up into the thick 

plates of my skull. And there it resonated in a dull ache, every now and then rebounding 

as a savage pulse between my eyes.  

 

This was administrative overload, the moment when the forces of power and control 

come to visit you personally and rewrite your future in terms of every grubby mistake 

you ever made. There was no point trying to escape detection, the room contained every 

public servant, doctor or journalist who ever wrote a paper on the prison system. They 
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gathered about me, deeply excited and highly talkative about what they expected to 

witness that morning. 

 

What was I to do with these dialogues around me with their force fields of expertise and 

influence waiting to be earthed? They demanded a copper strip of human flesh to direct 

them to the ground. The hairs on my head literally rose with the electricity in the ward. It 

was the current of debate.  

 

For weeks I lay in bed, practically unguarded, opportunity after opportunity to stroll 

down the corridor into the lift and away. And I’d let it all pass me by, chained to the 

chemicals inserted in me. I was now clean and the old insecurities returned, my 

institutional claustrophobia.  

 

More suits arrived and pushed into the spaces between the beds. Along the corridor, the 

camera crews were setting up a press conference in the makeshift lounge. The 

illumination bounced off the walls and lit the legs of a group of journalists just inside the 

doorway.  

 

I recognized Penny Whisper as she entered the room; you don’t forget her legs easily. 

She worked for one of the commercial networks and had her own crime slot. It was 

authentic and challenging and forced viewers to review their viewing habits. It played at 

the margins where art, crime and business overlapped and you didn’t know whether you 

were cheering or booing. The prisoners fawned over it on the inside. They claimed she 
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was a revelation. She was pin-up material; tall, slender, always practically-dressed in 

jeans and T-shirt. She was tough too. Clever-tough, shit-tough and money-tough; so 

much in the know, you wondered sometimes where her influence might reach. It was 

rumoured she had an eye and ear in the crime cartels themselves and into the political 

parties.  

 

During her program, she popped up in all sorts of places: brothels, restaurants, riverside 

penthouses, gymnasiums and boardrooms, as if the mushroom of global capital relied on 

the mycelium of international crime to feed and nurture it. That was her thesis anyway. 

There, under most good money lives a viral world of flesh and violence. At one stage she 

wanted to interview me in prison but Steve Engels warned her off even though she had 

clearance from the minister. It was too risky to the appeal. One stray word and you were 

gone. Trial by the media. 

 

‘They’re all in there together,’ Steve said. ‘The politicians and the journalists, the 

businessmen and the crime bosses: wash the money and its all the same colour.’  

 

The room became crowded. I couldn’t do crowds. The only crowds I seemed to survive in 

were nightclub crushes. There was always a passage there, into the corridors of hard 

drink or that ambiguous comfort drunken men call the soul and flesh of a woman. I 

couldn’t do suits at the best of times either. Or uniforms. I was sober all right. I was 

curious again where all these corridors might lead and what might exist at the bottom of 

the lift. I was thinking lobbies and car parks, taxi-rides across suburbs. In fact I was 
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thinking big space, elementary movements around the axis of freedom. My energy was 

returning too, a desire to check off limits, to fade, to slip, to sidle away and find those 

places people abandoned in their excitement: the empty office, the open warehouse and 

the unlocked bedroom. In the circumstances, I asked myself with the best of intentions, 

would I be allowed to go to the toilet on the other side of the lounge? 

 

‘You’re not planning to escape, are you?’ Bornchef said.  

 

Her remark went unheard in the noisy ward. Her large round face looked me over. The 

irises were blue, the whites traced with gorged capillaries. She applied her intuition 

strategically. Her hand reached down and touched my thigh. I jumped involuntarily. 

‘Move-up,’ she said. ‘That’s better.’ And sat beside me on the bed.  

 

‘I’m going to get to know you whether you like it not.’  

 

She said this with a smile, a smudge of ruby lipstick over thick, cracked lips. The 

perfume she applied that morning had soured on her body. It smelt of cat’s piss sprayed 

against roses.  

 

‘I’m your parole officer, or so it seems. It’s an unfortunate role-description really, given 

the technology we are dealing with.’ 

 

‘You and me?’ 
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‘Like a hand and glove,’ she said. ‘Yes, we’ll be meeting once a fortnight. You’ll come to 

my clinic in New Farm and I’ll take all that trouble off your mind. Literally.’ She finished 

with such an upward trill, a burst of excitement, that I almost pinched her lips between 

my teeth.  

 

‘For the download?’ I asked.  

 

Steve Engels had explained the procedure to me, before this. But some things don’t quite 

make sense until you hear them from the right person. ‘Download’: it sounded so 

abstract, and technical and impersonal, I couldn’t believe I was talking about myself. But 

it had to be broached. There was no longer any place for fantasy. The ward was almost 

chock-a-block with middle-class perverts come to watch my recorded… Visions, I 

suppose, that’s what you would call them. The amount of traffic my visual pathways 

were running. Recorded on the psychoclip. Anyway, they came to watch.  

 

According to Bornchef, it would only take a few seconds to download the information to 

the computer. The information could then be sampled. I glanced at the crowd filing into 

the room. It made me think of those screaming children I’d seen dragged along a street, 

dangling from their parents by an arm. All those helpless moments of futile resistance. 

 

‘My job is to monitor the material on the clip. I then make recommendations to your trial 

judge. Of course,’ she said, and leant her head towards me. Her throat went suddenly dry 
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and her words came out in a hoarse whisper. ‘Of course, that is if everything goes right 

this morning. And it will. I can feel it in my bones.’ 

 

Balinese shadow puppets could be seen dancing on the corridor walls. The glare 

transformed the room and caused a wave of agitation like the jostling of bees in a hive. 

Everybody knew that when the spotlights went on something was about to happen. And 

then there he was, such a big man dressed in a baggy gray suit. The TV crews trailed him 

to the doorway of the ward. He faced into the corridor and spoke into the microphones. 

He was bald, dimpled, hollows upon his scalp as large as ice-cream scoops. He raised one 

hand, dismissed any further questions, and reminded the cameras to stay where they 

were.  

 

The people in the room turned outward and bathed for a moment in the glare. Nobody 

was in doubt who he was. Leonard Grovely’s reputation preceded him. Leonard Grovely 

was Brisbane’s answer to crime bosses, generals or corrupt business leaders in other 

principalities. Grovely ran the city, well, directed it anyway, against its natural 

inclinations. After staring at Grovely, slightly stooped, supremely confident, displaying a 

touch of deference, sweating under the arc lights, you sensed everything else in the room 

seemed suddenly dark. Shadowed. Flat. Diminished. 

 

The waters parted in front of his lumbering bulk. He was papal in his determination, 

unhurried, and made his way over to where I was sitting. Bornchef had already stood 

aside, at attention.  
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‘How are you, son? Ready for your big day,’ Grovely addressed me. 

 

I nodded, and was acutely aware of the silence in the room, the scrappy chatter filtering 

down the hall. Then Grovely sat on the bed opposite, his outstretched hands feeling 

behind him, a fist-full of papers crushed in the process, the slump of his exhausted frame 

that shot the bed backwards. 

 

A suavely-dressed gentleman in a blue suit, a white monogrammed shirt, his tie kept out 

of the action by an opal and gold clip, escorted Matron until they both stood beside me. 

Grovely raised a meaty fist, without rising from where he sat, and shook their hands.  

 

‘Dr Grail, are we set to go? Matron, is our patient prepared? I’ve got a couple of things to 

do first before the download. A few things I’d like to say. I’ll let you know when I’m 

ready.’ 

 

The doctor’s hair was black, close-cropped, a tangle of youthful curls. He moved 

gracefully to the side, spinning on the heel of his shoe. There was something martial in 

the way he moved that recalled the terror of my trial in the Supreme Court. I didn’t want 

to go back there. I thought the feelings had left me forever. The state of mind closed upon 

itself like a scab. But the thin grace of Dr Grail’s movements reminded me of lawyers 

arguing about and beyond me, the egotistic scuffles of logic and procedure. ‘My client… 

Your client,’ the smooth delivery they used and the perfect balanced gestures. In my 
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clumsy ignorance, I couldn’t compete with their deportment and understanding. I was 

totally dependent and defiled in an unexpected way. Power had its beauty all right. My 

God, it did. 

 

Matron was flushed in the face. She was subordinate now to public forces that she feared 

and only partly understood. For a moment her whole demeanour cringed with tension. 

Despite all her bossing around, I saw her now as an ally and somebody to carry my 

growing anxiety in her starched breast.  

 

In contrast, Bornchef had unclipped her briefcase and taken out a black cord with two 

pristine jacks on either end. She looped it around her knuckles, stretched it like some 

torture sequence in a B-grade movie. She kept smiling, an empty, ambiguous gesture 

directed towards the dignitaries. I hoped it was only nerves and not an insight into things 

to come.  

 

People were conversing again, whispering, excited by the irreversible nature of history, 

the way it was carrying them to the center of the drama. I was never married; I’d watched 

a few mates waiting anxiously before their bride, though. I’d always thought that second 

thoughts were just a comic effect. Now I was having second thoughts about second 

thoughts myself. 

 

Where was I in all this? Was I giving over my entire life to the surveillance of the State? 

It was a marriage of sorts, an arranged marriage to punish me for six weeks of my life I 
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could barely remember. I was to marry a machine. In future I would be continually 

jacked-off.  

 

‘Where’s Engels?’ Grovely spoke to the crowded room. A colleague of Engels, a woman 

in her late twenties who I’d noticed more than once calling on her mobile, stepped out of 

the crush.  

 

‘He’s caught in traffic, Mr Grovely. Apparently a semi-trailer has rolled on Coronation 

Drive. The entire eight lanes are covered in bricks. He’s in a taxi somewhere in the 

gridlock.’ 

 

‘He knows how to choose the day, doesn’t he?’ 

 

‘I don’t think he could have predicted this, sir.’ 

 

‘They never can. I can’t wait for him.’ The loose flesh on Grovely’s face wobbled as he 

shook his head.  

 

Then he slapped his thighs. He looked at me and spoke under his breath. ‘It is why I take 

a helicopter, son. Rooftop to rooftop.’ 

 

I smiled. The image I received in my mind was spontaneous. I imagined the collective 

pitch lever engaged and the rotor blades of the helicopter accelerating. In fact, straining, 
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blurring and then under the stress, disintegrating. The result causing great scythes of 

airborne metal, but the cockpit weighted to the ground, gently toppling over. Grovely, 

finally grounded. I continued to smile.  

 

‘I imagine, sir,’ I said. 

 

‘He doesn’t believe you, Mr Grovely,’ Bornchef piped in.  

 

‘He better believe it,’ Grovely said to Bornchef. Then he quietly added. ‘Lee, isn’t it? 

Well, Lee, I have to read something in a minute. It is entirely procedural. Mr Engels has 

been consulted months ago.’  

 

Then he turned to the young lawyer who was in the process of sending an urgent text 

message. 

 

‘Put it away, Darling. You’re going to have to do. Are you ready Doctor? Matron?’ The 

big man stood. The grey drape of his suit pressed tight against his girth.   

 

‘I’ve banned the cameras from this more intimate part of the proceedings to make just a 

few private comments of my own. I remind you that this is off the record.’  
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He waited for a second. A woman in black executive garb, her skirt revealing perfect 

knees, turned something off in her top pocket. The other journalists in the room followed 

her cue. Mobile phones? Micro-recorders? Eventually the fiddling stopped. 

 

Grovely sat back down. It was like a fireside chat. His extended family – doctors, 

specialists, journalists and public servants – surrounded him. They gathered like the 

interested parties in the deliberation of a will.  

 

‘Mr Skulks, who sits before me, committed a horrendous crime. Nobody has ever 

contested that, not even Mr Skulks himself. What I do contest, though, is what that 

exactly meant in terms of a person’s life. There was a time in Mr Skulks’s life when the 

sacred blood of others meant nothing to him. Any body that happened along was fair 

game for Mr Skulks. His circle was a dark circle of drug-thrill and self-harm. He treated 

himself and others with care-factor zero. It was a violent and ugly time, a time of great 

negativity, despair and hopelessness. It was the departure point upon which he was to 

make his future.’ 

 

While I looked at my boots, new and still scented, I knew that Grovely had every eye in 

the room focused on my back. Grovely spoke easily, the deep voice of the actor after his 

first wine.   

 

‘There are some people, in fact a whole school of thought who believe that character is 

formative. They believe that an accumulation of daily acts of contrition form, in the long 
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run, the self, a molding if you like, of our desire into productive practices. They believe 

that opportunity chips away at the marble of character and finally arrives at the bust, a 

noble outline of the person you are. The more extreme elements in this school of thought 

believe that the chiseling is already done the moment the intrepid sperm wiggles his way 

into the comfort of the ovum and swaps text messages with his reproductive partner. The 

design is there in the genes, they believe, might I add, somewhat naively. In terms of 

personality, crime is a foregone conclusion. Admittedly, these madmen don’t dominate 

the school but they are the class bullies.’ 

 

Grovely had the power to pull polite giggles from different sections of his audience but 

he seemed oblivious to their presence in the room. His mood was sombre; his mind 

concentrated as if he anticipated a war of misunderstanding and wished to confine the 

battle to the edges of his argument.  

 

‘How wrong they are,’ Grovely asserted. ‘Character is just the history of where you’ve 

been. You are all riding your own personal wave of history. In fact some of you…’ he 

turned and raised his head to the audience who stared back at him in awe. ‘Some of you 

are sliding down the wave under your own gravity. But Skulks here, he chose a terrible 

wave to begin with.’ 

 

There was nervous laughter, the polite acknowledgement you would expect in response to 

a eulogy.  
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‘It was full of family undercurrents, tricky educational winds, hidden sandbanks. It was a 

big wave, a tumultuous booming wave; it was the wave of his day. It was the wave of his 

generation. You don’t need to worry, there were plenty of others on it too. As Director of 

Protective Services I’ve meet many of them. Some have come into my care for good. 

Some simply disappeared in all the froth, in the toppling force of it. Buried, gone, their 

bones turned to pearls.’  

 

Somebody coughed. It rattled the intense silence as Grovely paused. The heavy man, his 

head slightly bowed and his eyes focused on me, directly now, went on. 

 

‘After his trial, when Mr Skulks came to me for the first time, I was interested to see how 

he was going to ride this wave out. Whether he was going to be wiped out too. Or 

whether he had some tricky footwork left in him and whether he might radically change 

his course, cut back against the force of his life’s momentum. The first time we met I 

visited him on death row. And as I was leaving he begged me for books. “Why?” I asked 

him. “I don’t want to die wondering,” he said. “I don’t want to die wondering.”’ 

 

Somewhere at the back of the crowd, near the entrance, shoulders squirmed sideways; 

somebody was making their arrival. Grovely noticed my glances and cast a dissident look 

at the gentleman trying to work his way to the front of the room. It was Steve Engels, my 

lawyer, his shirt sticking to him with perspiration. 
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‘”You don’t want to die wondering about what?” I asked. “Everything”, he said. He 

didn’t want to die wondering about everything.’ Grovely slapped his hands. ‘Here he is 

waiting on death row and he wants to ride the wave backwards. Everything…’ Grovely 

raised his hands like some priest supplicating on behalf of the gathered professions who 

stood silently in front of him. 

 

‘Everything. Once I heard that word my mind was made up. There had to be a better way 

than intravenous terminations or capital-deferred sentences. Do you know how much it 

costs the community to keep a prisoner fed and clothed every year? It costs more than it 

does to educate him.’ 

 

His words hung in the air like the sound of a gong in a cathedral vault.   

 

‘Character is contingent upon which wave of history you are riding to the shore. Crime, 

normally, is a lack of skill. As Director I see it day in and day out. It is an inability to turn 

that board one-eighty and surf back against historical necessity. It takes courage. Guts 

even.’ 

 

The three or four politicians in the room agreed. ‘Here, here,’ they chorused. 

 

‘I know some people have said that this technology is untried. But surely, our institutions 

have to show some courage of their own. They have to match the likes of Mr Skulks. 
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They have to change. And so we come to the psychoclip. The trials speak for themselves, 

don’t they, Dr Grail.’ 

 

Dr Grail nodded, went to smile and decided not to risk it in case it removed the gravity of 

his discoveries. 

 

‘There are doubters out there. I’ve seen their articles stolen from the websites of armchair 

critics. I’ve listened to Mr Mathers and his TV commentary. Let me remind those 

journalists present that I’ve visited Mr Skulks daily since his arrival here in hospital. And 

I’ve taken a very personal interest in his case. This is my assessment from the hours 

we’ve chatted. Mr Skulks has displayed qualities of learning and tolerance that in 

everyday life would have won him honours. Therefore, I say, with as much conviction 

that I can muster, if ever this law enforcement option was going to succeed, we have no 

better candidate then Mr Skulks to promote it.’ 

 

I felt queasy in the stomach. I noticed for the first time the leather straps attached to the 

bed. The thought of being tied down freaked me out. I suppose it was a type of 

claustrophobia. I have known people who can’t step into a lift or a crowded train without 

the fear of suffocating. The thought of being tethered to a bed during my download made 

me squirm and writhe inside. Oh yes, I knew the feeling: the breath begins to shorten, 

steel bands tighten around your chest and the muscles at the back of your neck twitch 

unbearably. 
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I also knew Grovely’s speech was drawing to a close. Then, presumably Dr Grail, Matron 

and Margaret Bornchef would combine their skills in some way and perform the first 

download. I had no problem with the pain. It was the thought of being restrained that 

irked me even more so than having my experiences splashed across the screen like pig 

swill.  

 

Grovely stood. He folded his notes away in the depths of his suit pocket.  

 

‘Lee,’ he addressed me. ‘The psychoclip, by its ability to record and store your every 

waking moment, provides you with an opportunity to take your sentence and turn it into 

freedom. That is all I want to say, on a personal note.’ The he addressed the room. ‘After 

a short break we’ll have the download. You are invited to witness but no footage, please. 

Okay, Doctor.’ 

 

Steve Engels stepped forward.  

 

‘Have you got a moment, Mr Grovely?’ Steve asked.  

 

The room broke up in chatter. There was a formal pause. Dr Grail consulted with 

Bornchef. Steve Engels’ assistant stepped forward to reassure me. She was dressed in a 

stonewashed purple business suit with large circular buttons. She appeared hassled more 

than excited by the proceedings. She feared, I imagined, being challenged by Grovely, a 
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challenging experience at the best of times. She smiled anxiously and I smiled back. I 

empathized with her distress and frowned to let her know. 

 

‘We’re the victims in all this, I suppose,’ I said.  

 

She leaned closer and whispered to me. ‘I’m so pleased Steve finally made it. I’m a stress 

bucket at the best of times.’  

 

I watched as Grovely moved Steve sideways, pushed him away from the curious ears of 

two journalists. ‘Sure, son. What’s the problem?’ Grovely said and then took another 

stride towards the back of the room where a group of black suits gathered to caucus. 

 

‘Why this?’ Steve threw his hands up. He was obviously angry. 

 

‘Why what?’ Grovely replied in that baritone rumble. An objection at this stage, Grovely 

seemed to imply, was a gross extravagance that couldn’t be entertained.  

 

‘I’m not having my client exposed in front of all these people. He can’t sit here and have 

his…thoughts…’ – everybody seemed to be struggling with the new concepts the 

download demanded – ‘presented like a B-grade movie.’ 
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‘They’re not thoughts, as such. They’re just a visual record of your client’s daily round. 

See no evil, do no evil, Steve. What can be simpler than that?’ Grovely patted Steve on 

the shoulder. 

 

‘Without getting into semantics, Leonard, a crime, or any act for that matter, isn’t 

constituted by what we see but by what we do. A witness is not necessarily or 

automatically an accessory to the fact. In fact, a witness can be both a moral and material 

impediment to the actions of others.’ 

 

Grovely raised one meaty hand. 

 

‘Ms Bornchef, here, assures me that what this audience will see is nothing more than the 

little speech I just made. Remember that was the deal, Mr Engels.’ 

 

‘I was to be present.’ 

 

‘You are. You are.’ He rested his arm like a crooked ham on Engels’ shoulder. ‘I have 

every reason to believe Ms Bornchef has been practising. Don’t I, Margaret?’  

 

‘Yes, sir, you do.’ Margaret Bornchef was keying in some final instructions, methodically 

working through the program, committing the steps to memory. 

 

‘I was to be present and nobody else,’ Steve objected. 
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‘Your attitude is too selfish, Mr Engels. There is no mention in the document that other 

well-wishers are to be excluded. That is just an oversight on your behalf.’ Grovely calmly 

directed Steve through the crowd.  

 

Dr Grail’s brow was jeweled in sweat. His skin now literally shone in keeping with the 

genius he was claimed to be. Matron appeared beside him and pushed the trolley closer. 

In a metal dish I could see the hypodermic with its plastic cap beside its ampoule. 

‘What’s this?’ I challenged. 

 

‘What do you mean, what’s this?’ Matron said. ‘Doctor believes it is much better if you 

are sedated. There may be unforeseen complications with the download.’ 

 

‘Steve,’ I called.  

 

Steve Engels was still whispering in the crook of Grovely’s arm. The crowd in the room, 

anticipating the download, moved closer. Somebody had brought in a large screen they 

were attaching to the wall between two of the beds. A technician connected the screen to 

power. Bornchef was waiting to connect her computer to the data projector.  

 

‘Steve,’ I said. Engels turned and held up a finger. The air was turning to sand. My chest 

heaved. The room was thin of oxygen, pungent with after-shave and perfume, and 

increasingly overheated.  
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‘Julia,’ Steve Engels’ assistant introduced herself. ‘What exactly is wrong?’ she asked.  

 

I trusted Steve with my life. It was not something that could be handed on like a baton to 

another colleague. The first time I met Steve was on death row. I was clinically depressed 

and traumatized by my trial. Over subsequent meetings, he changed my relationship to 

my own actions. He banned emotional outbursts from our interviews. He insisted that the 

things I tried to hurt were the wrong things, the wrong targets and the result of an 

appalling ignorance of how power actually operated.  

 

‘Let’s stick to the facts,’ he had insisted. ‘And leave all the “maybes” and “ifs” for 

another day when you are out of this place.’ 

 

The day had finally come but not with the elation I imagined. Behind my nerves was an 

irrational urge to flee. Just below the ice torrents of anger, frustration flowed. 

 

Steve suspected strong emotion in others as a failure to think straight – the initial sign of 

a rant – and his face became glazed with boredom. His intellect was by far his most 

outstanding quality. From a working-class family, he derived all his social capital from 

left-wing politics and a catholic education. 
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‘I want to know what this is about?’ I pointed to the metal kidney dish. ‘Nobody is going 

to put that jack anywhere near my temple while I’m asleep. What bloody rights have I got 

left?’ 

 

‘I’ll ask the Doctor,’ Julia said quietly. 

 

‘Don’t ask him, tell him.’  

 

My voice was a hoarse whisper. I was loosing my ability to discriminate who was saying 

what to whom. The crowd appeared agitated but the source of this agitation, as I scanned 

the crowd, dissolved the instant I focused on a certain mannerism. It was as if the whole 

was concealing its parts.  

 

There was too much stimulation in the hundred conversations taking place in the room. 

My old institutional claustrophobia flared again with its special dose of paranoia. There 

were certain voices around me that I heard with such clarity and such lingering purity. 

Yet the psychoclip addled the meaning and trashed the empathy until I was left with 

simply sensations: a roomful of vibrations. 

 

‘Yes, yes, yes,’ a journalist beside the door was saying. Words, pure words reduced to 

notes of essential inflection.  
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‘What exactly, again?’ The young lawyer asked me for the third time. ‘Are you there?’ 

She waved a hand through my stare. 

 

‘Can I be forcibly sedated? Wouldn’t that constitute assault?’ I asked her, wondering why 

Steve Engels had suddenly abandoned me. 

 

‘I haven’t studied the details of your case. I know it of course,’ she said defensively. ‘But 

the Act, I mean. The legislative changes.’  

 

Steve Engels and Leonard Grovely were pressed against the wall at the back of the room 

trying to argue in private. Julia, standing beside me, extracted from her suit pocket a 

purple-coloured mobile, keyed in a number, placed it to her ear and stared at the floor 

expectantly. Steve Engels’ mobile could be faintly heard above the confused murmur of 

voices. Raising one finger to Grovely, he retrieved his mobile from his coat and they 

spoke. 

 

‘Hi Steve, Julia here. Yes, from across the room. Right. But Mr Skulks has a problem. 

Right. He wants to know whether they have the power to sedate him. What? Okay, Dr 

Grail.’  

 

‘He’s busy at the moment,’ she said to me. ‘But I’ll try and sort it out myself.’ 
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Dr Grail stood beside Bornchef. Their eyes were glued to the screen of the laptop. The 

technical staff had successfully erected the screen. It was wafer thin, two metres square 

almost illusionary. On its surface icons came and went, electronic page-turning, digging 

deeper into the ore of technological control. There was a growing excitement in the room 

as if the decisive command was only moments away.  

 

Julia, as she called herself, was locked in discussion with Dr Grail while Bornchef 

continued to play with the laptop. The audience anticipated the start and rolled an 

anticipatory shoulder towards the front of the room while continuing to monitor the rising 

egotism in their respective huddles. The distance between the crowd and myself reduced 

further. A hundred strangers declared their stake in the project and waited for the cue to 

attend. 

 

I was driven back by my anxiety and forced to witness the intractable Dr Grail arguing 

quite forcibly with Julia. How testy everybody was becoming. Surely they didn’t expect 

the download to fail.  

 

‘Margaret is, or was, seconded from the army,’ Dr Grail said demonstratively.  

 

‘Is,’ Bornchef emphasized, as though tense resided at the heart of logic. Her powerful 

fingernails clicking against the keyboard, she spoke without raising her head. 
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‘In that case, she is an employee of Queensland Health,’ Dr Grail was at pains to point 

out to Julia. ‘However, we have the power to use our employees the way we see fit.’ 

 

‘Use your employees?’ Julia’s undergraduate sarcasm obviously annoyed Dr Grail.  

 

‘We are discussing a point of law, aren’t we?’ the doctor fired back. He was becoming 

exasperated.  

 

Julia crossed her legs, folded her arms. ‘Go on, Doctor, we certainly are.’ 

 

I started moving ever so slowly out of earshot, through the crowed room towards the 

doorway. People nodded as I approached and passed. To them it was a gentle walk of 

stardom before my big moment.  

 

My body, emptied of drugs, the psychoclip exerting its influence for the first time on my 

cerebral pathways, my escalating claustrophobia, combined to fragment my perception 

into a series of unrelated snippets.  

 

‘Yes, Queensland Health for five years. I work with Margaret. The Abbot Research 

Institute.’ A forty-year-old academic was lecturing to one of the invited nurses who had 

her back to my progress. ‘The function falls under the auspice of the Health Act.’  
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Another voice, female this time. A bureaucrat I suspected. ‘Under the “auspice”, do you 

know what that word really means?’  

 

Her colleague replied, refusing to be dominated: ‘It is an omen drawn from birds. And a 

bird, according to your dreams, is nothing but your sexual future. Are you caged or free, 

Calista?’ 

 

‘So the Government has a contract with its own department?’ somebody asked.  

 

I could see Abdul now, standing alone at the edge of the corridor. I kept squeezing my 

way through. Once I got to the corridor I had a simple game-plan.  

 

In keeping with my lifetime trajectory I was slipping away, seeking the corridor of 

anonymity, a passage that took me beyond rejection and escape. Whenever I confronted 

the request for compliance or was challenged to assert my social credentials, I slipped 

away as light as a whisper. I even personified my retreat in certain one-night-stands 

where I flowed effortlessly into disheveled one-room flats and overcrowded squats to 

make a hopeless, desperate love from drunken lust. On this occasion, I was thinking of an 

open lobby, an empty taxi and a city full of strangers. 

 

I was momentarily startled. I heard Steve Engels’ laugh from across the room. Grovely 

had him corralled. On one side there was a TV host dressed in a tropical-coloured cling 

dress and on the other Penny Whisper herself, the spiked defiant hair of a Real Crime in 
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Real Time celebrity. Penny nodded. I was shocked by the alertness from such a distance. I 

smiled involuntarily. I sensed immediately from Penny’s reactions, somebody from 

behind me had noticed it too. 

 

I pressed on. Two more groups and I was in the doorway.  

 

‘Hang on!’ It was Steve Engels on the mobile again. ‘I’m interested in the Common Law 

implications for my client, not the contractual arrangements between your hospital and 

Protective Services.’  

 

There was a glow in the room, the vast illumination down the hall misted the airborne 

microscopic fluff shaken from the suits and jackets. Power-spore.  

 

Waves of commotion, ever so slight, knee brushes, shoulder collisions, elbow clinks 

transmitted through the press of bodies. I kept squeezing past each outcrop of self-

interest, shoulders of tweed and jackets of factory silk. It was a silent, inevitable journey 

that would take me from the halls of privilege back onto the street. Though I sensed 

something was on my trail; somebody awoken from his or her rhetoric tracked my path, 

surreptitiously. 

 

At last I could stop nodding and I reached for Abdul’s hand. ‘Cheers, mate,’ I said. 

 

‘Cheers, man.’  
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He looked regal in his Orpheus Security uniform, a harp stitched in red on the blue 

pocket. I held his hands, hard calluses, the aspect of bone erased by solid flesh. He tried 

to withdraw his hand but I clasped our handshake, made a hamburger of his hand with 

both of mine. The chain reaction through the crowd was approaching.  

 

‘Mr Skulks.’ It was Bornchef, obviously displeased but tactful enough to whisper beside 

my ear. ‘You aren’t intending to leave, are you?’ 

 

‘The toilet. I need to. I’ve dirtied myself. Under sedation I’m likely to shit myself further. 

It’s the nerves.’ 

 

‘Stay here,’ she said. I was engulfed again in her perfume. ‘I’ll get a nurse.’ 

 

‘No need to,’ I said without facing here. ‘Abdul will escort me. I’ll empty my load and be 

right back.’  

 

I slowly dropped Abdul’s hand.  

 

‘For God’s sake, clean yourself up properly and be quick. We’re on the edge of 

postponing the whole bloody thing because of a legal dispute.’ 

 

‘Really?’ 
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‘There is no clear line of command in politics,’ she said. ‘Everybody wants to give 

orders, but nobody carries them out.’ 

 

‘The toilets are down here,’ Abdul was trailing me, his thighs in his nylon slacks rasping 

like sandpaper. The fear of the abject, and possibly homophobia, contributed to the 

weakness of his voice.  

 

‘Look, mate, I’m a bit embarrassed. Can you wait for me back at the ward,’ I said as 

naturally as I could. I didn’t turn around. His footfalls stopped immediately. In front of a 

corporate backdrop of stylized lettering and humanized insignia was a raised panel lit 

with spotlights. There was a group of cameramen chatting. They looked so bored. A 

current affairs journalist with his back to me checked an electronic organizer. The day 

was getting on, other news was breaking around the city. He barked into a mobile, 

‘Bloody impossible. Put it back an hour. We’ll interview her in the front yard if she 

likes.’  

 

In a massive storm of injury caused by the psychoclip, I saw a street superimposed on the 

wall. In the suburban gloaming a large woman led a racehorse along the unsealed edges 

of the road. The telegraph poles were old and leaning, the houses without symmetry or 

proportion. Abandoned stacks of timber littered the footpath where various renovations 

had staled mid-budget. The illusion was totally convincing.  
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There was a painting of a fisherman hung beside the lift shaft. The waves looked 

artificial, the way the gentleman gripped the rod, awkward and posed. I pushed the 

button. The metal doors opened and I stepped inside. A male nurse chatted inexorably to 

a hunched elderly patient in a wheelchair. From above his tartan dressing gown, nothing 

in his face seemed to register but the uncontrollable focus of his eyeballs. I pushed the 

ground-floor button. 

 

‘Wrong lift,’ the male nurse explained. ‘We’re going up first.’ I went to step outside but 

noticed Bornchef, suspicious, annoyed, trying to push through a dispatch of journalists. I 

ducked back and willed the doors to close. Eventually they did. The nurse continued to 

talk to his mute patient. The lift climbed numerically like a prep-school lesson in 

counting and deposited Quasimodo and the Saint into another ward and then returned to 

the ground floor. I stepped into a hall. There were a number of display cases lining the 

wall presenting a diverse range of embroidery and sewing, artifacts recovered from the 

ancient world of craft. I turned the corner, already sensing the open doors and the 

paralyzing effect of sunshine on an urban skyline.  

 

I walked quickly now. I could see ahead the main foyer, bordered on one side by a 

registration desk. Once I turned right and passed the automatic doors and stepped into the 

drop-off zone of the hospital entrance, I was in fact legally dead. I was on the run for the 

final time and nothing could bring me back, apart from arrest and execution. My body 

trembled with the exhilaration of the spent athlete after a grueling session of weights. 

Then something broke from the periphery of my vision and emerged from the corridor, 
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somebody who turned and walked slowly towards me, defiant, trying to capture my 

attention with a smile.  

 

‘Lee,’ she called from a few metres in front of me. ‘Lee, please. Just a second.’ Her arm 

went out to restrain me and I stopped against the firmness of its touch. ‘Nothing silly 

now, mate. Turn around and follow me back, we’ll chat as we go. It can’t be as hard as 

you think it’s going to be.’ 

 

Penny Whisper took two steps away from me. Black T-shirt, black jeans, her short-

cropped hair, spiked for effect. Comforted, contained, I realized then, that she was the 

only person in the upstairs room I had faintly wished to speak to. Her Real Crime in Real 

Time was a hit on the inside. Its documentary, business-like construction of the 

professional criminal and the corporate shyster had conferred a certain respect on making 

a living at the bottom end of town. But it was her smartness in all things dark and daring 

that got her such consistent ratings. That and the shape of her perfect arse and long legs 

clamoring over the barriers and beyond the borders of private capital into the heart of the 

heist, the swindle and the deal.  

 

I smiled, turned back, and walked with her. She was smart all right. Her gait had the 

spring of a gymnast, gaining purchase on the tiled floor with the effortless movements of 

a cat. I trudged beside her, aware of cracking all the eggshells that lay in my path for the 

last twenty years. I wanted more than anything at that moment to learn how to touch the 

world ever so lightly, as did Penny Whisper.  
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The Download 

 

The lift door opened and Penny Whisper ushered me forward. In the foyer the tension 

was palpable now around the makeshift platform waiting to be used for the press 

conference. Clearly things were behind schedule. The spotlights were erected but turned 

off, and the cameramen in their network T-shirts and jeans stood beside their apparatus, 

bored, restless and contemplating the moment they could pack up their equipment and 

have a smoke. One journalist, smart black suit and matching slip-ons, white shirt, gold 

tie, his narrow back and pointed shoulders pulled slightly forward with concentration, his 

dark thatch gelled in a conspicuous wave, stood among the technicians like a 

schoolteacher on a class excursion. He frowned, rocked his head, his mobile cupped 

around his ear. Then he recognized Penny, switched it off and strode towards us. 

 

‘It’s Dillon Mathers,’ she whispered to me. She strode towards Mathers as if his obvious 

irritation could be penetrated like a dust mote.   

 

‘What the hell is going on in there? Is Grovely conducting another one of his church 

services?’ Mathers’s voice was scathing. 

 

Mathers threw his hands in the air in exaggerated rant. ‘I’m already two interviews 

behind and I’ve cancelled one with IPM.’ He looked me up and down, a sneer. It was 
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obvious that he’d chosen to ignore Grovely’s little speech and was preparing his own 

minority report in the corridor.  

 

‘Aren’t you supposed to be inside having your brain vacuumed by the delightful Ms 

Bornchef?’ he scoffed at me. 

 

Penny linked arms and pulled me towards the corridor. She sensed the professional 

danger and smiled at Mathers accordingly, then teased him with: ‘We haven’t time for a 

doorstop, Dillon. Anyway it’s against protocol at this stage.’  

 

I resisted Penny’s firm grasp, wanting one last crack at this jerk. ‘Penny’s got the 

exclusive if that’s what you’re inferring?’ I said. 

 

‘I won’t be interviewing you until you are back inside. You tell me how can a convicted 

terrorist suddenly have the run of a public hospital.’ He motioned to one of the 

cameraman who reached down, raised his camera and donned the head of an insect.  

 

‘Dillon, you need to get a grip on the legislation,’ Penny cut in quickly, still gently 

moving me, edging me past the nurse’s station. ‘You seem to miss the whole point of the 

psychoclip. Mr Skulks is free to join us now until a point in time that shows our trust in 

him was mistaken. It is a victory for hope and vision over cynical obstinacy.’ 
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‘You’ve fallen under Grovely’s spell already. I can hear it in your voice. I’ll tell you 

something. I’ll leave the legislation to the pointy-heads to explain. But I’m not going to 

leave the victims forgotten in all this. Fancy, sending your children off to McDonald’s to 

have them minced up before your eyes by flying glass. Have you ever thought of that, Mr 

Skulks?’  

 

Penny and I kept walking towards the ward entrance with Mathers snapping at our heels. 

The spotlight was on and the camera was rolling like a large praying mantis threatening 

to land on my shoulder. 

 

‘Has Mr Grovely any idea of the public outrage you have caused, Mr Skulks?’ 

 

‘Outrage you cleverly construct, Dillon,’ Penny snapped. Our arms linked, her face and 

hair spotlighted, she moved like an ocelot unfazed by the demands of the media circus. 

 

‘You’re getting a little too close to it all, Penny, my dear,’ Mathers fired his parting shot. 

He dropped off the chase, unwilling to be seen by his colleagues, politicians and 

bureaucrats entering the same room with somebody he pilloried with editorial rebuke and 

contempt. His reaction to the psychoclip was as predictable and manipulative as the 

sponsor’s advertisements that sliced up his two-hour morning current-affairs program. 
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‘He doesn’t report, he distorts,’ Penny whispered, unshackling our arms. We stepped 

back into the ward. There was immediate commotion awaiting us; Bornchef cruised 

towards me through the crowd like a shark through a shoal of pilchards.  

 

Steve Engels and Julia briefed me as Bornchef grabbed me by the arm and towed me to 

the bed at the front of the crowd. 

 

‘There will be no sedation,’ Steve informed me. He bounced off shoulders as he went, 

dipped and slipped his way towards the screen. ‘Unless you want it. We will only witness 

the first three minutes of Grovely’s speech. Then everybody will retire to the press 

conference. You and I won’t attend. We will have a brief meeting in a room on the 

seventh floor, Matron has provided for us. There are some personal effects you are to 

receive, and as explained previously, you sign a document in front of the magistrate. 

We’ll leave by a back entrance and I’ll drop you at Central Station. Then you’re free, my 

boy, free as a Father Christmas on a summer breeze.’ He patted my shoulder like a coach 

at the dressing-room door before you take the field for the second half. 

 

After I was seated on the bed there was an undignified reshuffling of the audience. One of 

the unoccupied beds was shoved sideways on its rollers. Grovely rose to his feet to imply 

order and decorum like a principal at a school assembly. The room hushed and the 

jiggling ceased. His great bulk settled in a single plastic chair only a metre from the 

screen, his back turned to the audience as if he were the sole recipient of some parlour-

booth porn. 
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There was a final cough and the martial squeak of Dr Grail’s shoes before the room 

hushed completely. Bornchef  inserted the jack in the computer.  

 

‘Turn your head please, Lee.’  

 

Her upper lip was pimpled with sweat, her hands cold and clammy against my cheek. It 

was the touch of an amphibian. Out of the corner of my eye, the black cord snaked away 

in a blurry swerve towards the laptop. She placed the other end of the jack in my temple 

with an internal resonating click. It was a sensation not unlike the dentist’s probe gently 

tapping a tooth. In all, the link had been made and I waited for the computer to speak to 

the psychoclip.   

 

There was a celebratory murmur from the audience. History crept closer. Bornchef knelt 

in front of the laptop and rolled the mouse, clicked, rolled the mouse, clicked. On the 

screen there was a shuffling of windows, a burrowing into the files of data until finally it 

displayed the one-eyed icon. The cursor fluttered across the lilac board and rested its 

arrowhead on the command labeled Download. 

 

It felt like some bawdy nightclub act when patrons are invited from the floor to have sex 

on stage. In this case it felt as if my family had been invited, bless their departed souls, 

and friends who never again would forgive my slump into such depravity. It was beyond 

the boundaries of intimacy or curiosity. There were a number of things Bornchef had 
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learnt in the army, interrogation, obviously being one of them. I could feel her studying 

my movements, weighing each for grams of resistance. She kept glancing from the screen 

with anxious concentration to scan my reaction and then back again to the keyboard. I felt 

the vast power she controlled in her fingertips, all the skills she brought from the theatre 

of war and torture. I contemplated reaching for the jack and removing it…  

 

I had spent most of my life until that point shoving people out of my personal space. 

Steve Engels believed it was the cause of my trouble. ‘The full life,’ he insisted, ‘is an 

interdependent one. You must recognize the good in others. Amplify it by your own 

actions.’ Grovely simply called it, riding the wave backwards. ‘Cut back against your 

natural inclinations and track where the wave is reforming.’  

 

They both reminded me at different times that I lived on the cusp of a reprieve. My 

circumstances were a compromise with death, a desperate exchange whose price was to 

maintain its moral integrity. The cost was perpetual exposure, continual surveillance and 

successive violation of whatever I saw. It was a managed punishment that included 

everything that management now meant. We lived in the Age of Management and this 

was its victory over death.  

 

But there was something I held to myself. Whatever the psychoclip recorded, my will 

could not be extinguished. However vulnerable I felt there was still a core of interference 

I commanded over the recording of my experience. The brain is not a machine: there is a 

universal antagonism between mineral and vegetable. It stretches back to the start of life 
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itself: that momentous departure point. I closed my eyes and concentrated – on what, I 

don’t know exactly, but some type of mechanical failure, the flashing bamboo sticks you 

see in a bedside clock after the power has been interrupted…  

 

‘Are you right, Mr Skulks?’ Bornchef asked.   

 

‘I can feel you digging around in my mind and I’m trying to hide the gold,’ I replied. 

Throughout the download a nerve tingled behind my eyes, trickled across my cheek as if 

the dentist’s drill had reached a depth beyond the anaesthetized borders of a filling. It was 

an electric impulse, an ambush of body friction trying to rub out the intruder.  

 

‘I think I might have found the treasure, Mr Skulks.’ 

 

The screen tore and flicked with static, then settled into a black and white image of my 

shoes and the floor beyond them. The audience spontaneously applauded. This august 

gathering of suits and business jackets, the mood they were in, would have applauded the 

casket’s final passage through the chapel’s curtain and into the gas furnace. It was a 

cultural malaise, all this clapping, possibly the most elated promotion of a celebrity 

culture. It was a need to give endless praise. Bornchef had located the frame where 

Grovely was about to begin his speech. She smiled, raised a hand to acknowledge the 

effervescence, and turned towards Grovely who remained as still as a mountain.  
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‘Are we ready, Mr Grovely?’ Bornchef was up-beat. The tension thrilled through the 

audience.  

 

The fluke floated across the screen and landed on the command: Play. The image 

twitched into action. There was Grovely, a head and shoulders shot delivering silent 

words, jerky lip movement and arm action. Around the periphery hung a fog, and through 

the image ran zigzags of pointed static. Every few seconds a grey bar fell horizontally 

across the image, a flicker; it was my eyelids blinking. More miraculous, and self-

revealing, was the furtive actions of my attention. One moment I was focused on 

Grovely’s flabby jowls and lips, the detail of his expression, and then the next instant it 

was the lobes of Bornchef’s ears, causing muffled giggles among the guests. Then I was 

off again panning the crowd, mind doodling, then tightly focusing upon Penny’s curved 

brow, the skeptical, independent cast of her eyes, then off again, roving the room, to rest 

solemnly on my own polished shoes.  

 

And yet, I fail to convey the most overwhelming impression of this first psychoclip. 

 

It was without sound, a silent reduction of human activity. But something else was 

missing. It was without emotion, a flat, sterile surface unable to provide the eddies and 

currents of feeling that I remembered having. It lacked depth. It was the river’s skin, a 

reflective sheen that hid the river’s ingenuity. In fact, it was so confronting to have even 

my most recent memory represented like this, paltry, thin and devoid of personality; I felt 

it had retained only an essence of evil.  
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I was overcome by an impulsive urge to shout out, ‘Stop for fuck sake! Now! Please.’ 

But I didn’t have to. The psychoclip ground to a halt. There was the image of Leonard 

Grovely, statesman-like, papers crushed in one hand gesturing, his eyeballs bulging with 

emphasis and his mouth a distorted cavern of shadow. What’s more we were only thirty 

seconds into the clip. Like a delayed riposte, an error box sat upon Grovely’s shoulder, an 

indictment, Error cache No. 147. 

 

The real Leonard Grovely stood up and glanced at Bornchef. Seldom had I seen his 

curiosity so rudely interrupted. This was something he hungered for and was denied. A 

huge high-blood-pressure flush spread through his cheeks and pounded with irritation at 

the back of his eyes. It was the first time I sensed the awesome capacity of his anger. 

 

‘I don’t know,’ Bornchef offered. ‘Maybe it’s the software.’ Tough under pressure, she 

flicked coolly through the windows again. 

 

I heard Penny chuckle softly. It was a lilt, a soft bird soar of amusement. 

 

‘Well that’s it folks,’ Grovely brought it to a precise end. ‘You have seen more than 

you’re entitled to. Let’s get this press conference over and done with so we can all get 

back to work.’  

 



 68

He ruffled my hair as he passed. His deepest affectations remained in his hands. After he 

had beaten the world down with his words, he liked to stroke it back to life. I felt at that 

moment some genuine affection for Leonard Grovely; unaware of how much of him I 

would see in the future. 

 

Dr Grail shook my hand and wished me the best of luck. Steve Engels was at my 

shoulder to reassure me. There was panic in his eyes, though. Grovely was leaning on 

him to attend the press conference. He knew a magistrate waited for him on the seventh 

floor and that he wanted to execute his getaway before the media scrum could reform 

around him. The crowd moved into the corridor. Paul Reynolds’ shoulders above the 

crowd beckoned Steve as if there was no getting out of it.  

 

‘Julia will look after you,’ Steve reassured me. 

 

Matron hugged me, a crushing mother’s hug of real affection.  

 

Abdul shook my hand weakly, a pad of putty in mine. 

 

Bornchef remained on the bed, the laptop on her wide lap, shuffling again and again 

through her files.  

 

‘Until we meet again, Margaret. In a fortnight is that right?’ 

 



 69

‘I’ll have everything working by then.’ She raised her eyes. Only then I realized how 

close she was to tears and how much she held me responsible for the stuff-up.  

 

‘It’s like chess, isn’t it, Skulks? You and me, two grandmasters of the unseen.’ 

 

Penny lingered at the door for a moment, but by the time I’d finished my goodbyes she 

was gone. It was unfortunate because I had something to tell her. 
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Starting Over 

 

The city didn’t have time to note your absence; it was too busy getting on with its life. 

Grovely’s limousine pulled away from the kerb depositing me in Adelaide Street just 

outside King George Square. The city seemed like some wealthy geriatric in the throes of 

another makeover. The air was full of commotion. Pneumatic drills cutting it back to the 

bone, the nip and tuck of cranes pulling together, the tight new surfaces, its face lifted 

higher and higher above the street. Perched on a makeshift bench a group of workman sat 

above their ply-board screen. Clay-stained and dusted, they ogled the office girls striding 

out below them.  

 

Within a block I was immersed in November heat. The humidity clung to my shirt and 

trickled from my armpits. I decided to remove my suit coat and tie and pull on the 

backpack. It was full of personal effects Julia had purchased.  

 

Grovely’s parting remarks were, ‘You’re clean now, son. No baggage. Just this little sack 

of essentials.’ Maybe, like Pandora’s box there would be a little plastic bottle of hope in 

there too. 

 

Sweat was different, it was the sacred water of the body and it was everywhere. Heat and 

sweat gave this city its character. They were the two defining forces that directed its 

development. If there was a patch of rank grass, ripe with weeds on some footpath 
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unmown or a pavement dug-up, still waiting for the workman to return, you could put it 

down to heat and sweat. It determined the limits of the city: just how much could be done 

and when it could be finished. Heat and sweat. Sweat, how sweet it was. The scent of my 

body and all the reassurance it gave. 

 

I was hyperventilating, high on car exhausts and the aromas drifting on the cooler air 

issuing from the department stores, the smell of recently-brewed coffee and recently-

unpackaged merchandise. Brisbane is a sub-tropical city and never before had I realized 

that this was synonymous with flesh, shoulders and breasts, thighs and calves, the open 

backs of a thousand dresses.  

 

The buses, too, had changed during my absence. They had grown more streamlined, 

rounded at the corners and more stylish. On their sides, flat screens displayed short 

advertising clips, animals stampeding across the savanna, or couples reclining in plush 

interiors, drinks wet with condensation raised to their perfect lips. They provided a stark 

contrast to the grainy air. There was much being made of Julian Sucuteo in the media, the 

Mayor and his transformation of the city. There were signs of change on every corner I 

looked. 

 

Something across the street caught my attention. It was a twinge of recollection, a ghost 

memory quivering like a heat mirage. The city block along Adelaide Street remained, 

unlike most of the CBD, unchanged. It was like a valley between the office-towers at 

either end. The frontages were of human scale, four stories with casement windows. 
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There was something here, calling me. A voice I recognized eventually to be my own. 

Standing in front of these old shops I could hear my teenage enthusiasm, shouting back at 

me from the end of the tunnel. What exactly was it? What was I meant to hear?  

 

I’d bought my first camera, a second-hand Minolta 303 from a photographic shop 

somewhere within this vicinity. My uncle helped me erect the blackout curtains; my 

auntie sewed the stocking full of sand to place against the door to stop the light from 

creeping under. Finally the spare room became my darkroom. On Friday nights, I moved 

through a world of infrared and fixed my memories on photographic paper. The 

chemicals filled my nostrils as I leaned over the plastic trays and watched the faces 

appear. First their soft outline and then their shadowed interiors. It provided me with a 

taste for chemistry, a practical respect for physics and a belief in magic. I always 

considered making a bomb as taking a photograph in reverse. A photograph gathered to 

itself a scattering of light and fixed it in permanent repose. A bomb began with the steely 

calm of intense potential and ended in a dynamic scattering of heat and light.  

 

I had bought all the gear I needed from the one shop. Now it no longer existed, it seemed.  

 

I crossed over and peered into one of the premises. It was an Internet café. A dozen 

monitors on blonde tables ran the length of the narrow room. Three or four geeks keyed 

away, a bored waitress looked up and smiled. I raised my hand, shook my head. Between 

us, quivered a transparent bench, a glass cabinet of telephoto lenses and the figure of a 

salesman in his early twenties. At the time I thought it was a low impact hallucination, 
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the after-effects of hospitalization. By the time I’d turned to the glare of the street the 

mirage had faded.  

 

The tobacconist who had the arcade-corner survived, if only just. I’d bought smokes there 

as a teenager. The large posters of diseased organs he was required to display now gave 

his entrance a picturesque feel it never had before. The elderly Vietnamese, his 

cheekbones raised in ruddy points, placed the Courier Mail back on the stack in front of 

him. I bought a packet of Winfield Ones and a dollar lighter. How could the Chinese 

make it for such a sum? Gold-flecked plastic, metal; I rolled my fingers about its surface 

and absorbed its weight. 

 

‘The camera shop is gone, hey?’  

 

‘Long time, mate. Digitals.’ He brought his fingers to his eyes, made a diamond and went 

click. ‘My daughter, she use her phone for everything. But don’t call her old man much 

no more.’ 

 

‘Phones, hey. Cameras are a thing of the past like home-made bombs.’  

 

He laughed at this, coughed and tried to control his wheeze. ‘Boom,’ he said. His hands 

gestured a mushroom. ‘All gone.’  
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I took out a cigarette. The packet from which it came was decorated with a diseased lung, 

yellow hills with cataracts of maroon blood. I placed it in my trouser pockets with the 

photograph turned inward. 

 

On the seat beside the bus stop sat a couple of Goths in their early twenties. It was 

reassuring that their dark poetry survived the image boom. They sat like shadows in a 

tropical forest of advertising. Their hair glued into spikes, their skin chafed with acne, 

their ears and lips studded in silver. The girl looked exhausted, and dozed. Her right hand 

clung to his chain affectionately, his head restrained by the hawser of her desire. 

 

Inside the railway centre, the smell of cooking fat wafted down the escalators, along with 

a conglomerate of other scents related to food but whose code of origin was 

indeterminate. It was if a garbage truck of fetid vegetables had passed through the food-

hall only minutes earlier and left its signature in the air.  

 

As the train pulled away I stared out the window. There were metal poles slipping past, 

concrete embankments and passengers waiting on the platform. I savoured their form as 

though they were sacred objects. They were simple, ordinary things but encased in a 

strangeness. I was discovering my city again after all this time inside. I picked up each 

object in my mind and weighed it as though I needed to be reacquainted with its specific 

gravity. And finally when the train reached top speed I allowed the vertigo to seize me 

and make a spiritual point. I relaxed and let it all blur into one continuous whole.  
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Julian Sucuteo’s transformation of the city went beyond the central business district. As 

Mayor, he sometimes argued like a poet. The myth, as it was told, claimed that he slept 

with a mobile under his pillow and often rang secretaries in the early hours of the 

morning while the dreams were fresh in his mind. He had started ‘the great visual clean-

up’ as he called it, ‘the removal of eye-garbage’. His first target in this project was to 

remove the wooden telegraph poles that had defined the city for almost a century. Street 

by street he removed them and instead constructed shallow trenches to house the cable. 

Now that these patriarchal and Latin crosses, crucifixes in various degrees of leaning, 

poking beyond the rooflines had disappeared, Sucuteo intended to plant trees along every 

thoroughfare until one could walk in total shade from the city-centre to the periphery 

even during the most oppressive summer heat. I noticed the changes from the train. There 

was a softer, less medieval line displayed against the mango sky. I wondered whether you 

could remove such symbols of sacrifice so easily without some revenge effect plaguing 

the city. Would pestilence spread its dark wings and blot out the sun? Would the 

condemned be set free? Would the innocent pay the price of the guilty?   

 

I didn’t want to reach the house in darkness. I needed some daylight to accompany me 

and push its brightness into the corners of my past. Julia had instructed me clearly 

nevertheless. She said the house-keys were in the small zipped-up pocket of my 

backpack. I reached over and checked again. Funny how freedom has its fears. I’d 

forgotten to ask about the power and assumed it was connected. 
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‘There is a smattering of furniture,’ Julia reported. ‘The house, from what I’ve heard, is 

exactly the way it was left before your uncle went into care. He arranged for the house to 

be sold with a local real-estate agent but he died before the sale.’ 

 

‘How come it’s come to me?’ I felt surprised and strangely honoured.  

 

‘You were the next of kin. By default I suppose.’  

 

Julia didn’t intend any injury but I felt the irony in the logic. My family wiped out in one 

car accident, mother, father and brother. And at the age of twelve I go and live with my 

only living relatives, Uncle Bill and Auntie Jean. They’re in their fifties, childless by 

design. They never wanted kids. Their house lacked the artifacts of family life, a room 

you might retreat to with a box of toys or a backyard with a swing.  

 

Uncle Bill had made a comfortable living as a stonemason for the local cemetery. He 

arrived at his shed adjacent to the grounds at seven o’clock each morning. The large 

basalt blocks were lowered from their storage by cranes. It was all computerized. He cut 

to measure and polished the rock to a glassy sheen.  

 

‘He worked with the unfeeling and the grieving, a strange combination,’ as Auntie Jean 

put it.  
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He was an impatient man with an impeccable understanding of practical geometry. At 

home, when he put in a window or a garden-bed the space around it was enhanced 

immediately. By stone. By leftover or flawed or mistakenly-carved headstone, in fact. He 

attracted unforeseen parallels with his arrangement of space. Everything in the vicinity 

grew in stature. He was a meticulous craftsman who quickly became irritated by the delay 

or the forgetfulness of others.  

 

I think Auntie Jean knew his strengths and weaknesses. He wasn’t good with kids. Stone 

is something you cut to measure. Children bubble about your feet like a mountain spring 

and flow away from you towards the horizon. But he was a generous man who adopted 

me without ceremony. I was a handful at the best of times. I tested his limits and left him 

dumbfounded, unable to measure or shape me. I was the block of stone he left in a raw 

state, a monument conceived in a volcanic furnace and dislodged by the concussion of 

explosives. He was shackled by the idea that violence chose me as a type of destiny. 

 

It was during my trial, I really got to know him though, not as a stand-in father but as 

another man, a person. He wrote me a daily letter that he passed to Steve Engels, my 

lawyer. He couldn’t understand what I’d done. Why somebody might do that? He 

believed it was ‘barbaric’, the maiming of children. But he wanted me to know, more 

than anything else that he and Auntie Jean still loved me. There were causes he 

contributed to my parents’ car accident that weren’t entirely true. He suspected History of 

contacting me personally and helping me arrange the things I did.  
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Auntie Jean was diagnosed with bowel cancer a month after I went to prison. They say 

the immune system suffers from bouts of extreme stress. I sometimes wonder whether I 

contributed to Auntie Jean’s death. She was so strong in every other way. Then Uncle 

Bill died, just after my appeal. Lung cancer. A packet-a-day man who gave up fifteen 

years before it finally got him. The house was never a consideration of mine. You don’t 

calculate your inheritance on death row. 

 

You don’t get lost on a suburban train line you traveled every day as a child either, or 

you’re not suppose too, anyway. But as I approached the station I feared it was the wrong 

one. I scanned the wood-yard and the warehouses adjacent to the line as they rolled by in 

the twilight. I stood and grabbed my bag and waited in the portico beside the automatic 

doors I feared might not open. I recognized the skate-bowl opposite, an orange metallic 

glint among bare earth and rank clumps of paspalum.   

 

I released the doors and stepped into the gloaming. Along with the dusty warm air I could 

smell the tea-trees growing behind the railway fence exploiting an open drain. It was a 

sea-taint I associated with holidays, running free on the mudflats or digging for worms 

among the mangroves. I climbed the pedestrian bridge and descended the other side, 

striding out like a teenager.  

 

At the perimeter fence of the station, in the hollow base of a camphor laurel tree, some 

wild bees had established a hive. They were still there after all this time. In passing I 

smelt the aromatic blend of wax and honey. A few guard bees lingered around the 
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entrance. The day was over for them but my night was just beginning. During my 

conviction, my failed appeal, my time on death row, during Grovely’s drawn-out 

negotiations, my operation and recuperation, the bees continued to collect their nectar and 

pollen, raise their young and send out swarms in October. You hung in there, my boy, 

they seemed to be saying as I walked past.  

 

For a moment I feared I was in the wrong street, smudges on my memory map. The hill 

to the right of the station rose correctly. It was the house frontages spruced up by the real-

estate boom, or should I say the renovation crisis, that confused me. Cottages I 

remembered squatting on the ground were now raised. Other properties had been 

removed, the block split and two new houses constructed. There were decks and 

balconies providing vantage points to views I can’t remember ever knowing existed. 

Among all these adjustments there were moments of intense recollection and 

permanency.  

 

The fig trees still provided an umbrella over the School of Arts. The other commuters 

dropped off one by one and my excitement mounted. There were only metres to go now 

and I’d see the old place.  

 

And there it was, fringed by the ancient poinciana planted on the footpath, the three 

porthole windows that lit the portico just inside the stairs. I swung my coat over one arm 

and removed the circle of keys from the backpack. I could hear Uncle Bill ranting and 

raving, Auntie Jean quickly swooping up her cardigan, the old Ford Bronco idling in the 
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driveway, and me declining for the tenth time their invitation to join them at the Tavern 

Grill for Friday night tea. I turned the key in the lock and it all faded to a hushed tinkling 

of stretched floorboards. A closed house never breathes. You could smell the rubber 

backing of the carpet, breaking down slowly into its elements. I tried the switch. There 

was no power. The light would soon be gone completely, the house closed by darkness. 

Yet there was so much I wanted to see, to check out and test against my memory. 

 

The basalt top of the kitchen island gleamed like a pool of water in the scant illumination. 

First, I laid my palms against it but something more was demanded, a gesture of 

reverence or thanksgiving. I stretched my upper body across it and gently lowered my 

head. I closed my eyes and felt the chill creep into my skin. I sneezed. Everything was 

coated in dust. I drew an arrow and another one at right angles. I stepped into the lounge 

room. I forgot about the fireplace. Uncle Bill was strict about its use. ‘You don’t play 

with fire, kid.’ One evening I burnt my entire maths book, page by page, while Uncle and 

Auntie had birthday drinks across the road. 

 

Wave, surfboard, wave, surfboard: I followed the motif in the pressed metal ceiling and 

tried to ignore the white paint blistering in the corners. I concentrated. As the wind 

separates the chaff from the grain, I was winnowing the wind, separating the golden 

presence of Auntie’s voice from ten years of judicial static. ‘They’re petals not 

surfboards,’ she insisted. Wave, surfboard, wave, surfboard. The fugue was over, her 

voice gone, drawn from the room through the window I opened. 
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I returned to the kitchen. I didn’t want to hear Uncle’s voice; there was too much 

frustration in it. I preferred to stare at his signature, the opaque light colouring the perfect 

rectangles over the sink. I was conscious of my powers of memory, the continuity I was 

assembling to warn off fear or depression.  

 

A headstone is meant to represent an undeniable link between the past and the future. It is 

the wall between two states of being. It is meant to point to a way forward as well as a 

way back. It is meant to provide repose and spectacle, a place to reflect and a place to 

inspire. Uncle Bill had grappled with these cultural expectations and distilled his own 

form of balance. It was contained in the gorgeous proportions he’d added to his home. 

And I was conscious of a new power, an enhanced perceptual edge, the ability to see 

emotional eddies swirling from room to room in infra-red shadows. The psychoclip 

asserted itself, two parts camcorder, one part extension of the brain. The border between 

machine and living organism further blurred, resulting in a powerful side effect. Or had 

the cells of my body seized the opportunity, the ambiguity to locate new perceptual 

targets? I felt dizzy and deeply inspired.  

 

I suddenly realized that Uncle Bill had added an entire section to the house. Where the 

backsteps plunged into the garden there was a short passage. You could choose to step to 

the right, two polished granite inlays, into the more recently constructed wing, master 

bedroom, airing cupboard, bathroom and toilet, or stride ahead, turn down the internal 

stairs. I opened doors and windows as I went. The sea-breeze dislodged the heat of the 

day, garden-scented, pollen-laden with a hint of the wetlands. 
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I descended the internal staircase. You could smell the brick and concrete and the cool air 

that never found its way outside. I tried another switch without luck. I stepped into a 

small internal passage. Through a glass door at the end I could see a pale grey light. I 

opened another door and noticed an even illumination. The windows were curtained. 

Surely, the room was meant to be darker than this. I stepped back into the passage. My 

eyes adjusted again. There was a faint, even light that covered the walls and carpet in 

front of me. I was seeing in the dark. They had stitched me up with a psychoclip and I 

was seeing in the dark. They had enhanced my capacity to see beyond myself. They had 

taken away my privacy and reconstituted my sight with a weak but effective form of 

night vision.  

 

I went back upstairs to the lounge room. Around me, I displayed the contents of the 

backpack and arranged them on the carpet. The Bedouin assessing his wealth. A pair of 

jeans, a couple of polo shirts still in their cellophane wrapping, a pair of sneakers, socks, 

a wallet with about four hundred dollars of cash, a credit card (evidently I’d activated it 

while still in hospital), undergarments, a toilet bag packed to the brim with shaving gear 

and cologne, a towel and soap. Julia had anticipated my obvious needs.  

 

In the bathroom the shower tap had been running for minutes. Miraculously there was 

still some gas in the cylinders that fed the hot water system. It was a matter of clearing 

the pipes of rust. In the moonlight the room had grown thick with fog. I showered and 

changed. Revived, relaxed, there was a feeling of sinking, though. It was low body sugar, 
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the threat of some coping mechanism shutting down completely. I was hungry and the 

thought of my first drink of alcohol since being inside filled me with a woozy sense of 

vertigo. In the end, the call of the moonlight simply drove me outside, and there the 

complication of the moment dissolved.  

 

Freedom, my body told me, meant alcohol. I chose to visit the tavern first. I could take 

the long way round or cut across the cemetery. The full moon was generous and 

embracing, reflected in the tombstones. I crossed over and followed the path that ran 

alongside the family mausoleums that appeared like elaborate cubby-houses under a 

cheesecake patina. On the opposite ridge the Catholic university bell-tower, lit with a 

cross, looked more Spanish ranch than learning institution. I crossed the summit and 

proceeded along the unlit path down the slope where at the bottom the headstones of the 

more recent graves flashed like mirrors in the headlights of passing cars. Gradually my 

eyes adjusted.  

 

For a time I stood without moving, my thirst and hunger forgotten, my senses totally 

appeased. The more I concentrated, the greater the intensity of the lights. From among the 

darkened graves I noticed red flares, a momentary squiggle of colour, a chromatic spume 

being tossed by the breeze. These arcs of scarlet, once caught by the wind, were tossed 

metres off the ground until they dwindled like descending skyrocket confetti.  

 

I squatted on my haunches and cupped my hands beside my eyes. It was colour all right, 

richer the longer you stared at it. There was an emerald taint, trails on the bare earth of 
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the recent graves. Totally into it now, I turned my attention to the avenue of mausoleums 

on the ridge. Their white stucco walls irradiated a purple glow that fell like a wispy 

cascade down the slope. It curled in and out of the ironwork of the older graves and 

washed at the feet of the marble obelisks.  

 

I was disturbed and stimulated, unsure whether I was apprehending some form of organic 

exhalation of decaying matter or something beyond the spectrum of normal vision. Or 

was it some low-grade radiation caused by human trauma, an emotional residue 

registered by the psychoclip?  

 

Warily I left the cemetery, tip-toeing through a marshy gully of long grass. Inside the low 

fence was a sign. Cemetery closes at 6.00 p.m. No Horses or Dogs. What did they expect: 

the dark horses of the apocalypse; a dog as hungry as I was looking for a bone?  

 

I crossed the empty football field. The moon like a giant snail covered the oval before me 

in a pearly sheen. And where I expected bush and strewn garbage, I discovered a neat 

path through the stringy-bark thicket. I could smell lake-edge, crushed herb and duck shit. 

I followed the path around to the tavern. I strolled out of the darkness into the driveway 

of the bottle department. The attendant appeared spooked by my silent, bipedal entry. 

 

I took three bottles of wine from the frosted fridge and paid the attendant.  
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Walking back past the university driveway, I wondered what I was seeing exactly. There 

was the lapse of time while I was in prison that distorted and displaced everything. 

Certain things the way I had remembered them had been silted over. I had to scratch 

about to find the rock-hard truth below the surface. There is a space that time lays down 

and there is another space that time covers over.  

 

There was the psychoclip too, to contend with. The concrete path through the tea-tree 

swamp was such a neater alternative to the one I remembered wallowing in through the 

mud of my adolescence. The football field’s eastern embankment melded with the 

environmental reserve squeezed between two highways. There was signage now, and a 

specially-constructed walkway.  

 

I climbed the raised deck and smelt the tar. The wooden structure overlooked an annular 

lip of soil, the grass mown in the centre, the white stringy barks creating a ghostly 

backdrop. I read the brass plaque in the moonlight. It was a bora ring, sacred ground, 

preserved for the time being, anyway, against the developers’ land-grabs. It was also a 

dark pond scattered with magenta stars flickering in the dew. I concentrated further by 

shutting down the aperture of my eyes, and as a result I saw the space gently glow with 

significance. 

 

Maybe, these trails of colour I was experiencing in the cemetery weren’t decaying, 

organic fumes but the residue of trauma. The bora ring was imbedded with the same 

crystals that were probably hundreds of years old. The boys who came down here to be 
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initiated into the tribe, to leave their boyhood behind and to step into the responsibility of 

men, would feel an intense cocktail of feeling: separation from younger friends, fear, 

doubt, pride and exhilaration. And as the fringe of the city crept towards the ceremonial 

ground, domesticated it and finally turned it into a tip, what trauma pained old men’s 

hearts as they leant against rusting car bodies and stared into the tattered remains of their 

childhood? There was trauma here all right; I could see the emotional residue left in the 

place. It sparkled and it glowed. Stepping out of sacred ground, it was no wonder I had 

missed the massive fast-food-and-petrol road-stop adjacent to the highway.  

 

Returning from the tavern, it insinuated itself gradually: a flickering of lights through a 

protective wall of eucalypts. The major north-south highway looped, and in the comfort 

of the arc the developers bulldozed an apron, installed the petrol tanks that lay under the 

tarmac, erected the bowsers and constructed a small hamlet of fast-food outlets. Carpark 

and truck-rest took up the major part of the development. And from the carpark it was 

only a couple of hundred metres to the bora ring, hidden behind a swamp and a corridor 

of stringy barks. It was the equivalent, in white cultural terms, of the Sistine chapel 

having a hotdog stand built into its outer wall.   

 

Rounding the bend in the exit road, I saw an advertising totem: first the red chicken and 

then inevitably the golden arches, a symbol that had paralyzed my adolescence with pent-

up resentment. Mistakenly I had tried to purge its intrusion into our culture. I had created 

a golden holocaust commensurate with its own golden powers. Or so I thought. 
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On death row, and later as part of my rehabilitation, I sincerely asked for forgiveness. I 

was required to observe ten-by-eight police photographs taken after the explosion. A blue 

shoe filled by a tiny foot and ankle and the jagged emptiness where life violently ended. 

There is a pain in the conviction to begin with, and once you pull clear of your madness, 

you experience the pain again as a terrible perversion of your thought. You see your 

delusion as an act of will. You see your will as an act of pain, an active pain as motivator 

and aggressor. I regretted every single flying fragment and the irrevocable damage it did, 

the wicked time it imposed on others. But there was one thing I remained silent about. 

 

I crossed over the service road and into the carpark, edging by a trailer carrying newly-

minted cars. They were attached at a lean of sixty degrees, pointed towards the ground as 

if they had discovered an inter-terra expressway and now plunged downwards to the 

centre of the earth. The cars docking beside the bowsers glistened under the tubed 

lighting. Another set of golden arches, then another, smaller in size, and another, a child’s 

party game, the hieroglyphs of a child’s needs and wants, a pathway to play.  

 

Breaking from the cover of parked trucks, I crossed the tarmac in a type of march. It was 

the march of conviction: a convict march. I felt again the weight of the canvas bag 

carrying the explosives. I held it from my body to reduce the amount of swing and 

avoided any unnecessary collision with my leg. I was afraid it might go off prematurely. I 

knew that this was almost impossible. That in the end it would be detonated 

electronically. It was raining that evening; tonight it was fine.  
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Once you make up your mind to do it, any reconsideration appears to yourself as a lack of 

courage. You give yourself up to technique and strategy. Do you choose the moment or 

does the moment choose you? The trick of conviction of the goal-centred strategist is to 

deny you have any choices left and allow the context to lead you. I glanced down at the 

white plastic bag. I walked into the range of the security cameras perched on the rim of 

the flat roof. That much was the same. I walked without the slightest bottle-clink.   

 

The glass doors retracted on a crowded scene. It was a Monday night and the road was 

full of hungry travelers. There would be a children’s party going on in the top left hand 

corridor of the H-shaped room. Some would be wearing colourful paper hats, somebody 

would be wearing a pair of pale blue shoes. I looked up from my place in the queue. 

There were two overweight truck-drivers sitting opposite each other, their thighs pressed 

against the underside of the table, their knees almost touching. There was a hint of 

conversation in their bulging eyes but for the time being they communed in silent, jaw-

dislocating bites of burger. Behind the two grey-shirted obelisks, an exhausted mother 

struggled with her three year old daughter who kept sliding from her grasp. The mother’s 

eyes were inflamed, her straw hair tied back with a coloured rubber band. Had she been 

driving all day or did she live on the other side of the river? Was she on her way home 

from work? It was hard to tell.  

 

Once, cities invited travelers into their heart and allowed them to bed down overlooking 

the town-square. Everybody was hungry for news and change and adventure. Now they 

deflected them through the industrial outskirts, fast-tracked them with superhighways and 
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hoped the plague of unemployment and petty crime went with them. I glanced across the 

tables and wondered what an hour would bring in their itinerary and how our lives 

radiated from this hub of commonality. Just this chanced crossing, and the chance to hold 

each other’s life as a shared epiphany. The majority of the people kept their own council 

and ate in silence. I placed the bottles of wine on the counter and ordered. 

 

There was one thing I remained silent about. No councilor, no lawyer, no prison officer 

would get under my guard. I decided not to think about it in case it was translated too 

readily into my gestures or the wrinkles of my skin or I admitted it in my sleep. I 

imagined it by a sequence of silences. The only clue to my thoughts was the rumble it 

created in my stomach. My digestive system growled and snarled and warbled as a result. 

Now that the legal system was no longer interested in what I said and instead was more 

interested in investing all its creative energy in tracking what I saw, I could say it out 

aloud if I wanted to. But it seemed as if the thought had lost the power of speech 

altogether. It was a mute thought, a verbal report repressed and filed in my guts. Every 

time I felt hungry, I registered the thought. The thought was hungry too. My stomach 

went off like a tiny round of fireworks and the girl handling my order smiled in 

acknowledgement.  

 

‘Hungry, sir?’ she said. 

 

I grabbed my brown paper bag and saw the room reflected in the glass doors. The glass 

doors and walls were glazed with darkness and they reflected the citizens of the eating 
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den as if it were a giant plasma screen. There was something timeless in this motif of 

silent eating bodies on the edge of some highway, night beckoning. It felt prophetic, 

rootless and generalized to the point of sadness. And I felt the need to retreat, the threat of 

being inserted into a slice of the space-time continuum that I’d already experienced, of 

being dealt the same space-time card I’d been incarcerated for. I recognized the 

claustrophobic moment. Then the doors opened and a woman with a thrice-pierced naval 

stepped forward tapping her lips with a credit card. 

 

In a clammy, gut-wrenching emptiness, the dizziness came and went. I left the carpark, 

crossed the road and made my way round the silent lake. I kept to the path beside the 

road, avoiding the environmental reserve with its bora ring at its centre and reached the 

edge of the cemetery. Each simple word was a type of sickness I had to speak to feel 

better. My secret was preparing to come out.  

 

At first I spoke it in my head but it wasn’t dislodged entirely. I could still hear the 

anxious burbling in my stomach. Then I noticed, streaming off my arms and legs, the 

iridescent spume of trauma, ochre flares, a prominence from the solar aspect of my 

shoulders. Then I spoke of it for the first time. I shared my secret to the darkness and to 

the dead souls who lay asleep beside me.  

 

‘Mr Skulks, why did you really plant that bomb?’ 
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This time I had to answer to myself. There was no Steve Engels to guide me and quickly 

put the truth back in the box.  

 

‘Mr Skulks, do you understand the question? Why did you enter McDonalds, knowing it 

was crowded and packed with children attending a birthday party?’ 

 

I spoke into the darkness aware my body was on fire. I spoke in the judge’s direction. I 

spoke as if I’d taken the stand.  

 

I translated my gut-feeling into a simple explanation. ‘It required a confrontation, some 

action around which people who felt the same could collect. It needed somebody to show 

that opposition was possible. It needed somebody to demonstrate that any trend in history 

can be abruptly arrested and diverted.’  

 

I listened to my own rhetoric. Did I own these words or did they own me? I stumbled 

along the cemetery boundary where heavy rain had washed out a gutter, deep enough to 

bury me. 

 

‘The ideal city is where there is a mingling of codes. The old sit around on benches in the 

sun and talk of continuity. The young pack the bars and dream of contingency. There is 

an exchange of money but no code is obliterated by its value. Some seek the hills for a 

time and return cleansed of desire altogether. Some stroll naked along the beaches and 

build huts in the scrub behind the dunes.’ I was getting off task, taking the long road 
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home, trying to deny the politics with poetry. My guts ached, a dry empty expression rose 

in my chest. 

 

‘Your Honour,’ I kept picturing Stutters in front of me, the way he would rise and gently 

shake his head in disgust. ‘You wouldn’t know if your arse was on fire. Take this.’ I 

stopped halfway up the hill. You could see the football posts in the moonlight, the 

stringy-barks behind the bora ring, the glow of the truck-stop and the illuminated golden 

arches.  

 

‘When one code refuses to acknowledge the other and monopolizes the space. When the 

powerful harass the weak and move them to the less desirable parts of the city. It is no 

longer a city of flow where memory, perception and imagination mingle like three 

flames. It is a city of boundaries. A static, carve-up of land.’ 

 

There was still one offense to go. Something I needed to say to myself. Something I 

needed to nail down fast. 

 

‘When one code uses another’s sacred ground to dump car bodies, dead cats, old 

refrigerators, garden refuse, all the shit under the sun, dumps it and runs. Something very 

urgent needs to happen. What has changed? The bora ring is less than a hundred metres 

from the highway and the moneyed crowd build a truck-stop.’  

 

I screamed across the dead souls.  
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‘What has changed? The reasons behind my anger are everywhere to be seen and I’ve 

been inside for ten years. You have no respect for the sacred perspective of others. You 

make violence a mandatory code of resistance. Nothing has changed.’ 

 

But the anger had. I felt light, breathless and happy. It was like a collapsing tower of 

playing cards; I pulled something from the structure and it all fluttered down. The knot of 

anxiety that I lived with since the evening I printed the instructions from the Net, the 

bomb stuff, was gone. I realized that it was a pain I’d lived with. Gone. It was a weight 

also, a mercurial supplement in the blood. Gone. It was also an obligation wrapped in 

guilt. Plucked. Picked-open. Freed. 

 

I started jogging up the hill for the sake of it. For the exhilaration of it all. For the breath 

it required, and the aimless fun it engendered. By turning my head as I sprinted I watched 

the ochre flares stream from body.   
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Dream Whispers 

 

The phone rang again and I was conscious it was morning. I rose stiffly and noticed how 

closely I’d stowed the food and wine on the granite bench. 

 

‘Hi, how are you? It’s me.’ I struggled to find the conversational loop. I couldn’t snag the 

Velcro of a synthetic opening. I recognized Julia’s voice but I was self-referential. I was 

foggy and dreamy, and sexually aroused.  

 

‘I thought I’d ring you before I left for work,’ she said. Her sincere interest caught me off 

guard. I felt a scattering, a dispersion, a de-centering of the self. And then from nowhere, 

quick as poison, this immense feeling of sadness again. Where was Julia standing? I 

longed for some environmental noise, footsteps, a child crying, paper rustlings, a train 

whining in the background, the heavy steps of a partner making coffee, but all I got was a 

sequence of perfectly enunciated vowels. ‘Quite obviously you found it okay.’ 

 

‘It’s home,’ I said. There was prison talk and there was small talk, and I couldn’t do 

either.  

 

‘You need anything?’ 
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‘I don’t think the power’s on,’ I said and then remembered a thousand witty things to say. 

Instead I chose the one that was unduly demanding. ‘The phone works but I have no 

power.’ 

 

‘Have you tried the box?’ 

 

‘No,’ I said. There was a worm tunneling through my eyeball. It was the type of pain you 

couldn’t treat. It was only partially physical. It was existential pain, the thought my 

freedom was embedded with a surveillance camera. ‘Can you hang on?’ 

 

I descended the internal stairs and opened the laundry door. Outside behind a hedge of 

berry wands there was the flash of water. Where once the backyard gently sloped towards 

the street there was a bloody big swimming pool, immaculately surrounded by salmon 

tiles. Uncle had let his imagination run totally wild. The fuse box was in the same place. 

The switch was off. I turned it on and returned upstairs. I tried every switch on the way 

up. 

 

‘The power is still off,’ I said. ‘It’s not a worry directly. I don’t have to cook, I can eat 

out.’ 

 

‘Don’t do that,’ she said. It was ambiguous. Was she ordering me in? Was she ordering 

me in for my own good? ‘I’ll make sure it’s connected sometime today.’ 
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‘Great,’ I said. I meant to say thank-you but the pause was hollowed out by an empty 

brain spasm. They were wordless thoughts, conceptions of thoughts inconceived. It was 

the search for the simple word that returned empty-handed. I lacked the glue to hold 

another being to me. There was no panic, just a spinning-off into vagueness. Instead I 

listen to a type of breathing static in my head like stillbirths of time. Then the sexual urge 

kicked in, a residue. And for a paralyzing second I ached all over. I grieved for Penny.  

 

‘Julia, I must go.’ 

 

I said it with pompous disregard, as if I’d glanced down at my diary and spied a grueling 

schedule waiting for me. 

 

‘Look,’ she said. ‘The press interview, Grovely’s, didn’t go so good. The papers are full 

of it this morning. There’s a feeling out there that justice has been undone. Maybe you 

should stay in, Lee. Not that I have any … reason to tell you otherwise. I just feel it might 

be best until after Saturday.’ 

 

‘Saturday?’ I couldn’t remember which day it was. How many days would I remain 

grounded? 

 

I said, ‘Why bloody Saturday?’ Was I being unduly cynical? But their concern felt more 

and more like manipulation. I was a case to handle, a client to satisfy, a brief to close. 
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Through the window I could now see the reflection on the pool beyond the wands 

quivering with the slightest breeze. Interference patterns ran crazy lines along the bottom.  

 

‘Election day,’ Julia said brightly as if it was a quiz question. ‘The government will be 

returned and everything will settle down.’ She was moving from room to room while she 

talked. There was the flush of a tap, hard plastic on hard plastic. Was she preparing to 

clean her teeth? ‘The opposition is playing opportunist politics. They have no vision. 

You’re an issue this week, purely by convenience.’ 

 

‘What if they win?’ 

 

‘They won’t,’ she said. ‘And if they did, there would be legal avenues to follow.’ 

 

‘What do they intend exactly?’ I was certain I heard the squirt of toothpaste as it left the 

tube. The pop of air through a moist solid.  

 

‘They intend to arrest you. Repeal the legislation, re-arrest you and place you back on 

death row.’ 

 

I said, ‘To finish me off.’ I meant to say or I could have said, ‘To bring about a bit of 

closure.’ But it sounded too much like the opposition spokeswoman for Protective 

Services, the sanitized language of managerial-speak.  
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‘Lee.’ The tap was suddenly turned off. I heard the plastic collide with the enamel of her 

teeth. The catch and flick of the bristles being gently stroked. A slight hollowing of sound 

in the auditorium of her mouth. ‘Lee, don’t worry. Steve has everything in hand. And we 

can count on Grovely, the big man is a legend.’ 

 

I replaced the piece in its cradle and turned towards the lounge. A car hissed by outside. 

Then there was no sound, even the wind seemed to hold its breath. I concentrated on the 

silence, the background hum of my body music. The light was evenly distributed across 

the pressed-metal ceiling. I stared into the empty space and itemized my belongings in 

silent words. The pile of the carpet was slightly raised where I had slept. 

 

‘This is freedom,’ I thought. ‘If only for a week.’ But the grief swamped my words in an 

emotional torrent. ‘Penny,’ I whispered. And I felt her hand on my shoulder, the lightness 

of her steps, the click of her Doc Martens as she escorted me to the lift. ‘Penny, I want 

you and I have so little time.’ 

 

Ж 

 

I had finished shaving but lingered there, arms extended leaning against the basin, mist 

receding to the corners of the mirror.  

 

Twice I’d woken, I remembered now. Once when Julia rang and once before. I had stood 

at the sink, not quite awake and not quite asleep and watched the darkness fade into a 
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milky dawn. Continuity and contingency balanced in the vaporous moment before pulling 

apart in opposite directions. I drew another arrow in the dust on the kitchen island, the 

scrape of grit against the polished basalt, and then another arrow to complete the 

compass. Then I went back to sleep. 

 

It was Steven Engels at the end of the phone. There were voices in the background, 

coffee being made and delivered. ‘How are you making out?’ 

 

‘Well, Steve.’  

 

We’d been through a lot. I probably owed my life to his counsel. He talked me round on 

death row and discovered options in the tight disclosures of the law. He provided books 

and after our discussions I found myself reading.  

 

‘My most powerful contacts are on the inside,’ he liked to say. He meant within people 

themselves. He took on the establishment and sometimes won. It was a professional niche 

he occupied, admittedly without much competition. He took on the hard cases nobody 

wanted: pedophiles, terrorists, errant politicians and fast-food franchise scams. There was 

no social capital to be gained from his clients. There was just hopelessness, heart-ache, 

ridicule and abuse.  

 

‘I’m drawn to weakness,’ Steve once told me. ‘I want to mother it back to power.’  
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It meant he respected and valued something beyond the day-to-day. Steve believed 

everybody required a package of power to live rightly. ‘The quantum to survive,’ he 

called it. Power was another name for control and we needed to exert it. We needed a 

certain control over our lives and the sad part was that if you didn’t get it early you 

decided to take it later. Steve Engels, despite his penetrating mind and capacity to analyze 

and synthesize detail, remained pessimistic about his own ability. He expected the worst 

from judges and totally distrusted the will of the people.  

 

‘Bigots feed off bad behaviour,’ he sometimes chanted. ‘It’s a means to a bad end.’ 

 

‘What end?’ I challenged. 

 

‘The end they see coming for themselves. They want revenge for the loss of power in 

their own life. Yet paradoxically they envy the weak. They envy and fear the weak at the 

same time. They are frightened what the powerless might do if they came to power. 

Guilty premonitions. And yet they envy them for escaping the responsibility that the 

bigot suffers like a burden.’ 

 

Steve was harshly realistic, suspicious of simple answers and calm to an unnatural degree 

under pressure. I believed Steve treated crisis like some people treated their old school 

tie, as the means to get ahead in the world, to form deeper associations.  
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He was never with the moneyed crowd though. Steve wanted to get in touch with the 

future’s market. He wanted to invest his life in the riskiest commodity of all, hope and 

imagination.  

 

‘Well, Steve, nothing’s changed. It’s nine o’clock in the morning and I’ve been confined 

to my cell.’ 

 

‘By whom?’ He took a sip of coffee. . 

 

‘Julia, this morning.’ 

 

‘We offer advice. It’s tricky, Lee.’ 

 

‘When hasn’t it been?’ I said and he sniggered. He didn’t laugh normally. He reserved 

laughter for defeat.  

 

‘This is trickier than normal. The opposition wants a referendum on capital punishment. 

They have turned the election into one. And taking a look at this morning’s paper the 

media has obliged. The editorial is disgusting. The talk-back this week made me feel 

ashamed to be an Australian. It’s turned into a hate-fest.  

 

‘Did you catch, Dillon Mathers on Throw Back this morning?’ Steve asked me. Dillon 

Mathers had a morning news and comments slot called Throw Back the Covers. I had 
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watched Mathers challenging Penny as we stepped out of the lift in the hospital, the 

intense concentration and confidence he exuded, and then I saw again the way Penny 

coolly deflected his carefully-constructed outrage. And over the phone, I could hear Julia 

in the background.  

 

‘That’s right,’ Steve went on. ‘You haven’t got a TV yet?’  

 

There were desk sounds, hardback tomes being carelessly pushed aside. The hard drive in 

his computer gurgled like a diseased heart, then rattled like false teeth. I could hear an on-

line commentary, as Steve sampled the news flow.  

 

‘Fuck,’ he uttered despondently. It was the first time I sensed a retraction in Steve’s 

voice. It was a genuine retreat from the given facts. In the silence, there were static tics, 

the rub of the electorate, a revengeful building of tension.  

 

‘I have no control over the political process,’ he said down the phone. ‘There is not one 

positive news story. A French performance artist has just had a voluntary lobotomy. 

That’s okay. But try changing the prison system, put a bit of justice into it and your 

psychoclip reads: brain-rape on the left, and Golem on the right. Now hang on, Skulks, 

Julia wants to talk to you.’ 

 

‘Lee,’ I watched a heron alight in the backyard. ‘I forgot to tell you this morning but you 

have money in your account. There’s a PIN number in your wallet. Memorize it and 
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destroy it. It’ll work at any ATM. And there is a phone number there also. You can check 

on your account.’ 

 

‘How much would that be?’ The heron stepped through the tubular fence around the pool, 

a supermodel wearing a white business suit. 

 

‘Ten thousand dollars.’ 
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Lost For Words 

 

The limousine rolled forward. Leonard Grovely sat opposite me, engrossed on the phone. 

It was an old ear-and-mouth piece, a plastic bone he grasped in the middle with his 

gigantic rubbery fist. He was in business mode, barking instructions at subordinates who 

were nestled away, I imagined, in the office towers in the government precinct along and 

around George Street.  

 

‘I want all hard copies shredded. All correspondence going back until July three wiped. 

The minutes of any special focus groups removed. I want any electronic trails scrambled 

completely. Remove them to another Department if you like. Don’t talk to me about 

security. Speak to Reg. Say it’s a “B Four” and cleared by the Director.’ 

 

The large man was sweating and testing the capacity of the air-conditioning of his mobile 

office. A midday fog appeared on the glass beside him. There were other fumes pumping-

up the humidity in the cabin. I could smell carbonata escaping from its take-away tray. It 

was Grovely’s lunch yet unopened. The man was surrounded in paperwork. He picked up 

a brown leather folder and laid it on his lap while he scratched at an outbreak of dry skin 

on his forehead. He dialed. ‘I’ll be with you in a minute, Mr Skulks. It’s Judas time.’  
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He alluded to the state of government, a designated point on the political calendar, a 

flushing out and hanging of political rivals. So much for the metaphors of violence that 

underpin political strategy. Then he took another call. 

 

I felt I was being summoned. Grovely’s influence reached out and hooked me from the 

street with its crook. I sat opposite Grovely’s workbench unable to sink freely into the 

leather. I hunched forward unsure whether he offered protection, or whether we had 

become affiliated as the one and the same target. I chose to keep my eyes averted.  

 

We were heading out of town and passed a golf course. On the driving range beside the 

course proper, three men in their late forties, practised their technique in shabby casual 

attire. They set themselves apart and now fired their ambitions down a parallel fairway. 

They remained oblivious to the approach and deflection of the limousine that transported 

us on the road below.  

 

Eventually I was drawn to the bank of monitors bolted to the ceiling. Their split screens 

received the view of different office interiors. Every now and then the crisp sound of 

somebody mincing down the corridor could be heard, a figure came into view and 

receded, the walls beside them swelled and bowed at the extremities of the wide-angle 

lens. In another a suited gentleman stood behind a woman who sat in front of a monitor. 

The microphone drained the room of its sound. There was environmental noise, the 

rattling carriage of a photocopier, the hum of motors and the scrape of chairs. Instructions 

passed between them. They were disciplined voices, their purpose entirely distorted to 
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function. Individual words punched through. ‘Relevance. Intact. Policy Perspective. 

Grounding.’ They were arguing, testing the limits of conjecture and compromise. It could 

have been the conversation between two isotopes at the Earth’s beginning.  

 

The screens flicked over, ever vigilant, silently intrusive. One woman was caught eating a 

sandwich, two men at the urinal, their grey-suited backs hunched over the silver light. 

How much of this was I entitled too? How much could you observe before it became an 

offense? What was espionage if not an exaggerated view of things you weren’t permitted 

to see? By simply glancing around, my psychoclip was recording the inner workings of 

government. Considering my status, I was an EDSOD (Electronically Deferred Sentence 

of Death), paroled and under a conditional release, any misdemeanour whatsoever 

constituted a break of contract. I would be back on death row, quick as look at you. I felt 

uneasy and stared into the mid-distance where a tip-truck raised a halo of dust by 

depositing used concrete at the fringe of the dump.  

 

The screens in Grovely’s limousine flicked again. On the quarter-minute, every quarter-

minute they performed this trick. Each of the four screens divided the quadrant into 

another four sections. Sixty-four images shared between four monitors, a chessboard of 

surveillance. You were suddenly aware of movement, a pulse of shadow and light, the 

random, busy motion of bees across a frame. This was not stable government. It was 

panic politics. One chessboard after another as the program moved from floor to floor, 

surveying the echelons of power right to the top.  
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‘It is an embattled government, isn’t it?’ He picked up the remote and zapped the screens. 

Four different perspectives of the same room appeared. There was a meeting in progress, 

secretaries constantly interrupting the delegates, leaning over shoulders with pieces of 

paper.  

 

‘What’s the meeting?’ I asked. 

 

‘Departmental Heads.’ He flicked off the monitors altogether. ‘It’s time for lunch. Have 

you eaten?’ 

 

‘Shouldn’t you be there?’  

 

‘I am there in spirit. I prefer these days to work outside the building. I only return for 

meetings, important ones, meetings where a presence is crucial, where something must be 

weighed by consensus. By the eyes. The eyes have it. The eyes are yes without the “e”. 

On the other hand, treachery is something you smell the moment you walk into a room. 

It’s the smell of sour breath, the anxious bad breath of waiting. However, victory is 

something you taste. Champagne, in my case, or the inside thigh of a woman.’ 

 

‘You know why we’re here, don’t you?’ Grovely asked. 

 

He signaled to the driver with a rap of his knuckles against the glass divider. The 

limousine swerved gently into the carpark that overlooked the channel. Normally on a 
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weekend it would be overflowing with cars and trailers, the occupants fishing in Moreton 

Bay. They entered the Bay from the mouth of the channel that was less than a kilometre 

away. Today a lone, beat-up ute was parked overlooking the water. Two herons hunted 

the shoreline. The limousine came to rest in front of the concrete picnic table stained with 

fish guts and scales.  

 

‘It is a difficult time for reform, Mr Skulks. A government needs to be heard to reform a 

law, let alone a nation. This government can’t get its message out. It is lost for words. 

Common words. Words common people understand. You know why?’ 

 

The big man was hungry. He switched the surveillance monitors back on. He couldn’t 

stand the silence. He couldn’t stand the silence in the pauses of his own speech. He 

motioned to the chauffeur. A small table was erected between us. A white tablecloth 

unfurled, silver arranged, the take-aways unclipped and a bottle of red wine popped. He 

answered his own question which seemed only right. For he was in control in more ways 

than one. He mobilized power, drove issues and put reform on the road. He was the only 

one willing to critique his own performance.  

 

‘The government has lost the power of conversation. It is a simple thing to talk to 

strangers, to ask them how they’re doing. To ask them for advice. It costs you nothing but 

common words. But if you loose the touch, if you have things to hide, you even find it 

hard to speak to friends. It is a shame. In your case, Mr Skulks, it is something much 

more terrible. It really is a matter of life and death. 
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‘Leave the door open,’ he commanded, and the chauffeur obliged. ‘Smell the salt,’ he 

sniffed violently. ‘Can you eat a full portion?’  

 

He slipped a clear plastic keyboard – the inner circuitry congealed inside it, like an 

aerodynamic boomerang with animal blood vessels, a totem weapon – onto his lap and 

started typing with one hand while forking chunks of meat with the other. His rubbery 

lips were the locus of imagination. I had no idea what he was writing. A policy 

document? A letter? A memorandum? But he spoke while he typed and ate, his face 

registering the individual subtleties of written argument, spoken word and culinary 

delight. In fact, a face had never seemed to me to be such a flexible enunciator of fact, of 

feeling and of final judgment. I asked then and there, ‘Does food have a higher purpose? 

Can pleasure challenge fate?’  

 

‘You don’t get this big from wondering,’ he responded, and then went solemnly grey. 

‘It’s time to talk of the prognosis. You mightn’t like the Government, but the opposition 

is just plain mean. They can’t visualize a future because it takes a certain freedom to be 

relaxed. And nobody sees tomorrow, let alone the future, when one is stressed. They 

can’t see the future and so they intend to rob everybody else of it. It is the same old 

moneyed crowd doing the same old moneyed things. Hereditary stress. They are 

frightened somebody will slip into their genes. And you know, I’m afraid to say, Skulks, 

you represent the perfect case for them to prosper. Who is willing to defend a terrorist? It 
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doesn’t matter how they might have repented? Or developed? Or changed? And who 

today is willing to defend the poor?’  

 

It reminded me of the exaggerated claims attributed to Leonardo Da Vinci who could 

write two separate arguments, one with his right hand, the other with his left, 

simultaneously, both in mirror writing. Grovely checked out the Heads of Department 

Meeting, typed, ate, sipped, and spoke, every now and then staring across the channel as 

if he expected somebody to materialize on the opposite bank. And eventually a person 

did. 

 

I wasn’t up for food or alcohol myself. The ambience of the limousine lacked 

permanency; the warm spring air through the open door was a-buzz with transition, flight 

and burial. There was a high metal shed behind the carpark. It was the waste disposal 

station. Trucks and end-loaders could be heard shoveling, compressing and shredding the 

endless flow of discard. It provided an acoustic register, a principle that everything could 

be crushed or separated into its components and distributed as ashes or dust. In the 

wetlands adjacent to the dump there was a heat crackle pierced by the tired caw of an 

exhausted crow. On the other side of the channel above the casuarinas, aeroplanes 

quickly gained altitude, rose from their tree-lined cover with a delayed roar that gently 

shook the wine in the glasses. There was a brutal aspect in the driver that the suit and tie 

was unable to disguise. Freedom had never felt so threatening, so confused and obligated 

to forces beyond my control. 
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I felt a need to humour Grovely until my panic subsided.  

 

‘Eat up,’ he encouraged. ‘You haven’t touched your wine.’ He dabbed his lips with the 

serviette. I stared into his eyes. The reflected light from the water lit his face from below, 

avoided the giant overhang of his brows, and for the first time I saw colour, a watery, 

transparent hazel where normally there were flat black discs.  

 

‘Does the clip worry you?’ I asked. ‘Everything is being recorded.’ I forked a cube of 

meat, chewed it slowly and was surprised how hungry I was and how good it tasted. 

 

‘Are you implying something illicit? Inappropriate? By being here. Us two?’ Grovely 

gently interrogated me. 

 

The driver had taken a pair of binoculars from the glovebox and was now scanning the 

opposite bank where a four-metre wire fence enclosed the airport. Fishermen had torn it 

in places to get at the mudcrabs in the creek beyond.  

 

‘I don’t think you understand the gravity of the situation you face, Lee,’ Grovely said. 

Was he chastising or warning me? The subtle difference was difficult to tell. If anything, 

– or better, anybody – was going to understand gravity, it was Grovely. The big man 

wiggled in his seat and rocked the limousine ever so lightly.  
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‘The opposition have made it quite clear that if they win on Saturday they will execute 

you. They will amend the law.’  

 

Grovely said it in a way that tried to defuse the sensationalism inherent in the fact. It was 

a case of knowing the truth. The big man drained his glass, filled it immediately. Dabbed 

his lips.  

 

‘And there are some members in the Government who bob and duck and scrape, who fall 

to their knees the moment any pressure is applied. They shirk and dodge anything that 

requires hard analysis and a touch of imagination. They are frightened by the moral 

minority. Those members of the Government have become quite vocal. They are now 

saying openly that if you, my son, committed suicide or were murdered or got 

accidentally run down outside your house between now and Friday, the Government 

would win the election. The opposition only makes sense in terms of law and order. You 

are the issue. You are the test.’  

 

He took a deep gulp of wine and looked forward through the windscreen. ‘I staked my 

reputation on you, Skulks, and I’m not going to walk away from it. Now, drink your wine 

and relax. There are a couple of things I need to share with you.’  

 

Somebody appeared from the cover of the mangroves on the opposite bank. He was 

young and athletic, tall with a wild crop of hair. The herons looked up, froze from where 
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they were feeding. He dragged the surf-ski through the hole in the security fence. Pulled 

on his backpack, climbed on and in a few strong dips of the oar left the bank behind.  

 

‘That’s him,’ the driver poked his head in and topped up Grovely’s wine. ‘Are you going 

to pay him in cash?’  

 

Grovely nodded, and the A4 envelope slipped off the seat and under the driver’s arm as 

quick and neat as a ceremonial baton on passing-out day. By the time we looked up, the 

surf-ski was mid-channel. Such nonchalance, in front of me, aware that I was recording 

everything by watching. The blatant disregard of my psychoclip raised questions of safety 

in my mind. How much of this was I meant to see? And how much was constructed for 

my benefit? Or was it my destruction? What constituted trust when all your choices were 

apparently dependent on invisible structures of power? What was witness? What was 

collusion? What could be eventually construed and misconstrued?’ 

 

I decided it was time to leave. If I could race across the carpark, then the road, and enter 

the wetlands, I’d be hard to find. After dark I would track back to the house, via the 

highway, over back fences, back to my old ways, running, avoiding, and sleeping rough. 

There was a certain appeal in a return to basics. It was what I knew. To return to the old 

ways would be a relief from the unbearable pressure I now felt. I was expected to be 

somebody I couldn’t be. They wanted me to be tough, resilient and open to destruction as 

any martyr. 
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Grovely gently raised the remote control and the door slid shut, locked. He placed  it for 

safe keeping in the pocket of his coat. It was as if he had read my thoughts. 

 

‘When is your next download?’ he asked. He pushed the empty glass aside, interlocked 

his fingers and rested his elbows on the flexible bench. 

 

‘Monday,’ I said. ‘Nine o’clock in New Farm. Bornchef said she would be in touch.’ 

 

‘Bornchef is dangerous. I suspect she doesn’t follow process. She has a certain military 

way about her that fools some people. She is ex-army, ex-shrink. But there is a fanatical 

edge to her involvement. She believes the policy I have instituted is inadequate. She 

harasses me with e-mails. Statements I can’t respond to because they’re so laden with 

intention. To give her the green light would be to execute you here. What she doesn’t 

realize though, and this is strictly between you and me, is that her contract will be 

terminated from midnight Saturday. She goes, regardless who wins the election.’ 

 

The driver took off his cap and mopped the top of his head with a handkerchief. The surf-

ski skimmed into the shallows. The driver placed his cap back on his head and leaned 

against the car, cross-legged. The young athlete smiled from the water’s edge and raised a 

thumb. He slipped the backpack off, pulled the craft onto the sand and strode towards the 

limousine. 
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‘What sort of job is this?’ We both watched the short conversation, the exchange of 

envelopes, one neat and crisp and the other white and stained with muddy fingerprints. 

 

‘Insurance,’ Grovely chuckled. ‘Our present mayor.’ 

 

‘Sucuteo?’ 

 

‘Julian Sucuteo, that’s right. He has a fascination with airports. An obsession with airport 

security. There is a rumour that he has joined the board of Orpheus Security, unofficially. 

This little envelope will confirm it or deny it. There are a few diagrams and maps of the 

airport precinct that might come in handy too. Who knows?’  

 

He was jubilant and smeared the muddy fingerprints more than actually removed them 

from the envelope with a dab of tissue. He continued, ‘Once you could have discovered 

these things electronically. Now everything is reverting back to hard copy and face-to-

face meetings. You have to send somebody in physically to recover the goods. 

Transcripts and the like. Orpheus is a little mushroom, we suspect, that does a trade in 

other things.’ 

 

‘Like what?’ I asked. Grovely’s conversation was a weird combination of secrecy and 

disclosure. My role in all this swarmed and wheeled like the flock of sandpipers 

performing maneuvers above the cabbage green waters of the channel.  
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‘Never you mind. I want you to meet me on election night at the Karmageddon. It’s a 

little place just off Merthyr Road. It’ll offer you some protection. Then there is a little job 

I want you to do for me. Nothing too complex.’ 

 

‘What does it involve?’ I asked.  

 

He typed as he spoke. His eyes were lowered. I thought I recognized in his concentration, 

targets beyond the keyboard, imaginative prizes, erotic cargo, possibly sexual gifts. ‘You 

will just have to sit and watch. Nothing too exhausting.’ 

 

‘What happens if I say no?’ 

 

‘Then you’re on your own.’  

 

He was obviously displeased with my remark and thought it was thankless. Then he 

replaced what would be anger in a less confident person, with this: ‘You won’t be talking 

like that on Saturday if the pointy-heads take office. They failed at everything but 

controversy. This time round they’ll barbecue you like Saint Laurence.’ 

 

Ж 

 

In the translucent tips of an overhanging gum tree, growing on the cemetery edge, I 

measured the wind gust. It was gradual, a bell-curve of intensity, a gentle uplifting and 
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putting down. And in its curve, I felt the discharge of sexual arousal, a sudden stab of 

longing. All morning I’d been looking with somebody in mind. At least looking and 

recording with her reactions factored in. She was an audience of one. Now the feeling 

emerged, revealed itself and withdrew. In the wind-puff and dust-swirl of the passing 

limousine the lightness materialized just for a second. The memory snip rose and fell and 

replaced itself ever so gently. I was uplifted and rendered weightless and wished to float 

on the up-draught it had created. I swept over the fragments again, two or three memories 

I had of Penny Whisper from the day before. 

 

I watched Grovely closely to know exactly how he reacted to my impending departure. 

The limousine turned into the street. He pushed the keyboard off his lap and glanced over 

a pair of half-moon glasses. Grovely removed his glasses, a flourish, a gesture, the 

statesman at play and dangled them at his side. 

 

‘Skulks. Mr Lee Skulks,’ this verbal play I attributed to the wine. He reached for the 

remote control, secured the doors as though he needed these touches to unify his style. 

Was he reacting to me? Or was it the camera inside me?   

 

‘You have an account, I understand?’ 

 

‘Julia advised me.’ 

 

‘Julia?’ 
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‘Steve Engels’ staffer.’ 

 

‘Yes, Julia, of course.’ The limousine settled beside the kerb. I was still twenty metres 

from my place. They were auctioning the house opposite. A small crowd was gathered. ‘I 

suggest you go out and get what you need before Saturday. Furniture. Floor coverings. 

Food. Stock up. TV. And you need a car. Here take this.’ He retrieved a battered wallet, 

flicked through a wad of cards and peeled off a white business number with gothic script. 

‘Parrot Motors,’ it read.  

 

‘I don’t need a car, Leonard. A little bit of help settling in is nice. But then I want to go 

my own way.’ 

 

The door security clicked. I stepped out and above the murmur of the crowd I was greeted 

by the coarse upbeat cry of ‘Sold’. Could it be possible to have houses, perpetually on the 

market and  never lived in? Causes that could never be bought? 
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Consume And Become 

 

I spent the afternoon underneath the house in the garage. The carpet was stripped and 

tossed into the front lawn. Above my head the floor vibrated, shook to the scream of the 

rotating blades shaving the floorboards. In addition I had a number of things delivered 

that afternoon.  

 

‘Put your monogram on that, mate,’ and I signed the receipt book, before the driver 

climbed aboard bringing down a small shower of leaves from the poinciana. 

 

Twilight with its graduations of amber and grey failed to alert me. My night vision 

adjusted seamlessly and I continued to rip and slash the cardboard skin from the 

disassembled furniture. I’d said goodbye to the workmen upstairs, listened to their advice 

to sleep somewhere else now the floors were lacquered. It was only when I noticed the 

streetlights and the looping squadrons of flying-foxes that darkness settled in properly 

and I felt a satisfying fatigue.  

 

I wandered around the edges of the polished floors, shaved back revealing golden bar 

graphs, fluted candles and in the knotted boards the faces of witches, mythical beasts and 

sages. It was a floor to contemplate. The first coat of lacquer quickly overwhelmed the 

eyes and chest, as the workman warned, and I retreated to the main bedroom with its little 

balcony overlooking the pool and the spa set in the floor. The automatic filtering system 
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clicked on with a spout of water. The phone rang and the frame of the bed I worked on, 

balanced on boxes and yet to be secured by bolts and screws, collapsed. It sort of twisted 

and fell apart. 

 

‘Julia, it is like Christmas here. I can’t move for packaging. Where most people keep a 

car, I’ve got hundreds of pet boxes.’ 

 

‘You’ll be busy for some time,’ she said. I could hear her envy and the sound of TV in 

the background – news commentary and the jingle of ads.  

 

‘I never realized,’ I said, feeling surprisingly upbeat. ‘That everything you buy these days 

has to be put together. It requires strength and balance and a certain spatial knowledge. 

How do the people who choose to live alone get on? Who is there to hold the bed-head 

while the other bolts and screws?’ 

 

‘Maybe they have people over, maybe they invite strangers off the street and over dinner 

they sneak into the conversation little hints. “Now,” they say, “you look good with your 

hands. I was thinking we might sleep together. That is if you can help me make the bed 

first.” And the stranger’s thinking: “Nice legs, nice bum, a few sheets and a couple of 

pillowslips.” Next moment he’s got an Allen key in one hand and a screwdriver in the 

other. Talk about being screwed.’ 

 

I laughed; Julia could be funny at times. I sensed that she had a wine already. 



 121

 

‘What about the old?’ I asked to keep her on a roll. 

 

‘They are still indoctrinated with the imperatives of repair and frugality. They prefer to 

fix things up. They would pay somebody, I imagine. A handyman.’  

 

It sounded as if Julia was walking around the kitchen. There was spoon-tap and ladle-

scrape, along with the gurgle of water escaping from the sink.  

 

‘Julia, all this consumption leaves me a little nervous. Something for nothing, you know, 

seems to defy some sort of law, the logic of success and failure, the conditions of 

inducement and pay-back. What’s Steve’s take on this?’ 

 

‘Are you mad or something? Why do I work ten hours a day in a law practice, helping 

people I don’t even know and some I don’t even care for? Why? So I can fill my garage 

with packaging? So I can sit in front of a plasma TV, sip wine and chill out. Shit, Lee, 

you don’t know how sanctimonious you sound. You’ve walked straight out of prison and 

you’ve got a house and a bloody big bank account. Forget what Steve thinks. You’re 

bloody lucky to be alive. Alive with a capital ‘A’. Got it? Consume and become. Get out 

there. Go for it.’ 

 



 122

Consume and become. Julia lisped, the wine had anaesthetized part of her tongue. It had 

loosened her up. There was something though that I was failing to understand. There was 

a message attached to her irritation. A code I had to decipher for myself.  

 

‘Go for what exactly?’  

 

My sense of calm was broken. I felt the tread of other developments, the arrangement of 

information into opinion, the coercive voice of the spin-doctor discovering a connection 

in the pre-emptive moment before history threatens to become nothing more than a 

narrative, a song or a dance craze. I read Julia’s words now as a warning. Outside, two 

youths walked along the road. Crimson flared from their face and arms, from their 

genitals, trailing behind them like a tail. These mood plumes trailed off their bodies like 

comet spray, energy expanded, absorbed and pumped into the night air.  

 

‘I don’t know, Lee,’ she was exasperated. ‘It’s been a hell of a day.’ I heard crockery 

being tumbled into the dishwasher. ‘Have you given any thought,’ she said. ‘What you 

might do if the opposition win the election?’ 

 

‘In terms of what?’ I asked. 

 

‘Whether you might like to slip away for a time. You could take a holiday. Escape the 

furore. There’s a place in Springbrook I know.’ 
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‘Julia.’ She stopped what she was doing. ‘I need your optimism to pull through. I need 

your help. I can’t go anywhere. Every fortnight I will be up for a download. The 

psychoclip must be emptied. If left unattended it eventually interferes with my brain 

function. It’s a fucking camera imbedded in my brain. It is an experiment. Already I’m 

suffering some strange side-effects. It mightn’t be emotionally sustainable. And you 

resent the fact I bought some furniture.’ 

 

‘Okay,’ she said. ‘You take my resentment and multiply it by four million and then 

double it. Put that in political terms and see what story you come up with, Lee. I’ll be 

honest with you. I’m worried what might happen after Saturday.’  

 

‘You stay calm, I stay calm. It’s a deal. One question though, it’s about my account. It’s 

like a magic pudding. Whatever I spend, it bounces back to ten grand.’ 

 

‘And you call that a problem?’ 
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Throw Back The Covers and Practical Prophecy 

 

The metallic rattle of the pool gate broke my sleep. I lay on the unmade mattress. 

Thought: I must get some bedclothes. I was fully dressed, initially harassed in my 

nakedness by the squat-jet maneuvers of wily mosquitoes: I must get a fan too. The 

grainy light was evenly distributed throughout the room.  

 

The splash was purposeful, the arm strokes cupped, the leg and feet only breaking the 

surface occasionally. It took a moment for the pool to be located on the wake-side of the 

conscious wall and to settle permanently into the backyard. Somebody was taking an 

early morning dip.  

 

I parted the curtain, careful to remove any proprietary effects. I imagined the pleasures of 

a birdbath, the recipient who draws the flight of birds down into their garden and into 

their imagination and memory. The pool had attracted somebody intent on using it for her 

own purposes. It suited me entirely. I could see her shoulders, her brown hair, her blue 

opened-backed one-piece, the determined way she free-styled from end to end. She wore 

black goggles, her left leg slightly lazy, turned outward on the down-stroke. A plastic 

kick-board rested against the tiles. One mystery had been solved. Who tended to the 

pool’s needs and maintained the immaculate water quality? 
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I returned to bed and listened to her change to breaststroke, her breathing forceful and 

misty, her kick like the sound of peasants drawing water with a rope and bucket. I drifted 

off and woke again to her leaving. From the window I watched her open a hinged section 

of the fence between the two yards. Obviously she intended using it regularly. She 

walked with the increased vigour of exercise and accomplishment. She dried her hair 

with one hand, the goggles and kick-board in the other, an oblique ray of light covering 

her back and buttocks in an orange glow.   

 

Ж 

 

I jumped from sleep and fell into Friday morning proper. I fell from a height. It was a 

violent twitch of thigh and calf, a sudden extension of leg to break my fall. And there I 

was instantly alert and aware of a crowd gathering in the quieter street of the corner 

block. It was mid-morning, the sun already hot, beating on the curtains, warming the 

bedroom. It was glaring, hard on the eyes, harsh light that co-existed with the fractured 

sounds outside. They were loud, strong voices not intimidated by the normal hush of the 

neighbourhood. They were confident, professional voices unaccustomed to toning down. 

They spoke to each other as though the world was listening, as though the world was 

partly deaf or slow on the uptake. They were treating my street as though it was a 

staffroom, bar or coffee shop.   

 

There was somebody on a mobile speaking to James. ‘Yeah, James. No, James. Come off 

it, James. Fuck you, James.’  
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Others, mainly male voices involved in workplace prattle, stories told for the laughter, it 

seemed, quieter punch-lines, almost inaudible from where I was; there was the hushed 

sexual innuendo before the raucous break-out and somebody else almost simultaneously 

launching into the next gag. Then I heard it again, the reason I woke so suddenly. The 

sound of footfall in the back yard. Quickly, I sat up and moved to the window. It 

threatened my tenure. It was intrusive. It was over the top. 

 

Dillon Mathers, host of Throw Back the Covers, leant against the pool fence, black coat 

in one hand flung over his shoulder, golden tie dangling, immaculate white shirt, texting 

with the other hand a silver mobile. His gelled hair glistened in the sun. 

 

He seemed convinced by what he was doing. ‘Try a window,’ he instructed without 

looking up. ‘This is the place all right. This is what you get for murdering children. This 

is the prize.’  

 

Mathers spoke without raising his head to somebody out of sight, underneath the 

overhang of the balcony. I could hear the clip and squeak of his polished soles as he 

rattled windows and gave two hefty thumps against the downstairs door. There was a red 

van parked across the street, a communication dish erected on the cabin roof, the camera 

locks, the oblique green script of Throw Back written across the van’s side. A woman and 

five men smoked and chatted in the shade of a broad-leafed tree growing on the poolside. 

They were the sound and camera crew, I imagined, obsolete for the time being until 
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Mathers clarified his strategy. Another news team, recently arrived, took instructions 

from a blonde woman in a cream business suit, sticking for the present to the thin shade 

of the silky oak. I watched through a slit in the curtain as Mathers took a call. 

 

‘Yes, Bornchef. Hi, Margaret. Dillon Mathers here. We intend to do a live cross within 

the half-hour.’ 

 

Mathers, mobile pinned to the side of his face like an ice pack, entered the tiled area 

between the house and the pool. He was somewhere out of sight, beneath me but his 

media-honed voice came to me clearly as a morning news bulletin. ‘Break the fucking 

window. Here, use this. We’ll flush the prick out.’ 

 

Dillon liked to think that he had crossed the Great Divide in his professional life in recent 

weeks. The doubt was gone. It left him with the relief of a cancelled meeting. His eyes 

had literally widened. He felt the light getting in, the streams of inspiration, the glare and 

throb of possibility wherever he looked. There was a new relation forming between him 

and the future. Never before had the expression ‘self-directed’ been so applicable. 

 

For so long he’d been oppressed by the thought of what might go wrong. The early days 

were tough and he still felt the taint of them. It was a hangover from the vile dregs he had 

to swallow during his apprenticeship as a print journalist. Call them colleagues if you 

like. They admired his enthusiasm but sneered at his ideas. ‘Simplistic,’ his reduction of 

poverty to two major causes: addiction and poor family budgeting. ‘Anti-intellectual,’ his 
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assertion that the biography of Winston Churchill was worth a shelf full of Dostoievsky. 

‘Preposterous,’ his claim that zero-tolerance would one day lead to the elimination of 

crime. In the end you would run out of criminals, entirely. Simple as that. It was simple 

all right, simple subtraction. Big things grew from simple ideas. Simple ideas had a 

structure that could be communicated in seconds. He met plenty of billionaires, and 

wasn’t that the determining quality: succinct determination? He believed in the powerful 

forces and agents of production. If you wished to live intensely you must be connected to 

power, the surge and flux of action. Time was on his side. His colleagues were old and 

grim, their arteries clogged with socialist cant. They resigned or died shabby deaths, for a 

time there, in their droves. 

 

Then there were the early days of Throw Back. There was a whole coffee-shop of press 

secretaries checking his past. The boarding school stuff was embarrassing: weak boys 

lead to weak men, nothing had changed. The air that the arrow of success pierces always 

bleeds with envy and disclosure. He survived, strengthened by rumour, the ability and 

determination to weather it. It frightened his enemies the way he came through it all with 

obvious integrity. It weakened them and so he wasted no time. He picked them off one by 

one. Sometimes it took his research team less than a day to find a whinging politician’s 

mistress, a secret bank account, a seaside getaway, a son or daughter on heroin or a 

prostitute willing to appear on camera if the room was darkened and the cash was waiting 

on the desk outside. 
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Then it happened, like the marathon runner who makes a break and in the process crushes 

the spirit of his opposition: his enemies fell from view, their voices lost on the breeze. 

Instead, politicians started to watch Throw Back, leave encouraging voice-mail and plead 

for leniency or factor Throw Back into their campaign schedules. News makes news. 

Throw Back was no longer a megaphone screaming from the hillside, it was a massive 

call-centre in contact with a nation. Dillon had all the staff he needed. At times it made 

him feel like Churchill, writing his editorial at three o’clock in the morning, evaluating 

the relative strength of his thrusts into the social politic. It was a hallowed time, the 

laptop spreading an even blue light over the bedclothes, the hushed intensity in the streets 

below, the lost and lonely ethics of a siren, and the words he would deliver that morning, 

crisp and positive as a half-time talk on a winter’s morning.  

 

But of late, oh, of late. It came now as some insight as he heaved once on the glass 

sliding door hoping something might give. The boundaries people erected and the things 

they coveted no longer seemed to matter to him. He had access to all of them. He came 

armed with the public interest in mind. Oh, how he had exploited that little chestnut: the 

public interest. His enemy wasn’t awake. Or had Dillon achieved a type of cultural 

levitation whereby he viewed events from above, his influence: a telecommunication 

epiphany? There was no public interest. It didn’t exist. He couldn’t even tell Tess, his 

lover, let’s be clear on this, not his wife, but Tess. It would be a break of confidence 

between his public testimony and his conviction. But down here in the yard appropriated 

by the Government for a terrorist, the thought could be savored and treasured and folded 

away. There was no public interest. He decided that. Instead, if truth be known, he 
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assembled the public interest from the ruptures, the disjunctions, from the city go-to-men 

with the rumour and the hype. He created the public interest.  

 

He sifted through the leads and went to where the story ended. It was like chasing 

rainbows. It never ended, really. There was always a continuation of the plane of 

discovery, a further point to go to. For the first time he appreciated what the aborigines 

meant by dreaming up the landscape. In the early hours of the morning as the editorial 

took shape, he framed the issues and laid down the circuitry along which the interviews 

flowed. By connecting people to their own passionate extremes he redirected power. He 

provided the events that had the future beautifully molded in them like a bullet in amber. 

And when he spoke in front of the camera the political landscape rolled out in front of 

him like newly-minted steel. It lifted, folded and twisted. And yet he could snip it at any 

time, the moment he was bored or the moment he sensed a shift in pulse, an altered 

frequency in the public mood. He could snip it and tie it like a bow and hang it up as 

history. 

 

Dillon cast his eyes over the back of the residence. He nudged the point of his slip-ons 

against the groove in the tiles, a cochleate pattern of varying shades of granite, neat and 

attractive. There was something pleasing about the windows glazed with pool reflections. 

You can’t beat rectangles. Dillon could never understand architecture’s denial of itself, 

the fundamental building block, the rectangle. A terrorist receives a house like this. It 

confirmed his conviction and perfumed his own breath with revenge. 
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However, there was something else. He needed to tell Luke so that Luke could confirm it. 

Luke Nicafora had been with him from the beginning. Luke was his executive producer 

and had given up a promising career in the police service to come across and manage 

Throw Back. Luke brought perspective and could think outside the journalistic box. They 

both stood in the shade of the balcony. The exertion in the heat and such clammy 

humidity caused ovals of sweat to appear through Luke’s shirt, body shadows, dark rings 

of stress and capillary-flush. Dillon for a moment thought of Luke’s health, the increasing 

weight and the general ruddy glow that his face emitted. 

 

‘You want to loosen your tie?’ he suggested to Luke. ‘Don’t wear it so tight.’ 

 

Dillon changed his coat into the other hand and patted him on the shoulder. ‘How are you 

doing, Big Fellow?’ 

 

‘How much of that red wine did I drink last night?’ 

 

‘Heaps, heaps.’  

 

It was a pause, a moment of reflection, a perfect chance to take stock. Their bond was a 

strong one. Their moment of real triumph was imminent. He wanted to share it in words 

with Luke. He wanted to verbalize the fundamental change Throw Back had brought to 

politics. He wanted Luke to be fully conscious of what they had achieved. Tomorrow was 

election day and if the Government went down, as he knew they would, it was proof that 
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the way things were done in this state would be changed forever. ‘Remember six months 

ago?’ 

 

‘I don’t,’ Luke chimed in, the headache concentrating his wit and strangling any long-

term plans. ‘I’m flat-out remembering what happened last night.’ 

 

‘We discover a government minute that details Skulks’ operation and likely release,’ 

Dillon spoke over the top of Mr Nicafora. He was annoyed Luke was so hungover. 

Tomorrow night was the night to be celebrating. ‘The government does the sell. Grovely 

privately ridicules us. What was his phrase he told a group of brain specialists?’ 

 

‘Troglodytes.’ Luke remembers. The man is sweating profusely.  

 

‘That’s right. He claims private polling indicates eighty percent of voters approve of 

reducing prison costs by the use of the psychoclip. That’s right isn’t it, Big Fellow?’ 

 

‘That was the call,’ Luke confirmed and wandered back into the heat. With one twist of 

his great mitt he loosened the cock of the tap and scooped the cool liquid into his mouth 

in a grunting, sucking sound. The water splashed about his feet and wet his shoes and the 

cuff of his trousers. Dillon liked the big man but he could never allow such disorder into 

his life. 
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‘We start our campaign with an opposition who in part was opposed to what we were 

doing. And now look what is about to happen. The Government will lose tomorrow on a 

single issue, Skulks’ execution. We have determined the fate of a government. We are the 

public interest and as a result the little prick will go back to death row and he’ll accept the 

needle, the rightful needle, the community’s choice that has been coming for years.’ 

 

‘Yeah. There will be legislation to change first.’ Luke mopped his brow with an open 

hand.  

 

Dillon waited to concentrate the moment. He wanted to savour fully the fact that he stood 

at the backdoor of the person whose life would end shortly as a direct result of his own 

actions. The vitality of the moment surged through his body. 

 

‘We’re into practical prophecy.’ He faced Luke and smiled. ‘What we say, goes.’  

 

Ж 

 

Two workmen, high on the building boom if not the lacquer they carried in sealed drums 

in the back of the van and sniffed daily despite the safety mask, broke from the line of 

traffic and took the exit off the Gateway Arterial. The mega-servo, three fast food outlets, 

twenty-four bowsers, a truck-stop and a carpark for hundreds, pumped the smell of deep-

fry and hotplate char into the morning air. The workmen, Geoff and John, who’d been up 



 134

since four, already shaved and lacquered a floor, longed for a second breakfast, a big fry-

up, sausages, eggs, bacon, the whole bloody lot.  

 

‘God that smells good.’ Geoff was driving and knew they couldn’t stop. Time was 

money. Or was it the other way round? Could the flow of money enter your body as an 

idea, and while it was there as a neural charge and a chemical exchange alter our 

underlying relation to time and space? The money they were making had essentially 

changed their internal clock and calendar. It had leveled out the highs and lows, every 

second of their four-to-eight day buzzed with the same intense pressure.  

 

‘To stop and smell the roses,’ as John referred to it, ‘is unthinkable.’ They went from job 

to job, each call on their mobile connecting them to another aspect of the city.  

 

They had polished the floors of famous footballers, TV and radio identities, politicians 

and even the big players in the music industry. They polished the floors of the dames 

whose husbands were interstate or overseas running Corporate Australia. They went right 

to the heart of the matter. They got down to tin tacks and floorboards. And this wasn’t 

about being blinded by the halo of celebrity either. They weren’t exclusive. They never 

knocked back a job. You joined the queue like everybody else. Every job, despite its 

location, received the same amount of detail. How did John put it? ‘At the end of every 

day, you need only to peer into the floor to know who you are. It is all reflected there.’ 
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The van rattled up the hill beside the cemetery. There was a heat mirage on the 

undeveloped grassy flat in front of the dam. Geoff loved these watery effects where the 

light buckled. Once it would take your breath away, seeing mirages in that unspecified 

time he remembered as childhood. It was the excitement of unstructured play, time and 

space combining weirdly in little tricks of the imagination. If only he could see the world 

like that again. His perception didn’t work like that anymore; it was frayed and stressed. 

Instead he felt the steady accumulation of wealth, the day-by-day flow of money, the flat, 

stable base it provided for his existence. It was like a pour of concrete, the slab upon 

which his life was erected. He longed, though, for the magic of mirages to return. And 

one day they must or he would die not quite as complete as he imagined he was. 

 

‘There’ll be a storm this afternoon,’ John commented.  

 

His forecasts were a sly attempt to disparage the weather bureau. It was an attempt to 

bring a random element into an otherwise self-replicating day. ‘Look at the build-up on 

the hills.’ A wild clutter of cumulus banked on the low mountains that rimmed the city, 

ramming into each other and darkening. 

 

‘Yeah.’ The clouds hinted at something, Geoff noticed it himself. While growing up, 

Geoff marveled at the way doctors deported themselves and, by a particular arrangement 

of a desk and a few surgical props, were able to elicit such deference from his parents. He 

was mesmerized by the tone of the doctor’s voice and the calm deliberate way the doctor 

welcomed or directed you. As a kid he contributed this power to the doctor’s bank 
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balance. Nobody contradicted the doctor, for the thought of it would have ruined the 

magic that in itself went some way towards curing you. It was the cure that came from 

being near important people. It was a confidence trick. Now, a revelation of sorts, 

something in the clouds, their smooth transformation, finally explained this mystery to 

Geoff. It wasn’t the doctor’s wealth that conferred such power. Instead it was the doctor’s 

belief in what he did. The doctor believed he could cure illness with a few taps and a 

stroke of the pen. Nowadays Geoff’s customers didn’t argue either about cost or the 

finished product. They paid on time. Geoff knew floors. It twinkled in his eyes. Geoff 

knew floors and they respected him for it. Which wasn’t bad for a bloke who left school 

and went surfing for five years.  

 

Ж 

 

‘Should I get the crew ready first? We’ll burst in and shoot as we go.’ 

 

‘No,’ Mathers commanded. ‘No. Change of plan. I want expansive footage of the pool 

and garden. I want shots of the house. I want you to turn the house into a mansion. I want 

you to give effect to something containing twenty rooms. I want the undeniable 

impression this little bastard is living in luxury at the taxpayer’s expense. Then we’ll try 

to get a shot at him from the window, looking down on all of us, looking down on the 

whole fucking electorate.’  
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Then the hammering started on the front door. The panels of glass rattled. ‘Lee,’ the 

voice called out and hammered again. ‘Open up, mate. We’ve got a job to do and we’re 

running late.’ 

 

Ж 

 

I was marooned by the glassy surface of the floor distributing a silver sheen as placid and 

inviting as a jungle pool. The floor looked sticky, toffee sticky, lacquered to a shine. The 

front door hammered again. ‘Are you there, Lee?’ The workers were giving it an open-

handed biffing.  

 

I stepped onto the newly-polished surface. It felt like walking on light, the skill and 

freedom of some insect, the hardness of the boards an illusive firmness below the 

aqueous finish. The glass panels in the front door rattled again under the thumping. 

‘Come on. Wake up, you bugger. We’ve got two more jobs after this.’  

 

Geoff and John were urgent men deeply focused on the moment, the rich golden core of 

the moment, never knowing when the renovating boom might end. They would continue 

to work sixteen hours a day until the jobs dried up. Or their wives left them. Or their 

children failed to recognize them and called them Harry and Paul.  

 

I ran the risk of opening the door and allowing the entire country into my house. I wanted 

none of this celebrity shit. Exposure was a form of death. Once the footage is taken, once 
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you are filmed and profiled, you are essentially framed. You become the by-line to a 

thousand causes. I didn’t want to become the coded fact to my imprisonment.  

 

It never occurred to me that while I thought this, the psychoclip ticked away and whoever 

appeared in front of me was silently recorded, their image added to the government 

archive. No, I failed to see the stark irony in my complaint.  

 

I crossed the floor in bare feet and noticed that I left behind footprints in outlines of fluff. 

I opened the door, first to a slit and then wide enough to allow Geoff inside. John was 

behind him carrying a large industrial polisher, heavy-looking and awkward to lift. 

Behind John at the bottom of the stairs was a commotion quickly sorting itself out. The 

blonde reporter advanced, carrying a black folder, head down, business-like, and 

following her was a camerawoman, in black jeans and sneakers, the camera swinging at 

knee level. 

 

‘The media have you staked out, Lee.’ Geoff reached back and grabbed the handle of the 

polisher as John lifted. Like a pair of nuggety front-rowers, they lifted the device in a 

struggling tackle and placed it just inside the door. 

 

‘Mr Skulks,’ the blonde reporter shouted, and feared the door closing before she could 

make her point. ‘Can I have a word, just a short one? Please.’  
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She was mid-way up the stairs with the camerawoman behind, in preparation, tossing the 

camera neatly onto her shoulder. Simultaneously, and obviously fearing that somebody 

was about to steal his thunder, Mathers burst into view from the path along the side of the 

house. He had dispensed with his coat and adorned his narrow face with a pair of 

sunglasses. He launched himself up the steps. His cameraman followed him, congesting 

the entire entrance to the house. The spotlight was already on, covering the clinch on the 

steps in a light as memorable as the edge of dreams. Glare and silhouette, the day became 

tangled in the false imposition of significance. I quickly shut the door. However, the 

lamps poured through the orange glass inserts and illuminated the portico in an 

overheated summer flare.  

 

‘Lock the door,’ Geoff commanded. ‘These floors are only half done. Any high-heels or 

boots will fuck up the finish. It’ll mark and score. It’ll look hideous.’ It was the last word 

of a professional, somebody whose pride emanated from his skill. I tried to twiddle the 

lock but the knob turned and I protected my face as the door collided with my shoulder. I 

lurched with the rotation and remained partly concealed. 

 

‘No way! Back off, the whole fucking lot of you! Get out now!’ Geoff screamed.  

 

They ignored him and poured forward. He caught the cameraman just under the ribs, a 

solid collision spinning him backwards. The cameraman retreated in quick uncertain 

steps, desperately trying to grasp a stair-rail, the weight of the camera producing a 

disturbing centre of gravity. The bodies behind him, arms raised, tried to support him and 



 140

stop the fall, but they in turn fell back under the momentum. It was a rolling, descending 

maul of tripping, struggling bodies. In the melee the metal frame of the camera had struck 

Mathers in the face. A thin gash just above his cheekbone now exuded the first trickles of 

blood.  

 

Geoff locked the door. ‘Fuck off!’ he declared. ‘Nobody messes with my floors. Nobody 

comes walking in here when the job’s half done. Nobody, and I mean nobody, not even 

fucking Throw Back himself.’ 

 

Mathers had been deeply insulted, thrown off balance, upstaged and put in his place. He 

was claiming such from the bottom of the steps. This could only lead to trouble, I 

thought. I made my way to the window above the stairs. Once the police have a reason to 

be involved, things seldom go your way. Another entire system of reasoning and logic 

becomes superimposed upon events. New unseen and unpredictable imperatives 

determine the course of events. 

 

‘You shouldn’t have touched them, Geoff.’ 

 

‘They have no right to enter your property, anyway,’ he said and tried to relieve my 

concern. ‘I pushed, mate, not you.’  

 

He went to the door, opened it and called down in a flat and barely apologetic voice. 

‘Sorry about that, fellows. But me floors mean a lot to me. You understand, don’t you.’  
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‘You have assaulted me. You have assaulted my cameraman. You’ll go, pal. You’ll be 

charged,’ Mathers shouted from the bottom of the stairs. He mopped a trickle of blood 

from under his eye but he didn’t dare challenge Geoff’s authority. While I watched over 

Geoff’s shoulder, the cameraman tilted his camera, turned on the light and took a sneaky 

piece of footage. The glare startled me and burned at the back of my eyes. I returned to 

the kitchen, poured myself a drink and listened. 

 

The scrawl of boots and agitated voices, where the two news crews mingled on the path, 

changed pitched and became interlaced with enthusiasm and purpose. Again the stark 

lights mounted on the cameras flicked across the ceiling. Geoff and John also noticed.  

 

‘What are they up to now?’ Geoff wandered to the window, the padded discs for the 

polisher in one of his hands. 

 

‘Can you cop this, Lee? Come and have a look, John. They’re suppose to be two 

competing news networks. Have a look at this for competition?’  

 

They stood on the path beside the front gate. The blonde reporter, examining the gash on 

Mathers’ cheek, held his hand away from the wound, muttered consoling words and 

applied her own tissue. She then counted the camera in and started interviewing Mathers. 

The two rivals were giving each other a door-stop interview.  
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Then, almost on cue, as if the vehicle had monitored the increased radiation in the 

vicinity, Grovely’s limousine glided down the street with a funereal sleekness. Lances of 

light slid along the car’s body. The sky in exaggerated blue, and the fretwork of the 

overhanging poinciana, rolled across the windscreen. Behind these reflected surfaces you 

sensed a presence, a figured shadow, an observer, a future source of evidence. You 

sensed somebody else’s bearing and a powerful adjudication.  

 

The interview was permanently adjourned. An aerial retracted and the dish attached to the 

roof of the limousine rotated ever so slightly. It was an adjustment, a sharpening of band-

width accuracy. It was as if the vehicle was communicating using a marginal language, a 

simplified lexicon of mechanistic threat, harm and retrieval. The two TV gurus watched 

silently as the limousine pulled gently away. Grovely had spoken. 
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Election Night At The Karmageddon 

 

I’d caught the lunchtime City-Cat from Hamilton Wharf. Unexpectedly I found it 

crowded, the outer deck alive with tourists enjoying the sunshine. I squeezed into a gap 

beside some young Chinese. They were chatty and relaxed and I offered to take a 

couple’s photograph, a kind of hyper-recording, the psychoclip recording the photograph 

being taken. The couple, in turn, pointed out aspects of my own city. ‘Very beautiful,’ 

they insisted. Very beautiful indeed, if your mind was free and your head was clear. I 

watched their fine-boned hands grasp the rail, then grasp each other. 

 

Sometimes the sun goes down. Other times it crashes and burns. It flared in every shop 

window, bounced off windscreens and silhouetted pedestrians that crossed the road at the 

top of the hill. The first cool breeze of the evening swept up the river and ruffled the 

leaves of the weeping figs in New Farm Park. The normal expectation, excitement and 

relief, you feel in summer’s dusk was on this occasion intensified by the election. The 

picnic groups, the jogging couples and the tangled lovers spread-eagled on their favourite 

blanket had done their best to forget about it. But the election had been there all 

afternoon, a niggling presence that threatened to fracture old-time allegiances.  

 

It turned up in conversation with an unexpected friction. There were those who were yet 

to vote and despised the imposition, half-drunk on such a beautiful afternoon. And there 

was the sharp polarization the campaign had caused. There were generational squabbles, 
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set-tos between parent and teenager; after one such furore the teenaged sulked 

despondently along the river’s edge where she tossed seedpods disconsolately at her own 

reflection. There were even partner-splits of opinion and confused reactions between 

long-time friends. Whenever I heard my name mentioned, I slipped away to another 

section of the park. I feared being recognized and blamed for the events taking place in 

their minds, events that had the power to distort relationships and undermine their 

confidence in the future.  

 

If the truth was as simple as daylight, the events were beyond my control. I went back to 

staring at the shimmer of the high-rise apartments quivering on the water. They were 

spears and knives of light, pointed omens, surface images broken by a pair of cormorants. 

These birds of darkness shook the silver from their feathers as if it was an irritation. They 

did it with the most violent body roll and shiver. It reinforced a certain unease I had about 

the evening.  

 

The election outcome was, despite being totally implicated, beyond my control. It relied 

upon other people’s ethics. Then there was the coming dinner with Grovely. This 

concerned me in a different way. I had a feeling it was going to involve some difficult 

choices too. I was being tested. I could choose to go or pull out and go home. Dinner with 

Grovely was never going to be neutral. The forces of attraction and repulsion burned in 

the dying moments of the day.  
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The tension was everywhere. Ragged guitar riffs, pulse, throb and beat, poured from one 

of the pubs, piercing, hysterical conversations, the cries of women spiraling up through 

the laughter. Whether in fun or anger, it was difficult to tell. I decided to face it, in 

person, and headed for the Karmageddon, a restaurant in Merthyr Road.  

 

At the corner of Brunswick Street there was ferment and confusion. A number of official 

cars came to a halt and gridlocked the intersection. They remained stationary, emergency 

lights flashing, their drivers concealed behind tinted windows. There was also a sense of 

crowd movement. Along the side streets people rose from their half-finished coffees and 

moved towards the commotion. A number of cyclists hurried past, two skaters skimmed 

the parked cars in a frantic drive to be on time. On the signal of seven o’clock, the drivers 

pulled themselves free of the air-conditioned cabin and joined the crowd now centred on 

a red mailbox.  

 

The majority of the gathering carried large pink slips of paper, A3-sized, with the words 

Ballot Paper printed on them. A woman in a red velvet coat held the mock ballot paper in 

the air and unfolded it to applause. She laughed in the face of everything planned, stable 

and organized. On the inside of the pink slip were the words I Vote For and then a 

computer graphic of Homer Simpson. With exaggerated delicacy she slipped the note into 

the mailbox. Apparently this standard Australia Post red mailbox symbolized the ballot 

box. A bell was rung somewhere in the crowd. Quickly now, others followed. Each 

member of the Flash Crowd opened their ballot papers for public scrutiny. There was no 

private voting here, no secluded booths to hide in, no secret wall to hide your choice. It 
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was impossible to notice them all. On the mock ballot papers were the identical words I 

Vote For and then an associated image. These included cartoon characters dating back to 

Mickey Mouse, genitalia, performers’ and comedians’ faces. One of the largest cheers 

erupted around an older woman, grey-haired and in floral bike pants, whose ballot paper 

read I Voted For Myself. Then there was the mad scramble, the dispersion, people 

jogging, and laughing faces whooping into the twilight. The air seemed partially 

transformed. As I passed one restaurant the patrons were still smiling, talking to strangers 

across tables, united and released by the antics.  

 

When I arrived, the street tables of the Karmageddon were relatively empty. I was early 

but I sensed it was the right time to leave the streets. The entrance to the Karmageddon 

had a polished feel: stainless steel rails and cream marble, the blonde wood tables richly 

set, the blonde wine rack behind the bar filled to capacity, the tilted bottles, the visual 

beat of indulgence and intoxication.  

 

‘Lee Skulks,’ I offered the waiter.  

 

He opened a leather wallet and pretended to search for my booking before leading me 

through the restaurant, through a swinging door to a courtyard cut against the natural 

bedrock. The stone, darkened in places by seepage, offered a texture in front of which 

grew a number of meticulously-pruned shrubs. The floor was tiled and in the corner large 

urns overflowed with drooping succulents. There was a lone table set for three placed just 

off-centre. The waiter was in his early twenties but displayed the confidence of somebody 
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much older. He had been subtly schooled in a powerful deference that implied connection 

and strict protocol.  

 

‘What would you like to drink?’ he asked. He suppressed his curiosity. Straightened 

unnaturally as though a muscle in his back suddenly twinged. 

 

‘A beer will be great.’ 

 

‘What would you like?’ He listed several brands. I chose an African-sounding one. 

 

‘Mr Grovely will be along shortly, Mr Skulks.’ 

 

I noticed the table setting for three. ‘Is he dining with somebody?’ 

 

‘I’ll leave that to Mr Grovely to explain.’ And he left.  

 

A candle burned on the table. One of the shrubs had flowered, the sweetness drifted in the 

air. When the waiter brought the beer, laughter escaped through the swinging door, the 

laugh of a young woman in raptures. Then the door closed. The courtyard seemed to exist 

in a backwater, an eddy to the side, a whirlpool of disconnection. Only the street sounds, 

tyre squeal, taxi beckon, yahoo calls that entered via the alley just beyond the courtyard 

wall assured me that the night flowed with another current of events. 
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The psychoclip was filling up and creating its own electrical field. Gradually and 

unexpectedly this interfered with my brain function. It was the first time it happened and 

I had nothing to compare it against except the delirium of death row and the drugged 

world of post-ops.  

 

The waiter bobbed in from time to time and brought a beer with him. He had obviously 

calculated my rate of drinking. ‘Would you like some bread, Mr Skulks? Herb or garlic?’  

 

It was after nine when Grovely made his entrance. I was pleasantly drunk, hungry and 

slightly disorientated. The psychoclip created weird erosions. It tunneled into the walls of 

the context and rounded-out little dream caves, perceptual lapses whereby memories lost 

their temporal differences. You were neither here nor there. What was real and in front of 

you, the table, the candle, the curved orange handles of the urn, seemed infused with 

augural intent, heavy with promise or malefaction.  

 

The door swung back, the waiter stepped to one side and secured it while a woman 

stepped forward and strode towards my table. She was in her early forties, the facelifts 

creating an oriental bearing, eyes tightened at the sides, an uplifted otherworldly tilt 

darkly scored with mascara. Her skin was pale and her hair was blonde. In fact there was 

a transparent aspect to her skin like an inflated condom pulled over a penlight. Her walk 

was mannered, perfectly balanced, catwalk-bold, her hips leading like an erotic dancer, 

perched on black and silver shoes punching the tiles with tapered heels. She introduced 

herself as My Lord’s Escort. 
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Grovely shuffled in, waddled up, in stark contrast. 

 

Drinks were ordered, wine. Then cancelled. Champagne. Everybody was going to drink 

champagne. The waiter removed a fistful of glasses, disappeared. 

 

‘What are the odds, Leonard?’ Brooke, that was her name, Brooke, bubbling Brooke. She 

retrieved her bag, unclipped it, fired up a cigarette, placed her bag at her feet. Retrieved 

the lighter. It was silver, ribbed and turbo-charged. She lit the snuffed candle on the table, 

a gush of flame capable of inflating an aeronautical balloon. ‘What are the odds?’ 

 

‘A thousand to one.’ Grovely chuckled. It was a fat-man’s laugh, a serious wobble of 

flesh as he tried to straighten a leg. He was searching for a handkerchief, or was it car 

keys or a wallet, in his trouser pockets. He was locating the artifact, the proof he needed. 

‘Have a look at this…’ He kept digging. ‘When I find it. It never leaves my wallet.’  

 

‘Hi, Lee.’ She spoke in a puff of smoke. ‘The new boy on the block, hey. We’ll take 

away those post-prison blues.’ She squeezed my thigh, a gentle, professional touch. 

‘Young Leonard and I have had quite a fortuitous meeting.’  

 

There was a pulse to Brooke’s speech, a rhythmic sense of inhalation and expulsion. It 

was a pulse uninterested in complicated choices and judgments. She didn’t operate from a 

solid core of set beliefs and values. That was much too boring and limiting. 
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Contemplation wasn’t her style. There was no sorting house, no mind as such, interested 

in organizing a system by which she might live. If there was a centre, it was the centre of 

some cosmic event, a pulsar, an ongoing oscillation, an ever-moving band of energy. 

Brooke connected with life at the circumference of her self, not at the core. She relied on 

a ripple of negotiation that pushed the boundaries, an intense surge outwards, a sharp and 

focused identification with everything beyond her. Then she pulled you in, every impulse, 

every factor and tone produced by her body, speech, laughter, her madcap meanings, 

pulled you in under her personal gravity. 

 

The champagne arrived just as Grovely located his wallet. The waiter placed the three 

flute glasses on the table with a neat flick of the wrist. The scent of yeast rose with the 

bubbles. ‘To old times,’ Brooke drove the ceremony. We clinked glasses, Grovely 

awkwardly trying to shake something from the tattered leather hinge and proceeded only 

to sprinkle the table in change. Brooke sang, ‘Shake it all free, Leonard Baby. Shake it all 

free. You can’t take it with you when you go. Cover me, Baby. Go on, cover me in a sea 

of notes.’ 

 

‘Cheers,’ she said and sucked in the champagne, enough to make her eyes water.  

 

‘Have you heard the result yet?’ I meant the election.  

 

Grovely held a passport photograph worn along the edges. He was trying to get Brooke’s 

attention. She held the young waiter around the waist. He coolly maintained his upright 
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posture but joined in her laughter. Grovely was unduly nostalgic and the mention of the 

election intruded on his mood. He looked at me as though I was a pleading infant. 

Tonight, his eyes said, I’m relaxing. For God’s sake let’s forget politics. Please, tonight 

of all nights, let me escape the grind. 

 

Maybe my desperation showed. He sipped his champagne and put the snapshot to one 

side.  

 

‘It’s close. Too close to call. We shall forget the election for the time being. Now drink 

up. I want you to know Brooke in all her glittering diversity. She has more phases than a 

moon refracted through a crystal. I want you to be an active ingredient in all this. I want 

you to be the catalyst. The catalyst gives up a portion of his own energy to get things 

started. I want you to try and be yourself this evening. Get in there and be part of it. It’s 

an extraordinary coincidence. I couldn’t plan it better in a million years.’ 

 

‘What coincidence is that?’ I tried to cup my glass with my hand but Grovely threatened 

to pour the dregs of the first bottle between my fingers. 

 

The soup arrived, the tang of seafood. A half dozen mussels poked their head above the 

creamy liquid. ‘They look desperate,’ I said. ‘Are they singing or trying to tell us 

something?’ 

 

Brooke laughed and applied her flame-thrower to another fag.  
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‘Closed as mussels,’ Grovely surmised. ‘Wrong, you know. Everybody opens up in the 

end.’ 

 

‘They do, do they?’ Brooke was one of the few people I had met who could mock 

Grovely. ‘Leonard, I couldn’t even begin to tell you what I’ve heard in the last week. 

Most of it about you and your demise.’ 

 

‘I hope to hear the best of it over dinner.’  

 

Grovely ate with delicate manners. The soup seemed to evaporate off the spoon without 

his lips touching the liquid. I tried to keep my head down to avoid being shamed by his 

skill and to keep the drips within the vicinity of the soup bowl. At the time I didn’t know 

whether it was the psychoclip filling up and exerting its influence, static storms, brain-

lightning, or whether it was the alcohol doing the age-old dance with the synapses. The 

mussels, though, now that the tide had receded, looked particularly animated. They 

mouthed lurid possibilities and gargled messages about the eventual fate of the evening. 

 

I drifted off while my soup went cold. Brooke laughed, smoked. Grovely scraped his 

chair closer to her so they could share the snapshot. They laughed. They reminisced. 

 

Steve Engels never gave up. He introduced me to poetry. It was a book prize he won at 

school, second place Maths. It was The Complete Poems and Plays of T.S. Eliot. It was 
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tattered along the spine, the cream cardboard long ago stained with sweat. ‘I sweated over 

equations and vectors, definitions of work and force, and then I sweated over these 

poems. I remember parts of the poems,’ he said. ‘As for work and force, it got a jersey in 

the corporate destruction of the soul.’ Also he gave me a small red-covered book. Chess 

Combinations as a Fine Art. He brought in a small wooden box of chess pieces. 

Somebody had scored the sides of the balsa with a lighter. The board had cracked down 

the middle and came in two pieces. 

 

Grovely had the two books in front of him. He had opened the book of poetry and was 

reading a poem to Brooke. While Brooke listened, she wrote her name in the balsa box 

with her lighter in a wobbly charred script. Then Grovely wasn’t. It wasn’t a book of 

poetry, it was the menu or the wine list and he was discussing a finer point. And the chess 

box sort of dissolved. Brooke was reading the label on the wine. ‘Eden Valley,’ she said. 

‘A characteristic blend of sharp citrus flavours. Well, I’d like to see a blunt citrus 

flavour.’ 

 

‘Eat up.’ Grovely had extracted his half-moon glasses from his pocket to read the menu. 

He pondered me over them, a scholarly affectation. ‘You look terrible.’ 

 

I made an effort to join in properly. I pushed the bowl away and created a space for my 

hands on the tablecloth. Maybe I looked at him oddly. I was still at a loss to know exactly 

the nature of their relationship. ‘You and Brooke know each other, well, then?’ 
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‘Twenty-five years.’ Grovely handed the wine list to Brooke.  

 

‘It was the Tivoli,’ Brooke added. ‘I did a solo act. You know the sound kid? He was 

there that night, Leonard. He came across from Pathogen to join Toxoplasma.’ 

 

‘Chum.’ 

 

‘That’s him.’ Brooke was irritated by the wine list. ‘Choose,’ she said, and handed it 

back. ‘Leonard managed a group I was in. Toxoplasma it was called. He organized the 

schedule, kept the books and supplied us with drugs.’  

 

The big man didn’t raise his head. ‘I had to keep you in bloody line, more like it. 

Remember the weekend I joined you outside Byron Bay.’ 

 

‘The farmhouse?’ 

 

‘Is that what it was called? I just remember fowls, fowls everywhere. And Chum 

swimming in the frozen creek.’ 

 

‘We wrote some of our best stuff there.’ 

 

She touched my thigh. ‘Are you okay?’ she said. ‘You look bloody white.’ 
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You accept things sometimes because the alternative is too painful to contemplate. You 

accept them as the way out but it turns out to be the way in. The operation, Steve assured 

me, was the only way to neutralize the death penalty. It was a substitute, an equivalent 

punishment. ‘It has to be better than death,’ Steve once said to Grovely. Grovely 

straightened Steve out, took all the highs and lows, all the pretension from his body, even 

his voice became a shade coarser, a tone flatter and deeper when Grovely was around.  

 

‘You got life,’ Steve assured me.  

 

‘It’s life,’ I queried, ‘only if the technology holds up. What about a technical failure? 

Where will my life be then? Have you ever heard of a machine that lasts forever? Have 

you?’ If it fucked up, nobody knew exactly what the sentence would be. You accept some 

things sometimes because of the pure uncertainty they bring.  

 

‘Leonard was our man-about-town, weren’t you, Baby?’  

 

Grovely was content to be narrated, born again in Brooke’s words, to be connected to a 

flow of personal history. He leaned forward in a posture of suspense, his flute glass 

perched just below his nostril like a still photograph of a finicky judge. 

 

‘We had success with our first CD, Parasite Passage,’ she went on. ‘There was money 

and travel, radio play and interviews. When I returned in the Australian summer, I was 
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nineteen. Leonard and I had always been an item, off and on, as you do at that age. But 

being away for that long had sort of made me lonely. We got married the following year.’ 

 

‘You and Leonard?’  

 

They both laughed. ‘Did you see his face? “You and Leonard?” Yeah, me and Leonard. I 

was appointed Cabinet Secretary in the following year. I was twenty-seven, the youngest 

appointee ever.’  

 

I searched Grovely’s face for the bone structure of youth and tried to imagine the up-and-

coming bureaucrat who in the early hours of the morning winds down by managing a 

band. Was he always this big? I reached over and lifted the photograph from the 

tablecloth.  

 

There is a young woman in fishnet stockings, suspenders, a tight-fitting body suit that 

ends in cut away shorts. In one hand she grasps the microphone. It is a powerful gesture 

of artistic control. She has finished a bracket and much of her attention remains focused 

on the audience who are still dancing, maybe to the feedback of the guitars, their bodies 

pulsing in the post-song atmosphere. All this energy is subtly conveyed by the jostled 

photographer who appears to be jumping in sync with the crowd. It slightly blurs the 

subject and pulls the background lighting into ghost-shaped flares. One hand holds the 

microphone and the other arm is cast over the shoulder of the manager who has been 

invited on stage. He is a broad-shouldered man wearing an impeccable black suit. He is 
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tall and he is cool. His hair is a mass of short spikes and his arm is looped around the 

waist of the young Brooke. His shoes are so polished they reflect a host of lights. The 

crowd is going wild and you sort of understand why.  

 

‘Than it all started to go wrong.’  

 

Brooke flicked the flame-thrower once for good luck. The waiter backed through the 

swinging door, two mains balanced along one arm, the pepper grinder and the other main 

in the other hand. When the swinging door opened there was a wash of party murmur, 

laughter, raucous dissent.  

 

‘Full house?’ Grovely asked the waiter. 

 

‘To the rafters. A lot of election parties.’ He drained the wine into Grovely’s glass. ‘What 

would you like to replace it with?’  

 

It was the woman with the rapturous laugh. She was out of sight, at a table tucked around 

the corner but she laughed again the moment the waiter entered. Her throaty release was 

attached to something else. It was like an advertising banner being pulled behind a light 

plane, the message you notice after you’re alerted by sound.  

 

The night before I’d woken to a sound, a presence in the house. My eyes adjusted taking 

in the new furniture, the chest of drawers, the stand-up mirror. Then I saw the silhouette 
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in the doorway, the narrow hips, the cropped hair, so much recognition in such little 

detail. I gently swung my legs free. I was distracted for a second and when I looked up 

she was gone. I walked through the house and back to bed. In the first hours of the 

morning, when your clothes return to being clothes at the end of your bed, I opened my 

eyes. There was nothing in the doorway but a slight purple trail of energy, a wisp of 

presence the first sunshine would soon destroy. I was certain then that somebody had 

been there. Now, as the waiter left and the door swung open, I listened for the laugh 

again. The memory track was dissipating. It was more like sky-writing now, the wind-

swept distortion of meaning. ‘She was in my house.’ 

 

‘Who was?’ Brooke asked. She glanced at Grovely. A-what-the-hell-have-we-got-here 

type of look.  

 

‘Penny Whisper,’ I said. ‘Last night, she stood in the doorway of my bedroom and when I 

got up she vanished.’  

 

When the doctors say, it’ll last forever, they mean it’ll last as long it takes for you to die. 

Have you ever heard of a machine that lives forever? 

 

Side-effects. I sometimes wonder what the centre-effects might be. What about the 

effects at the core, where the optic nerve, the nerve of vision blends into the brain tissue? 

What about the stimulus that passes beyond the psychoclip, the optic radiation that is 

recorded and passed on. It proceeds to fire into the optic field, the area in the cortex of the 
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calcarine sulcus and further back into the occipital pole deep inside the brain. There are 

visceroceptive stimuli you know, also. They are stimuli the brain receives at a sub-

conscious level and they evoke responses that are generally involuntary. And over which 

you have no control. When the doctors say ‘possible side-effects’ they mean the ones 

we’ve found out about. The others are a sort of bonus, a prize for participating in the 

experiment. 

 

‘Tonight, though?’ I asked. ‘You said it was a coincidence.’ We were halfway through 

the main meal and I felt suddenly enlivened, clear-headed as if I was on the brink of some 

discovery. The psychoclip could do this: make you feel you were operating on more than 

one level. Sometimes you stumbled upon a sense of immensity, a sense of grandeur in the 

simple fall of light and the mixed tone of voices around you.  

 

‘I was in town. Election night.’ Brooke cupped both breasts rearranged them. ‘You go 

where the money goes. You follow the power circuit. The trick is to be on-hand, looking 

beautiful.’ 

 

‘I made a booking.’ Grovely finally replaced his wallet in his pocket. ‘My regular girl had 

taken her children to Tasmania for a holiday. So the agency asked whether I was 

interested in any of the Sydney girls who were up for the week. They gave me a mobile 

number.’ 
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‘What a bloody surprise, hey? When this big bastard walks through the door.’ She 

laughed. It was the reckless pursuit of order she knew nothing sustained. Not even a 

coincidence as rare as this.  

 

‘We had seen each other three times in twenty-four years.’ The big man confirmed his 

own statement with a nod. There was still some sadness, some regret, some incalculable 

failure in the watery aspect of his eyes. ‘The last time, eight years ago.’ 

 

There was an increasing amount of street-sound that made its way into the courtyard. 

Car-horns, sirens, the odd high-pitched voice. Street squabble. We all stopped and 

listened. It sounded like chanting. An attempt to get a chant going that trailed off, a 

broken retreat of screaming, running youths. The alley behind the courtyard echoed with 

an invisible life, foot-slog and breathless chatter shared on the run.  

 

There was also an illumination in the south-west, a faint blue flicker, a massive relay of 

energy behind a fringe of cloud. The door swung open and the waiter advanced with 

another bottle of wine, red this time. The restaurant erupted in cheering. The final 

members of the election parties were arriving from the tally room. 

 

‘It all went so bloody wrong,’ Grovely raised his glass. ‘To things that go wrong.’ We 

toasted. We laughed. ‘Yeah, to the things we know little of.’ 

 

‘The faulty. The inherently faulty.’ 
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‘The blown fuse.’ 

 

‘The unknown implication.’ 

 

‘The mutation.’ 

 

‘The fuck-up.’ 

 

‘To all things that fall to pieces.’ 

 

‘Once we married,’ Brooke said, lighting a cigarette. Grovely went to the toilet. A small 

grey hut in the corner of the courtyard. It was preserved for courtyard guests alone. ‘It all 

went so wrong. Bands squabble when members start fucking each other. They fall apart. 

They lose their centre of gravity. Leonard and I couldn’t hold it together. I worked all 

night and he worked all day and night. We finally separated, got divorced, and I moved to 

Sydney. I had a raging habit by this stage and I needed the trade to pay for it. I soon 

learnt how to work the casinos and the racetracks. I was a performer. I came with a 

pedigree. Toxoplasma had two big hits. I came to the game with celebrity status. Your 

name gets passed around the boardrooms.’ A breeze had picked up and blew out the 

candle. She tilted the glass receptacle in which it sat and fired. A massive orange flame 

licked the inside of the cup. ‘I always connected with audiences.’ She sucked her fingers 
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where they had been gently scorched. ‘You get a fantasy rolling and people lock in. You 

are a mother-ship traveling through a hostile universe. And they come to share your air.’ 

 

She sipped, inhaled and said on the out-breath: ‘They pin their fantasies to you. 

Toxoplasma was big there for a time and the lead singer stuff stays in other people’s 

memories. Everybody wants to fuck the band leader.’ 

 

She went quite for a moment, looking towards the grey dunny. Then she asked: ‘What’s 

your role in all this?’ 

 

‘My role in all this?’ 

 

‘Your role. Tonight?’ 

 

‘I don’t quite know. I think Leonard requires some documentary evidence. This thing 

here in my head, it records what I see. Maybe he just wants to protect me from harm. The 

election result, we haven’t heard.’ 

 

‘The election result. That was determined weeks ago. Mark my words.’ She took a final 

drag on the cigarette. ‘You know what I think,’ she said. The toilet door opened and a 

great shadow fell across the courtyard. It covered the tiles and bent up the wall like a 

puppet. He was standing directly in the path of the spotlight that was illuminated 

simultaneously by the toilet switch. ‘I think he wants you to watch us fucking.’ She 
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stubbed out the cigarette. The shadow continued to enlarge and warp. She lowered her 

voice. ‘I think he’s using you. Or,’ she breathed in, ‘he considers you the brother he never 

had.’ 

 

She glanced at Grovely waddling towards the table. She knew too much about human 

behaviour to be shocked. ‘Look what he’s become,’ she said loudly. She opened her 

arms. It was genuine affection. ‘He was a twin,’ she whispered. ‘The other one died at 

birth.’ She hugged the big man around his waist without standing, almost pulling them 

both down, scattering a spoon and ruffling the tablecloth. ‘Two men in one.’ she said, 

trying to locate his eyes beyond the overhang of his paunch. 

 

The clarinet-pitched fizz of skyrockets launched from the street could be heard in the 

courtyard. Their coloured trajectories could be seen over the wall against a storm-front 

audible for the first time. It was low rumbling, like roadwork rollers working in the alley 

behind us. There was also crowd unrest within the vicinity of the restaurant. There were 

bouts of booing, car horn toots and the occasional firecracker. There were cries too, 

hysterical angry bouts of emotion and the tat-tat, the percussion of metallic rain, the 

sound of nails being dropped into a metal bucket.  

 

‘Have you heard who won the election?’ I asked the waiter. Grovely had asked for the 

bill and he signed the docket presented on a small silver dish by the waiter.  
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‘Yes, of course,’ the waiter said. He looked at me, a type of where-the-hell-have-you-

been look. Then he glanced at Grovely for assistance. The big man ignored the waiter and 

continued to dig around for his wallet lost in the galaxy of his trouser pockets.  

 

‘The government has been defeated in a landslide. We’ve had customers all night running 

the gauntlet outside. There is a feral bunch on both sides of the street. They’re targeting 

conservative members and party officials who have booked tables here. We’ve had to use 

Orpheus to keep them away from the entrance. I imagine you’re rather disappointed, Mr 

Skulks. But Mr Grovely here will look after you.’ 

 

‘We certainly will, Vennie.’ He handed the waiter the silver dish. 

 

‘Thanks for fucking telling me,’ I said, once the waiter was out of earshot. Anger burnt 

through my entire body, a relay of fuses, a detonation of expectation, nothing delivered 

exploding in silence. 

 

‘It would have made no difference, Lee.’ He put his hand up. He wanted calm. He wanted 

me to listen carefully. ‘We are here for a reason.’ 

 

‘We certainly are.’ Brooke had slipped into a mood. She was running on automatic, glib 

statements of such general application that they rendered every context viable with a type 

of autospeak. 
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He would not exclude her or devalue her contribution no matter how drunk she was. She 

was his talisman delivered unexpectedly in a time of crisis. It was the closest Grovely 

came to conferring with the sacred. He felt his love for her was the only contact left in his 

life with the spiritual. He had been an atheist since his early teens but poetry had left a 

watermark on his soul. He knew the intimacy of love for another person was the only way 

back to the mystery of being. He longed for the secrets of the poets; their elevated and 

painful conversations with the spheres. 

 

He spoke sweetly to her heavy eyes. ‘So much of this city I remember through you, 

Brooke. The street corners and the alleyways and our favourite clubs. Wherever I waited 

for you to arrive. Those clubs were like our living-room, our playground. Today when I 

walk into a building I remember exactly the place where you were standing as though the 

imprint of your body remains in the plaster. Even those ancient figs in New Farm Park 

sometimes droop a branch across my shoulder like an old friend, just to remind me. If we 

had time, sweetheart, we could visit the old clubs in the Valley. We left some nicotine on 

those walls.’  

 

Grovely reached across and squeezed her hand. She was drunk now and waning slightly. 

He spoke to her affectionately. ‘We once agreed, honey, that we wouldn’t die wondering. 

But sometimes, though, during the change of season, I nudge a little fantasy into position. 

It involves us escaping some country, some African Republic in revolution, and as we 

approach the checkpoint our car is drilled in automatic fire. You’re the only woman, 

Brooke, the fantasy adheres to. It’s your courage I remember when every thing else fails.’  
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He looked up and leaned back in his chair. He was capable of sliding from gross 

sentimentality to sharp political assessment.   

 

‘We were never going to win, Mr Skulks. The electorate isn’t ready for you yet.’ He was 

about to leave and returned his wallet to his trouser pockets. ‘We’ve come here tonight 

because we don’t deserve sympathy. We’ve come here tonight to prove the difference 

between those with vision and those who back down.’ 

 

Grovely stood up and pulled on his coat. Brooke folded down an upturned collar. He 

reached for her and she returned his embrace. ‘We will walk out of this restaurant, right 

down the centre as though everything we stand for still stands. You’ve paid the price of 

your crime, Mr Skulks. There is nothing you should be ashamed of. Quite to the contrary, 

you’ll be remembered as the pioneer of the criminal justice system. We won’t give them 

the satisfaction of punishing you over and over again as they like to do in their own 

minds. It is a sterile practice, eternal revenge. It is a blind and ignorant one too. Are you 

ready? Let’s walk out of here with pride.’  

 

We had reached the door and he opened it to a wave of restaurant murmur, laughter and 

commotion. ‘Stare ahead as if you can see right through them,’ Grovely advised. ‘Stare 

them down, Mr Skulks, and record every moment of your victory. It is the victory of 

history over the stagnators.’  
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Nobody noticed us at first. Many tables had been assembled together to form large party 

groups and we walked down the centre of the restaurant, our progress measured in the 

mirrored walls. We were an unlikely trio. I walked towards the entrance with the purpose 

and integrity suggested by Grovely. Behind me, Grovely waddled, the pride of the big 

man, holding hands with Brooke, fingers interlocked, emboldened by Brooke’s catwalk 

stroll.  

 

I could see tail-lights winking on the street outside, the heads and shoulders of a crowd 

behind a wall of Orpheus Security guarding the forecourt. I passed another table hosted 

by a well-known conservative MP and her husband. They were busy twirling spaghetti, 

concentrating on a careful dispatch to their open mouths. Then I noticed the teenager at a 

table adjacent to the bar. He caught my eye behind the cross-strapped back of a young 

woman busily talking to another girl across the half-eaten meals. He caught my eye and I 

tried to stare him out. He was intelligent, observant, a young political player already 

displaying that wary connection with the world. I felt immediately the vital calculation he 

applied to our union and the sudden surge of violent traffic between us. It caused the 

psychoclip to misfire. I was afflicted by a massive eye-twinge followed by a storm of 

brain static. I went partially deaf, my other senses overwhelmed. The youth was standing 

now. He was dressed in a white shirt and dark blue tie. Plumes of orange emotion flared 

from his waving arms that were joined to his body in mauve webbing of affective mist. 

He was a heat centre of repulsion, an island of violent anger. Then my hearing returned. 
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‘Look who it is?’ he was yelling. ‘Look who it is? It’s him. Of all people, it’s him.’ The 

guests around him reluctantly tore themselves from conversations and looked up. They 

started to look in unison at the incredible possibility before them. Others stood to join the 

youth.  

 

‘He murders our children and he walks in here. You’re a terrorist. You’re nothing but a 

terrorist. You murder children and they set you free. Look who’s with you, Scumbag 

himself.’  

 

The youth was hysterical now, high on the pleasures of wrath. ‘You know what? You’re 

going back, Skulks. You’re going back to die. You’re going back to die.’ After a day on 

the hustings, he broke easily into chant. ‘You’re going back. You’re going back. You’re 

going back to die.’ They had been at it all night in the tally room. It alerted the entire 

restaurant.  

 

Others now stood, at other tables trying to get a glimpse of the reason for the disturbance 

at the door. For anybody in politics, Grovely remained a mythical figure, feared for his 

apparent control of government ministers and journalists. His girth was legendary, the 

Big G they called him, the way he controlled operations from the limousine, the G Force. 

He had materialization in their moment of triumph. It was like a gift all right. It was a 

complete pleasure, a completed pleasure to finally ridicule such a political enemy. Some 

of the older members also stood and started chanting. It cleansed the veins and made you 

young again.  
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‘Look at the bastards,’ Brooke hissed. ‘It’s the ones pretending that nothing is going on 

that I can’t stand. Take that skinny bugger over there, Leonard. Yes, I mean Brian Long. 

He was a client of mine on a yacht in Darling Harbour last month. He doesn’t seem to 

want to raise his nose from his pasta. He appears to have recovered from his sexual cabin 

fever. Do you reckon I can get him to wave?’ 

 

The street air still carried the exciting taint of burnt gunpowder and the blue exhaust tint 

of recent combustion. There was the ionized crackle on the skin of crowd-rub and sky-

charge, the storm a sudden presence in egg-shell flashes of illuminated cloud mass.  

 

The stand-off in the restaurant forecourt still prickled with a wary tension. We were 

trapped in a semi-circle of open space, bordered by a baseball team of Orpheus security 

who guarded the perimeter. These young recruits, so unlike the gentle Abdul of my 

hospital days, wore peak caps with Orpheus boldly printed on the band. Their coats were 

made from the same material, a blue tracksuit weave with three white stripes running 

across their rounded shoulders and down their arms. They were Day-Glo ready, silver 

tracked and athletic. In fact it appeared Orpheus had been recruiting around the gyms, 

realigning failed boxing careers, assimilating used-up Rugby contracts, disentangling the 

life prospects of overgrown personal trainers with a taste for attitude. They were beefy 

and burly, and you sensed immediately they were compensating for a lack of experience 

and an absence of crowd control theory and technique. You sensed also that in some of 

the members the uniform they wore was an attempt to invert a falling barometer of 
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personal worth. If things were going to get out of control they would be the cause, these 

iron bar and dumb-bell warriors, long before any of the youths. In fact, the alternative 

street guests hemmed out by the guards retained some artistic intent. They tooted horns 

and tapped on bongos while the majority of the crowd were continually involved in 

passing over their heads a giant stuffed patchwork snake some forty metres in length. 

These distractions maintained a sense of humour among an otherwise disappointed and 

possibly angry crowd. The street was passable with caution, the crowd spilling into a 

third of it. The protestors anticipated the new government and mingled on the streets for 

the last time before a more reductive political space, and a drier and more sanitized air 

descended upon them. Rightfully the cloth-work serpent passed over their heads in a final 

act of creation.  

 

I left the restaurant in a hurry and instantly lost my footing. My boots rolled forward on 

tiny wheels, ice smooth on the pebbled concrete. Falling backwards, I alerted Grovely 

and Brooke who suddenly broke into tiny uncertain dance steps. The path was covered in 

pasta, the cause of which we were about to witness.  

 

In front of us a taxi came to a halt. A suited gentleman slipped from the back seat and his 

partner followed. She was dressed in a pink dinner dress, bat wings of translucent cloth 

rose on the breeze. The couple stood for a moment adjusting their clothing, gathering 

their focus before they turned towards the restaurant entrance. The crowd evoked a sense 

of adventure in the couple though they didn’t generally approve of street protests. There 
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was something destitute in a crowd of students. It lacked self-discipline and smelt of 

anarchy. They stood there and assessed these factors with a cold stare. 

 

It came like hail, stinging the couple’s body from both sides. It arrived in exploding 

fistfuls. The woman tried to protect her bare flesh and raised her arm to protect her face. 

The gentleman shielded the back of his neck as though he was fleeing a nesting magpie. 

The pasta throwers, who kept moving and finding breaches in the security wall, reached 

into calico bags and pelted the couples’ retreat. It explained the sound of hail earlier, the 

nails falling into a bucket. It was stray pasta hitting the windows. 

 

To stay within throwing range a youth broke the cordon and took a number of sliding 

steps like a shot-putter preparing to throw his final volley of pasta. Snapped from both 

sides, he was hit simultaneously by two security officers. The tackle displayed a certain 

technical brilliance, shoulder-hit and leg-drive that lifted the youth before he crashed 

under the officers’ weight. The two guards climbed to their knees, the one with the 

hooked nose and the empty stare, a vague perpetual concussion as though violence was 

an automatic response like blinking or yawning, grabbed the youth by the back of the 

neck.  

 

The other officer rested his elbow and applied his body weight to the small of the youth’s 

back. In one hand he carried a communication device, a walkie-talkie with an aerial like a 

small black tail. He still wore sunglasses, a handsome face that a casting editor might 

choose for the role of a fighter pilot or quarterback. There was just a problem with the 
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lips. He knew I didn’t approve and he was about to show me a thing or two. Yeah, the 

lips knew about cruel. He could do cruel and he was about to demonstrate how. 

 

Using the walkie-talkie he ground it into the youth’s face, then two short upper-cuts while 

he preserved the same camera-conscious stare. 

 

‘Did you get him?’ Leonard whispered.  

 

As the youth fell forward he grasped a third member of the security team by the coat. The 

third guard, unlike his colleagues, wore a blue Timberland sweatshirt. The youth’s grip 

furrowed and creased the fabric, pulling the words printed below the logo into an 

unfathomable anagram. The youth’s head was now being savagely thrust towards the 

concrete path. His outstretched arm contained the strength and tension he required for 

balance. The third officer carried a baton, long as a baseball bat but thinner and more 

evenly-hewed. Glancing down at the exposed arm, he seemed to aim just above the 

elbow. On the back-swing, his left arm straightened until the wrists were level with the 

shoulders as you do with a golf swing. He transferred his weight to the left leg, tension in 

the knees, and swung. The crack, a resonating bone echo, rang out. The youth 

momentarily pushed free in a scream of abuse and pain. But slumped back under the 

weight like some gigantic cushion over which the three officers were struggling to kneel 

on. 
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The head of the patchwork snake, its body looping and coiling above the crowd, arrived 

on its peregrinations at the edge of the cordon. Its bike-reflector eyes glowed red, its 

stuffed serpent’s head and stitched smile appeared as impotent as anybody else to avert 

the beating of the teenager.  

 

The two tones of pebble set in concentric bands on the footpath was an international style 

that linked this act of violence to a thousand others from Tel Aviv to Washington. It was 

a fashion piece of street décor that accepted the youth’s blood in the same way time 

enters the stained glass of a chapel window.  

 

There was a hiss of combustion, and a skyrocket launched from the edge of the road 

arced into the grey illumination. A single red star burned earthward, snuffed out 

somewhere above the park. This short crimson flare was isolated and poignant as a tear. 

The gunpowder smoke drifted over the heads.   

 

There was somebody moving in the crowd. She knew how to avoid my gaze. When I 

looked more closely she seemed to move with the general agitation. It was the intuition of 

being watched that I registered. It was a mutual feeling of interest. Whoever it was kept 

breaking the flow of my concentration, holding me to them for a second and then letting 

me go.  

 

Grovely, in pasta-stomping strides, approached the centre of the melee. He walked with 

the air of an elderly lawyer who is in the process of recovering a client who has fallen 
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down the stairs of the Supreme Court in a media scrum. ‘Who’s in charge?’ he asked. 

Then stooping slightly, so that he was almost in the ear of the hooked-nose officer, he 

asked again. ‘Who’s in charge of this riff-raff? Is it you, Bozo, or the geek with the 

sunglasses?’ 

 

The glue that held the pack together melted. One by one the officers stood and stared at 

Grovely.  

 

‘Who are you calling Bozo?’ The officer looked slightly drugged, a calming medication 

that was reaching dangerously the end of its duration.  

 

Grovely wasn’t bothered. ‘Orpheus is suppose to rescue people from Hell,’ Grovely said. 

‘You’re suppose to be able to charm wild beasts, not put them to the sword. You’re 

supposed to enchant us with your music. That’s what this’s about.’ He tapped the harp 

logo on Bozo’s chest, teacher-pokes of belittling accusation. ‘You’re supposed to suspend 

the torments of the damned by singing and dancing. Not thumping young kids who’ve 

come out for a bit of fun.’ While the irony was wasted, the threat of intelligence disarmed 

the security group completely. 

 

‘I want to go home,’ Grovely said as he straightened. He looked tired, emotionally 

drained and in need of a reviving drink. ‘But you’re standing in my way.’ 
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The youth had retreated groggily, embraced by sympathetic and indignant supporters in 

the crowd.  

 

Some members of the protest had made the connection. They knew who I was. However, 

they remained puzzled also. Their stray comments and sympathetic smiles offered me a 

chance to escape. They thought I was being held against my will. They were willing to 

provide refuge and smuggle me away from the grasp of the suit-coated Titan and his 

hooker. A woman in a massive tangle of black-poodle curls and a Get Fucked Often T-

shirt continued to gesture, moving through the crowd, trying to assure my getaway. ‘I’m 

cool,’ I replied. ‘I’ve got everything under control. Thanks, though. Thanks for your 

support.’  

 

The lips of the guard with the sunglasses went strangely awry. He deliberately stepped 

forward into Grovely’s path. ‘You asked to speak to the officer-in-charge. It’s me. Now 

sir, I want you to answer a question for me.’  

 

He fed some inner prejudice – maybe it was Grovely’s weight or his shabby attire or his 

intellectual lilt of voice – he fed the prejudice and it drained much of the ruddy 

complexion the exertion had caused. It was a look that played hard on the evidence of 

fine balances. Grovely exuded considerable power, and displayed the deportment of high 

office. That much was the challenge. But the guard also recognized me, pinned me to the 

corkboard of current events as you might a mug-shot during an investigation. ‘Is Mr 

Skulks traveling with you, sir?’ 
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‘What does it matter to you. I’m tired and keen to get home.’ Grovely, careful not to raise 

an arm, tried to step around the officer but failed to negotiate his neat side-step.  

 

‘I think, Mr Skulks should come with us. I fear for his personal safety. We will escort 

him to wherever he needs to go.’  

 

Those in the front line of the cordon heard this. They were waving, falling in front of my 

gaze like fans might in front of the TV cameras at a football match. Others offered warm 

encouragement. ‘Stare ‘em out, Skulksy,’ somebody yelled, a woman in a leather jacket. 

‘Don’t let the Government get inside your head, Skulksy. Tell ‘em to make their own 

video.’ 

 

‘I don’t know who you are,’ Grovely said, eye-fixing the guard. ‘But you impress me 

very little.’ He was irritated and spoke without enthusiasm. ‘Now step out of my way.’ 

 

‘I have every reason to contain you here under the Property Protection Act. We’ve been 

officially employed and registered to manage the security of this restaurant.’ 

 

‘Don’t quote me chapter and verse, I wrote the bloody thing. It’s a pathetic piece of 

legislation to appease a paranoid minister freaked-out by a growing sense of cretinism in 

the community. You’d do well to get a bit of training yourself. Public Relations. Urban 

logistics.’ 
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There was a burn-out somewhere along the optic track. A painful overloading of the 

psychoclip that in turn fused my brain with random photons and chemical charges. The 

split-second images I saw were graphic and arcane, an immense detail of skin texture and 

hair ruffle. It was an eye-twinging flash of lightning so close you felt the percussion 

ruffle your eyelashes. The block of flats opposite, the crowd vista, heads and shoulders 

that lurked in partial shadow, an urban nocturnal mist of street lights and air-spore were 

bathed in a flash of atomic scrutiny, a unique appraisal of such clarity you felt bonded in 

a more intimate way with whoever you saw under the canopy of the one light. You saw 

scarf-fur and earring-twinkle and chin-shadow cast across breasts. There were shapely 

legs below shifts, skin-shine, and the extraordinary red glow of the snake-eye held above 

the crowd. For a moment everybody was linked in the flash of lightning. And then the 

sudden, thrilling rush back into darkness where things remain changed forever.  

 

The thunder rolled around us and through us, bringing a gasp and a cheer from the crowd. 

 

The rain was only moments away.  

 

The officer stepped aside. The crowd parted and slapped our backs as we passed, as if 

we’d won the Grand Final. 

 

I allowed Leonard and Brooke to walk a few metres in front of me. There was a lot to 

catch up on. The crowd was breaking up gradually, sauntering into the adjacent streets or 
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making the track up Brunswick Street to the Valley. Leonard shook off his despondency, 

rested his arm on Brooke’s shoulder, who at first seemed too thin to take its weight, too 

balanced in her stride to be encumbered. The bureaucratic Goliath listened with open ears 

to the gossip that Brooke relayed. She dropped names like a tabloid columnist, the chiefs 

of industry, politicians, visiting diplomats, whole teams of footballers and the odd 

fundamentalist pastor. ‘Beside the pool the other day…’ she would begin. Or, ‘On the 

twenty-fourth floor overlooking Sydney Harbour he propped himself up and said…’ She 

didn’t mock her clients but she didn’t hold back either. ‘I love their money talk,’ she said. 

‘They’re all billionaires in the cot.’ It seemed that prostitutes inspired the talk of great 

deeds. In addition, bought sex appeared to avoid the special provisions of the Privacy 

Act. Brooke freely passed her stories from pillow to pillow like a troubadour, an agent of 

the underground press that escaped libel suites and the terror of corporate blacklists.   

 

‘Martin Gloworth,’ she said. We were entering New Farm Park via an old disused cricket 

field. We climbed slightly towards the raised pitch area. ‘He has invested in Orpheus 

too.’ 

 

‘What is it about private security?’ Grovely asked, innocent as a lamb. ‘The latest luxury 

item, is it? Maybe the paparazzi are to blame. All those photographically-dissected dudes, 

black-suited and in heavy shades, who fringe celebrity the way laurel and ivy once 

fringed Victorian studio portraits. Gentlemen dissected from groin to brow darkening up 

the edges of the shot.’ 

 



 179

‘The Mayor, Julian Sucuteo is in on it too. He loves airports but barely leaves the city. I 

think he likes the uniform of the staff. Or so rumour has it. Even Mathers has been invited 

to join the board of Orpheus. He is generally regarded as a tight-arse and most of the biff 

players in the industry are wary of him. He’s likely to pull his capital out without telling 

anybody. He’s nosey but they can’t afford to have him as an enemy. It’s a well-organized 

operation. Profits to fucking burn since the real-estate boom.’ 

 

Grovely admired her. He possibly loved her still. ‘How well organized?’ he asked.  

 

‘It sounds very organized,’ Brooke replied. ‘They’ve spent a fortune in the new airport 

precinct.’ 

 

‘For what?’ 

 

‘God only knows. The talk of money, you soon realize in this profession, always precedes 

the sex. It’s their entry point into larger mysteries, larger than life. It gets them going. It 

gets them up. The more interest you show the more likely they are capable of doing it.’ 

 

We walked through semi-darkness now, the heady scent of roses triggering nostalgia-

loops between my brain and the psychoclip. Endless summer afternoons of backyard 

cricket, bare feet stained green and the smell of crushed grass released from the sweating 

pores. Imagination and night vision, memory and perception. They mingled, displaced 
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each other, transported me directly elsewhere. And yet I was fully conscious of the hot 

spicy feel of a sub-tropical darkness pressing on all sides.  

 

The flying foxes squabbled in the ancient figs. Was the fracas a result of familial, erotic 

or ambrosia rivalry? Or was their feasting a visitation that dropped out of the night sky 

into our parks and gardens, a savage excess fermented in the sub-tropical heat and 

drained off at nightfall?  

 

The election result was immaterial at that moment. Its obstructions, threats and 

difficulties could wait. There would be scams that followed the new government into 

office like fleas on the back of a monkey. However politics, in the darkness of the park, 

lacked the essential proof of the senses: there was the rain, the grass and dust scents, river 

tang and car exhaust. And existing behind this sensuous data, another presence, the 

formable moment of intense longing, the chest and stomach pain we associate with love. 

The woman observing me in the crowd was somewhere nearby in the park. It was the 

mystery presence that had been with me since the early hours of the morning. Her 

visitation. It unnerved me as much as the bat-squabble in the darkness above me. She left 

trails as she turned in the doorway and walked from the bedroom. Penny Whisper had 

been following me all day, just out of range of normal vision but well within the scope of 

the psychoclip’s radar. 

 

The rain fell heavier now. Leonard and Brooke’s hair flattened against their skulls.  
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What do we know of the future, really? All our dreams of control focus upon it. We 

accept the most extraordinary abuses of power so that hope can be manufactured there. 

We relinquish our personal freedom for the security redeemed in its currency. Everything 

we sacrifice to be less of ourselves is meant to be cashed in there. There is a future’s 

market. However, nobody deals in retrospection. There is no history market on the stock-

exchange. There are no shares offered in hindsight. Nobody bothers to look back much 

either. When we do, our witness is occasional and narcissistic. Instead we build a bridge, 

get over it and move on. 

 

There was a reek of mangroves, the rain disturbing the mud, releasing a fetid element into 

the atmosphere. I had no idea that in the next few weeks I would smell the mud again, 

squelching through it to retrieve Brooke’s murdered body, lying half naked on a nail-bed 

of mangrove roots. What in the character of people portend to the cause and timing of 

their death? Why wasn’t I listening? Why didn’t I note precisely the details of the scam 

Brooke was explaining to Grovely? Leonard would be sacked. There would be a warrant 

out for my arrest. And that I would be literally sinking, up to my knees in rot and stench.  

 

Ж 

 

I waited by the French windows, closed while the storm raged. The penthouse overlooked 

the river, with the houses and apartments opposite, on the far bank, almost obscured in 

the torrential downpour. A lone City-Cat zigzagged from south to north bank, a bracelet 

of lights in the dismal conditions. Inside the penthouse, preparations were taking place. 
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Grovely showered and pranced from room to room. Brooke closed the bathroom door and 

silently proceeded with her final adjustments.  

 

I was detached from the developing party atmosphere in the penthouse. One part of me 

was still roaming in the darkness searching for the rain-sleek figure of Penny Whisper, a 

reconnaissance entirely in the streets of my mind, but a mission that distracted me also, if 

not protected me to some extent, for what I thought I might be asked to witness. 

 

Somebody had come to rest beside the street light outside. I stared down through the 

downpour. There was a path that ran along the river. Against one of the light poles, in the 

full cone of illumination, she was standing. She was casually staring back at me, her 

close-cropped hair flattened against her skull, her leather jacket zipped to the neck. Her 

patience and nonchalance flattered me. She was willing to wait however long it took. Her 

confidence inspired me and appealed to a sense of duty I rarely displayed. I was always 

the dysfunctional agnostic who regarded overt expressions of trust as the first grip of 

control sinking its claws into my flesh. She looked up again and acknowledged me at the 

window with a raised hand. The breeze tossed around the individual pellets of rain as 

they passed the glow of the window. I felt a need to be similarly thrown about, to 

discover a sense of floating in my falling.  

 

Grovely stood in the kitchen in a navy blue robe, searching for matches. He went to the 

fridge and took out a bottle of champagne, then unlocked a cabinet from a ring of keys he 

carried in his robe pocket. He selected the flutes and crystal liqueur glasses. And locked 
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up behind him. He was whistling and playing air-guitar against the side of the frosted 

bottle. He disappeared. The building crackled. Thunder erupted. More crackle. More 

thunder and then a voice, a husky Patti Smith of a voice, youth still alive in its range. 

 

‘Toxoplasma,’ he yelled from the other room. ‘The best and only of.’ 

 

The penthouse rocked with sound. Grovely reappeared, the branches of the candle holder 

extending beyond the width of his body. He held it at arm’s length, his moist eyes a 

flicker. He was an unforgettable Dionysus. His hair remained disheveled from his 

shower, his body approaching the female form with its roundness and softness. He was 

the god of tragic art whose languid countenance and easy attitude appreciated his whore’s 

cliché and the remnants of her musical career. The big man was happy to be home, 

stripped and ready for pleasure.  

 

Then Brooke made her entrance from the bathroom down the hall. Her lingerie was the 

cat’s cradle of underwear, the criss-crossed patterns that attract fingers to slide beneath 

and over. The classic black stockings and suspenders, girdled-up with black twanging 

elastic that pressed the flesh. Her breasts were less restrained. The scalloped bra pushed 

the curved flesh to overflowing, a candle-lit hemisphere of polished skin. She appeared 

taller and lighter, and strutted like a maenad painted on some plinth, loose as the wind. 

Her thighs were an anatomical model of muscle-bulge and bunch, gym-fit, her buttocks 

tight as sandbags. She entered singing, her voice barely audible over the recorded version 

of herself blasting through the ceiling speakers.  
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On her left shoulder, Astro Boy raised his fist to the heavens, a neat tattoo in black and 

red. 

 

Grovely watched her dance. The past rarely catches fire again. But it did on this occasion 

for him. Toxoplasma was reborn in Grovely’s eyes. This was a double-whammy: hired 

sex that brought back your only lover. Two private worlds merged. Grovely apparently 

redeemed. It was something to relish and cherish for the bizarre extremes it embellished. 

He played air-guitar and she danced upon the tiles. 

 

The tanned ridge of surgery was almost concealed, stomach-tucks and a breast-job of 

perky construction. The signs of aging and the tell-tale character it brought with it were 

postponed by an ever-tightening, ever-reducing surface area of skin. I watched her dance, 

and in her languid movements a sadness was being coaxed into the room, an appointment 

with the end zone to which she was slowly moving.  

 

Grovely popped the champagne. He had been observing me watching his lover and 

wanted to dispel whatever he saw in my face. He offered me a glass where I stood at the 

window but I declined.  

 

I sat in the shadows of the bedroom on a pile of cushions hastily arranged to provide a 

vantage point of their erotic encounter. I shared the space with a Balinese cabinet 

designed to fit neatly into the corner. On the polished top sat a brass Buddha. The cabinet 
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was full of Hindu and Buddhist figurines in wood, clay and metal. There were cast-iron 

gods, pewter monsters, silver and brass deity. There was a collection of elephants and 

monkeys too. I tried to open the cabinet but it was locked. I wanted to rub their surfaces 

for luck. One copper god seemed to wave back with a multiple span of hands, an 

electronic flash portrait where the gods play tennis and their arms wheel around them in 

perfectly-calibrated periods of time.  

 

Maybe I was just another curio among many Grovely had collected over the years. I was 

determined, though, not to allow the evening to turn back on itself in disgust or self-

recrimination. I tried to maintain the tempered confidence and dignity of an invited guest. 

But my overloaded psychoclip was over-stimulated by the ornaments in the room. 

Grovely’s shrine was a mumbo-gumbo of transcendental categories that enlisted the help 

of all the major religions and the supernatural influences of four continents. All those 

little eyes keeping watch over his bed. He obviously required somebody or something to 

protect him while he slept. Was this a man who felt at ease with his political destiny or 

one, through guilt, who was plagued by superstitions? Presumably, I concluded, he was 

somebody who expected in a cautious way to be murdered in his sleep. Grovely was 

acutely aware of revenge. He had dumped on others and expected the shit sooner or later 

to be tipped back on him. 

 

I was mistaken though. I wasn’t some deity of supernatural intention, but a camera. I was 

the peephole video the pervert installs in the ceiling over the double bed, or conceals in 
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the locker room. I was to catch the out-of-body experience Grovely forewent to be part of 

the action. He wanted to eat his cake and observe it being eaten at the same time. 

 

I was in the corner, my back up against the wall, sitting on a midden of cushions. Then 

there was the bed and a jumble of pillows and a faldstool Grovely had purchased from a 

local market. The faldstool had been recently restored, the kneeling pad renovated with a 

strip of bright red leather and shiny brass buttons.  

 

The candles erased the imperfections from the carpet and the walls. It waxed the lover’s 

skin.  

 

‘What do you want me to do?’ I spoke from the corner like some Bedouin 

communicating just inside the tent flap. 

 

‘Just watch,’ Grovely stated quickly and precisely. He was careful not to imply 

something unintended. ‘Keep your eyes on Brooke, observe her closely. What I want to 

preserve more than anything else is the semblance of art that hangs around pornography 

like a mist.’ 

 

‘So we’re making a porn film, are we?’ 

 

‘Don’t be like that,’ Grovely snapped. ‘Nearly all creative work today requires 

collaboration. Andy Warhol got it right with his Factory. You mix, you mingle, and you 
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open your work up to peer review. You don’t bury yourself away anymore, Skulks. You 

create in the open.’ 

 

‘Well, why aren’t we fucking in the park, then?’ 

 

 Grovely embraced Brooke encircled her with the drooping hams of his upper arms. She 

eventually squirmed free and invited him to sit on the bed. ‘Take a seat, my Samurai.’ 

She removed his navy cloak and revealed his g-string, a snippet of the Union Jack tightly 

pressed against his balls. ‘Are you serious, Leonard? I thought you were a republican.’ 

 

‘My head is,’ he said. ‘But my block and tackle thinks it’s English.’ 

 

‘What? Responds to Queens?’ she said without smiling. 

 

‘It responds to all manner of things. Now, come and tell how the Minister for the 

Environment fucked you.’ 

 

‘He wasn’t as slick as you might think. He wants to retire in Italy, you know. Loves his 

food. Loves his wine and claims Tuscany is a slice of South Australia without the two 

thousand year history.’ She kneed the big man’s balls through the fabric while she spoke. 

They’d both taken some sort of narcotic in the kitchen. Grovely smiled without focus, an 

invisible airbrush filling in the gritty imperfections and pores and blending the rhetoric, 
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shaving away its practical purposes until it was all one long sonorous code of well-being 

and renewal.  

 

‘Take one of these,’ she said. ‘It’ll strengthen you.’  

 

And he licked the white tablet from the palm of her hand like a cat. He kept licking. The 

oral stimulation proceeded up her arms and across her shoulders. Arriving at her breasts, 

he tongued with a nod of his head like a dog licking ice-cream from the pavement.  

 

Despite Grovely and Brooke’s honest attempts at arousal, I wasn’t in it. Their contrails 

were a smudge of rainbow flares. I wanted out. There was no curiosity left in it for me. I 

was feeling unduly claustrophobic.  

 

There was another smell in the room now. It was different from the cologne and perfume, 

the candle wax, the wood of the cabinet and the underlay of the carpet, the trapped eddies 

and lost atoms that wander in an airless room. It was an addition to the other more 

intimate smells of sweat and secretion, the pubic sulfurs. It was the stench of exploitation. 

It was the sour fumes of the trapped body going through the motions out of fear of 

deprivation or violence. 

 

Somebody entered the apartment. The candles leaned to one side and those closest to the 

door were extinguished. Grovely was almost entirely out of breath. Brooke knelt on the 

faldstool, her back to her client, choking back a spasm of yawning. She screwed up her 
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face into a paper ball, relaxed, yawned again and tried to rub out the creases. Another 

candle snuffed out on an additional breath of wind.   

 

The draft that entered the building pushed into each room a pleasant smell of damp leaf 

mould and turned earth. Somebody had entered the penthouse and had laid something 

quietly on the dining-room table. I was excited by the expectation of seeing her again. 

She couldn’t wait any longer, nor could I. I had to go to her now. I uncurled my legs, 

stretched quietly and stood. 

 

Grovely teetered on the exposed ridge of sexual arousal. The summit was within sight, 

however the slightest disturbance could see him at the bottom of the hill again, cursed 

like Sisyphus. He was shiny as a toffee-apple, breathless, obviously fatigued. Brooke 

appeared battered now, a fighter in the twelfth round unable to hold the weight of her 

opponent in the clinches.   

 

‘Where the fuck are you going?’ he asked, with a pointed degree of malice. The magic 

spell was broken. The door of his unconscious clicked shut and the fantasy evaporated. 

His face was left haunted in a tired grimace. In a weird act of identification, I felt sorry 

I’d ruined his fun.   

 

‘I’ve had enough,’ I said. He was nudging Brooke with less and less conviction.  
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‘Turn it up, Skulks. Your head’s full of espionage. You’ve got a brief but corrupt movie 

stored up there.’ He tapped the side of his head. ‘You’ve ridden in the limousine. You’ve 

watched mysterious packages arrive by boat. Did you think I’d let you walk out of here 

without clearing your mind? I can’t let you go, mate, until we’ve done the business.’  

 

‘What business?’ I knew he couldn’t restrain me but I feared being trapped inside by the 

key-card security system. If Penny could get in, there would be a way out. I stepped 

towards the door. 

 

‘You’ve seen too much, Skulks. It makes a man ill at ease. You’ve got to take the burden 

off. You’ve got to download it. You’ve got to put the burden somewhere else. If you 

don’t, you could find yourself in the river. Listen to reason, hey?’ 

 

‘Penny will have the answers.’ 

 

‘Penny-bloody-who?’ 

 

‘Penny Whisper.’ 

 

‘She’s completely outside the loop. She’s a journo, Skulks. She runs some frivolous 

reality TV program. She has no contact in government and from what Brooke said earlier 

tonight her marriage is on the rocks. You don’t seem to realize. The government lost the 
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election tonight. It was a referendum, simply put: Kill Skulks or Not. And unfortunately, 

we lost. Can you go and sit down over there, so I can finish what I started?’ 

 

‘She’s in the kitchen,’ I said. I tried to step around the faldstool and noticed one of 

Brooke’s eyes had closed. She looked up at me like some horrendous infant inflicted with 

‘lazy eye’. 

 

‘In the kitchen. You mean now?’ 

 

‘Now.’ I squeezed past them and strode down the plush carpet. I turned under the arch 

that led to the dining room.  

 

Sitting at the dining-room table, a laptop open at his fingertips, was Dr Grail.  

 

‘How you’re doing, Mr Skulks? I presume you’ve come for your download. Pity about 

the election result.’ He spoke without looking up. He was dressed immaculately in a dark 

suit and white shirt as if he’d come straight from dinner. ‘But all isn’t lost. Grovely has a 

few trumps up his sleeve, yet. You don’t lose control of Cabinet overnight. Come and 

join me and I’ll show you what we’re going to do.’  

 

From behind me his voice came. ‘I want you to record everything he has seen, Doctor. I 

want a copy left on disc with me tonight and then I want any remaining copies destroyed. 

There will be nothing left in the bin for Bornchef,’ Grovely ordered. He deposited 
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himself at the end of the dining room table, his blue toweling robe neatly tied, the lapels 

formally creased. He’d combed his thinning hair, doused himself in cologne and poured 

himself a Scotch – all in super-quick time. The air was misty between us, as if the fizz of 

sex and the spume of gossip, touching the cooler hours of the morning, had condensed 

into a fog.  

 

I was aware of the jack in my temple and the lead running along the table and entering 

the back of Dr Grail’s laptop. The disappointment of finding Dr Grail in the kitchen 

instead of Penny had a deleterious effect that sapped my morale. It was a level of 

dependency that almost removed the necessity of speech. My arms felt heavy, my eyes 

swollen, my tongue dry and sticky.  

 

‘Leonard, rest assured, it will be as simple as downloading a file.’ Grail’s face was bathed 

in the blue glow of the monitor. The moist but stubble-darkened skin had the sheen of an 

ice rink. He keyed in some instructions. He concentrated intensely, as if he wished to 

shield the spying intention of Grovely, head-cocked to one side trying to gain a glimpse 

of the screen by mental effort alone. 

 

The punctuation of Dr Grail’s fingertips against the keys left corresponding separations 

and adjournments within my own thought. Nerve-tingling sensations, static electricity 

storms behind my eyes, across my cheek and through the tiny muscles of my brow, 

irritated more than pained me. I anticipated each tap of the keys and resented the 
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intrusion upon my senses. I was being brain-tapped. The knock-knock, knock-knock of 

other people’s intentions. I felt myself close to passing out. 

 

Grovely raised his glass and sipped. ‘This is the real buzz. Waiting to see what he has 

recorded.’ And noticing my state of consciousness, he added: ‘You’ll be feeling better in 

the hour, Lee. Dr Grail, here, will drain off all that memory and you can start afresh, hey. 

Maybe with a bit of practice you could turn it into an art form.’ 

 

Grovely spoke like the true insomniac who finds a second wind in the early hours of the 

morning. He looked alive and spoke with extreme clarity and renewed vigour. He was a 

touch impatient, though, and continually glanced at the screen waiting for Dr Grail to 

establish a connection between the psychoclip and the laptop.   

 

‘Maybe I don’t want to share my thoughts?’ I was surprised by the fact my speech was 

slurred. The laptop connection interfered with the muscles in my mouth, or better, the 

muscle memory in my mouth. I was thinking okay, but I couldn’t remember exactly how 

to align my lips and tongue. 

 

‘What was that, Skulks?’ Grovely was taking more than a technical interest; there was 

something analytic in his reception of my fate. From my point of view the download 

represented a mild but significant form of torture.  
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I had to choose my words slowly and simply. To slur was obvious loss of control. ‘The 

government is fucking with me. I’ve got no privacy any more.’ My speech was slow and 

groggy. 

 

‘Nobody can make you look at anything you don’t want to,’ Grovely chuckled. He liked 

the dismantling of moral maxims. ‘No, seriously, you have to see this obvious intrusion 

as the glass half full. Treat it as a gift. You’re a performance artist, Skulks. You are at the 

intersection of two indispensable impulses in our community: the electronic technology 

of the camera and the remodeling of the human body through surgery.’ 

 

‘I want a job,’ I stumbled to speak. ‘And I want to have a normal relationship with a 

partner when she comes along.’  

 

At that moment I wished to lash out and push everything back out of my face. I wanted to 

stand up and go to the window. All day I’d had the feeling of being within touching 

distance of a premonition. She had been, hadn’t she, beside my bed that morning, 

walking back through the house creating a spindrift of emerald that hung in the air? 

About this time yesterday, it was. She was in the crowd outside the restaurant too, and 

she was somewhere down along the bike track now. I’d seen the contrails fraying into 

whips on the breeze. The nebulous presence of Penny Whisper. 

 

Dr Grail sighed and sighed again. He twiddled the mouse. Lifted it from the pad and 

checked the laser beam inside it. He keyed in again. ‘I don’t know how to say this, Mr 
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Grovely.’ He didn’t raise his head and continued to search through the electronic forest 

for a path to the witch’s door. 

 

‘Don’t tell me you’ve fucked-up again.’ Grovely slid the glass he was holding across the 

table top so that it collided with the laptop. It rolled on its side, the ice within tumbling 

into Dr Grail’s lap where he brushed it to the floor without taking his eyes off the screen. 

I tensed in anticipation of further acts of disappointment and anger.   

 

Dr Grail took the cue, pushed back the chair and lifted his open hands in apology.  

 

‘Bornchef, she’s locked the program up. Talk about fire-walls. She’s set it up in such a 

way that it’s recorded information from my own computer to identify whose tampering 

with it.’ 

 

‘Come off it, Grail. How can an army psychiatrist outsmart a whole bloody government 

department? You tell me how. Any way, she’s sacked. She can’t be trusted, not in the 

new environment anyway.’ He reached out and plucked a piece of ice from the table and 

sucked it. ‘I want the information on that clip and I want it now.’ 

 

‘I can’t get it.’ Grail twiddled with the mouse and kept his eyes glued to the screen. It was 

obvious he’d lost the quarry sometime before and was trekking home along a data path of 

little consequence to avoid contact with Grovely’s imposing menace.  
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‘Don’t give me that shit, Grail. Ring somebody if you need to. But I want that download 

now.’ 

 

Grail and Grovely argued, Grovely stomping around the living room, Grail going through 

the motions keying in alternative commands but to no avail. 

 

Brain storm warning. Violent winds, possible hail. Secure your bearings. Head for a bed. 

Lie down. I apprehended something internal, a thermostatic warning of information burn-

out. My brain threatened to rupture. Bodies fill up with blood, minds fill up with data. 

They apply the same pressure to the nervous system. You feel as if your head is about to 

explode. 

 

I stood up and walked towards the door. The laptop pulled askew by the lead was still 

attached to my temple. The laptop suspended for a second, off the table, before crashing 

to the floor. The jack was free and so was I. I was unsteady. The entrance to the hall was 

at the other end of the room. I staggered uphill. Grovely was shouting. He lurched into 

my view. His robe had opened slightly and his chest fat collided with my elbow. I pressed 

against the nylon thread of his chest carpet. He screamed for me to stay. 

 

‘Give me time,’ I think he was saying. Or, ‘You can stay, it’s fine.’  

 

He pleaded with me and stuck his melon head in my line of sight. There was a scuffle. He 

fell aside.  
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In the lobby there were signs of Penny. Webs of light, slowly rotating, twinkling, the 

space veined with emerald refraction. They were body-heat messages, salient flourishes 

of script drawn off her skin by the cooler shifts of air. I was forced into another scuffle. 

Grovely embraced me from behind.  

 

‘You can’t leave,’ he screamed. ‘There’s enough evidence inside your head to indict me a 

thousand times.’ 

 

I turned and grabbed him by the throat, and pinned him beside a watercolour painting 

decorating the lobby wall. It made quite a scene: two carnations and a beetroot being 

manhandled. The lift arrived and the doors opened. I gave him one almighty shove and he 

capsized, lurched to one side and sank to the floor. The lift door closed and Grovely was 

framed. It was an ever-reducing portrait; instead of some young herdsman inclining on a 

grassy knoll watching over his flock, there was Grovely, arse-ended, his blue toweling 

robe riding up over his great thighs, his block and tackle exposed, his head and shoulders 

somewhere on the other side of the rise formed by the small hill of his chest.  

 

The lift descended and the corresponding tide of nausea continued to rise. I stumbled out 

of the lift. I entered the lobby and slumped to my knees and started vomiting. Slugs of 

half-digested pasta fell limply to the tiles. I crawled across the floor. Penny Whisper 

stood on the other side of the glass, plastic slick, dressed in black. I couldn’t stand to 

greet her. The best I could do was smile.  
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‘Can’t do it,’ I muttered. I tried again but couldn’t find the release button.  

 

She weighed up the situation and took a security card from her jeans. She swiped the 

doors open and helped me to my feet. The river tang invaded my nostrils and I prepared 

to vomit a second time. 

 

Ж 

 

Bornchef finished what she needed to do and removed the jack from its casing. I lay on 

her surgery bed. She sat at a table two or three metres to my right where she leaned over a 

keyboard, the flat screen in front of her attached to the wall. Penny Whisper stood, 

leaning over her shoulder, following the events in the foggy pool of light. 

 

Penny glanced across and noticed I’d woken. ‘Are you feeling better, Lee?’ Her nose 

twitched with irony.  

 

‘How sick was I?’ 

 

‘Put it this way, you’ve ruined my Doc Martens.’  
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Bornchef spoke in baritone. ‘Don’t get up. The download is complete. The day vision is 

good. The quality is no better than a surveillance camera, though. But it is recognizable. 

It meets legal requirements.’ 

 

I tried to lift my head, but it detonated an underground missile test inside my brain. There 

was a bright flash, and I pained with eye-twinge and back spasms. My mouth was so 

dried my tongue threatened to choke me. But the real devastation was on an emotional 

plane. It was a vast and frozen tundra where, when I closed my eyes, I was forced 

immediately to lower my head. 

 

‘What about the night vision?’ I asked. I opened one eye. Bornchef was staring at the 

screen. Her coarse hair was screwed into a bun, her grey suit firm across her breasts, her 

attention deeply focused. I was somewhere in her surgery, I imagined. She sat at a 

worktable surrounded by a scanner, a printer, a computer tower and a telephone. The 

screen in front of her illuminated her features in a soft grey light. 

 

‘What was the quality of the night vision?’ I repeated. 

 

She raised her hand indicating a moment’s silence while she proceeded keying with the 

other hand. She turned to me. ‘I’ve only got one question on this occasion. Was that 

Leonard Grovely’s limousine you were traveling in?’ 
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I closed both eyes. How was I to play this? You don’t bite the hand that feeds you. You 

don’t offer information to the authorities that they can find out themselves if they want to. 

You just don’t cooperate in interrogations.  

 

‘I remind you, Mr Skulks, your silence will be taken as an admission of guilt. Your lack 

of cooperation will signal the need for me to immediately report to the Minister for 

Protective Services. A negative report, I stress, will lead immediately to a summons for 

your arrest. And that means prison, Mr Skulks. Back where it all began. I’ll ask again: 

Were you in the company of Leonard Grovely when he received that package from the 

young man in the canoe?’ 

 

‘Surf-ski,’ I corrected. 

 

‘I wouldn’t be pedantic, Mr Skulks.’ 

 

‘Yes, I was.’  

 

She made no mention of what went on in Grovely’s apartment in the evening. This I 

attributed to the fact that my psychoclip performed poorly at night. The less she said the 

more I thought she knew. I didn’t know how well the psychoclip recorded. I was yet to 

see footage of my eyes in action. I was yet to view the documentary I’d created. The Life 

and Times of Lee Skulks. Anyway, I’d said three words too many, the implication of 

which would play out in the following months with catastrophic circumstances.  
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Twelve Steps of Separation 

 

The boat punched into the swell. Penny sat at the front, her legs concealed by the crab-

pots neatly stacked on each other. Her back was turned to the waves that were lifted and 

shortened by the series of sandbanks at the mouth of the channel. She clung firmly to the 

sides of the boat in anticipation of each thump as we chopped into the fifteen-knot 

southeasterly. She smiled, her eyes hidden behind sunglasses. The spume cast by the 

bow, provided her momentarily with angel wings, a slick, crafty angel who despite her 

high-profile TV career found adventure in the simple exploits of a tinnie negotiating a 

white capped sea, the tide running against the wind. 

 

It was our first date really. The boat turned up unexpectedly. Somebody in the main bar 

of the Nudgee Beach Hotel – a barrel of a man, short pink arms covered in sandy-

coloured hair, blue singlet, trousers stained with soil, he ran an earth-moving business – 

asked me whether I was interested in buying a boat.  

 

‘If it’s under ten thousand dollars I might be interested.’  

 

I could see the shock in his Adam’s apple, the way it suddenly contracted. Strangers 

never exchanged those sorts of sums of money unless they were bullshitting. He leaned 

on his elbows, tipped back the amber fluid, burped and readjusted his gut, picked it up 

like the overburden of a pregnant woman and laid it slightly to one side as if it was a 
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boulder unearthed by a bobcat. Now his stomach was out of the way he could get down to 

serious business.  

 

‘What were you expecting to buy?’ He picked up his glass and tried to cover the sly 

mood twitching at the corner of his lips.  

 

‘I wasn’t expecting to buy anything,’ I said. There was a fine dust clinging to the hairs of 

his arms. His cap had left a chafe mark across his forehead; the skin of his neck was dry 

and criss-crossed like dehydrated clay. He leveled the bar-top with his hands, 

straightened the bar towel as though he was laying turf. He looked at me, summed me up 

and prepared to do business. 

 

‘You mentioned the boat. Have you got one to sell or not?’ I said. The onus fell on me to 

start things up again.  

 

‘I like fishing,’ he said. He suspected something but decided to relent. He didn’t want to 

struggle with a burden he couldn’t quite isolate. ‘Can I buy you a beer?’  

 

I nodded.  

 

The bar was practically empty but it would fill up quickly once the four o’clock knock-

off came round. Workers heading north would duck in from the Gateway Arterial, 
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tradesmen’s hours, knock back a couple before six and hope they avoided the RBT bus 

on the way home.  

 

‘I don’t have time anymore. I used to throw a line in once a week. But since the building 

boom it sits in the backyard. I’ve covered it with a silver tarpaulin to keep out the heat 

and leaves. What were you thinking of buying?’ 

 

‘I didn’t give it much thought until you mentioned it.’  

 

He didn’t like this. It was too random. It was too loose. He liked things to be on the level. 

Predictable. He liked to carve out a deal the way a backhoe carved into moist soil.  

 

‘You mentioned ten thousand dollars. Surely you had something in mind?’ He gulped 

back his beer in anticipation. 

 

‘The outer limit,’ I said. ‘It is the extent of my bank account. You have to live within 

your means. Too many people live on the edge these days, consuming just beyond their 

income. I don’t know whether it’s tension or fantasy, they’re after.’ They were words that 

just came to me from no apparent experience, words just hanging around in the air like a 

virus you breath in. 

 

He liked this. The deal was back on. He liked to do business in stages, in strategic moves, 

gently progressing towards an outcome. ‘We’re talking, anyway. No deal yet but we’re 
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talking. You have your restraints and I’ve got me wife.’ He liked the joke, as much for its 

family tone as its business principles.  

 

The corner of the pub we sat in was packed with gaming machines. It was a real 

Aladdin’s cave that cast an orange light on the carpet and the mirrored-back of the bar. 

Gambling, I’d been surrounded by it as a kid. The strappers, Kinnane and his mates, 

taking their labouring wage and halving it each Saturday on horses they practically slept 

with. They were the inside information and they didn’t even know who would win. What 

chance did the normal punter have? And like some inversion of natural forces, those most 

far away from the horses themselves, business men in Sydney and Melbourne, judges 

who looked solemnly from the members’ enclosure, Darwin bookies, they were the real 

players who controlled the fate of who won and who lost. 

 

Some fellow still in his plumber’s grey shirt and shorts offered the machine his loose 

change. He had one small win and that disappeared too eventually, the coins fed and 

button pushed in a stylized exaggeration of the wrist. The nuances of personality when 

the first few rums and coke hit the spot. Then he continued on his way into the toilet. He 

was pissing it all away and he knew it. You could see it in the slump of his shoulders, the 

submission as he leaned against the toilet door and forced it open. 

 

‘Do you want to take a look at the boat?’ He drained the glass, a decisive third of a glass 

sinking into the dust he’d breathed all week. ‘I just live around the corner.’ 
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The outboard gaining purchase in the choppy sea raised the front of the boat ever so 

slightly. It raised Penny above the horizon line, exalted her even further, her beaming 

infectious smile, her eyes lost to me behind her sunglasses but without a hint of 

ambiguity. She’d grown angel wings each time the prow battered into the chop and the 

fine spray of her wings collapsed in the breeze and showered me, a simulated embrace, a 

gossamer that tingled on my face and salted my lips. 

 

‘Hang on,’ I called.  

 

At the mouth of the channel we cut across the direction of the swell and headed for a 

small break in the mangroves on the far side. The waves slapped the boat and I eased 

back the throttle. It was no wider then fifteen metres from bank to bank where we entered 

Jackson’s Creek bound by golden mangroves and casuarinas, she-oaks we called them, 

the witch’s wail, scary trees whose thin jointed leaves combined with the wind to create a 

keening that challenged the sunshine and the openness of broad daylight. Around the next 

bend we were protected from the wind completely. It still bustled though, weeping in the 

canopy above us but mirror-still at water level. The creek narrowed further and the 

mangroves came closer. They reached out to touch us. Penny welcomed their intrusion 

and on the bends allowed the leaves to brush her open palms. She was exhilarated by a 

vista that presented itself in short, dramatic bursts. 

 

Then the creek opened out again. I cut back the throttle as we approached a concrete 

bridge. It remained as sturdy as ever but the road either side of it had been closed for 



 206

some time. The shoulders eroded and weeds and shrubs made further incursions in the 

bitumen, in places cutting it from view. It was once part of the road to Cribb Island, a 

terribly deprived seaside suburb whose history and identity was subsumed in the 

construction of the international airport.  

 

The actual housing development, if you could call it that, was named Jackson’s Estate. In 

1886 James Jackson bought sixty-five acres just north of the mouth of the Brisbane River. 

He grew bananas, watermelons and pineapples; he even constructed his own cannery. 

However on the high tide the road became submerged and goods had to be punted to 

market on a flat-bottomed boat called the Bramble. In 1913 finally James Jackson 

subdivided his land into one hundred and sixty building blocks designed for holiday 

weekenders. By the time I first saw the estate, fishing with Uncle, it was composed of 

tiny, neglected worker’s cottages with rusted car bodies in the backyards that the high 

tide invaded, surrounding some houses in a tidal lake. Scrawny Aboriginal kids and fat, 

sun-speckled white ones would stand around in bare feet, smoking, outside the only store 

that overlooked the bay. Mud caked to their legs, they’d been worming all morning and 

now handed over their catch to the store-keeper for cigarettes. They proudly displayed 

their vermiculate quarry swimming around at the bottom of the plastic bucket, a mass of 

blood-brown tubes squirming in and out of each other.  

 

The shopkeeper sold the worms as bait to the weekend trade. Cribb Island worms – the 

term remained in the annals of fishing long after the community was flattened to make 

way for the airport. A community obliterated overnight. The houses bulldozed into piles 
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of rubble, crushed and flattened, then covered by tons of gravel. Before long there wasn’t 

a sign of its former life, just a tarmac strip installed with landing lights. It was painted 

like a highway to another world.  

 

‘The road to Cribb Island,’ I yelled over the motor. ‘I wonder whether at night the pilots 

see ghosts walking across the runway.’ 

 

‘Ghosts, did you say?’ Penny yelled back. 

 

‘Yeah, across the runway. The souls of Jackson’s Estate. Maybe there are emissions of 

energy that can’t be blown away by the wind. The soil absorbs them. The trauma hangs 

around like marsh gas and eventually enters the water table, a spiritual rust that corrodes 

the very surface of things.’ 

 

‘It would be nice to think they get their own back after all these years.’ Penny cocked her 

head to one side as if she was listening over the outboard for a sound that might confirm 

her hunch.  

 

‘You would think Jackson’s Estate was the end of the line, but they drove them from 

here. To where? God only knows,’ I added.  

 

At that moment I felt the dispossession of the citizens of Jackson’s Estate, the diaspora of 

the poor, in a way I’d never felt until then. Penny’s beauty had evoked a tenderness I 
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associated with my mother. My life’s first upheaval rubbed its jagged plates together 

again and the shock waves of the car accident that wiped out the rest of my family 

pummeled my body. The tremors rippled across time and encompassed the epicentre of 

my heart to shake my foundations again.  

 

Penny took off her sunglasses and looked at me seriously. It was a reappraisal. Was there 

something about my crime she found inconsistent with my sympathy for the lost souls of 

Jackson’s Estate? She didn’t know how closely in my imagination the two events were 

aligned. They were linked by a type of revenge that doesn’t appear on the surface. It is 

deeper than that and organizes you in ways you least expect. One day in a sudden 

cataclysmic shift you find yourself destroying everything you have constructed. You’re 

out of control and you know it but you are also powerless to do anything about it. You are 

both the instrument and victim of an organized reprisal. My crime was like that, so was 

the fate of the citizens of Jackson’s Creek. Settled one day, gone the next. 

 

‘How do the dispossessed get their own back?’ I asked.  

 

I realized then, she was with me all the way. She was adjusting to the mood of the place. 

She pointed to a patch of rose-coloured reeds that grew along the bank.  

 

‘Aren’t they beautiful?’  
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The stems and leaves were dried and crackled in the breeze. Some were bent under their 

own weight. They looked like crooked limbs, the vegetable dance of some tribe come 

down to greet us. 

 

‘Maybe they allow themselves to be sucked through the turbo engines of arriving jets. To 

scare waiting passengers as they taxi back to the terminal,’ I said.  

 

Penny was jubilant. She laughed. I wasn’t sure she heard all I said over the wind. But she 

leaned forward with an outstretched hand to emphasize our new level of intimacy. ‘You 

sort of feel it, don’t you? How history sinks into a place and can’t be entirely washed 

away.’ 

 

‘Or covered up by tons of gravel.’ 

 

It shook firstly the sides of the boat against which my hand rested. A dull base vibration 

that seemed to be coming out of the water or from across the water, something deep in 

the water shuddering to the surface. 

 

‘What’s that?’ Penny asked.  

 

I cut the motor completely. Penny craned her neck, unsure whether it was behind her or 

in front of her. A tearing, an excruciating tearing of wood or was it metal, metal against a 

grinder. There was an explosion, a tangible concussion, a mechanical screaming from the 
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far bank. And then it rose above the casuarinas, clearly visible, a white jet with the word 

Emirates written on the fuselage. It rose quickly, defying gravity, defying the proportion 

you attribute to natural forces. It must have had the mass of an apartment block, tilting its 

head back as if actually straining to gain purchase on the air and to pull itself up, trying to 

pull everything in and up and out of sight. 

 

‘Shit, where did that come from?’ Penny laughed.  

 

The plane climbed higher. There was a logo painted on the side of the plane. It was a sun 

above a smiley face, the sun breaching the horizon. ‘Smile,’ I added.  

 

‘Why? You’re filming me, are you?’ 

 

‘Every gesture,’ I said. ‘Is on the record. But the plane.’ 

 

‘They probably can see us.’ 

 

‘No, I mean the side. On the fuselage. The painted logo.’ She stared into the morning 

glare. The plane was quickly gaining altitude and banked towards the sun. ‘Can you see 

the logo on the fuselage. It’s a smiley face.’ 

 

‘Cute,’ she said.  
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She lowered her eyes and concentrated like somebody aware of being photographed. She 

knew exactly how to look. And I met her gaze and felt the erotic power of the moment, 

the post-jet-blast, its thunder-like rumbles trapped now under cloud and an arboreal music 

descending on the creek, the distant keening of the casuarinas and the lap of water as our 

momentum faltered.  

 

‘Cute,’ she repeated. ‘You’re cute, all right.’  

 

And as she tried to stand to reach me she stumbled slightly and I reached out and steadied 

her arms and she had to crane her neck to kiss me and so I knelt forward. Her eyes were 

closed but I needed to keep mine open to take in the creek’s intimacy, the sky reflected 

on its surface with the lime tinges of mangrove overhang, and the wind in the trees, and 

the taste and smell of her breath, her lipstick mildly flavoured, and the salt of the spray, 

her cheek as part of some anatomical landscape, so foregrounded that my eyes ached to 

read the light raised on the edge of her cheekbone. And I closed my eyes too and was 

ravaged by a violent need. I was aware of the boat drifting and the feel of her small 

breasts in the palm of my hand. Drifting, drifting, drifting, but spiraling too, spinning, the 

heated, desperate clutch of her hands up and under my T-shirt and her fingernails 

scratching me until we bumped something and we were immersed in the cool leathery 

embrace of the mangroves. 

 

Hanging onto the branch with one hand, she undid the buttons of her top and unfastened 

the metal stay of her jeans.  
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According to the pundits of deep-connectedness, you are related or it can be shown you 

are related to every other single person on the globe by six steps of separation. The monk 

in the small Tibetan village whose teeth are almost worn to the gums, who speaks no 

English and has never been more than twenty kilometres from the brick dugout in which 

he lives, could, according to the high priests of relatedness, show a direct lineage to you 

or me or anybody else in the world. The theory is meant to emphasize our unity, the 

common bonds that extend from person to person and eventually link up to form one 

entity: our humanity.  

 

Coincidences can be disconcerting. They highlight a connection where you didn’t think 

one existed, which is quite a different emotion from some random event popping up in 

your life totally unexpected and on reflection, entirely unforeseen. The former, the 

coincidence, suggests the world is a more ordered place than you first thought. The 

random event – the catastrophe, the flood, the fire, the earthquake, the tidal wave, your 

wife’s arrival at the hotel room of your lover – produces the opposite effect. It leaves you 

with a sense that the world, however hard you try, is fundamentally incalculable. The 

world makes you feel stupid and so you project your stupidity back on the world. Put 

another way, you become a cynic. Coincidence, in comparison, fills you with hope. If 

only you could train and adjust your senses enough, you would perceive a hidden world. 

It is there waiting for you, this vast web of connection if only you could sensitize 

yourself, follow up the leads that are subtly presented and pursue your hunches to their 

logical conclusions. It is what drives scientific investigation, nuances of connection. 
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Quantum physics is a good example, with its hope of parallel universes invested in the 

basic laws of matter itself. But the same impulse drives the more divining forms of 

spiritualism such as Gnosticism and astrology. But most of all, it is lovers who live by 

coincidence, through coincidence, for coincidence. It is coincidence from which love 

draws a kind of power if not a prayer. 

 

She stood with the buttons of her top undone and the zip of her jeans lowered to the edge 

of her panties. The mauve tracery of the edging darkened her skin and emphasized its 

polish, its cool tile-like smoothness. Her arms were extended, grasping the whippy effect 

of the mangrove branches. She held the boat in place against the tide. I knelt to maintain 

my balance, hugging her hips, my lips and tongue sliding across her stomach and the 

open V of her jeans and down along the edge of lace. The boat rotated with the tide and 

wanted to drive us further towards the bank. Her face was partly obscured by the leaves. 

The tree leaned over the entire boat. The smell of soap, magnolia, and the aphrodisiac 

taint of spittle and the musk of her sex rising and the moldy residue of a boat sealed under 

plastic for two years and the sun-baked fumes released from the plastic eskies, and the 

more general atmospheric contagion of partially-burnt aviation fluid falling like a fine 

mist in the motes of leaf-freckle and sunlight. The cicadas switched on around us like an 

electronic shield of mating-screech. I closed my eyes, pulling on both legs of her jeans; 

two sharp tugs to free them from her hips. 

 

Can you deny a coincidence? Or is it a type of revelation that once it comes into being it 

is already acknowledged and exists? When two things share the same meaning, two 
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separate events in time that suddenly appear as one, they’re like two previous effects that 

create the cause. It is as if you can get time to run backwards. But time doesn’t run at all 

according to quantum physics, instead it is embedded in space, the space/time continuum. 

There is only place and the way it changes, including us.  

 

‘So a coincidence is a change full of meaning.’ I spoke the words along her thigh, my 

tongue dampening the almost invisible down, gluing it against the skin. 

 

‘What are you mumbling?’ She let one hand go and buried it in my hair, grabbed a 

handful of hair and pulled my face tight against her pubic bone.  

 

We had no idea of the coincidence waiting for us. It was there all right, all morning and 

some of the evening before that. It waited for us, full of meaning, where the creek flowed 

under a small bridge and our progress would be halted. The water disappeared into four 

large concrete pipes over which passed one of the airport access roads.  

 

I followed our part-time boat salesman to the cherry-coloured four-wheel drive to which 

was attached a trailer loaded with earth-moving equipment. I pushed back an overhanging 

branch and climbed into the cabin. Our combined weights slumped on the seat raised a 

film of dust that floated between us in the beams of afternoon light. 

 

‘I’m less than two minutes away. Neil,’ he said and offered his hand, a sort of cross-arm 

maneuver turning the car-key with his left. ‘Neil Dartmore.’ The floor was littered in fast-
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food discards: paper cups, cardboard trays, plastic spoons, grease-drenched paper 

screwed into tight balls and tossed into the vacancy of the passenger’s side. Neil took off 

his workboots and the scent of vinegar filled the air immediately. 

 

‘Lee,’ I said and decided to leave it at that. 

 

‘Lee,’ he repeated. 

 

We drove past the old seminary converted into a university. There was a row of pine trees 

on the perimeter line. It was an alpine touch in the late-afternoon glare of November. The 

sun low and orange, enough heat still in it to want to shield your forehead and eyes. 

Neil’s 4WD was more a truck than a car. It towed the trailer, customized to carry the 

bobcat and the dingo and a number of augers of various sizes. 

 

‘Nice machine.’ 

 

‘It’s got plenty of grunt. It does me perfectly. It has a gear box as smooth as a sedan. And 

power when you need it. It can do a hundred and forty with the trailer, no sweat. There’s 

a fair weight on, you know. There’s the bobcat and the dingo and the rest of the gear. It 

pulls it like a treat, what do you reckon?’ 

 

The truck idled deeply. We waited at the T-junction outside the old primary school. How 

often do you see a school closed down and abandoned these days? The grounds still 
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looked immaculate after good storm rain but the buildings were ruinous: the corrugated 

asbestos roofing grey and lethal; the custard-coloured paint peeling from the walls and 

verandahs. There were weeds in the tarmac. Graffiti scrawled across the port-racks. The 

windows were tightly shut, blank rectangles without the customary works of art; the 

rudimentary cellophane cutouts had been taken away. There were no loose papers 

blowing about or movement of any kind for that matter. In the late afternoon light the 

school looked mute, deaf and dying. It seemed to repudiate the resilience of a community 

to recreate itself – one generation’s continuity with the next based on learning, 

encouragement and ambition. The school was at the end of the line. For Sale signs jostled 

for prominence on the footpath outside. 

 

‘What will they do with it?’ 

 

‘The school?’ 

 

‘Housing development, I suppose. Did you go there?’ 

 

‘Almost.’ This confused, Neil. He shielded his eyes waiting for the traffic to clear. He 

glanced across and I smiled to confuse him further. I could see those faded newspaper 

photographs flicking over in his head; I could see the grey-textured news clips rolling 

through his memory, all that court footage with journalists and camera people jostling 

each other chasing a moving target up the street.  
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‘I moved here after primary school. I went to the high school, this one on the corner 

here.’ I gestured at the grounds and building that supported signs of life, posters and maps 

on the walls, plastic wrap stuck to the wire fence, a bladder of a soccer ball, out of shape 

and abandoned on the oval. The high school was on the corner of the next block, up from 

the School of Death by Neglect. 

 

I remember those first few weeks with my Uncle and Aunt. My Uncle coming home late 

from his stonemasonry along St Vincent’s Road, smoking underneath the house, unable 

to cope with his dead sister’s child and my aunt, following me from room to room to ask 

whether I wished to talk. Similar to some harassed tribal leader, I gathered my troubles 

together and silently moved out of the range of her concern. 

 

‘Buildings need us,’ Neil professed like some urban saint. He proposed to join the flow of 

traffic. ‘You see it in vacant properties all the time. Strange as it might sound, but the 

materials seem to loose the will to cohere without people about. Paint, for example, lasts 

half the time in a disused building. Maybe the spiders pull it off, I don’t know. I’ve seen 

floorboards warp and walls lose their line in new constructions left on the market too 

long. Maybe you need the weight of people walking about to pull everything back into 

plumb. Whatever it is, buildings need us real bad or they go out of whack. Things just 

crumble.’ 

 

‘Never thought I’d see it in a school, though.’ 
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‘You’ll be seeing a lot more of it with this government,’ Neil said, and then he appeared 

to remember something. Without turning his head, he finally got it, the thing that was 

bothering him, where he had seen my face before and it made him nervous to have a 

killer in his car and to be taking him home to show his wife. 

 

‘Kids?’ I asked. 

 

‘Two. Both girls. The older one lives in Manly, Sydney. She’s thirty-one.’ He spoke 

quicker now but drove at the same steady speed. He was cautious of his own natural 

exuberance and wondered whether telling me such family detail might be putting his life, 

or theirs, in danger at a later date. The government had done a good job in the lead-up to 

the election if Neil doubted his better judgment. The community was split right down the 

middle between itself and the shadows dancing on the wall. They had got to the hearts 

and souls of their constituents, poisoned them with threat and distrust.  

 

‘Where did the girls go to school?’ I asked. I knew a Dartmore. It’s not the sort of name 

you forget. She was blonde and athletic and became school captain. 

 

‘At Earnshaw,’ he said. ‘Earnshaw College. Where you went.’ 

 

Thirty-one, my age, put her in range. ‘The youngest?’ 
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‘Married, too. Twenty-eight, I think. To a plumber. They’re just about to buy a mansion 

down Cleveland way. She doesn’t get on with the missus like the eldest.’ 

 

‘How often do you see the eldest, though?’ 

 

‘Rarely.’ He opened a packet of cigarettes on the dashboard. Took one out and lit it up. 

He held the cigarette out the window and blew a cloud of smoke against the windscreen. 

 

‘Out of sight, out of mind,’ I said. 

 

‘If only.’ He dragged on the cigarette. ‘It doesn’t matter how old they get, your children 

haunt you. I never quite know whether I did enough for them. Or whether I did too much. 

The missus claims we spoilt them. Now I’m making good money they’re not around to 

enjoy it.’ He took another drag. ‘You got kids? Lee … isn’t it?’ 

 

‘Yeah, Lee.’ 

 

‘Kids?’ 

 

‘No kids.’ 

 

‘Live nearby? 
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‘On top of the hill, just off St Vincent’s.’ 

 

‘Thought I recognized ya.’  

 

He meticulously backed in the trailer. The lawn was like a bowling green, the edges sharp 

deep trenches of shadow beside the concrete driveway; the shrubs rounded and clipped 

like lollipops, they could have been extras in a child’s pantomime. The corrosive salts of 

married life slowly rose to the surface now that Mr Dartmore was home. 

 

A woman’s voice called out, somewhere within the house, probably down the back, the 

kitchen. It was the missus, I presumed, confirming Neil’s arrival. Neil ignored the first 

two calls and responded to the third with a quiet, ‘What does she want? Come on. Come 

round the back and I’ll show you the boat.’ 

 

The river beyond Penny’s thigh was an impressionist painting of lime and lemon 

brushstrokes, pointillist leaves and the matt black shadows, deep enough to read your 

fortune in, where the overhang turned the surface of the creek into a mystery. A mesh-

wire fence came almost to the creekbank. On the other side was airport property. Penny 

changed hands, grasped another branch, and buried her free hand into my hair. The boat 

rotated slightly. Behind the fence I could see a row of cars, new cars, arranged in tones, 

copper, silver, lead and sodium. They were without numberplates, recently-minted and 

awaiting distribution. Their intrusion upon the natural landscape was in another way more 

surprising than the plane taking off earlier. The seclusion of the creek appeared to reject 



 221

any connection with commerce at all, and yet here it was, a caryard in the middle of 

nowhere. The boat twisted further on the tide. And there he was, in his white shirt and 

black tie. He stood sitting on the bonnet of one of the cars, smoking, his sunglasses pulled 

down. He was about forty and probably managed the distribution outlet, staff of twenty 

whom he commanded partly with bluff. There he was, observing us with the calm of a 

birdwatcher established in his hide. 

 

‘Pull up your jeans, quick.’ I tried to lift the tangled denim and lost my balance doing so. 

 

He held the cigarette without lifting it to his mouth, concentrating, taking it all in. He’d 

crossed his ankles. There was a certain disbelief in his stillness, a disciplined voyeurism. I 

imagined there was an office somewhere hidden behind the trees. ‘Listen fellows,’ I 

could hear him saying. ‘You wouldn’t believe what I’ve just seen.’  

 

‘No, don’t stop.’ Penny’s voice was dry and husky with arousal. She was trying to push 

my head back into place. I could feel her urgency, the lifting and the falling, one moment 

on tiptoes, thrusting her hips out.  

 

‘There is somebody watching us.’ 

 

‘Where?’ Her entire body tensed. She let go of the branch and turned. 

 

‘Behind the fence. He’s sitting on the car. Do you see him?’ 
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He was no more than fifteen metres away. Penny pulled up her jeans and stumbled. The 

branches threatened to swipe her from the boat and tip her into the water. 

 

Mr Cool flicked away the butt. ‘I see him. How long has he been there?’ 

 

‘I couldn’t tell you. But he likes your bum. He almost burnt his fingers, he was so 

engrossed.’ 

 

‘Gross, all right,’ she said. He continued to stare.  

 

Hi,’ she called. She waved.  

 

Mr Cool sat motionless in the direct sunlight. He smiled without removing his sunglasses. 

He didn’t want to acknowledge us immediately; it broke the spell and the role he was 

playing in the drama, the one he imagined for himself. You could tell he had got off on it, 

partly anyway. It hadn’t ended like he thought it might, that was clear from the shrug of 

his shoulders and the deep thrust of his hands into his trouser pockets. He seemed 

disappointed we had noticed him. But there was also something celebratory in his final 

outlook. You don’t see that every day, he seemed to be saying. You don’t need any 

imagination when you get an eye-full like that. Beautiful, he mouthed into the open air of 

the thicket, what a beautiful arse. He reluctantly stood and walked behind the bronze car 
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and strolled along the row of new vehicles, head down, thoughtful, happy, and then 

disappeared from view. 

 

The sun dipped behind a cloud for a moment. The surface of the creek darkened to the 

colour of sump oil. A plume, a scarlet shawl of phosphorescence flapped for a second in 

the vacancy above the treeline. There was trauma ahead. A hemorrhage of pain and fear. 

The recent residue of violent struggle. The emanation of a dying animal. The emerald 

trail snagged on the trunk of a mangrove, the immaterial vestige of life itself. The 

perceiving self extinguished. Just air, just light, just tricks through the refraction of the 

psychoclip.    

 

It was waiting for us, established sometime during the night, brought to the water’s edge 

where we could discover it. It would be fair to say it was a gigantic coincidence. In the 

early throes of our love, we would pick up the facts where whoever murdered her left off. 

For Penny it was just another assignment, but in terms of our relationship it was 

everything. How much does the action of our lives need some sort of coincidence to kick 

it off, to inspire it, to lend an atmosphere of emerging possibility? Love was everywhere 

that morning from the keening in the trees to the salt on our lips. I sometimes think – in 

those dreadful moments of self-doubt, those hungover seconds around five o’clock when 

the world has the resonance of an old tractor tyre tapped with a stick – whatever would 

have happened to me if I failed to buy that boat? 
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Neil lit another cigarette, popped his bare foot onto the mudguard of the trailer, moved 

his boulder-gut to one side and made an elbow-rest of his crooked leg, exhaled and got 

down to business.  

 

‘Here it is,’ he said.  

 

The boat was covered by a silver tarpaulin, leaf-litter trapped in the valleys, a radial 

topography where a drum, it looked like, was propped underneath the throw. The sides of 

the cover were laced with elaborate ties to keep it from lifting.  

 

‘The rego’s current for the trailer. You’ll have to follow up your own insurance for the 

boat. You’re seriously interested, aren’t you?’ 

 

I nodded. The backyard contained a single poinciana, orchids nestled into the lowest fork. 

They even looked pruned. Confetti of tiny leaves flickered orange on their descent, one 

resting permanently on his shoulder. Neil looked up, continued to dig with his big toe in 

the thinning grass beside the trailer’s wheel. 

 

‘If you are, I’ll untie it.’ He made no attempt to do so. ‘I’ll show you the motor in a 

minute. It’s under the house. You can have it all for five thousand.’ Tobacco and 

business, how neatly nicotine blended them together, the satisfying current of blue smoke 

forming the spokes of a wheel against the sun, and the excitement of money. ‘What do 

think? Five thousand doesn’t blow your budget, does it?’ 
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‘Is that you, Neil?’ The woman called from the top of the back stairs. She spoke from 

behind the meticulously-painted white slats that concealed the stairs from view.  

 

‘It is, love.’ 

 

‘I’d need to see the boat first.’ I had no idea of boat prices, at least not recent ones. I 

knew, though, my magic pudding of a bank account, so cleverly organized by Grovely 

and so efficiently administered by Julia in Steve Engels’ office, would produce for me up 

to ten thousand dollars. Under no circumstances could its limit be broken. However, I 

also knew that after two days, hey presto, it would renew itself and bounce back to those 

four generous zeros. Why was I to haggle in the gloaming with somebody willing to get 

me started on earning a little pocket money for myself? 

 

‘You’re genuinely interested, aren’t you?’ 

 

‘I’ll take a look.’ 

 

‘What are you going to do with it?’ 

 

‘Fishing, crabbing. I’ve got a bit of time on my hands at present.’ 
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‘I bet you have.’ He untied a knot, brushed the leaf confetti out of the depressions in the 

tarpaulin, unhitched the edging and flicked it free. 

 

‘Is that you, Neil?’ The woman had come to the bottom of the steps. She was barefooted 

to complement her blue nylon dress, her calves bearing the pock marks of insect bites 

recently scratched and inflamed. She was nervous, inquisitive and annoyed that Neil had 

arrived home late. It was tea-time and he was with a stranger. 

 

‘I’ve got somebody interested in the boat,’ he said and made no attempt to introduce me. 

The woman stepped tentatively towards us but he tried to wave her away. ‘I’ll be up in a 

minute,’ he said irritably.  

 

I could smell the roast and the boiling potatoes. It was lamb, if I had to guess. 

 

She held her ground. ‘I’ll be pleased to get rid of it. It just sits here gathering rainwater.’ 

Neil was underneath the house locating the motor. You could hear the pull of a metal 

trunk against the concrete and the squeak of unoiled wheels. 

 

‘I’m Nancy,’ she said. 

 

‘Lee.’ 

 

‘Lee who?’ 



 227

 

‘I’ve got it here,’ he said and pushed a metal contraption on four motor-mower wheels 

into the fading light. A twenty horsepower motor covered in dust and neatly fitted into 

the brackets.  

 

‘Lee?’ she said. ‘How much did he offer you?’ 

 

‘Nancy, please,’ he said with increasing irritation. ‘I’ll be up in a minute.’ 

 

‘He thinks he’s a businessman always making deals. He paid four thousand for the boat 

and motor new sometime ago. Narelle was in high school, I know that much. She’s our 

eldest.’ 

 

‘He knows. Now don’t confuse the lad.’ 

 

‘Five’s a little overpriced, isn’t it, Neil?’ I winked at Nancy. It was to thank her for the bit 

of information, for the collaboration. Neil tampered with the motor, tried to start it while 

it sat on its metal frame and eventually realized it was out of petrol, or that the petrol was 

tainted, or the plugs were dirty. 

 

‘Well, it’s good as new. I’ve maintained … ’ 

 

Nancy cut in. ‘Five,’ she said with mock surprise. ‘Oh, Neil.’ 
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And then it clicked. ‘Do you know who you’re speaking to, Nancy?’ He said this like a 

TV game host about to reward one of his guests with a celebrity link-up of a lifetime. ‘Do 

you know who this young man is?’ 

 

‘No,’ Nancy said hesitantly. All the old uncertainty of the outside world floated down out 

of the twilight like a cloud of midges to bite and sting her confidence. She brushed 

something away from her face and tucked a strand of greying hair behind her ear.  

 

‘You should know, Nancy. It’s been in all the newspapers and all over the TV.’ Neil 

could have been admonishing a child. 

 

Now something did bite her and she slapped her bare ankle, for a moment partly losing 

her balance. ‘Lee? Lee?’ she questioned herself, slightly embarrassed now. 

 

‘Lee Skulks.’ Neil pronounced the words slowly. ‘I recognized it in the cabin driving 

home. Lee Skulks.’ He looked at me as if he’d won the raffle.  

 

‘The one in Narelle’s year at high school.’ She turned to me. It was a smile that was 

meant to put the past to right. It was a smile of nostalgia and burnt-out hopes and mislaid 

promises. ‘There was some tragedy with your family, wasn’t there?’ 
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‘The other members of my family died in a car accident. I lived with my Uncle and 

Aunt.’ 

 

‘That’s right, the stonemason.’ 

 

Nancy’s intervention irritated Neil. The fact that she missed the whole point, infuriated 

him. Squeezing between the boat and her left shoulder, he hissed: ‘More recently, Nancy. 

Have you got a clue who this might be? Do you remember the election? All the hoo-ha 

about the death penalty? Now its coming back to you, isn’t it?’ 

 

Nancy looked at me with grey eyes. They watered, but not strong enough for tears. ‘Oh 

God, it was the same person,’ she said. And then as some sort of afterthought, as if 

appearances needed to be maintained at all costs: ‘It was nice to meet you, Lee.’ She 

crossed the lawn and went up the back stairs, scratching both arms as she went. 

 

It was a sandy cove in relation to the miniature topography of the creek. The line of trees 

bent back in an arc, paper barks thickly clustered together like a palisade, casuarinas and 

bloodwoods creating a glade of salt-grass pasture. There was a feeling of all night revelry 

scattered about the campsite. The charred remains of solid logs you could imagine 

smoldering into the dawn, lay in a circular hearth of irregular stones. Scattered in the 

grass were beer bottles, errant threads of orange nylon cord, crushed mudcrab shells, beer 

cans, fishing line and a length of corrugated iron apparently used as a windbreak. A large 

and ancient crab pot lay rusting on its side in the shallows as if to welcome us. To 
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confirm its unlicensed atmosphere, a used condom was snagged on a mangrove root like 

a tiny windsock assessing changes in the weather.  

 

‘Welcome to my hideaway,’ I said pulling the boat onto the sand. 

 

‘A seedy little corner of the world.’ 

 

‘This was my private little getaway during my teenage years. My home away from 

home.’ The line of trees hadn’t changed and the same bout of excitement embraced me. 

 

‘There was normally three or four of us and we’d bring rods and nets and booze and 

drugs, and we’d set up this great big fire and some of us would wander off and try to 

catch a fish and other times we’d just gather round the flames and get stoned and imagine 

all sorts of things wandering across the water and hearing blokes setting up on the other 

side. One night an airport security car cut through the bush over there and into our 

campsite looking for a group of fellows who’d just broken into a terminus warehouse. 

They jumped out of the four-wheel drive carrying revolvers. And we just sat here, off our 

faces, believing we were about to be the victims of a bizarre triple murder.’ 

 

Penny enjoyed the opportunity to stretch her legs. I lifted the bait esky out of the boat and 

laid it on the grass. I went back and got the first of the crab pots. They were new and 

commercially designed, disc-shaped connected metal hoops covered in orange nylon 

mesh. They were collapsible to save space in the boat; now they had to be expanded with 
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a sharp jerk. I opened the esky and unwrapped one of the chicken carcasses I had 

quartered.  

 

Penny came and leant over my shoulder. ‘Been crabbing before?’ I asked.  

 

‘Never,’ she said. ‘My dad took me fishing, tailor fishing, often during the Christmas 

holidays, but never crabbing. I don’t think he liked the mud very much. We would 

holiday at Burleigh Heads overlooking the water. Come-over-for-a-drink-or-I’ll-meet-

you-at-the-casino type of dad, he was. He associated the beach with catching old business 

friends more than fish.’ 

 

There was a pouch inside the pot that was designed to hold the bait. I fed my hand 

through the funnel and secured the chicken piece.  

 

‘Is that fresh?’ she asked. She was crouching beside me, the scent of Amarige, a French 

cologne, rising from her body; it would be her signature that summer. 

 

‘Do you want to have a go?’ I asked.  

 

I pulled open another collapsible pot and watched Penny as she baited it. Her fingers 

were long and thin, nimble and precise. She tied the float-rope to the side and hoisted it 

into the front of the boat. As she turned I kissed her gently, our arms held limply at our 

sides, our hands covered in chicken fat. The scent of Amarige, the whiff of chicken, the 
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tang of salt-grass, the bake of coastal heath cooked by the sun, and the taint of burnt 

wood. It was the past and the future reduced to a bare olfactory syntax.  

 

We dropped the pots at twenty-metre intervals. At the end of this stretch of water were 

four concrete pipes through which the creek surged.  

 

‘Look,’ he said. ‘You can have the boat and trailer for four thousand.’ 

 

‘How would you like to be paid?’ 

 

‘Cash. You bring it round and you can tow it away. Nancy …’ he said and glanced up at 

the kitchen window, the light taking effect against the twilight. ‘She’ll be worried all 

night about this, you know. She doesn’t like to think crime exists, you know, really 

exists, premeditated, planned and that. They’re just boys and girls growing up, she likes 

to say. She talks to the TV screen. Questions them as though what is can somehow be 

changed. It can’t be, Lee. What is, is. And I don’t mean that personally. You paid your 

price. You got that queer camera thing in your head forever now. And they’re talking 

about putting you back in jail.’ 

 

‘I haven’t got a car,’ I said. ‘I won’t be able to tow the trailer away. I just remembered, I 

need a bloody car.’ 
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This unnerved Neil. He was standing around in the backyard with a convicted criminal, a 

nasty one at that. He might have a camera in his head, but that was little consolation after 

you’d been done over. It was getting darker by the minute. The kitchen light now cast its 

glow onto the lawn. ‘You haven’t got a car? Why the hell are you bothering me, then?’ 

He went to push the motor under the house but stopped as if he didn’t want to leave me 

there unattended, in case I snuck upstairs and murdered his wife. He took out his wallet. I 

thought he was going to hand me some money to get a taxi home, an incentive to leave 

his yard forever.  

 

‘See Parrot in the morning. Parrot Motors. He’ll give you a car with a tow-bar from your 

change out of ten thousand.’ He handed me a card. It was identical to the one Grovely 

forced me to take, and sat below my credit card in my wallet. ‘I know Parrot. He 

regularly drops into the Nudgee Beach Hotel. A real good fellow. You tell him from me. 

You say, Neil Dartmore sent you and you need something with a tow-bar, something 

about five thousand dollars. You bring around the car and the money and you can have 

the boat and the trailer.’ 

 

The pots made a hissing sound as they touched the water, as their weight pulled them 

under and a fizz of small bubbles trickled through the mesh and popped to the surface. It 

was an unnaturally straight stretch of the creek. The engineers removed the bends when 

they constructed the new international airport. They took the natural attributes of 

Jackson’s Creek and carved out a canal deep enough to drain the western runways. Every 

now and then the air shook with a catastrophic shudder, jet-plosions that expanded 
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without climax and melted into the general ambience of birdsong and insect static, the lap 

of water against the tinnie’s bow and the whoosh of the pots as they sank to the bottom. 

 

We dropped another pot. It was mid-tide and the concrete pipes at the far end of the 

stretch, lit by direct sunlight, appeared as three golden arches, their undersides, cupped in 

shadow, perfectly reflected on a polished surface of lime and straw lacquer.  

 

‘Where would you like to have lunch?’ Penny asked. She opened the lid of the blue esky 

she had brought along.  

 

‘Now, what have we here? There’s something for a celebration,’ she said.  

 

She held two miniature bottles of Moet by their foiled tops like a product manager 

promoting her wares on a TV chat show. She held them up to the camera for closer 

examination. Pulled in by her mannerisms, I gently applauded.  

 

‘The rest,’ she said replacing the lid. ‘The rest remains a mystery. If you’re good, real 

good, I shall self-administer the coup de grace.’ She said this with aplomb and all the 

ambiguity of a suppressed smile and watery eyes and sitting bolt upright, prim and 

proper, staring into my eyes as though the psychoclip was her toy and something against 

which her life could be performed and captured.  
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‘We’ll drop this final pot and we’ll take a look for a place to pull the boat up. Perhaps we 

could try beside the pipes down there.’ The concrete flow-through was forty or fifty 

metres ahead with an obvious break in the mangroves where the airport access road cut 

across. ‘We could carry the esky until we find a grassy patch and set up our picnic.’ 

 

As the float-line of the last pot trickled through my fingers, we both looked up. A four-

wheel drive traveling at some speed – considering the unsealed nature of the road – 

crossed the bridge above the pipes and raised a cloud of dust. ‘Maybe we’ll push into the 

scrub a bit. We don’t want any more spectators popping along and joining us.’ 

 

‘Right, Captain,’ she said. ‘Your command is my promise. We shall esky it into the 

coastal wilds of airport security and international terrorism. We shall sup on the edge of 

chaos and eat off the blanket of freewill.’ She saluted me, her back upright, a smile of 

playful insurrection, her two bangles sliding down her arm, tinkling and resting against 

the firmness of her forearms.  

 

‘That is not a command,’ I said. ‘I don’t do commands.’ I leaned forward and kissed her. 

‘It is an ultimatum.’  

 

‘Well, that’s better,’ she said with stark irony. ‘You speak like a true terrorist.’ 

 

We secured the boat among the mangroves. The esky carried no weight, or so it seemed; 

one arm either side, it swung between us as we sauntered along the gravel road. Some 
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hundred metres up ahead the track was interrupted by a five-metre cyclone wire fence, 

complete with swinging gates and a thin metal pole with a white-hooded surveillance 

camera perched on top. On the airport side was a bitumen perimeter road that ran beside 

the fence; in the distance the flight control tower that was caught in a beam of sunlight in 

an ever-darkening sky. It appeared prophetic. Was this the type of citadel the powerful 

would retreat to in the future?  

 

‘Looks like a shower of rain.’ 

 

‘Who cares?’ Penny stopped walking and kissed me. It was a tongue-hungry exploration 

that added to my own urgency to find a thicket that might conceal us. The runways 

themselves sat out of sight, beyond the fence on a raised surface, the result of a million 

tons of fill. To find a picnic spot was taking longer than I expected. Toppled over on their 

side were a number of recently-sawn casuarinas keeping a clear-cut edge between the 

interests of the Airport Corporation and the outside world.  

 

Then I saw an almost imperceptible flattening of grass. I sensed something else too, 

which was hard to put a finger on at first – a presence brought out by the darkening of the 

sky, a build-up in the south-east that now fringed the sun and dampened its effects. It was 

a tinge, that’s all, a wisp of apricot, a floating uncanny presence as significant as a 

momentary flare on a camera lens. It was a path somebody had taken recently and it 

served our intentions perfectly. Winding between a small forest of she-oaks, we made our 

way back towards the creek, the fallen needles from the trees forming a cushion under 
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our feet. Through the needles there were drag marks, perhaps where a kid pulled a fishing 

bag that had grown weary on his shoulder. There were also tendrils of scarlet light 

hanging above the path, zigzag strands of emotional residue that provided further signals 

where to walk. Eventually we were nicely sealed off from the road and standing in a 

transition zone of salt-grass pasture between the mangroves and the casuarinas, an area 

no more than thirty metres across, lit as we approached it by a sun-burst that lasted only 

long enough for us to unfurl the blanket and pop the first bottle of Moet.  

 

Penny sat astride me, in her black-collared shirt, the taut sinews of her neck and her 

collar-bone forming a polished landscape, the tight-knit curls of her boyish hair back-

dropped by drifting cloud. She liked the idea of pinning me to the ground, and threatened 

to trickle the champagne into the open cavern of my mouth. The air darkened and cooled 

some more and I reached out, grabbing her upper arms and pulling her down to find her 

lips in a half struggle.  

 

It was a thinking-kiss, the time needed to surmise, to figure something out that wasn’t 

quite right. It was time to close one’s eyes and locate the niggle. I hung onto the kiss, the 

thinking-kiss, as long as I could, and when I opened my eyes there were scarlet trails 

running clearly through the salt-grass, blotches of scarlet in the mangrove thicket, 

emerald and scarlet webs playing in the shadowed undergrowth, like the chaotic 

trajectories of a thousand tiny skyrockets.  
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‘What’s wrong?’ Penny asked. She had been monitoring my thinking-kiss for some other 

signs and watched me closely for an answer. 

 

‘I need a piss,’ I said. ‘All that weight on my stomach.’ 

 

‘You mean your bladder, don’t you? All that weight, hey, and I worked out all week to 

look gorgeous for you. Go on, go and do what you must. We want everything in working 

order.’ 

 

I followed the drag marks pushing their way further into the mangroves. Fiddler crabs, 

their orange claws held aloft, alert, ducked back into their holes as I passed. A kingfisher, 

still and camouflaged, broke his cover and dropped into the water, three concentric circles 

expanded gracefully across the leaden surface. Perhaps, these scarlet contrails were the 

caloric remains of Penny and me, our slow sensuous passage down the creek blown from 

the water and snagged among the trees. It was wishful thinking, for already something in 

the nature of the pooling of the scarlet tracks, the street light reds at its centre, forewarned 

me.  

 

I scanned the mud pools expectantly. I searched among the thousands of tiny mangrove 

seedlings, each on a single stem, its heart-shaped fruit still attached and its twin ovate 

leaves opened like praying hands. And then the track deepened in the mud and a boot 

tread became visible for the first time. I stopped, half anticipating what I was about to 

find, and cautiously, for reasons of self-preservation, questioning whether I should 
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proceed knowing how highly-incriminating it would appear, if not to be, on my current 

parole, totally out of order. I raised my eyes and gasped back the choking sensation of 

shock. It was unmitigated human fright, an overwhelming numbing of the mind. The 

champagne rose in my stomach tainted with bile and collected in the upper reaches of my 

gullet. 

 

The naked body lay on a bed of mangrove roots that looked like a bed of nails. She faced 

away from me, it was a woman, probably in her thirties it seemed at first, her feet stained 

with mud but her legs and torso unbelievably white in contrast to the thick mud that lay 

splattered on her shoulders and the speckles across her back. Her face lay in a small pool 

of water, enough to float her blonde hair and reveal the sparseness between the strands. A 

streak of mud confused her lips and quite ambiguously painted a hideous laugh. What 

was revoltingly clear was the single bullet hole in the back of her skull. 

 

A gust of wind rustled the bushes ahead of the shower. The air cooled further and the rain 

pattered down. She looked asleep, one leg slightly drawn, an arm cast forward. There was 

a coloured mud patch, an etching really, an accidental smudge of blue it seemed. And I 

saw into it a resemblance, a Rorschach blotch, a Japanese comic character, a little fellow 

with rocket feet and a slick hairdo. I stood there staring, incriminating myself, every 

second of it being recorded on the clip. My eyes traveled along her body, the suggestion 

of her shaven sex, across the Rorschach test and then shockingly to the pink concavity of 

the hole in her skull. And yet the whole body insinuated something else, demanded 
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something else, a recognition beyond the dizzy waves of nausea and the hopeless 

adrenaline-fueled curiosity that eyes were driven by. 

 

It was raining now, droplets making their way from leaf to leaf and scoring the water that 

reached only to her face. There was a sudden shudder, the air pumped full of vibration, a 

deep booming, a jet-plosion, seeking to connect the helpless vicinity with a deeper more 

elementary force at the centre of the earth. 

 

The fiddler crabs all emerged together, scurried out of their holes and raised an orange 

claw convinced that the threat was over. 

 

The rain grew heavier. I could hear Penny calling. ‘What are doing, Lee? It’s raining.’ I 

could hear her pushing back branches. ‘Lee? Lee? We might have to go back. It’s 

raining.’ 

 

The raindrops trickled through the leaf cover but failed to remove the Rorschach blot. It 

was Astro Boy. It was a tattoo and not an accidental patch of mud. The rain would never 

wash it away. It was there for all time. And I stood transfixed, incriminating myself, 

staring at Astro Boy, the size of a twenty-cent piece. And for the Rorschach ink blot my 

memory clicked over, and I knew exactly who was lying there. I’d seen Astro Boy 

before. I’d sat staring at it, trying to counteract my boredom. It was how she signed the 

evening, as indelible in the guest book of my mind as it was upon her body. 
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‘Lee, are you having a wank or something?’ Penny stepped into the swamp edge. 

 

‘Oh, fuck,’ I heard her say as she approached me. ‘Oh, fuck. How did you know this was 

here, Lee?’ She touched my shoulder. 

 

‘I didn’t.’ By speaking I’d broken another spell and all the other parts of her body settled 

into a recognizable pattern. It was if the trauma was keeping sections of my own mind 

apart. My eyes ached with the coming tears. This was not a fair end for somebody who 

had so desperately spent her life entertaining others. This was not a fun end. This was 

nasty stuff. Fucking nasty stuff. The anger had only started. 

 

Penny stood beside me. ‘Have you any idea?’ 

 

‘Brooke Grovely, a.k.a. Brooke Fellowport if you’re a Sydney connection, a.k.a. Brooke 

Trueloose. Then there was Miss Giardia of Toxoplasma fame.’  

 

And her voice just played out in my mind, the way it did that night in Grovely’s 

penthouse, and the first tear dislodged itself. 

 

‘Listen, I don’t want to sound harsh.’ Penny stepped in front of me. She looked worried. 

She had spent the last four years quizzing crime and the answers were relatively simple. 

Police were overworked and under-resourced. They can’t follow up every crime in the 

same detail. Collecting evidence had become extremely time-consuming, expensive and 
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technologically sophisticated, and so you needed to prioritize the cases you wished to 

bring to trial. To get a conviction you needed a certain amount of luck. You needed 

criminals to incriminate themselves. ‘But you shouldn’t be standing around her with that 

clip in your head. It is broad daylight and you’ll be required to download this shit at the 

end of the fortnight. It’s one bloody big coincidence to try to argue away. What do you 

reckon, Lee?’ 

 

‘I knew something was here once we started walking along the track. But I didn’t know it 

was Brooke.’ 

 

‘You knew.’ She screwed up her face and turned her back on me. My stupidity was 

unbearable, she seemed to say.  

 

‘I sensed it. Coloured wave stuff. The psychoclip just sees it. It sort of highlights it … 

reads the end of the spectrum or something. It’s the first side-effect I noticed. It’s all part 

of the way they’ve fucked with me. I see jet-trails.’ 

 

‘You knew a body was here?’ Penny ignored my explanation. It sat beyond the realms of 

proof. There was a core concern that had to be addressed.  

 

‘Not exactly a body. It’s not like a premonition or anything. I don’t see images or the 

future. In fact, what I actually see are trails, jet-trails, wisps of energy of a particular sort. 

The first time I became conscious of it: it was my first night on release. I walked through 
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the cemetery and there were whorls of colour everywhere. Each one has a certain emotion 

attached to it. A feeling, if you like.’ 

 

‘This is a disaster, Lee, whether you’re meant to be here or not. Bornchef will go ape-shit 

and you won’t be able to argue away the point with some airy-fairy tale of auras. Nearly 

all professional crime that’s carefully planned goes undetected except homicides. The 

courts essentially deal with gross acts of idiocy and incompetence. It accounts for the act 

itself and why they get caught. But there is another category, those who give themselves 

up. The guilt-ridden seeking redemption. Those who hang around and wait to be copped. 

This, the more I look at it, is going to end badly. Let’s get out of here. You can decide 

what you’re going to do on the boat trip back.’ 

 

Penny started to walk away. There was no doubt she was angry. It was the type of 

annoyance to arise from muddles that highly-organized people saw as weight, ballast, 

baggage, something that prevented them from moving forward. For Penny, muddle was a 

type of poison that paralyzed her movements: she liked to touch the world so lightly, 

acknowledge its grief, side-step its tragedy, explore the extent of its corruption, accept 

gorgeous bagfuls of money for it if necessary, but never get crushed by its 

responsibilities. She could dance the light fantastic. She could typify the darkest secret, 

she could represent the callous motive, but what she collected on tape, her Real-Time-

Real-Crime documentaries – ‘docos’ as she called them – were in part an extension of her 

imagination. They were art-objects that showed the violent turbulence around a centre as 

still and contrary to its surroundings as the eye of a cyclone. While her regular colleagues 
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were criminals, she displayed none of their greed, or desperate scavenging, or their 

straight-out stupidity and hunger for power and recognition. Any recognition she wanted 

was based on the quality of her journalism. She also showed little sympathy for the dead 

and the convicted. Or so it seemed as I jogged after her, realizing that coincidences meant 

something else altogether. A coincidence, as her journalism had taught her, was also a 

collaboration of the facts; it was when one plus two equals three. It is when the wrong 

people are in the wrong place at the wrong time. 

 

‘Do you know really who it is?’ Penny had broken back into the clearing. The blanket 

had been ruffled by the wind. The esky remained in the centre pinning it to the grass. 

Strangely enough, the cloud was clearing in the east and the drops were easing off. 

 

‘Of course, I know who it is. She’s a bloody prostitute. A call-girl of some class, I’ll grant 

you that. But there are no guarantees in the sex industry. It’s as murky and seedy as it 

comes. Just because she works with CEOs doesn’t mean it’s a cakewalk. It’s as dodgy at 

the top as it is at the bottom. You know that. They’re all clambering over one another, 

these corporate giants, reputations to maintain, wives to boot, obsessions to fulfill, sexual 

fantasies, often cruel sexual fantasies to gratify. Because they have the money, they think 

the girls must go along for the ride. And often it’s a very rough ride.’ 

 

‘Brooke’s her name. It is Leonard Grovely’s ex. Don’t worry, I know the history. I also 

know you don’t shoot yourself through the back of the head when you’re committing 

suicide. Here grab the blanket, I’ll take the esky.’ 
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‘Hang on a minute, Penny. We just can’t piss-off out of here without notifying somebody. 

It’s all up here.’ I tapped my temple. ‘You’ve got your mobile, haven’t you?’ 

 

‘Don’t be crazy, Skulks.’  

 

It hurt. She was cooling off quickly. I could feel the distance, the doors slamming shut, 

the corridors of dreadful space she was putting between herself and me.  

 

‘In this present political climate, you think you can sit here and argue with the police? “I 

just followed the auras up the channel and she was lying there covered in mud.”’ She 

mocked me and went on. ‘They won’t even have to pass the legislation. Bornchef will 

notify Grovely and the conditions of your parole … ’  

 

‘It’s Grovely’s wife,’ I screamed at her. ‘He loves her. She’s been bloody murdered. 

What am I supposed to do? Hide?’ 

 

‘You brought me here for some reason, Skulks.’ She picked up the esky and threw the 

blanket at me. ‘I don’t know why, but you brought me and it feels terribly like a set-up.’  

 

I could feel her fleeing emotionally, canceling every feeling she offered to me earlier in 

the morning. I could feel her touch receding and the dead, empty calm of nothingness 

being gently lowered over my head like a bucket. 
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‘I brought you here because I love you.’ I had no energy left. It came out as a dribble and 

she treated it so. ‘I love you,’ I screamed. She didn’t turn back, and entered the edge of 

the casuarina wood. 

 

Then the rumbling started, another shudder on the airwaves but high-pitched this time. 

Was it a light aircraft taking off? It was more a type of mechanical growling than the 

normal jet-plosion that was akin to organized thunder. The sound had a dippy quality as if 

it was trying to gain greater purchase, to surge and then fall back. And then it broke the 

clearing as neat as any four-wheel drive. It was a BMW Stalker, nickel-plated, mercury in 

colour, the Orpheus harp painted on the side door, a little Orpheus flag fluttering in the 

breeze in lieu of a figurehead. 

 

Penny stopped, turned and placed the esky at her feet. ‘Fuck,’ she said. Her lips turned 

inward, she dimpled her cheeks and tried to repress the urge to blame. ‘We’re about to 

taste the implications of the Airport Corporation Act.’ 

 

The Stalker ululated like a plover as it rocked effortlessly across the uneven ground, 

leaving its broad tracks in the salt-grass. The vehicle was covered in a fine dust disturbed 

by the wind-blown trickles of rain that did nothing to dampen its regal appearance. It 

could have been some African Foreign Minister on assignment, stopping to farewell some 

well-wishers after a public meeting in a war-torn village. The windscreen wipers carved 
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in the dust a realist painting of reflected cloud and tree-tops. The flag fluttered in the 

breeze and the motor purred and piped.  

 

‘Orpheus Security are going to some lengths,’ I said. ‘To prove their corporate identity.’ I 

watched the logo-emblazoned side door swing across our path and come to a halt. ‘If this 

is their work-cars.’ 

 

‘Security is the new catchword,’ Penny said. She moved the esky closer. Maybe she 

hadn’t forgiven me, but the intrusion of the luxury vehicle wheeling round in front of her 

like a precision driving display at a speedway, raising a spray of sand as it went, 

provoked a desire for us to stay united. Threatening behaviour, because that was what it 

was, clarified doubt for Penny; it removed all the obstacles of goodwill, all those ethical 

nuances, those maybes and perhapses, and sharpened something in her character. It was 

an aggressive spirit to fight back and maintain something that used to be called rights, 

civil rights and liberties. She folded her arms across her chest, the first indication she was 

ready to play. It was a simple game plan. ‘The new submission by-line is security,’ she 

said. ‘Pin it to your project synopsis and the government will hand you a fistful of dollars. 

Get a load of these goons, Lee. They’ve come to arrest us.’ 

 

There were procedural matters occurring behind the tinted glass. The silhouette of the 

passenger made a phone call. The driver fiddled with an air-conditioning knob, or a CD 

volume button, or an electronic monitoring system, possibly a GPS reading. They were in 

no hurry; their quarry was corralled, caught between the river, the airport fence and the 
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bronze wall of the BMW Stalker. The passenger placed a clipboard on the dash and 

opened the door. He reached for his sunglasses in his top pocket.  

 

He was dressed in a pair of blue nylon slacks tight against his thighs, cutting into his 

groin, neatly bisecting his scrotum and buckled by a belt decorated with the strings of a 

harp in broad strokes of stainless steel. He walked like a toddler whose nappy was full of 

crap. Around his girth he displayed the entire range of restraining devices: a short black 

baton, handcuffs, capsicum spray, stun gun, knuckle-dusters that jingled free like bangles, 

green nylon cord neatly looped, a revolver of indeterminate calibre that was housed in a 

leather holster and a walkie-talkie whose aerial protruded like the tail of a toy dog. There 

was no mistaking his eyes, though; they bulged with blood flow, the result, it seemed, of 

a certain horse tranquilizer that was popular in the gym industry.  

 

‘Watch out,’ Penny whispered. ‘If he starts neighing run for the hills.’ 

 

‘What’s you do’en?’ It was then that I realized how short his arms were. He went to tuck 

his hands in his belt but his fingers barely reached. He was so muscle-bound he couldn’t 

straighten his arms. They needed extending. They needed a telescope effect at the wrist 

like the retractable legs of a tripod.  

 

Unable to find a resting place for his hands he folded his arms. While he glanced at me he 

couldn’t stop dropping his eyes, returning them to Penny’s breasts, her crotch, her 

breasts, her crotch, like some involuntary stimuli. He waddled up as if he had all the time 
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in the world. We were the action between mind-numbing conversation and eroding 

stretches of boredom. It was a time to take a look around, to have a chat and justify his 

existence. A time to stretch all those muscles, bulges of them, and oh my God didn’t they 

look tight. And there was no better way to address the public than to question them. And 

there was no better place to question a couple than by themselves in a secluded spot like 

this. Everybody knows why couples picnic in the bush. He said it all in one short stroll 

and a pop-eyed scan of Penny’s body. ‘What you do’en?’ he asked again. 

 

Penny sat down on the esky as though she was willing to give away height in the 

exchange just to project an atmosphere of calm, confidence and ease. She seemed to be 

saying I’ve got all day, now where do we start? 

 

‘At present,’ she said. ‘We were making our way back to our boat. We have a very 

important phone call to make.’ Penny inspected a fingernail, raised it to her lips and 

trimmed it. ‘What are you blokes doing here?’ she asked. There was nothing impertinent 

in her tone but it seemed to turn the social contract on its head. 

 

He couldn’t resist an answer that raised his profile. Penny wasn’t paying him due respect. 

He needed to get a procedural grasp on the situation. ‘Did you know that you’re 

trespassing on Airport property?’ 

 

‘We are on this side of the fence, aren’t we?’ I questioned. The other member of the 

security team remained in the vehicle. His silhouette held a mobile to his ear while he 
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fiddled with paperwork on his lap. One assumed he was the more senior partner and 

wasn’t going to enter into the fray until the rain stopped completely. The dark centre of 

the shower had moved northwards, releasing the sun that streamed down illuminating the 

final drizzle.  

 

The junior partner, the barrel-lifter, tore his eyes away from Penny. You could see the 

pleasure that the words forming in his head delivered. ‘In fact, it is against the law to be 

within two hundred metres of the perimeter fence unless you have certified permission 

which I’m going to ask you for now.’  

 

Penny stood and stepped towards the human dumb-bell. ‘Who should I address my 

remarks to: name, please, sir.’ She gently applied her fingernails to the small of my back. 

She wanted me to leave the questioning to her. It was an affectionate touch that told me 

she had recovered her composure. The officer leant slightly forward and twisted his 

nametag pinned to his shirt.  

 

‘Franz Beavercloth,’ Franz read for us. ‘Orpheus Security.’ 

 

‘Now, Mr Beavercloth, how were we to know that this area is out of bounds? It isn’t 

signposted, is it?’ 
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‘Well that is where you’re wrong. Every fifty metres there is a sign on the perimeter 

fence. There is also one on every gate.’ Franz rolled his body to one side and pointed 

towards the airport.  

 

‘But if you were to read them, wouldn’t you …’ I was interrupted in mid-sentence by 

Penny pinching my arm. But I couldn’t resist the logic of it. ‘To read the sign you would 

have to break the law.’ 

 

Simultaneously the rain stopped completely and the sun was run over by a Viking-shaped 

cloud rowing in from the east. The glade darkened. This was a cue to the thousands of 

cicadas clinging invisibly to the leaves of the she-oak. They started their shrill call in 

unison like some prehistoric car-alarm. The door of the Stalker opened where the senior 

officer pulled on a peaked cap bearing the red insignia of Orpheus Security. As he 

rounded the bonnet of the car you could see that he was carrying a notebook, also bearing 

the red harp on its cover and a walkie-talkie in a black leather casing that crackled with 

conversation: ‘Yeah, I can see him. But what the fuck are they doing down there?’ before 

he turned it off. He sidled up as if time was a commodity he controlled. He struggled to 

clip the walkie-talkie to his belt. 

 

‘What have we got here, Popcorn? A couple of trespassers going on a picnic.’  

 

I recognized his good looks, the strong broad jaw, the wide chiseled lips, his six-hour 

growth tinged blue against his skin. His work shirt was buttoned to the collar and he wore 
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the navy blue Orpheus tie, the harp in red stitching. He walked with the muscled 

confidence of an athlete, a four-hundred-metres runner, or five-eighth, his buttocks, 

scooped behind the hips but rounded in the tight-knit profile. It was the sneer about his 

lips that spoke of darker things. I suspected he was a heavy drinker and hopelessly 

inconsistent in love. I surmised, he was somebody who attracted women but couldn’t 

resist the temptation to humiliate them. 

 

‘A little picnic party on the wrong side of the fence,’ Popcorn grinned. He felt more 

comfortable now that his senior partner was beside him. Popcorn admired his captain and 

was willing to do the more unpleasant tasks that the team required.  

 

‘Are you aware you’re within the legal confines of the Airport and that constitutes an 

offense.’  

 

I recognized his voice. There was something of the failed actor about his movements, a 

self-conscious presentation of appearances. He was the security officer that night outside 

the Karmageddon who held the youth face down against the concrete while his colleague 

attacked the poor bastard with the baton, those sickening whacks in the region of his 

funny-bone. I stared right at him expecting some recognition but he looked arrogantly 

beyond me. He stared at Penny in a slightly amorous way as though they were on a beach 

somewhere and he was about to propose. 

 



 253

‘And what is your name, sir?’ Penny spoke with the tone of a politician on the hustings. 

She even ventured to shake his hand but he declined. He widened his stance, placed his 

hands behind his back as if prepared to speak to a superior officer on a parade ground. He 

was desperate to gain control. 

 

‘You are within two hundred metres of the perimeter fence.’ 

 

‘So your colleague informs us. Now, you tell me, your nametag reads Donald Crossroads 

if I’m not mistaken.’ Penny refused to be impressed by him. 

 

He stared at Penny as if she was an imbecile outside a railway station forecasting the end 

of the world. ‘Mr Crossroads … to you,’ he said. Then, ‘Who owns the boat tied up at the 

bridge?’ He released his hands and opened his notebook, and held it a certain distance 

from his body in a little flourish.  

 

‘I do,’ I volunteered.  

 

‘You’re Lee Skulks, aren’t you?’ He smiled as if my name was a joke too vulgar to share.  

 

‘Sure am.’ 

 

‘Being here, trespassing, would contravene your parole conditions, wouldn’t it?’ 
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‘Mr Crossroads … ’ Penny tried to get his attention again. In response he angled his body 

away from her. Popcorn, in an act of emulation of his leader, also stood at attention. 

However his own bulging biceps, cable-thick forearms and over-developed latissimus 

dorsi almost prevented him from holding his hands behind his back. In the end he had to 

lock little fingers in a desperate effort to make the chain link.  

 

‘I don’t know the answer to your question,’ I answered honestly. It seemed a lame 

response since my life depended upon it, but the finer legal aspects of my release had 

escaped me in all the hoo-ha.  

 

‘Donald, please.’ Penny finally broke through.  

 

‘Yes, Ms Whisper.’ He turned on his heel, another exaggerated gesture. Was he playing a 

German Officer in a school production of Anne Frank? 

 

‘I agree with you,’ Penny said. ‘We should not be this close to the perimeter fence. 

However, my professional responsibility to report the news in the public interest 

sometimes requires me to make quite difficult ethical decisions where I have to weigh the 

law as it stands and the truth of a situation whose disclosure is necessary for the law’s 

amendment. Laws change and evolve like everything else. The process is normally the 

result of public pressure and private disclosure. We strayed towards the perimeter fence, I 

grant you that, but it was to make a grisly discovery.’  
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Penny’s noble exaggerations and convenient logic had little impact on the senior officer 

apart from a look of mock concern, the look you might offer a child you’re too busy for.  

 

Penny altered her tone and adopted a more factual approach, less confrontational and less 

vaunting. ‘I discovered a body some fifteen minutes ago. It is a well-known identity in 

the corporate sex scene.’ 

 

‘And how did you know the body was there?’ Crossroads became genuinely interested 

for the first time. His question carried its own burden of ambiguity, as if we had spoilt his 

game by discovering the body so quickly.  

 

‘Well, I can’t answer that. It’s journalistic privilege, Donald.’ She again inadvisably put 

Mr Crossroads in his place. He pulled a dry smile as if hoping for a pause to think it 

through. But Penny wasn’t going to give him one.  

 

‘I advise you to notify the police immediately. A Detective Rex Groundspeed, homicide 

branch, would be your best bet. You can tell him that my mobile is on. I’ll give him any 

details he needs to know. Now, I’ll show you where the body is located and then Mr 

Skulks and I must get away before the high tide stops us getting under the bridge at 

Jackson’s Crossing.’ 

 

‘You knew the body was there?’ Donald asked. He appeared to be reading his reflection 

in Penny’s sunglasses. His hand holding the pen unfurled, an invitation to answer his 



 256

question. He was making the gesture and checking how it looked in the mirror of her 

shades. 

 

‘Donald, it’s not my job to hold lengthy discussions about the tip-offs I receive. Let’s say, 

though, it would reflect favourably on Mr Beavercloth and you if the police were 

informed post-haste and the body was recovered. To put it another way, the body is 

within the bounds of your brief and the longer it stays there, the more it looks as though 

you blokes have gone to sleep on your watch.’ Penny headed towards the mangroves. She 

didn’t look back and assumed somebody would follow. 

 

For a moment the two men from Orpheus glanced at each other, bold with complicity, 

and waited until Penny almost reached the mangrove fringe. 

 

‘You go, Popcorn,’ Donald weakly commanded. ‘I’ll stay here with Mr Skulks. Don’t 

tamper, don’t move it. It’s a crime scene.’ 

 

He turned and waddled off. 

 

Penny waited for Popcorn and they both disappeared into the low-lying bush. 

 

An awkward silence developed between Donald Crossroads and myself. It wasn’t really a 

silence either. Another jet landed, out of sight beyond the treeline, an agonizing noise as 
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if some monstrous mechanical bull was being put to the sword. Then the cicadas started 

up again. 

 

‘Mr Skulks, is that thing turned on? You know, up here.’ Crossroads touched his skull.  

 

At first I thought it was a type of mockery he was engaging in, but realized as I 

maintained my stare that he had some perverse interest in being noticed, in this case, 

filmed.  

 

‘As far as I know its turned on all the time.’ 

 

‘You can’t hear anything though, can you?’ 

 

‘It doesn’t record sound. It only records pictures, you know, images, what my eyes see.’ 

 

‘A living, walking and breathing camera, that’s what you are Mr Skulks.’  

 

There was a nastiness winding its way through the trellis of his vanity, a poison ivy of 

jilted relations, controlling, wheedling and manipulative relations. I imagined women 

would find him creepy, the mood he was settling into. He couldn’t resist being recorded; 

it raised his profile in his own eyes and turned his actions into an event, but he also 

resented being filmed, as though I was the perversity from which he needed to break 

contact. 



 258

 

‘Look the other fucking way. Do you get me? You’re nothing but a walking camera, you 

poor sad prick.’ 

 

I didn’t provoke him and directed my attention to the creek where I hoped Penny was 

okay.  

 

‘Who gets to see what’s going on in your head? Look at me, when I speak to you, Mr 

Skulks.’ 

 

I refused to answer for a while to give the silence time to grow enough impertinence to 

lay at his feet. I scanned back to where he was standing and as I stared he preened, posed 

and promoted himself just once more before Penny returned with solemn Mr Beavercloth. 

 

Her confidence bustled them about and they lacked the courage to seriously apprehend 

her. There was something in their behaviour, a certain understanding between them that 

undermined the validity of their authority. Maybe they were taking a break when they 

discovered Penny and me but whatever the case, you felt they were happy in their own 

way to see the back of us, as we were to leave.  

 

‘You are to ring Detective Rex Groundspeed and take the credit for finding the body. If 

there are any irregularities you pass on this number.’ Penny handed Donald a calling-card 
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that she dispensed from her mobile phone. ‘Take the credit, Donald. Ring if you need 

me.’  

 

‘Grab the other side of the esky,’ she commanded. I did so, the blanket over the other 

arm, and followed our tracks through the thicket until we reached the road. The boat was 

visible now. The tide came in quickly and had raised it. Penny took a sideways glance 

and then said quite rapidly, ‘They knew the body was there.’ 

 

‘What?’  

 

‘They knew the body was there. Our little ball of Popcorn gave it away walking down the 

track. He said, “It’s over here?” How did he know where it was?’ 

 

‘Maybe we told him.’ I couldn’t remember whether Penny had mentioned the location of 

the body or not. She mentioned it was that of a prostitute, but … It was a bit hazy in the 

stress of the moment. 

 

‘I didn’t tell them and they knew. They knew the body was there. It was all over Popcorn 

like a rash. He was guilty as hell. He almost led the way until he realized I was 

deliberately hanging back.’ 

 

‘They put the body there?’ 
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‘I don’t know, Lee. But I’ve had enough bloody coincidences for one day. And I found 

this.’ She reached into her jeans pocket and pulled out a silver mobile phone. It was an 

expensive one, beautifully-hinged with a little arched screen. ‘It was in the grass just 

beside the drag marks. Obviously it was meant to be thrown away with her. It must have 

fallen off the blanket in the darkness. I got a feeling they came back to find it.’ 

 

‘Is it Brooke’s?’ 

 

‘It’s hers all right.’  

 

Penny sat at the front of the boat playing with the mobile phone. Obviously the 

information recorded inside its silver casing was revelatory. Penny kept keying away and 

gasping. ‘Oh, Skulks, you wouldn’t believe it. The names she’s got recorded here.’ 

 

I couldn’t share her investigative zeal. I kept seeing the body in the mangroves, the limp, 

defenseless cast of her limbs against all that mud. I kept hearing Brooke’s voice, her 

singing voice, the recorded one that Grovely played on election night. There was one 

song in particular that began with no accompaniment, a voice singing in an empty room, 

with just enough echo to catch the loneliness it implied. It was throaty and bluesy: 

‘Nobody knows how dark these deep roots grow.’ I felt outraged by her murder, the 

disproportionate weight it applied to the spinning disc of my own recovery. Each grief 

reawakens all the others, and I knew once I got over the shock there was going to be a 

number of other lives to mourn. As we cleared the bend, the bridge at Jackson’s Crossing 
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came into view. At the deepest curve of the underside there was less than a metre 

clearance left. I felt the entire momentum of my life balk at the challenge in front of me. I 

wanted to turn around and go back. ‘To what?’ the question occurred to me. ‘You’re 

caught between two bridges.’ 

 

As we approached the concrete pylons it was obvious the tide had beaten us. There was 

still space under the central arch, but not enough. It was dangerous now if we ventured 

under. The thought of being trapped between the water and the concrete slab while the 

tide had an hour to run was frightening. I was claustrophobic at the best of times, but 

being sealed off by a concrete block and inundated by water resembled too much the act 

of burial itself. I wheeled the boat around and Penny put the mobile away. She was aware 

of our predicament.  

 

‘Gee, the tide’s up,’ she said. She pulled a concerned face. 

 

I screwed back the throttle and took a closer look. Brooke was singing in my head. The 

friarbirds were squabbling in the casuarinas. I circled again. I kept thinking about Penny 

and me. Where was the morning intimacy now? Had she thrown it overboard? She could 

move from one feeling to another in the twinkling of an eye. It made me wonder what 

sort of lover she might be. Would there be any constancy in our relationship or would it 

be like a spider riding a pendulum. A lot could be put down to her journalism. She was 

always reporting on the crimes of others and that required some sort of detachment. At 
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the same time it provided her with enormous energy; she was always in motion, reacting 

to the spirit of things.  

 

I circled the boat again. I knew the problem belonged with me. It was her celebrity status; 

it intimidated me. But there was something else there also. It was the effect her 

tenderness had upon me. It released the grief. The grief I felt at the bottom of all this. 

That first grief when I lost my family and my toe-hold on life itself.  

 

‘We’re going under,’ I shouted. 

 

‘You mean under the bridge?’ 

 

‘I sure do. You’ll need to lie on the bottom of the boat. That’s right, curl up into a ball.’  

 

I needed her to trust me, just one simple exchange of trust. She knelt down on her knees 

then let her body unfurl between the two seats. I joined her, with my shoulder and head 

angled up at the stern, my hand on the throttle arm. The top of the outboard was now the 

highest point. The difficulty ahead of us, though, was maintaining the boat in a straight 

line, for any deviation would result in the top of the motor jamming tight against the 

concrete underside of the bridge. In addition, the quicker we approached the tighter we 

would be wedged if we were off target.  

 

‘Get ready, here we go.’  
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The shadow of the bridge fell across us. A late departing swallow nesting on the 

underside skimmed our faces. The engine reverberated like an echo chamber. The tide 

bubbled against the pylon. The baby chicks in the nest presented their orange throats. The 

slab descended, or so it seemed, centimetres from our faces. The lid of the casket was 

lowered. And then the motor caught, a graveled scrap that brought the boat to a halt. We 

were no more than half a metre off line. 

 

‘Shit,’ Penny sighed. ‘I’m so cramped.’ 

 

There was only one chance. The front of the boat was almost into the sunlight. I gunned 

the throttle hoping we might drag free. Either that or we would be wedged fast until the 

tide entered the sides or we sank. The motor scraped, the front of the boat reared for a 

second thumping the concrete and suddenly we shot free into the light.  

 

Penny stretched and regained her seat, but instead of remaining at the front she joined me 

on the backseat. She rested her arms on my shoulders, a delicate embrace, and kissed me 

on the lips. ‘The places you take me, Mr Skulks. You must be a very sought-after man. 

First there is the visit to the corpse. Every young girl’s dream. Then there is the 

entombment under the bridge. What have you got planned for this evening?’ 

 

‘You,’ I answered. ‘You, Miss Penny Whisper. ‘You are my entire evening.’ 
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The Funeral 

 

It was a delightful little church constructed from Helidon sandstone and located in a quiet 

suburban street. The hearse was parked outside the front gate and there were a dozen or 

so cars in the grounds. The building was almost empty when Penny and I entered apart 

from a scattering of mourners who, attending to their separate grief, were positioned 

throughout the pews in no apparent order or connection. Before the priest started the mass 

he brought us together by inviting everybody to come forward.  

 

We could see Grovely and Julia at the front. Julia in many ways was overseeing my 

rehabilitation. It was such a small, intimate group that barely filled two pews. As Penny 

and I made our way towards the altar the seats exuded a most pleasant smell of seasoned 

wood. There were the stone-mullioned windows and the old lacquered Stations of the 

Cross, almost scorched black with age, across which fell shadows of streaked colour cast 

by the rose window. The quaintness of the surroundings disguised partly the state of 

Brooke’s body sealed so tragically away in the rosewood casket.  

 

The eulogy was also guarded in its omissions. The information provided to the priest by 

the only remaining sister, Lora, portrayed Brooke as a courageous older sister, lending 

support and leading the way in a home paralyzed by drunkenness and post-war piety.  
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‘A gifted student at a prominent catholic girl’s school … ’ The vagueness here I 

attributed to certain fears of litigation; there was a growing media interest in her death 

that as yet failed to be conclusively confirmed as murder. The priest spoke in a detached 

manner, quite formally, as if the references he made required no further detail or 

confirmation to be understood by the initiated. 

 

‘She chose to make her mark in the arts,’ he went on, looking up from his notes and 

squeezing out a cheerful grimace. ‘While her friends went off to university, she rather 

attended to the truths inside her head. She was a radical who brought her family up-to-

date,’ the priest narrated. ‘A gifted songwriter with a taste for adventure. Even I 

remember in my university days the mercurial lead singer of Toxoplasma.’  

 

From this point onwards the eulogy became vaguer still. There was a mention of an aging 

mother in a retirement village whom Brooke visited every time she was in Brisbane. 

‘Now mother and child are reunited,’ the priest added in a dignified tone, the father’s 

terrifying outbursts and financial inconsistencies excluded from the serene tableau he 

painted. ‘And some of the anguish that she no doubt felt sometimes in her life is now 

finally extinguished.’ There was no mention of her habit or the way she chose to make 

her living, post-rock.  

 

When it came to wheeling the coffin to the door, Grovely’s only formal touch to the 

proceeding crackled through the public-address system. Again Brooke was singing to us. 

Or was she singing to herself? 
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Nobody knows how dark these deep roots grow.  
Nobody cares. Nobody sows.  
Nobody knows how weak this soul does grow.  
Come back to me before I lose control.  

 

The crackly effects in the small church’s sound system made the voice even lonelier than 

the first time I heard it. She seemed to be singing somewhere behind the altar, lost totally 

in the absorption of the guitar she strummed.  

 

And then at the door there was an embarrassing oversight that needed quickly sorting out. 

Nobody was approached beforehand to carry the coffin from the church door, down the 

steps and into the back of the hearse. With so few people to choose from, it looked for a 

moment that the coffin was going to remain there at the top of the stairs, an odd piece of 

merchandise abandoned on a ‘closed for repair’ assembly line. The undertakers were 

forced to recruit the pall-bearers as they left the stone building, asking each one whether 

they were interested in helping. A red-eyed and extremely sedate Grovely accompanied 

Penny and me on one side while John Bosh, the Chairman of Orpheus Security, Lora’s 

husband Greg, and the younger of the two undertakers hoisted the casket off its trolley on 

the other side.  

 

John Bosh’s wife, Nancy, refused point-blank. She was obviously very upset, but one felt 

by the sharpness of her voice a certain disgust at being asked to shoulder the casket of a 

murdered prostitute.  
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‘I shall not be carrying that coffin, sir. Frankly I would imagine something like this to be 

arranged beforehand. Now excuse me, please.’ And she pushed her way towards the 

black Mercedes whose chauffeur sat behind the wheel reading a newspaper.  

 

Why John Bosh was there, of all the corporate contacts Brooke secured, completely 

evaded Penny and me. Overnight, Penny transcribed the information on the call register 

of Brooke’s mobile. She neatly typed the list out before going on-line and checking the 

‘Who’s Who’.  

 

The list was full of surprises, and in a moment of inspiration gave her an investigative 

schedule she intended to pursue until all contacts were accounted for in relation to 

Brooke’s death. Each would have an opinion, Penny and I were certain of that, but to 

what degree the opinion was a smoke-screen for more intimate matters was something 

our intelligence and sensibility would have to contend with. The names on the list ranged 

widely: public servants associated, no doubt, with Leonard Grovely; a few political 

figures including the progressive mayor, Julian Sucuteo, who seemed to be on 

everybody’s mailing list for one reason or another; surprisingly, Margaret Bornchef, who 

could barely know Brooke, let alone have a specific reason to ring her; and, far more 

surprisingly, Isis Partec and her Martin Gloworth, Penny’s estranged husband.  

 

Penny revealed that her relationship with Martin had fallen into an infuriating mixture of 

non-communicative detachment and evasive hostility. It existed in a ‘fog-like’ 

atmosphere, as if the past was some tundra region of the heart they had been rescued 
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from. But not before everything they once felt had been frozen or painfully amputated. 

When they stood before each other, in various legal chambers, the city and its river 

stretched out behind them, they tried to untangle their lives by points of law. But all the 

red leather-bound books of jurisprudence couldn’t account for the state of her failed 

marriage and the continuing shock of its effortless collapse.  

 

‘It dropped,’ she remarked with bitter hopelessness, ‘like a shot swan. How could Martin 

be so bloody stupid to be taken that easily?’ Penny said hopelessly. She meant the sexual 

prowess of Isis Partec. ‘She’s young, she’s beautiful, she’s clever and she’s in her 

twenties … ’ And she stopped there in the throes of self-revelation, the moment when the 

obvious enters the room like a shaft of light or an extra-sensory-perception from the 

frontiers of history, proclaiming the end of loyalty and the private depths of character. 

‘He wears his bloody heart on his sleeve,’ she concluded, shielding Martin from blame in 

case their marriage fell back into place. And then, more truthfully, she offered: ‘As for 

his soul, I think he sold that long ago.’ 

 

The second group of names on Brooke’s mobile were corporate identities whose private 

mobile numbers were blazoned in sans serif with little text summaries that read like 

riddles. We both guessed they were preferred sexual preferences, or notes Brooke kept to 

remember the intimate disclosures her clients shared in bed. Little Boy Blue/ Has Lost the 

Clue/ To Whom The Tunnel Will be Funded/ One Blow on his Horn/ He Told me by 

Dawn/ The Donor Was Partly Corrupted. Either that or they were satirical poems that she 

felt compelled to keep stored in a dark place. There were also a dozen or so MPs from 
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both sides of politics, but on first glimpse the overwhelming number came from the 

conservative side of the ledger.  

 

The world of the prostitute, despite its historical longevity, still defined its territory by the 

most ambiguous borders. It was where business flowed over into pleasure, where clients 

became friends and yet ‘friendship’ was neither necessary nor insisted upon. While 

money was the transmission fluid that eased it into gear, it carried a whole lot of other 

baggage in its boot, from the libertine to the lewd.  

 

‘No two people react to sex the same,’ Penny confirmed. ‘The fact doesn’t vary for call-

girls.’ 

 

The final group of names on the mobile were simply the people Penny didn’t know. As 

testimony to Penny’s social connection in the city, there were only three names she 

couldn’t place in context. Lora, Brooke’s sister, belonged to this group and had now been 

accounted for. That left two others who Penny had hoped to speak to at the funeral. 

Instead of drifting about and socializing, we had been enlisted in coffin-duty and stood at 

attention ready to take the weight of the casket down the stairs. 

 

The six of us eyed each other across the coffin. I saw that John Bosh was a tall, extremely 

well-built man, a body builder in his youth, I guessed, but an athlete who probably still 

maintained four visits to the gym a week despite being in his early sixties. He had a round 

German face whose fair skin was veined with ruptured capillaries that grew ruddy on his 
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cheekbones. However, it was his nose that provided a rugged charm to his features, a 

great big knobbly nose, the cartilage surfacing half way down as if it had been broken a 

thousand times. He was dressed in an immaculate black suit with wide lapels and 

gleaming white shirt. Pearls of sweat gathered on his brow and trickled down his face. 

The fluffy hair above each ear was tinged a reddish grey. The oldest of the pall-bearers, 

he took the strain of lifting the casket easily. With his even steps and excessive upper 

body strength, he was the only one who had polished, closed black shoes and walked with 

the military determination required of the role.  

 

Personally, I was too distracted to care how good I myself looked – too distracted by the 

truth of what lay only centimetres from me in the velvet and silk lining of the coffin. 

Brooke, her death and the circumstances around it, remained now as a constant focus, a 

talking-point that Penny and I were unable to halt. For three days we’d been constant 

companions since finding the body up the creek. It was an eerie, nervous time, waiting 

for the funeral to provide some formal closure to our shock and grief but also a time 

deeply influenced by the uncertain political intentions of the new government. To face 

your approaching death in prison is marked each day by a thousand tiny, boring rituals 

that partly prepare you for the final dehumanizing act. However on the outside, any 

reversal of government policy gained the distracting potency of a nasty fantasy you were 

more inclined to ignore than face up too. You tended to ignore the pessimistic 

consequence and plumbed for a more cheerful and hopeful outcome. As Penny and I had 

a habit of repeating to ourselves, ‘While Grovely is Director of Protective Services, 

there’s hope.’ 
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The glare of the lights covered us and added to the spring warmth of the afternoon. The 

Throw Back van was arrogantly parked in front of the hearse and from its roof a 

cameraperson in blue jeans and T-shirt filmed the progression of the coffin until it sat on 

its chrome runners inside the vehicle. Mathers, his grey coat unbuttoned and his hands in 

his pockets, made no pretense of why he was there. He was being filmed by another 

camera while providing a commentary picked up by a lapel mic.  

 

‘It can be seen from this small gathering in this quiet suburban street that the previous 

government wants to bury the past without much pomp or ceremony. Convicted terrorist, 

Lee Skulks helped carry the coffin of the sex worker while his protector and mentor 

Leonard Grovely, Director of Protective Services, accompanied him. Crime reporter, 

Penny Whisper, whose role in the funeral was unclear also attended. Everybody present is 

remaining tight-lipped and has declined an interview.’ This was a complete lie of course 

– nobody had been approached – but was probably an accurate guess at the response he 

would have received if he had asked. Then Mathers decided to finish his report with an 

ambiguous and extremely intrusive flourish. Followed by the cameraperson, Mathers 

slipped along the side of the hearse and stood behind the undertaker who was preparing to 

close the tailgate. The spotlight filled the back of the hearse and presented the coffin as a 

still life, the turned wooded edges, the dramatically-veined timber, the sparkling plaque 

and the metal handles screwed into the side.  
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‘Great mystery still surrounds her death. Maybe the mystery shall remain unsolved and 

stay inside here.’  

 

He motioned to touch the coffin but thought better of it, more from a question of hygiene 

than etiquette, indicated by the way he gently wiped his hand against his thigh.  

 

‘Maybe the truth about the final weeks of high jinks – the booze, the wine and the girls – 

that characterized the old government, will die with her. And maybe the official line 

offered by a tired Superintendent of Police will be remembered by history as the last great 

lie of the former government – its final tragedy, its most bawdy victim. Unless, of course, 

we forget the one outstanding item of business the new government has promised to deal 

with – and that, of course, is the issue of justice called for by the arrest of Lee Skulks who 

boldly presented himself here today as a mourner. A mourner, mind you. May those 

children’s souls rest in peace.’ 

 

Leonard Grovely insisted we drop the Honda Ballet off at my place and proceed with him 

in his limousine, even though the cemetery was only a couple of blocks away. We sat 

opposite the big man in the plush leather interior. The screens were turned off and instead 

of their ‘open-eye’ on government, as Grovely had liked to boast, they now reflected the 

empty sky and the passing line of trees. The old bakelite phone rested silently in its 

cradle, and there was an absence of paperwork apart from a yellow post-it stuck to the 

tiny mirror inlayed in the bench. It bore the names ‘Bornchef/Reynolds’.  
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‘It’s a sad, sad day,’ Grovely murmured. Penny leaned forward and touched his knee. His 

eyes had emerged from their shadowy overhang in his grief. They smarted with pain and 

bulged unhealthily at the world. Without the normal bustle to occupy him, Grovely 

looked abandoned, marooned on an island of self-imposed aridity and flagellation. He 

wasn’t going to mock the helplessness he felt with some vain attempt at bureaucratic 

control. He looked like a man who had stepped outside of his obsession, like one who 

takes leave of a burning building and, looking back, wonders how he might have been 

trapped there forever. He carried a new understanding, however painful his grief might 

feel, in his tired limbs.  

 

‘I want to invite you,’ he said quite formally, as if in preparation for the duties that 

awaited him at the graveside. While the priest would do most of the talking, it would be 

Grovely to whom everybody would turn, his gestures being the final rites bestowed upon 

his only, and for much of his life estranged, lover. His voice creased with emotion and he 

tried again. ‘I want to invite you to accompany me after the burial to a private wake. 

There are some urgent things I need to share with you. My driver will attend to us, just us 

three. Don’t mention it to anybody. For all intents and purposes, Leonard Grovely is on 

vacation as from today.’ 

 

It was noticeable, stepping from the air-conditioning of the limousine into the late 

afternoon scorcher, that a thunderstorm was more than likely to visit the city before dark. 

A number of gums flowered in the paddock opposite the cemetery, the sweet, aromatic 

scent of the nectar overpowering the fatiguing colognes and antiperspirants. The small 
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group dwindled further; the Boshes, whose connection to Brooke was still unclear, were 

absent. However, Steve Engels had arrived, late of course, releasing Julia who strode 

towards us as if we were old friends meeting on a beach. She smiled, mindful of the grief 

about her but unable to suppress the true nature of her feelings.  

 

‘Hi, Lee,’ she said and hugged me. ‘How are you getting on?’ 

 

‘Still making tracks,’ I offered. She hugged me further, an embrace so long that it reached 

the point where you wonder after releasing pressure whether you should tighten your grip 

again. I was conscious of Penny talking quietly to Grovely as the couple overtook us. 

Penny shot me a jealous glance that stung with guilt. My conscience wasn’t completely 

clear either.  

 

‘You don’t answer your phone anymore, Mr Skulks. Or are you deliberately ignoring my 

messages?’ Julia’s voice retained some of the mock hostility she demonstrated during her 

phone calls.  

 

For the first week Julia rang twice daily, the evening call sometimes lasting an hour. 

After the wine took effect she tended to flirt on the phone, assuming a responsibility for 

my welfare that tittered on the edge of professional decorum. She liked to threaten certain 

reprisals against my new detached and independent status, actions she knew full-well 

phone-distance created in fantasy and precluded in reality. I was a poor flirt, too anxious 

to allow the free-association of sexual innuendo to wander off into the woods alone. I was 
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worried I’d be called to account later on. However, I was learning from Julia and her 

slightly twisted phone-technique to squeeze each word for the erotic potential it might 

secrete.  

 

For the last three days I’d pulled the phone from the wall, fearing a call from Margaret 

Bornchef more than anything else. ‘I’ve been tied up,’ I said, and noticed her smile. 

‘Tracking bodies down in swamps. Avoiding security guards. Buying china, cutlery and 

linen – all those things you insist I get while I can, before the money runs out.’ 

 

‘When do I get to see this house up close and personal?’ 

 

‘Soon,’ I said. I was aware everybody had moved to the grave-site, some sixty metres 

away, and watched the priest arrive from the concrete path that led down the slope.  

 

‘Dinner would be nice,’ she said. We started walking towards the mound of turned earth. 

‘Walk in front of me. I want a glimpse of you,’ she said. ‘Especially from the back. 

That’s the way, Mr Skulks. Flex those buttocks.’ She chuckled and whispered further. 

‘The camera’s on you for a change, and I’m going to download every detail when I get 

home. I’m going to pour myself a nice glass of Merlot and strip down to my underwear 

and quietly go over every image I’m watching know.’ She left off at this point; the priest 

had called everybody around. 
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On a lawn-fringe adjacent to the line of parked cars, Rex Groundspeed lingered, looking 

up as we approached with the apologetic look of a schoolboy whose assignment was 

overdue again. He had dispensed with his tie in an unusual act of informality and stood 

with his hands in his pockets, brand new white shirt unbuttoned, suit coat hanging from 

the crook of his finger slung across his shoulder. He waited beside Grovely’s limousine, 

turning away from the driver who’d been quietly flattening an ant’s nest with the heel of 

his shoe while they chatted. 

 

‘My condolences, Leonard.’ He offered the big man his hand. Grovely took it gently and, 

looking up, stared at him searchingly. 

 

Then Grovely said, ‘Thank you, Rex. Are you here on some official business?’ 

 

‘Oh no, Leonard. I wanted to pay my respects. We all loved Brooke in one way or 

another.’ And, suddenly realizing the ambiguity of his phrasing, added hopelessly. ‘She 

won’t be forgotten by any of us.’ 

 

Leonard dropped his hand as if bored by the tedium, but added sharply: ‘How did your 

interview go?’ 

 

‘Great. Great,’ Groundspeed answered, and suddenly realized that his good luck was 

totally swamped by the wave of grief tangibly washing around his ankles. He added, 

more dejectedly: ‘I got the job, if that’s what you mean. General Coordinator, Airport 
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Security, Orpheus. They need a bit of experience. They’re a pretty raw team at present. 

That’s why I’m late. I didn’t go in until two. The interview lasted nearly an hour.’ 

 

‘Well. Well. Well. They’re a raw team, all right. I just wonder how much policing you’ll 

get in your new job.’ 

 

‘It’s good money, Leonard.’ He seemed positively slighted by Grovely’s tone, as if there 

existed some professional rivalry between them. Nevertheless, they were polite to each 

other in a guarded sort of a way. 

 

‘I don’t doubt that. Super thrown in I suppose. You’ll be able to retire to the Gold Coast, 

won’t you, Rex? And play golf each Tuesday with the crowd you spent twenty years 

keeping in order.’ 

 

‘I see it more seriously than that, Leonard.’ He seized the moral high ground while he 

could, and checked the phrasing in his mind before speaking to remove any expletives 

that might have ruined the elegance of his newfound insight. He went on: ‘We live in a 

time of crisis, Leonard. You know that as well as I do. And if we can successfully search 

everybody at the gateway to the nation, the threat is greatly reduced. I mean search 

properly: ideologically, politically and financially.’ 
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‘Why don’t you include racially and morally, Rex, and be done with it? You could use an 

evil detector or … let me see, a DNA scan to see if they carry the criminal or terrorist 

gene.’ 

 

‘We don’t need that, Leonard. Just the phone-tapping and surveillance and apprehension 

legislation that your old government continually stalled on.’  

 

‘My government?’ Grovely tried to highlight the irony with a dash of false modesty, but 

the tone plunged him into the county of minor falsehood instead of the world of politics 

he ate and breathed. He sighed a mighty sigh almost capable of clearing the dust from the 

shoulder of the road. He drove the dark winds from the core of his being.  

 

‘We no longer talk of laws, it’s legislation now, isn’t it?’ Grovely addressed all of us. 

Then nodded to his driver who opened the door of the limousine. It was the hottest part of 

the day, the breeze had dropped and a cabinet of cumulus busts, towering half-finished 

portraits of craggy leaders molded from milk-white cloud, rose in line from the south. 

The most easterly one was lit momentarily by an orange glow of lightning. Over such 

distance, the thunder was lost in the traffic hum rolling endlessly behind the paddock 

where the highway curved northward.  

 

Penny, who feared the opportunity to speak to Rex might be lost by Grovely’s irresistible 

command to join him and be away, grabbed Groundspeed by the upper arm. ‘Rex, did 

you get my message?’ Grovely grasped the open door, but tensed and listened, without 
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turning, with that acute sensibility he directed at gossip. Rex took a cautious moment to 

answer. 

 

‘Yes, I received them. But I’m not coordinating the investigation as I might’ve.’ 

 

Grovely couldn’t resist the final dig in a dispute or rivalry that existed between them. 

‘Did you receive a “ministerial”, Rex?’  

 

Rex reached up and grabbed Penny’s hand gently, as if to say, ‘Hang on, I’ll be with you 

in a minute, but first I have to deal with this moron.’ 

 

‘No. There was no ”ministerial”, Leonard. The Police Service seems to be in a state of 

shock with the present Superintendent not sure whether he should resign, clean out his 

desk and go and live in France, or whether to wait for some inquiry to recommend his 

sacking. How are things happening over in Protective Services? I can’t imagine you even 

sitting in the same room as your new minister.’ 

 

‘Thanks for coming, Rex.’ There was a wearied resignation in Grovely’s decampment, a 

stout man’s awkward stoop and lower-back twinge as he fell into place on the leather 

bench of the backseat.  

 

Rex turned quickly and decisively towards Penny and lowered his voice. The door of the 

limousine remained open and waited our deportment to its confines. ‘I’m not on the case 
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because I’m leaving. It would be unfair to take control of the investigation and suddenly 

move on, taking all my hunches with me. However, you were right.’ 

 

‘About the suicide?’ Penny asked. 

 

‘It’s murder all right. Back of the head as you observed – without a struggle. An 

execution possibly, while she slept if not while she was out of it. Her body was souped-

up with a cocktail of drugs. It was enough to kill a normal person.’ 

 

‘Profiling?’ 

 

‘There isn’t a great need for it, normally, but on this occasion, Margaret Bornchef. Do 

you know her?’ Penny nodded, careful not to disturb his train of thought. I nodded too, 

and felt a stitch of anxiety, a gastric twinge, accompany the image of Margaret swiveling 

in her chair at the clinic and fixing me in her stare with that austere and slightly irritated 

narrowing of the lips.  

 

‘She has offered an opinion. Whatever her background, she is a very cluey person. She is 

also extremely prompt and efficient.’ 

 

At this moment the giant ham of Grovely’s leg finished its mid-air rotation and poked out 

of the car resting again on the footpath. The tinted glass shielded his eyes but the gesture 
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was clear. He was an impatient man who resented dependency like some people resented 

criticism.  

 

Rex seemed hurried by the gesture even though Penny assured him to take his time. She 

wanted to get this right. 

 

Rex tried to summarize. ‘Bornchef took the forensic information that she claimed was 

hopelessly compromised – but we won’t go into that. But she worked overnight all the 

same, and had an opinion for us in the morning.’ 

 

‘What, just from the forensic data?’ Penny asked.  

 

A semi-trailer rattled along the road beside the cemetery and raised a cloud of dust. 

Groundspeed took the opportunity of the diversion to move us another couple of metres 

from the door of the limousine. He lowered his voice a couple of notches. The depth of it 

now sounded genuinely clandestine. 

 

‘We also gave Bornchef a description of Brooke’s operation as we’ve always understood 

it. We blanked out names for privacy reasons, but you wouldn’t have to be Einstein to 

guess who the major players were.’ 

 

‘And what did she make of it?’  
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Behind Penny’s dark eyes a fantasy was being quickly amended and reshaped to match 

the details that Rex offered. The fantasy was making that exciting transition from fancy 

towards fact, from dream into theory. Crime, for Penny, was some great tragedy that 

required an equal and corresponding reaction by those gifted enough to give it 

expression. She was searching for that platinum thread, the line of motivation that 

connected human behaviour to its multi-faceted and diverse expressions. She was 

searching for the detail that would start the line of personal discovery that in turn would 

switch on the video in her head. There is always something about us to be discovered in 

the behaviour of other people. 

 

‘I also passed on to Margaret what we know of Brooke’s movements from election eve 

onwards.’ 

 

Penny, who relied on Rex often to ‘illuminate’ a case and surreptitiously pass on the 

crucial document she could use in her own reporting, gave him a certain raised-eye stare 

that he deflected. 

 

In explanation he said: ‘Penny, this is a different sort of case, and one I recommend you 

leave alone. There is complete lethargy in my office with respects to it.’  

 

He spoke quickly now. Grovely had called out, ‘Are you coming?’ and threatened to 

climb from the limousine.  
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‘Nobody wants to drive it from the top either. It’s the Grovely factor that scares the shit 

out of everybody. They don’t want to be transferred to Bamaga. And who blames them? 

They fear reprisals whether they discover the truth or not. Mathers worries people too. I 

think Brooke was in a free-fall much of her life and when she came to pull the ripcord the 

line of trust became hopelessly tangled and she plummeted to the ground. I think a 

number of different people wanted her gone and buried.’ He whispered the last bit, aware 

now he stepped well beyond his brief.  

 

‘And Bornchef’s profiling agreed with this? It was inconclusive?’ Penny thirsted for the 

real. Real people in real time.  

 

‘Oh no,’ he said, as if Penny hadn’t been listening. ‘No. She was very specific. It’s 

definitely a former client.’ 

 

‘What? Are we going to interview half the cabinet and the entire business community?’ 

Penny looked disappointed with Rex, as if her favourite student had announced he was 

quitting the course. 

 

‘No. She was quite certain. She called it “amorous ambiguity projection”. It’s when a 

person projects onto another person the identity of a former lover. They confuse the new 

person with a previous relationship. The previous relationship was, of course, deeply 

dissatisfying and normally checkered. They are slighted people and they try to right the 
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former grudge on an unsuspecting partner. Of course, they would deny it belligerently if 

you challenged them or pointed it out.’ 

 

‘So it’s like a delayed revenge effect.’ 

 

‘I suppose so. Though you would need to ask Bornchef yourself. I’m not trained in the 

area of profiling. I’m a fingerprint and bloodstain man. Old school if you like.’  

 

Grovely climbed out of the car and shook his legs and wiggled his feet. It appeared he 

suffered some circulation problem and he couldn’t feel his toes. He looked across 

intrusively, annoyed at the delay and the obvious secrecy, but arrogantly refusing to 

intervene. He was accustomed to small gestures resulting in maximum effects of control 

and compliance.  

 

‘As I understand,’ Groundspeed continued. ‘A client establishes a professional 

relationship with a prostitute and she allows him to gain some of the control he lost in the 

original relationship. This, according to Bornchef, triggers what she calls “an amorous 

cascade”. The client falls in love with the prostitute in a real sense, and this of course can 

be touching for the prostitute but also terribly restraining. Listen, I must be going.’ 

 

Grovely had decided to wander over. They were weary steps that struggled to carry the 

burden of his impatience and annoyance.  
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Penny spoke rapidly, reaching out and grabbing Rex’s arm and pulling him slightly 

towards her. 

 

‘How did Bornchef establish this from a few bloody photographs and some notes?’ 

 

‘She also visited the hotel room where Brooke was staying. It’s a crime-scene that’s 

chillingly revealing. Our biggest asset, if anybody wants to get started.’ 

 

‘You didn’t mention that, Rex.’ 

 

‘I’ve got a thousand things on my mind. New job and all that.’ He turned to the 

lumbering Grovely whose face was covered with sweat. ‘My condolences, Leonard. 

Hang in there, Big Man.’ He said it with genuine sympathy, as if their tiff before was just 

a lover’s spat.  

 

And high above us at the edge of the weather front, a sullen boom rolled through an 

isolated steep of cloud. It was a sign that a storm was on the way – more a warning than 

the storm itself – a little renegade cloud that broke uncertainly from its meteorological 

base. The sun was darkened, a light shower of rain drifted over, the droplets opaque and 

individually illuminated. Before we were secured in the limousine, the rain thickened and 

the smell of turned earth joined with the sickly-sweet scent of the nectar dropping heavily 

on us from the flowering gums.  
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The Refinery Wake 

 

Penny had quietly withdrawn from the conversation and was traveling rapidly though the 

speculative regions of her mind. It was something quite beautiful to watch, with her 

obvious intelligence and slightly obsessive stare. She was focused out the window, 

scanning the flat and dusty expanse of the old domestic airport that was under re-

development. She hid her eyes to hide her inward calculations. And with a breathy 

expulsion, like a whale surfacing, she asked Grovely without pretext, ‘Who is the holding 

company for the redevelopment?’ 

 

‘What redevelopment?’ Grovely was in the process of cleaning out his pockets, the 

trouser pockets, the endless depth of them, suit coat pockets, the width and capacity of 

minor saddle bags, even his shirt pocket was large enough to carry a paperback. He 

placed the discarded contents, calling-cards, brochures, paperclips, wine-corks and their 

associated fluff and tissue-fleck, into a grey foldout bin the size of a plastic ice-cream 

container.  

 

‘What redevelopment do you mean, Penny dear?’ He looked up from his spring-cleaning 

and followed Penny’s line of sight. ‘You mean that dust bowl of beautifully leveled real-

estate?’  
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From the Gateway Arterial you could see the first signs of a massive sub-division. There 

were metal pegs bearing coloured tape, a series of bulldozed passages through the weeds 

and an already completed section of tarred road where the metal frame and pre-fabricated 

concrete walls of some yet-to-be defined warehouse or service centre was almost 

constructed. In the far distance was the one completed building – the Redevelopment 

Centre – bearing the red neon sign of Orpheus Security. 

 

‘The redevelopment of the old domestic terminal was something that the government was 

in the process of finalizing. In fact, their deliberations were a little too hasty for my 

liking.’ Grovely pondered the ethics of modern politics.  

 

‘The property boom places great pressure on governments who try to retain public land 

for a rainy day,’ he went on. ‘Land is a type of aphrodisiac. It causes the most outrageous 

lust. Developers, once they sniff a vacant lot, loose all sense of proportion. You can’t rule 

out criminal behaviour either. They’ll send donations to a political party one week and 

the opposition the following week. Then they go from one group to the other concocting 

the most spiteful gossip. They embellish the stories and if a person is a little weak, they 

have a nose for this, they bribe them. Once you are a compromised politician you’re not 

working for yourself any more or your electorate. You’re working for the developer. 

Cynicism is a type of acid that erodes the future. The moneyed crowd despise the idea of 

future government planning. A buck in your hand now is always more tantalizing than the 

promise of ten in the future. It’s called the modern cycle of small returns.’ 

 



 288

‘Behind every property boom is a wealth myth of one sort or the other,’ Penny surmised. 

‘So the redevelopment is just another regular irregularity.’  

 

Grovely enjoyed it and repeated, ‘Another regular irregularity.’  

 

During the three days I’d spent with Penny, Martin Gloworth was only mentioned twice. 

When I asked her to stay the night that evening of our aborted picnic, she looked up from 

where she was rolling a joint, the crumbled heads being swept into a tiny sausage 

between her fingers on my brand-new coffee table, and she said, ‘Where did you think I 

was going to spend the night, with Martin or something?’  

 

I was thrilled with her decision, and the sexual entitlements that came with it, but it did 

nothing to reveal the state of her marriage. Behind her confidence was the finest tremor 

of clandestine nerves. She was still in that zone of reckless disbelief before the real grief 

sets in as something irredeemably lost.  

 

‘You should know, Penny, your Martin is the King of Highset,’ Grovely remarked. He 

liked to confer titles, and normally chose the more elevated and often ironic endorsement.  

 

Grovely, whose ability to provide a trusting sanctuary to anybody offering a gibe, 

disclosure or intimate speculation about the affairs of others, was strangely old-fashioned 

when it came to the respect he displayed for the propriety of sworn allegiances. Couples 

remained married until divorce proceedings had been gazetted; ministers remained in 
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their portfolio until their offices were vacated and deals remained undone, until they 

appeared on a stock market memorandum or were emblazoned in an annual report. While 

there was something paternal and calming about this insistence to honour former 

agreements, underneath the diplomatic turn of phrase was an insightful integration of all 

the rumour and innuendo. Grovely took a long-term view of gossip; in the modern 

parlance, he was on top of the game and could see the big picture. He was like some 

powerful industrial incineration that cauterized, purified and enriched the filthy stories 

and affairs of the city and offered them back in neatly bagged strategic arrangements as if 

they were a form of social fertilizer.  

 

Penny craned her neck to gain the final view of the airport redevelopment site before the 

highway curved to the left and it was obscured behind a number of warehouses whose 

forecourts contained neat piles of stacked drums. It seemed she was waiting for Grovely 

to comment, and to volunteer a line or two of sympathetic advice, even if just a cliché of 

reassurance. With nothing forthcoming, she returned her attention inside the cabin and 

looked to the front. The silence drew from her a quiet amendment to her current marital 

status.  

 

‘Martin and I are presently separated,’ she said, without looking at Grovely.  

 

She needed to explain something else away to Grovely. Intimately involved in destroying 

the privacy of others with her Real Crime in Real Time TV exposé, she was quite 

protective and coy about the depth, motivation and style of our relationship. 
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‘Lee and I share a professional interest that in my case goes back many years. I wrote a 

feature for an on-line magazine at the time of his first appeal.’ 

 

‘I know,’ Grovely said. He grasped his two hands in a reverential fashion and placed 

them on his thigh. ‘It turned the tide for those who were working on the inside. 

“Precocious” is how the Premier described it at the time. It was a massive and a very 

courageous act of empathy. It is hard to think outside the current political framework. 

However it is much more difficult to feel beyond the current sentiment.’ 

 

She wasn’t fishing for compliments and had a cute way of wrinkling her nose whenever 

she confronted praise. Her bullshit detector flashed red and green behind her eyes the 

moment she was flattered.  

 

‘We are both committed.’ She stumbled for a second, the constriction of her own grief 

interrupting her flow of words. ‘We found Brooke’s body, as you know. And last night 

Lee and I decided to initiate some investigations of our own. We won’t be interfering 

with the police but it will be an independent investigation. As always, I’ll pass on 

anything that is crucial.’ 

 

Grovely listened with intense displeasure. It surprised him in an awkward and silly way. 

He readjusted his posture to control his annoyance, a shoulder-hunch and stretch. You 

could feel the discouragement in the tension of his body. The comments pulled on the 
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forelock of his wisdom, irritatingly so, and skipped neatly beyond the grip of his power. 

Then, with the absent touch of a forefinger, he removed a tear from his right eye and 

wiped it on the fabric of his trousers. 

 

I saw the body again. The whiteness of her buttocks without a hint of cellulose, shell-like 

with a hidden empty volume. I felt again the rushing sense of shock. I smelt the salty 

ooze and that stranger funk of possible body fat or excrement.  

 

I felt compelled to relieve the tension a bit and said, ‘Leonard, there were some things 

Brooke told you on election night as we walked back through New Farm Park. I was out 

of it, of course, with an overloaded clip, but she was talking about deals and money and 

real estate and the danger of it. She said something about being “pressured and 

burdened”’. 

 

‘She was an extremely complex person. There is no doubt about that. And a very capable 

one too.’ He said it evasively, and didn’t elaborate any further. 

 

The limousine gradually climbed the Gateway Bridge and now approached the peak of 

the arch. To the east the mouth of the Brisbane River languidly performed its final twists 

before entering Moreton Bay. Along its shores meatworks, refineries and other factories 

ejected plumes of grey-white smoke or steam, a container ship with a bright orange hull 

disguised its weight and size with an almost serene entry into the Port of Brisbane, while 

to the north the runway of the international airport offered its immaculate surface to a 
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Singapore Airliner whose descent had dropped below us giving that unique experience of 

seeing a jet from above as it is about to land. Grovely had turned his eyes to the west 

where the river continued as a gigantic mirror towards the Hamilton reaches and where 

further, the office towers of the CBD flashed like mirrors in the glare of the waning sun.  

 

‘This is a great city,’ he murmured. ‘There is no reason why a person should fear their 

birthright, should they, Skulks?’ 

 

‘Quite to the contrary, Leonard, you should love your city. Unless, of course,’ I said, 

‘your childhood is an extremely sad one. I can imagine that is the sort of city you would 

want to leave forever.’ 

 

‘Quite so, my boy,’ he said. It was patronizing, sentimental and at the same time deeply 

affectionate. ‘You could say that your early life ran off the road.’ 

 

After driving south for some time the limousine slowed in the express lane then suddenly 

darted entirely off the road, dipped down as it crossed the median strip in a few scraping 

bumps, turned jerkily, and headed the way it had come.  

 

The sudden about-face killed the conversation. Penny stared at the ugly shrubs that 

bordered the highway and used the lull as a chance to return to the calculations that 

bothered her. Simultaneously it added another level of mystery: Had the driver made a 

wrong turn or lost his way? Or was Grovely secretly directing him with discrete head 
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wiggles and hand gestures? The obvious thing was to ask where we were going. Where 

was the wake to be held? But sometimes the most obvious questions appear almost 

offensive. They seem to call into question the entire character of the person we are 

asking. 

 

After descending the Gateway Bridge a second time, on the northern fringe the limousine 

gracefully exited the highway and slipped through an established industrial park. It was 

quieter and more serene than the peak hour rush on the Gateway Arterial. There was a 

neat strip of agapanthus and golden rain trees separating the four lanes. There were lawns 

outside the brick offices that ranged from car-rentals to sign-writers. We turned right 

underneath the highway and followed Kingsford Smith Drive towards Pinkenba – that 

urban anomaly, a country suburb at the mouth of a modern port. Once a market garden of 

vegetable-growers and dairy herds, it was now a commercial sub-division serving the port 

and the refinery. During the diversion Grovely had fallen asleep. His jowls quivered in 

time with the road-shudder, spilling enough latent worry to coat his lips in the silver web 

of an errant snail. 

 

There was something peculiarly isolating about driving towards the mouth of the river at 

that time of the day. It was intensified by the psychoclip that seemed to react to the last 

oblique rays of the sun. I could see dionysiac shadows and maudlin densities. The power 

and energy had been vacuumed from the warehouses and factories. The bustle was 

extracted from the buildings and replaced by an absent feeling of factory calm where a 

yell or a scream could go unanswered. The road yielded to a more ragged and desolate 
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state. The four lanes converted to a two-lane carriageway, the paved footpath suddenly 

ended and was replaced by an irregular shoulder invaded by tufts of grass. The giant 

holding yards for imported vehicles stretched away on both sides, the security lights 

reflected in dusty windscreens. It was a dirty orange diurnal extension. Large storage 

tanks that contained some type of petroleum product, the company name blazoned on the 

side, were set apart in wired enclosures. Everything seemed to be covered in fall-out, an 

industrial dross of unknown origin that gusted in powdery clouds from the wind-tug of 

the limousine as it passed.   

 

The railway line suddenly ran beside the road and in a siding a dozen silver grain 

carriages decorated with colourful graffiti seemed to be waiting for some plague or 

famine to end before they moved again. The air was misty or dusty or full of tiny insects, 

maybe it was a mist drifting off the river. There was a sense of openness beyond the tree 

line, mangroves at the edge of a salt-grass pasture.  

 

We turned through a sweeping left-hand bend; two kids on their push-bikes wobbling 

along the fringe of bitumen stopped and watched the limousine as it turned into Refinery 

Road and headed for the complex and pleasing geometry created by the thousands of 

pipes. The orange exhaust flames climbing into the sky were visible on the other side of 

the creek, a tributary to the Brisbane River. The limousine nudged into a short and ill-

defined street that ended abruptly. There was a small sandy beach scattered with the 

remains of campfires where youths and fishermen whiled away the evenings. An 

effective and neatly-constructed metal bridge crossed the narrow stretch of water, but it 
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had been viciously secured with a gate topped with razor-wire and outwardly turned 

metal spikes capable of supporting a century of heretics. No doubt workers from 

Pinkenba once used this entrance to gain access to their workplace but, in keeping with 

its upward march in the commodity price index, it was now receiving the protection of 

other precious resources. 

 

‘Your kind of place,’ Penny whispered as we climbed out. ‘Decaying grandeur without 

the grandeur.’ She nudged an amber beer bottle with her boot. 

 

‘Don’t dig too deeply in the sand,’ I replied. I knew she was referring to the teenage 

haunts I had shown her beside Jackson’s Creek. ‘You might uncover some of my 

progeny.’ 

 

Penny and I were invited to stand around while the driver prepared the setting for the 

wake. First he recovered from the boot of the limousine an aluminum foldout table, 

rectangular in shape and quite generous in proportions. Next came the four matching 

chairs with padded maroon seats and backing. Nestled against his chest like brandy 

balloons, the chauffeur placed the two candleholders on the table. Both white and red 

wine glasses followed, linen serviettes, bread and butter plates, a variety of cheeses 

placed on a pine and ceramic cutting board and finally a small fruit bowl of water 

crackers.   
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While we waited, Grovely sat in the limousine talking in a deep mutter on his mobile 

phone. The driver was in his fifties, a contemporary of Grovely, somebody who 

understood his needs, including that difficult balancing act between deference, efficiency 

and friendship, all qualities long-term chauffeurs developed with their employer. In some 

ways it was one of the remaining servant/master relationships that modern industrial 

relations failed to break down. The driver had taken off his cap and revealed his partly 

bald scalp with tufts of grey hair above his ears. It was clear, given the tragic 

circumstances of the day, that the driver had stepped into Grovely’s grief with the energy 

and tact of a private secretary and was leading him through the painful rituals. He knelt 

down in front of the big man whose legs dangled out the doorway, and removed his slip-

ons and replaced them with a pair of brown slippers he’d taken from the boot. We 

watched in silence. The act was touching but also disconcerting; it was tainted with the 

pitfalls of blind obedience. Even Penny was more cautious, and stopped poking with the 

tip of her boot in the sand. 

 

With the thunder of rushing air, the exhaust pipes maintained their continuous flame 

above the refinery, a vibrant background noise that had us speaking louder than normal.  

 

Grovely’s driver tugged him to his feet, and he shuffled towards the table.  

 

‘Come on,’ he called and waved us ahead of him. He looked tired in the back and legs. 

‘You both drink champagne, don’t you? Now that’s a point of conjecture, isn’t it? 

Australian champagne?’ 
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He was talking up the evening as though he hoped to find a supply of energy in the 

natural reserves of lively conversation. Somebody just had to break the overburden and 

pipe it to the surface. Grovely constructed a fanciful case to set the tone of proceedings. 

 

‘We should never have conceded to the French on that matter. We should have argued in 

the court of semantic returns that Sparkling Wine was already defined in our culture, 

already taken up with meaning and would never do as a tag for the nectar of celebration 

and congratulation. Australian Sparkling Wine was something adolescents drank from the 

bottle at school parties. Besides, it is ludicrous to think you can patent a location or place. 

Once people treated it as a type of complement if anybody borrowed your name. What 

about all those English place names that blossomed on the stalk of nostalgia overnight?’ 

 

‘York,’ Penny offered as evidence. 

 

‘Yes,’ Grovely confirmed. 

 

‘Brighton,’ I threw in. 

 

‘Yes. They even built a pier to confirm that one. Have a seat. You sit here, Penny.’ 

 

The driver, Albert, whom Grovely had a number of pet names for, was at our shoulder 

with a dripping bottle he was toweling down before removing the cork. He placed the 
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serviette across his arm and poured the champagne. The exhaust flames above the 

mangroves across the creek grew a shade more orange with the growing dusk. A 

surveillance camera mounted on a pole high above the bridge, rotated ever so slightly 

each time the driver moved around the table. I stared back conscious of ‘a finer light in 

light’, an emotional residue pooling in the shadows and extending like a rainbow wash 

across the sand and thickening on the surface of the water.  

 

‘To Brooke,’ Grovely said and raised his glass. The crystal touched and the smell of yeast 

infused the sharp tang of the incoming tide. Knowing Grovely’s habit for speeches, we 

sat back expectant of a sustained reminiscence that would finally give us some idea of 

who Brooke really was.  

 

Instead Grovely placed his glass back on the table and turned to me.  

 

‘You had some questions, Skulks, about election night.’  

 

The use of my surname alerted me. I stared across the creek, above the trees and into the 

thousand security lights that bathed the refinery in an illumination whiter than day. I 

imagined tiers of rank scaling the air and tapering off into the stratosphere. For too long I 

had been staring up these empty aisles of power unsure whether I was permitted to take a 

step or not. My freedom, I realized, was totally presumed by my subservience. What 

would people make of me if I bit the hand that fed me? 
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‘I don’t remember every thing that happened that night. I was struggling, as you 

remember.’ I said this as an adolescent might prepare to challenge the judgment of his 

father. 

 

‘You forget, don’t you, Skulks.’  

 

For a second I saw Grovely as some archetypal beast capable of eating his own children. 

Was this an accusation or a reprimand? Whatever it was, there existed some lingering, 

unspecified resentment. ‘You don’t need to remember. It’s all done for you. You just 

need to get it out on DVD.’ 

 

‘I’m not entitled to watch the results of my own download. I’m forbidden to have a copy 

though it takes only a minute to burn.’ There were aspects of my own case of which I was 

totally ignorant and had decided to confront the more obvious principles on which my 

sentence was based. 

 

‘I suppose Bornchef told you that.’ 

 

‘She told me,’ Penny said. I could feel that Penny was ill at ease. It was not the bizarre 

setting so much as the suspicion we discussed together the night before.  

 

Grovely spent his life manipulating public opinion and government policy and it left an 

emotional callus. Maybe he had grasped Brooke much too strongly in the week preceding 
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their reunion. It had been a bad week for him. The government over which he fawned 

was routed in a landslide. Maybe in some drug-induced state he assumed some former 

propriety between them as lovers that existed only as a fantasy. Maybe he had lost 

control. I thought of the driver in all this and knew he had to be implicated somehow or 

other.  

 

In addition, I knew from the arsenic-green halo radiating from Penny’s body that she was 

immune to risk when she was in a mood like this. She wanted answers until there was a 

clear sequence of events. And then she wanted to know the reason why the choices were 

made the way they were. She wanted to hear the truth from the hand that signed the 

paper. Or picked up the gun. Or threw the body in the boot. Or dropped the mobile. She 

craved a confessional logic that remodeled the world, not in ideal forms, but in the form 

in which it was lived in everyday life: our intentions run through with crazy desires and 

choices.  

 

‘Bornchef,’ Grovely began, and then sighed as if the mention of her name exhausted him. 

‘Margaret Bornchef needs to be treated with great care.’ 

 

‘You said that she’d be sacked,’ I interjected. ‘I’m certain you said that on election night. 

She wouldn’t last until Monday morning.’ 
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‘She has turned out to be a lot more resilient than I thought she was. For starters, she took 

your download and edited a nice little collection of footage including our trip to the boat 

ramp.’ 

 

‘When we picked up the envelope?’ 

 

‘What do you think was in the envelope, Skulks?’ Grovely said scathingly, and went on 

and answered his question. ‘I had the fellow on the surf-ski burgle Orpheus Security. 

What an irony that is. Marched right into head-office and photocopied a list of names for 

me. It wasn’t an easy job. He also picked up a few maps that might come in useful one 

day.’ 

 

Penny remained stock-still, her glass held aloft as if the smallest movement might disturb 

Grovely’s candour. But now she spoke unable to contain herself any longer. 

 

‘Why Orpheus? Did you suddenly need protecting?’ 

 

Grovely smiled at this.  

 

‘I wanted to know the details of a consortium they were putting together. They had made 

a bid for the redevelopment of the old airport but I wanted to know who was really 

involved. As it turns out, almost half the bloody city wants to get in on it. It can’t be 

about retail alone, I’ll tell you that. There is something much larger going on and it is 
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centred around airport security or Orpheus wouldn’t attract such interest. As it turns out, 

your Mr Gloworth is looking after the real-estate aspects of the deal. The mayor, our 

friend, your friend, everybody’s friend, Julian Sucuteo has a sleeper bid in. The list 

makes very interesting reading.’ 

 

‘So you burgled the office. Why didn’t you break in electronically? It’s so much easier,’ 

Penny said. 

 

‘It is easier and that is why the list only existed in hard copy. There is a trend that 

confidential arrangements are written in pen and not recorded on the network at all. It is 

just too easy for somebody to hack into,’ Grovely replied. 

 

‘What about firewalls and code-only access?’ I asked, ignorant in the extreme regarding 

modern computer networks and the security required to protect them. 

 

‘What about firewalls?’ Grovely said sarcastically. He was just about to proceed with a 

lecture when Penny cut-in urgently. 

 

‘What did Bornchef do again?’ 

 

Grovely held his glass up for more champagne and the driver, struggling with the lack of 

purchase his leather soles gave him in the sand, trudged off to retrieve another bottle from 

the limousine. 
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‘She took footage from Mr Sulk’s psychoclip and sent it with a covering letter to the 

Crime and Administrative Review Tribunal. She claimed that I was extending undue 

influence over her client, Mr Skulks, and there needed to be a police investigation 

concerning certain incidents recorded on the burnt CD she sent.’ 

 

‘You’re kidding,’ I said. I felt that there was something grossly indecent about my private 

‘visions’ being exploited in a legal challenge that I neither approved nor was consulted 

about. I also felt the first frightening premonitions of returning to jail and the horror of 

my impending death. If what Grovely had done was illegal, my presence could easily be 

misconstrued as compliance. A gust of wind off the river raised the edge of the serviette 

and chilled me from head to foot. The exhaust flames – brighter now against the inky 

wash – exhaled violently, pitched deeper and louder in the background thunder like some 

tortured beast descending from the heavens. 

 

‘I’ve been suspended,’ Grovely said as if it was a casual aside. ‘I could fight but the times 

are against me. Without daily access to briefings and policy decisions you become 

obsolete. Once they start digging around, there will be enough dirt to hang me. But that’s 

not my worry. It is you, Mr Skulks. What are we going to do with you?’ 

 

He said this with genuine affection and in an up-beat way as if he had answer formulated. 

 

‘I don’t need any protection,’ I said defiantly. 
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Then Penny spoke in that persistent way she cultivated, going back over all assumptions 

as if elliptical speech was a type of smoke screen. 

 

‘You’ve been stood down while a criminal investigation takes place into “what”?’ 

 

‘They’ll start with the Administrative Code of Conduct regarding Lee, and finish with my 

relationship with Brooke. Remember they only need a political reason to sack me and 

take my superannuation, and Mathers will do the rest through Throw Back to control any 

fall-out. The new Government has an incredible majority. They will be a law unto 

themselves. They need me out of the way.’ 

 

‘What has that got to do with Lee, anyway?’ Penny replied. There was something steely 

about her caution as if she had seen a pitfall and wished to track around it.  

 

‘Well, for starters … ’ Grovely said with chirpy confidence. ‘The ten thousand dollars 

I’ve arranged to place in his bank account each month as part of his rehabilitation will be 

gone. It might take them a week or so to find the paperwork but it will make great 

headlines, won’t it? Then there is the legislation they promised to amend. There will be 

nobody on the inside willing to defend … ’  

 

He held his glass out in mid-air as if the angels would fill it. He waited for the driver, 

Angus he called him on this occasion, to slosh it full of bubbles. ‘Look, Penny,’ he went 
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on. ‘We’re all in the same boat. You can either work with me or against me, but in the 

long run Lee needs all the help he can get.’ 

 

‘I’m in no bloody boat with anybody,’ Penny fired back.  

 

She waved away the driver who was attempting to fill her glass when she lunged forward 

and sat erect. I felt suddenly excluded from her interest; through its sense of alienation 

the moral gravity of her purpose shone.  

 

‘I have a journalistic interest in the murder of Brooke Trueloose. And anybody who is 

more interested in protecting him or herself than finding the truth, I’ll dump immediately. 

And if necessary I’ll dump them right in it.’  

 

I imagine Grovely and I felt accused in quite different ways, but accused nonetheless. 

Grovely was being challenged to answer, and any silence would presume his guilt. I took 

Penny’s comments as a direct warning. Unless we could breathe some truth into this 

whole affair I was going to suffer the same consequences as Grovely.  

 

The three of us sulked and listened as if for inspiration to exhalations of the gigantic pilot 

lights flaring above the geometry of tank shapes in the refinery yard. What a sight we 

must have made on the security camera. Three people dressed for a funeral gathered 

silently and grumpily around a picnic table in the dwindling light. The dirty sand fringed 

by dark water. Applegate, as Grovely suddenly had taken to calling him, strolling back 
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and forth, pouring the champagne. Now that the conversation had stumbled into an 

intractable dispute, Applegate started preparing a campfire from the kindling he took 

from a large, white fertilizer bag. With one match it caught alight and he warmed our 

spirit if not our bodies immediately.  

 

Penny held her glass aloft to indicate her need for a refill. Applecart, as she thanked him, 

as if evolving his name was now a party trick that required everybody’s participation, 

smiled and obliged.   

 

‘Applethorpe, can you open that Victorian red I’ve selected? And serve dinner, I think we 

are ready to eat.’ Grovely looked at Penny and smiled. ‘I’ll give you the consortium list,’ 

he said. ‘And you can check it against the names on her mobile phone.’ 

 

I could not remember at any stage Penny mentioning to Grovely anything about Brooke’s 

mobile or where we found it. Penny held his gaze until he turned towards Applethorpe, or 

Applecart or Appleton, whatever stage his naming had reached, and Penny glanced 

quickly towards me, a dumbfounded surmise that asked me whether I had been the one 

who told him. I shook my head.  

 

The extraordinary gourmet take-away recovered from the boot of the limousine was 

placed on the table. There were two Thai curries and rice, yogurt, coconut and banana. 

The red was a Virgin Hills Shiraz that Grovely grasped in one hand, recovered his 
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reading glasses in the other and tilted towards the candle-light. He read the blurb on the 

back of the bottle out aloud. 

 

‘Well, let’s try it, Appletopple,’ he encouraged, and offered his driver a seat at the table. 

‘There’s nothing more we need. Food, wine and our own private beach.’ 

 

Grovely served the wine and dished out the rice. He was a deft host, not a grain of rice 

nor a drop of wine escaped its right placement. He served food with a graceful flourish 

that heightened the importance of the meal and brought us that one step closer to being 

companions or colleagues or confidants. As Grovely picked up his knife and fork, the 

iron bark log finally caught alight in the campfire and drenched our feature in the 

warmest glow.  

 

Thousands upon thousands of bats maintained an on-going exodus above us. Their colony 

was less than a kilometre away, beside the river, and they were now setting out to feed in 

the surrounding areas. The lower-flying ones were brilliantly illuminated by the refinery 

lights, the blood glow showing through the webbing of their wings. 

 

Grovely sat at one end of the short table, with his driver on the creek side and Penny on 

the other. I sat at the other end but within reach of Penny’s thigh which I squeezed for 

reassurance. She looked up and smiled generously. This wasn’t the easiest of meals to sit 

through, with the half-baked suspicions we harboured and the pact between us to confront 

whoever it took to discover Brooke’s murder. I wanted to know that the tenderness still 
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existed between us and to tell her that her outburst, rightly or wrongly, was the type of 

gift I craved. It was an honest, passionate surprise that left me feeling intimately 

connected with a courageous, no-nonsense investigator.  

 

‘To Brooke,’ I said and raised my glass before the others. The driver was reluctant to 

clink his crystal at first. 

 

‘No crossed swords,’ he said mysteriously. ‘It’s bad luck.’ Then I realized he meant the 

crossing of our arms in the act of the toast. 

 

‘Leonard, had you fallen in love again?’ I asked. It seemed the right question to 

acknowledge his grief and to excuse the fact he used me as his camera-person in his 

failed, and now disastrously compromised, attempt to film their love-making, if that was 

the right word for the cardiac-stress of one partner and the drug-induced drowsiness of 

the other that night in his apartment. 

 

‘I never stopped being in love with her.’ He said it confidently and smoothly. ‘There was 

all that time between us. And yet, an hour after being in the same room, all the slack had 

been retrieved and there was this taut, erotic vibe between us. Her body-shape had got 

better while mine had got worse, but nothing seemed to matter. We both mentioned it. 

The unreality of it all. She mentioned staying in Brisbane if I agreed to retire.’ 

 

‘Whose decision was the hardest?’ Penny asked.  
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‘Hers,’ Grovely said briskly. ‘Mine was always going to be decided by somebody else. 

But it wasn’t to be.’ His voice quavered and he held on trying to gain control, ambushed 

by his grief. And in a burst of big man’s sobbing he said. ‘But some bastard killed her.’ 

And his whole body shook, in turn shaking the picnic table.  

 

Penny rose and came around and hugged him. A suppressed roar shuddered from his 

lungs and he went searching in the tunnels of his suit pockets for one of his gigantic 

handkerchiefs. The driver maintained his grasp on the table ensuring that it didn’t 

suddenly collapse. Now that Grovely was wiping his eyes and clearing his nose, Appleton 

slipped away towards the limousine and returned with another bottle of red wine. He 

opened it immediately; nobody was inclined to read the label this time. 

 

‘You are certain she was murdered?’ Penny asked while she tried to massage his 

shoulders. 

 

‘She was murdered all right,’ Grovely said crisply. ‘She had been asked to move some 

money around for the consortium. Prostitution is an old and easy way to move large 

amounts of cash without all those taxation queries and auditing worries. It is easier to 

play happy bedfellows these days where your sleeping partner is literally your corrupt 

accountant operating for a string of brothels.’ 

 

‘She was collecting money for “what” consortium?’ Penny asked.  
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‘The airport redevelopment site. Julian Sucuteo met with Orpheus. There was going to be 

a construction arm and a retail arm and a residential one. Orpheus was going to own the 

public company and coordinate the management of the three sections.’ 

 

‘Why would you get a call-girl to be the entrepreneur for that? It requires an experienced 

businessman to pull all those strings together. Brooke could do all this?’ Penny kept 

massaging as though the manipulation of her fingers was gradually loosing the tension 

that held the door of his unconscious shut. The hope for a glimmer of truth peeking 

through the crack of his resolve was just enough to stop her from breaking into sarcasm.  

 

Leonard was measured in his response. ‘That’s enough, thank you,’ he said, and squeezed 

Penny’s hand.  

 

He waited until she was seated. ‘The sex worker side of it had interested her for years. 

She liked the business side of her affairs. She managed twenty girls and probably made 

more than our combined salaries. She had been investing money for ages. She had a 

ready source of contacts who slept with her and, as sometimes happens with clients, 

offered her genuine advice about where to stick her money, good buys and when to off-

load failing stocks – you know, financial tips like that. She had a cash flow that most 

small businesses would envy. She told me that the sex-industry has recessions too. But I 

didn’t believe her.’ 
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‘You’re saying that she was made for the job. She had the skills to get a consortium off 

the ground.’ Penny didn’t sound convinced but was suddenly delighted by an open 

exchange of information.  

 

‘The consortium has already been registered. Brooke is listed as one of the directors.’  

 

‘Appletart,’ the driver suddenly exclaimed, distracting the three of us. ‘Appletart. Of 

course, the apple tart.’ The chauffeur stood and we stared at him, confused.   

 

‘App-le-tart,’ he said more slowly in explanation. In the context of the evening it startled 

us. It was as if after an extremely long bout of amnesia he finally remembered his right 

name. Penny and I burst out laughing and eventually Grovely joined in.  

 

‘I’ll get the apple tart, you know, for dessert,’ the driver offered.  

 

A cool breeze drifted off the water chilling our legs and creating a need to move around 

the fire. We dragged our chairs to where Appleton – his name had achieved some sort of 

semantic stability for the time being – had placed another log on the fire and retrieved a 

decanter of cognac and appropriate glasses from the limousine. The small gusts of wind 

affected the fluted music gushing from the exhaust pipes high above the illuminations on 

the opposite bank. There were other noises – pumps, compressors and trucks – that 

combined to imitate the aggressive arousal of a Hollywood dragon. A tug hooted in the 
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background, drawing our attention beyond the line of the mangroves where a passenger 

liner like a moving international hotel slipped past.  

 

Penny returned from urinating beyond the glow of the fire and hugged me briefly; our 

lips touched, moist for a second. I continued on my way into the bushes, and looked back: 

around the flames, the figures represented some formal generalization beyond the 

working of simple politics, a fixed and permanent moment, silhouetted heads coming 

together, the formation of friendship and trust in the flux of restless development.  

 

I was drunk, and as I peed I was overcome with aching shame. My life was without 

purpose. I saw its shape in the flickering half-light and shadow. My adolescence stretched 

between resentful bouts of grief, my family extinguished a second time by my denial of 

their death, and an irresponsible urge to annihilate myself in the intoxicating freedom of 

reasoned self-pity. I’d got to university somehow but before I could finish my Physical 

Education Degree I was waylaid by drugs and marginal friends until I was sleeping 

rough. In the lazy, pointless hours of autumn morning remorse, I shaped my apocalyptic 

dream of fast-food conflagration. My political and economic analysis was my remaining 

source of pride, extreme, intolerant and violent; it was a response if not an answer. Now 

pissing into the salt marsh darkness, I realized what commitment was. When I hugged 

Penny, the bright, clear lights of the refinery over her shoulder, I had felt the athleticism 

of her body and the fearless way she approached life. Each project was a direct 

confrontation with something worth knowing, the actor in the drama of her life, worth 
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being. She was lost to herself when she was focused. There was no ostensible mannerism, 

just an endless source of ideas and plans to realize them. 

 

I could hear Penny’s voice directly and clearly sequencing what she knew already. With 

my back turned, I longed for that voice to be closer, to be within arm’s reach, to be part 

of the one embrace. It was the warmth of the alcohol and the confidence I could discern 

in her voice. Also something else was taking place. I was dragging free of some immense 

weight in my life, the carapace of grief and remorse that slowed my every movement and 

deflected every honest appraisal. To leave my shell behind was a relentless process that 

had started with Steve Engels’ pep-talks during my first appeal and continued through the 

inexorable hours on death row reading poetry I only partly understood. I was now soft 

and vulnerable, but I was also ready to start learning a whole new set of values. To learn 

to become somebody different made you feel very much alive. To feel this new sort of 

pain, the pain of changing, the ache of leaving almost an entire life behind for something 

new and yet unformed, was tinged with guilt. It was the necessary transgression. It was, 

on reflection, of course, the self-sacrifice and joy of first love. 

 

I wanted to be home then. I wanted to return to my home with its half-finished but 

elegant furnishings, its polished floors and in-ground pool lying in the shadows of the 

palms like a mountain stream. I wanted to carry Penny through the cool shadows of its 

interior and lay her gently on the iron-framed bed. I wanted to lie across the maroon 

sheets I selected myself and undress her body in the spotlight of the anglepoise lamps. I 

wanted Penny to float free of the injury caused by Martin and to start relying on me. But 
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more than anything, I wanted to turn her original cult interest in my life into something so 

surprisingly powerful that its promise would always seem that it was just the beginning of 

something that grew and grew and grew. In my fingertips I felt for the first time the 

capacity to shock her. 

 

‘Its time to go,’ I shouted from the darkness.  

 

I zipped up my trousers and noticed that my arms and legs were alight with apricot and 

emerald flares. My body appeared to me, through the psychoclip, like a comet tearing off 

through space. Then something in my imagination closed like a lift door. It was almost 

impossible to think of my future and my love for Penny and at the same time 

acknowledge the fact that every thing I saw was recorded on the psychoclip. The loss of 

my privacy, the burden of constant public scrutiny, eroded the touchstone from which my 

dreams evolved. I was suffering exposure fatigue. I craved time by myself where I could 

look inside at my own hopes and dreams. I was starting to experience the first true side 

effects of the psychoclip. 

 

Eventually what could such exposure do? Could Penny tolerate it? The initial phase, the 

fetish of being a walking camcorder, was wearing thin and something else threatened to 

emerge from the chrysalis, a hollow feeling that there was no place to retreat to, 

everything was being recorded and scrutinized and what sort of life was that? How 

strange it was, but I yearned for the gloomy privacy of death row where, in a sense, you 

were lost from yourself and you felt free, however unrealistic it might appear at the time, 
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to use your imagination to adjust the tiny wheels and levers that ultimately reshape your 

life.  

 

Despite the beauty of the auras fluting and flaring off my body, I resented my sentence – 

but not with the capitulation I experienced on death row. It was anger once whetted that 

wanted to slash the canvas of the world right open. 

 

‘What will you achieve?’ Grovely said quietly to Penny. There was a conspiratorial air in 

the way Grovely leaned forward in the final glow of the fire. ‘What you discover won’t 

constitute permissible evidence at a trial. You have no power to conduct interviews, 

you’re a journalist, your brief is entertainment not the law, nobody need answer your 

questions and once they tell you to leave you must obey or you run the risk of a 

professional foul. You cannot record interviews. In the end it will be your word against 

theirs. They are rich, powerful people with well-organized staff who pursue legal 

outcomes as a daily course.’ 

 

‘I want them to answer one question,’ Penny said directly. ‘What was the nature of their 

conversation with Brooke in the week before she died? I know from experience that the 

perfectly-bowled question is almost impossible to leave alone. They’ll flirt with it from 

fear of being struck or having the wickets of their reputation rattled.’ 

 

‘You’ll just embarrass them,’ Leonard said gruffly. ‘Brooke was a prostitute, for God’s 

sake. She dealt in fantasies, and if they chose to help her, good and well – but recalling 
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pillow talk in the light of day to a celebrity journalist is a type of humiliation. You cannot 

impute doubtful association upon half of the business community of this city to discover 

the one false note. They won’t allow you. As soon as somebody gets wind of what you 

are doing, you’ll be stopped.’ 

 

There was something final, menacing and deeply felt in what Grovely concluded. And 

there was something blunt, irresistible and equally determined in Penny’s reply. 

 

‘Leonard, my questioning will begin and end with you. It will include my ex-husband and 

the CEO of Orpheus Security, Mr Bosh, and every phonecall recorded on Brooke’s 

mobile in-between. Frankly, I don’t give a stuff about my security because I know the 

best protection is the substantiated admission. In fact, Lee’s best bet is to see something 

that he shouldn’t have seen and defy them to proceed with their persecution. Challenge 

them to deny their own process in the downfall of Brooke Mackenzie. Then download the 

truth. I intend to kill two birds with the one stone, however dark their plumage, however 

bent or sharp their talons.’ 
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Swimming With Crocodiles 

 

Next morning I woke to the network jingle that accompanied Throw Back the Covers and 

Penny calling from the lounge room. ‘Quick, Lee, quick.’ How strange my dreams had 

become since the insertion of the psychoclip. The transition from sleep to consciousness 

was often an arm wrestle that went on for minutes before the diurnal duties finally tipped 

me out. However, on this occasion I leapt out of bed with the urgency of somebody trying 

to avert a disaster. 

 

‘Get a load of this, Lee. You talk about applying spin. Quick, come and have a look. 

Look at the photograph of you. They’re using you to backdrop the lead story.’  

 

She was obviously waiting for Mathers’ program to begin, the volume on the TV turned 

up to shouting point while she made a cup of tea and toasted some raisin bread. Now she 

sat on the couch in her knickers and T-shirt, groaning at Mathers’ editorial and the gross 

exploitation of the camera angles.  

 

‘Look how dark the footage is,’ she pointed out professionally. ‘Here’s breakfast.’ 

 

The toast and tea sat on the low glass coffee table in front of us. She sipped from her own 

cup, leaning slightly forward in anticipation without her eyes leaving the screen. It was 

comforting, the domestic smell of coupled love.   
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Throw Back the Covers began at six and Penny was prepared for every moment of it. A 

series of advertisements intervened before the program launched into its lead story, the 

funeral of Brooke Mackenzie, now embellished with a background photograph on a flat 

screen behind Dillon Mathers’ shoulder. The photograph of the pallbearers negotiating 

the tricky concrete edges of the church steps bore the damning title: Hooker’s Hopefuls 

Bury Their Dead. With expert manipulation, the face of John Bosh was obscured by the 

grey suited arm of one of the mourners standing beside the camera. Even in the moving 

footage, John Bosh remained dusted out of the shot unlike the brazen high contrast close-

ups of Grovely and myself. Mathers’ cameraperson had so skillfully exploited the 

afternoon light that at times Grovely, who in the commentary became Sacked 

Government Stooge or Disgraced Former Chief or Despised Terrorist Apologist, looked 

like a gargoyle, the shadows of his eye-sockets forming truly infernal caves.  

 

According to Mathers, the police investigation was proceeding thoroughly but was 

hampered by a number of resignations by experienced detectives. They, Mathers claimed, 

were seeking jobs in the private sector now that the true state of the Former 

Government’s mismanagement was exposed. In his commentary there was no mention of 

Orpheus Security or the underlying reasons Brooke had been in Brisbane. Editorial spin 

was simple and effective. 

 

‘What is being buried here?’ Mathers asked in his characteristic voice. When he 

presented the formal editorial he exaggerated a certain middle-class pronunciation. It was 
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a pretence that commanded respect and helped gild his popular ideas and sentimental 

conclusions. He liked to conceal his prejudice and cunning behind a façade of privilege, 

spice it up, so to speak with the mystique of exclusion and wealthy association.  

 

‘Is it a sex worker? Or should I say only a sex worker? Or is something else being buried 

here? I wonder how many politicians in the previous government wish they could dispose 

of the truth as easy as it is to dispose of an aging prostitute. I wonder too what a Former 

Disgraced Chief of Protective Services was doing at that funeral yesterday. That is our 

poll-in this morning. What was Leonard Grovely doing at the funeral? One: Is he a 

former client of the sex worker? Two: Did he owe her family some money?’ Mathers 

broke the honey tone of his deliver at this point to chuckle at the sinister playfulness of it 

all. ‘Or three: Was he there to pay off a debt? Text us your votes on the numbers provided 

and we will give you the verdict at the end of the program.’ 

 

‘That is outrageous,’ Penny said dejectedly. I knew she was feeling the acute weight of 

political change and how a change of government can release all sorts of other plagues 

into the atmosphere that suddenly settle and sting.  

 

‘He believes he brought down the former government single-handedly and now he has a 

license to say anything he likes. Have a look how poisoned he is around the eyes.’ 

 

I failed to see that exactly. Mathers always appeared at the height of fitness, evenly 

tanned, smartly dressed and almost pink in the lips. He maintained a vitality that worked 
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beautifully on TV where the manicured and made-over person could transform their 

belligerent rage into a type of healthy, wealthy servant of the people. He was one of us 

but even better, somebody we could aspire to and who we partly were already. You were 

half-way there, he made you feel.  

 

‘The Minister has kindly agreed to speak to us this morning about the promises he made 

during the election campaign. I said we’d keep him honest and we will.’  

 

The synergy between Mathers and the new minister for Protective Services was molded 

in their relaxed gestures. Right from the beginning the interview projected a feeling of 

happy collusion in contrast to any searching post-election audit that might require the 

practical steps and fine detail of a political program. 

 

Rising to her feet in a snappy display of defiance, Penny killed the TV with a firm flick of 

her wrist and tossed the remote control onto the couch, where it bounced once and fell to 

the floor.  

 

‘If you watch enough of it you start to believe it’s true.’  

 

She walked across the polished floors into the kitchen, her long thin legs gorgeously 

terminated and framed by a pair of white hipster knickers, the exposed arch of her bum 

like the creamy reflection two weeks after the new moon.  
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‘There is a message for you on the answering machine. In fact there are three, each from 

Bornchef reminding you about your download tomorrow. She has asked you to ring her 

back.’ 

 

‘I’m not going to,’ I said. I decided there and then.  

 

‘Are you required too?’ 

 

‘I just have to turn up sometime tomorrow. I am not going to give her the benefit of a 

time.’  

 

I resented what lay ahead. The compulsion every fortnight to be suddenly ‘emptied’ like a 

trash can. Within the strict parameters of my sentence I wanted to resist a little, screw 

things up a bit. In the world of Margaret Bornchef, other people’s choices ruined things 

completely. I knew my late arrival would be taken personally, and regarded as a possible 

challenge to her regulation, and definitely a form of insult to her authority and power 

over me.  

 

‘She can fucking wait until ten seconds to twelve before I turn up.’ 

 

‘Don’t you think it might be better,’ Penny said, leaning against the kitchen island whose 

ballast surface bathed her face in the softest light, ‘to establish a partnership with her. In 

the end whether you cooperate or not, Margaret will get to know you better than yourself. 
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Maybe there is a way of looking at this from a professional point of view. You could treat 

her as your counselor and involve her in your decisions. Tell her what you want to do and 

why you want to do it. Ask for her opinion; she’s a trained psychiatrist even if it was for 

the military.’ 

 

What a weird idea it seemed to share your life with, even ask for advice from, somebody 

trained in the ungentle art of intelligence.  

 

‘Are we talking about the same Margaret Bornchef?’ I asked. 

 

‘You can try to get along with her?’ 

 

‘Some people have tried swimming with crocodiles too.’  

 

‘How did they go?’ 

 

‘Down pretty quickly, I understand. In a couple of bites.’ 

 

‘That’s strange, you know?’ Penny glanced out the window and down into the pool. 

 

‘What?’ I asked. She had seen something.  
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‘You think Bornchef would like to eat you, don’t you? What makes you so certain she 

has the appetite, or for that matter, that you would taste appealing to her anyway?’ 

 

I was stumped by Penny’s words. They seemed to make claims I didn’t intend.  

 

‘Anyway,’ she went on. ‘I just offer it as a possibility.’ Penny smiled. ‘I’m going to play 

a little surprise visit on Martin and Isis at lunch time at their favourite little lunching 

pool.’ 

 

‘I’m going to take a look at Orpheus for myself. I want to see that airport development 

close up.’ 

 

There was a silence for a moment. Penny was checking something in her mind. She was 

testing its plausibility.  

‘If you don’t mind, I was intending to stay here for a bit.’ She dropped her eyes and drew 

in the condensation on the benchtop. A silver line of spring morning sunshine glazed her 

face, highlighted the delicate shape of her nose. ‘You don’t mind, do you?’ 

 

‘That’s the best news I’ve heard since I’ve been on the outside. You can stay here until 

my money runs out.’ 

 

‘And longer too, if I choose.’ 
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‘Longer too.’ I finally reached her and kissed her. And kissed her again. And looked at 

her and looked at her again. Then I realized with contempt that Margaret Bornchef would 

see also what we were about to do unless I closed my eyes. In the circumstance, an 

impossibility, and just the sort of intimidation I had to start to resist.  

 

‘Come on, Penny,’ I said. ‘We’re going back to bed for an hour.’  

 

And I stared at her bum, blatantly, defiantly, the length of her legs, as she gracefully 

crossed the landing at the top of the internal stairs where the spring light bounced and 

flickered. I felt as if I was feeding images of Penny to a crocodile. 
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Sexual Appetites 

 

Penny had prepared for this moment. She chose a cream linen dress she barely wore but 

always admired. It was decorated by a row of chocolate waves stitched above the hem 

where the cloth revealed her knees. It was the sort of summer dress you would wear to 

lunch. Lunch had grown defunct in her lifestyle; she rarely did it, spending most of the 

night prowling the streets and buildings where her stories always seemed to lead her, 

never to luxury resorts or quiet sunny beaches. Often tired after work, she watched the 

morning TV current affairs shows and fell asleep about eleven. Today was a total change 

of routine; it exhilarated her, if the excitement could be separated from a type of anxious 

nostalgia.   

 

She shaved her legs in the shower until they shone, carefully removing any hair from 

underneath her arms. She tried on half a dozen pairs of shoes before selecting the Italian 

sandals with the leather bobbles. She even blow-dried her hair, a waste of time really, 

until it fell the way it always did. It sparkled though, like the pelt of a seal. Then she 

covered her body in Amarige that only now, as she walked from Central Station towards 

the Mall, struck her as ironic. She had always told Martin that it was French for marriage. 

 

It was thirty degrees, November heat. The Friday lunchtime crowd spilled from their air-

conditioned offices, chatty groups invigorated by work-place intrigues. She also noticed 

that many of the street restaurants were already three-quarters full.  
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The Mall was in the process of being redesigned, like the CBD in general. Since Julian 

Sucuteo, the Mayor, removed the stiff regulations on street entertainers, creative life was 

returning to the City. In contrast to those hackneyed icons of international tourism – the 

balloon sculptor and the comic never quite making it to comedian, who derived most of 

his gags from gentle humiliation of his audience or the supposedly ironic fact that his 

performance was riddled with failure – entertainers were returning. Young people played 

guitars, hurriedly-written songs of the moment, passionately expressed, often in 

languages that were difficult to comprehend. The restaurants and bars that were changing 

the city centre, snapped up the best of these performers and stuck them behind a 

microphone in a quiet corner to encourage the lunchtime clients. And it was to one of 

these venues that Penny was headed.   

 

The old bank was perfectly suited to making an impression. It offered a symmetrical 

façade composed of sandstone pedestals that divided the entrance, rounded columns 

polished from use. In fact, with its triangular pediment, it seemed derived from a classical 

temple that in Penny’s mind was exactly in keeping with the life it led, first as a financial 

institution and now as a sacred site for celebrity. The original glass doors opened 

automatically, and Penny joined the small queue waiting to be seated. Where once were 

tellers to the right and left of the cedar bench counter housing the cash register, credit 

card swipe and booking folder, there now stood tables set elaborately, glass shine and 

silver twinkle on cloths molded as wedding cake icing.  
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She had no fear of Martin. He was the one who had pissed off, without reason, and 

without reasoning with her before he left. They were separated; it seemed such an 

awkward word. It implied childish connotations as if they were lost in some department 

store and would one day be reconciled by a shop assistant. She much preferred a term that 

suggested a catastrophic falling out, an oceanic displacement, where everything that was 

stable and serene collapsed within seconds into a type of rubble you climbed out of to 

survive. Bloodied all over in the process. They were seismically-removed; that was a 

more accurate but no less disturbing way to put it. How had it all happened?  

 

Since she had met Skulks the question fascinated her. She didn’t realize, and it was a 

pleasant surmise, that she was capable of such change. Where all this forthright integrity 

and courage came from, she didn’t know either. Well, in fact, she did really. It didn’t 

appear to be the right place to analyze it, but she couldn’t help recognizing this wonderful 

pattern. 

 

Before she met Lee Skulks, his case already represented the hint of some conundrum she 

thought she could solve. It wasn’t the type of problem you could resolve with reason 

alone. Instead it was more allusive than that, like a thread of music you hear in your 

mind, before it trails off and leaves the most delightful feeling of some grand premonition 

you know is both ethical and moral in nature. It is the sound of goodness itself. His crime 

was horrific, but like all misbehaviour it was richly meaningful. If she could just tune in 

to what Skulks really meant by planting that bomb, she might have the method to explore 

other crimes. Those important principles of justice she was meant to discover eventually 



 328

escaped her, but in their place she was living with the flesh and blood alternative to her 

obsession. She applied for the blueprint and was given the house instead. To have made 

love to him that morning was like the flowering of a childhood pleasure, a seed planted in 

hope and fed with optimism, forgotten and later found as an entire garden, a place of 

repose, and calm and strength. She didn’t fear Martin, no. He was fading so quickly she 

wondered how she might address him. 

 

As always in matters of the heart, our best intentions are the best of us. And once 

somebody messes with our heart and mind – you call it falling in love, if you like – we 

know we can’t have the pleasure without the fear of pain. Penny didn’t fear Martin but 

Martin’s possible reaction made her nervous. The waiter, a middle-aged man in dark-

rimmed glasses, looked up from the booking sheet and asked her name.  

 

‘I won’t be staying,’ she offered. The waiter frowned slightly. Did I look nervous? Penny 

wondered. ‘I’ve got a message for one of your clients. He dines here regularly. It’s urgent 

and requires me to speak to him in person. I understand how busy you are, but is there a 

booking for Gloworth?’ She said this all a little too quickly, she thought.  

 

‘I haven’t a booking for Gloworth,’ the waiter said without proceeding any further. He 

closed the book and looked up expecting her to move off. 

 

‘What about Partec? He often leaves it to his PA to lead him through life – you know, 

basic things like food and water.’ Penny realized that her attempt at humour was 



 329

delivered with a tinge of sarcasm that the waiter regarded as bad form. Martin, she had to 

realize, had now reached celebrity status. He was a leading spoke in the Orpheus Ferris 

Wheel. 

 

The waiter still wished she might leave, but she also knew he was withholding the 

information she needed.  

 

‘Isis would be terribly annoyed if she thought you might have tried to stop me passing 

this message on.’ 

 

‘They are not here yet,’ the waiter said. He grasped a menu and dissolved his features in 

the vinegar of studied obsequiousness. ‘Follow me,’ he commanded. Any personal 

affront was instantly translated into a brisk efficiency.  

 

People sat at every other table and Penny considered it a small victory to be striding after 

the vested back of the maitre d’ heading for an intimate spot neatly set in an alcove at the 

back of the restaurant. The waiter pulled out her chair and in a practiced gesture unfurled 

the napkin and let it fall gently across her lap. He removed a third chair from another 

setting and spun it into position. 

 

‘You said that you won’t be eating, is that correct?’ 
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‘Correct,’ Penny replied. She was squeezed a little uncomfortably between the table and a 

large earthenware pot that was impressed with the figure of Bacchus reclining on 

cushions, it appeared, and eating a handful of grapes. The delicate blooms of the scarlet 

begonias poked over the edge and threatened to tickle her bare back. It was pleasant to be 

settled underneath the air-conditioning grill even if she wasn’t staying. 

 

‘Would you like a wine then, madam?’ He hadn’t quite forgiven her and she was tempted 

to involve him in the selection of a nice chilled sauvignon blanc. Yet there was something 

stronger she wished to preserve, the ability to decline. It was an act of will, a deflection, a 

closing up and placing in the top drawer that little anxious need. She glanced across the 

wine list. Ah, yes, she thought, they all look nice.  

 

‘No, thank you,’ she responded decisively. She didn’t mean to close the laminated folder 

with a snap, but she thought for a moment about her Mr Skulks and reminded herself that 

she wasn’t waiting for Martin in that peculiar sense that lovers wait. She was waiting to 

interrogate him.  

 

The waiter was gone before she finished her thought. She got up and sat opposite. She 

wanted to watch Martin and Isis make their way through the restaurant. She moved her 

chair a little to the right so that she could see beyond the lip of the pot. She was interested 

in Martin’s initial body language. It was a valuable opportunity to assess him. Had he 

grown beyond his own timidity, his own terrible fear of death since that day on the beach 
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when he experienced the white tunnel of the ‘other side’, as he so dramatically related to 

friends and family? Was he capable of murder?  

 

She thought not. She didn’t think he was capable of negotiating a prostitute either, but his 

name was on Brooke’s call register, a fact she couldn’t wait to ask him about in front of 

sweet little Isis Partec. 

 

She craved a white wine now. There was something perfect in the pitch of her 

excitement. She had found a reason to reason with Martin beyond the confines of their 

collapsed marriage. She didn’t like to admit it, but it was the classic case of wanting the 

last word even if the issue was slightly displaced. She considered this last thought with a 

certain degree of trauma. She thought she was over this. She was marching on with Mr 

Skulks in hand. Was this really just an excuse to stay in touch with Martin? How we 

deceive ourselves sometimes to stay sane. 

 

That disturbed her more. She needed a wine now and was just about to flag down Mr D. 

in his black vest when he appeared from around the corner, slowly and judiciously 

walking towards her with Martin and Isis deep in conversation behind him. The couple 

looked more like business partners than lovers. They were animated, at ease, and Martin, 

for whatever it might signify, looked as if he had put on a few happy kilograms. Before 

Penny could actually regain the composure she imagined she would start with, the waiter 

was all over her like a late summer sweat.  
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‘Hello,’ Martin said briskly as though he was determined to remain positive however 

things might proceed.  

 

‘Hi, Penny,’ Isis said brightly, as if fatigue or doubt were diseases cured many years ago 

along with polio and whooping-cough. They recognized each other like some publicist 

dream from the glossy promos and media gabble of their respective careers. We meet on 

equal footing, Penny remarked to herself, and refused to move, causing the waiter a 

disagreeable moment as he rotated the settings just out of Penny’s reach. 

 

‘Reno tells me you have urgent news to share,’ Martin said, unable exactly to find the 

right intonation.  

 

He wanted to imply an open but detached concern. It was a short advertisement to 

convince consumers that Martin had changed but was significantly improved and 

possibly grander.  

 

Penny resented slightly her uncontrollable sarcasm. It distracted her from the central 

purpose of her visit that would not be funny and certainly could not be based on 

exaggerated effects. She had to ask Martin certain questions that were as hard as the 

marble bench upon which the maitre d’ was opening a frosty bottle of champagne. She 

hoped he would place three glasses on the silver tray, but disappointingly he returned 

with only a couple of flutes. 
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‘Yes. It is news of a sort,’ Penny said. She tried to establish the impression of charming 

intrigue and stately control. ‘I have a few observations to offer and one or two questions 

you might like to help me with.’ 

 

‘It couldn’t wait?’ Martin asked. He had instantly taken umbrage with her altered tone.  

 

He imagines I’ve come about money, Penny suddenly realized. How disappointing of 

Martin. He thinks I’m after his recently acquired fortune and considers my tone a 

pretentious cover for an avarice stab at the pot. She discerned all this from the neat and 

repetitive folds Martin applied to his napkin. Never in their life together had Martin 

displayed the tiniest symptom of obsessive-compulsive disorder – that is, if you 

disregarded entirely his compulsion to make money, of course. But what was the constant 

smoothing out and folding of the serviette meant to signify? Guilt? Anger? Nerves? 

Maybe he would murder somebody if he thought he was about to lose his millions, Penny 

hastily concluded.  

 

She stared at Martin wondering whether it was possible for him to shoot somebody at 

point-blank range through the back of the head.    

 

‘It is an urgent matter,’ Penny said.  

 

She smiled at Isis whose large green eyes sparkled like a disco ball. The subdued light in 

the fernery on the other side of the glass wall bathed her skin in an even glow. Penny 
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could imagine falling in love with Isis herself. She was proud and curious and deeply 

calming. And there was this absence of doubt, from the way she lined her eyes to the way 

she sat, almost at attention, gently drinking in the room as if life itself bubbled from a 

spring into a stone basin somewhere in the corner.  

 

‘Why couldn’t our lawyers handle it without you ambushing me like this?’  

 

If this was meant to impress Penny with Martin’s newly-discovered managerial strength, 

it failed dismally. She was too much aware, from her recent run-ins with her own 

production executives, that managerial theory, in general, had hastily made the descent 

from the head to the spleen by avoiding the heart completely.   

 

‘This is not a matter for our lawyers,’ she responded. They were both armed now with a 

glass of champagne and she felt at a distinct disadvantage. There was nothing for her to 

sip as each little conclusion popped into her head. 

 

For instance she couldn’t help wondering whether there was a specific threshold of 

corruption, a certain monetary value after which a person’s moral equilibrium was upset 

entirely and they were liable to hurt and injure others for the sole purpose of maintaining 

or increasing their fortune. She was in no doubt about the corrupting power of money – 

for every prophet, sage and poet foretold of its effects, its poisoning of the heart, its 

corrosion of empathy, its vanity and greed. Everybody had their own and different 

threshold, she speculated, in the same way some people got angrier quicker than others.  
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‘Martin, this is a matter between you and me, not for our lawyers,’ Penny said warmly, 

and felt compelled to shower Ms Partec with a little warmth of her own. ‘Isis, I fully 

understand your position, or should I say your new relation to Martin. Everything I say to 

Martin applies to you. You must feel free to answer for him if you will. Formally, it could 

be said that you are intricately involved by association. I have no intention of addressing 

Martin by excluding you.’ 

 

‘Thank you very much,’ she said, so sweetly that the woman at the adjacent table thought 

Penny had given Isis a gift and searched the table-cloth for evidence. ‘Martin and I aren’t 

into holding secrets, are we, Martin?’ 

 

The quaint tone of Isis’s remark embarrassed Martin slightly, and he sipped his 

champagne trusting in the ample bubbles for support. 

 

The waiter, like a hungry shark, nosed into the channel between the tables wondering 

whether Penny was about to leave, and, dissatisfied by the results of his reconnaissance, 

turned abruptly and snapped up an empty wine bottle. 

 

‘Look, stop mucking around, Penny. You’re not invited to lunch. I’m busy and your 

presence is an inconvenience. If you’ve got a writ to slap on me, do it now. Or leave.’ 

Martin drained his glass of champagne irritably and waited for Penny to make her mind 

up. 
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Martin’s little outburst was predictable considering the circumstances. It was the first 

time they had been in the same room without lawyers since she left Isis’s dilapidated 

mansion on the night of the thunderstorm. Their previous communication was in a series 

of hasty, bitter snatches over the phone. 

 

Penny was pleased there was nothing in front of her but the creamy, starched cloth. It 

provided a space for her hands whose fingers she now comfortably interlocked. Martin’s 

urgency, his crude bullying, failed to have the desired effect. Magically it calmed her, 

prepared her to take the podium and deliver the questions that were forming neatly in her 

thoughts. 

 

‘Maybe we should begin, then,’ Penny said, and smiled at Isis who beamed back. Ms 

Partec naturally calculated her world from the coordinates that placed her neatly at the 

centre of attention. Half of being charming was reflecting the desire around you, 

bouncing the love-beams off the disco ball of your eyes, or so she seemed to illustrate. 

 

‘You are aware, aren’t you,’ Penny began, concentrating on keeping her head as steady as 

she could, ‘that five days ago Brooke Mackenzie was murdered? I happened to find the 

body and I have a very personal interest in the case.’  

 

Martin straightened and frowned. Then said quite caustically, ‘Penny, I’m not interested 

in your career anymore. I’ve moved on.’ 
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‘You will be in a moment.’ Penny this fired back so quietly they could hear the scraping 

of the silver on the couple’s plate opposite. ‘I have access to Brooke’s mobile. It was left 

where she was dumped. Murdered, then dumped. Shot in the back of the head and thrown 

into the mangroves.’  

 

Martin remained quiet on this occasion. There was no dimming of Isis’s demeanor. She 

leaned forward, holding her glass in two hands as if Penny was in charge of the bedtime 

story. 

 

‘Your name and number, Martin, appears on her mobile.’ Penny hesitated there. She had 

so little information to go on that she needed Martin to incriminate himself. She needed 

to know the competing antagonism inherent in Orpheus Security. If everybody remained 

tight-lipped, the Brooke Mackenzie case wouldn’t even be newsworthy in a week’s time. 

 

Martin stared at her, relaxed, slightly bored; and from the way he glanced at the food on 

the table opposite, he was very hungry. Penny could feel the momentum dropping out of 

her delivery. Grovely was right in this respect: she had no power to compel people to 

answer. She had no power to collect evidence. It was all taking on the pallor of a fantasy, 

a Skulks fantasy.  

 

‘Your name and number also appears on her call register, Martin. You rang her twice in 

the week before she died.’ 
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‘I actually had lunch with her,’ he said. He was pleased to disarm Penny so easily. ‘Now, 

are you finished with your childish interview?’ Martin wriggled a few fingers at the 

waiter whose fin was never too far away. 

 

‘Two menus please,’ Martin said crisply. ‘Penny, can I give you some advice? You are a 

journalist, not police; you’re a TV journalist involved in the remnants of real-TV. Your 

coming here and annoying us like this today is a nuisance. I say that legally. There are 

legal avenues where a restraining order can be placed on people who wish to be 

nuisances.’  

 

‘Was it about sex?’ Penny whispered. Her throat had suddenly gone dry. Martin glared at 

her. Isis turned towards Martin as if she wanted to know the answer as much as anybody 

else.  

 

‘Was it about sex?’ Penny repeated. Martin scratched his eyebrow before he answered.  

 

‘Of course, it wasn’t.’ 

 

‘The call was registered at two o’clock in the morning. That’s a bit late to do business, 

Martin, unless of course you were mixing pleasure with work.’  
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‘I’ve had enough,’ Martin said, suppressing his annoyance. He stood up and peeled his 

coat from the back of the chair. ‘I don’t have to sit here and listen to this rubbish.’ 

 

‘You don’t have to, Martin. I’ll go,’ Penny offered politely. She stood also. ‘I’m just 

interested in one thing, though. John Bosh rang ten minutes after you had finished on the 

same night. You weren’t all in bed together, were you?’ 

 

‘You bitch,’ Martin snarled. He pointed his finger, his lips suddenly scaly with nastiness. 

‘I’m ringing your producer and I’m going to threaten him with legal action. You have 

invaded my privacy, but further you attacked John Bosh. It’s not the way to make friends 

in this city. This is bloody outrageous, Penny, even for you!’  

 

Then Martin turned and headed through the restaurant, stopping briefly to whisper 

something to the waiter who looked obviously displeased and willing to do in way of a 

reprimand whatever his client suggested. 

 

At the table, Penny’s eyes left Martin’s back as he thrust himself through the restaurant’s 

swinging door. She looked back at Isis, who had remained seated.  

 

‘Sit down for a second,’ Isis said calmly. ‘His call was about sex, but not what you’re 

thinking.’ 

 

Penny lowered herself gently into her chair. ‘Are they bedfellows or not?’ 
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‘They’re bedfellows all right, but not in the manner you suppose. Well, how do I put it? 

Martin has gone off sex lately. Can you blame him? He is so busy with this consortium 

thing.’ 

 

‘That Brooke was suppose to organize?’ 

 

‘Exactly. Sad as it is, she’s gone and killed herself at the most stupid of times.’ It could 

have been the first occasion Isis was put out in her life. 

 

‘It was about sex, then? Martin and Bosh?’ 

 

Isis suddenly got the giggles. She looked beautiful when she laughed. ‘No,’ she said 

pursing her lips in a mock censure. ‘It was about the allocation of space in the new airport 

precinct for a brothel. John Bosh liked the idea and wanted Brooke to run it. Martin 

couldn’t get a hold of her that night for her to confirm it until she’d finished with a client. 

Hence the late hour of the call.’ 

 

‘Did she agree?’ Penny asked.  

 

Martin was threatening to return, and stood angrily at the other end of the long corridor of 

tables. Penny knew she had to be quick now. 
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‘She was thrilled by the idea. At lunch she spoke of leaving Sydney and setting up in 

Brisbane. It was the opportunity that gave Martin the idea. He didn’t have sex with her. I 

know how hurtful that would seem if he had.’ 

 

‘It doesn’t worry me, Isis,’ Penny said spontaneously without time to grasp how odd 

Isis’s sympathy seemed. ‘So everybody in the consortium thought it was a good idea.’ 

 

‘I don’t know about the others,’ Isis volunteered. ‘But John Bosh was ecstatic.’ 

 

‘Where was she going to get the girls from? She wasn’t intending to recruit in Brisbane, 

was she?’ 

 

‘No, that would have caused too many animosities among the other brothels. It was why 

John was so excited about the plan. It fitted in nicely with other business ventures.’ To 

which Isis winked, perfect eyelash tilted over flashing eye. Then Reno interrupted. 

 

‘Your man is waiting for you,’ he said sternly to Isis. He waited until Isis grabbed her 

handbag and then turned to Penny. 

 

‘I am officially asking you to leave the premises or I shall ring the police.’ 

 

‘There’s no need for that, Reno,’ Penny said as she rose. ‘It’s a pity, though, all that good 

champagne going to waste in the bucket there.’ 
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Reno raised his arm grasping the menu, and for a second Penny thought he was going to 

strike her with it.  
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Harry’s Gallows 

 

The luxury hotel adjoined the Old Botanical Gardens and shared with the gardens an 

open view of the Brisbane River. The hotel was called Harry’s Gallows after the small 

lane that ran beside it to the water’s edge. The city’s historians quibbled for some time 

over the ghastly insinuations in the name of this quaint lane which, apart from boasting 

the recent construction of the famous hotel, was also a routine ferry stop for the City-Cat, 

the catamaran that effortlessly and almost without sound glided commuter and tourist 

alike from one snake-bend to the other along the river’s surface.  

 

Some historians, obviously in a hurry, claimed that the gallows went back to the city’s 

convict past. The story ran that two convicts who refused to unload a ship carrying 

government supplies from Sydney were hung on a makeshift gallows constructed from 

the wooden stays of a primitive crane and a length of twine kept on the vessel. It was a 

spontaneous act of cruel frustration that was meant to improve the pace of dispatch and 

recovery of goods at the rougher end of the Sydney to Moreton Bay leg. It was to make 

an example of those silly enough to defy authority. 

 

As a good story should be, it was open to elaboration and embellishment that eventually 

lead to Harry, one of the alleged convicts, receiving the commanding accolade of 

providing a ghost that drifted through the Gardens on those misty spring mornings when 
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you can’t even see the cliff walls of Kangaroo Point on the other side of the river due to 

the fluvial fog.  

 

The story gripped, and was regularly retold, until a young historian compiling his 

Doctorate of Philosophy thesis discovered that the lane didn’t exist at all until the 

eighteen-nineties, long after transportation of convicts had ceased. The lane for sometime 

remained anonymous, a little easement between two adjoining properties that gave the 

local residents access to the river. 

 

The student further discovered that Walker’s Lane, as it was first called, bore the name of 

a wool merchant who later constructed his own dock and woolstores. In nineteen twenty-

eight Mr Walker appointed a manager called Harry Fender who soon developed a 

reputation as a ruthless and cruel man who believed the world was about to be over-run 

by Jews and Socialists. 

 

To acquire a job in those days, men would wait each morning on the wharf to be hired in 

one of the gangs. For many workers, times were tough and a day’s work could alter your 

prospects entirely. A week’s work could ensure a room in a boarding house. Harry 

selected his gangs in the morning, haranguing, abusing and ranting in a way that both 

humiliated those who were selected, and left those who were to be sent on their way 

feeling worthless and defeated.  
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Privately, Harry drank excessively and suffered a lasting and disturbing illusion that the 

body fat of his workers found its way under his nails, requiring him to clip them to the 

quick. In fact, he was afraid that ordinary people had the power to get under his skin and, 

in an attempt to create a state of equilibrium, wrote a propaganda article for a society that 

Mr Walker helped finance. In the leaflet he referred to the waterside workers as ‘abject 

filth’. The article was briefly distributed outside railway stations and possibly only 

partially read. 

 

During the depression the wharf quickly obtained the dubious title of Harry’s Gallows. 

Harry was renowned for reducing smokos, and insisting on dangerous work practices that 

stretched the workers well beyond their physical limits. And his pay rates were legendary, 

for they shifted like the shadows of the pylons reflected on the water as it approached 

noon. ‘Shadow rates’, the workers called them. Harry had only one fear, and that was of 

arbitration: ‘the worker’s court of slide and con’, as Harry coined the process of salary 

justice. 

 

As sometimes happens, the recent past is more quickly forgotten, particularly if there is a 

golden tale to be substituted in its place. Maybe we don’t like to think of our managers as 

being cruel. If we are going to accept their authority and defer some of our responsibility 

to them, we would like to think of them as being worthy of the challenge. Probably we 

would like our managers to be a little more reliable and compassionate than our parents. 

Perhaps that is why we so quickly forget. Optimists know exactly what to forget, but pain 
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and humiliation have a way of returning if there aren’t laws to protect the young and 

vulnerable. 

 

As Penny noted – stepping through the heavy cedar doors, and heading for the coffee 

terrace – the white-stoned, foreign-owned luxury hotel in Harry’s Gallows Lane exploited 

the story involving Harry the Ghost in the hotel lobby with a number of colonial drawings 

and early photographs of Brisbane, and with the story of Harry’s Phantom displayed in 

Bookman Old Style font in gold type and placed in a cedar frame on the wall.  

 

In the far corner of the lobby, on the way to the toilets, there was a small photograph of 

the nineteen-seventy-four commemoration of a street sign: Harry’s Gallows, where the 

Lord Mayor is shaking hands with the Secretary of the Waterside Workers’ Union, the 

Wharfies, as they became known. In the background are a number of workers in overalls 

who are sharing a banner with a group of longhaired and mostly bearded students whose 

jeans and long-sleeved office-shirts demonstrated clearly the inherent contradiction in the 

positions they represented. Cast towards stations of success and privilege, hence the 

starch-collared shirts, their sympathies were with working people, therefore the jeans.  

 

And in the photograph, the slightly-blurred student holding a raised fist is the student who 

was writing his Doctorate and discovered our propensity for romanticism over realism, 

our patience with the macabre as opposed to the macadamia, those nuts too hard to crack, 

socially-speaking. The young woman beside the student, shouting into the megaphone, is 

his girlfriend.   
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Penny stared at the photograph without taking it all in. She waited for the coffee she had 

ordered, caught awkwardly between two emotions and unable to make the decisive shift 

one way or the other. There was a waterfall in a little outdoor court centrally located in 

the lobby, and she felt the smooth surface of her life breaking up into pinpoints of delight 

on its descent.  

 

Penny’s lunchtime spat with Martin had left her feeling quite buoyant. It was a run-in that 

yielded more than she expected. There was John Bosh and his respective detour into the 

sex industry. Was this just a case of wanting easy money, or was there some strategic 

ploy, financial or corporate in nature, whose profit remained to be investigated? Was he 

investing in Brooke’s professional credentials? And what were they exactly? John and his 

wife Nancy didn’t shun the media attention at Brooke’s funeral, though. You can’t do 

much more to register your respect and grief than carry the coffin, can you?  

 

Martin’s sudden capitulation into rant and rancour was a moral victory of gigantic 

proportions. He failed to reason with her, and left it to his PA/lover to account for his 

behaviour. Penny, feeling almost transcendental in her analysis, needed to slow down and 

separate the personal interest from the signs of Martin’s deeper involvement in Orpheus.  

 

Brooke was organizing the consortium, or was meant to think she was, and now it was all 

Martin’s to finish, if not to benefit from. Penny knew about journalistic and artistic 

rivalry, and imagined business rivalry to be another representation of the same basic 
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instinct. The problem with sharing the decision-making with somebody else is that at the 

end of the section your contribution might be overlooked. And she grimaced, recognizing 

something of herself in her analysis. Why would you work alone like she did, alone and 

at night, observing others who broke the law, observing in such a detached way, unless 

you were avoiding rivals? And who might they be? Was it other real-TV directors and 

actors? Maybe it was success-orientated Martin? Her career mirrored Martin’s, and for a 

time balanced his, she thought, until his inter-galactic rise in the real-estate rankings. Or 

were her rivals the criminals themselves, with their ability to shed their inhibitions and 

enlarge their lives regardless of the punitive consequences?  

 

Living with Lee Skulks – she remarked to herself, feeling a stab of excitement – is 

certainly different from living with Martin. She was still staring at the photograph, 

particularly the words, Harry’s Gallows. It was ominous, she thought, as she glanced up, 

and smiled at the young waiter who delivered her coffee to the table bending from the 

hips right in front of her. She was surrounded in luxury and calm, carpet and stainless 

steel, waterfalls and fountains, and somewhere upstairs was a room she needed to break 

in to, and whose contents she was required to read as if it were a suicide note.  

 

She stirred the sugar into her coffee. And she looked up at the photograph that pleased 

her. The young student must have been about the age Lee was when he planted the bomb. 

She desperately needed to drill into the sub-strata where Lee was concerned, and read the 

core sample for precious metals. He was the type of person where once you fell into his 

company you eradicated the need for reflection. You drifted with him and trusted his 
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knack to see something that you were more inclined to miss. He caught the spontaneous 

instant in the way you might catch a butterfly on the wing – a random, fortuitous grasp of 

passing things. She was missing him already. How absurd, she thought. I saw him this 

morning and I’m missing him now.  

 

They had agreed to meet at the New Farm ferry stop just before six. She had offered to 

accompany him to his download and, as the day approached, he had grown more and 

more paranoid about it. Could you blame him? You don’t know exactly what might 

trigger your arrest. And there wasn’t going to be a second reprieve under the new 

government; in fact, once parliament sat, the bill would be passed and Lee… Well, she 

didn’t want to think about it. 

 

She warded off despair; it was too damaging to her concentration. She tried desperately to 

believe in her own ability. There is something in Brooke’s room capable of redeeming us 

all, Penny whispered out loud, and felt just that little bit closer to the mental zone she 

required to break in effectively.  

 

Harry’s Gallows. There was another issue she wished to take up with Margaret Bornchef. 

She would wait until after the download to put her question to Bornchef. She would wait 

until Lee had received his clearance for another fortnight and then she would ask why Ms 

Bornchef happened to be on the call register of a murdered prostitute. Harry’s Gallows.  
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A room, recently vacated retains the mood of its former occupant. The signs are there, if 

you are willing to look closely enough. An unmade bed, for instance, is a good place to 

start. Since we leave a bed with something else in mind, we often leave behind the traces 

of our habits: accumulations of breadcrumbs or ash, tiny pinpricks of blood, hair and 

skin. Apart from the obvious sap of our lovemaking, there are subtle signs too, like anger 

or haste. Those were routine clues better left to police work.  

 

‘I’m a journalist, though,’ Penny thought. She sipped her coffee and watched two 

Japanese lovers snuggle into each other in front of the waterfall. ‘I see what the police fail 

to recognize: I’ll see the implications of the story and how eventually motives are a type 

of mystery that involve us choosing one world over another.’ 

 

Penny pushed the cup to the middle of the table and stood, then walked towards the 

reception desk. 

 

‘I’ve received a clearance from Detective-Sergeant Groundspeed,’ Penny said. She slid 

the piece of paper across the granite counter top, and thought the woman in her early 

twenties would be easily convinced.  

 

Instead the receptionist – in a navy suit and gold corporate badge, dark hair clipped 

tightly back – pondered for a moment the paper given her and then disappeared through 

an entrance. She turned in the opening and said, ‘I’ll just get this checked by the 

manager.’ 
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Penny had used the letter for some years. It was on the official police letterhead and was 

signed by Rex Groundspeed before he received his final promotion and long before his 

resignation to take up his new position at Orpheus Security, Manager of Operations. It 

allowed Penny access to declared crime scenes and certain designated areas foreclosed to 

the public. The piece of official correspondence from Groundspeed was the bargaining 

tool that cemented their relationship. It permitted Penny to enter the jurisdiction of police 

investigations with complete freedom. There was protocol she followed, of course, but 

the letter enabled her to work on both sides of the law with impunity. The police knew 

she had the power to confer celebrity status on certain members of the Force, and this, in 

a world of growing publicity, was the goose that laid the golden egg of public perception. 

Like the humble jellyfish, real-TV and the Police were two different species bound in a 

perfect symbiotic relation. The only question of dispute was who were the tentacles and 

who was the float.  

 

But using this letter now, fully aware that Rex was no longer in his former position, 

constituted an offense. She was acting under false pretences. She was impersonating a 

right she no longer had. Penny knew that, most of the time, what she achieved was 

conjured by the powers of bluff. She had no right to be in certain places and, further, 

when she turned up in these places, the punters were more inclined to trust her with their 

darkest motives and confused reasons for doing what they did than the police. Often it 

seemed so simple: she needed only to listen and they betrayed their own unconscious 

motivations. 
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The receptionist returned through the doorway and handed the letter back to Penny. She 

took a plastic card from a drawer in front of her, placed it in the slot and keyed in the 

security information required to activate the card.  

 

‘There we are, Ms Whisper. Floor eight, number eight-twenty-six. Can you return the 

card when you leave?’ 

 

‘It is the room of the late Brooke McKenzie, isn’t it?’ Penny asked. She was surprised by 

the quiet efficiency of the receptionist and hoped she wasn’t entering the scene of some 

unrelated overnight murder or suicide.  

 

‘It was the room where the prostitute was staying, if that’s what you mean. The manager 

said it has to be cleared out today. You can understand, we have bookings for tomorrow. 

The Nano Health Conference.’ 

 

The receptionist went on sorting menus in the same clinical manner as before.  

 

‘There’s no doubt it will be,’ Penny reassured. However, it worried her deeply that she 

might be too late. The room was really all she had to go on. 

 

The lift was empty, the back wall lined completely with a mirror. She examined the 

pleasant shape of her body in the summer dress. She seemed another person to herself, 
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and this she modestly attributed to Skulks where, in fact, she was acting out of character, 

not because of Skulks, but because of something Lee had discovered in her. Lee 

reactivated a range of moral principles she originally considered when she investigated 

his first appeal. Quite naturally, his presence brought them flooding back, poetically and 

happily, as if they were shared memories. However, rather suspiciously, she remembered 

a conversation she had with Lee that morning.  

 

Lee turned to her and said, ‘It’s more and more difficult, isn’t it? Young people are under 

such pressure. As the stress gradually builds they are inclined to fantasize about their 

place in the world. It’s an attempt to preserve their self-esteem. There is a problem 

though: Who can tell the difference, though, between the fantasy that stays a fantasy and 

the one that leads to a bomb going off.’ 

 

Lee mentioned it while he was shaving, out of the blue, and then failed to follow it up 

with any further explanation, as if shaving was some sort of meditative art. It was a one-

off comment he offered her, part reflection, part disclosure, as though they both shared 

some common foundation. Lee knew of the existence of certain thoughts and moods as 

they gently formed in her mind, well before any discussion or debate between them. It 

was as if her virtues were tattooed on her skin. That was not her style, and went against 

the most judicious journalistic practices. As for the practicalities of policing, you were 

meant to be amoral, however inhuman such an expectation was. However, that morning, 

Lee had taken the words right out of her mind, phrased also exactly the way she imagined 

in her head. 
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She stepped out of the lift and into the corridor and made her way quickly now to eight-

twenty-six. She feared an empty room, or at least one that had been scrupulously cleared 

of Brooke’s belongings. She didn’t want to enter a room that caused her to feel like 

another paying guest. She wanted to experience the tumultuous feelings of a life thrown 

wide-open like the gate through which the horse has bolted. 

 

Penny placed the door card in the slot, waited for the green light and pushed against the 

handle. It clicked open and before she could place the card into the facilities slot to 

connect the power she already felt the presence, the shadowed outlines of objects along 

the bench and on the bed, the draped existence of discarded clothes and the faint odour of 

perfume. It was a sandalwood taint over the mustiness of unwashed garments. She flicked 

the switch. 

 

The room had been organized as a makeshift office. On the bench a laptop was plugged 

in, along with a printer and scanner. Underneath that, in a small alcove was a stainless 

steel tidy-bin and stacked alongside it, a half dozen reams of A4 copying paper. Out of 

place, a black leather roller chair, obviously delivered to the suite from some office-

supplier nearby faced the windows. It looked lost and slightly obtuse against the 

Mediterranean-patterned wall-hangings and quilt.  

 

The room seemed barely disturbed. You would expect the signs of fingerprinting but 

there were none, and this confirmed to Penny that the police had no serious intention of 
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investigating Brooke’s murder. The overall impression was one of pathetic hopefulness: 

one woman, single-handedly, trying to run a business from a hotel room. Many great 

entrepreneurs started this way and many great corporations began their humble existence 

with a simple hotel address. However, to observe its failure was a desperate thing indeed.  

 

Quite clearly Brooke had designated the length of the bench closest to the salmon drapes 

as her official workplace, an ordered section placed aside for creation and dispatch while 

the rest of the room succumbed to deeper and more urgent needs. A box of syringes 

toppled on its side displayed its contents with the sophisticated fan of a fiddle-stick pile. 

A number of used syringes with their attendant cotton-wool dabs rested in the various 

crevices formed by the number of discarded wine bottles threatening to overflow from the 

open bin. Dresses and stockings were everywhere, retaining a certain peeled-off form, 

like giant flowers; they lay thickest on the spare bed but also hung from backs of chairs as 

if a colony of multi-coloured bats had collapsed around the room.   

 

Penny switched the laptop on and scanned the icons. She wished she had arrived earlier 

in the day. She started opening briefcases, folders and files. She felt like an 

oceanographer about to survey the Pacific Ocean: Where would she begin and how could 

she record what she found? Some files inundated her with numbers that she required 

expert assistance with. However, one folder was explicit and she needed no introduction 

to what it contained.  
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Simply called ‘Biographical and Social Security Details’, it contained the profiles of over 

forty people, their name and address, possible occupation, medical records, health card 

number, make of vehicle, financial history and a photograph of each. Yet it was the single 

word that closed each document that made you wish to reassess the sparkling clarity of 

the facts so blatantly and clearly stated as a life in summary. It simply read Deceased.  

 

There were forty identities neatly compiled, and it seemed by the effort taken to arrange 

them that they waited some illegal act of conjuring to burst back into life from the ashes 

as fully-fledged citizens. Penny suspected there were more on other files in other folders, 

but she heard the movement in the bathroom and hoped it was the cleaner beginning the 

big mop-up.  

 

Penny pushed the print key and the first piece of paper rolled into the printer. It juddered 

into position and started printing. Penny stared at the bathroom door. Surely the sound of 

the printer would alert anybody to her presence, especially somebody who was meant to 

be on guard. If she maintained her calm and purpose, for she had a letter of clearance to 

wave about in case she was challenged, the person in the bathroom could be bluffed. It 

never crossed her mind that she was in danger or that her intrusion could have nasty 

consequences. She didn’t allow herself to be sidetracked by such thoughts. 

 

The printer completed the first profile and rolled another piece of paper into position. The 

toilet flushed. She continued to stare at the door convinced it was a cleaner who had taken 

a crap. The door opened and a well-dressed man stepped into the room proper. 
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‘Hello, Penny,’ Rex Groundspeed said.  

 

The lighter fabric of his Italian apricot suit added fluidity to his movements. His general 

good health, smoothly shaved skin, the refreshing whites of his eyes, suggested to Penny 

a more relaxed Groundspeed than the heavy-drinking and perpetually stressed Inspector 

Groundspeed.  

 

‘You’re looking well, Rex.’ 

 

‘I feel it,’ he said, without progressing further into the room. ‘A bit of a mess really,’ he 

added. He cast his eyes across the forlorn and scattered belongings. 

 

‘You don’t expect to be caught out like this,’ Groundspeed commented. Penny remained 

where she stood. She hoped they were both talking about Brooke and not unconsciously 

communicating something more sinister. The second profile rolled out of the printer and 

she absent-mindedly brushed it off the lip so that it fell neatly on the other sheet. 

 

‘Have you found something of interest?’ Rex said, more polite than committed. Over the 

years Penny and Rex had developed a way of approaching each other that was elliptical.  

 

‘What do you make of these profiles, Rex?’ Penny offered the opening gambit. Rex 

appeared considerably detached from his surroundings and she found it slightly off-
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putting and wished to hear the flustered, speculative voice of Rex, the Detective. He 

didn’t seem to care for the past at all. He had moved on to something more impressive, it 

seemed. 

 

Then she put her finger on it. Rex, whose hair was naturally thinning, had it cut two or 

three degrees shorter than normal. The effect was intentional. He had snipped away the 

final remnants of youth and now looked slightly soured, as if there were a strategic 

advantage in being nasty. Maybe to look powerful you had to look a bit ugly. 

 

‘What are they exactly?’ It was obvious Rex was unaware of the fact sheets slowly and 

inevitably pouring out of the printer. Rex was not his old self, that was for sure. Normally 

Rex was so curious he suspected a cloud if it passed too quickly across the sun. He had 

lost his imagination and replaced it with a bland managerial concern. He had got rid of 

the stress but it affected his drive. 

 

‘It’s the perfect fodder for fraud. You could go either way, government payments or 

bogus bank loans.’ Penny watched Rex delicately step over some of Brooke’s fallen 

underwear. He was careful, as if it might contaminate his new ox-blood shoes.  

 

‘Are they fictitious or real?’ Rex asked. 
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‘Recently deceased, at a guess. There is a consistency throughout the documents you 

don’t normally achieve with counterfeit histories. What was Brooke intending, do you 

think?’  

 

‘There’s no shortage of people out there willing to buy a ready-made identity. If you can 

be somebody else, or a lot of somebody elses, you accrue a fortune. It’s quite ironic 

really,’ Rex said and moved towards the window as if he was growing short of breath and 

needed a hit of fresh air. He pulled back the drapes and gazed along the river. ‘As we 

track people more closely, as we trace their electronic trails and find passages into their 

affairs, they suddenly start recycling the dead.’ 

 

‘It’s easier for a dead person to continue existing than to try and invent a new one.’  

 

Penny hoped their friendship wasn’t over, but she suspected it was. Normally she could 

provoke Rex into all sorts of theoretical speculation. 

 

Rex’s wistful mood pervaded the room. The light reflected off the river and lit his 

features with a warm glow.  

 

‘Are you waiting for somebody?’ Penny asked. 
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‘I am in fact. Donald Crossroads. I believe you met him the other day; he was the security 

officer who recovered Brooke’s body. He is bright and young and somebody I found I 

can trust.’ 

 

‘So you’re not here in your former capacity as Inspector Detective?’  

 

Rex let the drapes fall. For a second he was just a darkened outline, a form, a vessel filled 

with shadow. Then Penny’s eyes adjusted to the dimness. 

 

‘Hopefully my police days are over, Penny. I confront a much larger challenge at 

Orpheus.’  

 

He smiled to indicate the complexity he wasn’t at liberty to share with her. ‘I might add 

that the working conditions are a touch more gracious than my old office.’ 

 

Penny loved his old office overlooking the South Bank. His staff stationed in front of 

their monitors, wandering around the cramped space with documents in their hands or 

phoning and typing at the same time. There was always a feeling that events were 

conspiring against them and that the maelstrom of public opinion almost threatening to 

fall upon them could only be dispelled by a tight camaraderie and an unshakable loyalty. 

Everybody in the office trusted Groundspeed’s unerring finesse with the Minister and the 

Media. She liked Rex jingling a pocketful of keys like worry beads, not the empty-suited, 

smooth-walking and sandalwooded Rex.  
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In addition, she didn’t like Donald Crossroads. If first impressions counted, he looked a 

bully, a thug of limited intelligence. Maybe Grovely was right, it was the office staff that 

provided a constant flow of intelligence and maintained their leaders by inspiring them 

with choices. Rex had lost a dimension or two and maybe that was the price you paid to 

have Donald to confide in and not a floor full of junior officers, curious about the world 

and hungry for promotion. 

 

‘Rex. Who killed Brooke, do you think?’ she asked bluntly. There was limited time. It 

would be impossible to speak at any depth once Crossroads arrived.  

 

Rex leaned over and turned off the printer. The room was stunningly quiet. Penny could 

still hear the printer in her head. It was rattling along like a train, following some former 

arrangement she had with Groundspeed. Only then she became aware of the decisive 

harshness in Rex’s eyes. Underneath it all he was stressed, but in a different way than she 

expected. Rex was wielding real power for the first time and he was just getting used to 

killing off the commitments to his past.  

 

‘Penny, I don’t know how to put this exactly.’ 

 

‘Well, try, Rex.’ Rex had pulled the plug of the printer from the computer. Penny felt he 

was dismantling and disconnecting their very relationship, and it hurt. It felt even more 
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painful coming on the day she achieved her small victory over Martin. It was another 

aspect of her past being gently trashed.  

 

‘You’re not entitled to be here. I’ve received instructions from the Minister of Protective 

Services that Orpheus is the successful bid. It has been sub-contracted to us.’ 

 

‘What, Rex? The investigation of major crimes?’ Penny said incredulously.  

 

Rex was caught off balance. Despite the sarcasm, the idea appealed to him but for the 

present, such insight from Penny needed to be delayed. 

 

‘Don’t be bloody stupid, Penny. The out-sourcing of crime-scene retention and storage 

makes sense to me. None of my men ever liked cleaning up after a bloody murder. If a 

group of specialists are put in charge of storing the evidence there is less chance it will be 

contaminated.’  

 

Rex was over his sudden peak of anger. Penny guessed he thought she was holding him 

to account, and he resented it somewhat, hoping she might comply with his newly-

discovered status. She couldn’t give a stuff for Rex or Orpheus or the new government 

for that matter. She thought she knew where it was all heading, but for the time being she 

needed to remain in the room. She would find out who murdered Brooke if nobody else 

was inclined to do so. The evidence she collected would refuse to be denied.   
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She knew that the crucial data, the key to one’s intentions, was always recorded one way 

or the other, if only as a footprint pressed into the yielding surface of dust or sand. We 

make tracks.  

 

Penny sat down in the office chair and gently turned it so she was facing Rex. She 

brushed his trousers on the arc of her swing. She believed Rex wouldn’t try to physically 

remove her. It would seem too much like rape to start grappling. Rex was always a shade 

embarrassed by the sexual implications of even a handshake.  

 

She looked for that point of ugliness she recognized before, that degree of age-loss 

worked into the skin and fat, the opening of the pores to a more expensive cologne. 

Maybe it was her submissive relation to Rex, the way she sat in the leather chair, her head 

at his waist height, the suggestive swiveling of its axis and the rocking on its wheels, but 

Rex stared down in a blatant sexual survey that she had never felt before. It was another 

liberty he took with his increasing power at Orpheus, and his ugly spot widened further. 

 

Rex leaned forward and for a moment Penny thought he was going to bend down and kiss 

her. Maybe that was his original intention, but the iron spikes in her eyes deflected him 

quite savagely, and his old inhibitions returned. Instead he grabbed the padded edge of 

the chair and slowly spun it until Penny was about-face. Surprised by the gesture, she was 

forced to reappraise the room. How pathetic was Brooke’s wardrobe cast about like this; 

little clumps of silk and lace, the daisy tones of her underwear, her experiments in purple 

and brown.  
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Normally Rex and Penny set about filling in the gaps. A murdered life offered its privacy 

to the public record, and there is much to be made of the old appetites and eternal 

resentments that hang around a case in a chain of misguided choices. Rex could find a 

motive in a mess of financial details, in the smudged by-line of a discarded email or, 

more than likely, in the evasive speech of a taxi driver. Rex called it ‘sifting through the 

rags of existence’, and Penny loved this aspect of their relationship – the way they tried to 

find the small justices that opposed violence and needed to be highlighted to keep a 

murder investigation afloat. It was symbiotic, their relationship, or once was, she 

painfully admitted to herself, her back turned on the man she was starting to hate.   

 

‘Penny, Brooke was murdered for the wrong reasons.’ Rex spoke slowly and held the 

chair firmly so she couldn’t check his eyes. 

 

‘There are right reasons, are there, Rex?’ Penny watched the door and spoke as if she was 

on a couch tracking the inner workings of her mind. 

 

‘People are murdered for convincing and less convincing reasons. There’s nothing very 

convincing about this case except the violence in it. It was a power killing. Prostitution 

tends to trawl the bottom of the love chain, and so there is always that terrible risk that 

the sex is just a cover for the violence burning in the client.’ 

 

‘Was she raped?’ Penny murmured.  
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‘There’s nothing in the forensics to go on. The Centre has failed to release a report to the 

investigating officer.’ 

 

‘It’s held up? They refuse the clearance, possibly because of a ministerial?’ 

 

‘Nothing will be released by the Centre, Penny. I don’t wish to go any further,’ he said, as 

if drawing lines in the sand was necessarily the way good friends cleared up the 

confusion between them.  

 

‘I am not at liberty to discuss the case any further. It would be in breach of contract. You 

understand we are in discussion with the Government at present.’ 

 

‘Don’t tell me. Orpheus intends to make a bid for Government Forensics. They’re going 

to out-source that too?’ 

 

‘It makes sense,’ Rex said. He gently spun Penny back into view. They now faced each 

other. ‘I’m going to ask you to leave the building in a moment, as an old friend might. I 

don’t want to play the power card if I can help it. But I want to give you a simple 

explanation before I do.’ 

 

Rex released his pressure from the chair and strolled back to the window where he pulled 

the drapes apart and flooded the apartment with late afternoon light. He glanced down at 
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the river and seemed to follow the movement of a ferry approaching the Harry’s Gallows 

wharf.  

 

‘Everybody knows why Brooke was murdered even if they don’t know who did it. 

Everybody except you, Penny, it seems.’ 

 

‘Who are they?’ Penny said sarcastically. Rex was deliberately wounding her and this she 

knew was also an act of persuasion. She thought she noticed an element of suppressed 

anger in his delivery as if she was meant to feel a touch frightened, if not fatigued, by it 

all. She felt neither. For the first time since he entered the room, Rex was giving her 

something when in fact he thought he was doing the opposite. 

 

‘People like your ex.’ 

 

‘Martin?’ She sounded slightly thrown, and she was. 

 

‘Martin and all the others, scrabbling, clawing, tearing their way to the top. They can’t 

get enough of Orpheus to invest in. Security is sexy at the moment. It’s the biggest meal 

ticket in town. Anyway, they all know the reason Brooke was murdered but there isn’t a 

word to be heard. They’re just quietly closing up shop and locking down, so that the 

whole thing blows over. It has been a bit of an embarrassment all round. Cyclonic 

investments always are.’ 
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‘Is it Brooke’s involvement in the consortium? Or was it the brothel she was suppose to 

run?’ 

 

‘I don’t know about any brothel,’ Rex said. He didn’t care either, from the tone of his 

voice. It was a detail that was irrelevant, or at least made irrelevant by what he did know. 

There was nothing more of importance he was going to share.  

 

‘She tried to embezzle a whole heap of funds. She tried to take them down. It was just 

kid’s stuff, so amateur. They offered to cut her out but she threatened to scream. 

Evidently she had a number of digital photos nicely stored away of her most favoured 

clients. Have you heard this before, Penny?’  

 

Rex turned to face Penny directly. He folded his arms and she responded to the challenge. 

 

‘What do you mean, in a general sense? There is a threat followed by a bribe.’ Penny 

watched the intensity gather in Rex’s whole body. He was obviously working out and 

now put his whole new persona to the test. He crossed his legs as if nothing of trust 

would ever pass between them again. And oh my God, how brightly his new suit glowed.  

 

‘Penny, I’m not interested in any academic questions. I am talking about a certain deal 

you had with Brooke to publish those images on your show. One of your executives 

stepped in to prevent it. Isn’t that right?’ 
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‘That is bullshit, Rex. And you know it.’ Penny wanted to leap out of the chair and land a 

kick right between his legs. He looked so bloody smug, standing there without flinching, 

building the scandal as if it was a private joke between them  

 

‘You find her body. What sort of accident was that? Let me test you. Have you got a 

mobile phone for instance, one capable of photographing clients and one that happens to 

belong to Ms Brooke Mackenzie?’ 

 

‘What the fuck has that got to do with it, Rex?’ 

 

‘Everything, Penny. Highly circumstantial, but everything. And another thing, her clients, 

some of them anyway, are men who don’t like secrets. It restricts their style. They don’t 

like the past jumping out in front of them and spooking the neighbours. They like to clear 

the decks after a scandal like this, so that they can get on with their lives. If I were you, 

Penny dear, I wouldn’t be digging around in this shit pile. You’re most likely to get 

infected, and there won’t be a doctor in the house to help you. Have I made myself 

clear?’  

 

His final remark was chilling.  He now looked capable of attacking her. Penny, in turn, 

swiveled and rocked in her chair defiantly, and tried to figure out how she could scoop up 

those printed pages and slip them into her knickers before Rex seized them. 
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‘Do you bring the message on behalf of others, Rex? Your new guardians, hey. You were 

never a corrupt copper in that sense anyway. Why, is it easier to be a corrupt executive?’ 

 

Just then the lock clicked, and Donald Crossroads stepped into the room. Donald was 

dressed in the Orpheus uniform, a long-sleeved navy workshirt with the red-stitched harp 

on the pocket and matching slacks, all of which seemed one size too small, emphasizing 

his pectoral muscles, his quadriceps and sartorius bulging tight against the fabric. There 

was something about his premature balding that revealed a corresponding denuding of his 

inner character. The skin blemishes either side of his widow’s peak were reflected in his 

eyes where years of callousness, opportunism and substance abuse cast a dull and vacant 

shadow. Certain modulations down the caring end of human feeling were absent from the 

spectrum, a nastiness that his two-hour daily gym session couldn’t erase. In fact, the 

simulation of physical strength, quite to the contrary, seemed to emphasize a natural 

inclination to brutality. He was a bully if not an outright thug. So this was the type of 

person Rex now put his trust in. It hurt Penny to notice such a failure of judgment in Rex, 

a misjudgment that went to the heart and soul of integrity.  

 

Donald carried under one arm a number of flattened storage cartons that needed 

construction, and in his other hand an overnight bag that contained unspecified objects, 

some of which rattled as he swung them onto the bed. He strode across the crime-scene 

without a care, as if he’d come to fix the plumbing.  
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‘How ya doing, Rex?’ he said in way of greeting, and when Penny swung the chair to 

face him front-on, he added, ‘What is this bitch doing here?’ 

 

‘Manners, Mr Crossroads,’ Rex chided him gently. ‘She’s about to leave.’ 

 

Rex approached Penny, conscious it seemed of their habit of hugging each other when 

they parted. Unsure exactly now where everything stood between them, he hesitated to 

see if Penny would rise. When she didn’t he passed between the chair and bed and shook 

Crossroads by the hand. It was a formal gesture that was meant to cultivate respect from 

his staff. Instead it confused Donald who for a second offered Rex the roll of plastic tape 

he took from his pocket. 

 

‘I want everything packed up and each box labeled the way I explained this morning. I 

don’t want you to keep any souvenirs, Don.’  

 

Rex nudged a pair of underpants out from under the bed with his ox-blood shoes. 

Whether this was meant to be a joke between the two men or something more sinister 

was difficult to tell, for neither smiled. 

 

‘Yes, sir,’ Crossroads replied with a military promptness, ingratiating himself further 

with his new boss and offering Rex the type of obedience he had never received from his 

junior officers. It wasn’t the Australian way, not in the police, for sure. You were 
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expected to think for yourself and this demanded a certain cynical detachment and the 

ability to question authority when the case arose.  

 

Rex left without another word as if he had a plane to catch. Penny felt the instant loss of a 

friend who, during the most tumultuous year of her life, especially when Martin left her, 

offered hours of his time and never once pointed the finger. Rex was more important to 

her than any TV executive. He was normally so astute, so cool and so tough, and yet so 

calm. He was gone to catch a plane to another world and she was left with the brooding 

viciousness of Mr Crossroads who assembled the boxes, tearing and cutting the brown 

tape, a sound so stark, it tore like pain itself.   

 

‘Shouldn’t you be going?’ Crossroads put on a pair of plastic gloves and started putting 

the first of Brooke’s belongings, a cream and purple skirt and a mango coloured bra, into 

the carton he constructed. 

 

Penny watched him move around the room from her position in the chair. He was wary 

and irritated by her constant observation. He didn’t like the implicit role reversal either, 

or the loss of power it might intend of a woman perving at a man. If the truth were 

known, her mock appraisement of Donald was a deliberate cover of her real intentions.  

 

The dozen or so sheets of paper lay fanned out before the disconnected computer. The 

biographical details were the most substantial lead Penny had. It was the only piece of 

concrete evidence. These people would be connected some way or other and their 
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collective testimony would hold a candle to the darker internal movements of Brooke’s 

arrival in Brisbane. You don’t go to that much trouble unless there is a scam or a scheme 

they can be incorporated into. She would gather up the documents the moment Donald’s 

head dipped below the bed-line, and then she would leave as quickly as she could.  

 

‘Time to leave, bitch,’ Crossroads squawked. He was quickly filling the cardboard box 

but simultaneously scanning her as if she was quietly saying things that disturbed him. Of 

course, she wasn’t, but his anger was appreciable. ‘Time to go, bitch.’ 

 

Crossroads removed the tape from where it lay on the bed and sealed the first carton. 

‘What are you whispering about?’ he asked. 

 

Penny swiveled the chair backward and forward, backward, forward, without looking 

away. The only sound in the room was the air-conditioner sweetly humming to itself.  

 

‘Maybe I need to wrap a bit of this tape around your lips.’ Crossroads now dripped with 

nastiness. The sweat darkened the fabric drawn tightly across his back.  

 

‘What’s up, Donald? You don’t like your new job? I thought you would be pleased 

working with my old friend, Rex Groundspeed.’ Penny waited for Crossroads to drop his 

head and tape the bottom hinges. She would need to be quick. 
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‘He’s no friend of yours, bitch.’ Crossroads spoke and tore thirty centimetres of the 

adhesive free from the roll. He glanced down temporarily. Penny reached out and slipped 

her fingers under the printed sheets. Shit, she thought. The pile slipped from her grasp 

and fanned out. She grabbed what she could – was it four or five of the biographies? – 

and placed them on her lap.  

 

Crossroads tore another strip and pressed against the edge of the carton. Penny rose. She 

held the sheets to her thigh, away from Donald who looked up suddenly. ‘See you, 

Donald,’ she cooed.  

 

She headed for the door; another three metres and she would be in the corridor. She 

wondered whether she should grab the security card as she passed and remove it from the 

facilities slot. Without turning she heard Crossroads spring to his feet. 

 

‘Where are you going so quickly?’ Donald asked. Trying to slip away as coolly as she 

could, she noticed Crossroads side-stepping, twisting, turning and eventually lunging at 

her, the contact of which she prepared to firmly brush away.  

 

The impact almost knocked her off her feet and jammed her against the bench. She felt 

the pain in her hip as she collided with the stainless steel rungs of the baggage rack. Then 

she apprehended the threat. It was immediate. Donald had a corner of the plastic tape 

clenched between his teeth, one hand held the roll before his face. ‘It might be time to 

tape you up,’ he mumbled.  
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He reached behind Penny, grabbed her wrist that contained the files. He seized her tightly 

and twisted her hand backwards. The tendons in her wrist burnt with pain. He shook the 

pieces of paper free from her grasp. ‘Bitch, bitch…’ It was his anger mantra, the means 

by which his speech torched the dry, twisted lantana thicket of a thousand humiliations.  

 

In one sharp yank of her arm Penny pulled clear, pulled back the door and sprinted along 

the hall. She was in no doubt that he intended to tie her up and tape her mouth. She had 

been in some fixes before, but nothing like this. In all her experiences, the entire sixty-

five episodes of Real-Crime Real-Time TV, none had frightened her like this. The blatant 

spirit by which a security officer, not even of the State, an employee of a private firm, 

grabbed her was the type of dark and violent force that toppled her confidence. Did he 

think he could rape her with impunity? 

 

It was a watershed moment when she tasted the force of history in her mouth, the iron 

content of her own blood, from a scratch across her gums and a cut on the inside of her 

mouth. His fist had glanced her face as she deflected it. Her thoughts ran in crazy loops as 

she waited anxiously outside the lift.   

 

It takes a certain open license from your political masters, she thought, to enact the 

sudden and bloody revision of human rights that she’d just experienced. Somebody was 

marketing revenge and they had found the perfect group of goons to sell it to the public. 
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Orpheus, she reluctantly acknowledged, knowing that Martin was waist-deep in the 

corperate fallout of his new portfolio, was diversifying.  

 

When Penny’s stomach heaved in the lift, she saw the student again, the one in the 

photograph in the lobby, holding up his fist and how vulnerable he looked beside his 

girlfriend. Harry’s Gallows, they named the street, as some sort of victory – or so it 

seemed in the photograph. Penny nursed her wrist and noticed the signs of bruising. Or 

was it some sort of reminder of eternal vigilance, of how quickly all your rights can 

disappear over night. 

 

‘Harry’s Gallows,’ she whispered to the weeping image defiantly staring at her from the 

mirrored back of the elevator. 
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Crimes of the Imagination 

 

I watched the City-Cat with its twin hulls and graceful effort skim the last two hundred 

metres of the river’s surface before it dropped speed and completed a sweeping arc into 

the wharf where I stood.  

 

It was six o’clock and the City-Cat was full to bursting. On the front deck people stood 

against the rail enjoying the cool river breeze, their blow-dried hairstyles molded for the 

office, sacrificed now to the draft of the moving ferry. The commuters already looked 

partly relaxed as though the frustrations of the day had been swept from their minds. 

 

I stood at the far end of the inclined walkway that led down from the ferry-shelter to the 

landing pontoon. It was the spot where the City-Cat would eventually rest. At present it 

was nudging sideways in bubbly revs, maneuvering closer so that the steward could 

secure the rope around the cleat. Once that was completed, the gate would open and the 

passengers would be free to depart. The first of the commuters on the back deck gathered 

themselves together and prepared to leave the vessel. A tall fellow, in a white and blue 

cycling kit that clung to his sinewy frame in dips and ridges, rolled his bike a few 

centimetres closer to the exit.  

 

I hoped Penny might be first to leave. I scanned the decks looking for her. For the last 

hour I had played a game of make-believe, little cinematic fantasies where I imagined her 
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arrival. In the theatre of my mind she stood on the deck with the wind tangling her tight 

locks, the terracotta evening light drenching her body. Her face with all its vitality turned 

towards my smile. I’d scrutinized the best part of five boatloads of commuters and, now 

that the clock had pushed itself finally to the time we agreed to meet, I wanted my 

daydream realized in full.  

 

Vainly, I believed Penny would be as pleased to see me as I was to see her. I’d missed her 

all day. The early morning bout of sexual engagement, instead of clearing the erotic 

atmosphere, had pumped it full of a crackling humidity that sparked and flashed about my 

loins all day. I wanted to be together with her before I had my download. I wanted to run 

my hands all over her body and taste her kisses before the download doldrums marooned 

me in a nether world. 

 

We would have only a few minutes to walk from the ferry to the clinic. 

 

The period after the download was a grey spectral world that drained me of enthusiasm 

and motivation. It was like viewing the world through a muddy puddle and you were at 

the bottom of it looking out. The medical fraternity called these stuff-ups side-effects, 

when those experiencing them would be more inclined to name them as fundamental and 

primary crucial-effects, right there in the centre.  
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For a day or two you felt as if somebody had run a giant vacuum cleaner over your brain 

and sucked up all the energy you had. You felt as if your soul had vacated your body, and 

consequently, simple thoughts were more challenging than a twenty-kilometre swim. 

 

I was keen to use these final minutes with Penny alone, knowing that for a few days I 

would be out of it, emotionally speaking. I intended to enjoy every amorous second of it 

until I was forced to confront Margaret Bornchef. She would be waiting, her entire neural 

network set to a calculating program of retrieval and review.  

 

I thought Penny might be excited to catch a glimpse of me standing at the top of the 

gangplank, focused on nothing else but her alone. It was the usual vanity of lovers and 

the privileged role that the imagination cast for each other.  

 

Above the river in the first signs of gloaming, the flying foxes in groups of two and three 

headed for the fig-trees behind where I stood. It already sounded like a giant party full of 

squeaking and squawking. Throughout New Farm Park the arboreal feast was underway.  

 

It reminded me of election night as Grovely and Brooke walked down the tree-lined 

avenue. There was the massive stability of Grovely with his large hand placed on her 

butt, his fingers rippling with the muscle flex. And Brooke for her part balanced on her 

elevated, cork-heeled sandals whose long white straps criss-crossed her leg like a tropical 

creeper as she tumbled and jostled against the big man, seemingly drunk on the 

pheromone of tumultuous times. Two days after the night at the Karmageddon I had had 
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my first official download – that led to the sacking of Grovely. Now I was up for my 

second. 

 

Was this being in control of your destiny? Admittedly, the evidence from my download 

was just the fulcrum to lever the big man out of office, but I was totally aware that 

Bornchef was yet an unknown quantity. I could only guess at the technique and 

knowledge she had acquired in the army where collecting intelligence through 

interrogation naturally spilt over into forms of torture and humiliation. I had seen it in 

prison: your will was a band of resistance that fear and pain and stress yanked and twisted 

until their was no elasticity left in your purpose. Instead of snapping back into your true 

self after an interview, you became listless and misguided.  

 

This happened unless, of course, you had somebody like Steve Engels who cheered you 

on from the sideline and who explained those increments of personal growth that 

transformed the struggle into a type of necessity. Whenever Steve found a spare minute 

from his legal practice he would turn up with books of poetry, political essays and 

paperback histories and urge me to read myself back into existence.  

 

‘Keep reading until you see where you’re at, and then take it from there.’  

 

In summary, waiting on that gangplank in the evening light so golden it had the 

ennobling power to canonize a saint, I wanted Penny’s assistance. The thought of going 

down to the clinic alone and facing Margaret Bornchef was almost beyond me. I was 
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already preparing defenses in my head, a sure sign that a battle was imminent and another 

humiliation was at hand.  

 

The cyclist was the first passenger to alight wheeling his bike past the waiting queue, and 

behind him a crowd of twenty or so people amassed at first and then fell into single file. I 

scanned the crowd: the business man and the two nurses deep in conversation, the jogger 

in a sports singlet and camouflage cargo pants, the fat lady in the white T-shirt and nylon 

floral skirt, the Vietnamese executive in a stylish black suit. They were all daydreaming 

and filed past me.  

 

It came as a momentary flash of extreme desolation. In the interests of personal integrity, 

I had to face the possibility that Penny wasn’t coming. I checked my mobile for 

messages. There were none. I could ring her, of course, but it was so difficult not to 

appear slightly desperate and pleading. If the inevitable break-up were about to happen, 

such moments of weakness would be remembered later with self-recrimination.  

 

As easy it is to attack the fiat of love.  

 

‘What have I been kidding at? Why would a TV celebrity want to hook-up with a 

convicted criminal whose only claim to fame was bombing a McDonald’s full of 

teenagers and children. Sooner or later she had to see the light.’ 
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Sooner or later she had to see the light. I said this out aloud as I turned from the top of 

the gangplank. A gentleman who had taken off his suit coat and thrown it over his 

shoulder smiled at my internal musings as he approached. He was the final person to exit 

the vessel and was tardy coming through the gate. 

 

‘Beautiful evening, I agree,’ he said cheerfully. He obviously misheard me; his general 

demeanour slightly disturbed. ‘Better for us than the lass whose just collapsed. She went 

down in front of me quicker than I could catch her.’ 

 

‘Just now?’ I asked hopefully. I turned and tried to identify exactly what was going on 

inside the doorway of the ferry. The steward who moored the boat had retreated a fraction 

inside the entrance and was kneeling in front of somebody who had fallen and was now 

in the coma position. It was a woman with dark hair. 

 

‘She was in front of me in the queue. Beautiful looking woman who fainted. One moment 

she was standing there with her face in her hands and the next moment she fell. I tried to 

catch her of course but I wasn’t quick enough.’ He was raising his voice as I started 

shuffling down the walkway. 

 

I jogged the last section and could see now quite clearly that the so-called ‘lass’ with the 

close-cropped hair was wearing a summer dress very similar to the one Penny had ironed 

that morning. The steward assisted her to a sitting position where her head bowed 

listlessly between her knees. I unlocked the gate and strode onto the boat.  
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‘Is she okay?’ I asked, and knelt beside them. 

 

‘Feeling a little woozy, I’d say.’ The steward still supported her neck. The steward was a 

wiry little woman with a tanned face and brilliant blue eyes. ‘Do you know her?’ 

 

‘I am … ’  

 

I hesitated for a moment, and felt it important I get this right. ‘I am her lover’ came 

instantly to mind. That wasn’t the way you defined your relationship for strangers. It was 

way too much information. ‘I am a friend’ was too wimpish after the passion we had 

expended that morning. ‘I am her boyfriend’ was just too affected and didn’t account for 

our respective ages and the ‘history’ we had; it sounded too youthful and transient. 

 

‘I’m her partner,’ I finally offered.  

 

Penny smiled at these words as if they were the smelling-salts she needed and, using the 

steward’s arm as a brace, she rose to her feet and leant on my shoulder unsteadily. 

‘Partner, hey,’ she whispered where her head rested against my chest. ‘That didn’t take 

long to establish, did it?’ 

 

We tackled the gangplank, the steward fussing behind us. 
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‘It can’t be retracted,’ Penny said playfully. ‘You’re my partner, now, for better or for 

worse. When I finish telling you what I discovered today you may wish to reconsider 

your commitments, Mr Skulks.’ 

 

It was then her body nestled into my side for support and that I noticed the scratch marks 

along her forearm, great v-shaped gouges that had removed the skin, and the premature 

bruising around her wrist and the puffy effect across the bony structure of the back of her 

hand. 

 

‘What’s all this about?’ I asked, gently lifting her hand to my lips. 

 

‘I think they tried to scare me off today,’ Penny’s voice quivered. The fear remained with 

her and dampened her body with a clammy heat. 

 

‘Who tried to scare you off?’  

 

We left the wharf and walked along a street that ran parallel to the river. The heat of the 

day was already subsiding and the smell of jasmine overpowered the smell of car 

exhausts. The setting sun bounced off the lead-glass window of an old house opposite. 

Once a grand house, its wide verandahs were now closed in to make way for its division 

into flats.   
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‘I saw Martin today but I’ll tell you about that later. After lunch I decided to see whether 

I could get access to Brooke’s hotel room.’ 

 

‘You mean you intended to break-in,’ I clarified. Penny walked the border between 

categories: entertainment and journalism, voyeurism and reporting – celebrity and cult 

figure, lover and reporter.  

 

‘Well, break-in yes, using my old authorization that must be at least five years overdue 

and I can tell you, using it for the last time too. It’ll be rescinded, if it hasn’t already been. 

And I can just imagine the phone calls to my producer, and the junior executives running 

from floor to floor, lift to lift, desperate to pass on the threatening news. It’ll all be 

happening now up in TV Land.’ Penny spoke rapidly and I could feel the scattered 

intensity of her thoughts. 

 

‘You broke in,’ I summarized calmly. ‘Then what happened?’ 

 

‘Well, it was easy at first, fascinating. All her personal belongings exposed about the 

room. There, at one end of the room, and this was quite sad in a way, she had formed a 

kind of office. You know, she had a PC, a fax, an answering machine.’ 

 

We passed another giant old house but this one had been restored to its former glory. It 

was a Federation bungalow, with delicate wooden pillars propping up a tiled awning that 

hooded the front door. The recently painted rough-cast walling formed a wonderful 
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pattern, like a rectangle totem laid into the facade. The two chimneys with dual chimney 

pots in the shape of tin whistles stood out against the mauve and pink tinges of the falling 

sun.  

 

‘We won’t be going back, Lee. Mark my words; we won’t be going back there for some 

time. Harry’s Gallows is out of bounds. You see, it was quite sad seeing all her 

belongings scattered about and her attempt to manage her life by inadequate turns. I saw 

everything in retrospect, everything pointing backwards to the point of her death.’ 

 

We walked for a bit in silence. ‘Didn’t you find anything?’ I asked. 

 

‘I found something on her computer. In terms of her relation to Orpheus it may well be 

her big idea.’ 

 

‘Her own idea?’  

 

‘Some idea, anyway, based on the neat compilation of other people’s lives. I found a 

number of biographies that I understand to be the final remains of a number of deceased 

persons. With an accompanying driver’s license these identities are ready to be 

resurrected and resumed to take their place in our community again. From where they 

might be coming, other than the grave, still remains to be answered.’ 

 

‘They aren’t hard to come by, are they?’ 
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‘Common as mynabirds.’ Penny sighed. It was a massive release of tension that shook 

her whole upper body. ‘I think Brooke was organizing some scam. At least she was into 

some very interesting accounting, I would guess.’ 

 

‘You got the documentation to prove all this? Where did you leave the computer?’ I 

asked.  

 

She wiggled out of my embrace but kept walking silently. I sensed that it was an 

embarrassment. Jovially, I added: ‘You were scared off because you happened to find a 

scam on her computer. You don’t know whether she was going to use it or not, do you? 

People dream on computers all the time. You should see how inmates use them on the 

inside. They’re fantasy machines.’  

 

‘“God monitors your thinking for the evil contained within.” Is that what you think I’m 

thinking?’ she said. She widened the gap between our shoulders, a swerve of 

disagreement, a quick and silent revision of the values we might have shared. 

 

I tried to draw her back again. ‘I don’t think crimes of the imagination count as crimes. A 

crime isn’t a fantasy, but a sequence of facts. To put it another way, many crimes are the 

result of our fantasies breaking down into boredom or frustration or anger. Maybe Brooke 

needed to play with the identities of the dead to sort their lives into order simply to 

maintain her own equilibrium.’ 
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‘Dillon Mathers has a different contention. He’s pressurizing the Government to try to 

find a way to monitor the nation’s computers.’ Penny walked with her head down. She 

was burdened and frightened by something I was yet to know exactly. 

 

‘The next step is putting a clip inside somebody’s head.’ 

 

She laughed dryly at the irony and squeezed my hand. 

 

‘It’s important we don’t trivialize certain crimes, because it is somebody’s flesh and 

blood we’re mocking, as though the spilling of it can ever be reduced entirely to words.’ I 

felt heavy, too maudlin, and wounded by time’s inability to wash itself clean with a dozen 

years of polished dawns.  

 

Penny stopped walking and stood staring at me with her head to one side as if she was 

really pissed-off with me. She held up the bruised wrists that I thought she must have hurt 

when she fell, and said with as much poison that she could muster: 

 

‘I was scared-off not by some fucking computer, Lee, but by bloody Donald Crossroads. 

He tried to rape me. He was going to bind me up. He had come with tape and nylon cord 

for the job.’ The first of her tears watered her eyes; they stood out in the twilight like two 

quartz pebbles evenly placed on a patch of wet, dark sand.  
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‘But this is the sick bit. Rex Groundspeed knew all about it.’ 

 

‘Where the hell did this take place?’ I said. I was feeling negligent. Maybe it was the 

stirrings of love, but I felt some responsibility for her injuries. Had I missed something? 

Was there anything I could have done?  

 

‘I got into Brooke’s room, all right. And then out of the blue Rex Groundspeed turns up. I 

was pleased to see him at first, but there was something funny about him too. I don’t 

know whether it was nerves or guilt, but he has changed. It was as if all this executive 

crap has gone to his head. He strutted around the hotel room as if he was the manager, not 

some bloody copper superannuated to the security industry. He kept looking out the 

window like some fucking prophet. Then that bag of shit, Crossroads, turned up. He tried 

to rape me.’  

 

Penny started crying proper then. The fear and pain buckled her up so that she arched her 

ribcage to weep and breathe as she lent on me. 

 

‘I don’t know whether they were waiting for me or if the manager alerted them, or 

whether it was all coincidental and Crossroads just took the opportunity ... But I know 

one thing: Groundspeed knew what he was capable of. In fact …’ Penny sobbed again. 

 

‘You mean, Crossroads grabbed you?’ 
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‘It is more than you think, Lee. When I went back, you know, at Jackson’s Creek, and 

checked on Brooke’s body, I noticed something that didn’t make sense immediately. 

When they dragged her on the cover sheet through the grass and finally across the mud, 

her face had been smeared with flecks of grass and dirt and mud and things. But around 

her lips the skin was clean as clean, expect for one blob of mud. It formed the shape of a 

band. Her mouth had been taped and her wrists were raw with friction burns. But 

somebody had removed them after they dumped the body. The tape and the ties, I saw it 

all again today; morbidity’s contribution to style. It was Crossroads’ imaginative props to 

get his shitty production going; it was the device to crank up his anger and his hate so that 

something was created as a result of his impotence.’  

 

‘Donald Crossroads,’ I whispered, and tasted bile. The incident outside the Karmageddon 

came flashing back. I saw Crossroads raise the baton again, a baton almost the size of a 

small baseball bat, and the terrifying swish of its delivery, followed by the sickening 

crack as it made contact on the gnarled bone of the student’s elbow. It was a weak and 

cruel act, gutless in the extreme. Great plumes of anger started to choke me from the 

inside. While love knew no possession, it knew also its basic responsibility to protect.  

 

I tried to picture Penny being grabbed by … that sleazy, slimy … but my mind jumped at 

the pain of it. I couldn’t reckon with the fact. Instead I regurgitated the suffering I knew. I 

saw again Brooke’s body lying in the mud and the white band from the removed tape 

around her mouth. The strip of protected flesh. It glowed in my mind, the wan light of a 
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frozen puddle reflecting headlights. It was the spirit of chilled pain. What escapes? What 

evaporates from agony and calls to us across the barriers of time?  

 

‘There was nobody there to protect her when they finally came for her.’ I gently closed 

my arms around Penny and pulled her tightly to me.  

 

‘Don’t worry, sweetheart. I’m here. Here to the very end.’ 

 

‘And when might that be?’ Penny asked in a puzzled tone, as if through her tears she saw 

the future.  

 

In the yard across the road was a thicket of ancient trees. Between the leaves of a giant 

liquid amber whose towered reaches caught the final glimmer of evening, there flared a 

span of illuminated wormholes like the very portals to the future. There was just a 

moment of sun-drift and intense glare welcoming something eternal, and then the light 

was gone and matters more urgent wrapped themselves around us in a chill. The breeze 

eddied up from the river and poked itself between the gap where the foundations for an 

apartment block raised its metal hooks. A pile of loose soil still littered the footpath and 

we stepped onto the road to avoid it. 

 

The car in the side-street opposite lingered in our peripheral vision. It was a white coupé 

whose engine throbbed through twin-exhausts, the hungry growl of some mechanical 

dragon. It seemed to be waiting unnecessarily. There were two youths inside, slunk back 
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in their seats as if they were on a late-night cruise looking for ass that might join them in 

the back seat. The car waited at the intersection repeatedly revving as if it needed its total 

force to remain balanced on the slight incline. With each set of revs the occupants of the 

car slunk further back and fiddled with their caps.  

 

The orange maxi-cab entered our vision. It approached from the opposite direction we 

were walking in, and was driven by a Lebanese-looking man – obese, propped to one side 

to create the extra room needed to manipulate the steering wheel. He had grey hair, a 

windstorm of curls, and large fluffy matching sideburns that danced and flattened in the 

currents of air directed through the open window of the cab. 

 

The coupé at the intersection revved again and then at the point of acceleration spun the 

wheels in a scream of rubber. It surged forward but suddenly faltered like a child choking 

on its own greedy impulses. The car literally coughed, a backfire as sharp as a gunshot, 

coughed and surged again into the line of traffic. Its stop-start-stop movements launched 

it into the path of the maxi-cab and there it stalled for a second, stock-still, before 

fishtailing in a howl of rubber into the rightful lane. But the tail end of the coupé failed to 

gain the necessary clearance and in an explosion of glass and metal got an enormous 

hurry along.  

 

The maxi-taxi, trying to avoid the initial intrusion of the coupé, swerved to the right. 

Then as the coupé took off a second time, tried to avoid it by cutting left. The bull-bars of 

the cab caught the driver’s side of the coupé just below the passenger’s window. Tipped 
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off balance now, the driver of the coupé was at the mercy of a cruel physics that spun the 

rear of the car to the centripetal ends of the earth.  

 

In a spontaneous act of self-preservation Penny and I tried to retreat to the footpath, but 

the sluicing rear end of the coupé gained metres on us effortlessly, as if to swipe us from 

existence. And yet it was clear that control had been pulled entirely from the driver. In a 

split-second, eyeball-to-eyeball moment of recognition, the driver smiled at me. It was an 

ambiguous smile that seemed to be enjoying the reckless fate of its endeavour. It was a 

smile that appeared to be saying, ‘We’re coming to get you. We’re coming to get you. 

Despite this little stuff-up.’ 

 

I threw a feeble arm out to protect both Penny and me, and miraculously, it seemed, as if 

the back of the car was weighted by some magical force, the vehicle was sucked from our 

path and smashed squarely into the bus-stop pole, snapping it off at ground-level and then 

sliding further into the confines of the bus shelter, exploding another panel of glass. The 

car came to rest with the shake and quiver of a mangy dog as it secured its base again. 

Penny and I retreated behind the flanged trunk of a poinciana tree. The driver and 

passenger also quickly recovered their balance and in a scream of friction, they drove off 

with two deflated tyres firing their rims against the bitumen.  

 

‘Was that deliberate?’ Penny asked. The shock had also restored her nimble, athletic 

pose. She was staring after the vehicle as it disappeared into a side-street.  
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‘You mean intentional?’ I said incredulously. ‘It was aimed at us. They were meant to run 

us over. Why were they waiting for the taxi then? Surely they could have made their 

move before it came along.’  

 

The taxi came to rest on the other side of the road and the huge man was examining the 

damage. It appeared the taxi was empty. The taxi driver seemed oblivious to our 

presence, half-concealed as we were behind the tree.   

 

‘They miscalculated, that’s all. They saw us on the road and that simplified what they had 

to do. It was too good an opportunity to miss. We were on the bitumen where we 

shouldn’t been. They could claim they didn’t see us in the shadows. As for the taxi, I 

think it has saved us.’ 

 

‘Am I hearing you right, Penny?’ I said. I could still see the driver on my inner eye 

smiling. His teeth were unnaturally bright. His lips were grey. The cap was pulled down 

one side of his face. The large chunky necklace leapt on impact from his blue polo shirt. 

The skin of his face was pockmarked, a gravelly texture partly concealed by a beard that 

grew down into his shirt. He was somebody in his early thirties. But it was the 

deliberation of the smile: ‘We’re coming to get you. We’re on our way.’ 

 

‘I think the game is on,’ Penny said with authority. ‘The sooner we get off the street the 

better.’ 
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‘They won’t come around again, surely. The entire back-end has been shoved up against 

the wheels. There’s metal rubbing everywhere. You can smell it.’ 

 

‘I’m not going to start second-guessing those types. Whether we like it not, Lee, we’ve 

crossed the border. We either find out who murdered Brooke Mackenzie or we’ll be lying 

face down in the mud too. And there won’t be anybody searching for us. Nobody will 

bother collecting clues or asking questions. They’ll be off having a day at the races.’  
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Power Spikes 

 

I never thought I would be pleased to see the compact shape of Margaret Bornchef. She 

leant in the doorway of her renovated house that had left its art deco past behind and was 

now a modern psychiatric clinic. Margaret stood in the tier porch of red herringbone 

brick, the arched fanlight above her glowing warmly in the fading light. She was at the 

open door, a sign of acute impatience. My first impressions suddenly waned to something 

much more personal. Despite the shock of the previous hour nothing quite unsettled me 

like the irritable crossed-leg and arm-folded tableau that stared out over the garden once 

she recognized my arrival.   

 

Underneath the entrance lamp her wild coiffure was sprayed with a sheen that also 

mantled her shoulders in golden light. She wore a tight plaid skirt with matching 

stockings and her white nylon top looped around her breasts like some safety harness 

stretched to breaking point. The dramatic lighting threw the shadow of her nose across 

her face ghoulishly; even her eyelashes sprouted shadows.  

 

Penny and I walked down the path still carrying the resonance within our ears of 

fractured glass and buckled metal.  

 

‘Glad you could make it,’ Bornchef grumbled now that the entrance light confirmed our 

presence. ‘I thought you said six o’clock at the latest.’ 
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It was easy to dismiss her remark as some poor obsession with punctuality, that is, if this 

was just a routine visit to your local counselor to smooth out a few troughs and peaks in 

your emotional life. It was far less easy to ignore her remark if you were legally bound to 

her judgment and knew that she had the power to send you back to prison. I was no 

lawyer and could never be sure whether being that close to the airport perimeter fence 

constituted some misdemeanour under an obscure clause of the Airport Corporation Act.  

 

My plan was a simple one: I was not to offend Margaret Bornchef in any way, shape or 

form and at all times I was to display tact and charm. I was to ignore any insult, 

challenge, insinuation, accusation, sarcasm or put-down and instead roll over like a puppy 

causing no alarm or trouble. I was to answer her questions pleasantly and if possible 

smile with tact and charm. Tact and charm, tact and charm: it was my mantra for survival.  

 

Once inside the clinic, you could see the extent of the renovations that had taken place 

since my last visit. The front room was now a waiting room. The wall separating it from 

the short hall had been removed. In its place was a walnut bench. Its surface was 

scrupulously minimalist. At one end there was a black metal electronic buzzer and at the 

other end, a multi-coloured vase containing a single red rose, snipped of any distracting 

leaf. Temporarily, and waiting its imminent removable a black handbag, a black 

cashmere sweater and a set of keys clustered together, placed there, it seemed, by 

Bornchef’s secretary Heidi, who appeared to be ready to leave. She sat at her workstation 

behind the bench texting happily on a red and silver mobile until she noticed her 
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employer who, in one sliding dispatch, removed her personal belongings and tucked them 

neatly into an alcove, out of sight behind the bench.  

 

‘Oh hi,’ Heidi chirped, like a literate songbird. Her face bulged with the tumescence of 

good health; large red lips were coloured to the very edge of her mouth with lip-gloss, 

and when she smiled it looked as if she had cleverly snuck a light bulb into either cheek 

and rouged them. The whites of her eyes shone like enamel and their dark irises gleamed 

like freshly-oiled olives. It was a face that had the entire colour and placement of a 

culinary delight. It was a face all about eating. 

 

‘Will you be needing me any longer, Margaret?’ Heidi continued to tap away with her 

thumbs while smiling at Penny and me and rolling her eyes slightly in the direction of 

Bornchef who had just cleared the bench of any unnecessary clutter and was now opening 

a new pine door with an opaque upper panel that contained the sand-blasted inscription: 

BORNCHEF, DIRECTOR of PROTECTIVE PSYCHIATRY. The door was new and the 

title self-congratulatory, if not self-explanatory.  

 

‘Come in, Mr Skulks,’ she commanded, retaining that irritable edge she had greeted us 

with.  

 

Penny and I had linked hands as we crossed the front lawn. It was an automatic response 

the moment we saw Bornchef waiting, as if we were two children who suddenly needed 
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the reassurance of each other. Our hands remained intertwined. Bornchef had already cast 

a disparaging glance at our embrace. Both Penny and I stepped forward.  

 

‘Where do you think you’re going, Ms Whisper?’ Bornchef chuckled and went on 

sarcastically. ‘Don’t tell me; let me guess. You have also been inserted with a psychoclip 

and I’ve been kindly asked to review your life along with Mr Skulks. How much review 

can a life take, Ms Whisper, and still remain a life, hey?’ 

 

I had hoped that Penny would be alongside me when I regained consciousness. It wasn’t 

to be, it appeared.  

 

‘But last time … ’ Penny pleaded. She wanted to offer some excuse for her own rash 

assumption. 

 

‘We weren’t organized then, were we?’ Bornchef cut her off and beckoned me to pass 

into the next room.  

 

‘Can I make a formal request then, Mrs. Bornchef?’ Penny said officiously and stood her 

ground. 

 

‘You certainly can,’ said Bornchef with that elevated gravity of the highly manipulative 

operator who appears to give everything away when nothing has moved an inch. ‘How 

would you like to make it? In writing?’ 
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‘Well … ’ Penny was suddenly stumped by the obtuse nature of Bornchef’s formality. 

‘No, well … asking you … like just asking you … surely that would be sufficient.’ 

 

‘Well, ask away.’ Bornchef raised her eyebrows and crinkled the corner of her lips. She 

gestured again for me to pass. Her voice sizzled with contempt. 

 

‘Can I come in like last time and wait beside Lee while he has his download?’ Penny said 

pleasantly. She had changed her tone. It was as if she remembered our breakfast time 

chat: tact and charm, tact and charm, and had pulled herself up before things degenerated 

completely.  

 

‘Are you Mr Skulks next of kin?’ 

 

‘He hasn’t got any next of kin living. Have you, Lee?’ 

 

‘No, I haven’t.’ 

 

‘Well, the answer is simple,’ Bornchef replied. She reached out and tried to shoe-horn me 

through the open doorway. ‘No, you can’t escort Mr Skulks any further than the waiting 

room.’ 

 

‘What’s going on here, Margaret?’  
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Penny had resorted to Christian names in an attempt to take away the formality. Heidi, 

who pretended to text away, was enjoying this tussle of wills. It was clear, from the way 

she reacted to each remark, that she believed her employer would win in the end. One 

guessed that Bornchef bullied Heidi from time to time. One felt also that Heidi resented 

being kept back for a single patient. It appeared that Bornchef was using the occasion as a 

minor punishment to wrestle a little more control over Heidi’s will. 

 

Bornchef restored the formality immediately. It was the subterfuge of the petty official.  

 

‘According to the interim regulations until proper legislative direction is given, and these 

are procedures and policies that Mr Skulks’ lawyer has approved, nobody but the next of 

kin shall attend a download for obvious security and privacy concerns.’ 

 

‘Privacy concerns?’ Penny laughed directly in Bornchef’s face. ‘You are just about to pry 

into his most intimate experiences and you have the cheek to mention privacy concerns.’  

 

The day was backing-up on Penny like a blocked drain and her sudden explosion into 

sarcasm was a sign she was close to bursting point. A scuffle or an open assault was the 

last thing we needed. Tact and charm. Tact and charm. Bornchef was not a forgiving 

person, and it went against her nature to overlook anything – particularly an assault that 

directly challenged her authority. The slightest provocation would lead almost 
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immediately to my arrest. I kissed Penny on the forehead and quickly stepped through the 

doorway to bring things to a close.  

 

Heidi was smiling, great big bulging cheeks of satisfaction at the inevitable result of this 

little tête-à-tête, as if she knew from the beginning how it was going to conclude. She 

stood and quietly recovered her belongings from the corner into which Margaret had 

shoved them. 

 

‘Don’t worry, Penny. I’ll be out in an hour,’ I said from the adjoining corridor. I was 

chilled from head to foot. Bornchef ran the air-conditioner at a chilly eighteen degrees. 

No wonder Heidi brought a cardigan to work in the middle of November.  

 

The chill effortlessly worked its way under my T-shirt and into my sneakers. The next 

thing I knew my ears ached and one of my fingers throbbed, the bone was broken as a 

child. The muscles and tendons in my legs and back – forced to contract and tighten in 

such a rapid fashion to avoid the skidding vehicle – were prematurely cooled and retained 

a niggling tautness. I wanted to stretch and massage the areas of discomfort but there was 

neither time nor space. 

 

In fact, the frosty air was also reacting with my overloaded clip. Scarlet and emerald 

plumes drifted off Bornchef’s body as if her breast and shoulders were kegs of liquid 

nitrogen. As she led me further into the building, striding in front of me, her body 
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bubbled and steamed with an icy spiritual residue. Little did I know to what degree the 

chill was about to enter my mind. 

 

‘Director of Protective Psychiatry. Is that a promotion, Margaret?’  

 

Tact and charm. Tact and charm. We traversed the short corridor and passed into another 

room that had a matching pine door and opaque glass panel inscribed with the words: 

PSYCHIATRIC CLINIC, engraved into its surface. For such a small building it was more 

than adequately identified with its bold lettering and seemingly-futile green and red 

arrows painted on the tiled floor. 

 

‘To begin with, Mr Skulks, I’m here to protect you from yourself. The Minister for the 

Department of Protective Services sees fit to establish a Directorate of Psychiatric 

Protection and I’ve been appointed its Director.’  

 

Bornchef ushered me into the clinic that had been extensively refurbished. There was the 

same minimalist emphasis, but the room now had a stark cleanliness. A four centimetre 

thick, clear-glass wall separated the interview room from the more technical operations of 

the clinic. The glass wall that reached the ceiling was of such thickness that it gleamed 

and refracted. Frosted highlights glowed like embedded snow cones in its surface.  

 

In the interview room behind the green glass there was a black couch and a matching 

large padded office chair with a series of ergonomic levers and pedals. If a vehicle was 
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going to replace the car with economical movement and tight maneuverability, then this 

chair had to be considered a worthy replacement. Not only did it tilt, spin, dip and 

soundlessly roll, but also it could stop on a sixpence, turn and retract at the same time. 

With its thick plush cushions under your butt it provided comfort with distinction, as if 

overcoming the impossible was as easy as sitting down and playing with a few levers. 

Apart from the chair, the most notable feature in the interview room was a single 

watercolour painting of two poppies that adorned the wall. There was the functional 

addition of a silver-faced clock without reference to numbers or notches, just two silver 

arms chasing each other in various forms of angle.  

 

The bench top that ran along one wall was constructed from a molded, durable plastic, 

cream in colour and seamlessly matched with the PCs, printers, telephones and data-

projectors that sat on its surface. Bornchef’s notebook was open on the bench and she 

immediately got to work. 

 

She clicked a couple of icons and keyed in half a dozen commands. While she did this, 

she pointed to a white plastic garden chair she arranged a metre or so from her. I was to 

join her presumably until the formal aspect of the download started. 

 

While she waited for the program to fully load, she brought me up to date with the 

technical improvements she had achieved since my last visit. 
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‘I have devised a way to sample your last fortnight that saves a lot of time and energy. 

This screen over here.’  

 

With this she stood up and moved further down the bench and clicked a small black 

switch. A glass panel within the molded plastic suddenly illuminated like an electronic 

gloaming that instantly dawned and lit Bornchef’s glasses. They were a trendy pair of 

black-rimmed spectacles, cut low and dipped. They absorbed the light like a chunk of 

smoked quartz.  

 

‘I can sample a frame every six minutes of your recorded life. Within one minute I can 

extract one hundred and twenty frames. In lived experience that is twelve hours of your 

life. In two minutes I can account for a day. I run the one hundred and twenty frames 

through this simulator and we get a little circus act of compacted movement. A Day In 

The Life of Lee Skulks. It allows me to carry out my preliminary review with a degree of 

certainty. I have been able to improve the night footage too. At the right density of pixels 

we can differentiate the light intensity and drench it with added illumination. We can see 

in the dark now, Mr Skulks.’  

 

Bornchef spoke with a resounding sense of achievement. There was also a note of caution 

in her voice as if each technological improvement required a corresponding refinement in 

my behaviour to meet an imaginary moral or ethical standard. As Bornchef cleaned up 

her act, so I was to clean up mine.  
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‘That’s wonderful, Margaret,’ I said, disguising any threat she may have intended. Tact 

and charm. Tact and charm. ‘You’ve really got the operation down pat.’  

 

‘Come away.’ She stood again and grabbed a large leather office diary and headed for the 

interview room. ‘You won’t be required to view the simulator. It would be boring, 

anyway, wouldn’t it? Seeing everything a second time.’ 

 

I was thinking the exact opposite. ‘I’d be curious to know what exactly gets recorded on 

the clip,’ I said. ‘Surely it would help a bit if I pointed things out.’ 

 

‘That is exactly the contamination I’m trying to avoid.’  

 

Bornchef was so clipped in her phrasing the insinuation was obvious. My assistance was 

tainted. My life, in fact, as it was represented on the clip, was riddled with criminal intent 

and therefore like some cylinder containing a highly virile and infectious pathogen it 

needed to be isolated and quarantined. She, and her trained staff, would look at my life 

through the simulator as though they wore protective suit and gloves. My life was so 

toxic, ridiculously so, it had the power to infect myself the second time over.  

 

She pointed to the new couch that still retained the pleasant smell of treated hide.  

 

‘You cannot be the judge and jury of your own internment, Mr Skulks.’ 
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‘You can call me Lee. I’m quite at ease with Lee. Everybody calls me Lee.’ 

 

She continued silently running her finger down the page of her diary without looking up. 

This carried an accusation of a different sort. This was power-skiing, her finger elegantly 

and smoothly curving its way down the page as if it was a perfect ski run. It was part of 

her interview technique and was intended to provide the impression that she had masses 

of information at her fingertips, whole-catalogued editions of regulation and procedure, 

volumes of legal precedent and folders of expert opinion. It was an Armada of restriction 

meant to reduce my fighting strategies until her will and my will were exactly aligned.  

 

There were a few incidents on this fortnight’s download that caused me alarm. I wasn’t 

sure how Bornchef was going to react to the whole episode that took place up Jackson’s 

Creek. The finding of the body was coincidental and the way we dealt with it was 

definitely above board. Or was it? I wasn’t like any other citizen; I came with shackles 

attached. We notified somebody immediately, surely that was the correct thing to do. But 

there was one overriding problem. I could never be sure whether being that close to the 

airport boundary contravened some administrative code or regulation. 

 

I wasn’t sure how Bornchef was going to react to the dinner we had with Grovely 

opposite the refinery either. I knew they hated each other with a vengeance and that she 

had found the vital piece of evidence, on my download of all places, that gave her the 

evidence to have him sacked. It was only an investigation, the new Minister kept telling 

the press, but everybody knew – including Grovely – that anything short of his dismissal 
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would create untold obstacles for the new government. Grovely was gone, but did 

attending a funeral and dining with an ex-director under investigation for fraud represent 

a breach of my parole provisions. I didn’t like the way she was consulting her diary, 

power-skiing up and down the slope as though she was about to charge me. Tact and 

charm.  

 

I spoke to fill the jarring silence. The large glass wall tampered with the acoustics within 

the room. Possibly such a large pane of glass contracted and expanded at varying rates 

across its surface creating minuscule buckles that needed to flex and pop. For every few 

seconds there was a series of muted gunfire crackles or floor-warp, as if the room was an 

echo chamber to some cinema next door.  

 

‘I’m happy just to sit here and do whatever the download needs to do. I’m cool with the 

operation. I’ve had a good fortnight.’ I said it with surprising confidence. I sounded 

compliant and detached, a push-over for any power freak.  

 

‘I’ll determine whether it was a good fortnight or not, Mr Skulks.’  

 

There it was again, Mr Skulks and not Lee. To make matters worse it was accompanied 

by the distorted acoustics, but quite different this time. It sounded like a metal ring, a 

curtain-ring rubbing against a window. There were no windows in the interview room 

and no curtains. Something in the room was rubbing against the glass. It sounded like the 

screech of distant tyres.  



 408

 

‘You’re not in prison anymore. You can’t run rings around me. I’m not one of those 

warders.’ 

 

‘No, Margaret.’ 

 

‘Are you comfortable on the couch? You may put your feet up if you wish.’ 

 

I raised my sneakers tentatively onto the leather. Tact and charm. And my shoulders 

rested gently against the padded surface. In a gentle touch of a button Bornchef’s chair 

rotated and she was staring at me.  

 

‘Are there any incidents you would call irregular in your last fortnight that require closer 

scrutiny?’ 

 

A number of incidents came to mind. I saw Brooke’s body, the legs pointing towards me, 

the mud smear along her calves, the trailing finger marks along her thigh, the weird angle 

of her neck as though her head was tilted too far back and round. I saw the bullet hole 

again, the torn tissue and matted hair plastered against the scalp. 

 

‘There was one incident, I suppose,’ I said without looking up. 

 

‘You suppose, do you, Mr Sulks? Do you suppose enough to declare it?’ 
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‘I think you are aware,’ I said. The temperature in the interview room had fallen further. I 

was suddenly aware that I was shivering when I spoke; it was not from nerves or guilt but 

simply because of the cold. My body was desperately trying to warm itself up. However, 

the quiver in my voice was unnerving; if I sounded frightened it would further erode her 

opinion of me. I wanted her to like me. Why? I could only guess that those who threaten 

to dominate us stand in deceptively and often cruelly for our parents, the most likely 

people to respond to an appeal of love.   

 

‘I am aware of what, Mr Skulks?’  

 

At first glance I thought Bornchef’s glasses had frosted over, but it was the way her 

spectacles filled with an opaque chill of even light that removed her eyes from direct 

view. How much you rely on eyes for subtle clarifications of meaning. Her eyes were 

replaced by two smoky rectangles.  

 

‘It was telecast, I understand, on national TV.’  

 

I was careful not to say more than I needed too. It was Steve Engels’ general advice on all 

matters pertaining to the law, a habit I came to perfect during my appeal. But also, I was 

careful not to say anything that might be contradicted by my psychoclip. I still did not 

know how much your eyes contributed to the entire experience. Did you start altering and 

amending what you saw immediately after you witnessed it? Did the mind take what the 
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eyes saw like a film script and flesh it out with timely chosen memories and conveniently 

selected ideas and details?  

 

‘Unfortunately, I found the body of Brooke Mackenzie … she was a friend of … Leonard 

Grovely.’  

 

Of all the people to mention in the interview, I had to choose him. ‘She was a prostitute 

who … As you will see, Penny and I were intending to have a picnic …’  

 

Where was I going with this? It was bloody ridiculous. I should be answering her 

questions with simple yes’s or no’s. Tact and charm: it made you want to talk. It 

compelled you to share something that might be better left concealed. 

 

‘Unfortunate for whom, Mr Skulks?’ Bornchef touched another button and the chair tilted 

ever so slightly forward, as if she was bearing down on me. Her face was dominated by 

two rectangle blanks of frosted light, increasing the sallow tones within the skin that 

sagged about her cheeks and neck.  

 

‘Unfortunate for everybody, I suppose. For Brooke, for Penny and me … and yes, for 

Leonard Grovely. He was totally grief-stricken at the funeral.’ 

 

‘And you attended?’ 
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‘Indeed I did.’ 

 

‘On whose invitation, Mr Skulks?’  

 

Oh fuck. Maybe my psychoclip was so close to overloading that it misfired. Or simply I 

could not remember the exact moment Penny and I decided to go to the funeral. Or worse 

still, I was incapable of mustering the energy to remember who exactly invited us. Do 

you get invited to funerals or do you just turn up? I was embarrassed by the vague 

uncertainty I kept presenting as though I lacked any focus at all.  

 

There it was again, just when I needed to concentrate; those weird acoustic effects in all 

the chilled glass. The vitric cavern amplified, muffled and distorted the noises, wherever 

they were coming from. They were so original that you were forever inclined to guess 

their origins. There was a distant clanging sound, a crowbar or something jumbling 

around in the back of a ute that was instantly followed by a metallic vibration as if 

somebody on the other side of the wall was strumming a metal slat of an outside louvre.  

 

‘Who invited you? Or did you go based on your own volition?’  

 

‘I think Penny and I decided that he needed our support … Leonard, that is.’ 

 

‘You refer to Mr Leonard Grovely.’ 
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‘Yes.’  

 

Yes! At last I found my way back onto the path. Yes and No. Tact and Charm. There was 

lawyer-cane and stinging bushes in the thickets of conjecture that you must avoid at any 

cost. Lawyer-cane with thorns so long and sharp they pierced your thighs and pinned you 

to the forest floor. 

 

‘Have you anything more to declare? Are there any events you think we should look 

more closely at? You understand, don’t you Mr Skulks, that your explanation might 

remove any ambiguity the image presents to my staff once they start reviewing your 

fortnight?’ 

 

‘No,’ Yes! Another No answer. Another Yes/No answer. ‘No, Margaret. I have nothing 

more to declare.’ Tact and Charm. It was a Yes/No answer followed by a touch of charm.   

 

Margaret tapped a lever; it was just the slightest arc of the wrist and the chair rotated 

ninety degrees. She was now looking with me, as opposed to directly at me. We both 

observed the poppies in their white cardboard border and blond pine frame. The cross-

section edge of her spectacles remained blanched but her eyes had returned. Her 

eyelashes, strengthened by the heavy mascara, stood out against the frosted glass wall 

like the security spikes placed on stanchions to keep intruders at bay. Power spikes 

guarded her eyes. One moment they were the eyes of a ghost hidden behind smoky 

rectangles and the next moment they were eyes guarded by darkened pikes. 
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‘Have you had any sexual experiences you wish to declare?’ 

 

Have you had any sexual experiences? What sort of a question was that? If I did she 

would see it anyway. What was the point of talking about it? The fact that she could 

goggle over my most intimate moments with Penny was enough to make me sick. But 

why was she asking me this?  

 

Then I realized that was the point. She asked me so I had to reply. Once you said 

something it was on the public record. If I hadn’t spoken I might choose to imagine that 

whenever Penny and I made love the psychoclip somehow blurred or smudged or 

impaired what I saw enough to confuse the viewer. I could choose to think this. It was my 

choice. It was my little bit of freedom in a world of overwhelming intrusion. But once she 

asked me, the choice was removed. She was ramming my sentence down my throat. 

 

‘Penny and I have made love on occasions,’ I replied tentatively. 

 

‘Can you give us the time and dates, Mr Skulks?’ Her fingers cupped at her side and she 

lifted a lever. The chair rotated ninety degrees so that she again faced me. She touched a 

button ever so lightly. She tilted towards me. 

 

‘This morning. We made love this morning. And last evening, about nine. Then again at 

ten. And after that, I think.’ I passed over the details quickly.  
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Bornchef smiled with deference. ‘Quite an appetite, Mr Skulks. Four times within 

twenty-four hours. Your relationship with Ms Whisper chugging along all right, then.’ 

 

‘It’s fine. But what has my sex life got to do with … being a good citizen?’ It sounded so 

lame.  

 

Bornchef smiled again, but this time with malice. ‘I don’t want my staff coming across a 

whole lot of salacious material from your life, Mr Skulks.’  

 

Again she implied quite directly the contagion I represented. Then her tone altered, a 

diminuendo of decency. ‘I wish to protect them from that. As for your claim of being a 

good citizen. A good citizen,’ she repeated the words with the crescendo of doubt. ‘Have 

you had any dealings with children since our last interview?’ 

 

‘Fuck you.’ I sat up abruptly. There were pieces of tact and charm stuck to the ceiling like 

leaves after a tornado. There were shards of tact and charm sticking out of the walls like 

splintered timber after an earth tremour. The words fuck you echoed, it seemed, for 

minutes. The air was full of buzzwords, little motorized Yes’s and No’s zipping here and 

there and being zapped like a Game Boy program by the penetrating stare of Margaret 

Bornchef. There was victory gleaming from her eyes and satisfaction oozing from her 

lips. She had finally created the difference and distance she needed to complete the 

download without guilt or worry. 
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‘Just answer the question, Mr Skulks. Have you had any dealings with children within the 

last fortnight?’ 

 

‘I may have smiled at one or two on the street,’ I said discretely. Then the harshness and 

the burden of the whole psychoclip thing crashed through my defenses. I felt totally 

exposed and desperate for some protection. ‘What are you expecting me to do? You have 

worked in military intelligence, Margaret, most of your life. What are you looking for? 

Do you think I get my kicks blowing up children? It was a political strategy; a poorly 

thought-out strategy that was meant to draw attention to a commercial practice that took 

everything and gave nothing in return. I didn’t set out to hurt those children per se. I was 

angry about a whole lot of things.’ 

 

‘Just answer the question, Skulks. I don’t want to hear your political theories. It makes 

me sick just thinking about the families you destroyed. I wonder how many of them lie 

awake at night dreaming of killing you. They organized a birthday party for their six-

year-old daughter and the following day their lives are in ruin.’ 

 

‘I’ve been through that a million times. I can’t change the past, but I don’t intend to give 

up on the future either. For God’s sake, Margaret, you are the one person with the 

experience and the training that could help me be a good citizen.’  

 

A good citizen, I mimicked her voice. 



 416

 

What had I done? I had asked her for help. Was I crazy? I had pleaded with her. She was 

not prepared for it either. She stood immediately and left the interview room. I watched 

her open a drawer and take out a syringe. She laid it on the cream bench-top. She took out 

a small carton and removed a phial wrapped in paper. She tore the paper away with her 

teeth, flicked the small glass vessel twice, shaking free any air bubbles. She perforated 

the rubber seal, placed the tip of the syringe into the fluid, and drew it up into the needle 

proper. She then returned.  

 

‘Our interview has concluded, Mr Skulks. It is time for your download.’ 
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Fishing 

 

Weightless, I moved effortlessly forward. In the coral spore fish approached and 

retreated, flecks of red and blue and yellow. My breathing bubbled around me, collected 

and ran along my torso, tickled the skin before wobbling free, tiny crystal balloons that 

formed on their ascent, shadows against the amethyst lens of tropical water. I raised an 

arm. I leaned forward and tensed my thighs and calves in a flurry of leg-beats. I moved 

deeper into the gloom that by some perfect proportion maintained a private cone of 

illumination around me. 

 

‘Lee. Lee. Are you awake?’  

 

The burning intensity of the sun glowed behind my eyelids. The ocean was suddenly 

being drained – the cold ocean depths sliding like sheets of liquid mercury into the giant 

crack opening along the sea bottom. Sand and seaweed tumbled into the fissure and 

disappeared from view. The water level dropped miraculously. 

 

‘Lee. Lee. Lee. Can you hear me?’ 

 

A giant, straw-green lens hovered above me, and in the final exhilarating seconds of my 

ascent – tingling the loins and shortening the breath like a theme park ride – I heard my 

voice uttered somewhere on the other side of the liquid mirror. 
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‘Lee. Can you hear me? It is time to sit up.’ 

 

I opened my eyes and the raw icy light streamed back into my head. Somewhere on the 

optic chiasma there had been a derailment and carriage after carriage of raw sight 

rammed and collided against each other in an ugly derangement of sense. There was a 

terrible absence of thought, and in its place an endless trail of optic radiation piled up 

against itself and scattered its load in the tunnel of the calcarine sulcus. The visual area of 

my brain was strewn with jagged forms and buckled planes. My body watched on, 

inundated by streams of dread, my mind unable to connect into any coherent order the 

littered fragments of a confused and damaged memory. 

 

I could make out a glass wall and a figure approaching me. The click click click of her 

shoes on the tiled surface were perfectly clipped, a pleasant, sharp resonance of neat 

sound. Click click click click. If only I could listen without thinking, I would be okay.  

 

She sat on the couch beside me. She took my pulse. It was a revelation: to narrow down 

the sequence of actions into an idea: she is taking my pulse. The sentence arrived of its 

own accord, and I whispered it until the meaning glowed inside me.  

 

‘Can you sit up, Lee? That is better. How are you feeling?’ 

 

‘A bit woozy,’ I said.  
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The sound was muffled, distorted at the edges as if my ears were full of water. There was 

an echo of meaning I had to listen to if I was to understand what I was saying. Things 

were being cleared along the optic tract. Stacks and crates of confused memory and 

warped perception towed out of sight. I tentatively asked myself a question. Who is this 

woman? 

 

‘You don’t feel nauseous, do you?’ She smelt of exhausted perfume, shoe-funk and body 

odour.  

 

Margaret Bornchef. Margaret Bornchef. The words spoke themselves. I never knew that 

thinking could be this painful. I isolated her name and waited for a memory to step 

forward and claim her. Margaret Bornchef. There was a memory somewhere at the back, 

in the crowd where the mind darkened into regions of caution. Bornchef.  

 

‘Lee, I’ve given some thought … ’ Margaret walked into the other room and was looking 

into an inlaid monitor that lit her face. Oh yes! This was her clinic in New Farm. I was 

here … overload? … download. Correct again. Yes, I was here for my download!  

 

‘ … to what you said,’ she concluded. 

 

To what I said? ‘Okay. Sure. Good.’  
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What had I said?  

 

‘First. There doesn’t seem to be anything on your download that requires following up. It 

looks quite clear.’ 

 

‘Good,’ I said. My ears were clearing of water but my eyes still contained a few grains of 

sand rubbing painfully behind the lids. The grit smarted with each blink. My eyes … 

unbearably dry, tearless and gritty.  

 

‘You’re free to go, but before you do,’ Bornchef said hopefully. ‘I listened to your plea 

for help.’ 

 

Plea for help? What the fuck was that? Had I been talking in my sleep again? Oh 

whatever, I was exhausted.  

 

‘Right. What did you make of it, then?’ I was pleased with the tone of certainty I 

conjured from somewhere. 

 

‘There is nothing much I can do at present. I’ve tried to keep my administrative role 

separated from my psychiatric practice, but I heard your plea loud and clear. Maybe you 

could start seeing me on the other week when you don’t have a download. It would be on 

a private basis of course.’ 
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I stood up and walked into the adjoining section where Bornchef was facing me with a 

smile. 

 

‘What do you say?’ 

 

‘Good,’ I said. ‘Good.’ The second good even cheerier than the first. ‘Good. Can I go 

now?’ 

 

‘Will I write you down for an appointment?’ She opened a leather diary. It was a black 

leather diary. It was like waking up a second time. A whole suburb of recent memory was 

connected with power. I remembered talking to Bornchef before my download. A 

fragment of doubt, or was it anger, rolled through my nervous system, flared and burnt 

out. 

 

‘Sure. Write me down.’  

 

I watched her turn the pages of the diary. It was such a casual act but the glow from the 

monitor infused the paper. It appeared she was flicking through a book of icy sheets.  

 

‘What day suits you?’ Margaret looked up from the frozen pages. She smiled again. I 

tried to smile back. There is something in a smile that is tricky around the eyes. 
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I had no idea what date it was. Instead I became preoccupied by the thought that it was 

late afternoon outside and why in this room there wasn’t a tinge of evening light. I 

glanced at the metal handle on the new pine door. I looked at it and invited her to open it. 

She remained at the bench.  

 

‘Any day. But make it in the afternoon,’ I said. 

 

‘What about four? Four o’clock on the twenty-six. Friday, the twenty-sixth.’  

 

She found a pen inside the pocket of her plaid skirt, and while she inscribed the page 

another suburb of my memory was restored. Another suburb had power, then another and 

another. I was waking up better now and some of the details of the day, waiting for Penny 

at New Farm wharf, the skidding car, the creamy cylinder of Penny’s thighs in the 

morning light, winked to me and confirmed the power was back on in the Land of Skulks. 

 

Margaret Bornchef handed me an appointment card and then opened the door with the 

bold title sand-blasted into its grain. She ushered me into the short corridor. Four blue 

arrows, each a metre apart, directed our way until we reached the matching door with its 

two lower wooden panels and one of opaque glass.  

 

The door opened and I stepped into the waiting room. Penny woke as we entered. She 

had taken off her footwear and tucked herself up on the couch. She unfurled her legs and 

groped for her sandals. 
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‘Finished, are we?’ Penny looked at her watch, dismissive, exhausted and determined. 

She stood and smoothed her dress that remained considerably crushed. She gently 

massaged with one finger a sleepy twinge at the edge of her temple.  

 

‘You are free to take him home.’ Margaret spoke as if she and Penny had joint 

responsibility for my wellbeing. Penny gave Margaret a look of mild rebuttal. 

 

‘Are you right, Lee? Have you got everything you need?’ Penny wasn’t going to play 

Margaret’s game. While I felt proud of Penny, waiting for me for hours, standing up for 

me, literally putting herself out there, already once that day confronting the danger of it, 

while feeling all love and gratitude for her, I just hoped she would play along with 

Bornchef for once. Instead she looked at Margaret as if there was some injury Bornchef 

was responsible for, some secret mark on my body she had to pay for. 

 

‘He’s a bit unsteady on his feet still,’ Margaret said. She noticed my stumble and took the 

opportunity to magnify my clumsiness. It amplified my dependence upon her, the 

inescapable bond between us. ‘He should be right in an hour or so. Be careful and avoid 

alcohol tonight if you can.’ 

 

I was flattered by her softening interest. It appealed to my vanity that a deal had been 

struck. Of all people, help had been offered by Ms Bornchef, Director of Protective 

Psychiatry, or so the door confirmed. Maybe it wasn’t of my making, but I had connected 
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with her in a way that changed her for our mutual benefit. I was happy to leave with this 

small victory in tact. 

 

Penny, on the other hand, was slowly angling towards the door which Bornchef now 

opened, but clearly with the intent to raise one final matter. Bornchef anticipated the 

thorny consequences of a parting shot and, instead of ignoring it, brought it on. 

 

‘Penny,’ she said. Her smile dissipated and a colder, stony combatant took up the social 

cudgels. ‘Is there something you would like to share with me before you leave?’ 

 

‘I have a question, Margaret.’ Penny stayed within the confines of the waiting room. ‘It is 

funny that you should sense that something is wrong. I feel it, too.’ 

 

‘I feel a long day coming to an end, if that is what you mean. But I don’t quite understand 

what you’re referring to. Are you angry that the download has taken so long? There was a 

little matter Mr Skulks and I had to sort out.’  

 

Margaret glanced at me as if we shared a secret pact. It was meant to infuriate Penny 

further. There is a mystery opened only to Skulks and I, she seemed to say, that I can’t 

disclose with you, Penny dear. 

 

‘No, Margaret.’ Penny smiled, a smile of her own that had nothing to do with affection or 

joy. It was premeditated and direct. ‘I found your name on Brooke Mackenzie’s mobile.’  
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Margaret pouched her lips. She looked challenged and surprised by the statement, but 

was professionally prepared for any likely fallout. Her face quickly drained of obvious 

emotion. She appeared dull and hard. 

 

Penny waited also, fishing. But Margaret refused to bite.  

 

‘You also rang her on Tuesday, the ninth, at eleven-thirty in the morning.’ 

 

‘Good night, Ms Whisper. Bye, Mr Skulks.’ 

 

Margaret opened the door further, but Penny refused to move. 

 

‘It seems very unusual to me,’ Penny remained where she was and her voice imputed all 

sorts of suspicions, ‘that a top public servant should be ringing a prostitute during office 

hours from her work phone.’ 

 

‘How do you know that?’ Margaret was stung. 

 

‘That she’s a prostitute or that you rang her?’ Penny smiled that smile again. It indicated 

she was happily in control. 
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‘Everybody who is anybody in this city knows that she is a prostitute.’ There wasn’t a 

hint of irony in her voice. She waved her hand like some cornered witch in a fairytale, 

and if the gag was to continue, Penny was to disappear in a cloud of grey smoke. 

 

‘I rang it an hour ago – while you were buried away in your clinic. I rang it from 

Brooke’s mobile. The phone over there received the call.’ Penny pointed beyond the 

bench. And for a second I thought of Heidi and how much she would have enjoyed all 

this, her face bulged with excitement and shock. 

 

Margaret sighed. She decided to deal with the issue there and then, and hoped it might go 

away. ‘I rang Brooke Mackenzie to let her know that later that day her partner, Leonard 

Grovely, would be sacked. I wanted to do the proper thing … ’ 

 

‘Proper thing?’ Penny made it sound as if Bornchef had committed some major crime. 

Margaret looked slightly rattled for the first time, but continued in a measured and certain 

voice. 

 

‘It was probably an irregular thing to do, but it was meant to protect her privacy. I had 

heard through the channels … ’ 

 

What was Penny doing? Knock knock knock against the side of the beehive? Bornchef’s 

stomach buzzed and crackled with resentment. The warmth drained from her face and I 
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wondered what exactly she would remember next time we met and how much she would 

hold personally against me. How much had I suddenly lost? 

 

I looked at Penny and shook my head slightly. Her eyes screamed at me: You renege 

now, you bastard, you will never ever see me again. And I felt the after-effects of my 

weakness.  

 

If we disagreed on Brooke Mackenzie then we disagreed with each other fundamentally, 

on everything else that counted.  

 

Channels. The word remained sufficiently vague, and though Penny frowned quizzically, 

Bornchef just nodded. Margaret wasn’t going to elaborate since ‘uncertain players’ and 

uncertainty itself was the vital ingredient in what she had to tell us. It was taxing, though, 

for Bornchef to have to answer in the first place. You could see the irritation building 

casually within her. 

 

‘Certain media channels, particularly Dillon Mathers, announced that he was going to 

ambush Ms Mackenzie in her room at Harry’s Gallows. I didn’t think she deserved that, 

whatever I thought of Grovely. I rang her and she took my advice.’ 

 

‘Which was?’ Penny hadn’t expected any of this. She was trying to control her own 

surprise in case the little bit of leverage she had was suddenly taken from her. 
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‘It doesn’t matter. She didn’t take it entirely and she’s dead now. It is not because she 

didn’t take my advice – I don’t mean to imply that in any shape or form. It was just a bit 

of professional advice. I feared that Grovely had undue influence over her and she needed 

to be very careful about any financial dealings she might have entered into. Listen … ’  

 

Bornchef raised a hand and pointed to the open door. ‘It is very late and I’m very tired. I 

have a word of warning, though.’ Some feeling returned to her face and she sounded 

almost matronly. ‘If you are in possession of any of her personal belongings it would be 

proper to hand it to the police. You might be a journalist, you might be a TV celebrity, 

but it could be misconstrued – by retaining it that is – as a form of interference in the 

course of justice.’ 

 

‘Don’t you threaten me,’ Penny savagely jabbed the space in front of Bornchef’s midriff, 

pulling up only centimetres from the looping straps of Saturn cloth. ‘You are on her 

mobile. You passed information to a prostitute hours before a ministerial announcement. 

You have a personal vendetta against Leonard Grovely whose lover was murdered. I 

don’t intend to back off from this, Margaret. The police have gone to sleep at the wheel. 

The investigation is heading off through the bush and will end up about-face, on its 

bonnet. They’ve seen nothing, they’ve found nothing.’ 

 

Bornchef smiled with contempt. ‘Bullshit. How wrong you are Ms Whisper. I have heard 

it from a reliable source that somebody will be charged tomorrow. In fact I have been 

asked to prepare a document to assist with the arrest. So hop off your high horse and 



 429

don’t come around here again weighing in as though the possible disclosure of real-TV 

will ever constitute public policy. Goodnight.’ 

 

Bornchef turned to me as if the remnants of something between us, under siege, high-

spirited and enlightened, still existed. She said, ‘And don’t forget your interview, Lee. 

The twenty-sixth at four o’clock.’ 

 

‘You were great, weren’t you?’ We stepped into the darkened street, the streetlight 

shaded by the overhanging branches. Penny was at her most sarcastic, injured and 

shocked. ‘What’s all this interview shit on the twenty-sixth?’  

 

Penny was not going to make any allowances for the after-effects of the download, 

however nauseous I felt. ‘Bornchef was all over you like a creeper on a fence. I could’ve 

bloody disowned you when she came on with all that Lee-this and Lee-that stuff. What 

were you doing in there, involved in some bloody symposium?’ Her anger now raged 

against my weakness as she saw it. ‘You couldn’t stand up to her, could you?’ 

 

Penny looped arms and pulled me closer to her. The street echoed with the voices from 

the apartments above, voices that flowed like water over the fountain’s edge and 

sprinkled the street with argument and laughter. There were groups out on their balconies 

enjoying the balmy night, drinking and arguing unaware they were clearly heard on the 

road below – or beyond the point of caring whether people noticed them or not.  
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‘Clearly gross, man. You are clearly gross. Orrrfff, put it away.’  

 

The youth was bare-chested, holding a bottle of beer in one hand and gesturing with the 

other. He leaned against the third-floor balcony, his attention directed at his mates who 

gathered around an aluminum picnic table. The balcony light was weak and orange, but 

the interior light covered their bare shoulders in a fluorescent blue. The lad against the 

rail stood with one leg raised, the drunken-bird-stance with his back to the street. Their 

drinking session – heavy and long, it seemed – had reached the point where physical 

expression not only intensified the enjoyment but also added the necessary competition 

and danger to ward off boredom. They held short bottles of beer in their hands, stubbies 

as they were affectionately called. They exploded into laughter. The chorus of competing 

voices showered the street in contagious excitement. 

 

What was I to tell Penny? Her loyalty, if not her love, meant every thing to me. For the 

first time in my life, whatever I was doing – walking a night-time street, sitting in a café, 

dining in a saltwater marsh surrounded by mangroves, or simply watching Dillon Mathers 

calling for my execution – I felt a purpose beyond any of my needs and wants, a purpose 

and a calm that connected me to something big and something right. 

 

‘I love you, Penny.’ 

 

It didn’t matter how I meant it, Penny wasn’t letting up. 
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When you go out of your way to make an enemy, as Penny had done with Margaret, you 

expected some form of recompense. When you deliberately upset the social balance, you 

need some payback if you are to survive. You can go round taking powerful people on 

only if you’re garnering support from somewhere else. Your courage has to make 

currency in the minds and souls of others. You need to build support. It was directly a 

question of loyalty that Penny wanted answered, and under pressure I had let her down. 

Maybe some time later, when I felt less groggy, I could explain the sequence of events, 

but not now in the aftermath of my download. However, Penny needed answers 

immediately. Unbeknown to me, our night was just beginning. 

 

‘What’s the matter with you, Lee? We agreed that Bornchef was our biggest danger. 

What were you sucking up to?’ 

 

It was nearly impossible to demonstrate to Penny how – in the middle of our interview, at 

the most extreme end of my patience and as the questioning reached the point of 

humiliation – I spontaneously enlisted Bornchef’s support as a deflection more than 

anything else, so as to protect my own dwindling resources. And somehow it had worked. 

It was the only solution left and it succeeded. It changed the complete tone of the 

interview. 

 

‘She’s still our biggest danger. I haven’t agreed to anything but an interview date,’ I said 

dishonestly. Personally, I really did think I had neutralized something in Bornchef, 

something that wanted me punished. 
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‘Danger to whom, Lee? She fawned all over you. How do you know what she’s up to? 

You were asleep, weren’t you?’ 

 

The insinuation was that while I slept Bornchef might have felt me up.  

 

‘Come off it, Penny. That’s sick and you know it. I don’t give a fuck about Margaret 

Bornchef outside of the fact that she determines whether I remain in circulation or 

whether I go back inside. It mightn’t mean much to you, but its everything to me. I’ve got 

to stroke her ego, one way or the other. She’s made her living from torturing people.’ 

 

‘Don’t be so bloody melodramatic, Skulks. She worked for the army as a psychiatrist. 

She probably spent more time curing depression and paranoia among the senior officers 

than any intelligence work.’  

 

Penny squeezed my bum to alert me to something. A car entered from a side street about 

seventy metres away. Its headlights projected our shadows along the fringe of the road 

where we walked. We chose the road to avoid the uneven ground produced by the roots 

of the ancient poinsettias that lined the street. The car was looking for somebody or 

something. 

 

‘I’ll tell you what she’s into, Skulks. While you were having your little download and Ms 

Heidi, the Queen of Curvature, snuck off for dinner, I happened to play secretary myself.’ 
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‘You had a look inside the office computer?’ 

 

‘She might be an expert in interrogations, but she certainly isn’t any computer buff. There 

was no security at all. But, talk about neat. Her files and folders were as tidy as a 

Japanese garden. I found what I wanted in minutes.’ 

 

Our shadows thickened and lengthened in the car headlights. Then the shadows diluted to 

vanishing point.  

 

‘Go for it, Cauldy.’ Two of the boys were wrestling on the balcony. We were 

approaching the driveway of their apartment block. The one who was standing initially at 

the rail, the drunken bird, was weakly grappling with another youth who had his arms 

around one of his legs as if he had the power to lift him over the metal restraint and onto 

the concrete below. ‘Fuck off, fuck off,’ the drunken bird shouted into the heavens. 

‘You’ll spill my beer.’ 

 

‘Shit, Penny. If she finds out. That’s major. Don’t computers have a way of recording 

break-ins? They alert the user next time they log on.’  

 

The car seemed to be following us at low speed but Penny and I refused to look back. It 

was an admission that we didn’t feel safe after the skidding car incident. Despite the 
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download, I saw the driver of the skidding car again. I’m coming to get you. I’m coming 

to get you. I edged Penny closer to the footpath. 

 

‘What I discovered, that’s what’s major,’ Penny said. ‘I found the same biographical 

details as I found on Brooke’s computer in Harry’s Gallows today. Exactly the same file, 

exactly the same details, but on this occasion it came attached to an email. And guess 

who sent the email: John Bosh, Chairman of Orpheus Security. It was a lovely little 

email. Sometime, somewhere, Ms Bornchef had agreed to do Mr Bosh a favour.’ 

 

The car crept along the street and the driver took out a torch. First Penny noticed it and 

then I did. The driver cast the beam along the footpath and into the front gardens. He ran 

it along the edge of the fence. Penny, who was bursting with what she had to tell me, tried 

to ignore it. Nonchalantly, she dropped her arms from my shoulder and mounted the 

pavement. The footpath, however rough, felt more secure than the edge of the road. 

 

The drunken bird was the aggressor now. A massive guy in large baggy shorts, green 

surf-shirt printed with a large naked woman, white against the background, stood like a 

man-mountain while Drunken-bird and a mate worked him closer and closer to the 

balcony rail. One assailant was wrapped around his chest – the wobbling mass of flaccid 

skin that with each lift rose and fell – and another combatant was half obscured 

somewhere around his thighs. Despite his slow progress towards the metal barrier, he 

seemed capable whenever he was ready of breaking free of their embraces. It was like an 
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attack on some weird beast whose cries and groans resembled the English language but 

who predominantly panted in gasping obscenities. 

 

The car was cream, and along its side was emblazoned a black trademark that was 

difficult to identify. The branches of the poinsettias spread like large parasols and filtered 

the street light; frosty bars slid across the windscreen. The driver was featureless, his 

white polo shirt containing an elbow that was permanently crooked out the window. 

There was nobody else in the car, it seemed.  

 

‘You’re telling me that Bosh and Bornchef know each other?’ 

 

‘Bosh and Bornchef have entered into some deal,’ Penny confirmed. 

 

‘Over what?’ 

 

‘I like that,’ Penny said. ‘Bosh and Bornchef. It sounds like a restaurant where you can 

get good German beer.’  

 

‘Penny, what’s the deal? You said that Bornchef had that Identity Scam on her computer 

too.’  

 

It seemed so unlikely that they could get together on anything. Bornchef just wasn’t 

business savvy. Or was she? It was like our city, though, to pick the shysters from all 
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around the country and recycle their crazy plans of capricious wealth and celebrity. If you 

were a hairdresser down on your luck or an unemployed stunt man and you knew how to 

talk and walk properly and how to hold a wineglass at a public function, our city fathers 

would listen to you. I was reminded that in the deepest tropics the rind around the 

sweetest fruit is often paper-thin, and by gently touching it the juices flow. But Bosh and 

Bornchef, what could they do for each other? Money was the mutual interest. In other 

cities they vetted new money and produced regulations to control it, but our city fathers 

were quickly overcome by the smell of it and couldn’t get in the queue quick enough to 

taste it. Bornchef had come from Canberra six months earlier and Bosh had come out of 

the Brisbane Valley with an Accountancy Degree, good old German Lutheran stock as 

dour as they were reliable. 

 

‘Bosh wants her to interview a number of clients arriving from Dubai on the twenty-third 

of this month. In two days time. With the view, wait for it, of Ascertaining Suitability for 

Identity Matching: ASIM. What do you think, ASIM means? It wouldn’t be assimilation, 

would it?’ 

 

I wanted to be up on the balcony clowning around with the boys. This all seemed too 

hard. 

 

‘I guess,’ I said. I wanted to sit and have a glass of wine.  
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‘You guessed right, Lee. Because Ms Bornchef replies and asks for the biographical 

details to be forwarded. They are the same biographical details that were on Brooke’s 

computer. I don’t know whether Brooke compiled them or not, but Miss Anal Retentive 

has even prepared a retrieval chart where she has Client One, Client Two, etc. and a 

comments column with a final recommendation: Recommended Alias. ‘Recommended 

Alias’, Lee. They are matching clients with aliases.’ 

 

‘What sort of clients would these be?’ 

 

‘Fucking illegal ones,’ Penny was obviously thrilled. ‘You don’t have to dig around too 

much, do you? They can’t help themselves. Where Brooke fitted into all this, I have no 

idea. To think my little ex, Martin, is sniffing around all this, brings tears to my ideas.’ 

 

‘Ideas?’ 

 

‘Yes, my ideas.’ 

 

The car, in fits and starts, edged closer to us.  

 

‘Oh shit!’ Penny exclaimed, and prepared to run. Instead we turned and stared at the 

driver. We could make him out clearly now. He was a big Indian fellow with a nailbrush 

moustache. He was driving a taxi without the call-light on. It slowly and quietly passed us 
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before spurting down the street in high revs where the driver resumed checking what we 

knew now was house-numbers.  

 

Penny started laughing. It was a wild cry of crazy delight. It filled the whole street, 

bounced off the old houses opposite, loud enough to bring to an end the drunken 

shenanigans on the balcony. The three lads looked over the railing and peered into the 

street below as if somebody was in danger or under threat.  

 

‘Are you okay?’ the Drunken-bird shouted down. ‘Are you okay down there?’   
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Party-Time 

 

The last four or five hours had been so compressed that I forgot Penny’s trauma earlier in 

the day at Harry’s Gallows. 

 

‘How are you now?’ I asked. ‘How are you holding up?’ 

 

‘I’m fine,’ she said. She had a way of dismissing fear as if it was a temptation.  

 

As we approached New Farm Park, we could hear the bats squawking and squabbling in 

the giant fig trees. It sounded like some terrible sado-masochist party in full swing, the 

cries and the pleas mixed with the chortling satisfaction of their fruit lust. As we passed 

under the strangler fig, the bats showered us in half-eaten rinds.   

 

I longed for home. I wanted to crash in the comfort of my new house. It was new for me, 

anyway, with its couch still exuding the richness of treated leather, the polished floors 

that shone like syrupy, brittle confectionery, the two pink granite stairs to the main 

bedroom that remained cool to the touch of your bare feet however hot the evening. I 

wished to settle down on crisp sheets with Penny naked beside me, and wake to the pool 

pump chugging away in the background and the birdsong like a group of varied choirs 

competing for the sun’s attention high in the trees at the back. 
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Just as I hoped, a City-Cat pulled into the wharf. I reasoned that it was close to ten 

o’clock. 

 

‘Let’s go, Penny. If we run, we’ll make it easily.’ The catamaran was skidding into 

position before the passengers departed. 

 

‘It’s the wrong one, Lee. It’s going down river, towards the mouth.’ Penny resisted my 

pulling and continued to walk. 

 

‘That’s exactly the one we catch. Brett’s Wharf is down stream, isn’t it?’  

 

I ached for sleep. I pictured our front porch with its three porthole windows whose 

intricate stained glass lit the tiles in a matrix of rainbows. I wanted to feel the cool 

solidity of the basalt benchtops of the kitchen-island. I wanted out. 

 

‘Lee, we have a lot of work to do yet.’ Penny released my hand, but didn’t increase the 

pace of her walking. There was no point rushing forward without her. Her Honda Ballet 

was parked in Hamilton. It was twenty minutes drive to Nudgee after that. 

 

‘The night is over for me, Penny.’  

 

‘Bullshit, Skulks. We have a lot to do yet. So ginger up. We have to visit the Boshes 

next.’ 



 441

 

‘And where the hell might that be?’ I fired back, irritable with fatigue. 

 

‘They have a riverside mansion at St Lucia. I’ve been to dinner parties there. Bosh is one 

of our directors at the Network and he likes to appear the confidant of the senior 

management team. He likes to get the major players in, whoever they are, and over for 

drinks and things. I went there once with Martin; it was the most boring night of my life. 

I sat in the company of four young executives totally up themselves, who talked all night 

about franchises. Fried Chicken Franchises, Electrical Goods Franchises, Domestic 

Labour Franchises, Child-care Franchises, Franchise Franchises – until I got so drunk on 

red wine I challenged three of them to an arm-wrestle. I won two out of three, which 

wasn’t bad either.’ 

 

‘No. No. Penny,’ I said rapidly before the idea took hold. ‘I can barely stand up. Please, 

tomorrow night. I’ll come tomorrow night with you. We’ll give the Boshes a real doing 

over. Arm-wrestle and all.’ 

 

‘We can’t do,’ Penny said crisply. The steward on the catamaran watched us dallying at 

the top of the walkway. The sole passenger had alighted and the steward waited to see 

whether we were coming on board.  

 

‘I know the Boshes are home tonight. They’ve got a small party happening, the central 

hub of the inner circle. John likes to spread his interest around and draw people to him. 
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Right to the centre of his projects. But tomorrow is too late. They are off to Melbourne to 

stock up on style, and won’t be back for a few days. It’s tonight or never, as I see it. 

Anyway, Skulks, snap out of it. John Bosh has some pretty big questions to answer. I’ve 

been mauled by one of his staff, and his name appears on her phone more than anybody 

else.’ 

 

Penny sometimes spoke as if Brooke was still alive and the phone was a gift, a talisman, 

an oracle on loan from some higher power. It gave her the strength to see how the truth 

might be approached and where caution could be avoided as a trap or an excuse. She 

spoke aloud in logical forthright phrases. 

 

‘I want to know whether Orpheus intends to open a brothel in the new airport precinct,’ 

Penny said. She was on a roll and it was pointless to try and deflect her. 

 

‘Penny, that is corporate strategy. It has nothing to do with us.’ 

 

‘That is where you’re wrong, Skulks. It has everything to do with us. Firstly it affects the 

credibility of Martin, Bosh and, who knows, even Grovely. I’ve got a feeling,’ Penny 

dropped her voice and waved the catamaran away. ‘Brooke and John Bosh were closer 

than we think. I think Bosh was shagging her and I’ve got a feeling his wife found out or 

knew or both. I don’t think the Boshes are as happy as they make out.’ 

 

‘Fuck, Penny,’ I said as I watched the catamaran pull away. ‘You are obsessed.’ 
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‘I certainly am, Skulks. I certainly am.’ 

 

‘So you think that this amorous ambiguity syndrome that Bornchef mentioned to 

Groundspeed really does hold?’ 

 

‘You mean amorous ambiguity projection,’ Penny corrected. I had no idea how she kept 

the detail in her head. 

 

‘Whatever. How does it go, then? Bosh has a rough marriage and actually falls in love 

with Brooke; is that what you’re saying?’ I wanted to get this clear. ‘Bosh gave her the 

consortium to look after as a present and his wife found out? Don’t tell me that you think 

his wife killed her?’ 

 

‘We are about to find out. Put it that way. Ask an honest question – let’s see if we get an 

honest answer.’ 

 

‘Let’s see if we get bloody shafted, more like it.’ 

 

The City-Cat dropped us off with a Chinese student who rolled her bike in front of us up 

the walkway. The Brisbane University Campus, with its conglomeration of architectural 

styles, was settling down for the night. Across the dew-laden ovals the security lamps lit 
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the old sandstone arches, while in the foreground some late night enthusiasts still flogged 

a tennis ball back and forth under the floodlights.  

 

Penny took a sharp turn to the right and found a path along the river. After a ten-minute 

walk we reached the borders of the campus where the path continued into a residential 

section – large waterside properties whose fence-lines extended to the river’s edge.  

 

‘Its along here somewhere,’ Penny said. She was intense with excitement. 

 

She left the strip of concrete and led me through a small park. The leaf litter from the 

eucalypts overhead crunched under our boots.  

 

‘One night Martin and I found it by accident. It was tied to a jetty. We just borrowed it, 

so to speak, for the evening and explored the river on the other side. Martin was so keen 

to live here then. “Just one more million,” he would say, “and we’ll be here forever.”’ 

 

Penny went silent. I envied the past she was reflecting upon. I had no recourse to 

beautiful evenings, rowing a boat on the full tide of ambition and hope. But this memory, 

whatever its full meaning, caught her off guard. She felt the pain, I could tell, and I 

wondered why I felt such mixed messages. 

 

‘You haven’t told me about your meeting with Martin yet.’ I didn’t want to hear about it, 

really, but the curious part of me craved the pain of knowing how Penny might feel. 
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‘I’ll tell you later,’ she said over her shoulder. 

 

A deep slope rolled towards the water. There was a retaining wall at the bottom. The 

incline was covered in knee-high grass that we exploited as footholds as we edged 

diagonally down.   

 

‘There it is!’ Penny turned and smiled at me. She hugged me, an ambiguous embrace that 

knocked me off balance. It was a kiss that might wipe the slate clean. Her lips were warm 

and generous, but pushed to one side as if she missed the target. Action called Penny, and 

Eros would have to wait. She broke free of my arms just as I resolved to kiss her 

seriously. ‘Down there, look.’ 

 

She pointed to a homemade jetty that had partially collapsed. Around one of the leaning 

uprights a wooden rowboat was tied. I hadn’t seen a wooden boat for years; these days 

they were made of aluminum. It was quaint and it was small, two metres in length, if that. 

The oars were in the locks, permanently in the locks, according to Penny.  

 

It belonged to an old fellow whose house was obscured behind us. It was blocked from 

view by a yard full of rampant camphor laurels. The gentleman lived alone and rowed the 

boat each morning. A local identity, the university rowing crews would watch him 

emerge from his overgrown garden. The wooden gate was almost inoperable, choked by 
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jasmine and honeysuckle. He would slip through the tiny gap and wander down to the 

jetty that was as creaky and unstable as his ancient limbs. 

 

‘He was in his eighties, I suppose. Martin and I sat up here recovering. He had rolls of 

skin around his neck and chest, like those weird dogs they breed especially for the loose-

skin look. In he hopped and off he went. Apparently he did it every morning and had 

been doing it for thirty years. He looked a character all right, back straight as a concrete 

block, head proudly held aloft.’  

 

‘So, what’s with the boat?’ I asked.  

 

I wanted to calm her down, at least to a level where her thinking was precise and 

considered. Her bare shoulders gave off a warmth registered by the psychoclip as fumes 

of peach and apricot, among which curlicues of emerald mist rose and faded. This 

particular colour I recognized as fear and anxiety. There were also bluebell streams of 

pain and distress, the result of her lunchtime spat with Crossroads. Crossroads, he had 

something coming, something nasty on the rebound. It was bound to happen. I didn’t 

know what it was yet, nor would Crossroads. Badness has a blind spot too, blinder than 

kindness or love.  

 

Penny stepped into the dinghy. It was recently painted – a red thwart, blue everywhere 

else including the gunnel. It filled our nostrils with the optimism of renovation and 

renewal. I joined Penny on the only place to sit and grabbed an oar. She took up the other. 
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‘I lied when I said the Boshes lived at St Lucia. I sort of lied. They live directly across 

from here.’ Penny screwed round in her seat and the boat wobbled. ‘See those terraced 

gardens.’ 

 

On the other side of the river were a number of large homes exploiting the natural incline 

of the riverbank. There was an old Queenslander, three storeys high with wide verandahs 

and elaborate lacework on each floor. The views from the top storey would be fantastic. 

The slender, almost anorexic, palms had to be seventy years old, and towered above the 

roofline – shafts of light, that also drenched the façade in an orange glow, highlighted 

them. Such a beautiful retreat overlooking the river, it gave the impression of a sedate and 

luxurious life, if not a private one.  

 

However, it was the house beside the old Queenslander that Penny pointed out. Modern, 

it availed itself of the natural terracing. Large glass windows covered the entire back of 

the premises as the structure nestled into the slope on four levels. The rooms were 

brightly lit and fringed by the mysterious hints of a garden below. You could make out 

the lines of a manicured hedge that sinuously trailed towards the entertainment deck. The 

entire garden was bathed in an intricate system of lighting. There were planting-beds and 

a number of tall trees that ran all the way to the jetty, nicely framed by an arch of 

Christmas fairy lights. Figures could be seen on the lower terrace, dressed in evening 

wear, possibly ten to fifteen people whose voices faintly carried across the water to where 

we rowed. 



 448

 

‘You can’t beat this, can you?’ I said to Penny.  

 

The oars stroked in unison, the bow hissed on the pull stroke against the velvet surface. 

The houses mirrored in front of us, duplicates of another world on the other side of the 

mirror. It was a world where figures moved but disappeared the moment our wooden 

paddles touched their mercury surface. And from where we came, and in the direction we 

looked, the full extent of the University campus appeared, the geometrical fascination of 

glass and concrete, sandstone and tiles, sitting in a giant parkland fringed by tennis 

courts, cricket fields and swimming pools.  

 

‘Yes,’ she said quite wistfully. ‘Caught midstream somewhere between the world of 

learning and the world of money. Skulks,’ she turned towards me, our noses almost 

touching, crammed as we were on the thwart. I liked it when she addressed me by my 

surname in that particularly sexy way she conjured from a sense of command. ‘Skulks, 

we don’t make such a bad couple, do we.’ 

 

‘No, Penny. We make a pretty bloody good couple.’ 

 

‘You’ve woken up,’ she said. She glanced over her shoulder as we approached the jetty. 

 

‘Boats do it for me every time. I think it may be the water, or the moonlight on the water. 

Maybe it’s the sound of the oars, who knows. God, its years since I rowed a boat. I know 
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one thing, though. I feel ready to take on Bosh, Bornchef, and Grovely even … You 

name it.’ 

 

‘I hope we don’t have to take him on,’ Penny cut in. The tide was close to low and 

therefore we risked shooting under the jetty and being decapitated by our momentum. I 

stood, reached out and steadied the boat. Penny sprung onto the jetty, her summer dress 

smeared by the grease that lubricated the oarlocks.  

 

‘Oh, fuck,’ she said and tried to scrape her hands clean of it on the wooden planks. When 

this failed she wiped her hands down her front. ‘They’ll have to take it as Gothic. Nancy 

Bosh considers herself a fashion guru. Well, this’ll test the extent of her knowledge. 

Garden grease gothic.’ 

 

Despite Penny’s bravado I sensed an attack of nerves. This was never going to be an easy 

interview, ever. There was the lateness of the hour, the failure to be invited, and the 

sweaty, day-weary appearance we had perfected. We acted like a couple anyway, joined 

hands and strode towards the arched entrance that led directly into the garden.  

 

Without bothering the security intercom, Penny pushed on the heavy gate whose 

ironwork supported an iron figure. It was a guy in a toga carrying a harp, and worked into 

the metal plate was a background where a bear, a deer, a rabbit – even the trees and a 

rock, yes a rock - seemed to be swaying to the music. Below the figure, cast into the 

metal, were the words: Orpheus: God of Song, Poet of the Stars. 
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‘Okay,’ Penny instructed. ‘There’ll be people here who know me really well. But that’s 

not the purpose of our visit. I have to avoid them like the chicken flu. So remember, no 

lengthy conversations, Lee.’ 

 

Penny spoke with the tedious concern of somebody who was tired of public exposure. 

‘This is not a social visit, so let’s avoid the talkfest if we can.’ 

 

I glanced down at Penny’s dress. The grease stain looked as if she had been attacked by a 

vegemite sandwich. The stain gave off a whiff of petroleum.  

 

‘What are you looking at?’ Penny said dismissively.  

 

‘We can’t walk in looking like this.’ 

 

‘Sure we can,’ Penny said. We were shielded from the guests by a neatly clipped mock-

orange hedge. We walked along a marble-chip path where every few metres the inlaid 

lamps glowed in the river mist. 

 

‘I don’t intend to embarrass John Bosh anymore than necessary,’ Penny said, as if she 

had the power to deal out concessions. I grew more and more concerned as to where this 

visit might end. John Bosh, hardened by corporate dealing, resented manipulation of any 

sort.  
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She talked up our prospects in hope that the confidence would spring from the rock, for 

there was plenty of it on the meticulously-terraced lawn and garden. There were retaining 

walls, borders and paths of rock. 

 

‘By turning up,’ she added, ‘we have him on the back foot. I’ll ask to speak to him alone. 

I’ll mention that there is some unfinished business from the recent funeral. Urgent 

business. The alarm bells will start ringing then. He won’t want to stand around and talk 

about Brooke Mackenzie in front of everybody, will he? You watch, he’ll place one arm 

on my shoulder and escort me quietly away to his study. I think he knows who killed 

Brooke Mackenzie. I think his wife does too.’ 

 

‘But Bornchef said the person would be charged tomorrow. Why the hurry?’ I asked.  

 

Penny wasn’t listening to me anymore. As we approached the final bend in the path we 

could hear the voices clearly – deep baritone laughter, and the squawkish giggles of a 

middle-aged woman.  

 

‘Do you hear those belly laughs? It’s Sir William pissed again. You can’t mistake that 

voice anywhere,’ Penny said. She quickened her stride in case she missed any of the 

emerging action.  
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We broke into the open from the cover of the hedge and continued to follow the path that 

climbed another four perfectly-set slabs of granite onto a paved area the size of a tennis 

court. The large terracotta pavers glowed under the immense banks of lights. In one 

corner there was a hooded barbecue where the remains of a roast leg of pork turned 

slowly on the rotisserie. Up against the windows a number of trellis tables were arranged, 

covered in white tablecloths so starched and heavy they stuck out at the corners like a 

cardinal’s biretta.  

 

One end of the table was devoted to drinks. There was a regiment of red wine bottles and 

below them, in large silver tubs – the type country children once bathed in, but on this 

occasion cast in precious metal – a variety of white wines and champagne nestled in the 

ice. The ranks of the glassware were depleted, but what remained sparkled in the burning 

clarity provided by a bank of halogen spotlights mounted on the eaves in a stainless steel 

bracket. In fact, when one looked closely, there were lights everywhere picking out 

features. There were begonias and petunias in large terracotta pots under the warmth of a 

domain lamp while an enormous cycad opened its fronds to an aura stark as any 

apocalypse. Further down in the garden, from where we came, a jacaranda in full flower 

and an Illawarra flame-tree about to bloom, were picked out by a cluster of spots capable 

of highlighting enemy bombers. In addition, there was a network of clever ground-

lightning laid into the tiles in such a way they illuminated the skirts and dresses of the 

women, silhouetting their legs behind a veil of fabric.  
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The other end of the trellis tables was devoted to cuisine. A number of large crystal bowls 

were smeared with the creamy remains of a dessert, possibly trifle. Also, there were trays 

of French pastries whose caramelized surface gleamed, strawberries and peaches and 

pears so luminous they appeared to be made of porcelain or glass.  

 

The guests had eaten their meal at a number of dark pine tables arranged for groups of 

six, covered in identical tablecloths. It was obvious from the settings that a number of 

people had left and that a hardened core of initiates remained.  

 

The catering staff, dressed in black slacks and white Saturn tops, hustled about, removing 

plates and bowls and used cutlery. In their place they arranged a number of bottles of 

spirits and liqueurs on the drinks table. The guests had dwindled to ten and split into two 

groups. There were four men standing in front of the bottles while the women clustered 

around one of the settings being cleared, the chairs pulled askant and free of any restraint, 

their legs crossed, their delicate and stylish shoes bouncing before their eyes moist with 

champagne. Everybody had a drink of some sort in front of them. 

 

Sir William had gained everybody’s attention seconds before we stepped onto the 

entertainment deck. It was the reason that we arrived almost unseen. He stood with the 

other men, but half turned towards the women whose attention he desired. His grey hair 

was ploughed back in oily grooves, a handsome man at one stage; his eyes still retained a 

cynical gaze of blatant intelligence. However, as one proceeded to scan his face, it was 

obvious from the nasty creases that his life was an example of unlicensed abuse. It 
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pronounced itself most directly and most loudly in the chins, not one or two but three, 

that flapped around like the wattles of an old turkey. His grey suit appeared to come from 

another era, as did his purple shirt covered in tiny fleur-de-lis. In front of him, and the 

reason for so much joviality among the men, was an amazing ice sculpture.  

 

It rested on a specially-constructed platform: an ingenious device which not only fanned 

cold air upwards to stop the sculpture from melting, but also directed beams of light into 

the center of the ice so that it shone from the inside out. The subject of the sculpture was 

a male figure whose toga had slipped completely to his waist as upward he traveled, bare-

chested, a lyre under one arm, the other arm thrust forward like a comic-book Superman. 

It was a cloud-piercing pose of ascension and power, until you recognized that the male 

figure had turned his anxious head downwards. I recognized the expression immediately 

– it was the anxiety of love, written all over his face. This airborne god, this poet of the 

stars, was glancing down at another figure carved beautifully into the same column of ice. 

It was a woman whose diminutive proportions provided the illusion that she, instead of 

ascending with him, was in fact falling – backwards and away from the speeding herald. 

Then, the point of the sculpture seized you. You suddenly saw where she was falling: her 

body merges with the landscape that in turn mingles with the body of a serpent that forms 

the base of the sculpture. Each shadowed scale, like some master-act of tiling, was 

rendered beautifully in the ice. She was falling back into Hades, hence the pained 

expression on the aerial poet. As she retrocedes towards Hell, the poet is aware his 

anxious glance has undone his magic. Somehow or other, she is not returning with him. 
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Of course, when you studied it further, you saw that her feet had already entered the 

serpent’s mouth.  

 

Sir William may have understood all this, but on this occasion his critical attention 

strayed to quite another incidental feature that the warm November night provided by 

accident. Despite the best intentions of the air-cooler, certain parts of the sculpture had 

succumbed to the tropical warmth of the balmy night. Those anatomical features out in 

the warm air away from the draft of the cooler – the wreath of laurels on the poet’s head, 

for example, his curving locks and parts of his torso – had started to melt. 

 

The sculpture was carved in such a way that these trickles, these little streamlets of melt, 

were collecting at the front of the figure where his toga was draped around his waist. In 

fact the melt followed two prominent grooves on its descent that merged like two 

tributaries in his groin. The arctic nitrogen blasts from below froze again the crystals of 

dripping water and produced what at first must have been a small stalactite but, as the 

evening progressed, grew more and more phallic until now it bulged and rippled with 

frozen ridges. If the proportions were maintained, this gristled ice-plough was the length 

of his thigh and as thick as his forearm. It was an awesome illusion, an accident, a fluke – 

but something art could merrily clasp to its icy breast in triumph. Every few seconds a 

pearl of moisture stretched at its tip and dropped onto the tablecloth. 
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‘I have never met a Greek lass who is frigid,’ Sir William chortled. ‘But maybe I have the 

cure here for any woman who is slightly overheated in the nether regions? What about 

you, Angela?’ 

 

The men erupted in laughter. Go for it Sir William! Go for it! their florid beaming smiles 

appeared to say.  

 

Two of the women half turned and faced Sir William. One woman dressed in a brand-

new white pants-suit, tight across her bust but outstandingly vivid against her Noosa tan, 

smiled. Her thick dark hair, pulled back by some sort of curry-comb, revealed the noble 

camber of her forehead. Her eyes were unusually blue despite the darkness of her 

complexion. It was Angela Stooke, I would find out later, her husband Bob Stooke who 

presently had his hand on Sir William’s heavily-padded shoulder. Bob had already made 

one fortune manufacturing and marketing hose attachments, hoses and garden 

accessories.  

 

‘Leave poor Orpheus alone,’ Angela said.  

 

She spoke above the other females and incidentally directed their attention to Sir 

William. He had their attention and the gag to top the evening. He no longer cared what 

anybody thought. It was just a matter of remaining the alpha with this group of men 

whom he obviously despised in a way. It was their wives he was addressing. Not one of 

them dared to resist Sir William when he was in this mood. 
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‘If I snap off Little Orpheus’s icicle, which one of you girls … ’ Sir William was big on 

little and girls, they were littered through his speech when he addressed women. He 

rarely ever conversed with them or chatted. He addressed them. ‘ … which one of you 

would like to put it in your mouth and suck it.’ 

 

The men broke up in laughter, Bob Stooke giving Sir William that reassuring pat on the 

shoulder that seemed to say: ‘I don’t know how you do it. I don’t know how you get 

away with such things and a ‘Sir’ to boot.’ 

 

Jenny Craving, Will Craving’s wife, had spent two or three years on the ‘runway’ 

refining her party movements to epiphanies of exalted suggestion. She stood up. Her long 

slender legs strutted confidently, thrown from the hips with the exact degree of slink 

intended.  Across open-tiled surfaces she was better than ballet and when she rose to her 

feet from a couch or table, her heron-slender grace projected into the taut sinews of her 

neck, everybody went hushed, including Sir William.  

 

‘Oh my God, who is this?’ Jenny Craving trumpeted in surprise. She rose almost 

perfectly. Everybody turned towards us as we crossed the illuminated edge of the 

entertainment area and joined the party properly for the first time.  

 

‘It is Penny. Penny Whisper,’ Jenny said to the others, and breaking from the group she 

rounded the table. ‘Have you had an accident or something?’ 
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It was then, under the pendant of halogen bulbs, I saw the scratch marks across Penny’s 

back and the bruising around her collar-bone. There were also large welts above her 

cleavage, fingerprints of bruising around her biceps, and a scallop of flesh removed from 

her elbow. Since dusk, it was the first time I’d seen her clearly. The download murk 

drained from my head. The illumination bathed her body for everybody to see just how 

tough a day she’d had.  

 

Will Craving was the CEO of the parent company that owned the television subsidiary 

that Penny was contracted to. Jenny was always turning up at promotions and fund-

raisers offering her perfect body as an endorsement to Will’s television interests. She had 

a soft spot for Penny. She envied Penny’s daring and courage, and kept it quietly 

disguised behind an undue concern for Penny’s safety and an openly-disparaging attitude 

towards the types of people Penny generally reported on. She was always offering to find 

Penny a job in PR where Penny could avoid ‘the riffraff’, as Jenny called it. Despite her 

prodigious beauty, Jenny was known to harbour an ugly side in the bitchy no-holes-

barred, winner-take-all, mud-wrestling of quick money and ostentatious consumption.  

 

Most of the women in her circle looked up to her and hated themselves for it. 

 

‘What have you done to yourself?’ Jenny’s voice was rich with drunken sympathy. Her 

telescopically-hinged arm fell around Penny’s shoulders, two immaculate silver bangles 
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clanged like sleigh bells as she led Penny towards the other women. Jenny, taller than me, 

threw a glance of heated vitriol that was meant to scar my face forever.  

 

Penny tried to wiggle free, and finally did so among the glissando wailing of the other 

women who were now standing with grim frowns creasing their perfect foreheads.  

 

‘What’s that across your dress?’ Angela Stooke asked. She tried to match Jenny’s 

concern but was equally aware that any embrace might smear her own pristine sugar-

white pants suit. She applied two fingers to Penny’s shoulder and leaned slightly away to 

avoid the contagion. 

 

‘It’s nothing,’ Penny reassured everybody. ‘It’s just a bit of grease off the oarlocks. We 

thought we would be romantic and row across.’ 

 

This comment fell completely flat. Nobody in the gathering conceived of ‘romantic’ in 

any way having any connection with manual labour, let alone rowboats or oarlocks. In 

Venice they normally paid somebody to do the rowing. 

 

Sir William tut-tutted as though the whole intrusion offended him in some distant way. 

The men shared a few secretive calls among themselves – irritated grumbles that resented 

the intimacy of the evening being suddenly blown apart just when they had all stepped 

into the warm cone of inebriation. Sir William further resented the attention being stolen 

from him so effortlessly by a couple of bloody hoboes from off the street.  
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Penny, realizing I was hanging back, turned to me, smiled a smile of growing anxiety and 

said, ‘This is Lee, my new partner. Lee Skulks.’ 

 

The statement turned the acoustics inside out. All of a sudden, you could hear the clash of 

crockery in the kitchen adjacent to the entertainment area. You could hear the voices of 

the catering staff chatting away, somebody laughing. You could hear the piped music for 

the first time, Vivaldi’s Summer in G minor. Then you could hear the voice of John Bosh 

giving a passing instruction to the catering manager about the binning of some seafood 

scraps.  

 

‘Hi everybody,’ I said, and waved a casual hand to include both groups. ‘It’s a beautiful 

evening on the water. If you happen to go home that way, I certainly recommend it.’ 

 

Nobody moved a centimetre. And nobody, not a soul, returned my greeting. In fact, Sir 

William turned his back and poured himself a Scotch. He snapped off Orpheus’s popsicle 

and stirred his drink with it. Half glancing up, he murmured to himself, but loud enough 

for the entire party to hear: ‘What the fuck, the scourge is upon us.’  

 

Somebody, Bob Stooke I think, added, ‘Its Video-Head himself, the walking bloody 

camera.’  
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Just then, John Bosh waited for the automatic glass doors to open. With a gentle smile 

and a good-mannered side-step, he allowed one of the teenage caterers carrying an armful 

of plates to enter before he exited. The moment he stepped outside onto the paved court, 

he recognized that something was wrong.  

 

He was dressed immaculately as usual. He had dispensed with his fawn-coloured blazer 

that hung on the back of a seat, but by doing so he revealed the full extent of his ice blue 

shirt, pleated at the back where his massive trapezium formed a valley down his spine. 

The shirt matched perfectly the fawn trousers that lapped the rich tan of his shoes. It was 

as if his clothes were spun from a magical sorbet, such a cool choice on a summer 

evening. He looked in the zenith of physical condition, the bulk and power of his thighs 

discernible through the cotton fabric. He was on some kind of emotional high, too. 

Maybe these were his closest friends, the inner group he felt most comfortable with. He 

tapped a fist loosely against his open palm as if to suggest, ‘What’s next? What can I get 

you? How can I be of service?’ Then all that pleasant charm drained from him. He 

noticed me and then spied Penny. 

 

‘What have we here? A couple of gate-crashers?’ His tone was pleasant enough but the 

inference was clear too. This was a private party for a very specific purpose. Business 

was over for the day and nobody had any right strolling into his back yard on any pretext 

at all.  

 

‘Good day, Penny Dear,’ Bosh said moderately.  
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Nancy Bosh, dressed in a black denim skirt and a white canvas top, strapless, her 

cleavage smooth as ice-cream, ushered Penny towards her husband. His ginger beard 

with its flecks of grey was cut close and precisely to follow the square set of his jaw. He 

had been to the barber especially for the occasion. His nose was as rugged as the 

Kimberley, an imposing nose of roughly-molded wax.  

 

‘Don’t stand around, get a drink, son,’ Bosh commanded. It was an offer I declined.  

 

‘I’m not drinking with him,’ Sir William grumbled aloud. ‘The bastard should have been 

put down.’ It brought an embarrassed shrug from Will Craving who didn’t want an 

incident and certainly didn’t want to give the impression he was taking sides. 

 

‘I’ll take Penny upstairs,’ Nancy explained to her husband. ‘She can put on one of 

Halley’s dresses.’ Halley, I guessed, was the Boshes’ daughter. 

 

As the four of us converged on the one space, five or six metres away from the women 

and probably twice that distant from the men, Penny shook off her wounded-pigeon 

persona and whispered quite firmly to John Bosh, ‘I want to speak to both of you inside. 

There has been an amazing revelation in the Brooke Mackenzie investigation. And I want 

to speak to you too, Nancy,’ Penny repeated to make sure she didn’t squirm out of this 

little rendezvous. ‘I have something of Brooke’s you might like to identify.’  
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The four of us kept walking into the catering area with its refrigerators, freezes, 

preparation benches and dishwashers. A half dozen caterers were busy stacking crockery 

away or drying the large pots and mopping the floor. 

 

‘Where the fuck is John off to now?’ Sir William inquired as the four of us disappeared 

from view.  

 

We followed the Boshes into a corridor. It stopped before the silver walls of a lift. We 

entered the confined space without speaking. With a mechanical sigh we were transported 

to the second floor. The doors parted and we stepped into a rectangle room, magnificently 

furnished, and that offered views not only of the terraced gardens but also the river with 

its hyaline surface and the university campus beyond, the facades of the older buildings 

quivering in the night air.  

 

There were cozy little nooks everywhere divided off by lamps and couches, bookcases 

and tables. The room was so vast, a group of five or six people had a choice to recline in 

three or four spots. There was a peach leather setting with an antique coffee table 

conveniently located beside the windows; there was another casual setting further down, 

a three-seater and two singles upholstered in ink-blue cloth with a gold thread, behind 

which there was a glass rectangle table capable of sitting eight, a bowl of porcelain fruit 

sat in the middle, its beveled-glass edge casting rainbows against the plaster ceiling. 

There were brush chrome reading lamps highlighting the corners of the room, single 

leather chairs with accompanying bookcases lit by a halogen pendant. 
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Every available wall space contained a painting that varied from the rich hieroglyphs of 

non-representational art to detailed portraits in pastel of family members. It was like a 

visual banquet. 

 

However, John Bosh wasn’t in an art appreciative mood. He strode the length of the 

room, picking up and folding a newspaper that he later tossed on a couch as he passed. 

Nancy was in close pursuit, serious and piqued by our intrusion. Penny and I followed in 

Indian file like some bizarre kindergarten game for adults. Nobody said a word until we 

reached the far end.  

 

It was a setting distinguishable by an unusual standing lamp; a long rectangular solid, two 

metres in length, it was edged in stainless steel and was illuminated by four lights behind 

pearl glass. John, with an elegant flourish of the hands, invited us to ‘Drag up a pew’ – as 

if any church, let alone cathedral, could afford the crimpled mushroom-coloured couch 

and aquarium coffee table where an ocean of tropical fish played catchy in vibrant 

wiggles of colour. John folded his arms and refused to join us as we sank – yes, sank like 

holed vessels – into the leather.  

 

Penny looked a mess in this subdued lighting – a beautiful mess. Her hair and shoulders 

carried the battle scars of a Rugby forward, and her eyes as round and large as 

macadamias shone with bold intention. She didn’t need an invitation to get started. 
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‘My first concern … ’ she said – she stared powerfully at John and then addressed Nancy 

who was sitting opposite – ‘ … is that an employee of yours attacked me this afternoon in 

Harry’s Gallows.’ 

 

John’s eyes rapidly batted like a light fluctuation on a computer screen; the thought was 

registered, the information stored and the response imminent. 

 

‘He grabbed me against my will and proceeded to assault me. Look at this.’ Penny 

opened her palms presenting her obvious injuries. 

 

‘Oh, that’s terrible,’ Nancy gasped, and glanced up at John for guidance. 

 

‘I am aware of the incident,’ John said softly. ‘It was Donald Crossroads, wasn’t it?’ 

 

‘Don–ald Cross–roads, him again,’ Nancy protested. The words squeezed out from 

between her clenched teeth. John glanced at Nancy, a caution against hanging dirty 

washing in public. 

 

‘You know all about it?’ Penny said. She was dumbfounded.  

 

‘Rex Groundspeed emailed me a detailed report just before I left the office. What you fail 

to tell us, Penny, is the fact that you defied a lawful direction and … ’ John raised a hand 
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to stop Penny from interrupting. He spoke quietly as if he was immersed in the details of 

the fact and needed only to offer them like a wafer to some supplicant at the altar.  

 

‘You interfered with sensitive, if not highly confidential material which contravenes a 

number of privacy acts. You broke in by impersonating a police officer. In fact, you 

could be charged with interfering with the course of justice. There is also the charge of 

tampering with evidence after the fact. I don’t need to go on, do I, Penny?’ He presented 

the last sentence like a school principal before the inevitable expulsion.   

 

Penny was playing statues. The only thing that moved was a strand of hair disturbed by 

the convection of the air-conditioner somewhere over her shoulder. She was preparing the 

real assault she came to perform.  

 

‘Penny, we all love you,’ John wooed her. ‘All’ in this case I took to be a corporate 

generalization, the television network, the board and her fans.  

 

Nancy confirmed John’s feelings, leaned forward and patted Penny affectionately on the 

thigh.  

 

‘Look,’ John was suddenly upbeat. ‘It is one thing to be a cutting-edge reporter but it is 

another thing to be so involved in a case that you lose perspective. If you are charged and 

later found guilty of something as serious as perverting the course of justice, you will also 

be disqualified as a journalist. We love you, as we said, but Penny, Penny.’ He demanded 
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that she look at him directly. ‘You went too far this afternoon.’ John smiled. He looked a 

man on top of his game, somebody about to reap the benefits of years of planning, of 

denying himself the easy way out; a man in control. Somebody willing and capable of 

forgiveness.  

 

‘You had another matter, you mentioned. Brooke Mackenzie …?’ 

 

Penny was momentarily flustered. Where was she to begin? 

 

Suddenly I discovered myself talking. I struggled out of the deep cocoon of the couch, 

stood with my arms crossed on my chest, and was addressing the Boshes as if they’d been 

brought in for questioning. 

 

‘Mr Bosh,’ I said starkly. 

 

‘John,’ he offered with the same charm he had shown all evening. 

 

‘Mr Bosh,’ I continued with increased gravity. I’d learnt a trick or two from Bornchef. 

‘Your name appears on Brooke Mackenzie’s mobile more than any other. You were 

ringing her two or three times a day at one stage. You were ringing her in the middle of 

the night.’ 
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John Bosh smiled. It was a smile of victory. It was the smile of somebody who, by taking 

the time to think things out clearly, already had the answer before the question was 

finished. 

 

‘You are completely mistaken, Lee. I only ever spoke to Brooke in person. I never spoke 

to her on a phone, God bless her soul. What you meant to say but couldn’t, because you 

were guessing, is that somebody used my mobile account a number of times to contact 

Brooke. It happens to be my wife. What you don’t know is that Nancy and Brooke went 

to high school together. They are always contacting each other of late.’  

 

There was a moment’s silence to account for the failure of tense. ‘Were. You were best of 

friends, weren’t you, Nancy?’ 

 

Nancy nodded sadly and took over.  

 

‘We were best friends, all right. We met at high school, played in the band together. We 

were inseparable. We even began at university together. Then it started. How do you 

explain it? Brooke’s musical career. But it was more than that if you were close to it. It 

was like some gigantic cosmic force that altered the balance of things. You would be 

there when Brooke rehearsed; you would be there when she performed. You would go to 

all the gigs and each night something new would happen. Somebody would step into your 

life you’d only read about in the magazines. Then she disappeared, off to Sydney. It was 

probably the lowest point of my life. It was like some weight had been lifted off my 
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shoulders, some wonderful massive force that created the tides of the universe. I floated 

after she left, drifted around aimlessly. Then I met John. He insisted we visit her in 

Sydney. Slowly but surely each time we met another bond would be restored, another 

thread connected to the web. Whenever we were in Sydney we caught up. At times it was 

painful to see what she was doing with herself. I just watched as a friend does and offered 

to pick up the bits. Then she turned a corner. Got off the stuff and for a while got herself 

off the street and started to employ some girls. There was always a terrible grief in our 

partings. We didn’t write letters, we didn’t believe in them. We needed to press the flesh 

and hear each other’s laughter. One night the ferry broke down and she sang Irish ballads 

with the captain until the towboat turned up. It may have been her greatest performance 

ever.’ 

 

John added, ‘The captain fell in love with her. He was only sixty-three.’ 

 

We all laughed a weird sort of laugh. It was a laugh of respect. Listening to Nancy’s 

story, I realized how much of Brooke Mackenzie had seeped under my skin. You don’t 

watch too many people having sex in your lifetime. I had watched Brooke Mackenzie, the 

Queen of Toxoplasma, even though she fell asleep on the job.  

 

‘Sometimes I posted her money,’ Nancy said.  

 

Penny was waiting like an adder in the sand. She was watching and she was waiting.  
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‘You used to send her vitamins, too.’ John added. He was all smiles. It was a lesson in 

damage control and how to enjoy it at the same time. 

 

‘Did you know she was into prostitution?’ Penny asked. 

 

‘We told each other everything as only women can.’ Nancy smiled at Penny, reached 

over again and patted her leg. I knew how much Penny hated to be patronized. Yet it was 

obvious Penny provoked an enormous amount of admiration among this group of older 

women, or so it seemed. 

 

Nancy was enjoying the reminiscence in a boozy sort of way. ‘Then she started to take 

clients at the Gold Coast and our lives really connected again. She had given up street 

work and was concentrating on major international conferences. We started to see her 

regularly. There was even talk that Toxoplasma was getting back together again for one 

last national tour. That’s when John became involved.’ 

 

John, the modest benefactor, the saviour of souls, the phantom fundraiser, quietly 

approached the podium and explained with great satisfaction: ‘Brooke was always talking 

about business. Business plan this, business plan that, when any true businessman knows 

that there are three skills to business that no university can teach you. The first is the 

ability to make a deal, to hold to it under pressure and when to cut and run. The second is 

to think in simple product, simple product for simple people; how to invent one, or easier 

how to develop an existing one. The third takes a lot of guts and this is where the men are 
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sorted from the boys. It involves exploitation. You exploit the customer, that is profit; and 

you exploit your workforce, that is profit.’ 

 

At the conclusion of this I realized John was half-pissed too.  

 

John hesitated for a moment. He watched the adder raise her head but her body remained 

still. He went on: 

 

‘Brooke was up for it. She knew about exploitation. She had twenty girls working for her. 

I gave her a real job. I let her head up the consortium. And you know, of all the middle 

executives I’ve trained over the years, she had more ability than any of them. She was as 

tough as nails. Not only that, but she brought considerable funds on board from a group 

of Sydney businessmen.’  

 

‘And you let her live in that dingy hotel room?’ Penny cut in.  

 

‘Dingy? It’s a five bloody star hotel. It’s the best on the block. Hotel rooms were 

Brooke’s style. She had been living in them since she was nineteen.’ 

 

Nancy had a tear in her eye. It was the result of some private reminiscence or the 

champagne. She was miles away when John was skiting and you sensed, there and then, 

that Brooke and Nancy were probably more than good friends. Before or after Sydney it 

was hard to tell.  
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John Bosh realized his wife had shed a tear. It was partly champagne-induced, but it was 

a public tear nevertheless. Sadness was a type of failure, like anger, for John. He liked to 

cover up the way a boxer does by feigning a few punches. He decided to present the good 

news. It was a way of ending our interview, of quietly kicking us out before Sir William 

ascended in the lift and demanded John’s company. 

 

‘Look, I’ve got some good news. I really shouldn’t share this with you but I know Penny 

how much this will thrill you. Tomorrow, I was told just before I left the office, they are 

going to make an arrest. No names, but I can tell you for certain. They have found 

Brooke’s killer. It is basically procedural from here in. How is that for good news?’ 

 

The adder turned slowly towards John Bosh without disturbing a grain of sand. Then the 

adder struck. 

 

‘You would know in some detail then, John, what Brooke intended to do with those 

biographical details she was compiling?’  

 

‘They have found Brooke’s killer. Isn’t that wonderful news? The bastard can find out 

what it feels like.’ John Bosh laboured the point in an animated fashion. It was obvious 

he was uncomfortable with Penny’s question. 
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‘John, there were a number of biographical details, identity scripts that Brooke was 

compiling. They were in a Consortium folder on her computer. What were they intended 

to be used for?’ 

 

‘Frankly, Penny, I didn’t supervise Brooke’s operation that closely. I have no idea what 

you are talking about.’ John motioned to Nancy to rise and she did forthwith. Penny 

remained where she was and struck again. 

 

‘So, John, you have never seen any file headed Biographical Details that belonged to the 

Consortium folder.’ 

 

‘None. Look it’s been a great night and I’ve got guests down there waiting for me to bid 

them farewell … ’ John gestured towards the other end of the room. Penny struck again. 

 

‘Martin, my ex, informed me today that a brothel was part of Orpheus’s plans for the new 

airport redevelopment. Can you confirm that, John?’ 

 

‘It’s late, but if you drop into my office tomorrow morning I’ll get all the details you 

want. I’ll get somebody to take you through it.’ 

 

‘Was there a plan for a brothel or not?’ Penny persisted. 
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‘Brothels aren’t illegal anymore, Penny. Legitimate businesses can apply like anybody 

else.’ 

 

‘I’ll take that as a “yes”,’ Penny snapped. 

 

John Bosh put his hand up and gently ushered his wife in front of him. ‘Come on, I’ll see 

you out. Penny, I want a meeting with you tomorrow. My secretary will ring you in the 

morning.’ 

 

I waited for Penny to pull herself out of the couch. John Bosh waited like some security 

guard to escort us from behind. Nancy waited for Penny and put her arm around her 

shoulders. I walked behind the two women. I was very good at walking in single file. For 

years I’d practiced it on death row.  

 

‘Are you trying to get back with Martin?’ Nancy whispered in Penny’s ear. Nancy didn’t 

care whether I heard it or not. ‘We all loved, Martin. He was always so funny. John 

believes that in ten years he will be the richest man in Brisbane.’ 
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Bad News On The Doorstep 

 

Uncle had secured a tow-rope to the front door and when I looked down from the 

windows overlooking the driveway I could see that the other end was attached to the back 

of his old Falcon. It was white and the suspension at the back had sagged. In fact it had 

sagged so much that the back bumper bar was almost touching the paving stones.  

 

Uncle climbed into the driver’s seat with that characteristic way he had of throwing his 

straw hat on the back seat. He revved and revved the old Falcon almost to boiling point, 

and then he engaged the gears. The tyres screamed against the pavers and suddenly we 

were moving. He towed the house onto the street and away we went. From each window 

I could see the other houses flying past.  

 

Then I heard that terrible sound, a wild screeching of metal and wood and bitumen. The 

house had collapsed off its wheels and was starting to disintegrate. The grinding friction 

chewed up the floorboards. Within seconds the entire structure would pull apart, crushing 

me under the weight of the ceiling. 

 

I was lying on my back. The fan purred taking the breeze away, returning it, sweeping it 

over my sweating body and leaving again, on its cycle of eternal parting and greeting. It 

was already a hot morning. The violent sound, chewing away in my dream, was the ring 

tone of Penny’s mobile on the floor under her summer dress. It was a cascade of guitar 
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scream and drum rumble totally distorted by the mobile’s sound card. Penny swung her 

feet off the bed, reached down, fumbled among the cast-off garments and finally brought 

it to her ear.  

 

‘Right. Yep. Okay. I’ll speak to him now. Yep, just woke up. Yair, I know. I’ll hang on,’ 

Penny said.  

 

She made her way across the room and towards the kitchen. More bruising had come out 

on her back. You could make out the clear shape of a hand. That fucking bastard, 

Crossroads. I owed him a visit.  

 

Penny flicked on the kettle as she passed into the lounge. She also switched on the TV. 

The sounds mingled. There was the bubbling, boiling base of the kettle and the agitato 

speech patterns of Dillon Mathers kicking off Throw Back The Covers. I covered my ears 

desperate for another hour’s sleep. The morning was already warm and humid. There was 

something in Penny’s voice overpowering the kettle and ascending above Mathers’ 

whining. She was arguing from the lounge. 

 

She wasn’t shouting, not exactly, but she was arguing with somebody down the other end 

of the phone.  

 

I sat up and tried to listen. I switched off the fan and strained to hear what was going 

down. She mentioned ‘Will’ a number of times. She was having a stand-up row with Will 
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Craving, it seemed. My mind drifted over the evening with the Boshes. Oh, what a 

disaster that was. I saw all those arrogant looks again, all that social posturing and the 

wholesale exclusion it ended in; being marched from the premises as if we were 

criminals. I felt hung-over, and yet I had spent the evening without a drink. It was a 

combination of the download and the emotional fatigue that arrives after being ostracized. 

I heard Penny walking through the kitchen and then into the bedroom. She had tears in 

her eyes. She tossed her mobile onto the mattress where it bounced once before crashing 

to the floor. She flopped down beside me. 

 

‘What’s up?’ I asked.  

 

She placed her hands behind her head. She stared at the ceiling and explained what the 

phone call was all about. I stared at her as she told me. I watched the tears stream from 

her eyes and the end of her nose grow ruddy with distress. 

 

‘That was Will Craving,’ she said, and choked back another bout of tears. ‘He’s the CEO, 

as you know. After we left last night they had a type of impromptu and highly illegal 

board meeting. They have decided – and that’s how Craving puts it: ‘they’, as if he’s not 

part of it too – they have decided … Wait for it …’ She wiped her nose against the back 

of her hand. ‘They have decided to cancel my contract with the network.’ 

 

I was speechless. I wasn’t good at this. I kissed her shoulder gently and left my lips 

resting there on one of her bruises. 
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‘They have cancelled all meetings scheduled for this week. We were supposed to be 

planning my next series. And listen to this for bloody arrogance. Craving says to me: 

Don’t show up at the office because from now on all our dealings will be through our 

solicitors. They are treating me as though I have the bloody plague. They can get fucked.’ 

She said all this still staring at the ceiling. ‘There are other networks and other things I 

can do.’ 

 

I knew this was just bravado. Penny was deeply wounded. She knew she was closed out. 

The door of opportunity in this city, the great big silver door that reached to Heaven, had 

closed with a pneumatic thud. You could stare all day at your reflection in that door but 

nothing, nothing short of a miracle was ever going to open it again. Once you pissed on 

the chips of the chosen few, the door divided the world. There were those on the inside 

who, if they behaved themselves, could have all the capital in the world to finance their 

pet projects. Those on the outside better believe in socialism because they weren’t invited 

to the party, or would ever be. 

 

Penny rolled onto her side, pulled a pillow up under her chin and cried silently to herself. 

I cradled her body until she fell asleep, then I made us both a cup of tea. 

 

Out the double-hung windows of the kitchen I noticed a van in the side street, availing 

itself of the shade cast by the tree beside the pool. It was the Throw Back van, Dillon 

Mathers’ colleagues remained obscured by the branches. 
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I placed the tea on the bedside table and woke Penny up. 

 

‘There’s a Throw Back van outside.’ I wanted her to be prepared. I wished I had the floor 

polishers back again. They knew how to deal with Mathers better than anybody else. ‘I 

think they know about your … contract.’ 

 

‘Fuck off, Skulks,’ Penny barked savagely.  

 

She bounced off the mattress and went to the sliding door overlooking the spa and pool. 

She pulled back the curtain. ‘Shit,’ she sighed. ‘What am I to tell them? I’ve been 

sacked.’ 

 

‘Tell them the truth,’ I offered. ‘Say that you received a call from your CEO and now you 

would like to announce that you’re a free agent, all networks apply.’ 

 

‘You’re too much, sometimes,’ she said.  

 

‘We’ll go and live in the hills somewhere. We will go and squat in a seaside shack for a 

few months.’ I meant this sincerely. We could both benefit from the rest. 

 

‘On what, my savings?’  
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The phone rang in the kitchen. 

 

‘Let it ring out,’ Penny suggested. ‘It’ll be Mathers’ henchmen just checking that we are 

in. Mathers must be on his way over. He doesn’t like to hang around for interviews.’ 

 

The phone rang out. There was a ten-second pause and it started ringing again.  

 

‘Somebody wants us badly,’ I said.  

 

‘Well, answer it if you want too,’ Penny said dismissively. ‘If it goes click they know 

we’re in.’ 

 

I hesitated for a moment.  

 

‘Well, pick it up if you want to,’ Penny hissed at me. She crossed the room and slumped 

onto the mattress.  

 

I strolled into the kitchen, lifted the plastic piece off its cradle, and said hello. 

 

It was Bornchef. She was breathless with fear. ‘Lee,’ she said. ‘Is this your home 

number?’ she asked. 

 

‘You should know, you rang it,’ I replied curtly.  
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‘I have some bad news,’ she said and cleared her throat.  

 

‘What about?’ I asked. I felt nervous too now. Her breathing was heavy but short. 

 

‘I got a phone call minutes ago. You are going to be charged with Brooke Mackenzie’s 

murder.’ 

 

‘What?’ I shot into the mouthpiece in a high-pitched voice. I saw Penny appear in the 

bedroom doorway. She mouthed: ‘Who is it?’ 

 

‘Bornchef,’ I mouthed back. 

 

Bornchef continued. ‘Paul Reynolds, the new head of Protective Services, rang me. First 

he said, without any introduction, that he was ringing me in his official capacity as 

Director-General and that any failure to comply with his request would represent a breach 

under the Code of Conduct.’ 

 

‘What did he tell you to do?’ I asked.  

 

Penny crept from the doorway and decided to join me in the kitchen. I could tell from the 

way she glanced at me she knew I was in free-fall. My throat was dry. It was the old fear 

back. It was death row all over again. 
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‘He asked about your downloads. He wanted to know dates and times. He wanted to 

know how they were stored. And then he ordered me to destroy them. His exact words 

were, “I want you to wipe the slate clean.” He said I could claim it was a technical error. 

He said that this whole download stuff was going to stop anyway. When I asked him 

why, he said, straight out: “Lee Skulks will be charged with Brooke Mackenzie’s murder 

this afternoon. We don’t want any unnecessary complications. Delete all record of his life 

from your equipment and leave the slate clean.”’ 

 

‘What should I do?’ I asked. Penny pulled a sour face. She had no idea what was going 

on except that it was major. Major shit was going down and I was going with it.  

 

Bornchef was clear and calm in her directions, if not a little breathless. 

 

‘Lee, you are to get out of there as quickly as you can. Don’t travel on public transport. 

Don’t use Penny’s car either. Disguise yourself if you can.’  

 

As Bornchef spoke another Throw Back van pulled up in the side street. Luke Nicafora, 

Mathers’ producer, was driving, while Mathers himself, always so diminutive in real life, 

sat in the passenger’s seat with a folder on his lap. 
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‘Mathers has turned up,’ I quickly tossed down the phone. Penny was beside me now. 

She sensed the urgency but didn’t know how to get involved. ‘Get me some clothes,’ I 

mouthed to her. ‘Quick get me some clothes.’ 

 

‘You are to meet me in a coffee shop in the Old Botanical Gardens about four,’ Bornchef 

said. She made no pretence that she was deeply involved. ‘Walk past me once and I’ll 

follow you. Pick a spot away from the walkthrough traffic. Don’t linger about. Hide away 

somewhere. Don’t take Whisper with you. She’s a public billboard. Hang up and go.’ 

 

‘Why are you telling me this?’ I pleaded in a final moment of confusion.  

 

‘I’m the one person who knows for certain that you didn’t kill Brooke Mackenzie. Aren’t 

I?’ 

 

With that I hung up.  

 

Van doors opened and closed on the street. Obviously there was an impromptu strategy 

meeting going on. You could hear the gruff baritone of Luke Nicafora barking 

instructions. 

 

‘We have to wait until the police arrive before we go in. They should be here any minute. 

He’s inside, isn’t he?’ 
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I pulled on a pair of black jeans, black T-shirt and sneakers. I grabbed my sunglasses. I 

quickly explained to Penny what was going on. 

 

‘I’m coming with you,’ she said. 

 

‘No, you’re not. You must speak to Mathers. Insist I caught a plane last night interstate. 

Say our relationship has broken up. Look, I’ll ring you.’ 

 

‘You’re off to see Bornchef and I’m to stay here. What the fuck, Skulks? Are you mad or 

something? I don’t trust that bitch,’ Penny pleaded.  

 

‘Penny, people recognize you. You’ll be like a billboard,’ I used Bornchef’s word and 

immediately regretted it. The first application of pressure – and all the trust had blown 

out the window. It was the old pattern, my natural inclination. I had to turn this around, 

once and for all. Penny looked hopelessly betrayed, as she should. My dismissal was the 

act of a scoundrel.  

 

‘Shit, Skulks. You are such a … ’ 

 

‘Fuck it, come on then. I wanted to give you a choice, that’s all. Of course you’re my 

greatest asset. To put it bluntly, if I’m running away from you, I have nowhere to run to.’ 

It was a rash and instant decision, rightly made.  
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With that decided, I lowered her out the bathroom window and I quickly followed. 

 

We could hear voices at the front of the house. Somebody was knocking on the front 

door. The police had arrived. We jumped the wire-mesh at the side of the house and made 

our way into a narrow corridor shielded by banana trees. Our neighbour’s two dogs, 

greeted us in springy steps expecting a pat. They jogged beside us as we sprinted across 

the yard. We climbed the next fence. The next yard was scattered with plastic play 

equipment. There was a toddler-sized Thomas the Tank Engine, a wave activity climber 

and a little Cozy Cottage with a blue roof and a red door. A number of plastic figures lay 

strewn on the lawn. A three-year-old girl with her hair in plaits rolled her toy car down 

the concrete path. We slipped past without the child looking up or noticing.  

 

We crossed another street and hurdled a low brick fence. It was necessary to squeeze 

between the garage and the creepers before we launched ourselves into another backyard. 

We ran alongside a low-set house and past an elderly woman watering her front garden. 

She was dressed in a blue and white nylon dress, her white hair scrunched into a bun on 

top of her tiny skull. We had come and gone by the time she realized that we had 

emerged from her back garden. 

 

We skipped across the next street, sprinting now, knowing that within minutes the suburb 

would be buzzing with police cars.   
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Over another fence, a small white fluffy dog harassed us momentarily and then into a 

yard with an in-ground pool. We slipped with some difficulty along a fence line 

overgrown with bougainvillea. Great big spiked wands laden with pink blossom.  

 

We crossed St Vincent’s Road, the cemetery set out before us on the slope. Somewhere 

down there Brooke Mackenzie’s body lay at peace. There was an open paddock opposite 

the cemetery, the grass clipped like a lawn by the horses spelling there. At the fringe of 

the paddock there was a wasteland, a deep block of scrub bordered on one side by the 

highway and on the other by the grounds of a retirement village for nuns. It was a wood 

of eucalypts, its open glade sections covered in rank grass, run through with bike paths 

and littered with old bottles and car bodies. It was definitely a place you could hide out 

for a time, even days; but how the Hell were we to meet with Bornchef that afternoon 

without taking public transport. It was ten kilometers to the CBD, with the Old Botanical 

Gardens smack-bang right in the middle of it.  

 

We needed to find cover quickly before one of the police vehicles recognized us. 

 

An elderly woman in a red cardigan, in this heat, mind you, and ankle-length pink and 

white nylon dress tended a grave. She was weeding the margins of the plot with a hand-

held gardening fork. She knelt down, prone forward, removing the weeds one by one.  

 

‘Penny,’ I puffed. We were still jogging but unable to keep sprinting at the rate we were. 

‘The red Daihatsu.’ 
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Instead of crossing over into the open paddock we jogged along the verge of the road. It 

was an outside chance but I hoped the keys were in the ignition. We slowed to a walk. 

 

The old woman removed a weed, pulled the runner up and placed it in a cardboard box. 

Her eyes went in search of another weed. 

 

I approached the driver’s side. There, dangling in the ignition, were the keys. I nodded to 

Penny and we both jumped in. The car kicked over immediately. We waited for a rubbish 

truck to pass and then we crossed onto the road proper. The woman looked up and for a 

second her eyes seem to register a pleasant coincidence. ‘That car is just like mine,’ they 

seemed to say, before she realized that it was hers. 
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Garden Party 

 

We left the Daihatsu illegally parked in a lane beside Harry’s Gallows.  

 

The Old Botanical Gardens with its lawns, planting beds and ancient trees offered the 

CBD a quiet distraction. The tropical foliage and lush turf were a welcome alternative to 

the seriousness of corporate life. In the midday heat there were a number of people taking 

a quiet smoke or a sandwich or a coffee. Others were more energetic and chose instead to 

kick a football around. Students and lovers exploited the secluded park benches tucked 

away in hedged enclosures while the jogger and the power-walker cruised along the paths 

that bordered the river.   

 

Penny and I were in no mood for romance. Our lives had suddenly collapsed before us. 

The fact that I was on the run drove us deeper into the twilight zone of apprehension and 

fear. 

 

We twitched with paranoia. We avoided the open ground and kiosks where groups of 

people collected. Moving from one area of the park to the other, disillusioned that a 

certain seat was too exposed to public view or that a tattered hedge didn’t offer enough 

protection. Hungry and nauseous we irritated each other, tried to bully each other in gruff 

outbursts of anxiety. 
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Time played havoc with us too. The four hours we needed to wait to rendezvous with 

Bornchef traveled in unexpected fits and starts. After an excruciating hour where we 

camped and decamped a dozen times, unable to agree on a single issue, time started to 

double back on its self. The clock on the wall inside the indoor swimming pool of the 

Brisbane Institute of Technology, whose grounds and the Gardens mingled in a rare 

display of public spirit, clearly said two twenty-eight. By the time we reached the far end 

of the gardens, searching for greater cover, a corporate time piece erected on one of the 

high rise buildings had regressed to two twenty-seven. Then, without warning, time shed 

an hour as easily as the ancient trees above us.  

 

We saw a couple of police – yes, a couple, a male and female – totally absorbed in a 

shameless bout of flirting. They were in their mid-twenties, beefy, brawny, good-lookers, 

totally animated. The brunette, heavily made-over, attended every word, throwing in a 

few ‘awesomes’ in focused adulation. They walked their beat through the park to the 

Institute buildings, and they walked it back again along the water. Then they took the 

internal track beside the kiosk and the pond, curving up past the old sculpture, silver in 

the afternoon light. Penny and I, in the throes of paranoia, believed they were following 

us until we started to follow them and as they detoured through the bamboo thicket the 

large slab of Beefy’s hand descended and squeezed the gym-hardened buttocks of Ms 

Brunette who wore the cutest ponytail.  

 

Expecting Bornchef to be early, we staked out the coffee shop half an hour before, to 

discover she was running late. Finally she appeared in a black business suit, the skirt so 
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tight against her knees she looked to be partly strait-jacketed as she waddled down. She 

wore large fashionable sunglasses tinted so strongly it gave the impression she was 

partially blind. 

 

The kiosk was situated beside a path that led to the Goodwill Bridge, a pedestrian 

thoroughfare across the river. Crowds of cyclists, tourists and walkers went this direction 

that led to the South Bank, the official cultural and leisure centre of our city. People 

streamed past the coffee shop in their thousands, though very few stopped. 

 

Penny and I watched Bornchef from the bushes. We couldn’t believe it. She sauntered to 

the counter where she spoke to a teenaged girl in a white apron. She ordered a coffee and 

a large chocolate muffin that she carried to the relatively isolated white metal chairs. She 

pulled the table closer to the shade and sat down as if on holiday, and watched the 

constant flow of pedestrians emerge and disappear along the path. 

 

‘What the hell, is she doing?’ I gasped. 

 

‘Taking coffee and bun,’ Penny replied in a mock English accent. ‘I don’t know how we 

can trust her.’ 

 

‘Because we can’t trust anybody else,’ I responded.  

 



 491

‘Let her finish her muffin,’ Penny relented. She reached across and gently restrained me. 

‘She looks like she’s starving.’ 

 

When we did emerge from probably our best hiding place in the entire Gardens, we 

walked as arranged past where Bornchef was sitting. She was so heavily lost in thought, 

staring at the constant stream flowing over and back across the Goodwill Bridge, Penny 

had to tap the table. In response she gasped in surprise and said hi, the most obvious and 

poorly performed rendezvous in the history of crime. She gathered her things 

immediately and followed us as if she was a child trying to catch up to her parents. 

Realizing the absurdity of our mission I turned to her and said, ‘We have found a pretty 

secluded spot just through here.’ Where I led the way. 

 

The place we had chosen was protected from the river by a metal fence overgrown by 

creepers. We could see the occasional jogging shoe, even calf and thigh, but for all 

intents and purposes, we were shielded. Behind us we were also protected by a group of 

low-lying shrubs: and now that I could smell the urine, I noticed it was also a midden for 

the homeless. Strewn about underneath the shrubs in a hollowed-out nest were plastic 

water bottles, shopping bags, fast-food detritus and a roll of cloth.  

 

‘Nice spot,’ Bornchef confirmed ironically. She could smell the stale piss too. ‘Now, why 

did you bring her? The whole bloody city knows who she is.’  
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Penny resented being referred to in the third person. It was so dismissive. ‘Fuck-off, 

Margaret. If you can’t be civil, you can fuck right off.’ 

 

‘Steady. Steady,’ I intervened. They had their differences but it was ludicrous to play 

them out now in the middle of a crisis. And I meant ‘we’, each of us was going down in 

our own special way because each of us had stood up in our own unique fashion. We 

were united as much by ideal as fate, and in a way, if we could have seen ourselves on 

that park bench, surrounded by all that litter, we were three people accelerating towards 

homelessness too, if not worse.  

 

In my case ‘worse’ also doubled for the ‘worst’. It was the ‘worst’. It was the end. And I 

mean the end of my fucking life.  

 

It was then that I realized that Bornchef was in a heightened state of distress. Capillaries 

in her eyes had ruptured, there were blotches underneath her make-up – great welts from 

nerves – and her neck was streaked in red and white stripes. Penny and I seemed 

relatively calm in comparison. 

 

However, it was Bornchef who had thought things through. Her summation was 

presented clearly and calmly. 

 

‘I haven’t been quite honest with you,’ she started. ‘I’ve been doing some consultancy 

work for Orpheus.’ 
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‘I already know that,’ Penny cut in. ‘You might like to tell us what all those biographical 

details are about.’ 

 

‘I’ll tell you all about that in a minute.’ Bornchef hesitated for a second and checked 

behind her. She felt uncomfortable, exposed and vulnerable away from her clinic, passing 

on information in the open air. It was then we all noticed that wrapped up in the cloth 

behind us was a body that was slowly coming to life. It was a woman of indeterminate 

age whose hair was unruly as a crow’s nest. The three of us turned, watched her mutter 

and settle, and then Bornchef went on. 

 

‘John Bosh, you know him don’t you, has big plans for Orpheus and not all of them are 

legal. I sort of … got sucked into it. There was a fair bit of undisciplined behaviour in the 

security arm of his company. The market was awash with security contracts and he 

wished to build it up. When I first came to Brisbane he asked me to carry out an 

independent review of their operations. I did that and made a raft of recommendations 

including the eventual appointment of Rex Groundspeed. It was quite a nasty culture that 

needed cleaning out. That was the first time Grovely and I clashed. You see, Leonard 

brought me to Brisbane to consult on the Psychoclip. He didn’t approve of me doing 

work for private industry, but my contract didn’t preclude it either. He was completely 

livid when I poached Rex Groundspeed. He pleaded with Groundspeed to stay.’ 
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‘Listen Margaret, we aren’t here for storytime,’ Penny snapped. ‘Lee’s about to be 

charged with murder, a murder you and I know he didn’t commit, and we’re sitting out 

here in the open. Now, go on with it. What do you know that can bloody well save us?’ 

 

Bornchef continued unfazed by her little hurry-up. There was something in the sequence 

and the detail she wanted comprehended. It was obvious in her face that how things 

progressed had a very big bearing on whether I was going back to jail or not. 

 

‘I met Brooke Mackenzie, strangely enough, in the Orpheus office at the international 

airport. It was just after they picked up the International Airport Contract: Internal 

Security, Baggage and Passengers. John Bosh introduced us. She didn’t necessarily look 

like a hooker; she could have been a number of people in the Member’s Enclosure at any 

of our major racecourses. I did notice one thing though, just how unduly patronizing 

Bosh was to her. It was obvious he was fixing her up for something. I can’t talk about 

being fixed up, as you will see.’  

 

Bornchef stopped at this juncture. The woman in the shrouds had sat up. She was a 

frightful mess – rotten teeth, her skin sagged in such a way, probably from malnutrition, 

that her cheekbones protruded like tent-poles under a sagging canvas. Wisps of funk from 

her encampment drifted to us. 

 

‘Well, Bosh got back to me on another project. It seemed simple at first. He said that he 

had a number of employees he had recruited in Sydney who were to be employed in the 



 495

construction arm of Orpheus. Organizational psychology stuff. He said they were all 

Indian, recent arrivals in Australia who desperately desired to be Anglicized. It wasn’t 

long before I realized that “Anglicized” was a euphemism for “illegal immigrant 

requiring Australian identity”. I first declined the offer, then he made a second offer. The 

money was amazing for what I had to do.’ 

 

‘Which was?’ Penny asked. We were all leaning forward, whispering now and hoping 

that the old woman waking up behind us didn’t intend to join us. 

 

‘I had to match the biographical details of certain people, after I interviewed them, with a 

ready-made identity. Bosh insisted I take a down-payment. I took it and I spent it 

immediately. Then I wanted out, but I was compromised. I offered to pay back the 

money. I had made a terrible mistake.’ 

 

She hung her head, presumably in shame. 

 

‘Go on,’ Penny prodded. The old woman was now having a piss in the bushes. We could 

hear the stream of piss pattering against the leaf mold. 

 

‘But Bosh wouldn’t accept it. It was also an admission of guilt and probably of weakness 

too. He then upped the ante and suggested that Brooke Mackenzie and I get together and 

sort out which of the clients, as he called them, would be suitable as prostitutes. It was 

then that I realized that they weren’t coming from Sydney but directly from overseas. 
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They are in fact coming from Dubai and they land tomorrow. I am required to process 

them in an office he has set up in the new redevelopment building.’ 

 

‘At the airport?’ I asked. 

 

‘Yes, at the airport. Most of them, once I’ve interviewed them, will be taken to the Gold 

Coast. Bosh has already arranged accommodation. They are going to work on his two 

high-rise projects there. They will be working for pittances. The girls I’m suppose to 

select, I don’t know what he intends with them.’ 

 

‘Shit, Margaret,’ Penny exclaimed. ‘You’re in the thick of it . So what do you know 

about Brooke, then?’ 

 

‘I don’t know anything more than you do. Except …’ Bornchef hesitated.  

 

‘Except bloody what?’ Penny pressed. 

 

‘I think whoever did it works for Orpheus?’ Bornchef turned to Penny. 

 

‘How can you say that? Is this more of your wonderful profiling?’ Penny asked 

determinedly. 
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‘No,’ Bornchef said. ‘Bosh, asked me in a round about way whether I thought any of his 

employees was capable of injuring somebody seriously if they were left alone with them. 

I sort of knew what he was referring to.’ 

 

‘Fucking Crossroads!’ Penny exclaimed so loudly that a jogger tried desperately to catch 

a glimpse through the hedge. 

 

‘He would be a major suspect,’ Bornchef said. 

 

‘Major bloody suspect,’ Penny exclaimed. ‘He is entirely out of control and Bosh knows 

it. Bosh is using him, along with Groundspeed. As for you, Margaret …’ 

 

‘Hey, hey,’ I said. It wasn’t a case of keeping them apart; it was a case of moving things 

along. 

 

The old woman in the brambles was stretching now. She was scratching away at her 

shins, they were marked by scabs and sores. She smiled a vacant, puckered smile of 

vague and dubious greeting. I smiled back. It was the least I could do; I was sitting in her 

living room. 

 

‘Skulks,’ Penny snapped. She wanted my full attention. ‘Well, Margaret, you’re 

completely and utterly stuffed, aren’t you? Climbing into bed with Bosh. How the hell do 

you change this fix?’ 
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Margaret spoke quietly. ‘I have no plan, really.’ 

 

‘Well, that’s great, isn’t it? You have lured us here out into the open, for what? For 

bloody nothing.’ Penny turned her palms up in a gesture of obvious defeat. 

 

Margaret spoke calmly. ‘The way I see it, though, you are both highly skilled at filming 

things.’ 

 

‘What is that supposed to mean?’ Penny fired back at her. 

 

‘You’re a skilled photographic journalist and well … Lee has a way of looking at things 

… closely you know … that shows exactly what’s going on. He’s great on faces; he 

concentrates as if he’s reading their mind.’ 

 

‘So what are we to do, Margaret? Play happy film-makers. I’m on the bloody run, for 

crying out loud. They want to slam a murder on me. Can’t you see that?’ I said it with 

surprising anger. We felt the immense pressure building, as inevitable as a tropical storm. 

 

The old woman, whose smell was alarming, was intrigued by our gathering. Tentatively 

she moved closer. She said something in a husky growl that was incomprehensible, and 

continued to edge further towards us until she stretched out an arm and leant against the 

park bench. It terminated her progress and earthed her to the group. 
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Margaret ignored her presence and spoke quietly. 

 

‘What Orpheus is doing is highly illegal. If we had footage of Orpheus’s employees 

assisting people to avoid Immigration and Customs, in other words entering the country 

illegally, and we had water-tight footage of this – the people involved and how it was 

done – we would have a bargaining chip.’ 

 

‘And bargain with whom?’ 

 

‘Bosh, of course. He has the entire cabinet stitched up. There are people who have come 

out of the woodwork to invest in Orpheus. There will be enormous pressure on him to 

avoid any scandal. We collect the footage and go straight to Steve Engels. It’s your only 

chance, Skulks.’ 

 

‘Well that sounds easy, doesn’t it, Margaret?’ I said sarcastically. ‘I just break into 

Brisbane airport and film a group of illegals as they are leaving. Orpheus is a bloody 

security firm, if the fact has slipped you by. Their job is to stop people from breaking in.’ 

 

‘They are also extremely sloppy,’ Margaret said conclusively. ‘I should know; I 

examined their operations with a fine tooth comb.’ 
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‘I can’t even get access to my car,’ I objected. ‘Are we suppose to get a taxi to the airport 

and then just leap the fence or something?’ 

 

‘That is where Leonard Grovely is likely to help you,’ Margaret said, as if Leonard and 

she were old business partners. 

 

’Jesus Christ,’ Penny exclaimed. ‘How bloody naïve is this? We don’t even know 

whether Grovely is in town.’ 

 

‘He’s in town, all right,’ Margaret said. ‘He’ll be picking you up at six outside the main 

gate. You’re to spend the night in his penthouse. The police haven’t the balls to raid his 

place. He knows all the senior officers by their first names. He’s been godfather to a 

dozen of their children. He’s offered to help.’ 

 

‘So what exactly are we supposed to do tomorrow?’ I asked again. My mind was all over 

the place. The challenge seemed too great. The urge to capitulate was near. Should you 

simply turn yourself in and allow the law to take its course? 

 

‘You listen very closely to what Grovely tells you. It will only work if you get up close 

and personal with the operation. If you hang back it won’t be conclusive.’ 

 

‘And what are you going to do, Margaret? Run?’ Penny asked savagely. 
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‘No,’ she replied. ‘I am going to do what Bosh has asked me to do. From Steve Engels 

point of view, I’ll be the witness that collaborates everything that you see.’ 

 

The old woman chuckled at this. ‘Good luck,’ she said. ‘I love you all.’ 
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Well Suited 

 

Penny entered from one room and I emerged from the other. The effect was 

instantaneous. Penny was dressed in the Orpheus uniform as I was, fitted out the moment 

the stores had opened. Appleton, Grovely’s driver, shepherded us from one store to the 

other and then wisped us away in the limousine back to the penthouse. Penny stepped 

into the corridor and I walked from the bathroom. Grovely and Appleton heard the 

commotion and poked their heads around the corner. They had been examining a number 

of maps, building plans and a satellite surveillance printout. 

 

Penny’s face was a picture of surprise and shock. 

 

‘Skulks, my God, you look so different. My God, look at you. Turn around. You look so 

… ’ Penny struggled to find the right word. ‘Altered, that’s it. In fact you don’t look like 

Lee Skulks, you look more like Orpheus himself.’ Penny kept smiling as if the uniform 

was a type of revelation. Maybe it was. 

 

In the meantime I was experiencing something similar. Penny was dressed in a collared 

shirt of light blue with the red harp stitched above her breast. She had undone the top two 

buttons, secured the cuffs, put her hair up in a tight curl, covered her lips in scarlet – but 

the navy skirt couldn’t conceal the saddle points of her pelvis or the slender length of her 

legs. She looked beautiful in an … ‘altered’ way, too. It was as if she was converted to a 
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different purpose, a more formal and official one. There was an authority in the way she 

moved that drew attention to her face, the length of her arms and legs, and the ‘v’ of flesh 

above her breast. Her humanity was recast and appeared exceptional. Then I noticed her 

shoes. 

 

Nancy Bosh had to be responsible for them. On either side of a normal closed shoe were 

little leather wings stitched in such a way that they protruded as if capable of producing 

flight. Instead of the sandals of the winged messenger, Penny had the navy blue shoes of 

the herald.  

 

We hugged each other in laughter, then broke free again and scanned each other from 

collar to shoe and back again. We embraced, linked arms and marched into the living 

room where Appleton and Grovely gave us a round of applause. Then Grovely directed 

our attention to the spread of maps and charts from which they were planning the 

itinerary for the day. 

 

‘I’m pleased we burgled Orpheus when we did,’ Grovely remarked. He was sitting in a 

black synthetic tracksuit. His bare feet poked beyond the elasticized cuffs, neatly crossed, 

they appeared to belong to somebody else, somebody small, some type of grotesque doll.  

 

‘This building plan and campus layout is exactly the detail you need. We have planned an 

entry point and an exit strategy. You will enter the airport precinct in a rather unorthodox 

way. This we know is illegal and unfortunately quite dangerous if Orpheus is on their 
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game. In addition, we have mixed intelligence on their state of preparedness. We know 

Bosh is eager to go and that Crossroads has been summoned. I’ve had the flights 

confirmed from Dubai and they match the profiling. Appleton will look after you. There 

is just one thing I want you to remember: At all times remain calm and composed as 

though you own the place. Under no circumstances are you to leave the limousine. If you 

do it will compromise the whole operation. Appleton will keep me informed by mobile 

phone. You will do your best, my friends.’ 

 

Appleton was dressed as always in his black chauffeur’s suit, white shirt and thin black 

tie. His cap remained on the dashboard of the limousine parked illegally in the street 

below.  

 

‘Well, best of luck,’ Grovely said. He didn’t bother standing; instead Penny went over 

and gave the big man a hug. ‘I’ve contacted Steve Engels and he’s going to be on 

standby. I don’t want any acts of heroism, just good clean footage.’ 

 

I shook his hand and thought of the massive role he had played in my life in recent years. 

Without him I wouldn’t be here.  

 

‘You look pretty smart, Mr Skulks,’ Grovely said as he laid his other hand on top of 

mine. ‘There might be a career for you in espionage after all.’  
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Grovely’s formal exchanges partially concealed a warmer, familial intent. He treated me 

like his son and I responded to these overtures as if I knew the tune off by heart, when in 

fact my father’s premature death had robbed me somewhat of the genuine notes of 

intimacy required. I felt fatherless and yet felt compelled to play the part exactly as 

Grovely’s fantasy would have it. There was a feeling of powerlessness in all this, and a 

fear to tell him exactly what I thought in case the injury was too great. Maybe I wanted to 

thank him at that moment for everything he had done, or to tell him I didn’t think I was 

capable of pulling this off. I could see myself being arrested at the first checkpoint, but 

instead I deflected it all. 

 

‘Thank you, Leonard. Doesn’t Penny look great?’ 

 

Penny was fiddling with the camcorder that fitted neatly into the palm of her hand. 

Appleton had bought it that morning along with the suits. 

 

‘She looks a picture, all right,’ Grovely smiled. ‘You better be off; you don’t know what 

the traffic’s doing.’ 
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At The Crossroads 

 

We crossed the northern suburbs quicker than I was mentally prepared for. My eyes were 

in my lap where I kept practicing the calls Grovely had prepared. They were written on a 

piece of paper. Over and over in my head the words went round. Simple as they were, I 

feared I’d stuff them up. 

 

Penny sat looking out the window. She was so calm, sharing a word with Appleton every 

now and then but otherwise completely focused like an elite athlete hours before a major 

competition. 

 

‘We turn off here,’ Appleton announced. His cap was on; the number plates had been 

changed to federal ones. He eased the limousine off the bitumen into a dusty verge. We 

could see a yellow and black boomgate barring our progress to a narrow bitumen road 

that passed through a salt marsh pasture broken up here and there by paperbark gums and 

in the far distance a thicket of casuarinas.  

 

Appleton hopped out and tried to lift the boomgate. He fiddled around with a padlock and 

within seconds the metal pole rose into the air. 

 

‘So far, so good,’ he informed us as he climbed back into the cabin.  
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The road was potholed in parts, metre-high grass growing right to the edge. Appleton, in 

that sedate mood with which he approached life in general, slowly eased the limousine 

over the rougher parts. The road was rarely used and seemed to be an emergency 

exit/access to the airport. We could see the control tower in the distance and while we 

approached the line of she-oaks there was a violent shudder and the body of a jet rose 

miraculously above the treetops.  

 

Penny raised the camcorder to her eye and panned slowly. Her confidence and composure 

drew its energy from the camcorder. The Documentary was her life purpose. It integrated 

her personality with the weird extremes she saw around her, integrated them and allowed 

all the different moods and registers of the self to be represented. 

 

‘Another day’s work,’ I suggested. 

 

‘Maybe my final day’s work,’ she replied.  

 

Then, like a sudden switch in orientation, I grew aware of our position in relation to 

Jackson’s Creek. The road would have to cross the creek if we were to reach the border 

of the runways directly ahead. Then it became shockingly apparent that we were about to 

cross the crude bridge where Penny and I tied our boat the day we found Brooke’s body. 

 

‘You know where this is, don’t you, Penny?’ I asked.  
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Appleton eased the limousine over the rough planks that shook us inside the cabin. Penny 

saw the strip of water and recognized it immediately. There was an after-shock as acute 

as the first time we spied Brooke in the mud. The place suddenly seemed haunted. This 

patch of mangroves and coarse salt grass was the grove in which Penny and I formed our 

first pact. Our lives to that date transformed within minutes and we melded as much into 

each other as the tragic moment. We became greater than the sum of the parts. The light 

on the silver mangroves retained the heightened impact of the fatal effects. 

 

The limousine passed quietly the point where Crossroads and Beavercloth rode up in their 

black machine.  

 

Penny and I looked at each other. Our arms reached out and our fingers entwined. 

Everything was rationalized to a single purpose. We didn’t have to state it because we 

could see it in each other.  

 

The road continued for a short distance and then was impeded by a metal wire fence 

topped with razor spirals. There was a gate in the fence, again secured by padlocks, and 

beyond that in the airport precinct was a stanchion with a white security box housing a 

camera. On the airport side the land rolled upwards like a grassy hill where at the top it 

leveled off and became the runway proper. 

 

Appleton turned to us with the engine running. ‘We go in here. The perimeter road is 

continuously patrolled. It’ll be a miracle if we get through without being apprehended. 
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When we are pulled over you must remain calm and confident. Do exactly what grovely 

instructed: Make out you own the place. I just hope I’ve timed this bit right.’ 

 

‘What is “this bit”?’ Penny asked. 

 

‘You guess,’ Appleton said, swinging his door open.  

 

From the boot he took a pair of bolt-cutters almost the length of his leg. He strolled up to 

the gate and in a neat compression of the handles severed the lock where it fell to the 

ground. He retrieved the parts and placed them in his pocket. He opened the gates and 

hurried back to the limousine. 

 

‘Well, that was easy,’ he declared, and we drove forward. 

 

‘What about the camera?’ I asked. ‘Won’t they see us and send somebody around?’ 

 

‘It’s a dummy,’ he informed us. ‘It’s there solely as a deterrent. We noticed a number of 

them on the campus plan. They’re inoperable.’ 

 

The perimeter road sat below the runways that shielded us from the terminal – however, 

we were making steady progress towards the terminal buildings in an arc that followed 

the perimeter fence. All of a sudden we emerged from the dugout, so to speak, as the 

horizon ironed out in front of us and a plane, only a hundred metres distant, taxied on the 
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runway. Its great white body rolled effortlessly along, mirages forming in its wake from 

the heated air expelled by its engines. It was then we spotted the black 4WD coming in 

the opposite direction. It flashed its lights and Appleton responded by bringing the 

limousine to a halt. 

 

‘Wind down your window,’ Appleton commanded. ‘Let them see how you’re dressed but 

don’t leave the car.’ 

 

The 4WD pulled up on my side. Appleton kept his window closed, the vassal to the end. 

A darkened window finally receded and the familiar Orpheus work-shirt appeared in the 

driver’s seat. The fellow was bearded – ginger, black, white, grey – more variety in his 

beard than a tortoise-shell cat. His dry skin flaked around his cheekbones. ‘Where the 

fuck have you come from?’  

 

He was wary. The perimeter road was clearly out of bounds to any form of airport 

vehicle, other than security, let alone commercial or private vehicles. The whites of his 

eyes were pink, and now that he removed his sunglasses to get a closer look inside the 

limousine, the glare played havoc with his general vision. He squinted. I took my time to 

answer.  

 

‘We came in the Jackson’s Creek access road,’ I said and leaned forward as I spoke. My 

head and shoulders were clearly visible. The red stitching of the harp glistened in the 

sunshine. 
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‘What the fuck are you coming in there for? That is definitely a red zone. No service 

vehicles are allowed anywhere near the perimeter fence. I’ll have to ring somebody about 

this one?’ He said something to his passenger who remained a vague shadow behind the 

tinted glass. ‘Who briefed you?’ 

 

He picked up a mobile phone and rested it on his palm. 

 

I sensed Penny crossing her legs, an anxious shift of her body weight. Appleton remained 

still as a cat, bolt upright, feigning a type of boredom bred of serfdom. It was a cunning 

type of confidence.   

 

‘Groundspeed gave us strict instructions. He doesn’t want dignitaries hanging about in 

restricted zones,’ I said. Before I could go on, the Talking Beard was on my case. 

 

‘Fucking, Groundspeed. Since he’s turned up, the place has gone to the dogs. He couldn’t 

organize a root in a brothel. Doesn’t he know that this has always been a restricted area?’ 

The Talking Beard twisted around to his colleague in the front seat and added: 

‘Groundspeed’ll have someone killed before long.’ This remark was readily agreed with 

in a series of grunts and groans. ‘Well, who the fuck are you picking up?’ 

 

‘Julian Sucuteo. He’s the Mayor.’ 
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‘I know he’s the fucking Mayor. He’s always out here snooping around.’ 

 

‘We’re picking him up. He has a meeting with Bosh about the redevelopment building. 

We’re suppose to meet him at the building.’ 

 

‘That’s all red zone today. We’ve had memos for weeks about that.’ The Talking Beard 

was adamant. 

 

‘Well, that’s where we have to pick him up from, outside the redevelopment building.’ I 

said this with a smile and tossed my hands in the air as though I was as confused as he 

was. ‘I suppose we just go around there and wait and see what happens.’ 

 

‘If you get caught in some drill for a red alert, don’t mention seeing us. As far as we’re 

concerned we didn’t see ya.’  

 

I slipped back into the cabin. He scrutinized us further. He remained troubled by 

something. I prepared to raise the window. 

 

‘Hang on,’ he said. ‘Who’s that you got beside you? She looks fucking all right.’ This 

was meant to get Penny’s attention.  
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‘It’s Jenny, she started yesterday as Groundspeed’s secretary.’ I said this as I raised the 

window. The 4WD lunged past us and Appleton eased the limousine into first gear and 

we gradually rolled off. 

 

I was suddenly covered in sweat. A wave of relief washed around my stomach. 

 

‘So far, so good,’ Appleton chuckled. ‘You were very convincing, Mr Skulks.’ 

 

‘I’m glad you think so,’ I replied honestly. ‘From where I’m sitting it sounded like the 

greatest load of bullshit I’ve ever heard. I felt totally transparent.’ 

 

Penny was elated too. ‘You were great, Lee. You sounded like somebody Groundspeed 

would have on his staff.’  

 

That, I knew immediately, was a backhanded compliment. It did nothing to dampen our 

morale, though. We were driving towards the terminal under whose white, 

architecturally-designed wing, Grovely and Appleton had reserved a place where we 

could watch the arrival of the jet from Dubai and monitor whether any docking 

passengers were ferried out the emergency entrance at the side of the building.  

 

Appleton finally selected a place to park that was protected from the emergency exit by a 

number of vehicles. Nearby was a flat-backed truck normally used for baggage handling. 

It was unoccupied and the cabin was painted fire-engine red. There were two white 
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service vans, I presumed they were used for general deliveries. While our view was partly 

obscured, it certainly didn’t stop us noticing any vans or buses if they suddenly turned up.  

 

It felt strange, hidden away behind the tinted windows – sitting there on the edge of the 

tarmac, beside the wing of the terminal – while all around us various service vehicles 

came and went. There were catering vans that docked alongside the planes and by means 

of hydraulic lifts restocked the galleys – exchanging the aluminum food cabinets. 

Continually, refueling tankers appeared and disappeared. Maintenance staff in day-glo 

orange overalls rode past in trucks and buses and even a motorized tricycle.  

 

Then an Orpheus bus arrived. It had a giant red harp painted on a white background. The 

bus looked brand-new, even the tyres had a recently-manufactured sheen about them.  

 

‘Here we go,’ Penny said softly. ‘That’s Crossroads in the seat alongside the driver.’ She 

lowered the window fifteen centimetres and raised the camcorder to her eye.  

 

It was Crossroads, all right. He was dressed in an Orpheus uniform and was speaking on 

a mobile. The driver was a woman that neither Penny nor I recognized. She sat drumming 

the steering wheel and staring at the building’s emergency exit. The internal stairs were 

recessed in a small glass lobby from which you could leave by a single door. Crossroads 

climbed out of the bus with the phone still pinned to his ear. He gave a few nervous 

glances around, crossed into the shadows, unlocked the door and pulled on the big 
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horizontal bar that operated as the door-handle. He pinned the door back with a neat 

maneuver of his polished boots.   

 

‘Here they come,’ Penny whispered. She continued to film. 

 

A man in his twenties carrying a white canvas bag slung over one shoulder suddenly 

appeared. Crossroads put away his phone and pointed to the bus. The man nodded and 

followed Crossroads’ directions. The fellow was dark-skinned, dressed in black cloth 

trousers and a matching cotton shirt that billowed about his body. His black wavy hair 

flapped in the breeze. He was bearded, a shadow line that traced his jawbone. There was 

nothing joyous in the way the fellow climbed onto the bus and wearily shuffled down the 

aisle. By the time my eyes returned to the door they were coming out in twos and threes. 

There were women in their late teens, slightly-built women with plaited hair, all dark-

skinned. Some carried overnight bags; others carried what looked like rolls of cloth. 

There were some older men, even a blue turbaned gentleman who was one of the last to 

hop on the bus.  

 

At their windows, the passengers peered out dully at the surroundings. Whatever 

excitement these people might have felt in the beginning now appeared to be exhausted, 

worn down by the challenge that remained in front of them. The fundamental deception 

they were involved in precluded the normal curiosity you might feel arriving in a new 

city, in a strange country. 
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The dispatch went without a hitch. There was nothing to suggest that the passengers were 

anybody but tourists. It was just the odd door they emerged from. They came out the 

tradesmen’s entrance, so to speak, without confronting Customs or Immigration. Orpheus 

staff redirected passengers all day; it was their job; they were trusted with the security of 

the airport if not, in some respects, the country. 

 

There were about thirty people on the bus; about a third of them were women.  

 

‘What are we suppose to do?’ I asked Appleton. He sat erect throughout the exodus with 

his eyes straight ahead staring towards the refinery whose pilot light could be seen in the 

distance. 

 

‘We are to keep as great a distance as we can without losing them. I imagine they will be 

waved through each of the checkpoints and we’ll be asked to give cause,’ Appleton said 

and turned the ignition of the limousine.  

 

We watched the bus pull out and form an arc some twenty metres in front of us. 

Crossroads was clearly discernible walking down the aisle of the bus. Apparently he 

didn’t notice the limousine. He was in conversation with one of the migrants. As the bus 

drifted past, Penny quickly raised the camcorder to her eye. 
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‘Let’s go, Appleton,’ she said. ‘They don’t expect any opposition. In fact, they look as if 

they’re on their way to bingo. I have never seen anything as simply conceived as this. It’s 

a Sunday drive for all of them.’ 

 

The bus traveled a hundred metres and then veered off to the left. There was a sudden dip 

as the bus lunged into the hollow a little too quickly, all the heads of the passengers rose 

and fell like a theme park ride and the bus emerged on the other side. It was a service 

road built for the trucks required in the construction of the Redevelopment Centre, its 

roads and its future buildings. The bus approached another boomgate where normally a 

truck delivering materials would receive a site clearance. There was a pillbox with a glass 

window and a small office attached. The silhouette of somebody could be seen taking up 

a position. 

 

‘This looks like the end of the road,’ Appleton warned us. ‘Hide your camcorder and at 

no point leave the vehicle.’ 

 

As the bus approached, the boomgate rose automatically. The bus accelerated through the 

checkpoint raising a swirl of dust where a pothole had been recently filled. For a second I 

willed the boomgate to stay were it was but it fell. In fact, the middle-aged man who 

strode out of the pillbox exercised quite a commanding presence as he raised his hand. 

Dressed in regulation Orpheus uniform, he was more lightly built than their average 

employee. His hair was cut short, almost military in style, the tips of his once-dark hair, 
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snow-white as if there were no shades of grey. His revolver was strapped to his hip and 

unnervingly the leather holster had been unclipped.  

 

Appleton responded as usual, unflappable and dignified to the death. The limousine 

floated to a standstill in front of the sentry. The guard didn’t draw the revolver, but there 

was some implication in his aggressive stare that implied a need for instant calm or he 

would respond. 

 

He tapped on Appleton’s window even though mine had started to recede.  

 

‘Out of the car,’ he commanded. He was brisk in his movements. He opened Appleton’s 

door, pulled him free, spun him round so that his head was resting on the bonnet and 

pushed his arms not so gently up there too. Appleton’s cap was horrifically disturbed. 

Usually it was as settled as the orbit of the planets, as constant as the tides and as reliable 

as sunshine. With it suddenly shoved across his face it toppled to the ground. It felt, at 

that moment, that our chances toppled with it. 

 

‘You are an unauthorized vehicle,’ the Orpheus staffer shouted. ‘Have you any 

paperwork?’  

 

Appleton remained silent. Penny opened her door and quietly stepped out. It was contrary 

to Grovely’s most stringent rule: Under no circumstances get out of the limousine. 

Appleton had years of experience in these matters. As Grovely skited: Appleton always 
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got me home. Once, evidently, Appleton drove the limousine through a military firing-

range during maneuvers because Grovely was in dispute with the top brass over a funding 

issue. The tank firing had to stop until they finished negotiating the bush track. 

 

Penny moved confidently. She obviously had a case to put. I remained where I was in the 

backseat.  

 

‘Good day, Michael,’ Penny said. It was a bright and breezy welcome of old friends. 

‘Don’t rough-up my driver or you’ll have Groundspeed to contend with.’ 

 

The Orpheus employee, Michael with the snow-white tips, looked up and grinned. He 

had wonderful blue eyes. ‘Penny bloody Whisper, what are you doing here?’ He patted 

Appleton on the back. Picked up his cap and handed it to him.  

 

Penny rounded the front of the limousine and hugged Michael. Over Michael’s shoulder 

she rolled her eyes. It was a look that told us to stay where we were and leave it to her. 

Appleton climbed into the driver’s seat. He had a scratch on his cheek where his own 

fingernail had broken the skin. 

 

‘What are you doing here? This is strictly unauthorized today. I can’t let you go any 

further.’ 
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‘Bosh has asked me to do an in-house doco, hence the uniform,’ Penny said. ‘When did 

you leave Police?’ 

 

‘Groundspeed brought me across a few weeks ago. Listen, do you mind if I make a phone 

call on this one. I have strict instructions to let nobody through.’ 

 

‘You’re right,’ Penny said. ‘But listen, be quick. I need footage of the bus arriving. Bosh 

is very proud of the Redevelopment Centre. He wants footage of the tourists arriving. 

Look, the bus is miles ahead now.’ 

 

‘You go,’ Michael said. ‘Groundspeed will be thrilled you’re doing something for 

Orpheus. He wants to bring the whole crew across if he can.’ 

 

‘Thanks, Michael,’ she hugged and kissed him on the cheek. Appleton turned the ignition 

key. Penny slid back into her seat. 

 

‘Sorry, buddy,’ Michael called through the window to Appleton as we eased our way past 

the checkpoint. 

 

‘Who was that?’ I asked. Penny was very pleased with her self. 

 

‘You know, sometimes when you think back to that one-night-stand and wonder whether 

it was worth it. Well, in this case it was. He once worked in Groundspeed’s office. He 
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was always keen we might become an item.’ Penny raised her hand to state quite firmly 

that there would be no further questions about Michael. ‘We are through,’ she chuckled. 

‘We are through, Appleton.’ He nodded his head slowly without turning around. ‘Let’s 

get the best footage we can,’ Penny concluded. 

 

The Redevelopment Centre, twenty stories high, stood out like an International Hotel on 

the subdivided plain. The land was once the old domestic airport, flat as a fart in summer 

and reclaimed now by Orpheus. There was a bitumen road and curbing everywhere, but 

as yet most of the blocks remained undeveloped. The Orpheus logo crowned the Centre’s 

façade of curved steel and green glass. By line of sight we could follow the direction of 

the bus that had pulled up at a block of offices that no doubt housed the project manager 

and his team during the construction of the centre.   

 

‘Hang back a bit, Appleton,’ Penny suggested. ‘Why would they be stopped there?’ 

 

Penny and I watched the next bit unfold. We knew what was about to happen and it made 

us sick to contemplate the eventual outcome. We could do nothing but spectate. 

 

Crossroads had selected one of the passengers to accompany him off the bus. She was 

about eighteen, if that – hair in a plait, black jeans and a purple cotton top. She was 

lightly built, moved gracefully, also apprehensively. There was a discussion for a minute 

in front of the open door of the bus. The girl wanted to take a blue sports bag with her but 

Crossroads tossed it back inside. She refused to move, obviously pleading with 
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Crossroads in a wild burst of gesticulating. Crossroads eventually relented and allowed 

her to retrieve the bag. We were seventy or eighty metres away, partly concealed by rank 

paspalum that grew on the open block. Once the girl grabbed her bag, Crossroads led her 

towards the offices. It was a white besser-block building fringed by starving palms and 

overgrown garden beds. Crossroads unlocked the front door of the office and, gripping 

the girl by the forearm, escorted her inside. The bus rolled forward about three hundred 

metres and came to a standstill outside of the Redevelopment Centre. 

 

Penny was sick with unease. She knew the terrifying scenario first-hand. It confirmed 

everything we knew of Crossroads.  

 

‘What do we do?’ Penny squeaked through her panic. 

 

‘Drop me off,’ I said. It was the only way I could calm my anger and fear. ‘Drop me off, 

outside. I just hope I can get in.’ 

 

‘Do you want a tyre lever?’ Appleton offered, always grounded in the practical. 

 

‘Yair, that would be good,’ I said weakly. The nausea rose in my stomach. It was going to 

be violent whatever way I looked at it. ‘Yair, get me the tyre lever now, Appleton.’ 

 

He disappeared around the back of the car. 
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‘Shit, Skulks, what are you going to do?’ Penny asked. Her face was red; her eyes were 

watering. 

 

‘I’m going to get up close and personal,’ I said. ‘And give him a triple thrashing. Once 

for Brooke, once for you, and once for me. You must get Appleton to ring Grovely and 

tell him where I am. We must get Steve Engels out here. This could go all pear-shaped. 

It’s important you follow the bus and see if you can get inside the Redevelopment Centre 

as planned.’ 

 

Appleton opened my door and handed me the silver tyre lever. ‘The best idea’s to grasp it 

here,’ he said. ‘It’s less likely to slip from your hand.’ 

 

The limousine drew level with the offices. It was obvious they were disused. Blinds still 

shaded the front windows but the grass either side of the concrete slab was almost knee-

high. Various advertising brochures spilled from a letterbox slot in the front door. The 

wind had scattered them, the sun and rain faded them.  

 

Penny reached over and kissed me.  

 

‘Don’t be a hero,’ she said. I could tell in her face that she expected me to be harmed. 
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I felt a shade more confident than that. Prison life, if any thing, hardens you to moments 

of brute force. They come and they go. The only thing you fear is humiliation and that, 

you know, begins the moment you don’t want to try. 

 

‘It’s time to take a look inside,’ I said as I slipped from the vehicle.  

 

I quietly walked up the office path as if I was a salesman. I watched the limousine drift 

away. I tried the handle of the door. It was locked, as I expected. I listened to the 

murmurings inside the building, little trapped echoes, footfalls – and then I heard a 

scream, a woman’s scream, cut-off almost immediately. 

 

There was a smell of dust, of turned earth in the air, that mixed with the fumes escaping 

from the building, a more chemical, caustic smell of decaying plastic and rubber. 

 

I tapped the glass in the door at the corner of the pane with the tyre-lever. It resisted my 

first and second blow then suddenly cracked, and then a larger section collapsed into the 

empty room. It echoed. I bobbed down and waited for Crossroads to check out the 

disturbance. After a minute or so, when he didn’t emerge I reached in and opened the 

door.  

 

It was clearly once an office. There were power points strategically installed around the 

walls. A couple of foldout tables remained. There was an old computer monitor and three 

keyboards stacked in the corner. The tiled surface was dusty. Leading off from this main 
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office was a corridor that led to other rooms. The besser-block surface of the walls was 

painted white, the carpet in the corridor lifting at the edges, the rubber underlay rotting.  

 

I pushed open the first door leading off the corridor. I already knew Crossroads wasn’t 

there. The room was stripped of furniture. Orange curtains with white geometrical 

patterns covered the window. They were like gigantic shower curtains slipping at the 

ends of their rod. Through the crack you could see more dying palms and further afield 

the subdivided block covered spasmodically in clumps of grass. The air smelt of an 

abandoned wetsuit succumbing to the rigors of mold. Maybe it was the underlay of the 

carpet, stained in patches by an obvious leaking roof.  

 

In the third office at the end of the corridor I could hear movement. There was chair-

scrape and wall-knock and a male voice, toned down but nevertheless threatening. As I 

approached I noticed the door was partly open, a gap of about ten centimetres. What I 

saw when I reached it shocked me. 

 

This room, unlike the others, was definitely regularly occupied. There was a steel-tubular 

bed, made up with an eiderdown printed with formula one racing cars, mainly reds and 

whites, and black and white chequered flags. The bed was pushed up against the window 

which was blacked out. The glass had been painted black, drips of which dribbled onto 

the white windowsill. Some rooms make you feel happy the moment you step into them. 

This room made you instantly morbid. There was a giant poster of a naked Negro woman 

draped in chains. Any erotic value intended was hopelessly underscored by the 
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manufacture’s name, a multinational steel company that quite obviously produced steel 

mesh, girders and chains, it seemed, printed across an iron pedestal upon which the 

woman stood, her legs aggressively akimbo. 

 

Further into the room I could see pinewood drawers and a matching wardrobe. There was 

movement at the edge of the gap and as I came closer, skewing my sight yet deeper into 

the room, I noticed two people. 

 

There was the Indian girl from the bus tied to a steel-framed chair. Crossroads had used 

green nylon ties – the kind of everyday nylon cord I used to secure my crab-pots. It was 

so ordinary, but so hopelessly perverted, that I can’t stand to look at the stuff today. She 

had been gagged with black insulation tape; round and round her head Crossroads had 

gone with it, excessively so as though in some type of frenzy. She was blank with fright. 

And kneeling in front of her was Crossroads himself, the back of his workshirt stained 

dark with sweat. He was trying to discover some way to stop the young woman from 

moving the chair. 

 

My decision was an instant and an opportune one. I acted without compunction or further 

consideration. There was my chance and I took it. 

 

I gently opened the door and checked my grip on the tyre lever. The young woman 

looked up but didn’t flinch. She was obviously confused and believed, I think, that I 
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intended her harm also. Crossroads was totally absorbed in tying her ankles. He mumbled 

something between his teeth.  

 

It was three very quick steps across the room that Crossroads eventually sensed. My aim 

was to bring the tyre lever down across the side of his face. He turned and I caught him 

flush on the forehead. The young girl flinched and scrunched her eyes shut with the 

sound of the impact. It was like hitting a solid table. For a second Crossroads just looked 

at me, a dazed look, and then a ridge of blood opened up the floodgates and blood poured 

into his eyes. He stumbled to get up and I hit him again, but not as hard but this time, on 

the temple and he just crumbled at the girl’s feet.  

 

A great stench filled the room. The concussion was so severe that Crossroads lost control 

of his bodily functions. I dragged him free with great difficulty so that I could untie the 

girl. Her whole body was trembling. She feared me as much as her assailant. All the 

power in my own body was suddenly drained. The young girl resisted my attempts at 

first. There was no way she could differentiate between Crossroads and myself. We even 

wore the same uniform. I tore a fingernail picking at the tape; as it came free it removed 

patches of skin on the young woman’s face. 

 

The tyre lever I kept beside me, fearing that at any moment the crumpled body emitting 

the terrible stench might leap to its feet and beat me senseless. I was tense, suspicious, 

wary of the slightest movement on the floor where Crossroads still breathed. I also feared 
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that Crossroads might choke on his own blood. I tried to pull him into the coma position 

but found myself retching.  

 

The girl just sat there, frightened by the tyre lever as much as the crumbled body. 

 

‘Safe, safe. You are safe,’ I kept repeating. In the circumstances she couldn’t make sense 

of what I was saying. ‘You are free. Free. Free.’ She got the gist of something and edged 

her way around the room – and slipped into the corridor. 

 

I started opening drawers. The first was full of insulation tape, two Stanley knives and an 

assortment of CD’s in their plastic cases.  

 

The second drawer contained car magazines, two remote controls and some old office 

memos. I glanced over at the slumped body and wondered now whether I may have killed 

him. The thought couldn’t numb me any further. Then I opened the next drawer. It 

contained only one object; it slid as I opened it. It was a handgun with a black metal 

handle and similar barrel. But what was in the bottom drawer shocks me even now to 

recall it. 

 

The plywood base of the bottom drawer had warped and collapsed so that, as I pulled it 

out, it came with a rush throwing the contents towards me. The first thing I noticed was a 

combination of clothes and jewelry. There was a silver cocktail dress that glimmered 

pearl in the light. There was also a white thong, slightly discolored by use. Then I noticed 
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the jewelry that identified the clothes. There was a gold chain and a locket attached. It 

was an unusual locket because on one side it had a Guardian Angel and on the other a star 

represented by a single diamond. Brooke Mackenzie wore it the night at the 

Karmageddon. She wore it while Grovely and she made love.  

 

Retching and crying, I shuffled along the corridor. The young Indian woman was 

nowhere to be seen. I rang Appleton on the mobile. 

 

‘Come and get me,’ I said. ‘I know who murdered Brooke Mackenzie. He’s badly in need 

of an ambulance.’ 
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There Is A Time For Counting 

 

The Redevelopment Building was a multifunctional building, but Orpheus had the best 

five floors. John Bosh’s office had the best of these. From the window you could see the 

Gateway Bridge arching over the Brisbane River that snaked towards the CBD like a 

golden ribbon. Also you could see the saddle of mountains behind the city and the 

suburbs stretched out in between. The room itself was dominated at one end by a 

conference table that was attended by a media centre of some sophistication. There was a 

large plasma screen that would have done a small theatre justice and any number of 

information recording and retrieving devices. On a raised platform was a two-metre tall 

silver Orpheus with lyre in hand. The inner sanctum at the far end was separated from the 

conference room by a wall of frosted glass. It was John Bosh’s official office.  

 

John Bosh emerged and took up his position at the head of the conference table. He 

glanced once around the room as though he feared the theft of one of the many paintings 

hanging there.  

 

Despite the corporate power on display, Bosh seemed to be at a distinct disadvantage. On 

his right sat a distressed Rex Groundspeed whose face was flushed the moment he 

entered the room. It was obvious he was meant to come up with the answers that Bosh at 

this present moment desperately needed. On the other side of Bosh was Deidre Crankie, 

Bosh’s PA. She was a beautiful blonde, dainty as a ballet dancer, dressed in a pink flimsy 
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nylon dress with scalloped edges. She was armed with a notebook computer, but looked 

totally overwhelmed. 

 

Bosh’s team was depleted for a strategic reason. The events of the day had shocked him 

so thoroughly that he thought his corporate future hung in the balance. What was meant 

to be his moment of triumph now teetered on the precipice. It was a scandal that – he 

knew better than anybody – could affect millions of dollars. His fortune was up for grabs, 

and he meant ‘fortune’ in both senses of the word: in sheer dollar terms and the more 

ephemeral dispensation that life had dealt him. He didn’t want to share the events of the 

day with anybody until the damage had been contained. 

 

Next to Groundspeed sat Leonard Grovely whom everybody in the room knew was the 

fulcrum upon which any deal would tilt. Grovely had been there, done that; in fact, his 

experience, if it could be quantified, was the quantum of everyone else’s. In a way it was 

a revived Grovely, all the weariness was gone; he seemed to be in a state of personal 

renewal; he was needed again and he knew what to do. 

 

Next to Deidre Crankie sat Steve Engels, who wasn’t as comfortable about the 

proceedings of the meeting as he let on. He was no friend of Grovely in the long run and 

generally despised Margaret Bornchef who sat beside Grovely. Now, Margaret, if her 

skin was any indication, was in a state of nerves. She looked as if she had been stung by 

wasps. If the truth was known, the day that was drawing to an end was the most dramatic 

of her life and she had carried out interrogations in two war zones before taking up her 
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present job. She desperately wanted to restore her name and she knew that to do so 

required her to do three despicable things. First, she had to blackmail a former business 

partner, John Bosh. Second, she had to threaten a previous colleague, Rex Groundspeed. 

And third, she had to corroborate the accusations of a former rival, Leonard Grovely, and 

offer to give evidence – hostile evidence – at any trial if her client, namely me, was 

charged with murder. It was quite a moral and ethical obstacle course for Margaret to 

climb over, to set herself free. 

 

Penny and I sat further down the table. We were the evidence (what we carried on film 

and on the psychoclip), the accused (what threatened to happen if political events weren’t 

averted), the prosecutor (Orpheus was involved in the illegal trafficking of workers) and 

defendant (we didn’t kill Brooke Mackenzie but we can prove who did) – all wrapped up 

in one. 

 

Appleton waited in the car downstairs listening to a one-day cricket match on the radio. 

 

Grovely had laid the case out beautifully. He sat back and folded his arms and waited for 

Bosh to respond. 

 

‘Well, Leonard,’ Bosh said. He began nervously. He leant forward, entwined his fingers. 

‘I am being blackmailed, am I?’ 
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There was such a silence in the room. Nobody answered, nobody looked away. We had 

nothing to lose, any of us. Or to put it more correctly, we had a lot more to lose before we 

walked through the door. 

 

Bosh looked terribly uncomfortable and knew he had to start offering something. Steve 

Engels had already offered seven o’clock as the deadline. 

 

‘Okay,’ Bosh said. He checked Deidre’s screen. ‘I’ll ring Paul Reynolds and insist that 

Crossroads be charged with the murder of Brooke Mackenzie. I don’t really want to 

mention to Paul the evidence you collected today. I’ll request a DNA survey of 

Crossroads’ room. As for Crossroads’ injuries, that’s for me to sort out when he gains 

consciousness. “Stable” is the latest assessment there. I’ll want you, Rex, to lead the 

investigation. I’ll offer you as a consultant to Paul, free-of-charge. You are right with 

that?’ 

 

Rex nodded. It was a deeply compromised nod at that. 

 

‘I can’t do much more than that,’ Bosh said. His eyes took in the whole gathering, 

picking us out one by one in a test of will. He reserved a most scathing stare for me. 

 

‘You certainly can do a lot better than that, John. It’s only the beginning. Penny is next.’ 
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‘I don’t control her network, I’m only on the board,’ John said. He waited against the 

mounting silence. Then he spoke again: ‘Okay. Her contract is restored for the next 

series.’ 

 

‘That wasn’t the entire option I spelt out, John,’ Grovely said. 

 

‘Let me finish,’ Bosh replied. He feigned arriving at this conclusion himself. ‘Or she can 

take a cash payout based on what the last series earned.’  

 

He realized that he had no bargaining position unless he wanted to go to jail. The extent 

of the scandal was just starting to take hold. ‘Margaret, I apologize for any pressure you 

were put under. I don’t expect to be requiring your services in the future. In fact, all 

correspondence between us, I recommend, be destroyed.’ 

 

‘Thank you, John,’ Margaret replied. She was only slightly relieved, though. ‘John, I 

want some assurance that my client, Mr Skulks, won’t be continually harassed by this 

new Government.’ 

 

Steve Engels, who felt very uneasy about the nature of the discussions, decided to speak 

up.  

 

‘In fact, Mr Bosh, the film recorded from today, and a download copy when its available, 

will be placed in a bank safe. One, just one,’ and he tapped the table for emphasis, 
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‘incident of threat or intimidation towards my client, Lee Skulks, and I will leak the 

footage to the press. All the press, all the press around Australia, not just in this city, the 

World Wide Web, the whole lot. And I’ll send a copy to the CEO of the Stock Exchange. 

You better call off the Government. Tell them they can’t count on your support come 

election time if any of the psychoclip legislation is tampered with.’ 

 

‘I can’t speak for the Government,’ Bosh pleaded.  

 

‘Give it a go,’ Grovely suggested. ‘My experience is you’ll get a fair hearing particularly 

if you threaten to disclose their private shares, the ones their relatives have for nothing, in 

Orpheus.’ 

 

John looked drained and flustered. ‘It’s Dillon Mathers that worries me most. He’s such a 

difficult prick to deal with.’ 

 

The meeting concluded soon after that, and Grovely dropped Penny and me back at 

Nudgee. 

 

‘You know,’ Grovely said as the limousine waited in the driveway. Penny and I were 

sitting there, about to get out. ‘Are you ready, Appleton?’ Appleton nodded without 

turning around. And the two men started singing in perfect time. 

 

You’ve got to know when to hold them; know when to fold them;  
know when to walk away; know when to run.  
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You never count your money when you’re sitting at the table;  
there will be time enough for counting when the dealings done. 
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Picking Up The Pieces 

 

‘Lee, come and take a look at this,’ Penny called from the lounge room. 

 

I joined her on the couch. Dillon Mathers finished his editorial comments and then, 

turned to his guest, the new Minister for Protective Services, who, despite his renowned 

rapport with Mathers before the election, nervously adjusted the fabric of his trousers and 

placed his hands in his lap, rather uneasily. 

 

‘Can I begin by asking you,’ Mathers began sharply. The trademark charm and jocularity 

he reserved for conservative politicians had been replaced by an arrogant and impatient 

tone he normally saved for unmarried mothers and obese industrial workers. ‘Why, after 

all the promises, after all the Government statements to the contrary, in short, in 

opposition to your entire election campaign strategy, have you now run away from the 

issue. It is a backflip of muscle-tearing proportions, Minister. I am referring to the Lee 

Skulks’ press release you made yesterday. It appears from your words that the confessed 

terrorist will remain at large.’ 

 

The minister sighed and breathed deeply. It was his first major interview since the 

landslide victory and to put it bluntly, his career, if not the Government’s longevity 

depended to a large degree on how he handled the growing shock in the community on 

this policy shift.  
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‘It is not a simple thing to complete the transformation from opposition into government. 

It is a complex business as you know, Dillon,’ the new minister said warmly and smiled. 

‘When you are in opposition, you should be entitled to all the facts but you aren’t. And 

while we are still determined to crack down on crime every way possible, we have found, 

how do I put this, certain legal barriers to what we intended with Mr Skulks. Certain legal 

liabilities if we proceeded the way we promised. The old Government wasn’t completely 

honest with us. They were never honest with the people, either.’ 

 

‘So killers go free.’ Mathers’ voice cracked. The normal silken tones showed a jagged 

edge of uncontrollable pique. He coughed. ‘Skulks is free to do what he likes?’ 

 

‘No, Dillon,’ the new minister said calmly. ‘He certainly isn’t free to do what he likes. 

The psychoclip, we are assured, monitors everything he does and everything he sees. He 

is under tight control.’ 

 

‘You are now sounding like the former head of your Department, Minister, the Disgraced 

Leonard Grovely.’ 

 

‘We mustn’t be too harsh.’ The Minister’s conciliatory approach was meant to dampen 

down the electorate and reduce the expectation he had built up over the previous eighteen 

months. ‘Public servants are directed by governments. They take their riding orders from 

the top. In most cases…’ 
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‘In this case,’ Mathers interrupted. He was flushed. For the first time I could remember, 

Mathers’ real crimson tones burnt through the make-up and seared the viewer with 

genuine anger. He was loosing it on national TV, in front of his flock, and he couldn’t 

find the emergency brake. The vertigo of an accelerating train on tracks removed of their 

ballast drove his argument. In fact, in retrospect, his credibility, his career, the power he 

intended to wield, did rely on humiliating the minister into submission and then into a 

reversal of policy. ‘You don’t intend to re-arrest Lee Skulks, a convicted terrorist, a child-

murderer, and a recipient of tax-payer funded largesse including a mansion, a monthly 

salary of $4 000 and as I understand it, the suppression by the Police Minister for a 

charge of murder. I refer to the Brooke Mackenzie investigation.’ 

 

The transmission suddenly went to a commercial break. There was no preparatory cue 

from Mathers that usually took the form of, ‘Strap yourselves in, viewers, I’ll be back in a 

minute.’ 

 

‘They’ve pulled him,’ Penny said incredulously. ‘The producer has withdrawn the 

interview. It’s a red-alert in TV land. The powers-to-be are moving in.’ 

 

‘They’ve stopped the interview?’ I asked, surprised as much as she was. 

 

‘The Prince has winked.’ 

 

‘They aren’t trying to silence Mathers, are they?’  
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On technical and analytical matters, Penny was superb. Watching live TV with her was 

like viewing a football match with the radio commentary on. You saw the confrontation 

and then heard the tactics behind the blows. 

 

All the same, I feared to share her optimism. This was vintage Mathers: taking an 

inexperienced Minister and progressively humiliating him with loaded statements that 

carried half the argument in the terms he chose to use: ‘convicted terrorist’, ‘child 

murderer’, ‘mansion’; it was my Uncle and Aunt’s house, for crying out loud.  

 

I thought, ‘Here goes. The Minister, under pressure, will make a retraction and then 

renew his election promise to have me arrested until the new legislation could be passed. 

Then, presumably, I faced the death penalty all over again. It looked like Ground Hog 

Day shaping itself on the horizon of the media-dominated political landscape.’ 

 

One commercial after another presented itself on the screen. ‘Penny, I’m not so sure. I’ve 

got a terrible feeling we’re going to witness everything Bosh agreed to being overturned 

in a few heated moments. This minister is crying out for water and Mathers is about to 

turn up the blowtorch and apply it to the soles of his feet.’ 

 

‘Don’t be so dramatic,’ Penny said. ‘I can tell you, without a shadow of a doubt, they 

have cut the interview. Mathers doesn’t run the bloody network. He thinks he does but he 

doesn’t. He is as expedient as the next host. Lucky for you, Lee, all those investors who 
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have shares in Orpheus, command more control over the network, probably a decisive bit 

more, than Mr Scandal himself, Dillon Mathers. What did I tell you, another commercial. 

They’ve executed him alright.’ 

 

‘Are you saying Bosh has moved in?’  

 

‘Probably, last night, they would have had an extraordinary board meeting. The producer 

would have been summoned. Afterwards, possibly by phone, Mathers would be 

informed. You can imagine how he would have carried on, claiming editorial integrity 

and accusing them of interference. They would have told him to go ahead but be careful. 

Will Craving, as a matter of precaution would be in situ, to flag the end the moment 

Mathers strayed from his script. Craving pulled the plug the exact instant he thought his 

job as manager was on the line. They’ll come back in a minute but the thread of the attack 

will be lost in minor and irrelevant detail.’ 

 

And they did come back, the new Minister and Mathers, laughing rather tensely, and as 

Penny predicted, discussed Police Surveillance in shopping malls as if Lee Skulks was a 

figment of the collective imagination to be retired to the unconscious, here forthwith. 

Weirdly, I felt as though there was a suppression order suddenly activated. I was not to be 

talked about any longer. I’d had my day in the sun, now it was time to get over it. The 

pressure, from all that attention, there in front of that screen, started to drain from me. I 

was no longer in the public eye. 
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I looked into the kitchen where Penny was getting us a cup of coffee. Surely, Penny 

wasn’t like everybody else, I thought without knowing exactly where to look, who lost 

interest once the media spotlight turned to a different aspect of our lives. 

 

‘I suppose, everything changes from this time onwards,’ I said, a little more defensively 

than I required it to sound. We had killed the TV and the bird-calls from the trees at the 

back resonated again in the house. ‘You are between assignments and I need to get a job 

somewhere.’ 

 

‘I have a number of things in mind already,’ Penny said happily. ‘You seem a bit 

crestfallen. There are no long term winners in the celebrity stakes, Lee. The essential 

principle behind celebrity in the first place was to create excitement where none existed 

before hand. That is why it needs all that supporting evidence, the endless photographs 

and the massive degree of consumption. They create the backdrop and help assimilate it 

into our lives. It is an unnatural interest in the first place: an interest in people we 

instantly recognize but will never, never know. Get ready to disappear off the radar, 

Skulks. The silence will deafen you.’ 

 

Penny placed the mug of coffee before me and leaned forward. The kiss was more 

important than anything. It offered more than I could translate immediately into words. 

Yet, there was a perspective I hadn’t shared with her entirely. It came into existence 

during her initial research, in the days of recrimination while I waited on death row. It 

was the purpose I manufactured from her interest as though it was a type of by-product. 
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Her inquiry was a furnace of interest that melted my own questioning to its core 

elements. As she sat with her coffee beside me, I began rather awkwardly to explain 

myself. 

 

‘There are things in our life we deliberately injure or destroy, or walk away from: things 

we spent our life loving.’ 

 

‘You’re not going to be morbid, are you?’ she cautioned.  

 

‘No, not that,’ I hesitated. ‘Not unnecessarily so.’ 

 

‘Good,’ she kissed me again. ‘Because I believe, you might be over the worst of it.’ 

 

‘That is exactly right,’ I said. ‘Sometimes what we love too strongly has a way of 

threatening us. We fear it might suffocate us and constrict our chances. We feel bound up 

by our doubts. Then we walk away through all that toxic smoke and rubble and we 

experience the horrendous pain of what we’ve done. We feel like screaming, “Why me? 

Why should this madness visit me.”’ 

 

‘You said you wouldn’t be morbid.’ Penny nudged me in the ribs. ‘What are you trying to 

say, exactly. You still feel guilty?’ 
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‘No, not that. I’m over that part of it, anyway. It is something more than that. We all 

destroy things, in part, the tender, vulnerable things we set out to protect. We crush the 

herbs to cross the field. Our journey is always marked by what we step on, unavoidably. 

It is what we make of what we crush that is important. It is what we learn to do 

differently. It is the new approach we take to the centre of things. Penny, you have 

become a type of compass for me. I track my life according to the readings you give.’ 

 

‘You are not asking me to read the future, are you?’ she said circumspectly. ‘The future 

with you, Skulks, while it will never be boring, is something, I believe, is inherently, 

unpredictable.’ 

 

‘I’m not asking you to predict. Instead, I’m asking you to make it with me. To make it up 

as we go along.’ 

 

‘Now, that is more our style,’ she said. She put down the mug on the table and stood 

before me, her legs astride my own. ‘We leave the commentary to others, the Mathers of 

this world, and we make it up, out of our heads, as we go along.’ 

 

‘You know, this goes along too,’ I pointed to the jack in my temple. ‘I’m under twenty-

four hours surveillance.’ 
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‘Don’t worry,’ she said as she leaned down and kissed me. ‘We all will be soon enough 

unless the Bornchefs of this world are required to think again. Maybe we can shock her 

into submission.’                  

 

‘Maybe we forget about her all together,’ I added. ‘I want to pick up the pieces and 

arrange them into a new sort of puzzle, one where our past mistakes act as type of 

warning.’ 

 

‘To others?’ Penny genuinely inquired. 

 

‘To anybody willing to listen.’ 

 

You, Dear Reader, have been so patient. Pour yourself a glass of wine or put on a DVD. 

Skulks, is coming to you, some time in the near future. 
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